
        All Saints Sunday - 11/3/13
        Grace St. Paul’s

 He wasn’t even supposed to say it.  For weeks, the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference had discussed what would be the most effective discourse that 

could be delivered after the march on Washington in 1963.  They believed they had put 

together the perfect offering for that critical moment in history.  The speech that he 

started is the one they had written together.  But as he past the 12 minute mark of his 

oratory, it seemed that the gigantic crowd on the Mall had grown restless.  A minute 

later, the great Gospel singer, Mahalia Jackson, who was sitting on the dais behind him, 

said something that you can’t quite make out in the recordings from that day.  “Tell them 

about the dream.”  If he heard her or not, has been lost to us forever.  But whether it 

was Mahalia or the Holy Spirit, or both, The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. turned away 

from his notes, stopped speaking, and started preaching.  He returned to a message his 

followers had heard many times before.  His cohorts cringed.  “O no, not this again”, 

one of them remembers thinking.  They were certain that this hackneyed diatribe of 

King’s would be forgotten as soon as it was delivered.  But instead, they are the words 

that everyone remembers.  They are the words that rocked America’s boat, that ruffled 

the feathers of many of this country’s leaders and emboldened so many others to no 

longer accept the status quo.  They are the words that inspired this nation to change 

who we were.

 They were heady times.  The entire world seemed to be in culture 

metamorphous.  New ideas were springing up everywhere.  Students were scheduling 

our days as follows; Biology, English Literature, protest.  Not only was the world in flux, 
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but so were the most time honored segments of society.  My gosh, even the 500 years 

behind the times Roman Catholic church was in the midst of gigantic change.  While 

King was leading a non-violent movement across this country, many of the protests 

turned into riots.  But along with King, there was at least one other group that was 

preaching non-violence.  They were pejoratively referred to as the hippies.  Hippies also 

saw many problems with how the world operated.  They, like King, responded in a 

counter cultural manner.  But unlike King, the hippies tactic was to withdraw from the 

world.  They did, as it was called at the time, “their own thing”, protesting what was 

happening in the culture by acting differently.  Though they rejected societal etiquette, 

most people did not see them as threatening, only weird.  That’s because hippies did 

not challenge society to change, but created their own separate world.    

 The words that Jesus speaks in today’s Gospel, the ones we have come to call 

the Beatitudes, have much in common with the Washington Mall speech of Dr. King.  

Though many of us have been taught to understand the Beatitudes as a kind of 

pleasant treatise on how to live, nothing could be further from the truth.  They were a 

scathing indictment of the way things were.  Like King, what Jesus does today is paint a 

vision of what the world can be, a world Jesus refers to as the kingdom of God.  Jesus 

preached hundreds of sermons, gave lots of speeches, and spoke incredibly important 

and eloquent words.  But like King, the words that everyone remembers are these.  

These are the words that inspired the masses to rebel against a society where all the 

financial resources were controlled by a tiny few.  These are the words that inspired 

people to no longer accept a society that ran on the honor/shame system, where 

individuals could be ostracized and banished from the community.  These are the words 

2



that sent those with power into fits of rage and convinced them that something had to be 

done with this guy Jesus.  These words, more than any other, would completely change 

first century Mediterranean society, and continue to influence how the world operates, 

right up until today.  The Beatitudes are Jesus’ “I Have a Dream” speech.

 The first century, like the 1960's, was also a heady time.  The culture was in great 

need of revision.  Prophets abounded.  Rebellions happened often.  Jesus was leading 

a counter-cultural movement of his own to change that society through non-violence.  

But like King, he was surrounded by militant revolts.  Also like the 60's, there was at 

least one other non-violent movement of the day.  They were called the Cynics.  Cynics 

believed that the culture of the day made people slaves.  They decided that the only 

way to create freedom was to withdraw from that society.  They all became self-

sufficient nomads, growing their hair long and wandering the countryside with their staffs 

and bags.  Cynics decided to effect change by purposely rejecting what society offered 

and creating their own little world.  Like the hippies, the Cynics were rarely seen as 

threats to society, because they left society.  

 People like the Cynics and the hippies play an important societal role.  They 

suggest that there is something fundamentally wrong with our values.  This is the first 

step, realization that the way we do things may not be best.  Their approach sheds light 

on the problem, but rarely creates real change.  The basic premise of the Cynic and the 

hippie is this; The world is never going to change, so let’s abandon it.  Let’s create our 

own world where things will be beautiful and right.  This is, of course, where we get the 

word cynicism.  Cynicism is a negation of the world as it exists.  
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 Like the Cynics, Jesus too was an itinerant preacher walking the countryside.  

But rather than negating the world, he suggests that we embrace it.  Not the world as it 

exists, but the world as he envisions.  He paints a picture of what the world should be, a 

place where poor people are not shamed but honored, a place where the dishonorable, 

those shamed by society, are blessed.  The reason Jesus goes on to curse the rich and 

the mighty in today’s Gospel is because they are the ones who have created this 

imbalance and suffering in the first place.  In our society today, wealth brings power.  

But in the first century, power brought wealth.  Jesus knew that until that system was 

destroyed, people would continue to suffer and his vision of the kingdom of God could 

not happen.  

 2000 years later, Martin Luther King Jr., studying very closely the methodology 

employed by Jesus, would utilize the same technique to bring about change in his 

generation.  In both cases, a shift begins when someone is unwilling to accept the 

cynical idea that nothing is ever going to change.  In both cases, it begins with a vision, 

with a dream, of what the world can be.  In both cases, the power brokers of the day are 

threatened by the change suggested.  

 The words of Jesus and Dr. King continue to threaten right up until today.  Their 

vision is so scary to those who have much to lose from cultural change, that their 

message continues to be obscured.  We didn’t even get out of Biblical times before this 

happened with the Beatitudes.  Jesus’ biting social commentary in today’s Gospel is 

watered down so much in the Gospel of Matthew that it loses its original intention.  

“Blessed are the poor” becomes “blessed are the poor...in spirit.”  “Blessed are those 

who hunger” becomes “blessed are those who hunger... for righteousness.”  And Jesus’ 
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curse of the rich and powerful?  In Matthew, they disappear completely.  What version of 

the Beatitudes do we memorize in Sunday School and embroider on pillows?  The 

Matthew version of course, the ones without the teeth.  The ones that would not affect 

change on anything.  The ones with which we can turn Jesus into a warm, fuzzy guy.

 We are, of course, doing the same thing with Dr. King’s message.  We just 

celebrated the 50 year anniversary, and here we are, watering it down for our 

generation.  Once again, there are people saying that segregation in our schools may 

be a good thing. Others suggest that yes, people of every color should live together, and 

then they go home to their lofty gated community, where everyone looks and thinks just 

like them, separated from the masses living below.  The dream of Dr. King has also 

been bisected by literal walls on our borders to segregate and control once again.       

 This history of our church suggests that we have three choices to make.  First, 

we can keep the status quo and live with the world as it is.  Second, we can choose to 

be Cynics and hippies, complaining that society is never going to change, that no matter 

who we vote for, the results will be the same, that no matter what we do, the power 

brokers will continue to control how the world operates.  We can then choose to create 

our own separate counter-cultural world.  It is an honorable and ethical path to take, one 

that I would suggest the church has chosen most often in the past.

 But we can also choose the path of Jesus, the path of Martin Luther King, Jr.  

That means dropping our cynicism and exchanging it for a dream.  It means not closing 

ourselves off from the world, but putting ourselves in the middle of the muck and mire so 

that we may bring about God’s kingdom as defined by Jesus and King.  This is, of 

course, the path less followed, the dangerous path, the path that could get us killed.  
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But it is also the path of greatness, the path that can effect real change and make the 

dream come true.

 If we choose the path of Jesus and King, our next step must be to put the teeth 

back in their messages.  We need to embrace the Beatitudes found in Luke, not in 

Matthew.  We need to remind others that the Beatitudes are not a love tap, but were 

meant to knock people onto their complacent backsides, to shake up the establishment, 

to turn the world on its ear.  If we choose this path, it also means that our churches 

cannot be places of refuge from the world, but springboards into that world.  

 Let’s be real though.  All this stuff about loving your enemies and blessing those 

who curse you is impossibly difficult.  Even if we have all the want to in the world, how 

could we do it?  I think the answer is hidden within the translation of this Gospel.  We 

have nothing in our language to distinguish between the second person singular and the 

second person plural.  And being the individualistic culture that we are, when we hear 

this Gospel, we immediately think that Jesus is asking us individually to do all of these 

things.  But when you return to the Greek text, you see that Jesus is speaking in the 

plural.

 That, for me, is the key not only to this Gospel, but this entire day of All Saints 

Sunday.  The way we live into the Jesus’ manifesto is by realizing that they were written 

to all of us together.  We can constantly turn our cheek when we have a community 

around us to hold us up when we get knocked down.  The way we accomplish these 

most difficult words of Jesus is by remembering that we can only do this together, not 

just all of us gathered here, but also through the communion of saints that have 

preceded us. 

6



 If the word saint makes you a little nervous, let’s be sure we are clear about the 

way we interpret that word in this church.  All those folks we name in our Eucharistic 

Prayer every week, they are our saints.  They are saints not because they did miracles, 

they are saints because we said they are, because we voted them in.  Herein lies the 

major difference between the way we understand what a saint is as opposed to the 

Roman Catholic or Orthodox perspectives.  Saints in the Catholic/Orthodox world are 

seen through the lens of perfection.  They are ABOVE us and their qualities are not 

attainable by regular human beings.  The Anglican perspective suggests that saints are 

no different from you or me.  We believe that all of us will be saints when we die.

 The Rev. Tom Long points out the difference with this definition.  “A saint,” he 

says, “is someone from the Christian past who has been insufficiently researched.”  As 

Episcopalians, we hold dear our tradition of those who came before us.  But we don’t 

have to make believe that there is something perfect about them.   

 It is through the strength of all of us together in community that we can live into 

Jesus’ manifesto.  But it is also true that each of us would have no chance if we were 

not linked to people like Gregory, Bishop of Nyssa, who brought philosophical grounding 

to the Christian experience in the fourth century; to Francis of Assisi, who recaptured 

“Blessed are the poor” to the people of the 13th century, despite the objections of the 

church; to Julian of Norwich who in the 15th century reminded us that all shall be well, 

no matter what it appears at this moment; to Jonathan Daniels, the Episcopal 

seminarian who stood up for African Americans during the Civil Rights movement and 

was shot and killed protecting a 16 year old girl; to Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman and 

Martin Luther King, Jr., who remind us every day to never stop fighting for equality for 
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all.  Finally, it is our own saints here at Grace St. Paul’s that keep us going, from Gordon 

McBride, through all 50 of our fellow parishioners we have lost to death here in the last 

three years, right up through Clif Click, the person who taught all of us how to live the 

dream and never give up.  

 That is how we do it.  By continuing to embrace one another, and by standing on 

the shoulders of all of our saints, we too can continue to bring Jesus’ manifesto to a 

world that desperately needs it.  Finally, if we are truly followers of the dream of Jesus 

and King, we must be willing to go one more step.  We must move beyond their dreams 

to our own.  If we are going to bring about God’s kingdom, if we are going to live in 

King’s beloved community, we must interpret their dreams for our time.  

 We must envision and create a world where the LGBTQ community is blessed 

and honored for who they are, where illegal immigrants are not punished for trying to 

feed their families, where Republicans and Democrats can respect each other’s 

opinions, where Hindus and Buddhists, Muslims and Christians, progressives and 

fundamentalists, honor each other’s traditions and beliefs.  

 What constitutes greatness is our ability to avoid cynicism and embrace the 

radical message of Jesus’ manifesto in the Beatitudes.  It can happen, if we hold up one 

another and are buoyed by our saints.  It will happen....if we have the courage to dream 

the dream.  Amen.
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