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 This morning, as we anticipate our nation’s 235th birthday, I’d like to share with 

you the story of the British Boy Scout, as told by Alistair Cooke.  Does anyone here 

remember Alistair Cooke?  Years ago, he hosted Masterpiece Theater on Public 

Television.  He was an older, dignified gentleman, and though he never lost his British 

accent,  he was a naturalized American citizen of many years.  He often spoke of his love 

for our country.  

 Alistair Cooke remembered the British Boy Scout from a poster that hung in his  

grade school classroom in England in the 1920’s, when the British Empire was at its 

peak.  Curiously, that poster also featured our Lord Jesus, dressed in his long robe.  Jesus, 

smiling broadly,  his arm over the boy scout’s shoulder, pointed to a map of the world 

that had the British colonies highlighted.  The poster was entitled, “The sun never sets on 

British soil.” 

 Cooke said the children in that classroom took this image entirely in stride.  Of 

course Jesus was proud of the British Empire.  After all, it was a Christian empire, wasn’t 

it?  Alistair Cooke related this memory as a cautionary tale for America.  For Jesus, of 

course, doesn’t preach colonialism;  he was, in fact, crucified by a colonial power.  All 

that poster shows is how the winners of the world just presume that God is on their side. 

Sadly, we in the West have a history of using God and the Bible to justify some of 

the most ungodly behavior.  Colonial history is a good example.  Colonialism is when a 

strong country uses its military power to march in and do whatever it wants to a weaker 

country.  Anyone who protests is arrested or perhaps even killed.   
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In 1607, Sir Walter Raleigh lands British forces on the central Atlantic coast of 

North America and plants the Union Jack. Voila. “Queen Elizabeth, virgin queen, I gift 

you the colony of Virginia, its land, its native people and all its natural resources.”   

“Pray tell, Sir Walter, how will the settlers farm the land under the scorching 

summer sun?”   

“No problem, my Queen. Africa offers unlimited free labor. We will use the dark 

races as slaves, just as people did in the Bible.” 

Well, we’re much more enlightened today, aren’t we.  We now realize that 

slavery and colonialism are wrong.  That unprovoked violence and coercion are against 

the teachings of God.  As Zechariah preaches about God’s dominion: 

 

He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the war-horse from Jerusalem; and 

the battle bow shall be cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations; his 

dominion shall be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth. 

 

 So how would Jesus would respond to the British Boy Scout poster?   To me, the 

words of today’s gospel lesson would seem an appropriate response: 

 

16
 "But to what will I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in the 

marketplace and calling to one another,  
17

 'We played the flute for you, and you 

did not dance; we wept and wailed, and you would not mourn.'  

  

Or perhaps even, “They have eyes but do not see, and ears, but do not hear.” 
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I wonder how many people in our own country, like the British Boy Scout, view 

the world wearing cultural blinders.  I suspect that we all do, with some blinders being 

more harmful than others. 

In my view, one of the most dangerous sets of cultural blinders are those of 

“American exceptionalism”.   That’s the notion that America was begun as a Christian 

land, that our Puritan forebears made America a city on a hill; that the United States is the 

new holy city of Jerusalem.   

I find such ideas troubling.  First, because they exclude Americans who are not 

Christian.  Second, because national exceptionalism--British Boy Scout exceptionalism-- 

usually leads people to thinking that God is on their side no matter how contrary to the 

Word of God they may behave.   

In this, American exceptionalism is no exception.  The founding fathers, in their 

wisdom, protected our right either to practice or not practice religion and to protect us 

from the coercion of religion.  Neither “Christ” nor “Christian” are written into the 

Declaration of Independence or the Constitution, and that omission is on purpose. 

The influence of the Christian tradition on our country may be undeniable, but it’s 

also crucial that we ask, “Which Christian tradition are we talking about, the British Boy 

Scout tradition, or that of the Prince of Peace?  It seems to me that in recent years the 

Americans who invoke the name of Christ the loudest also are in the biggest rush to go to 

war.  Just take the Iraq War.  You remember how that was sold to us, don’t you, with its 

doomsday weapons poised to destroy us?  That war was supposed to last only a few 

weeks, maybe a few months.  Meanwhile, grateful Iraqis would cast flowers before our 

tanks and fund the war with their nation’s endless river of oil. 



Sermon July 3, 2011 • The Rev. Gregory R. Huth 

Copyright © 2011 4 

 That was eight years ago--three trillion American dollars ago.  Brown University 

researchers recently estimated that our total cost for Iraq and Afghanistan will likely 

exceed four trillion dollars.  You know the old saying, “A trillion here, a trillion there. 

Pretty soon you’re talking real money.” 

Pretty soon, you’re talking  real human lives, too, thousands of our own brave 

service people maimed or killed;  hundreds of thousands of Iraqis, with millions more 

displaced from their homes.  Meanwhile, here in the U. S., as we worship the sword with 

one hand, with the other we leave 100,000 veterans to wander homeless.  Yes, we may be 

living by the sword, but we are dying a death of a thousand cuts: not just to our veterans, 

but also to our schools, our health care and to our long term unemployed.   

 

16
 "But to what will I compare this generation?  It is like children sitting in the 

marketplace and calling to one another,  
17

 'We played the flute for you, and you 

did not dance; we wept and wailed, and you would not mourn.'   

 

 My dear friends in Christ, on this Independence Day weekend 2011, isn’t it about 

time for those of us who are committed to Christ’s message of peace--and truth, and 

caring for the poor, and loving our neighbor, and nurturing God’s good creation--isn’t it 

about time that we break our silence? 

 You know, a half century ago, one of our greatest leaders foresaw the situation 

that we find ourselves in today.   I close today with the words of this unlikely prophet for 

peace, the five-star general Dwight David Eisenhower, from his 1960 presidential 

farewell address.  
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[The] conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry 

is new in the American experience. The total influence -- economic, political, 

even spiritual -- is felt in every city, every state house, every office of the federal 

government. We recognize the imperative need for this development. Yet we 

must not fail to comprehend its grave implications. Our toil, resources and 

livelihood are all involved; so is the very structure of our society. In the councils 

of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, 

whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for 

the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.  

We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or 

democratic processes. We should take nothing for granted. Only an alert and 

knowledgeable citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial 

and military machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals, so that 

security and liberty may prosper together.  

On this July 3, 2011, I say,  amen. 

 

 

  


