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The colors red, white and blue emblazoned on "Old Glory" symbolize more than valor, purity and justice for thousands of United States veterans. They symbolize sovereignty, hope and our unwavering trust in the Bill of Rights. Its colors do not run, and neither do the ideals that it represents, ideals that will be held hostage if Congress passes a resolution to amend the Constitution to make flag "desecration" illegal.

Today we commemorate our fallen heroes who fought and died for this country. As a military veteran, I know the deep sacrifices made by countless Americans in the name of freedom. However, I also know that we do not honor those men and women by limiting the rights afforded by the Constitution. After all, it is not our flag that needs protection; it is the concept of freedom and liberty for all.

This concept has been protected by the Supreme Court and Congress more than 10 times since 1969 when the court overturned the conviction of a World War II veteran and Bronze Star honoree, Sydney Street, who burned his own flag in protest after learning that civil rights activist James Meredith had been shot. But here we are again, 37 years after Street vs. New York.

So what has changed since then? Have the American people marched into the streets one by one with flags in one hand and a can of gasoline in the other to do their part in mass flag burnings?

No. In fact, on average, there are fewer than a dozen instances of flag desecration annually. So we must ask ourselves then: Why do members of the Senate, including our own Sen. Debbie Stabenow, D-Lansing, want to revise the Constitution to restrict the freedoms that this country was founded upon? Stabenow could be the swing vote.

At the crux of this matter is not law or love for the country; it is that some members of Congress feel offended by the act of flag desecration. Yet, if we allow Congress to prohibit any form of expression that it deems offensive, then we will erode the fabric of our great nation.

If we do allow this resolution to succeed, the proposed amendment would be the first time in American history, other than the failed Prohibition amendment, that the Constitution would be revised to limit our freedoms rather than expand them.

Although desecration of our nation's most recognizable symbol offends many Americans, including me, we must understand that this amendment will set fire to things more valuable -- our freedom itself. It is in this spirit that we must not let members of Congress fool us into believing that an amendment criminalizing flag desecration would be an act of patriotism.

The message of the First Amendment is unmistakable: "Congress shall make no law... abridging the freedom of speech ..." The Supreme Court has reminded us time and time again that the First Amendment is clear on this point.

The issue of flag burning has made its way to the Supreme Court at least three times, and three times our highest court has ruled that the burning or desecration of the American flag is a constitutionally protected form of free speech. In fact, in the majority opinion in Texas v. Johnson, Justice William J. Brennan, joined by Justice Antonin Scalia, wrote: "We do not consecrate the flag by punishing its desecration, for in doing so we dilute the freedom that this cherished emblem represents."

In spite of this lesson, members of Congress are choosing to amend the Constitution in a radical attempt to sideline the courts and limit our freedom. The Senate has failed to pass the flag amendment several times in the past 15 years; however, the measure is closer to passing this year than ever before -- a mere one vote away. If the amendment does pass, this will be the first time that any amendment has directly changed the Bill of Rights, our greatest defense against tyranny.

Proponents of this amendment are manipulating the American public, who are grieving the great human losses in Iraq and Afghanistan, into thinking that this amendment is the best way to honor the service of veterans. But I, like countless other former service members, know that there truly is nothing more American than holding our heads high and defending our Bill of Rights against attempts to limit its reach. I hope that Sen. Stabenow comes to realize the same.
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