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EPISCOPAL CITY MISSION ANNUAL DINNER – June 12, 2012 

Transcript of Richard Parker’s Keynote Address 

 

Richard: Tom, first of all thank you very much for that kind 

introduction.  Barbara, happy birthday.  To my rector, Joe Robinson, 

thank you.  To my senior warden, Sally Kelly, thank you.  For all of 

you from Christ Church, thank you for being here tonight.  Most of 

all let me thank you all very personally tonight for being here for 

me.  At noon today I got on a bus from New York City.  I spent the 

time between ten and 11:30 this morning at the World Trade Center 

staring into the holes into the ground as the water tumbles over 

them, first into a pit and then into a pit inside a pit where the 

water disappears, we know not where.  To be among you as fellow 

Christians means an enormous amount to me because the answer to 

death is Jesus Christ.  Death shall have no dominion, as Paul says 

in 6 Romans.  Death shall have no dominion at the World Trade Center 

or elsewhere as long as we believe.  But what is it that we believe 

in as Episcopalians?  Bishop Shaw was right to tell you about my 14 

years of perfect attendance pins, the fact that I was an acolyte, 

the fact that I was the head of my church’s YPF, Bishop Shaw, not 

just a member (laughter) and that I was an Eagle Scout in the 

church’s Scout troop.  What he didn't tell you was why.  My father 

was rector of the parish.  (Laughter)  You see, I'm not just an 
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Episcopalian, I'm a recovering Episcopalian.  (Laughter)  An 

Episcopal survivor.  And there's an important caveat on the Bishop’s 

story which is that I left the church from the time I was 18 until 

my mid 30s because in the first 18 years of my life I’d been an 

Episcopalian for at least four decades (laughter) and felt that I 

deserved a little time off. 

 

More important to me, and I think in some ways perhaps important to 

you, is why I came back.  It was the early 1980s.  I had started a 

magazine called Mother Jones, a liberal magazine on the west coast.  

(Applause)   And then had gone on to join a small environmental 

group called Greenpeace that had 2,000 members when I joined and 

600,000 when I left it.  (applause)  What I was slowly realizing by 

the 1980s was that the work I did in the world, which I thought of 

as political, was the work of faith that my mother and father had 

not only taught me but lived all their lives.  You see, my father 

was the rector of one Episcopal parish for 42 years and he was 

handed a parish in 1939 by his bishop that had precisely 74 members 

and when I left to go away to college there were 938 children in the 

Sunday school.  (applause)  In other words, I grew up in what may 

seem anomalous today but wasn't in many places then, an Episcopal 

mega church.  And if there's one message that I want to convey 

tonight it is that we need to build more of them today.  You know, I 

think that as Episcopalians we sometimes have a mistaken tendency to 

underplay our virtues, to be a little too modest about who we are, 

and I think that is a great mistake because in the last 30 years 



 
 

 

Episcopal City Mission    3 
138 Tremont Street ● Boston, MA 02111 ● 617.482.4826  

 www.EpiscopalCityMission.org ● www.facebook.com/EpiscopalCityMission 

 

 

we've watched other people take unto themselves the mantle Christian.  

You know them.  You’ve seen them on cable television.  You've seen 

them courted by the Republican party and court the Republican party 

in turn, who have made themselves the best friends of Israel because 

Israel’s existence is the sign of the second coming and therefore 

the Jews’ destruction.  What a strange idea of Christianity they 

represent. 

 

But they represent something else that's corrupt in my view and 

theologically erroneous which is that the market is God.  You know, 

Harvey Cox, an old friend of mine who taught for many years at 

Harvard Divinity School, wrote a wonderful article which I commend 

to you.  It was published in the Atlantic in the 1990s and it's 

called The Market As God and it was Harvey’s contemplation of the 

world in which we were living even then and his consideration of 

what Emile Durkheim had set out in the early 20
th
 century as a test 

for what it means to be a divinity, something or someone that claims 

omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, and by the end of the 20
th
 

century what was left that could claim all three of those qualities 

if not the market?  The market knew all, the market knew best, the 

market was everywhere.  We live today in an era of gods that have 

failed and the market is only the most recent and I think it is up 

to us as Episcopalians to begin to speak out in the name of a Jesus 

Christ who understood that the market never could be and never will 

be God.   
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But what does that mean?  In the case of the Episcopal Church it 

means some very specific things.  You see, we hear a lot today about 

the need to separate the church from politics.  Oh, there's too much 

overlapping of the church and politics.  People don’t want to go to 

church and hear about politics.  Now, as an Episcopalian that's 

perplexing to me.  The Anglican Church after all was born out of 

Henry the Eighth’s profound political need to divorce the daughter 

of the King of Spain, not out of the divine appearance of a burning 

bush that told him, “Lose the girl.”  (Laughter)  The Episcopal 

church in turn was born out of a political revolution that started 

not far from here in Concord, Massachusetts and that carried forward 

13 colonies into an experiment ongoing today which is an attempt to 

create a modern day democracy that would displace the standard of 

political rule that had been the standard of human political rule 

for thousands of years before, which is we rule and you obey.  So 

our church, the Episcopal church, is born at the moment that America 

in turn is born as the first modern democracy in the world and 

there's a reason that we are organized into a house of bishops and a 

house of lay people that choose a presiding bishop who holds a 

limited term of office and in which our bishops and our leaders are 

responsible to us as we are equally responsible to them.  There is 

no absolute authority which resides in them as clergy any more than 

there is in kings through their claim, false as it now clearly is, 

to be a divine right of kings to rule the rest of us. 
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But somehow we've wandered away from the essential message of the 

origin, not just of America as a democratic experiment but the right 

and responsibility of Episcopalians as a very particular kind of 

Christian to say what it is we believe, and while we don’t ask you 

to be Episcopalian in turn everywhere and always, at least to 

recognize the power and integrity of our arguments.  You know, I 

come from a very particular stance in the Episcopal Church.  I truly 

believe that my father, and I should add my mother, because it was 

always the mothers behind the fathers who were doing the real 

growing in those churches long before women were ordained, that my 

father was, as my mother once said to me, a believer that the holy 

trinity was father, son and Franklin Roosevelt.  (Laughter)  She 

hastened to add it wasn't because dad was a Democrat, that wasn't 

the case.  His parents, her parents, and a couple of generations 

before them had all been Republicans but Republicans of a kind that 

I think, like the dodo or the bison or the passenger pigeon, may 

either be extinct or near extinct today but which represented an 

honorable tradition in America associated as they were with Abraham 

Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin’s cousin.  My mother said 

that my father thought that Roosevelt was part of the trinity 

because he was my father’s ideal of an Episcopalian in public 

leadership.  After all he would stop cabinet meetings to take phone 

calls from his rector because he remained senior warden of his 

parish in Hyde Park during his presidency.  (Laughter)  
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But more important than that, he took the Episcopal experiment, that 

was born as part of the American experiment, seriously.  He believed 

that the responsibility of Episcopalians was to help grow the 

democratic culture and the democratic faith of America.  It didn't, 

again, require that you be Christian.  It didn't require that you be 

Protestant, it didn't require that you be Episcopalian, but that it 

did require that you cared so deeply about one another as fellow 

citizens that you would fight to create a world that worked for all 

and not just for a few.  You have to remember something about 

Franklin Roosevelt.  It isn't just Roosevelt who was a distinctive 

Episcopal contributor to America’s political legacy.  One out of 

four American presidents, let me repeat that, one out of four 

American presidents has been Episcopalian.  30% of the members of 

Congress have been Episcopalians.  One half of the Chief Justices of 

the Supreme Court of the United States have been Episcopalian.  This 

is a church that has never amounted to so much as 2% of America’s 

population and yet look at the mark that it has left on America.  It 

isn't just a question of leadership, it's a question of leadership 

for what. 

 

Where are we going?  Who will we be?  This morning staring into 

those black pits watching the water pour down first over the one 

side and then into the black beyond I asked myself, because my sons 

were with me, where are we going and who will we be?  America has 

been the world’s largest economy since the late 19
th
 century.  It 

won’t be in 20 years.  Europe combined is already a larger economy 
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than the United States and China will surpass us within the next two 

decades, not on a per capita basis but on an aggregate basis.  And 

when that happens the world won’t stop or change overnight but you 

and I understand power well enough to know that we will no longer 

have the bragging rights of being king on the mountain, no longer be 

able to claim we're number one, no longer able to dictate to our 

allies and enemies alike terms of engagement or terms of agreement 

because we are the most powerful. 

 

Staring into those black waters I asked myself, what's the lesson 

here for my sons, what's the lesson here for your children?  On the 

one hand it leads to a sense of the enormous victimhood of the 3,000 

men and women who died but on the other hand who has ever built 

civilization out of victimhood?  Who’s ever built greatness out of 

victimhood?  What is the lesson that we need to take out of 911, 

that we were victims, that we had the right to vengeance, that we 

were right to claim that Saddam Hussein and Iraq were part of this 

when we know now that they weren't?  Is our victimhood only an 

excuse for war?  Has our power and our wealth so habituated us to 

the use of war and killing that the ability to distinguish who 

exactly are the victims is lost?  Lost to Jesus Christ were he to 

come back, lost to historians in a future world.  I want to suggest 

that we represent a tradition in America that's about more than 

victimhood but that is about courage and leadership and the promise 

of a vision of God’s kingdom on earth.  Now, I realize John Winthrop 

wasn't an Episcopalian though you may have been taught that in 
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Sunday school.  (laughter)  But the challenge that Winthrop put in 

front of us as a nation is to me still the challenge that endures.  

Are we to become the city on the hill? 

 

My father was enough of the generation of Niebuhr and Tillich to 

know better than to think that we will, because our human capacity 

for evil, and on a more mundane level mischief, is always with us.  

But looking back over the curve of American history from the 1770s 

to today I see progress.  I see regression in the middle of that 

progress.  I think that we're actually in the middle of a profound 

regression from an arc of progress that we made beginning with the 

Roosevelt era, but I also think that it's up to us, to people like 

us, to recognize what our ancestors did in a similar situation at 

the dawn of the industrial era at the end of the 19
th
 century.  Oh, 

woe, the world was so complicated, industrialization was changing 

the world we knew, the foreigners were all flooding in and taking 

our jobs, people of color, Catholics, all sorts of untoward people 

were living amongst us and it couldn't possibly be the same as if it 

were only people like us who made up America.  And yet at the heart 

of the Episcopal Church there was a courage.  It was a courage not 

to be a self regarding church but in the hearts and minds of the 

clergy and the laity, many but not all, a willingness to stand for 

the expansion of a public democratic power to limit the perverseness 

of corporations and greed, to demand that the government regulate 

the power of capital and limit its ability to abuse.  And gradually 

by the time we get to Franklin Roosevelt under another Episcopalian 
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who was the Secretary of Labor, the first woman cabinet member in 

the United States history, Frances Perkins, to create Social 

Security, the National Labor Relations Act.  And under Henry Wallace, 

his vice president, another Episcopalian, to stand up to the silly 

patriotism of Henry Luce and his claim that we were the beginning of 

an American century and to say instead we were hopefully were at the 

beginning of a century of the common man and the common woman. 

 

We have a responsibility, all of us, not just cradle Episcopalians 

but Episcopalians who joined in the last two years, two months or 

two days, to understand what it is that we share that makes us 

Episcopalian.  We are, as I like to say to my sons, Christianity for 

the non-teenagers.  There's lots of Christianity available for those 

who fear turning 21.  You can get it on television and radio any day 

of the week.  I think that we represent a more adult kind of 

Christianity that takes seriously the challenge that Paul Tillich 

put before us in Love, Power and Justice, that it isn't just enough 

to claim that we love one another or that we simply seek justice but 

that we are willing to try to understand and wrestle with power 

which is the intermediate term that carries us from love to justice.  

And that we have the right not only to demand of our rectors and our 

wardens and our vestries that they teach and lead us in acting to 

join love to justice, but that we demand and ask of our bishops and 

our presiding bishops and of our elected officials and of our 

editors and of our business leaders and of our philanthropists and 
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all those who share power, to be the intermediate connector between 

love and justice. 

 

It lifted my spirit to walk into this room tonight and to watch that 

video.  It lifted a great weight placed upon me this morning to 

listen to the awards that have been given tonight.  It restoreth my 

soul.  Thank you.  Never give up being Episcopalian.  Never give up 

being proud to be an Episcopalian.  Love but fight for justice.  

Amen.  (Applause)  

 


