
Twelve score and three years ago our fathers brought forth on 

this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to 

the proposition that all men are created equal. Or, should I say, 

Twelve score, three years, and two days ago. For all the ado we make 

about July 4th, the only thing that really happened on that day in 1776 

was that the Continental Congress made a few edits to the 

Declaration of Independence and sent it to the printer. The vote for 

independence, that thing that brought forth on this continent a new 

nation, had taken place two days earlier, prompting John Adams to 

predict, “The Second Day of July 1776 will be the most memorable 

[day]* in the History of America…. It ought to be commemorated, as 

the Day of Deliverance by solemn Acts of Devotion to God Almighty. 

It ought to be solemnized with Pomp and Parade, with Shews, Games, 

Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one End of this 

Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more.” And 

so we have done – some years with more tanks, I mean guns, than 

others – but always on the 4th, not the 2nd, the date on the parchment.  

So twelve score, three years, and two days ago our fathers…or 

should I say fathers and mothers, because women patriots were not 

just pacing in the waiting room while their husbands gave birth to 

this new nation. Adams’ own thinking was considerably shaped by 

his prodigious and sometimes rather pointed correspondence with 

his wife Abigail, who once famously cautioned him to “remember the 

ladies” in his quest for independence. He didn’t, but we sure can.   

So twelve score, three years, and two days ago our fathers and 

mothers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in 

liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created 

equal. Or should I say all white men. Or should I say all literate white 

men. Or all literate white men of property. So twelve score, three 

years, and two days ago, our fathers and mostly-forgotten mothers 

brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in a fairly 

comprehensive idea of liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that 



some men who look exactly like each other are created equal. Our 

sentence might be more honest, but Lincoln’s sure sounds better.  

Lincoln, of course, knew that the first line of his address at 

Gettysburg was only partially true. This was, in fact, his point – that 

America had promised to be a nation where all men were created 

equal, but that four score and seven years later in the midst of a 

bloody Civil War we were only just getting around to defining what 

we meant when we said men. Lincoln knew, as we know now, that 

this new nation was messy. He knew that our national rhetoric was 

always more aspirational than observational, and that while we hadn’t 

exactly been lying about this thing called America, we hadn’t exactly 

been telling the truth either. The truth is that we have always been a 

nation defined by what we haven’t figured out yet. Who is free? Who 

counts? Who can come in and who can stay? Our answers to these 

questions have at times been courageous and at other times been 

cruel. Our leaders have inhibited justice as many times as they have 

inspired it. The great experiment begun all those years ago is still an 

experiment, a work in constant need of clarification and correction. 

Not so different, it turns out, from that great experiment 

called the people of Israel. Here, too, was a new nation, conceived in 

liberty, whose attempts to live that liberty were at times excruciating. 

Here, too, was a new nation whose purpose was still aspirational, 

whose people could be cruel as often as they were courageous, who 

could be whiny and petulant as often as they were grateful and 

generous, who got it wrong as often as they got it right. Here was a 

nation that was messy, a nation that was sometimes disappointing, 

sometimes inspiring, and always deeply human. 

And yet, despite their imperfections, God brought them to 

the promised land anyway. God bore them to the banks of the River 

Jordan, where Moses addressed them with a declaration of his own – 

a declaration of dependence on God. And in this declaration, which 

we call Deuteronomy, Moses told this fledgling, flawed nation that 



God was calling them to do something extraordinary. God was calling 

them – these people who had escaped from slavery, who were 

threatened by tribes and nations on every side, and who were holding 

on to each other by a thread – to reach out and risk loving the 

stranger. Just as their God loved the widow and the orphan, they too 

were to love those on the outside – the unfamiliar, the unseen, the 

unchosen. This is how God would help them to become the people 

God had always intended them to be – by not settling in but reaching 

out, by moving. God was calling them to be more than just a nation; 

God was calling them to be a movement. 

We who today are offering our own solemn acts of Devotion 

to God Almighty are part of that same movement; we too are called 

not to just settle in, but to move. We are the Episcopal Branch of the 

Jesus Movement, as our Presiding Bishop faithfully reminds us, and 

we, too, are called to do what God called the people of Israel to do all 

those years ago – to move together into the margins; to welcome, 

serve, and bless those we find there; and to allow those encounters to 

shape us into the Church God has always longed for us to be.  

The good news is that this movement is already happening in 

the Church in many, many ways. You who work in parishes across 

this country can testify to the ways the Jesus movement is 

transforming the world by loving the stranger in our midst. But here 

is a little-recognized truth about movements, something the Church 

often forgets. Movements sing. Every movement in history has 

needed to sing – not just to reach out in compassion and mercy, not 

just to speak truth to power with love, but to sing. Every movement 

has had music at its core to inspire and to guide, to embolden and to 

comfort, and to connect its people to each other and to its purpose 

far more powerfully than any mission statement ever could.  

Music is at the core of the Episcopal Branch of the Jesus 

Movement. Our movement loses strength and power when we forget 

this. Music is not tangential to the mission of the Church. Music is 



not simply adornment to cover our “real” work together; it is not 

entertainment while we catch our breath. No other movement would 

ever treat music in the way that we in the Church sometimes do. 

Imagine black slaves choosing not to sing along with Wade in the 

Water because they just didn’t consider themselves singers. Imagine 

Woody Guthrie telling American workers that it would be fine to just 

speak the words of This Land is Your Land together in unison. 

Imagine Billie Holliday singing Strange Fruit as background music 

while waiters set the tables for dinner. Imagine cutting We Shall 

Overcome from a Civil Rights rally in 1960’s Alabama because 

someone thought the money for the choir could be better spent 

elsewhere. What a waste when we treat the music of our own 

movement this way! Because just as with these anthems, every note 

we sing, every harmony we create, every voluntary you play has the 

potential to strengthen our movement and to change the world.  

 Now I believe the spoken word can do this too; if I didn’t, I 

would be in the wrong business. But I also believe that there are some 

issues too great for just speech. There are some injustices that are too 

grievous, some wrongs that are too vexing, some injuries that are too 

painful for just speech. Teenagers shot in school by young men 

wielding weapons of war is an issue too great for just speech. Children 

trapped in cages like animals at our nation’s borders is an issue too 

great for just speech. Violence against black men for just being black 

men is an issue too great for just speech. Hatred of our Jewish 

neighbors is an issue too great for just speech. Abuse of women is an 

issue too great for just speech. But music – music can hold the pain 

of our wounds and the hope of our healing together in a way that 

speech strains to do. At this point in the sermon I was going to try to 

describe how the music of the Vaughan Williams Lord, Thou Hast Been 

our Refuge does just this – but of course, I CAN’T. And that’s just the 

point. Music moves movements in ways that words simply cannot.   

 God has called us to be a movement, and God has called you 



to make this movement sing. Now, as some of your courageous 

conversations during this conference have demonstrated, at times in 

your history you have responded to this call with courage and at times 

with cruelty. Sometimes you have inspired justice in your ministry 

and sometimes you have inhibited it. You beautiful church 

musicians, sometimes you are a mess. But take it from this mess, God 

has called you anyway. God is calling you to help this movement sing, 

to proclaim a declaration not just of life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness, but of eternal life, abundant freedom, and the discovery 

of true joy. God is calling you to help us sing so that we may make 

this into a land of promise for all people, a nation dedicated to the 

proposition that all human beings were created equal and beloved. 

God is calling you to help us sing so that we may become the 

movement God has always imagined us to be, bringing justice and 

love from one End of this Continent to the other from this Time 

forward forever more. O God, our help in ages past, our hope for 

years to come. You beautiful church musicians, have you ever thought 

that that help, that hope, might just be you? May God forever prosper 

your handiwork. 
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* Adams really used the word “Epocha,” not “day,” but I’ve found 

that using archaic words is never particularly helpful in a sermon.  

 

 

 


