Prayers & Reflections for the Fourth of
July
This is based on the Thanksgiving for the Nation
from the Book of Common Prayer 1979.
The bold type is the prayer.
The italics are readings from American History.
Almighty God, giver of all good things: We
thank you for the natural majesty and beauty of
this land. They restore us, though we often
destroy them. We ask you to heal us.
Red Jacket, a Seneca leader who lived from 1752 to 1830 spoke to the United States Senate about religion and
mutual respect. This is an excerpt of a speech from a gathering of the Council of Six Nations in 1805.
FRIEND AND BROTHER: It was the will of the Great Spirit that we should meet together this day. He orders all
things and has given us a fine day for our council. He has taken His garment from before the sun and caused it to shine
with brightness upon us. Our eyes are opened that we see clearly; our ears are unstopped that we have been able to hear
distinctly the words you have spoken. For all these favors we thank the Great Spirit, and Him only.
Brother, this council fire was kindled by you. It was at your request that we came together at this time. We have listened
with attention to what you have said. You requested us to speak our minds freely. This gives us great joy; for we now
consider that we stand upright before you and can speak what we think. All have heard your voice and all speak to you
now as one man. Our minds are agreed.
Brother, you say you want an answer to your talk before you leave this place. It is right you should have one, as you are a
great distance from home and we do not wish to detain you. But first we will look back a little and tell you what our
fathers have told us and what we have heard from the white people.
Brother, listen to what we say. There was a time when our forefathers owned this great island. Their seats extended from
the rising to the setting sun. The Great Spirit had made it for the use of Indians. He had created the buffalo, the deer, and
other animals for food. He had made the bear and the beaver. Their skins served us for clothing. He had scattered them
over the country and taught us how to take them. He had caused the earth to produce corn for bread. All this He had
done for His red children because He loved them. If we had some disputes about our hunting-ground they were generally
settled without the shedding of much blood.
But an evil day came upon us. Your forefathers crossed the great water and landed on this island. Their numbers were
small. They found friends and not enemies. They told us they had fled from their own country for fear of wicked men and
had come here to enjoy their religion. They asked for a small seat. We took pity on them, granted their request, and they
sat down among us. We gave them corn and meat; they gave us poison in return.
The white people, brother, had now found our country. Tidings were carried back and more came among us. Yet we did
not fear them. We took them to be friends. They called us brothers. We believed them and gave them a larger seat. At
length their numbers had greatly increased. They wanted more land; they wanted our country. Our eyes were opened and
our minds became uneasy. Ware took place. Indians were hired to fight against Indians, and many of our people were
destroyed. They also brought strong liquor among us. It was strong and powerful, and has slain thousands.
Brother, our seats were once large and yours were small. You have now become a great people, and we have scarcely a
place left to spread our blankets. You have got our country, but are not satisfied; you want to force your religion upon
us.
Brother, continue to listen. You say that you are sent to instruct us how to worship the Great Spirit agreeably to His
mind; and, if we do not take hold of the religion which you white people teach we shall be unhappy hereafter. You say
that you are right and we are lost. How do we know this to be true? We understand that your religion is written in a
Book. If it was intended for us, as well as you, why has not the Great Spirit given to us, and not only to us, but why did He
not give to our forefathers the knowledge of that Book, with the means of understanding it rightly. We only know what
you tell us about it. How shall we know when to believe, being so often deceived by the white people?

Brother, you say there is but one way to worship and serve the Great Spirit. If there is but one religion, why do you white
people differ so much about it? Why not all agreed, as you can all read the Book?
Brother, we do not
understand these things. We are told that your religion was given to your forefathers and has been handed down from
father to son. We also have a religion which was given to our forefathers and has been handed down to us, their children.
We worship in that way. It teaches us to be thankful for all the favors we receive, to love each other, and to be united. We
never quarrel about religion.
Brother, the Great Spirit has made us all, but He has made a great difference between His white and His red children. He
has given us different complexions and different customs. To you He has given the arts. To these He has not opened our
eyes. We know these things to be true. Since He has made so great a difference between us in other things, why may we
not conclude that He has given us a different religion according to our understanding? The Great Spirit does right. He
knows what is best for His children; we are satisfied.
Brother, we do not wish to destroy your religion or take it from you. We only want to enjoy our own.
Brother, you say you have not come to get our land or our money, but to enlighten our minds. I will now tell you that I
have been at your meetings and saw you collect money from the meeting. I can not tell what this money was intended for,
but suppose that it was for your minister; and, if we should conform to your way of thinking, perhaps you may want some
from us.
Brother, we are told that you have been preaching to the white people in this place. These people are our neighbors. We
are acquainted with them. We will wait a little while and see what effect your preaching has upon them. If we find it does
them good, makes them honest, and less disposed to cheat Indians, we will then consider again of what you have said.
Brother, you have now heard our answer to your talk, and this is all we have to say at present. As we are going to part,
we will come and take you by the hand, and hope the Great Spirit will protect you on your journey and return you safe to
your friends.

We thank you for the great resources of this nation. They make us rich, though we often exploit them.
We ask you to forgive us.
Preamble of the Constitution of the United States, 1787
We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish justice, insure domestic
tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to
ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.
We thank you for the men and women who have made this country strong. They are models for us,
though we often fall short of them. We ask you to inspire us.
Excerpts from a letter from Abigail Adams to John Adams, March 31, 1776
I have sometimes been ready to think that the passion for Liberty cannot be equally strong in the breasts of
those who have been accustomed to deprive their fellow creatures of theirs. Of this I am certain that it is not
founded upon that generous and Christian principal of doing to others as we would that others should do unto
us …
I long to hear that you have declared an independency – and by the way in the new Code of Laws which I
suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire that you would remember the ladies, and be more generous
and favorable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of husbands.
Remember all men would be tyrants if they could. If particular care and attention is not paid to the ladies we
are determined to foment a rebellion and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice,
or representation.

We thank you for the torch of liberty which has been lit in this land. It has drawn people from every
nation, though we have often hidden from its light. We ask you to enlighten us.
Excerpts from “What To The Slave Is The Fourth Of July” a speech by Frederick Douglass given to the Ladies
Anti-Slavery Society in Rochester, New York on July 5, 1852
This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the 4th of July. It is the birthday of your National Independence, and of your
political freedom. This, to you, is what the Passover was to the emancipated people of God. It carries your minds back to
the day, and to the act of your great deliverance; and to the signs, and to the wonders, associated with that act, and that
day.
Feeling themselves harshly and unjustly treated by the home government, your fathers, like men of honesty, and men of
spirit, earnestly sought redress. They petitioned and remonstrated; they did so in a decorous, respectful, and loyal
manner. Their conduct was wholly unexceptionable. This, however, did not answer the purpose. They saw themselves
treated with sovereign indifference, coldness and scorn. Yet they persevered. They were not the men to look back.
On the 2d of July, 1776, the old Continental Congress, to the dismay of the lovers of ease, and the worshipers of property,
clothed that dreadful idea with all the authority of national sanction. They did so in the form of a resolution; and as we
seldom hit upon resolutions, drawn up in our day whose transparency is at all equal to this, it may refresh your minds and
help my story if I read it. “Resolved, That these united colonies are, and of right, ought to be free and Independent States;
that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown; and that all political connection between them and the
State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, dissolved.”
Citizens, your fathers made good that resolution. They succeeded; and to-day you reap the fruits of their success. The
freedom gained is yours; and you, therefore, may properly celebrate this anniversary. The 4th of July is the first great fact
in your nation’s history — the very ring-bolt in the chain of your yet undeveloped destiny..Pride and patriotism, not less
than gratitude, prompt you to celebrate and to hold it in perpetual remembrance. I have said that the Declaration of
Independence is the ring-bolt to the chain of your nation’s destiny; so, indeed, I regard it. The principles contained in that
instrument are saving principles. Stand by those principles, be true to them on all occasions, in all places, against all foes,
and at whatever cost.
I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your
high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, are
not enjoyed in common. — The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your
fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to
me. This Fourth [of] July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into the grand
illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious
irony. Do you mean, citizens, to mock me, by asking me to speak to-day? If so, there is a parallel to your conduct. And let
me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose crimes, lowering up to heaven, were thrown down
by the breath of the Almighty, burying that nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can to-day take up the plaintive lament of a
peeled and woe-smitten people!
Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of millions! whose chains, heavy and
grievous yesterday, are, to-day, rendered more intolerable by the jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not
faithfully remember those bleeding children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her cunning, and may my
tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” To forget them, to pass lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the
popular theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a reproach before God and the
world. My subject, then, fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this day, and its popular characteristics,
from the slave’s point of view. Standing, there, identified with the American bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do not
hesitate to declare, with all my soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to me than on this
4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, or to the professions of the present, the conduct of the nation
seems equally hideous and revolting. America is false to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds herself to be
false to the future. Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this occasion, I will, in the name of humanity
which is outraged, in the name of liberty which is fettered, in the name of the constitution and the Bible, which are

disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, with all the emphasis I can command,
everything that serves to perpetuate slavery — the great sin and shame of America! “I will not equivocate; I will not
excuse;” I will use the severest language I can command; and yet not one word shall escape me that any man, whose
judgment is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right and just.
For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro race. Is it not astonishing that, while we are
ploughing, planting and reaping, using all kinds of mechanical tools, erecting houses, constructing bridges, building
ships, working in metals of brass, iron, copper, silver and gold; that, while we are reading, writing and cyphering, acting
as clerks, merchants and secretaries, having among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators and
teachers; that, while we are engaged in all manner of enterprises common to other men, digging gold in California,
capturing the whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and cattle on the hill-side, living, moving, acting, thinking, planning,
living in families as husbands, wives and children, and, above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian’s God, and
looking hopefully for life and immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that we are men!
Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he is the rightful owner of his own body? You have already
declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a question for Republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of
logic and argumentation, as a matter beset with great difficulty, involving a doubtful application of the principle of
justice, hard to be understood? How should I look to-day, in the presence of Americans, dividing, and subdividing a
discourse, to show that men have a natural right to freedom? speaking of it relatively, and positively, negatively, and
affirmatively. To do so, would be to make myself ridiculous, and to offer an insult to your understanding. — There is not a
man beneath the canopy of heaven, that does not know that slavery is wrong for him.
What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the year,
the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty,
an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your
denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and
hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade, and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud,
deception, impiety, and hypocrisy — a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not
a nation on the earth guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United States, at this very
hour.
Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day presented of the state of the nation, I do
not despair of this country. There are forces in operation, which must inevitably work the downfall of slavery. “The arm
of the Lord is not shortened,” and the doom of slavery is certain. I, therefore, leave off where I began, with hope. While
drawing encouragement from the Declaration of Independence, the great principles it contains, and the genius of
American Institutions.

We thank you for the faith we have inherited in all its rich variety. It sustains our life, though we have
been faithless again and again. We ask you to renew us.
Quote from Presiding Bishop Michael Curry’s book Crazy Christians
“We never know what can happen when we feel called to follow Jesus’ gospel witness of welcome. Heeding such a call
can require incredible courage. Sometimes this gospel way of welcome can lead us to put our very lives on the line. But
Jesus’ way of welcome can inspire us to keep working to do what is right in a world where too often too much is wrong.”

Help us, O Lord, to finish the good work here begun. Strengthen our efforts to blot out ignorance and
prejudice, and to abolish poverty and crime. And hasten the day when all our people with many voices in
one united chorus, will glorify your holy Name. Amen.

