This week we celebrate Independence day, that day on which the United States declared independence from England. It’s a day filled with patriotic themes, with family celebrations, parades and music. It’s a day for those who actually pay attention, to feel good about themselves, their family and their country. 
Some of us wonder what exactly we have to celebrate when it comes to the country; some see the state of our economy, the value of our dollar, and the wars that so many of us disagree with, yet we continually involved in. We see the price of gas and the cost of living going up.

As Pagans, many of us somehow seem to think that perhaps patriotism and paganism aren’t necessarily compatible. But Pagans are connected to the land, to the Earth, and to each other. Patriotism isn’t opposed to a Pagan faith. What patriotism entails is a pride for being part of a nation. It involves being an active part of that country.
Patriotism involves more than mere national pride. Patriotism involves actively working to make your country what you wish it to be. Patriotism isn’t about merely traveling the world and being proud that one is an American, but is rather about making America what we would have it be. It’s about defending America from that which would make it less than what it was originally meant to be.

There are lots of myths about America. Some believe that America was meant to be a Christian nation. Some people think that the pledge of allegiance was written by our founding fathers, or that the National Motto, “In God We Trust” is as old as our nation.

Our country was actually founded on the principle of religious liberty. Expressly granted in our constitution is the freedom to practice religion, and the prohibition against practice of one’s religion by the government. No particular religion is indicated as the “preferred” religion to be practiced.
There are many arguments as to which religion was practiced by the founding fathers. There are many arguments about whether some or many of our founding fathers to have been deists, or something other than Christian. Christians of today will have us believe that Thomas Jefferson or Thomas Paine or others were Christian, while others will point to writings of these people showing something different.

Where there is controversy about the religious viewpoints of our founding fathers, that, even more, shows to me at least, that they wished true freedom of religion, rather than approval of one and tolerance of the rest.

There are Christians who would say that non-Christians are afraid of Christianity, that we eschew the morality of the Bible. In my case, I’m not afraid of the Bible; I still read it fairly regularly. I’m not afraid of Christianity. What I am afraid of is the possibility that ANY religion, including mine, might become the de-facto religion of any country. The problem is not the beliefs of any single religion, but what we, as people, do with the power that comes from being “approved” as the legitimate power.

As people, we need to be protected not from philosophy, but from what we do with philosophy. Our nation’s founding fathers worked very hard to insure that PEOPLE could not be permitted to advance ANY single religion or philosophy over the rest. The witch trials in New England were still fairly fresh, the inquisition was in the memory of many. As late as the 18th century, Jews were still being killed by Christians in some parts of Europe. The United States was meant to be a country in which that sort of thing would not happen again. It was meant to be a country in which persecution simply because one did not belong to a particular faith, would not happen.
We’re not protected from religious beliefs, so much as we are protected from what people who are granted power through religious belief will do to others.

Many of the songs you hear over this weekend will mention god. God bless America, Battle Hymn of the Republic and others will overtly mention God. Here’s something to think about though … those verses were penned by individuals, and likely were never heard by any of our founding fathers. Battle Hymn of the Republic was written by Julia Ward Howe in 1861, to a somewhat earlier tune. God Bless America was written by Irving Berlin in 1918.
As a Pagan, I can honestly sing these songs, requesting the bounty of whatever deity I’m thinking of to be bestowed on the land in which I live. The sentiment is the same. Patriotism isn’t limited to Christians, and without patriotism or involvement in our nation’s governance by those of other religions, a single religion recognized by state might ultimately result. It’s up to non-Christian citizens to practice patriotism just as much as Christian citizens. If we’re not committed to building or maintain a more plural society, one in which all religions are respected, along with the choice not to practice religion, then it’s nobody’s fault but our own if we find our rights to practice as we wish slowly slip away. Patriotism involves working constantly to insure that our government remains one that is of, by and for the people --- all the people, rather than of, by and for a single ideology.
Here’s some things to think about though … our fireworks were invented by pagans. 

A statue of the Roman God Mars stands guard at the entrance of our Capitol building, and the Pagan Goddess Libertas is the statue standing above the dome, as well as standing proud on Ellis Island. How many obelisks dot our country, from the most famous in Washington DC, and throughout public places and graveyards around the country?

There is a great deal of Pagan symbolism in our nation, and U.S. Pagans can remain proud that our deities are not forgotten here. It’s an act of patriotism to remember our declaration of Independence and other historical documents, and that they guarantee EVERYONE the right to worship, or not, as they choose, and to continue to remind our elected officials that it is their job to ensure that we retain those freedoms. It’s an act of patriotism to remember that it’s not only Christians who serve in the military, and that our constitution mentions religion only twice … in terms that prohibit the government from establishing a religion, and which prohibits religious tests for elected officials. It’s interesting that while our constitution prohibits a religious test for candidates, that our society is issuing just that when we question our candidates as to their religion.

In any case, let’s remember what this weekend is about … remember that it was us, common folk, who decided that we wish to be responsible for our own destiny, and not to be under the control of a king, thousands of miles away, on the other side of an ocean, paying taxes but having no voice. As a country, we’ve done things that we can be proud of, and things that we really shouldn’t be proud of. In any case, it’s still our country, and it is up to us to let our voice be heard.

While the government is not entitled to establish religion, it’s the rare spiritual person who does not believe that spirituality has something to do with patriotism. The Druids of the Celts were intimately involved with the ruling class, and prior to Christian times, a King would not serve without a Druid at his side … it was the responsibility of the Druids to retain the laws of the land.
So, tonight, to remind us that we, with our spirituality, whatever that may be, have a duty to the land in which we live, I’ll try to find a few patriotic pieces that reflect how we are all tied to the land, and to each other.

We’ll also have our regular PaganFM! almanac, a review of Isaac Bonewits’s Essential Guide to Druidism and our Pagan Primer, so stay tuned!

