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                   “Putting Your Name on the Line” 

 

Rev. Ron Dunn                        July 2, 2017 

It is perhaps, the most famous document that we have as a people.  It is the document that 
we reference and recite—especially at this time of the year.  The Declaration of 
Independence was actually signed exactly 241 years ago—today.  As you may know that 
July 2nd is the actual date of the signing while July 4th is the date that the news was shared 
and the date, of course, that our nation has always celebrated. 

So it is most appropriate on this day to take a moment to reflect upon this remarkable 
document and the remarkable conviction and courage that it represents.  Last week, you 
may recall, I spoke of the importance of taking risks; of choosing to live boldly with passion 
and purpose.  I can think of no other document or declaration that exhibits a greater 
willingness to risk than that of the Declaration of Independence. 

Think about the context that surrounded the 56 signers of this declaration.  By signing their 
name to this paper, they would be guilty of committing High Treason against Great Britain 
and King George 111.  The consequence of such a choice to renounce their allegiance to 
their mother country would, without question, be the punishment of death.  Nevertheless, 
there were 56 individuals who chose to put their name on the line.  The last sentence of the 
declaration that was written by Thomas Jefferson put it all so very succinctly: 

 “We mutually pledge to each other, our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor.”   

These were not merely nice sounding words strung beautifully together.  No, they are 
words that reflect the depth of the commitment made and the willingness to risk 
everything in the common pursuit of freedom that they shared. 

I recently read an article that provided some detail as to what this pledge of life, fortune 
and honor actually amounted to.  Nine of the signers actually did pay for their choice with 
their lives.  Seventeen of the signers lost every penny that they owned and every piece of 
property that they held.  Remarkably, not one of the fifty six reneged on the pledge that 
they made in the signing of the declaration.  

Delegate, William Ellery, standing next the document as it was being signed, would later 
recall: “In no face was I able to discern real fear.” 

As for the eventual consequence that Ellery would endure, his house and entire estate was 
burned to the ground.  But Ellery would survive the war and later become a vocal opponent 
of slavery. 

There was William Floyd from New York who also signed the Declaration.  He and his 
family would later escape the British invasion of Long Island as they fled to Connecticut. 
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However, they left behind their home and his entire income.  When he returned seven 
years later, he found his home in charred ruins and he himself was penniless.  Like a 
phoenix rising from the ashes however, Floyd would later serve his country as a Senator 
from New York.   

Francis Lewis from New York and his wife likewise, fled the British invasion of Long 
Island only to have their home burned and estate destroyed.  Mrs. Lewis was captured and 
imprisoned, eventually dying from complications experience in her incarceration. 

Richard Stockton from New Jersey, a Judge, was arrested by the British in 1776 and 
imprisoned in a military stockade.  He was released five years later, his health crippled.  He 
lost everything and died as a pauper in Princeton. 

There is, as you can see, a pattern developing here.  The choice to put their name on the line 
was one that, essentially, put their possessions and their lives on the line, as well.    

I share one more vignette.  Robert Morris, the delegate from Pennsylvania, earned a 
massive fortune as a banker and commercial magnate—and gave it all away finance the 
Revolution.  He used his money to, among other things, finance the “blockade runners” who 
brought badly needed provisions from Europe to the colonies.  He loaned the Continental 
Congress $10,000, an astounding sum in those days.  That amount helped to spare the 
Congress from bankruptcy.  As it turned out, the loan was never repaid and Morris died 
impoverished in 1806. 

Now, you will notice, of course, that the names I have mentioned—with the exception of 
one—were all men.  Yet, it is important to remember that given that male dominated 
culture of the time, there were women who shared equally in the suffering, heartache and 
loss.  While their names are not recorded in most of our history books, they should 
likewise, be remembered and celebrated for their willingness to risk and sacrifice. 

As we approach the celebration of our nation’s birthday, I offer these vignettes as a 
powerful reminder that when it comes to the values that we hold dear, the values of   
liberty and justice for all, there was and there remains—the absolute necessity of risk, of 
being willing to think of the greater good and the needs of those who often find themselves 
living on the margins of life. 

When I think of those fifty six individuals who put pen to paper 241 years ago today and 
signed their names as they pledged their lives, their fortunes and their sacred honor, I find 
myself both inspired and challenged.  I am inspired by their selflessness, by their boldness 
and their courage—their willingness to risk everything for the sake of an idea, vision, a 
dream of the greater good of all. 

For some of these individuals, it was the teaching of Jesus that gave shape and substance to 
their conviction and their courage.  They had indeed, “counted the cost” of their vision of 
justice and freedom and were willing to pay whatever price was asked of them.   
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I must admit that I cannot help but ask myself if I would be willing to do the same?  Would I 
be willing to put my life on the line for the sake of this same vision?  That, of course, is a 
question that we would do well to ask of ourselves, this morning. 

You see, I think that it is fair to suggest that this vision still stands in need of fulfillment.  To 
be sure, we have experienced it in part, but there is still much work to be done before it can 
be said that we have truly fulfilled its intent.  Will we be willing to do that work?  Will we be 
willing to work together for the common good of all—not just those on the inside, but those 
on the outside as well?  That, it seems to me, is really the question that looms before us. 

What we need today are true patriots—those whose patriotism is not rooted in personal 
self-interest, or privilege or power—but those who are willing to deny themselves those 
very things in favor of finding the solutions that benefit, not themselves, but those who find 
themselves living on the margins of life; unable to afford health care, unable to find work 
that pays a living wage, unable to afford the education that will lead them into a better 
future.  Where are those patriots who will make it their true agenda to work tirelessly, 
indeed, sacrificially to ensure that there is liberty and justice for all? 

What impresses me about those fifty six signers of the Declaration of Independence is that 
their concern—and the concern of their wives and families—was focused not upon their 
own well-being, but the well-being of their people, the people that were representing, 
people from all walks and stations of life. 

It must also be said, however, that as noble as this vision was, in many respects, it was also 
a vision deeply flawed.   For not only were the rights of women ignored, the rights of Native 
Americans and those brought from Africa as slaves were completely denied and the result 
has been a chilling legacy of suffering, conflict and struggle. 

We who have inherited this legacy are today, faced with the challenge of acknowledging the 
sins of our past while working together to find a way forward—a way that includes rather 
than excludes, that respects rather than reviles, that values the rights and the needs of all. 

To be sure, the very real problems of racism and sexism and nationalism will not be solved 
by our complacency.  They will not be solved by our reluctance to see them as, perhaps, the 
greatest threat that our nation currently faces.  They will only be solved by our willingness 
to follow the lead of the founding fathers and mothers of our country who were willing to 
“count the cost” as they pledged “their lives, their fortune and their sacred honor” for the 
greater good of all.  

While we can never fully repay the debt that we owe to them, we can choose to continue 
with the work that they so nobly began, the work of building a country that was predicated 
upon the vision of liberty and justice for all—not for just a few, not for just the 
powerful…not for just the privileged, but for all…as in “everyone,” Red, Yellow, Black, 
Brown, and White, we are ALL precious in God’s sight. 
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I invite you, this morning, to “count the cost,” and to summon the courage to sign your 
name to a new declaration—not of independence, but of “inter-dependence,” a declaration 
that recognizes that we, in fact, need each other, that we must be dependent upon each 
other if we are to be faithful to the vision of our ancestors and bring it to its fruition. 

I offer as my concluding prayer, this morning, those deeply moving words of that brilliant 
hymn written in 1904 by Katharine Lee Bates: 

O beautiful for heroes proved in liberating strife,  
Who more than self their country loved, and mercy more than life!   
America! America!  May God thy gold refine, till all success be nobleness, 
And every gain divine.  
 
Amen! 

  

 

 

 


