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Since 9111 love of country has become the ultimate concern of many. And I hasten to note that I, like
most Americans, was deeply saddened by the horrors of that day. I was reminded of my deep and heart-
felt appreciation for this great land. I found myself teary eyed when I heard the song, "Proud to be an
American." For some that American pride became an ultimate concern. Paul Tillich said, "Idolatry is being
ultimately concerned about that which is not ultimate." I do not believe that love of country-any country-
constitutes an authentic ultimate concern.

What is the greatest sin our country is facing today? Materialism? Greed? Self-righteousness? Too much
wealth in the hands of the few as the prophet Amos condemned? Are we too quick to judge a neighbor with
a speck in his or her eye? Many are wrestling with demons related to all of the above. But I suspect that
idolatry is our greatest sin: We are making other gods greater than the God of Christianity. Worship of the
U.S.A. is idolatry.

This year our congregation held a Good Friday Service. I went to every religious bookstore in
Springfield, Missouri (sometimes called the "buckle of the Bible Belt") in search of worship bulletin covers
with a cross on them. There were none. There were several varieties of Easter bulletins - how can the church
celebrate resurrection without sharing in Christ's suffering and death? I was troubled by the seeming lack of
interest in the cross. I was more troubled by the fact that the one cross I found had a U.S. flag draped around
it. There was also a worship bulletin cover showing a flag covering a communion table with a Bible sitting
on it, and another with the minister wearing a flag around his shoulders!

Moses is still calling out, You shall have no other gods. But we love our golden calf.
I didn't understand the problem of patriotism until I was a student at Harvard Divinity School, studying

biblical ethics with a visiting lecturer. He was a large man with a German accent. One day at the end of class
his demeanor changed. I do not recall the question asked of him, but I will never forget his reply. He told us
that when he was a young man, his country called him to serve. He was a Christian, like most Germans. He
loved his country, like most Germans. He served. Silence filled the room. With a strong yet repentant voice
he declared to us the truth he had learned the hard way, closing the class with this sentence: "I am convinced
that Nationalism is the greatest evil known to humankind."

Tempted to hang our American flags-and do the obeisance such flag-waving fosters-we dare not for-
get that the Nazi flag stood at the altar of the Christian churches in Germany.

From the biblical teachings it is clear that God is above any ruler, king, president, or other authority, or
symbol. Jesus was willing to criticize both the precepts of his religion and of his government. They killed
him. Jesus made a distinction between God and country, as is evident in his words, "Render unto Caesar the
things that are Caesar's, and render unto God the things that are God's" (Luke 20:22). Standing the flag in
the sanctuary where the worship of God is the goal diminishes the distinction between the kingdom of God
and the kingdom of this world. We cannot serve two masters. We cannot serve two gods. Caesar's symbol
does not belong in the sanctuary.
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"But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, the
Lord Jesus Christ". Phil 3:20
"So God created humankind in God's image, in the image of God he created them; male and
female he created them." Gen 1:27
"There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male
and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus." Gal 3:28

In I Peter, God's people are called "aliens and exiles"; in Hebrews they are called "strangers and for-
eigners on the earth." Christians pray, as did Jesus, that the kingdom of God will come on earth, as it did
in heaven. We must be able to see the difference between the kingdom of God and the kingdom called the
U.S.A. Our nation is of this earth. The Catholic Church understands that at death it becomes quite clear that
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one's citizenship is not tied to any country: the Order of Christian Funerals Number 132 states, "Any nation-
al flags or the flags or insignia of associations to which the deceased belonged are to be removed from the
coffin at the entrance of the church. They may be replaced after the coffin has been taken from the church."

Such a practice reminds us that we are all citizens of the earth. As citizens of God's kingdom, we inhabit
an order constituted by all the nations of the earth. Which must necessarily lead us to question our nation-
alistic practices: How can a Christian ever pray for the victory of our nation and the defeat of another? In
worship, how can we fly flags carried into battle, which symbolize victory for the winners and humiliation
for the losers? Flags divide and separate people into countries, friends, and enemies. But the church is to be
a sanctuary where unity and peace are preached and practiced; in God's house we are to pray for the enemy
and forgive those who persecute us.

Do we really believe that God created all humans in God's image? Do we really believe that "in Christ
there is no East or West," there is no "Jew or Greek"? From God's vantage point there are no national
boundaries. The creator uses no maps delineated with our arbitrary geographical and political markers, but
we accept such markers as having great importance. Does God prefer Iowa to Nebraska? The placement
of the "Welcome to Kansas" sign is a result of ultimately trivial historical circumstance. Does not our fly-
ing the American flag in worship suggest that God prefers American over Iraqi?-a delineation having no
more ultimate significance than Texan or Tennessean. Yet our U.S. government sends our troops into battle,
armed with weapons and the flag, indoctrinating them to hate the enemy. Jesus calls us to go into the world
unarmed, loving our enemy and our neighbor. Love of neighbor is inclusive love. Love of country is exclu-
sive love. For God so loved the world ... Do we really believe Jesus died for the whole world, or just our
little comer? Can you imagine a U.S. flag in heaven?

Alexander Campbell wrote in The Destiny of our Country, "Patriotism, it is conceded, has no special
place in the Christian religion. Its founder never pronounced a single sentence in commendation of it. The
reason is that the world was his field, and as patriotism is only an extension of the principle of selfishness,
he deigned it no regard; because selfishness is now the great and damning sin of mankind. We are com-
manded to love our neighbor as we love ourselves ... our neighbor is every person in the world.'?

The all-inclusive love of God is a central theme in Christianity. The church is universal. But flags in
churches do not point us to this God of all nations, rather to an idolatrous god of one nation. Churches must
guard against any symbols, acts, or words in worship that lead us toward a religion of nationalism and away
from the central message of Jesus and its power to redeem and unite a broken world. Through the clamor of
the crowd we can barely hear the call of Jesus challenging us to be citizens of a different kingdom. In the
kingdom of God it doesn't matter if you're Jew or Greek, Iraqi or American, Chinese or Palestinian, male or
female. For we all are one in Christ, created by a God who loves us all.

Dr. Micki Pulleyking teaches in the Department of Religious Studies at Missouri State University, Springfield,
Missouri. She is also the minister of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Billings, Missouri.

2. Alexander Campbell, "The Destiny of our Country," Popular Lectures and Addresses: No. VII., 184. The address was
delivered for the Philo-Literary Society of Canonsburg College, Pennsylvania, August 3, 1852.
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