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Why Remembering Matters

On July 4, 1776, Jacob Duche, rector of Christ Church in Philadelphia and chaplain to the First Continental Congress, met with his Vestry to make a momentous decision. Just two days after the Continental Congress voted to “dissolve the connection” with Great Britain in what became known as the Declaration of Independence, the decision at hand was whether or not to pray for the royal family in the upcoming Sunday service. In the politically charged world of Philadelphia, the act of excluding prayers for King George was fraught with partisan labeling: are you a loyalist Tory or a rebel? Conformity or treason? Oppression under Pharoah or freedom that would bring you one step closer to the Promise Land?

The vestry decided “for the peace and well-being of the churches, to omit the said petitions.” To this day, you can visit Christ Church and see the 1776 Prayer Book where the prayer has a ink line literally crossing out those prayers for the King. It’s a story for another day, but Rev. Duche was not a proponent of the colonies’ independence from Britain; he only wanted to reform the corrupt parts of the relationship. He even went so far as to write Gen. Washington a letter requesting him to stand down; Washington rebuked him, and from then on Duche was quickly entered into the annals of ignominy. Before long, he left his post as rector of Christ Church and returned to England. 

Thirteen years later, in 1789 and under the leadership of Duche’s assistant—the Rev. William White--the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America was born and its first Prayer Book issued in Philadelphia. Its preface is the same preface to the prayer book we use today—just turn to pages 9-11. It’s a short and exciting read: Just to give you a taste, the first line begins “It is a most invaluable part of that blessed ‘liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free...’” and you get a sense that the use of the words liberty and freedom in the religious context includes not only spiritual and psychological freedom, but physical and political freedom to self-govern.

As I’ve been thinking about American independence and why the church celebrates it in America, two pictures from the history books caught my eye, and I want to share them with you. One is the seal for the United States proposed by Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and John Adams—and I’ll just describe it to you. At the top center is a great cloud and a pillar of fire; to the left are Moses and the Israelites following them—you remember the story: God led the children of Israel through the wilderness by a cloud by day, and by a pillar of fire by night. And filling the bottom portion of the picture is the depiction of Pharoah and his armies drowning in the Red Sea, as Moses and the people go through the Sea safely on dry land—you remember the parting of the Red Sea. Around the picture are the words: “Rebellion to Tyrants is Obedience to God.” The draft was not ultimately accepted, but it shows the belief that history has a storyline that connects us to the past and leads us into the future—and further that the United States had a distinct and climactic role in its unfolding. God would deliver the oppressed from the oppressors, for the people of Israel and for the people of the colonies. Or as Martin Luther King would say nearly two centuries later, the arc of history is long but it bends toward justice—that our work to hear God’s demand that we enact justice and freedom in the world is three thousand years old and more—that it has in fact succeeded on many occasions—and that remembering the victories in history sets a course with hope for the same.

The other picture is of the First Continental Congress of the United States, 1774. Here’s the scene: The Rev. Jacob Duche, chaplain, is leading the group in prayer before they begin their deliberations. Some of the members are kneeling on the floor using their chairs as prayer desks; others are standing. Some have their heads bowed, others have their heads raised up. The picture shows the different traditions of the representatives from the thirteen colonies: Quaker, Roman Catholic, Church of England/Episcopal, Presbyterian, and so on. In the very back is Ben Franklin, who some say would have been rolling his eyes at what he felt was a less useful activity. This is what got me--Above the scene are the words “The Church and the Magna Charta”. Now I’m not going to go into twelfth and thirteenth century Enlish history, but suffice it to say that the Magna Carta, or Great Charter, became known as the first statement of human rights against oppressive monarchy; a declaration of freedom, liberties, and equality. The basic idea was that a ruler—God-ordained King or otherwise--is subject to the law just like everyone else. This was a revolutionary idea in 1215 AD. No more abuses of power by the powerful; they would now be held accountable. It was not God’s will for people to suffer under tyranny—with careful and prayerful deliberation, people had the duty to resist oppression. You get the idea; this was formative for those representatives deciding about independence. At the time the Declaration was just a document of lofty ideals without any military success against the most formidable force on earth. What gets me is that they remembered their Bible history, and they remembered their own history—stories from both gave them vision, faith, hope, and courage to persevere through the times that would try their souls. 

One of the great dangers in every generation, but especially in my own generation, is amnesia. It takes work to remember who we are. It takes a desire to hear the stories told, it takes patience to listen to the storyteller, it takes courage to apply the stories to our present situation. How God has called people in the past, and the acts God has called them to, affects how we hear God calling to us today, in the particularity of our time and place. The writer of Deuteronomy knew this when Moses admonishes the people to remember that they were strangers in the land of Egypt, and so to treat other strangers as sacred. The danger is that if the Israelites forget their history of being strangers, foreigners, immigrants, a mission church, they themselves will become like Pharoah: closed in upon themselves, with hearts not of flesh but of stone—hard and unbending. To remember is to show hospitality. The Apostle Paul knew this when he wrote to the Hebrews to help them remember the cloud of faithful witnesses that went before them—in particular Abraham, who didn’t know where he was going or how he would get there, but who trusted in God’s promise. We come together on Sundays to remember certain things about who we are and who God is, to listen to certain stories. The story of crossing the red sea, the valley of the shadow of death, the story of Jesus at table with his friends sharing a meal, the story of life bursting open the tomb of death—these are our stories, and not only our stories but stories to tell God’s creation.

Last thought: The Apostle Paul goes onto say “All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed they were strangers and foreigners on the earth, for people who speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland…They desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore, God is not ashamed to be called their God; indeed he has prepared a city for them.”

A member of the Anglican church in Australia recently asked me and a group of American clergy:

What does it mean to be a Christian in the greatest superpower in the world—at a time when we are potentially Pharoah and Egypt, when we are the Great Britain of the 18th century—when we are clearly no longer the oppressed in the story? To say the least, the question is unsettling but worthy of much consideration.

In the 4th century, St. Augustine, bishop of Hippo wrote a book called the City of God—for one real purpose: people were confusing the city of Rome with the city of God; they were acting as though they had arrived at the Promised Land. Augustine’s point is an eternal point, and we must work to remember it. Neither Rome nor America is the City of God. We must remember that we are still foreigners—strangers--living abroad in a place that is not our home. We remember that our homeland is with God. 
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