
AMERICA THE BEAUTIFUL      hymn themed sermon, July 7, 2019 

 So, a fun thing that people like to brag about or compare notes on, is how many states 

they have been in within our nation of 50 states.  (Has anyone here been in all 50 states?)   When 

my husband and I compare, he’s the winner, having been in ___ states, all but 

________________.   That’s more than me, but I’ve done my share of domestic travel, having 

been in ____ states, and missing just Alaska and a handful of states in the deep south.  Both in 

the family in which I grew up, and the family Phil and I created, traveling around our country has 

been a priority.  We’ve taken cars, trains, planes, buses, and boats to various destinations.  Just as 

you likely have in your travels, we’ve seen sights of incredible natural beauty, from east coast to 

west coast, from south to north.  We’ve experienced history and our national heritage in cities 

and small towns, touring museums and forts and battle fields and art galleries.  And although 

travel invariably involves expense and inconvenience and challenges, I don’t think we’ve 

regretted a single trip we’ve taken, because the gains we’ve made in understanding and the 

experiences we’ve had are genuinely invaluable.  It’s not only about the sights one sees, it’s 

about the people one talks to, the food one eats, the weather one experiences that helps a person 

to broaden their perspective and grasp how diverse and amazing our nation truly is.  Summer 

being the season in which many travel, and having just celebrated our nation’s birthday on the 

Fourth, I was drawn immediately to the hymn I chose this morning for the first Sunday of a  

month-long hymn-based sermon series. I’ve always loved “America, the Beautiful”.  Truth be 

told, I’m one of those who wishes it was our national anthem, as the words celebrate the breadth 

and beauty and values of our nation in such a positive and profound way.  Plus, the tune is 

actually singable.  Regardless, I chose the hymn first, and then suddenly wondered if there’d be 



anything to speak about---there isn’t necessarily an interesting story behind every hymn.  

Fortunately, however, there is behind this one, as I learned once I began to do a little research. 

 These words were penned by a woman, Katharine Lee Bates, who lived a rather 

unconventional life for her era.  Born in 1859 in Massachusetts to a congregational pastor father 

and a literarily-inclined mother, Katharine never married and had children, as most women of her 

day most certainly did.  Instead, she graduated from a prestigious all women’s college, Wellesley, 

in her home state, studied further at Oxford in England, and returned to be a professor and writer 

back in the United States.  She published books of poetry, children’s books, travel guides, and 

essays, but we remember her today for her single most famous poem, “America the Beautiful”.  

She was a social activist, concerned about the struggles of women, workers, people of color, and 

immigrants.  She worked as a war correspondent for the NY Times during the Spanish-American 

War. After WW I, she was a powerful advocate for the creation of the League of Nations and a 

vision of global peace. Hers was an adventurous and rigorous life, and we have this stirring poem 

of hers that remains a lasting legacy.  And once you know this about Katharine, you can see 

where her passion for faith, for travel, for justice find expression within her words.  

 She wrote this poem as a result of her travels across the country, which is why I started 

with that little national travel question.  You can hear the impression her travels made on her in 

the lyrics of this song.  A trip by train across country led her to eulogize “the amber waves of 

grain” that she saw growing in Kansas, in the heartland of our nation.  A visit to Chicago during 

the World’s Fair held  in 1893 introduced her to the famed “White City” architecture there that 

moved visitors to tears…..that was described in the song as “thine alabaster cities gleam 



undimmed by human tears.”   Finally, a trip to Colorado, during which she hiked up to Pike’s 

Peak, inspired her with “thy purple mountain’s majesty above thy fruited plain”.  And after that 

particular hike, she wrote the entire poem.  She described the writing of it this way, “The words 

just floated into my mind.  It is the people who sing it who make the song.”  She was 33 years 

old, and it was first published in the Congregational newsletter, for which she received $5.  That 

was the only money she ever made from this poem---although she copyrighted the lyrics, she 

never took payment.  It was some years later, in 1910, that the poem was widely published and 

became quite soon popular.  The words were put together with a melody written for another set 

of words altogether, by church organist Samuel Augustus Ward.  Samuel and Katharine never 

met, and this tune he composed, called “Materna” was not paired with her poem until after his 

death, so he never knew what a contribution he made to our national identity.  But, Katharine 

Bates lived until 1929 and so was aware of how greatly the song impacted our understanding of 

ourselves as a nation.   

 Let’s focus on her words for a few minutes and also make a few scriptural connections.  

As it happens, an experienced Preacher like myself can draw a few interesting correlations 

between the Scripture texts for this morning, chosen long ago by people we don’t know who 

weren’t thinking at all about a sermon hymn series and the hymn we have before us.  We’ve been 

thinking about travel, and the Gospel includes some of Jesus’ travel advice for his disciples: 

“carry no purse, no bag, no sandals.  Remain in the same house, eating and drinking what is 

provided”. This is interesting travel advice, much of which we ignore in our time and travels.  

The ideal of traveling light and keeping it simple, as Jesus recommends,  is usually a struggle for 



most of us.  Nevertheless, we can infer that Jesus saw the value in going to new places, adapting 

to new ways, and not taking too much luggage.   

 The lesson from Isaiah says nothing about travel, but it does express the love of the 

Hebrew people for Jerusalem, their capital city and the symbol of their nation, Israel.  They are 

urged to rejoice in Jerusalem as God blesses that city and their nation.  Most certainly, our song 

today does much the same thing---it is a celebration of our country, an expression of love for our 

country, and a prayer that God would bless our country.  

 This song is a celebration of all that is good in America.  The vision lifted up is one of 

equality, of nobleness, of a nation that embodies values of goodness, fairness, and heroism.  

Katherine’s words also celebrate the natural beauty of our country, so evident whenever we 

travel, or even when we walk outside our house right here at home.  She recognizes that we are a 

large and diverse nation……we range from sea to shining sea.  We encompass prairie lands, 

mountains, orchards, and urban areas.  The sky above us is spacious.  Our citizens, in her eyes, 

are self-sacrificing, merciful, and filled with godly qualities like self-control.  And here is maybe 

where I experience a bit of a disconnect between Katharine’s idyllic vision and the reality I 

experience not just in other people, but in myself.  Have you recently noticed about your self that 

you are self-sacrificing, merciful, godly, and a model of self-control?   Me neither.  In fact, I 

might tend to see myself and our citizenry in general as representative of the opposite of some of 

those qualities. As a people, are we self-sacrificing or are we primarily concerned about 

protecting what’s ours?  Are we merciful or are we judgmental and argumentative?  Are we 

godly or are we all too human?  Are we outstanding examples of self control or are we perfect 



examples of over consumption and emotional reactivity?  And when we hear these beautiful and 

idealistic descriptions of our nation, it’s hard for me not to juxtapose them with images from the 

nightly news, which I now frankly avoid watching because it’s too traumatic, but suffice it to say, 

some of our present reality is a far cry from brotherhood from sea to shining sea and a patriot’s 

dream that sees beyond the years.  In so many ways, large and small, we do not live up to the 

vision of this hymn.  To not acknowledge that would be wrong.  But to not celebrate the ideals of 

our nation and the beauty of our nation and the best of the values and people of our nation would 

also be wrong.  Our nation was founded by idealists who envisioned the kind of country that 

Katharine Bates describes.  It’s not hard to see how we’ve fallen short, and yet we have also 

grown together as a nation, and our system of government has prevailed over factionalism, and 

this diverse and beautiful and blessed country is ours.  It is certainly faithful and good to 

celebrate the notion that all are created equal and that all should have equal opportunities for life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. It is entirely appropriate to love our country, to travel our 

country, to learn about our country, to celebrate our country, as this song does.  It’s also the duty 

and privilege of every person of faith to pray for our country: for the government, for the people, 

for the judicial system, for the environment, for the future.  This song is both celebration and 

prayer.  While celebrating the beauty, patriotism, and heroism of our nation, this hymn also 

invites God to bless our nation.  As we sing it, we are asking God to shed grace upon all of us, to 

crown our good with brotherhood, to cause us to measure success by nobleness rather than profit.  

We ask God to mend our flaws, to confirm our souls in self control, to help us discover the 

balance between liberty and law. As Christians living in the United States of America, we 

sometimes have to walk a fine line.  We can’t equate God and country; they’re not the same 



thing at all; but we can ask God to bless our country.  We also can’t claim that as citizens of the 

Kingdom of heaven we somehow are exempt from responsible citizenship in our country.  Our 

faith should impact our citizenship; our values of faith should be reflected in our active 

participation in our nation, state, city, or village, in our concern for fairness, equality, and the 

protection of the vulnerable.   We love our country, and we recognize the flaws, and we strive to 

correct them, and we ask God to bless and guide us.  We can do all of those things, all at once. 

This morning as we sing this celebration of a nation that is beautiful and founded on noble ideals, 

we ask God to bless our country and ourselves as citizens of this country.  “ America!  America!  

God shed God’s grace on thee, and crown thy good with brotherhood, from sea to shining sea.”  

Amen.  

  


