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Call to Worship  
I shall take my voice wherever there are those who want to hear the melody of 

freedom or the words that might inspire hope and courage in the face of despair 

and fear. My weapons are peaceful, for it is only by peace that peace can be 

attained. The song of freedom must prevail. 

Paul Robeson 

 

 

Responsive Reading # 438, Morning, by Clinton Lee Scott 

 

 

Reading  
In the future days, which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world 

founded upon four essential human freedoms. The first is freedom of speech and 

expression—everywhere in the world. The second is freedom of every person to 

worship God in his own way—everywhere in the world. The third is freedom 

from want—which, translated into world terms, means economic understandings 

which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants—

everywhere in the world. The fourth is freedom from fear—which, translated into 

world terms, means a world-wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in 

such a thorough fashion that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of 

physical aggression against any neighbor—everywhere in the world.  

 

That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world 

attainable in our own time and generation. That kind of world is the very 

antithesis of the so-called new order of tyranny which the dictators seek to create 

with the crash of a bomb. A good society is able to face schemes of world 

domination and foreign revolutions alike without fear.  

 

Since the beginning of our American history, we have been engaged in change -- 

in a perpetual peaceful revolution -- a revolution which goes on steadily, quietly 

adjusting itself to changing conditions -- without the concentration camp or the 

quick-lime in the ditch. The world order which we seek is the cooperation of free 

countries, working together in a friendly, civilized society.  

 

This nation has placed its destiny in the hands and heads and hearts of its millions 

of free men and women; and its faith in freedom under the guidance of God. 

Freedom means the supremacy of human rights everywhere. Our support goes to 
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those who struggle to gain those rights or keep them. Our strength is our unity of 

purpose.  

 

To that high concept there can be no end save victory.” 

    Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Address to Congress, 

January 6, 1941 

 

Sermon  
Some here in this congregation may remember the State of the Union address that 

President Roosevelt gave seventy-five years ago, on January 6, 1941. And there 

are more who may remember the Norman Rockwell images that were inspired by 

that speech. But let’s try to imagine what things were like at that time. 

 

Europe was at war. Germany had invaded Poland a couple of years before, France 

had fallen. England was under the siege of the strategic bombing raids that have 

come to be known as “the blitz.” 

 

Here in the United States we were still struggling with the aftereffects of the Great 

Depression and there was much talk of whether or not we would enter this war. It 

seemed increasingly to come down to the question of “When?” rather than 

“Whether?”  

 

That was the setting and mood of the country as Roosevelt gave a speech that 

included the section I read on the Four Freedoms. The ideals of freedom harken 

back to the Declaration of Independence and the values that inspired us to fight 

the tyranny of the British crown. 

 

The Rev. Forrest Church, in his book American Creed, identifies both of these 

Documents, The Declaration of Independence and Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms 

speech among those significant and decisive documents that have laid the 

foundation for what this country stands for. 

 

 “In their crucible,” he writes, “were transfigured the elements that would reflect 

America’s promise and set the measure for its fulfillment.”  

 

You know, we all have things we carry around in our heads, memories, ideas,  

phrases, moral principles, statements that define us, things we believe about 

ourselves, “truths we hold to be self-evident,” don’t we? They form the basis of 

our personal creed, even though we may not always live up to what we hold to be 

our highest ideals. 

 

The same thing happens collectively. As families, as communities, and nations we 

have common stories and statements that define us, however accurate or not. They 

give us and others an image of who we are or who we think we are. These ideas 

are tested in the crucible of our daily lives and it is important to return to them 
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time and again to see if we are living up to the ideals we set for ourselves. Or 

have those ideals become hollow, false or misleading?  

 

We are in the midst of another presidential election. Every four years we enter 

this time of vigorous debate about our principles and ideals and the leadership we 

need to bring them to fruition. And, every four years I cringe and feel 

embarrassed about the tone and content of these debates. When I think things 

can’t get any worse, they do. I think this is an appropriate time for us to revisit 

some of foundational principles we claim to stand upon. 

 

When Forrest Church writes of the defining ideals and documents that illuminate 

our national story, he goes all the way back to John Winthrop’s “City on a Hill” 

sermon and also includes Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and Martin 

Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech as documents critical to the vision of this 

country that define who we should be and what we believe about ourselves. 

Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms speech is probably the least well known or 

remembered of the documents in church’s book, so I am particularly intrigued to 

discuss it. 

 

Church often uses the phrase, “America’s creed and America’s promise.” I like 

his use of that phrase. For what we believe about ourselves offers us and others a 

promise of who we can be. This larger vision is held up to us over and over again 

by people who have in practice been excluded from it, women, and people of 

color especially. 

 

Individuals also come along who remind us once again of those things that are 

most important, most sacred in our historical narrative. Sometimes they hold up a 

mirror to show us images that we would rather not see. Sometimes they offer us a 

vision of who we might become, of how we might better practice what is 

articulated in our historical narrative.  

 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt led our nation through some of its most difficult 

moments, first the Great Depression and then World War II. His “Four Freedoms” 

speech is identified by Forrest Church as one of those statements that brings us 

back to reflect on the best of who we can be. It came at a time when the threat of 

war seemed imminent, eleven months before the attack on Pearl Harbor. 

 

Most of the speech talks about the war that was currently raging in Europe. He 

begins the speech saying that this country has never been under as much of a 

threat from without as it was in that moment. And that we will not isolate 

ourselves or bow down to the powers of tyranny that would wish to subvert 

democracy everywhere. In the speech he also talks at length about the increase in 

manufacturing of the armaments of war, not only for our protection but also to 

make available to our allies. 
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And he could have stopped there. He could have made the whole speech about the 

war effort, how everyone was pulling together and how great America was for 

withstanding tyranny. For some that might have been enough. What is brilliant 

and inspiring about the speech was what happened next. About three fourths of 

the way through, reflecting back on our creedal narrative he changes the tone of 

the speech and says:  

 

“As men do not live by bread alone, they do not fight by armaments alone. Those 

who man our defenses and those behind them who build our defenses must have 

the stamina and the courage which come from unshakable belief in the manner of 

life which they are defending. The mighty action that we are calling for cannot be 

based on a disregard of all the things worth fighting for.” 

 

He then goes on to list several things that are the foundation of what he calls “a 

healthy and strong democracy.” 

 “Equality of opportunity for youth and for others. 

 Jobs for those who can work. 

 Security for those who need it. 

 The ending of special privilege for the few. 

 The preservation of civil liberties for all. 

 The enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly 

rising standard of living.” 

 

He continues, “These are the simple, the basic things that must never be lost sight 

of in the turmoil and unbelievable complexity of our modern world. The inner and 

abiding strength of our economic and political systems is dependent upon the 

degree to which they fulfill these expectations.” 

 

And then he turns his vision globally and reflects on the four freedoms; freedom 

of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom from fear. He 

returns to a vision of American democracy reflective of our founding documents 

and widens that vision to “everywhere in the world.” 

 

There is a story that is told about Roosevelt presenting this idea to some of his 

trusted advisors and one of them, Harry Hopkins, said that he was concerned 

about the phrase, “everywhere in the world.”  

 

“That covers an awful lot of territory, Mr. President,” he said. “I don’t know how 

interested Americans are going to be in the people of Java.”  

 

“I’m afraid they’ll have to be someday, Harry,” Roosevelt responded. “The world 

is getting so small that even the people in Java are getting to be our neighbors 

now.”      Forrest Church, American Creed, p 91-92 
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Seventy-five years ago President Franklin Roosevelt had a vision of the kind of 

global community that we often speak of today. He had a glimpse of the kind of 

interconnectedness that was needed to preserve life and liberty, “everywhere in 

the world.” And the role of the United States in his vision of the global 

community was one of insuring basic rights and freedoms for all human beings. 

This inspires me and I hope it does you as well.  

 

I don’t mean to idealize Roosevelt for we know that just one short year after this 

speech, on February 19, 1942, Roosevelt established internment camps for 

American citizens of Japanese descent. Now we can honestly say that these 

internment camps were in no way as horrific as those set up either by the 

Germans or Japanese, they did destroy lives and cost many people their land and 

livelihood.   

 

We don’t always live up to our creed and our promise. And, I think we face a 

similar moral crisis today. Do statements about Latino immigrants and Muslims 

that we hear on the campaign trail follow the principles espoused in our national 

creed? Is the lack of cooperation, the racism, sexism, greed and bullying that we 

see on a national scale consistent with our ideas of who we think we are?  Do we 

really believe we have a role in insuring the rights and freedoms of individual 

people, “everywhere in the world?” 

 

I fear that we have once again lost our collective moral vision, both abroad and 

here at home. I am concerned that we have become consumed by a golden idol 

that calls us to be self-centered with greed. I am afraid that we confuse our 

greatness, for we have truly been a great nation; we confuse our greatness with an 

arrogance that bullies the rest of the world. I am concerned that we have become 

obsessed with our own safety and security. We have forgotten that life well lived 

always includes risk and that we can never truly know what surprises and 

challenges we might face. 

 

The gap between rich and poor grows wider and we are still caught in a 

philosophical battle about whether we can provide adequate health care for all.  

 

What has happened to our vision of freedom, liberty and justice for all? 

What has happened to that moral compass, the crucible of our transformation? 

What has happened to freedom of speech and expression, freedom of religion, 

freedom from want and freedom from fear? 

 

“That is no vision of a distant millennium,” Roosevelt wrote. “It is a definite basis 

for a kind of world attainable in our own time and generation.” And, as he said at 

the end of the speech, “This nation has placed its destiny in the hands and heads 

and hearts of its millions of free men and women; and its faith in freedom under 

the guidance of God.”  
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Once again it is in our hands, as it has always been to call ourselves, each other 

and our nation to live up to its promise, its highest ideals. Once again it is time for 

us to step forward and ask that these be more than sweet sounding words that 

make us feel better about ourselves. It is our task, especially as people of faith, to 

remain mindful of the responsibilities that accompany freedom and prosperity.   

 

It was in April 1945, in a speech Franklin Roosevelt was preparing a week before 

his death that he wrote: 

“Today we are faced with the preeminent fact that, if civilization is to survive, we 

must cultivate the science of human relationships—the ability of all peoples, of all 

kinds, to live together and work together, in the same world, at peace.”   

  Forrest Church, The American Creed, p 100 

 

Let us strive to make it so. 

Amen, Blessed Be 

 


