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 “You’ll be fine,” my grandmother used to say, “you have your great-grandfather in you.” 

As children, whenever my brother and I faced any daunting challenge, she reassured us with 

these words. My great-grandfather, like Admiral Daniel Callaghan, spent World War II in the 

Pacific, and his deep pride in his naval service stayed with him throughout his life. The flag that 

draped his coffin sits on our living room mantle, and to my family, it represents the bravery of 

my great-grandfather, Admiral Callaghan, and the other courageous veterans who have fought 

for our country.  

 I was steeped in this interpretation of the flag’s meaning from my earliest days: by 

respecting the flag, I was expressing my gratitude. Last August, when NFL quarterback Colin 

Kaepernick’s kneeling for the pre-game anthem stirred national controversy, I came to 

understand that my interpretation of the flag’s symbolism is not universal. Undoubtedly, the root 

of both the support and uproar that followed Kaepernick’s action is an absence of symbolic 

clarity: does standing in salute represent honoring the veterans’ sacrifices that have paved the 

way for the freedoms we enjoy today? Or does it symbolize apathy toward the fact that we still 

have yet to achieve “liberty and justice for all”? The answer really depends on whom you ask, 

because while most Americans consistently express deep love for their country, their 

understanding of what patriotism entails varies widely. Thus, while I do not personally agree 

with Kaepernick’s physical act of kneeling, I argue that the main conflict at issue is not an 

absence of patriotism, but rather a lack of shared language among Americans of different 

generations. 

 As recently as November 2016, polling ranked the U.S. the most patriotic country in the 

world, and most Americans report their citizenship as important to their identity (Colson; 

Mataconis).  Yet surveys over the last 15 years reveal steady decreases in respondents who 
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answer that they are “extremely proud” to be American, with an especially big drop (26 

percentage points) among Americans ages 18-33, “millennials” (Ingraham). Additionally, 

according to the American National Election Study (A.N.E.S.), how Americans view traditional 

patriotic symbols varies greatly by age. For example, the A.N.E.S. asks the question, “When you 

see the American flag flying, how good does it make you feel?” While 94 percent of those born 

between 1928 and 1945 said that seeing the U.S. flag makes them feel “extremely” or “very 

good,” only 67 percent of millennials replied in such a positive way (Vavreck).  However, what 

appears as a decline in a national sentiment may simply be a difference in definition. 

 Strikingly, the A.N.E.S. data also reveals that millennials are extremely supportive of the 

ideological values of the United States, especially equality. When asked whether they agreed or 

disagreed that “It is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life 

than others,” 42 percent of the older generation responded that having unequal opportunities is 

not a pressing issue, while only 20 percent of millennials agreed (Vavreck). Millennials, 

surpassing the baby boomers as the largest generation in the United States today, express more 

concern than their parents and grandparents about the egalitarian principles that underpin our 

nation. They show higher levels of volunteerism, acceptance of diversity, and interest in civic 

engagement than previous generations (HERI). Perhaps what separates the millennials the most 

from their elders is their “greater willingness to criticize the country when it does not live up to 

its democratic ideals,” and their steadfast belief that “America will continue to be a great nation 

in the future”(Pew Research). In other words, Americans born in the last 30 years speak a new 

language—one in which the word “patriotism” holds a broader meaning that focuses on 

improving the country and recognizing its constant need for growth and positive change. 
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Given this changing definition of patriotism, it is not surprising how Kaepernick, a 

millennial himself, described his flag protest: “This country stands for freedom, liberty, justice 

for all—and it's not happening for all right now." He explained his goal, “This is because I'm 

seeing things happen to people that don't have a voice...and I'm going to do that for people that 

can't…If we have these conversations, there's a better understanding of where both sides are 

coming from." When confronted with the idea that he was refusing to honor veterans, 

Kaepernick responded, "I have great respect for the men and women that have fought for this 

country…they fight for freedom, they fight for the people, they fight for liberty and justice, for 

everyone” (Sandritter).  Although the former 49er emphasized communication and the need to 

bring a diverse country together in a peaceful way, that is not the message many Americans 

understood. Not surprisingly, 65% of Americans over the age of 55 opposed Kaepernick’s 

protest, while only 30% of those under 34 years old did so (Busbee).  Different generations, 

equally American, with multiple understandings of the same action, resulted in disconnect and 

great pain for adherents of both viewpoints. 

  Undoubtedly, such emotionally charged topics can cause cross-generational 

conversations to take on a sense of opposition, highlighting the current division among 

Americans. However, as St. Ignatius students, our curriculum exposes us to the contrasting 

concept of “kinship.” Fr. Greg Boyle S.J., who spoke to our class in 2016, defined kinship as 

“not serving the other, but being one with the other.” “Jesus was not ‘a man for others,’” Fr. 

Boyle wrote in Tattoos on the Heart, “he was one with them. There is a world of difference in 

that” (188). If we truly desire reconciliation and mutual understanding, then, as Americans, we 

must heed Fr. Boyle’s words to create greater sentiments of kinship with each other. Former 

Staff Sergeant and Green Beret Nate Boyer successfully practiced this concept last August in his 
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response to Kaepernick’s kneeling. Boyer expressed his emotions in an open letter published in 

the Army Times, writing, “Even though my initial reaction to your protest was one of anger, I’m 

trying to listen to what you’re saying and why you’re doing it…There are already plenty people 

fighting fire with fire, and it’s just not helping anyone or anything. So I’m just going to keep 

listening, with an open mind.” Kaepernick and Boyer then met in person, their meeting resulting 

in productive conversation and instagrammed camaraderie. Kaepernick praised the bronze star 

recipient, stating “We were talking…about how can we get the message back on track and not 

take away from fighting for our country, but keep the focus on what the issues really 

are”(Sandritter). Although these two men clearly left their meeting set in their core beliefs, they 

discovered a mutual understanding. 

 In March, Colin Kaepernick announced that he will stand for the anthem in the upcoming 

season. Although many cynical NFL fans have seen this change as an attempt to merely find a 

new team, Kaepernick believes that the “amount of national discussion on social 

inequality...affirmed the message he was trying to deliver” (Schefter). One might also argue that 

productive conversations, such as his meeting with Sergeant Boyer, may have allowed the 

former 49er to learn a new language himself. Many, including myself, are grateful to Kaepernick 

for sparking a critically important conversation about what we literally stand for and why. If we 

are willing to enter into these difficult discussions with an open mind, Americans can achieve 

bilingualism, with the power to draw us closer together.  
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