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Isaiah 66: 10-14c

Psalm 66

Galatians 6: 14-18

Luke 10: 1-12, 17-20
Every ten years since 1790,
the government of the United States has conducted a census
for the purpose of determining ‘how many’ we are.

The results of the census are used to establish

how many representatives each state receives

in the House of Representatives,

as well as how to appropriate federal funding

to the various regions of the country.

The results of that first census in 1790 established that there were slightly less than 4 million Americans living in the 13 states and several territories
that then made up the United States of America.

Although the results of the 2010 census have not yet been released,

experts at the census bureau estimate

that there are now considerably more that 300 million of us.

From roughly 4 million, give or take,

to roughly 300 million, give or take,

in 220 years.

That is one modest measure of the success of the United States,

as a nation, and as a people.

But what strikes me this morning,

is that of those roughly 4 million reported in our first census,

other than a handful of them, none of us knows their names.

We know Washington and Adams and Jefferson and Franklin;

we have the names of the original signers of the Declaration of Independence,

although some of them had died

by the time the first census was conducted 14 years later.

Historians could provide the names of maybe a few hundred others

off the tops of their heads.

But to most of us, most of them are anonymous.

And not only them ---

but most of the countless millions who have come and gone in between.

We are, and have been for most of our history, a big country, with a big population.

Today is Independence Day ---

for Americans, a day of remembrance, a day of reverence,

and a day for celebrating our nation’s heritage.

And so it was disquieting to hear yesterday

that, according to a new poll, 26 percent of Americans interviewed

could not correctly name the country

from which our founders declared their independence.

6 percent thought it was China.

At that time the Lord appointed seventy-two others

whom he sent ahead of him in pairs

to every town and place he intended to visit.

He said to them,

‘The harvest is abundant but the laborers are few;

so ask the master of the harvest to send out laborers…

And…whatever town you enter…say to them,

‘The kingdom of God is at hand…’

This morning’s gospel passage has traditionally been used

as the foundation of prayers for vocations

to the priesthood and religious life.

And I wouldn’t want to suggest that this is an invalid reading.

But nowhere in the passage does it name these 72 ‘others’ as priests;

in fact, nowhere does it name them at all.

Traditionally we look to the Last Supper as the origin of the priesthood,

and to the 12 apostles, minus Judas, as the first priests.

We have usually designated the ‘72 others’ found in these verses

as ‘disciples’ --- followers of Jesus, but not part of his closest circle.
This morning it seems right to me

to rejoice a little bit

in the sheer, countless, anonymous numbers of us

who count ourselves as Americans,

and who count ourselves as Christians.

In the Church we have our saints,

and we are happy and blessed to honor them.

In America we have our patriots,

and we are glad to call them heroes.

But today, at a time of too much pessimism and too much gloom,

within our country, and within our Church,

I take hope and encouragement

from the vast, anonymous number

of all of us together.
By our sheer numbers, as Americans,
each of us is a tribute to our founding fathers.

And by our sheer numbers, as Christians,

each of us is a tribute to Christ.

This past week,

W. S. Merwin was named by the Librarian of Congress,

as the new poet laureate of the United States.

Merwin is 82 years old and lives in Hawaii.

Yesterday I picked up a couple of volumes of his poetry

in hopes of finding something appropriate to close with this morning.

Sadly, I found most of his poetry, though lovely to ponder,

a little too oblique for my purposes,

insofar as Merwin uses virtually no punctuation.

But I did find this,

which seems just about right.

It’s a poem --- no more than a short verse, really ---

called “Separation,” which Merwin wrote in the late 1950’s.

Consider it a tribute to all of our ancestors,

all of our forefathers ---
but perhaps most especially,

to all of those millions whose names we’ve forgotten.

“Your absence has gone through me
Like thread through a needle.
Everything I do is stitched with its color.”
“Your absence has gone through me
Like thread through a needle.
Everything I do is stitched with its color.”
The Lord appointed seventy-two others

whom he sent ahead of him in pairs

to every town and place he intended to visit.

He said to them,

whatever town you enter…say to them,

‘The kingdom of God is at hand…’

Sisters and brothers,
on this 4th of July Sunday morning,

it is humbling and bracing to recognize

that 220 years from now

few, if any, of our descendants

will remember our names.
But let us take comfort in the fact

that we are part of something bigger

that endures and progresses ---
until the kingdom of God takes us in.
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