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Many of you will recall the controversy that erupted eight years ago when Federal Judge Goodwin of California ruled that the Pledge of Allegiance was unconstitutional because of the phrase, “under God.”  The front-page headline of the June 27, 2002, Patriot-News read: “Flag pledge ruled unconstitutional.”  It was a decision that rocked the nation.  

Judge Goodwin determined that the phrase “under God” constituted a violation of church and state, implying religious overtones.  So Judge Goodwin rendered the whole Pledge unconstitutional.  A day later, he reconsidered his judgment and put his ruling on hold indefinitely.  
Now why would a Federal Judge rule one way one day, and then the next put his ruling on indefinite hold?  Was it because he wasn’t feeling himself when he made the ruling?  Was it because an angel had visited him showing him the error of his ways?  Or was it because the national outcry that erupted scarred him?  The Patriot News reported only, “he gave no reason.”

Whatever his reason, Judge Goodwin raised some interesting issues that spurred a national debate.  In reflecting on the incident, it raises an interesting question: Was the national outcry related simply to the Pledge of Allegiance being ruled unconstitutional, or was the outcry about the American people outraged to think that God’s sovereign authority was being challenged?  Those are two radically different positions.  
In the first instance, the issue was whether or not the Pledge we love was unconstitutional.  The second instance relates to God’s sovereignty, and whether we as a nation are subject to God’s authority.  While certainly related, these are two separate issues.

Interestingly, the phrase, “under God,” was not a part of the original Pledge.  The original Pledge was written by Rev. Francis Bellamy in 1892, a Baptist pastor from New York.  He composed the pledge for the occasion of the 400th Anniversary of Columbus discovering America.   It was first published in a magazine for adolescents called, Youth's Companion, which was a national magazine with the largest circulation of any magazine in the United States at the time.
While similar to our current pledge, there were a few notable differences in the wording.  For example, the original Pledge read as follows: “I pledge allegiance to my Flag and the Republic for which it stands – one nation indivisible – with liberty and justice for all.”  

In 1923, the wording was changed for clarity sake from, “my flag,” to “the flag of the United States of America.”  This change was made as a result of a national campaign led by the American Legion and the Daughters of the American Revolution.  

Interestingly, the Pledge was never officially adopted by Congress until 1942.  One year later in June, 1943, the Supreme Court ruled that no one could be coerced to recite the Pledge.  In fact, only half of our fifty states have laws that encourage the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance in the classroom.  
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It wasn’t until 1954, that the words, “under God” were inserted by an act of Congress, and signed into law by President Dwight D. Eisenhower.  The addition of the words was originally proposed by the Knights of Columbus, a Roman Catholic organization who successfully orchestrated a national lobbying campaign to have the words added.

Which brings us full circle.  Was the controversy that erupted eight years ago about the Pledge being ruled unconstitutional, or about the idea that our nation was subject to God’s authority?  
In thinking of God’s sovereignty, we’re reminded of the conditions of the covenant made between God and the people of Israel.  In today’s text Moses presents the people of Israel with a choice: obey God’s commands and prosper, or ignore God’s ways and suffer.

Hear again Moses’ words as he spoke to the people of Israel: 
“If you obey the commands of the Lord your God, which I give you today, if you love Him, obey Him, and keep all His laws, then you will prosper and become a nation of many people.  The Lord your God will bless you in the land that you are about to occupy.   But if you disobey and refuse to listen, turning to worship other gods, you will be destroyed - I warn you here and now.”  (Deuteronomy 30:16-18a)
When reflecting on these words we realize that God’s blessing for Israel was conditional.  God would bless Israel only so long as she obeyed God.  If Israel ignored and disobeyed God to follow her own devises, God would revoke His blessing.  In other words, God would bless Israel only so long as Israel was submissive to God’s sovereignty.  If Israel disavowed God’s authority, the covenant between Israel and God would become null and void, and God would withdraw his blessing.

Which brings us back to the debate about our national Pledge.  What are the implications for retaining the words “under God” in our Pledge?  I suggest there are several.

First, when we recite “one nation under God” we’re declaring that God is sovereign.  That is, loyalty to God ranks higher than loyalty to country.  That’s the implication of the words, “under God.”  To be under God implies God’s sovereignty; God ranks higher.  Just as a Major is duty-bound to obey a Colonel, and a Colonel duty-bound to obey a General, so America is duty-bound to obey God – or at least that’s what we say in our Pledge. 

Secondly, to be “under God” implies that our national interests are secondary to God’s interests.  If America is truly “under God,” when the President and Congress consider legislation and make decisions, their foremost thought should be aligning our national interests with God’s interests.  To be under God means that our national interests are to mirror the will and ways of God.

A third implication of pledging allegiance “under God” is that God’s justice has primacy over American justice.  
Many of you will remember the days of Jim Crow, when racial segregation was the law of the land.  Racial discrimination was legislated so that Blacks had to drink from separate public drinking fountains, and were forced to move from their seats so Whites could sit down.  It was only after a decade of urban riots, millions of dollars in damage, and the deaths of scores of innocent people that America finally outlawed legal segregation.  Despite a Civil War having been fought over the issue of slavery, it took our nation more than 100 years to enact legislation that mirrored God’s justice that condemns and outlaws racial discrimination.  

My point is that when our national and state laws conflict with what we know to be God’s law, then God’s justice has primacy.

The last implication of pledging allegiance “under God” is to realize that obedience to God has precedence over obedience to country.   

It was the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., who led the fight against America’s injustice against the Blacks.  And in order to make his point, he practiced what was known as Civil Disobedience.  Dr. King and those who joined his cause deliberately violated segregation laws to demonstrate their injustice.  They publicly defied laws so the dehumanizing nature of legal segregation would be brought into the light of day.

When God calls His people to a course of action, we have no choice but to obey.  We have no choice but to submit to God’s Laws – even if it means violating the laws of the land. 
Now please don’t hear what I’m not saying.  I’m not advocating anarchy.  I’m not suggesting we can pick and choose what laws we want to obey, ignoring those with which we disagree.  That’s not what I’m saying.  

What I’m saying is that when the will of God conflicts with a nation’s laws, then we are obligated to submit to God’s sovereignty.  If America expects God to bless her, then as a nation we must submit to God’s justice and rule.  After all, that’s the meaning of the Pledge, “under God.” 

If we ignore this lesson, regardless the size of our arsenals or armies; regardless of how prosperous and wealthy we are; God can revoke His blessing.  God’s blessing is not the result of our simply singing “God Bless America.”  God’s blessing is dependent upon whether we are willing to submit to God’s sovereignty. 

The blessings we enjoy as a nation are conditional upon our serving “under God.”  Our allegiance to God is to have precedence over our allegiance to nation.  That’s the meaning of the words, “under God.”  
If the idea of putting God before America is disturbing to you - believing it borders on being unpatriotic – then I challenge you to explain to me the meaning of the words “under God.”  To pledge our first allegiance to God is not being unpatriotic.  In fact, the contrary is true.  By virtue of the words, “under God,” it is clearly patriotic to put God before county.  We pledge allegiance first to God, then country.  

Interestingly, when this national debate occurred eight years ago, Newsweek Magazine reported that 87% of the people surveyed indicated that they believe the words, “under God” should remain in the Pledge.  That’s a large percentage of the populace.  I wonder how many of those had any inkling of the full implications of what the words imply.
I believe Federal Judge Goodwin understood the implications, which is why he ruled the Pledge unconstitutional.  I too believe the Pledge implies a religious belief.  In fact, I’d go so far as to claim that the Pledge explicitly states a belief in a sovereign God.  Otherwise why would we pledge allegiance to be “under God.”  
On the occasion of signing into law the insertion of the words, “under God”, President Eisenhower was quoted as saying: 
“In this way we are reaffirming the transcendence of religious faith in America’s heritage and future; in this way we shall constantly strengthen those spiritual weapons which forever will be our country’s most powerful resource in peace and war.”
Today, as we celebrate our nation’s 234th birthday, may we honor and be loyal to our country’s religious heritage, serving as “one nation under God.”  AMEN
Join me as we pray.

PRAYER

Lord God, as we enthusiastically sing for You to bless our nation, remind us that Your blessing is conditional.  Cause us to remember that You are sovereign.  Teach us to be humble and obedient as we strive to align our national interests with Your holy will.  Amen.
