In the evening, the ships slipped up the river and initiated a relentless barrage upon the little fort. Throughout the night the pounding of artillery from the ships repetitively hit their mark. A prisoner observing the firefight anticipated the first light of day with a growing apprehension of the consequence. Would the fort be a pile of rubble? Had the defending forces fled? Would the flag still be flying? Key’s ballad so prophetically describes our nation and stirs heart-felt patriotism as we reminisce the relentless onslaught she has withstood. 

  As a U.S. History instructor for over twenty-five years, I place high priority on instilling patriotism in my students, initially reviewing the Declaration of Independence and Constitution, because they define our nation’s existence, and most events in our history are weighed in the balances of their values and directives. As my students and I journey through the chronology of events, we become familiar with great accomplishments, improvements, and gains due to adherence to the principles set forth in this cherished document. Yet, gains are also made as we discuss the shortcomings of predecessors who strayed from the same precepts. 

Patriotism doesn’t simply result from learning of accomplishments, but also learning from occasions of failure: deprivation of liberty, hypocrisies wrapped in the flag to shield selfish ventures, and the endless onslaught by those who attempted to side-step the constitution in times of hardship and chaos. Evils, hypocrisies and shortcomings weren’t caused by flaws within its governing documents, but due to failure to adhere to its guidelines. For over two hundred years, the Constitution has withstood challenges by enemies without, and hypocrisies and compromise within. Yet it stands – amended occasionally – but it stands, and the standard-bearing flag still stirs patriotism in a nation like no other. This understanding strengthens our students as citizens – often borne out by the ultimate expression of patriotism - the giving of their lives for the cause.
I sat on the night of July 4th and watched the fireworks and listened to recorded words synchronized with bursts of light.  Words bringing visual cues of wars, slavery, betrayal, technological advances, riots, assassinations, opportunities given – and yet, through the relentless barrage, the summits and the valleys, the flag still flies high, representing the values and beliefs that we can all rally behind and agree provide the quest for life, liberty and pursuit of happiness. 
   Now - have evils been done shrouded in the cloak of Christianity? Absolutely. Have millions been slaughtered by those quoting scripture and claiming they represent Jesus? No question. History is filled with those who robed themselves in the flag of faith and expounded scriptures for personal gain and evil intents. Were these perpetrations of evil, fruits borne from the teachings of Jesus? Is Jesus a co-conspirator in the atrocities done in His name? 
What is the precise illustration of a standard-bearer of the Word of God? It’s a man who preaches the word of God with authority in the face of evil and hypocrisies, and lives his life by the same standard. It’s a man who lives every moment yearning to win the trust of those around him, to follow him through the one door to God. It’s a man who loves those who betray him. It’s a man who quietly faces ridicule, oppression, and persecution. It’s a man who allows those he is attempting to save, to execute him as a common criminal, and yet cries out from the depth of his soul, “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do!” 

Do I mirror this man? Not yet. Do I occasionally waver and overshadow the light I seek to illuminate? I’m afraid so. But my Teacher is leading me through some valleys, and with each passing day, I pray I’m becoming more like Him.

Judge me by the standards prescribed by the words and actions of the Master, not by the failings and evils done masked and shrouded under His name. Judge me by how well I have mimicked the footsteps of Jesus - by the presence or absence of love, gentleness, faith, meekness, temperance, righteousness, peace, joy, and longsuffering - these are the fruits exemplifying his walk. Judge me by whether or not I build faith in the hopeless, and build my faith to the level of my brothers and sisters in the grave who boldly walked into coliseums facing violent deaths because they possessed adamant, unbending, unwavering faith and allegiance to their King and standard-bearer. Knowing – beyond any doubt - when the night passes, and the smoke clears - the Son will be high and lifted up.
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