
Proper 9 B 2015 (July 5) 
 
2 Samuel 5:1-5, 9-10 
Psalm 48 
2 Corinthians 12:2-10 
Mark 6: 1-13 
 
We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
That all men are created equal, 
That they are endowed by their Creator 
With certain inalienable Rights, 
That among these are Life, Liberty, 
And the pursuit of Happiness.  
 
We could talk for a long time 
About this single sentence,  
The bedrock of our self-understanding as a nation.  
 
We could note that Jefferson probably had little or no intention 
Of including women 
When he said that all men are created equal. 
No generic masculine here.  
When he said all men,  
It is likely  
that he really was talking about only all male human beings. 
 
Except that he wasn’t, really, talking about all men either.  
Himself the owner of enslaved Africans, 
He wasn’t talking about the black men who worked his fields 
Any more than he was talking about the black woman 
Who shared his bed and bore him children.  
 
And yet, like the apostle Paul  
And many others before him, 
Jefferson spoke a prophetic truth beyond what he knew or meant. 
His words carried him beyond his own understanding 
Into a wider truth. 
All human beings are created equal. 
We hold this truth.  
 
Is it sacred? Is it self-evident? 
We could talk for a long time  
About Benjamin Franklin’s important – 
Astoundingly important and usually forgotten edit 
To Jefferson’s famous words. 
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Jefferson held these truths to be, as he wrote, sacred and undeniable, 
But Franklin crossed out the words, sacred and undeniable,  
And made these truths self-evident. 
When he did that, as many have noted, 
He changed a religious matter of revealed truth 
Into a matter of reason. 
 
How do we know 
That what we proclaim in one of our foundation documents 
Is reliable and true? 
It is our reason and the evidence of our senses, 
Rather than divine inspiration, 
That allows us to hold these truths. 
Or so our founding document claims. 
We are a nation built on rational principles. 
 
Is it a nation founded on Christian principles, 
As many would argue? 
We could debate that all day, 
And that would be a useful way of avoiding  
The even more essential issue: 
 
How do we, as Christians, 
Inhabit a country founded on noble principles 
That are, so far, 
And perhaps forever, 
Beyond our reach? 
Because there is another truth, 
That confronts us day by day. 
 
This truth is self-evident: 
though this nation was founded on noble principles, 
Equality and the inalienable right to life, liberty,  
And the pursuit of happiness,  
We have failed, throughout our history, 
To honor those principles,  
To uphold them, 
To pursue them with vigor and passion. 
In fact, we have, as often as not,  
ignored them, 
Trampled on them,  
And resisted every effort  
To bring our common life  
Into greater alignment with them.  
 
So how do we live in this flawed 
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And awesome nation? 
We are citizens and seekers of the kingdom 
Who live with the Bible in one hand  
And the newspaper in the other, 
Pondering our corporate sins and national failings, 
Our potential to use power for good, 
Our commitment to the renewal of the world. 
 
It is both as Christians and as citizens 
That we confront the slaughter of black worshippers 
At Mother Emanuel AME Church. 
How do we call our nation to account 
And let our faith lead us to right action? 
How do we begin the long slow process 
Of self-examination and penitence,  
The hard work of seeking justice, 
Of speaking the truth in love? 
How do we hold the already offered 
And not yet realized promise of reconciliation? 
 
As citizens and seekers of the kingdom  
We engage the sorrow and shame of Charleston. 
And so we engage the decision of the Supreme Court.  
As Christians,  
How do we regard the advent of marriage equality? 
There is more than one way 
To live with the Bible in one hand 
And the newspaper in the other.  
 
Many of us rejoice at the advent of marriage equality, 
Long overdue, 
Hard won, 
Still contested and already celebrated.  
We see signs, in this moment,  
of God’s will for justice, 
God’s infinite compassion, 
God’s endless gift of dignity and respect for every human person. 
 
And yet – 
Last week,  
In many churches, 
There was grief and anger and protest 
Over the decision in which we – 
Most of us in this place – 
Take such joy and hope. 
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In one church,  
The pastor  
held a copy of the marriage ruling in one hand 
and his Bible in the other. 
It’s time to decide, he said, 
And threw down the court ruling and stepped on it. 
Holding his bible high, 
He said, 
This is who I stand with. 
 
We stand with the Bible too. 
We stand with the Bible, 
And find within it 
The great story of how the people of God 
Live in a complicated, maddening 
Beautiful and broken world.  
 
What, in fact, does the Bible show us? 
 
For some, it’s a book of rules, 
And those rules bring guidance  
And comfort and strength, 
And certainty. 
 
Others, many of us here, 
Read the Bible as a messy, 
Gorgeous, inspired, 
Stultifying, 
Bewildering and marvelously clarifying record 
Of the people of God, 
Who in the rough and tumble of their glorious and painful lives 
Did no better than we do  
At upholding their ideals 
Or living up to the principles 
They held to be sacred and undeniable. 
 
Look at David in today’s first lesson: 
Anointed as a rival king  
To the one already anointed: 
Charismatic, deceitful, 
Courageous and sleazy.  
 
Or Paul, who could speak prophetically beyond what he knew 
When he declared that in Christ we are all one. 
He was violent, murderous, 
Fractious, and filled with the amazing grace 
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Of the one who had knocked him flat 
And lifted him up 
To a life that was utterly transformed. 
 
Amazing grace.  
 
Our black president, 
Preaching – yes, he was preaching – 
At the funeral of Mother Emanuel’s pastor – 
A man who was 
Citizen, elected official, 
Christian, pastor – 
As he eulogized Clementa Pinckney, 
Barack Obama lifted his voice in song. 
 
Amazing grace, 
How sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me 
I once was lost, 
But now I’m found, was blind 
But now I see. 
 
As many have noted,  
Through the years but especially in the past week, 
That hymn  
Is itself a sign and symbol of transformation. 
 
The man who wrote those words,  
As many will remember, 
Was a slave trader  
Turned evangelical Anglican. 
The story of his spiritual conversion 
Is told in a dramatic way 
That stirs our hearts, 
But the actual, slow, unsteady unfolding of his transformation 
Might give us hope as well. 
 
John Newton’s spiritual conversion was quick,  
And as dramatic as could be. 
When his ship was foundering 
And he was close to drowning, 
He prayed for deliverance,  
And his prayers were answered. 
 
The conversion of his inward faith to outward action 
Was long, and slow, 
And less than admirable.  
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He continued as a slaver for years 
After his spiritual awakening, 
And only 34 years afterwards 
Did he repent, confess, 
And become actively engaged  
In the abolition of slavery. 
 
Amazing grace, 
Unfolding slowly, 
Hidden, 
Covered over, 
Unfailing and undaunted. 
 
That grace will shine out in the end. 
John Newton did not, 
As is so often told, 
Turn his ship around when he saw the light, 
and take his captives home. 
 
He did, however, 
Turn in the end. 
 
And so can we. 
 
We are citizens of a nation  
Founded on great principles, 
Principles that have been hard for us to live. 
 
That does not mean we never will. 
That does not mean we could not begin again, now. 
 
We are citizens and seekers of the kingdom, 
Grieving over Charleston, and Denver, 
And every place where justice is denied  
And the dignity of every human being dishonored. 
 
We are Christians living in a country  
Still struggling and often failing  
To create the good future our founders envisioned.  
 
The ideals on which this country were founded 
Are congruent with, 
But not the same as 
The truths by which we live. 
 
That gives us a glorious freedom, 
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The liberty of the children of God. 
 
Freedom to let God’s grace be sufficient. 
Freedom to admit our own weakness, 
And let it be God’s power that works in us.  
 
From the unshakeable foundation  
Of our faith,  
We can examine, critique,  
Support, and work for  
The civil liberties of all. 
 
In the hope that resides beyond what we can see, 
We can be part of building a good future for all.  
 
We catch glimpses of that good future 
Here and there – 
Just now, 
In the advent of marriage equality. 
There have been other times, 
And there will be more, 
Because God’s good future will come. 
 
As Christians, we are called to work for that good future, 
The renewal of the world, 
To offer places of healing, 
Hope, and forgiveness. 
 
By the amazing grace 
Of the one who came among us 
As healer, teacher, and friend, 
We can hold this truth that is sacred and undeniable: 
 
We are created in the image and likeness of the living God. 
We are the brothers and sisters  
Of the one who comes among us 
Bringing healing and hope. 
We are called to go forth in the power of God’s spirit, 
As seekers of the kingdom  
Hidden and active in every country. 
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www.theatlantic.com/daily-dish/archive/2008/01/-self-evident/220687/ 
 
www.npr.org/2015/06/29/418641115/conservative-pastors-deliver-sharp-criticism-of-
same-sex-marriage 
 


