100th Anniversary Mass

Sermon preached by the Canon for Global Justice and Reconciliation
Washington National Cathedral
At the Centenary of St. Paul’s Church, Savannah, GA
18 November 2007

I Kings 8:22-30 I Peter 2:1-5, 9-10 Matthew 21:12-16
In the Name of God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit; the One God. Amen

It is a great privilege for me to be here today at St. Paul’s to celebrate your centenary with you. |
want to thank your Rector and Dean for this invitation and I also want to say how impressed I am
with this parish and its ministry. I bring special greetings to you from Dean Sam Lloyd, the
Dean of Washington National Cathedral, and Bishop John Bryson Chane, the Bishop of
Washington. The National Cathedral celebrated its first 100 years on September 30" so I have a
sense of all the excitement and anticipation you are experiencing as a result of the fabulous gala
you had last evening as you celebrated this important milestone in your life together.

As I read your fascinating history in preparation for this sermon, I noticed a similarity between
this parish and the National Cathedral. In both cases it took nearly a hundred years to get the
church buildings built. In the case of the National Cathedral it took 83 years to build that gothic
edifice. In the case of St. Paul’s you can trace your origins back to 1852 and the creation of the
City Mission. Today you celebrate a hundred years that a church has stood at the southeast
corner of Abercorn and 34" Streets. Through tragedy and growth this parish has been a beacon
in this diocese as well as in the Episcopal Church as a defender of the Catholic faith as it has
been received by the Episcopal tradition. Coming to where you are today has been the work,
labor, love and prayers of many saints who have had a vision for an Episcopal Church in
Savannah. We give thanks today for Mrs. Clinch whose generosity made the Church possible
and to Father McGlohon who conducted the first service in this church a hundred years ago
yesterday.

The Gospel which has been chosen for this Eucharist is designated for the anniversary of a
dedication of a church. In this Gospel, Jesus quotes from two prophets, Jeremiah and Isaiah, to
show his disdain for how the Temple was being used. The venue of the Gospel is pregnant for
today. The great triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem had just taken place. People had spread
their garments on the ground and had cut olive branches from the trees. It is well to note that
Matthew refers to olive branches, the sign of peace, instead of the palm branch which is
mentioned in the Gospel of John. The palm branch was a sign of the imperial government. Jesus
came into Jerusalem in Matthew’s Gospel as the Prince of Peace.

But when Jesus entered the Temple he condemns those who were selling and buying in the
Temple as well as the money changers and those who sold doves. It is interesting that the dove
is mentioned here for the dove was the bird which poor people could afford to buy for sacrifice.



Jesus condemns those who would exploit the poor, even in sacrifice. Jesus certainly puts in
context what the Church should not be doing in today’s Gospel.

All of you at St. Paul’s are well aware of the great iconography work that your Icon Writing
Guild and its founder, Louise Shipps, does. We saw one of Louise’s beautiful icons last evening
at the Gala which was given as a part of the silent auction benefiting the Church. It was Louise
who nurtured me in the icon and therefore today I would like all of you to travel with me to
Nazareth to see some magnificent icons and frescoes.

At the Church of St. Gabriel’s, a Greek Orthodox Church in Nazareth, the city of the
Annunciation, the frescoes in that church are fabulous. You have the frescoes in the dome, plus
two levels of frescoes on the walls. The frescoes in the dome and the upper level of frescoes are
of biblical stories and of biblical saints like the apostles. The frescoes are absolutely magnificent
like Jesus’ raising of Lazarus. In that fresco Lazarus is coming out of the tomb, and the young
boy standing at the door has his nose covered by his arm, which, of course, remembers John’s
Gospel where it states after four days in the tomb, Lazarus stinketh.

On the ground level at St. Gabriel’s you have frescoes of all the local saints, all those who are
worthy to be remembered as local saints. If St. Paul’s were an Orthodox Church, today we
would be praying with all those local saints on the ground level who have been so faithful to this
church, during times of great joy and during the time of sadness and crisis.

But what is remarkable about an Orthodox Church is that there is not a separation between those
who are standing here today, YOU, and those who have died and are already feasting at the
eternal banquet. We are all a part of the Communion of Saints. That is the great gift we
celebrate today as we reflect on the Centennial of this parish.

Like the National Cathedral, you have spent much of your first hundred years, building. Today
we come to celebrate the accomplishments of your first hundred years, but I want to challenge
you not to rest on your laurels, and the great physical plant that you have built, but to look
forward to your next hundred years. The question I think we should all be asking today is: what
is the preacher who will be standing in my place in 2107 going to have to say about you?

You have built your church. You have built a parish hall. You have built a rectory. You have
your edifices. The question now is, how are you going to use these gifts which your saints have
given to you? What is your mission going to be over the next decade, over the next century?
How are you going to bring the face of Jesus to Savannah, to the Diocese of Georgia, to this
nation and to the world?

On All Saints Day, I attended the All Saints service at St. Paul’s “K Street” in Washington. It is
one of the “high churches” in the Diocese of Washington like St. Paul’s is here in the Diocese of
Georgia. The smells and bells were wonderful. Preaching at the service was Bishop Mark Dyer,
who was the Bishop of Bethlehem, PA before he joined the faculty at Virginia Theological
Seminary. As Bishop Dyer preached, he said something that I knew I wanted to put into this
sermon today. He told of an experience he had in Calcutta, India while he was working with



Mother Teresa’s sisters. It seems to me that this story challenges us in the church to be about the
business of Jesus.

Bishop Dyer said, “We were there in our street clinic caring for the street lepers with sulfa drugs
and bandages. A man with advanced leprosy came to Father Dyer (he was still a priest at that
time), his head held high and said, “Father will you lay hands on my head and pray for me.”
Mark was terrified. He went over to Sister Shanti who was in charge of the clinic. She was a
nun and medical doctor. Father Mark said “Sister that man wants me to lay hands on his head
and pray for him. What am I to do?” She looked at Mark and very sternly said, “When is the
last time you read the Gospel, Father?” Mark assured her that he wanted a clinical opinion.
Even more sternly she repeated, “When was the last time you read the Gospel, Father?” Father
Mark, truly humbled, went back to the waiting leper placed his hands on his head and prayed.

That leper brought Bishop Mark to a moment of purity of heart and mercy when Mark looked
into his disfigured face and saw the face of Christ. He touched Mark with the peace of God
which passes all understanding. When we compose a life with Jesus and share his mercy with
others and our selves we are brought to an experience of purity of heart that enables the vision of
God.”

The question we have to ask ourselves today as St. Paul’s begins its second century: do the
people of Savannah see the face of Jesus at St. Paul’s?

Do the people of Georgia see the face of Jesus at St. Paul’s?

Do the people of this nation see the face of Jesus at St. Paul’s?

Do the people of the global community see the face of Jesus at St. Paul’s?

The face of Jesus is the face of the person who has leprosy in India.

The face of Jesus is the face of the Buddhist monk who is oppressed in Burma.

The face of Jesus is the face of the Muslim who is the victim of Islamophobia in Washington.
The face of Jesus is the face of the woman who has faced economic discrimination in Atlanta.
The face of Jesus is the face of retired people who have lost their pension funds in Savannah.
One of the popular hymns we sing during the Octave of All Saints is “I sing a song of the Saints
of God.” This hymn reminds us that the vast majority of the saints of God are just like you and
me. Sure a couple of you will make a stained glass window here at St. Paul’s or the frescoes at
St. Gabriel’s Church in Nazareth, but most of us are “patient and brave and true, who toiled and

fought and lived and died for the Lord they loved and knew.”

One was a teacher, one was a doctor, one was a soldier, one was a priest, one was a shepherdess
on the green and one was a queen. You can meet them in school, or in the lanes, in church or in






