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Isaiah 49:1-7 

I Corinthians 1:1-9 

John 1:29-42 

 

 A new church was consecrated in England in 1065. Well, it wasn’t new even at that early 

date. It had been founded as a monastery a full 100 years earlier, in the year 960. It is 

Westminster Abbey – the setting of every royal coronation since 1066; the site of 16 royal 

weddings including that of Kate Middleton to Prince William, second in line to the throne behind 

his father – Prince Charles – who is behind his mother – Queen Elizabeth. She herself was 

married at Westminster Abbey and it is there she appeared in 1998 to unveil the most recent 

architectural installation to a building that has seen, well, almost 1000 years of construction, 

remodeling and additions. 

 

 Having just heard that I can imagine Ben Manchee is very happy he is not junior warden 

of Westminster Abbey. Chair a building committee at the abbey, Ben? 

 

 What Her Majesty unveiled 22 years ago was an area along the west side of the abbey 

that had stood vacant since the middle ages. Statues of kings, angels, apostles and other 

dignitaries abound on or in the building. But ten large niches above the west entrance remained 

empty of statuary for hundreds of years. The figures that now occupy those spaces are widely 

known as “Ten Martyrs of the 20th Century.” 

 

 They include people from around the world: Russia, Pakistan, Germany, El Salvador are 

represented. They include people from many branches of Christianity: Russian Orthodox, 

Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, Lutheran and, of course, Anglican. 

 

 There is only one Baptist. That one is the only American. That one is also the only holder 

of a Nobel Peace Prize. That one is Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

 

 We celebrate Dr. King this weekend and we do so for many reasons. Certainly top of the 

list is his unparalleled leadership of the civil rights movement. But there’s also his well-

recognized excellence as a preacher and orator. He was a scholar who authored seven books and 

earned a Ph.D. in theology from Boston University. We celebrate him both because of who he 

was, and because of who we are. Not everyone celebrates him. But we are Anglicans. Or at least 

we chose to worship as Anglicans. 

 

 We are profoundly inclusive. It is our birthmark. Our tradition was born in a century 

when Catholics were killing Protestants and Protestants were killing Catholics. And a few 

theologians and clerics – and most notably Queen Elizabeth the First – said: stop it! We don’t 

have to kill each other. We can be both Catholic and Protestant. We’ll take the best of Roman 

Catholic worship and combine it with the best Protestant belief and we will land in the middle. 

That’s why we call ourselves the via media, the middle way. That’s why we have a book of 

common prayer. It is inclusive of enough difference to satisfy a wide range of beliefs and still 

hold together. Anglicanism was born in the manger of inclusivity. 
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 It wasn’t called “inclusivity” in the 1960s. That’s a word we use today when speaking of 

the horrible divisions that exist among us now. So back in the day, Dr. King spoke of a dream. 

He said, “I have a dream that one day . . . . little black boys and black girls will be able to join 

hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.” A dream. That’s concrete. 

That’s something we can imagine. It’s something I sang about when I was a child. I bet you did 

too: “Jesus loves the little children. All God’s children of the world. Red and yellow, black and 

white, they are precious in his sight. Jesus loves the little children of the world.” 

 

 We American Anglicans – we call ourselves Episcopalians – are living into such a depth 

of inclusivity that we have been ostracized by the rest of the Anglican world. That’s because we 

believe that God loves even homosexuals. Of course, everyone says that but we live it. 

Homosexual men and women belong in our congregations. They belong as our clergy: bishops, 

priests and deacons. And they belong in families of their own choosing, within the bonds of 

marriage. “Jesus loves the little children: Muslim, Hindu, straight or gay. By his side will we all 

stay.” We are inclusive. 

 

We Anglicans are profoundly caring. We cherish among our ranks William Wilberforce, 

an 18th century Evangelical Anglican and Member of Parliament who crusaded against the 

British slave industry. He wrote, “God Almighty has set before me two great objects: 

suppression of the slave trade, and the Reformation of Moral Values.”1 He came to this position 

because he was appalled by the treatment of enslaved Africans forced to work on sugar 

plantations in the Caribbean. His depth of caring made him a crusader. He barely lived long 

enough to see the end of slavery, dying just three days after being told that slavery had been 

outlawed in the British Empire. On a side note, he was one of the founders of the Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. He cared. 

 

 We are inclusive; we are caring; and I think there is another quality to being Anglican 

that figures into this picture. We are lovers of beauty. Think of all those darling little choristers 

with their white ruffled collars who sing like angels. It doesn’t get any more Anglican than that. 

Think of those ten statues installed on the west side of Westminster Abbey. Art – fine art. We 

hold among our ranks some of the world’s finest poets: John Donne, T.S. Elliot, Madeleine       

L’ Engle. 

 

 This isn’t an exercise in vanity. It is the acknowledgement that appreciating beauty takes 

a certain turn of the soul. It takes the ability to live into something other than one’s self. That’s 

why we sit meditatively for the postlude every Sunday. It isn’t a throw-away piece of music. It is 

a thing of beauty played by someone who has a doctorate in music performance. Westminster 

Abbey has choristers but we have Linda Jenks! 

 

 If you can learn to live into the reality of beauty, then you can learn to live into and 

experience realities beyond your own. That’s why we can sing “Blessed Absalom.” Even if we 

haven’t been, as the lyrics say, “born in bondage, born in shackles, born stripped of all dignity,” 

we can imagine deeply what that was like by our certain turn of soul. By our practiced ability to 

live into things other than ourselves. 

                                                           
1 “Lent Madness: William Wilberforce vs. Richard Allen,” Forward Movement Publications, 2019, 
https://www.lentmadness.org/2019/03/william-wilberforce-vs-richard-allen/ 
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 We can sing about someone so outside our own range of experience because we care. 

Because we are inclusive. And every year, on February 13, the US Episcopal Church 

commemorates blessed Absalom, the first black priest and founder of the first black congregation 

in our tradition. 

 

 We can also sing a battle hymn; specifically, the Battle Hymn of the Republic, written by 

the abolitionist Julia Ward Howe. She crafted it from camp songs she heard soldiers of the Union 

Army sing at the start of the Civil War. Their lyrics included such items as, “You ought to be at 

it if you are going to help us free the slaves.” Being a poet, and having been raised an 

Episcopalian, she dressed up the language so that the battle to end slavery becomes God’s own: 

“He hath loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible swift sword; his truth is marching on.” 

 

 This national holiday weekend is a celebration of Dr. King and all that he has done to 

bring about God’s kingdom on Earth. It is also a celebration of the dream of greater inclusivity as 

a society and greater caring as Humans. With Julia Howe we acknowledge and proclaim that all 

of this is God’s doing: “Glory, glory hallelujah; his truth is marching on.” 

 

   

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


