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Four score and seven years ago 
Our fathers brought forth, on this continent, a new nation, 

conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition 
that all men are created equal. 

 
Now we are engaged in a great civil war, 

testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. 
 

We are met on a great battle-field of that war. 
We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place  

for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. 
It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. 

 
But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate –  

we cannot consecrate – we cannot hallow this ground. 
The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it,  

far above our poor power to add or detract. 
The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, 

but it can never forget what they did here. 
 

It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work  
which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. 

It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us – 
that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause  

for which they gave the last full measure of devotion –  
that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain – 

that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom – 
and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, 

shall not perish from the earth.1 
 
It was in the fourth grade that I was compelled to memorize those words.  My teacher, Ms. 
Cincelli, had “a thing” for making her students memorize all sorts of things – from the Preamble 
to the US Constitution to silly poems.  Ten days ago, our nation observed the 150th anniversary 
of the end of the Civil War, and this past Wednesday marked the 150th anniversary of the 
death of the president who led the nation in and through that struggle, Abraham Lincoln.  
When I learned of this fact, my mind immediately turned to those well-known words that I had 
absorbed during my childhood education.  Today those words are literally inscribed in stone in 
our nation’s Lincoln Memorial, and the Gettysburg Address is heralded as one of the greatest, 
most well-known, and most influential speeches in American history.   
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Yet on the day they were uttered, November 19,1863, at the dedication of the Soldier’s 
National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, they were just words, and they were all but an 
afterthought.2  Lincoln himself was in the initial stages of an illness later identified as a mild 
case of smallpox, which left him feeling weak and dizzy before his speech, and with a severe 
headache and fever when boarding the train home afterward.  Furthermore, the dedicatory 
remarks made by President Lincoln were not even the primary oration listed on the program 
that afternoon.  That place was held by the Honorable Edward Everett, who delivered a well-
received  but now all but forgotten 13,600 word speech that lasted over 2 hours.  But it was 
Lincoln’s brief remarks – just ten sentences and lasting barely over two minutes – that became 
a defining statement of national purpose and the principles of human equality.   
 
Words can be powerful.  They don’t have to be.  Like any of our resources, they can be 
wasted, misused, and overused.  But for good or ill, they can have great power.  When I was 
young and the subject of frequent teasing and occasional bullying by classmates at school, my 
mother taught me the rhyme that so many of us learned as children – “sticks and stones may 
break your bones, but words can never hurt you.”  She meant well, but she was wrong.  Words 
can and do hurt.  They can create wounds that take a lifetime to heal or fester for generations.  
They can do so for individuals, or for entire groups of people.   
 
But they can also heal.  And teach.  And motivate.  And define a vision for a nation or give 
meaning to a tragedy. 
 
For good or ill, words have power.   
 
A few minutes ago, Jared shared words from two of our lectionary readings for today.  In the 
first, Peter addresses a crowd that had gathered in the Temple at Solomon’s Portico after a 
man who had been crippled since birth was healed when he asked Peter and John for alms as 
they entered at the Beautiful Gate.  The people were all astonished and amazed, so Peter 
seized the opportunity to give a quick sermon.  He had three main points: 

1. We did not heal this man – God did, through faith in the name of Jesus. 
2. You got it wrong about Jesus before, when you rejected him and had him killed.  But it 

happened in order to fulfill the prophesies that the Messiah would suffer. 
3. You have a chance to turn around and do the right thing now.  If you do, your sins will 

be forgiven and you can be part of what God is doing now. 
 

Peter’s speech must have been powerful.  It must have been something like a Gettysburg 
Address for the early Christian movement.  If we read on, we learn that about five thousand 
who heard it responded by becoming believers, despite the inconvenient fact that Peter and 
John were arrested by the Temple authorities while they were speaking for stirring up the 
people and proclaiming unorthodox doctrine.  Since that time, it has continued to inspire and 
instruct through the words of scripture.   
 
However, these words have also been used to powerful effect to fuel the fires of anti-Semitism 
throughout history.  This past week also saw the passing of Holocaust Remembrance Day on 
Thursday.  Along with other New Testament texts, especially from the Gospel of John, these 
words in which Peter dishes out blame upon “You Israelites” who have “killed the Author of 
Life,” have led to the subsequent ugly branding of Jews through the ages since as “Christ-
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killers.”  Just words?  Just opinions that don’t really matter or have power?  Consider this, in 
medieval times, when Jesus’ death was often dramatized in public “passion plays” during Holy 
Week, viewers would sometimes rush into the streets and attack Jewish members of the 
community.3  Was it not this kind of thinking, articulated and repeated through the ages, which 
enabled the Holocaust to happen?   
 
For good or ill, words have power.   
 
In the second of the scripture readings shared, the resurrected Jesus appears to and speaks 
with his disciples, who have gathered together in Jerusalem.  He assures them that he is really 
and truly alive, with touchable flesh and bones and a stomach that rumbles when he is hungry, 
which he apparently is in this story.  And then he goes on recount the words he shared with 
them previously – about the fulfilment of prophesy and the necessity of the Messiah to suffer 
and die and rise from the dead after three days.  And he tells them to proclaim repentance and 
forgiveness to everyone in his name, beginning right where they were.   
 
These are words are from the conclusion of what has been called the “Greatest Story Ever 
Told,” the founding story of our tradition, and a source of comfort and hope, joy and strength, 
for countless believers throughout history.  In the midst of trials and suffering, when danger 
and persecution and oppression have threatened, Christians have been able to remember 
these words of Jesus – “Peace be with you,” “Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise 
in your heart?” and take courage to face what is before.  The Messiah that had to suffer before 
coming to glory was and is eminently relatable to those who must themselves suffer and hope 
for future rest and salvation from on high. 
 
But these words, too, have not only been a source of hope and comfort – they have also been 
used against those who do not subscribe to orthodox theological positions.  While belief in the 
bodily resurrection of Jesus has brought hope to uncounted numbers of believers, it has also 
been enshrined as one of the five “fundamentals” of the Christian faith, and as such, has been 
used as a litmus test to uproot heretics, even in non-Creedal faith traditions such as our own.  
The words of assurance and comfort that Jesus here offered to his disciples when they had 
doubts and fears of their own have become a weapon in the hands of those who wish to prune 
the community of its non-fundamentalists.  Even the gospel – the good news of Jesus Christ 
alive – can become bad news.   
 
For good or ill, words have power.   
 
This week has also marked yet another significant date.  On the night of April 14-15, 2014, 
over 270 female students were kidnapped from their school in Chibok, Nigeria by the terrorist 
group Boko Haram.4  Many, but not all, were from Brethren families.  One year later, 219 
remaining missing.5  In the midst of such tragedy, the power of words is truly made manifest.  
How the Nigerian Brethren have responded has been a powerful witness to the gospel they 
proclaim.  A typical example has been shared by EYN National Spiritual Advisor Musa 
Mambula, who visited and spoke to us here in Bridgewater not very long ago.  He relates how 
some of their youth had burned down some mosques in retaliation after Islamic extremists had 
burned down churches in northeastern Nigeria.  The EYN leaders reprimanded their own for 
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these acts, and directed them to rebuild the Islamic houses of worship and let God do any 
avenging for the wrong. 
 
That witness did not go unnoticed.  “What sort of God do you serve that makes you able to 
respond to violence done to you with such love?” asked one of his non-Christian Nigerian 
neighbors.  “That spirit of love…will be the only way the Nigerian church can survive,” 
Mambula said.  “There is amazing power in forgiveness.”6 
 
For good or ill, words have power. 
 
Will Willimon relates a story of being a guest preacher in a little chapel where people gather at 
the shore for their summer vacations.  He says that as he was putting on his robe in the vestry, 
he saw there a well-printed, carefully framed sign featuring these words: 
 

To the preacher.  The Gettysburg Address is one of the greatest speeches ever given.  It 
can easily fit on one page.  Jesus’ great stories of the “good Samaritan” or the “prodigal 
son” take only a few paragraphs.  If Abraham Lincoln or Jesus Christ can convey such 
depth and truth in so few words, surely you can too.  For God’s sake, keep it short!7 

 
I have already failed miserably to live up to that lofty standard for brevity.  But perhaps I can 
bring this sermon home in better fashion.  I daresay I can do it in one word, for it is the Gospel, 
in a word: Love.   
 
Abraham Lincoln loved this country, he loved the ideals expressed in its founding words, and 
in the midst of one of our darkest hours as a nation he called its citizens to dedicate and 
devote ourselves to the unfinished work of ensuring those ideals become reality.    
 
God so loved this world, that he gave us Jesus, who embodied that love to the death, and now 
lives again in the power of love.   
 
We are witnesses of all these things.  And we who love Jesus, and seek to follow him, are 
called to dedicate and devote ourselves to the unfinished work he began – proclaiming love 
and forgiveness to all nations, and carrying on the ministry of reconciliation that he began.   
 
If we do this, Jesus shall not have died in vain. 
And we, as beloved children of God, shall also have a new birth of freedom. 
 
May it be so.  
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