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The U.S. Senate is again debating an amendment to the Constitution to ban the desecration of the flag. It's an issue on which I believe I can claim some authority. 

I laid my life on the line and fought under the flag of the United States during World War II. I watched some of my closest friends fall during eight grueling campaigns, and earned a Silver Star and Purple Heart. I'm a disabled veteran and Republican since 1940. Nothing angers me more than the desecration of the American flag. It is an abomination to me and to other veterans. 

That said, though, I believe the push to amend the Constitution to criminalize flag burning is misguided. 

Tampering 

On or around Flag Day this year, the U.S. Senate will vote on a constitutional amendment that would give Congress the right to prohibit desecration of the flag. Not only would this be the first alteration of the First Amendment in the more than 200 years since the Bill of Rights was ratified, but it would also actually take away the freedoms the flag is supposed to represent. Our forefathers would spin in their graves to think that our government would turn the established principle of free speech on its end and consider persecuting people who disagree with its actions. 

Our right as Americans to openly express nonviolent political dissent is a hallmark of our democratic system. As long as we do not pose harm to others, we are free to speak our minds on all matters of policy and politics. 

We would have been far better off had Timothy McVeigh burned the flag rather than bombed the federal building in Oklahoma City. Senators who support the attack on our sacred Bill of Rights, including New Jersey's own U.S. Sen. Robert Menendez, D-Hoboken, need to focus valuable time and effort elsewhere or risk the loss of my vote and many others. 

Not for veterans 

Perhaps most disgusting, though, are those lawmakers who present this amendment as a way to honor veterans. 

Indeed, veterans have an emotional response to the flag that perhaps no one else can understand. But a constitutional amendment would do nothing to improve the lives of America's veterans. In fact, the only real result of such legislation is headlines for supporters. As I see it, the flag amendment is nothing more than self-serving rhetoric. 

If Congress really wants to do something to recognize the sacrifices of the country's fallen heroes and protect those who are fighting today, it should focus on more urgent issues, such as properly supporting our troops on foreign soil and taking care of returning veterans in need of physical and mental care. Of the 360,000 veterans discharged from Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom, nearly one in four have already visited the Veterans Administration for physical injuries or mental health counseling. Addressing the traditional and nontraditional effects of war, including combat injuries, post-traumatic stress and battlefield-born disease, should be at the top of the congressional agenda. 

In 1933, Marine Corps Gen. Smedley Butler wrote: "There are only two things we should fight for. One is the defense of our homes, and the other is the Bill of Rights." 

Flag desecrators are not likable characters. But if Congress eliminates even one small portion of our right to free speech, what's next? 

In politics today, precedent seems to count for everything. Even if I don't agree with everything my fellow Americans have to say, and even if it makes me angry, they still have the right to speak out. That is how it should be, and that is what I fought for. 

The writer is a Lumberton resident and a World War II veteran.

