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The Rev. Steve Keplinger
When Jean and | were in DC a few weeks ago for the event which
you saw during the announcements, we were on a very tight schedule.
There was little time for any sightseeing or much of anything else. But
it just so happened that our pathway out of town led us right past the
Jefferson Memorial. Now those of you who have driven in our nation’s
capitol know that it only appears that you are driving by specific
landmarks. In reality, it took us 25 minutes of driving in circular
patterns before we actually found a parking lot that allowed me to walk
to the Memorial, a parking lot that was actually further away from the
site than when we first spotted it. But it was all worth it for me
because Thomas Jefferson remains one of the very few people 1 would
consider a personal hero.
As | gazed out from the memorial across the Potomac River, the
sun was setting just beyond the Washington monument and the mall
that leads to the Capitol and the place where | had been speaking just

hours earlier. It was a great place to be meditative for a moment,

though a bitter wind was whipping up off the river and across my face.
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There, in the shadow of that gigantic statue of Jefferson, | thought

about some of his famous speeches in that town. Specifically, | thought

about the words he spoke to articulate his vision for America. | thought

about that vision and how different it was from his friend and adversary,

Alexander Hamilton.

“Those who labor in the earth”, said Jefferson, “are the chosen

people of God, if ever he had a chosen people, whose breasts he has

made his particular deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.” 200

years before the advent of liberation theology, Thomas Jefferson

espoused a view that suggested that God has a preferential option for

the common man. That’s why, though it had never been tried before,

Jefferson believed that the farmers and blue collar workers of this land,

would have no trouble governing themselves and making good

decisions for the future. “l am not among those who fear the people.”,

he said. They, and not the rich, are our dependents for continued

freedom.” On another occasion he said, “l have great confidence in the

common sense of mankind in general.”

His buddy Alexander Hamilton however, had great concern about

a government ruled by common folk. “All communities divide
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themselves into the few and the many.”, said Hamilton. The first are

rich and well born; the other, the mass of the people. The voice of the

people has been said to be the voice of God; and however generally this

maxim has been quoted and believed, it is not true in fact. The people

are turbulent and changing; they seldom judge or determine right. Give

therefore to the first class a distinct, permanent share in the

government. They will check the unsteadiness of the second; and as

they cannot receive any advantage by change, they will therefore

maintain good government.”

Hamilton was convinced that if government was turned over to

the masses of society, they would make poor decisions, first because

he believed they were not smart enough to make intelligent choices and

second because he was sure they would only act in their self-interest.

Hamilton was confident that if we created a true government of the

people, we would have, as his friend and devoted Episcopalian James

Madison put it, “a tyranny of the majority.” Hamilton was convinced

that if we did not form a government where blue bloods were at the

reins, where ancestors of kings and aristocrats were in power, we were

doomed to failure.



Jefferson retorted that if we did not allow the common people to

rule, we were doomed to a “tyranny of the minority.” He was convinced

that in a government ruled by the aristocratic few, the common folk

would be constantly taken advantage of, and the ideal of all being

created equal and all having the same rights to life, liberty and the

pursuit of happiness, could never be achieved.

This debate that raged during the formation of this country, was a

new one in political circles. But the controversy itself was not unique

to Hamilton and Jefferson. It was actually thousands of years old. It is,

in fact, the debate that is going on in our readings today, and

throughout our sacred text. And this afternoon, | would like to suggest

to you that it remains to this day not only a critical debate within our

country, but also a central one at the very core of our faith.

The controversy begins early in the Hebrew Bible. For many

generations, the Hebrews lived in a tribal system of leadership. But one

day, someone in that tiny, fledgling community looked at all the gigantic

power cultures surrounding them and said, “Hey, look, all of those guys

are led by an aristocratic blue blood. All of them have kings. If we are

ever going to be great like them, we need a king too.” Eventually, that
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aristocratic approach to leadership, the Alexander Hamilton theory,

wins out. Israel has kings. But as the years go by, nothing is really

settled. Some of the kings, like Solomon and David are great and lift the

people to new heights. But for the most part, the rest of the kings are

power mongers, leaving the common folk to suffer, just as Jefferson

would later contend.

So the debate raged on throughout our text. One portion of the

bible argues that God be understood as the king of kings and the lord of

lords, just as our collect says today. The other portion says, hey, wait a

minute here, God is the one who rules from the midst of the poor and

vulnerable, the God of the common person. In today’s readings, these

two philosophies crash head on. In our opening reading from the

prophet Jeremiah, the righteous rule of King David is extolled,

suggesting why blue blood leadership is so critical for the Jewish

people. Then in the letter to the Colossians, Paul too advocates for an

Alexander Hamilton viewpoint. Paul sees Christ as the ultimate

realization of God’s might and kingship, the Lord of all creation. “A

kingdom?”, Paul tells us, “that rules over all the earth’s kingdoms.”

Christ is seen as the ultimate king and blue blood.
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But between these readings we get The Song of Zechariah and

today’s Gospel. Zechariah describes a new kind of leader who will

come from the midst of the people, not with blue blood but rather a blue

collar. One who will lead from the bottom up, bringing a new sense of

peace and justice to the common folk of the land. Then in today’s

Gospel, Luke emphasizes Jesus’ link, not with the aristocrats, the

Pilates and the Herods, but his connection to the common criminals,

who are being killed next to him on their own crosses. Jesus asserts no

kingly authority in Luke’s depiction of his execution, he in fact, does the

opposite. The Jesus depicted in the Gospel of Luke is the ultimate

Thomas Jefferson commoner, the one who is willing to give of himself

for the good of his fellow humans.

What today’s readings represent is the dichotomy that occurs

throughout scripture. The wonder of an aristocratic king that will pull

the people up to himself are described in detail in 2 Samuel, Psalm 72

and Psalm 89. Over and against this philosophy stand prophets like

Amos and Micah, always crying for leadership from the bottom up. In

the Bible’s Alexander Hamilton theology, the king is seen as a gift of

God. Leadership is centered in one place, the temple. In this Hamilton
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theology, monotheism is of ultimate importance. God is the one kingly

leader who protects us. But the Jefferson strand of the Bible argues

against kingship as a gift. It sees the egalitarian community as the

place where God lives. It emphasizes incarnation, God becoming

human. It is not centered in the temple but in the community. And

when God is spoken about in this philosophy, it is the trinity that is

emphasized, not monotheism.

The Jesus of Jefferson is advocated for by Luke in today’s Gospel.

Jesus is referred to as the king of the Jews, but the term is used as an

insult. Jesus in Luke is the ultimate common man, one born, as we will

soon hear again, in a stable with animals.

The Jesus of Hamilton is espoused by Paul, as we see in today’s

readings, but also by John in the Fourth Gospel. That’s why in John’s

depiction of the passion, Jesus is always in charge. He seems to be

controlling the action, not Pilate or someone else. Though he is being

killed, that only happens in the Gospel of John because Jesus allows it

to happen. Jesus really is a blue blood king in the eyes of the Fourth

Gospel, even in death.

In the philosophy of Hamilton, Jesus is seen as the sacrifice for
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humanity, a king who was killed to atone for our errors. In the

philosophy of Jefferson, Jesus is understood as a social prophet who

comes up through the people, who saves us by lifting all of US up to

kingship.

Those of you who attend St. David’s on a regular basis have no

doubt where my sympathies lie in this debate that has raged for

centuries. It is the reason that | felt compelled to stop at the Jefferson

memorial before we left D.C. But | have to tell you, the older | get, the

more | have come to appreciate Alexander Hamilton’s viewpoint. Over

my lifetime, | have come to see some of the dumbest and most

backwards thinking people being elected to positions of power in this

country. Left to their own devices, it seems that the regular folk of this

land have made some terrible decisions that have set this country back

and sometimes made America the laughing stock of the world. This

has, in some ways, been a tyranny of the majority, and it has done great

damage to many in the minority.

My point here is not that | have changed my mind. It’s not that |

now believe that Hamilton was right and Jefferson was wrong. The

point is that there is validity in both of them and that this country
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desperately needed both of their viewpoints. If Hamilton and Madison

had not been on the scene and Jefferson had won out entirely, we

would have ended up with a pure democracy. The majority would have

run roughshod over the minority, creating not the world of equality that

Jefferson wanted, but a place where those on the edges of society

would have been trampled to death. In the same way, if Hamilton and

Madison had not had Jefferson to check them, we would now be living

in a country run by blue bloods, where the voice of the people would

never be heard, where their rights would be regularly be usurped.

The same holds true as we interpret our sacred text for today.

Yes, it is absolutely true that the Hamilton theology of 2 Samuel, Paul,

John and others has created some of the most dangerous concepts the

world has ever known. It is this strand of our text that allowed the

rapture theology that we talked about last week to flourish. It also

allowed Anselm of Canterbury to come up with the barbaric theology of

atonement, suggesting that the king Christ had to bleed and die for us

so that we commoners could be purged of our sins. Hamilton theology

led to a male dominated church and the focus in the Reformation

entirely on individual salvation. It created a culture of people all out for
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themselves. Hamilton theology has led to the “God’s chosen race”

theory of religion and has thus created a sectarianism that allows some

to suggest that only their way is the right way to God.

But my friends, if all we had was Jefferson, if all we had was the

Gospel of Luke, we would be left with a faith that said that as

individuals we are nothing, that our lives are meaningless outside the

community. We would also be left with an ecumenism that would insist

that there are no differences among denominations or religions. We

would be swallowed up in an overarching universalism, where everyone

was blessed and everyone was saved no matter what they did, no

matter what they allowed to happen to others.

If we are to create the kingdom of God, we must stop choosing

one side to the exclusion of the other. Just as it is impossible to live

into the image of this country that Hamilton and Jefferson envisioned

without embracing both of their philosophies, we cannot create God’s

kingdom until we begin to see the truth in both of our biblical

perspectives. We must embrace Jesus the human being, the one who

lowers himself so far that he became one of us. But we must also

embrace the Christ of resurrection, the king of kings who pulls us up to
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him. If we do not accept the truth in both, we are bound to repeat the
mistakes of the past.

But, if we can live into both, we will no longer have a tyranny of
the minority or the majority, but rather a world where we can always
welcome each other on equal footing, with open arms and respect. May
we be bold enough to not choose one or the other, but to embrace both

Christ the King and Christ the blue collar worker. Amen.
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