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I hope y’all can bear another story from my youth…  I’m a little fuzzy on the exact year but for a 

while the work of George M. Cohan was all the rage among my theatre pals.  Some of the gang 

who were students at Webster Groves High School were involved in a community theatre 

production of “George M!” the musical about Cohan’s life, because their teacher and mentor, 

Ron Kenney, was directing.  At any rate, there was a rash of bad impersonations among us of 

James Cagney playing Cohan in the movie, “Yankee Doodle Dandy.”  Maybe you remember it?  

“I’m a Yankee Doodle Dandy, a Yankee doodle, do or die.  A real live nephew of my Uncle 

Sam, born on the Fourth of July…” and so forth. 

 

What, you may be asking, does this have to do with the Gospel According to John?  Well, it 

occurred to me this week that the pride that Jesus’ interlocutors had in being “children of 

Abraham” is not unlike the pride that we may carry in being “real live nephews (or nieces) of our 

Uncle Sam.”  That pride can be constructive or destructive, like every other kind of pride.  And 

just as their pride in being Abraham’s children causes the folks in this passage to play fast and 

loose with the truth, so has being “Yankee Doodle Dandies” sometimes gone hand in hand with 

omissions, cover ups, and outright lies for Americans.  Just as Jesus proclaimed “the truth shall 

make you free” in John 8, so too must we stand for the truth to help break the chains of our 

society and individuals within it, both the literal day-to-day truth and the spiritual Good News 

that is for all persons in every time and place. 

 

Let’s start with the pride that the group to whom Jesus was speaking expressed in being 

descendants of Abraham.  Frankly, I find their pride quite understandable.  Abraham, after all, 

was the one who introduced the idea of monotheism, the worship of one God, to the “wandering 

Aramean” tribes, according to the scriptures of Jews, Christians, and Muslims.  Jesus, Paul, and 

many other New and Old Testament writers point to Abraham as the exemplar of faith in our 

Loving Creator.  But simply being one of Abraham’s offspring, many generations removed, is 

insufficient.  It is not being a member of the tribe that is important but whether or not one 

follows that example of faith and action.  You don’t have to read much of Abraham’s story to 

know that he was, like us all, imperfect.  But he did his best to make his decisions based on the 

promises of God to him.  He trusted God and so must we. 

 

But the pride of these folk gathered at the Temple for the Feast of Tabernacles was a tribal pride, 

based on their bloodlines rather than on their behavior.  And it caused them to imitate Abraham 

in a rather unfortunate way.  Just as Abraham bent the truth in his interactions with Pharaoh and 

with King Abimelech, telling them that Sarah was his sister, rather than his wife, so we hear 

those to whom Jesus was speaking bend the truth or, at least, show complete ignorance of their 

own national story.  “We are descendants of Abraham and have never been slaves to anyone.” 

 

Jesus’ response is more patient than I think I could have been.  “Never slaves?  Seriously?  Were 

your ancestors tourists in Egypt before Moses led you out?  Did they later go to Babylon on a 

sight-seeing expedition?  The Persians were nicer but has everybody forgotten how Esther saved 

the lives of your families when the king was ready to give them all up to Hamman to be hanged?  

And what was that Maccabean revolt all about if your ancestors weren’t slaves to the Syrians?  

And if you are not slaves to Rome, perhaps you’d like to walk over to the Fortress Antonia and 

tell Pontius Pilate that it’s time for him to go home.”  But y’all know I’ve got a smart mouth. 
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Jesus takes a more subtle tack.  “Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to 

sin.”  He may have been thinking of a passage from Jeremiah that has connections with the Feast 

of Tabernacles.  Jeremiah 2: 9-14 reads: “Therefore once more I accuse you, says the Lord, and I 

accuse your children’s children. Cross to the coasts of Cyprus and look, send to Kedar and 

examine with care; see if there has ever been such a thing. Has a nation changed its gods, even 

though they are no gods? But my people have changed their glory for something that does not 

profit. Be appalled, O heavens, at this, be shocked, be utterly desolate, says the Lord, for my 

people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living water, and dug 

out cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns that can hold no water.  Is Israel a slave? Is he a 

homeborn servant? Why then has he become plunder?”  In the eyes of God and therefore in the 

eyes of Jesus, anyone who has given their allegiance to anyone or anything in place of God is a 

slave to that idol. 

 

Now, maybe it’s just because I have a smart mouth, as previously mentioned, but I think the 

folks debating Jesus get a little snarky with him at one point.  When they repeat their assertion, 

“Abraham is our father,” Jesus answers them: “If you were Abraham’s children, you would be 

doing what Abraham did, but now you are trying to kill me, a man who has told you the truth 

that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did.  You are indeed doing what your father 

does.” They said to him, “We are not illegitimate children; we have one father, God himself.”  It 

is very likely that this is their way of reminding Jesus that there were, shall we say, questions 

about his own birth.  The Gospel According to Mark records that when Jesus preached in 

Nazareth, his hometown crowd was offended at him.  “Is not this the carpenter, the son of 

Mary…?”  In that culture, to identify a man as the son of his mother was to say, politely, that his 

father was unknown, that he was illegitimate.  There is plenty of evidence in Jewish literature 

from across the centuries that this was precisely the position of those who did not believe in a 

conception by the Holy Spirit for Jesus. 

 

Again, however, these increasingly defensive people have shown their ignorance of the words of 

God’s prophets.  In the Book of Hosea, the prophet is called to marry a prostitute (or at least an 

unfaithful woman) and take her illegitimate children as his own.  Ultimately, it is revealed by 

God that this is how God sees the children of Israel – unfaithful to their promises to God, raising 

children who belong to other gods.  Jesus and the writer of this Gospel remember that, even if the 

people at the Temple do not. 

 

It is important for us to remember that if pride in being the children of Abraham can go so astray, 

causing people to forget their reliance on God, the disgraces of their history, and their own 

tendency to transgress against God and neighbor, how much more can pride in being the family 

of an idealized “Uncle Sam” lead us astray.  The hands of our ancestors were not entirely clean.  

If we accept responsibility for the things done by our government in our name, then neither are 

ours, for we either voted them in or were part of a minority insufficient to oust them.  When we 

sing praises of our country, as we did earlier, we must remember that it is only our country as it 

is guided by God that we have any right to praise.  When our country upholds liberty and 

freedom, when we exercise good stewardship over those “rocks and rills, woods and hills,” then 

we can sing America’s praises but ultimately it is to God that our praises belong. 
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Let us not forget, for example, that those proud pilgrims came to America in search of religious 

freedom, not for everyone but only for those who would worship and behave like them.  Our 

own spiritual forefathers in the Baptist movement were among those whom the Puritans of 

Massachusetts exiled, tortured, and even killed.  And let us not forget the part those good 

Christian people played in the displacement and genocide of the First Nations of this continent, 

even up to the time of the European settlement of the land of the Coast Salish in this very place.  

Nor should we forget how good Christian people profited from trade in and the work of 

kidnapped Africans over centuries.  Before we claim Yankee Doodle status, we must reckon with 

the blood on Uncle Sam’s hands. 

 

We have been and still are encouraged by some to forget these national sins.  I grew up around 

people who still referred to the Civil War as “the War Between the States” or “the War of 

Northern Aggression.”  Those sorts of folks still defend the idea that “Lincoln’s War” was fought 

by the South to defend state’s rights or to stave off economic collapse.  This is, of course, rank 

nonsense, as examination of the documents of the time clearly shows.  The right the Confederacy 

meant to defend was the right to own African slaves; the economy they defended was based on 

slave labor.  There has been an outcry recently over a middle school history book that said of our 

First Nation peoples: “When the European settlers arrived, they needed land to live on.  The First 

Nations peoples agreed to move to different areas to make room for the new settlements.”  I’m 

pretty sure that’s not quite how it went down.  These “alternate interpretations of history” are the 

most insidious kind of lie. 

 

Lies, as Jesus reminded those in the Temple, are the product not of God nor even of Abraham but 

of the Devil.  “You are from your father the devil,” he told them, “and you choose to do your 

father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the truth, because 

there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and 

the father of lies.”  When we consider the fate of those who were here to greet the Europeans or 

of those transported in the bottoms of slave ships, we must ask if “Uncle Sam” wasn’t also a 

murderer from the beginning. 

 

Before we can claim that we have advanced as a nation in subsequent years, we should probably 

take a hard look at whether we have broken our habits of violence and lying.  Connie and I 

recently watched the Ken Burns documentary series on the Vietnam War.  We were both deeply 

moved by the carefully documented revelations of the lies told by three administrations – 

Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon – to keep the truth of the war from the American people.  As the 

Oscar-nominated movie, “The Post,” also showed, the war was unwinnable and our Presidents 

knew it.  And in an example of the war writ small, the murder and the lies, this past week marked 

the 50
th

 anniversary of the My Lai Massacre.  The Los Angeles Times carried the story this week 

of Hugh Thompson, the U.S. Army helicopter pilot who stopped the killing at My Lai by 

threatening to turn his ship’s guns on his own countrymen if they did not desist from their 

indiscriminate slaughter.  In the event, they had already killed 347 civilians, mostly children, by 

the Army’s count; 504 by the count of Vietnamese officials.  The Army, of course, covered it all 

up and only some journalistic investigation by Seymour Hersh disclosed the whole affair.  For 

his part, Thompson was harassed for years by supporters of Lieutenant Calley and apologists for 

the Army, until the Army recognized that what he had done was right and awarded him, in 1998, 

“the Soldier’s Medal for ‘heroism not involving actual conflict with an enemy.’” 
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Our highest officials haven’t really done much better since the war in Vietnam ended.  They sin 

egregiously and then work like mad to cover it up.  Most of us in the room lived through the 

burglary, dirty tricks, and lies of the Nixon administration.  Jerry Ford, an affable enough leader, 

lost the trust of much of the country when he pardoned his predecessor in a pre-arranged deal.  

Ronald Reagan had Iran-Contra, Bill Clinton had Monica, George W. Bush made wildly 

unsubstantiated claims about weapons of mass destruction to push us into yet another bloody 

war, still ongoing.  And now, o Lord, we have a President who boasts of his ability to lie in 

negotiations with the leader of a friendly, neighboring nation.  Even this administration’s own 

underlings can’t take it.  As the Washington Post reported, James Schwab, “a spokesman for 

U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement has resigned over what he described as “false” and 

“misleading” statements made by Attorney General Jeff Sessions and ICE acting director 

Thomas D. Homan.”  When it comes to the leaders of this nation, their Uncle may be Sam but 

you really have to wonder, who is their father? 

 

Of course, not all of the United States is blood and lies.  As a nation, we have participated in 

many noble causes, given much good effort towards justice and liberty.  Even the leaders I just 

cited did positive things for our country.  But we cannot assume, as those folks in the Temple did 

that day, that because we are family to “Uncle Sam” as they were family to Abraham that we are 

automatically righteous.  We must continue to work at righteousness, at liberty, and at justice.  

We must take the actions we can take in that regard.  We must guard ourselves against alibis and 

cover ups and lies and confess when we have failed to act in love toward God and our neighbors.  

We must speak up in love for the truth. 

 

And hear now the Good News: when we know the truth and speak it, that truth will make us free.  

It’s amazing how much simpler and freer life is when you stick with the truth.  My fellow 

Missourian, Mark Twain, famously wrote, “If you tell the truth, you don't have to remember 

anything.”  In a song called “Farmer’s Almanac,” Johnny Cash said, “Lies have to be covered 

up, truth can run around naked,” which sounds to me like a good lesson from Genesis.  You shall 

know the truth and the truth shall make you free. 

 

More to the point, as Jesus was to teach his disciples later, Jesus is the truth and he does make us 

free.  Just as Abraham had complete trust in God, so are we called to trust God and to trust the 

One who most reveals the nature of God to us, Jesus of Nazareth.  When we walk in the Jesus 

Way, when we make his teachings the center of our life, when we cultivate a relationship with 

God as our Loving Parent, even as Jesus did, we will find that we are free indeed.  We are free 

from fear and guilt, free to love and joy and peace.  And we are free to share that love and joy 

and peace with all those we encounter, free to be what God has always meant for us to be.  The 

truth shall make us free; it is God’s promise. 

 

OK, another memory from my teen years.  I won’t sing this time, although I’ll be tempted.  One 

of the first cantatas written for church youth choirs with a rock beat was “Celebrate Life,” with 

music by Buryl Red and lyrics by Ragan Courtney.  Thanks to our time together at Southern 

Seminary, Ragan and I became friends and I hope you’ll meet him this summer as he and I work 

on developing some scripts he’s written.  But no matter how long we’ve known each other and 

how close we’ve been, I’ll always hold Ragan in a little bit of awe for the sake of that 10 year-
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old boy who first learned his lyrics.  One of those songs in “Celebrate Life” has these words: 

“He’s the wind I soar on, He’s the grass I run through, He’s the one I turn to when I have to 

laugh or cry.  He’s the light of my world, He’s my precious pearl, He’s my answer to why, He’s 

my friend even after I die.  He’s the sun I sing in, He’s the sea I swim in, He’s the mountain I 

climb to when I want to reach a new high.  Jesus, my Lord.  Of all the things he said to me, the 

best was truth shall make you free.  You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.  

You shall know the truth, and love is the proof that the truth shall make you free.” 

 

Love is the proof.  Love is always the proof.  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 

 


