For a long time, when attending sporting events, I have done very little personally in acknowledgement of our national anthem. I do stand when it is played, but more out of habit than anything else. Please hear me: this is not out of a lack of respect or dislike for our country, or our military, in which a number of my family members, my best friend, and a number of people in our church have served or currently serve. I am deeply proud of and immensely grateful for that service and sacrifice, and I feel a deep sense of gratitude at the fact that I live in the United States (I will come back to this gratitude in a moment). 
So why do I not feel particularly connected to our national anthem or other visible signs of allegiance to our country? Because despite my deep love of country, I believe that my ultimate allegiance lies somewhere different; with God and with my faith in Jesus. Jesus is the place where my heart truly finds its rest, and Jesus is the first priority in my life. Given this central place that faith takes in my life, everything else, even allegiance to country, takes a back seat. 
In addition I’m drawn to the notion that the community of believers that make up the church, the body of Christ, is one that transcends national borders, because the love and grace of God are freely given; we justified not by what country we come from, but by grace through faith. As a pastor ordained to care for that body, this is once more my first priority. Again, this idea is central to what I view as most important in my life.  

Given these things, I am drawn to publicly share my faith, and publicly declare my commitment to it above anything else.   

Now, something to be aware of. I do not believe for one second that anyone is an unfaithful or uncommitted Christian if he or she participates in moments of national allegiance, especially given the fact that I also believe my sense of love for country should not be measured by feeling disconnected from those same moments. If the national anthem, pledge of allegiance, or any other means of show commitment to our country are important to you, please do not take my words as a suggestion that anything needs to change. I am writing to share my experience in the midst of the turmoil surrounding the subject. 
I mentioned earlier that I would return to why I love our country despite feeling disconnected from outward demonstrations of that fact. The primary reason for my love of the United States is that our constitution and our institutions of government insure that I have the right to feel exactly that way. I am incredibly grateful to live in a place where I am free to express what is most important to me, and free to do so in whatever ways I see fit (obviously within reason). There are many places in the world where this is not the case. There are plenty of places in the world where saying, “Jesus Christ comes before anything else in my life”, might in fact get me killed. So I do indeed deeply love this country, where I can write and share the idea that outward shows of national allegiance do not mean that much to me, and have the laws of this country protect my right to do so. 
This is the reason why I believe it is so important that the NFL players who choose to kneel, sit, or be off the field for the national anthem be allowed to do so. Even if the issue behind their action is one you disagree with (I want to say a word about this as well), their choice is emblematic of the same freedom I love about the U.S., and the freedom that all of us enjoy.  I believe that in a way, their exercising that freedom honors the sacrifice so many people have made to preserve it. Furthermore athletes for decades have used their immense public platform to shed light on a variety of issues, and while a shot of their protest right before game time may make us uncomfortable for a moment, it is certainly not worth a boycott of the sport or their being fired. 

As to the reason why many players choose to kneel, I do also believe it is one that is unequivocally worth recognizing. In short, racism is alive and well in our country. Despite the work and struggle of so many people over our history, and despite progress, it remains an open wound in our society. Racism exists in ways that are explicit and easy to see, and in ways that are less so, and it permeates many dearly held institutions in our country. I believe this is true because over, and over again, people of color from all walks of life continue to share the painful things they experienced at the hands of racism, and that as a Christian part of following Jesus’ command to love my neighbor is listening to what they have to say. This is particularly important when the experiences shared are likely completely foreign to us. 
I write this above paragraph not to “get political” but because I believe racism transcends politics. I believe racism wherever it exists is a profound sin and a moral failure that belongs to all of us. This is also why I endeavor to name it in my sermons as well. I’m often nervous to do that, and I’m nervous to write about it now given the tension it causes in our national discourse, but these thoughts have been on my heart for days now, and they seemed worth sharing. If you made it to the end of this, I’d love to hear your thoughts. 
Peace be with you always. 

