TIMELESS HYMNS OF THE FAITH

#4 America The Beautiful
July 4th, 2010 – Psalm 33:12
The Fourth of July weekend was approaching, and the nursery school teacher, took the opportunity to tell her class about patriotism. We live in a great country, she announced. One of the things we should be happy is that, in this country, we are all free.  Trevor, who was a little boy in her class, came walking up to her from the back of the room. He stood with his hands on his hips and said loudly: I'm not free. I'm four. As we worship today we celebrate not only our freedom in Christ but how blessed we are to live in the United States of America. This morning we consider two Timeless Hymns of the Faith: My Country Tis of Thee & America the Beautiful! Before we look at these just a brief word about the birth of the Pledge of Allegiance and the Christian Flag:
Birth of the Pledge of Allegiance: We didn’t have a “pledge” to our flag until a pastor by the name of Francis Bellamy wrote it in August of 1892. The pledge was first used in public schools on October 12, 1892 during Columbus Day celebrations, after a proclamation made by President Benjamin Harrison. I pledge allegiance to my flag and to the republic for which it stands; one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all. The words my flag were changed to the flag of the United States of America by an amendment adopted on Flag Day, June 14, 1924. Then in 1954 the Congress jointly amended the pledge with the words, under God.  President Dwight Eisenhower: This shows the transcendence of religious faith in America’s heritage and in her future. The pledge was spoken as we know it today for the first time on June 14, 1954, Flag Day on the steps of the Capital in Washington. 
Birth of the Christian Flag: Sunday school was holding a Rally Day. The featured speaker for some reason did not show up. Superintendent Charles C. Overton, in the emergency, called upon his own gifts of innovation to fill in the time. An American flag lay there across the pulpit. He addressed his words to the flag and its symbolism. Then like a flash came the thought, why not also a Christian flag? His impromptu but constructive ad-libbing was to produce a verbal picture of what is today, and has been for the past 100 years. It was conceived at Brighton Chapel, Coney Island, New York, Sunday, September 26, 1897, and was presented in its present form the following Sunday.  Three colors and the cross! White: purity and peace; Blue: faith and truth; Red: blood of Jesus Christ and love. Children in private Christian schools immediately following the pledge to the American flag turn to the Christian Flag right hand still over the heart and recite: I pledge allegiance to the Christian Flag and to the Savior, for whose Kingdom it stands. One Savior, crucified, risen and coming again, with life and liberty for all who believe.
STORY BEHIND THE HYMNS

My Country, Tis of Thee: Moved deeply by the desire to create a national hymn that would allow the American people to offer praise to God for our wonderful land, a twenty-four-year-old theological student, Samuel Francis Smith, penned these lines on a scrap of paper in less than thirty minutes in 1832: My country, 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing: Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrims' pride, from ev'ry mountain side let freedom ring!  Today many consider this their favorite patriotic hymn and call it our unofficial national anthem. It was first sung as America on July 4, 1831, at a children's Independence Day celebration at Park Street Church in Boston. He composed one hundred fifty hymns during his eighty-seven years and helped compile the leading Baptist hymnal of his day. Sing this hymn during the week and reflect on its meaning!
America the Beautiful: Thirty-four-year-old Katharine Lee Bates the head of the English department along with other teachers and professors from Wellesley College, in Massachusetts went to Colorado in 1893. While standing at the summit of Pike’s Peak (14,000 feet above sea level), the words to this particular great hymn of faith, came to her. She said: It was there, as I was looking out over the sea-like expanse of fertile country...spreading away so far under the ample skies that the opening lines of this text formed themselves in my mind. Before she laid her pen down she had written four stanzas, each closing with a prayer expressing her dream of a Christian nation. There has been an ongoing movement since the mid-20th century to make America the Beautiful the national anthem with no success so far. Sing this hymn this week while reflecting on the blessing of being an American: O beautiful for spacious skies, for amber waves of grain, for purple mountain majesties above the fruited plain! America! America! God shed his grace on thee and crown thy good with brotherhood from sea to shining sea! 
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIVES

Remember What Makes America Blessed: Psalm 33:12: Blessed is the nation whose God is the LORD, the people He chose for His inheritance. Turn that verse around and it simply says: The nation whose God is the Lord is blessed. The Psalmist of course is writing of the favor of God for the people of Israel. What I want us to remember today is the reason America has been blessed! We need to appreciate our Christian heritage as a nation.
Our Early Settlers: Christopher Columbus in 1504 wrote his reason for setting forth to discover a new land:            I was led of the Holy Spirit to carry the message of the Gospel to undiscovered lands. William Bradford became governor of the Plymouth Colony describes the mission of the Pilgrims: They cherished a great hope and inward zeal of laying a good foundation… for the advancement of the gospel of Christ in the remote parts of the world… The Puritans state in the Plymouth Charter that the Colony was established: To advance the enlargement of the Christian religion to the glory of God Almighty. American’s first schoolbook was the New England Primer. It has the Lord’s Prayer on its cover. It taught the alphabet in Theological verse. A. In Adam’s fall we sinned all. B. It’s Heaven to find, the Bible’s mind. C. Christ crucified for sinners died.   
Our Framers of the Constitution: Many people do not realize that only 10% of the 13 colonies was Christian in the early 1700’s. Beginning in 1734, a handful of preachers – Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, John Wesley, & others – began to preach in the churches & in the streets & in the fields.  So many came to faith in Christ it came to be know as The Great Awakening. Benjamin Franklin: It was wonderful to see the change soon made in the manners of our inhabitants. From being thoughtless or indifferent about religion, it seemed as if all the world were growing religious, so that one could not walk through the town in an evening without hearing psalms sung in different families of every street. Christians soon made up 50% or more of the population. 
Pastor William made it a practice to visit the parish school one day a week. He walked into the 4th grade class, where the children were studying the states, and asked them how many states they could name. They came up with about 40 names. Pastor William jokingly told them that in his day students knew the names of all the states. One lad: Yes sir, but in those days there were only13 states. Thanks God that the generation that experienced The Great Awakening in those 13 colonies became the leaders of the American Revolution!
Listen to the prologue of the Declaration of Independence: We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights…They desired a form of government whose job is to protect what the Creator has given to each of us. Then, after listing a series of charges against the actions of the King of England, they make two more references to God: We, therefore, the representatives of the United States of America, in General Congress, assembled, (listen to this) appealing to the Supreme Judge of the World… They’re saying that God is the Supreme Judge of the World!  Then they end the Declaration: And for the support of this declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence (that’s God), we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes & our sacred honor. 

Continental Congress signed the "Declaration of Independence” on July 4, 1776. Before signing they called the signers to prayer and fasting to the God of the Bible. Patrick Henry: It cannot be emphasized too strongly or too often that this great nation was founded not by religionists but by Christians. Not on religions but on the Gospel of Jesus Christ. John Witherspoon: Cursed be all learning that is contrary to the Cross of Christ. Alexander Hamilton:  I have a tender reliance on the mercy of the Almighty, through the merits of the Lord Jesus Christ. I am a sinner. I look to Him for mercy…John Jay, first justice of the Supreme Court: It is the duty as well as the privilege & the interest of a Christian nation to select & prefer Christians for their rulers.
In a study of 15,000 items: newspaper articles, pamphlets, books, diaries, etc. all written by the founding fathers of the United States a careful study of all these documents shows that 94% of the quotes from these sources come directly from the Bible? Most of the 55 authors and signers of the U. S. Constitution were Christians. Unfortunately history is being rewritten today.  We’re being told that the founding fathers of our country were deists or secular humanists. A deist is someone who believes in God, but he believes that God has removed Himself from us.  We’re being told that our country was founded as a spiritually neutral land, where all religions would be accepted. We’re being told the founding fathers advocated strict adherence to the separation of church and state. None of this is true.
Where did the pattern for 3 branches of government come from? Not from any country in Europe or any of the other philosophers. When the framers of our government got together to determine, how to best organize our government; they looked to the Word of God. Isaiah 33:22 refers to God in those same 3 aspects:  For the LORD is our judge     [judicial], the LORD is our lawgiver [legislative], the LORD is our king [executive]; it is He who will save us. Judicial evaluates laws. Legislative makes laws. Executive carries out laws. God’s desire is to be President!
First Amendment of the American Constitution: Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.  The so-called "wall of separation" was never intended to insulate our government or our culture from Christian influence. It was originally & always intended to protect the church from governmental influence & interference.  In 1892 the Supreme Court declared this about Christianity in America? Our laws & our institutions must necessarily be based on & must include the teachings of the Redeemer of mankind. It is impossible for it to be otherwise. To this extent, our civilization & our institutions are emphatically Christian. That’s what the Supreme Court said a little over a hundred years ago. Not like that today. But there is hope. Remember, members of the Supreme Court do come and go and they do change.

Judge Gallagher: Much has been written in recent years . . . to ‘a wall of separation between church & state.’ . . .[It] has received so much attention that one would almost think at times that it is to be found somewhere in our Constitution. It isn’t anywhere in our Constitution. Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, William Rehnquist:        . The ‘wall of separation between church & State’ is a metaphor based on bad history, a metaphor which has proved useless as a guide to judging. It should be frankly & explicitly abandoned.  
Listen to the requirements that the State of Delaware imposed on its delegates who were chosen to represent them at the Constitutional Convention: Every person, who shall be chosen a member of either house, or appointed to any office or place of trust…shall…make and subscribe the following declaration, to wit: I, ____, do profess faith in God the Father, and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, and in the Holy Ghost, one God, blessed for evermore; and I do acknowledge the holy scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be given by divine inspiration. This is just one example of the kind of faith that our founding fathers expressed as they formed the constitution of the United States. Does it sound like their intent to keep God out of Government or the public sector? Next time you hear anyone say that our Constitution mandates a ‘wall of separation between church & State’ realize that these are false statements.

In 1950, Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren—someone who was referred to as a liberal in his day:            I believe no one can read the history of our country without realizing that the Good Book and the Spirit of the Savior...have from the beginning been our guiding geniuses. Whether we look to the first charter of Virginia...the same objective is present: a Christian land governed by Christian principles. I believe the entire Bill of Rights came into being because of the knowledge of our forefathers had of the Bible and their belief in it. The president of one South American country: South America was founded by those who were seeking gold, but North America was founded by those who were seeking God. Folks from other countries have a better grasp of our nation’s history than most Americans.  Anybody that says our founding fathers wanted a secular government does not know our history. Let’s remember what makes America blessed and beautiful. Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord.    

Remember These Prayer Promises: 2 Chronicles 7:14:...if my; people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land. 1 Timothy 2:1-4: I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone— for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. Why is being able to live peaceful and quiet lives a blessing from God. Ruth Graham: If God doesn’t bring judgment on America soon, He will have to apologize to Sodom and Gomorrah. She was just pointing out that we deserve God’s judgment without God’s grace. So we pray!
The Apostle Paul used the word urge meaning to exhort with urgency. First of all means that prayer for those in leadership is of primary importance in our prayer life.  We are to pray for those in leadership positions. Republicans praying for Democrats and Democrats praying for Republicans. The heart of God is not first for Republicans to be praying for more Republicans and Democrats praying for more Democrats. Many years ago a famous chaplain was asked: Do you pray for the Senators? He replied: No, I look at the Senators, and then pray for our county!
When Pastor Joe Wright was asked to open the new sessions of the Kansas Senate. This is what they heard:  Heavenly Father, we come before you today to ask Your forgiveness and to seek Your direction and guidance.       We know Your Word says, Woe to those who call evil good, but that is exactly what we have done. We have lost our spiritual equilibrium and reversed our values. We confess: We have ridiculed the absolute truth of Your Word and called it Pluralism.  We have worshipped other gods and called it multiculturalism.  We have endorsed perversion and called it alternative lifestyle.  We have exploited the poor and called it the lottery.  We have rewarded laziness and called it welfare.  We have killed our unborn and called it choice…. We have neglected to discipline our children and called it building self-esteem. We have abused power and called it politics….  We have polluted the air with profanity and pornography and called it freedom of expression.  We have ridiculed the time-honored values of our forefathers and called it enlightenment.  Search us, Oh God, and know our hearts today; cleanse us from every sin and set us free. Guide and bless these men and women who have been sent to direct us to the center of your will. I ask it in the Name of Your Son, the living Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. A number of legislators walked out during the prayer in protest. In six short weeks, Central Christian Church, where Rev. Wright is pastor, logged more than 5,000 phone calls with only 47 of those calls responding negatively. Commentator Paul Harvey aired this prayer on "The Rest of the Story" on the radio and received a larger response to this program than any other he has ever aired.  
Let me telling you a story of something that happened, not in the United States, but in the former Soviet Union. An American choir was on tour in Europe. And one of the leaders of the choir writes: It was 1993, & 36 of us were over in the former Soviet Union presenting what I guess could be called an Americana concert. We dressed up in red, white & blue. The Yalta concert hall was filled with about 3,000 people. We had gone through the greater part of our concert when we came to the song ‘America the Beautiful.’ “We were not prepared at all for what happened.  As we began to sing ‘America the Beautiful,’ this crowd of people, who for 70 years had been under the fist of godless Communism, stood to their feet in honor of America. We began to lose it. I mean, it got so hard for us; we were so effected, that we couldn’t even sing.  Then another amazing thing happened. This crowd of people began to sing ‘America the Beautiful.’ And we finished the song together! 
America is not perfect, but I do believe we have been very blessed. The reason it has been so blessed is because our forefathers acknowledged God & their dependence upon Him. We must not lose sight of the heritage that they have entrusted to us. Do you know what the tallest structure in Washington, D.C. is? It’s the Washington Monument. And by law, nothing taller than the Washington Monument can be built there. And do you know what is inscribed at the pinnacle of the Washington Monument? These words in Latin from scripture: Let God be praised. There may be legislator’s presidents and Americans who don’t know that. But what we do know is that: Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord.! God has shed his grace on us. Remember today that we as Christian Americans owe a debt we can never repay for those who came before us sought the blessings of God for our nation. Remember the prayer promises from the Word of God as we pray for the Gospel of Jesus Christ to continue changing lives. AMEN!
