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Epiphany 6C                                                                                           Episcopal Church of Our Saviour 
February 13, 2022                                                                                                        2323 Lexington Rd. 
                                                                                                                                     Richmond, KY 40475 
Readings: Psalm 1; Jeremiah 17:5-10; 1 Corinthians 15:12-20; Luke 6:17-26 

 
Blessings: A Gift from God 

 
“Happy are they who have not walked in the counsel of the wicked… Their delight is in the law of the 

Lord, and the meditate on his law day and night.” Psalm 1:1-2 

Today we celebrate the Feast of Absalom Jones. He was the first African American to be 
ordained in the Episcopal Church and one of the most influential African American leaders of his 
generation. His life and legacy are a testament to the resilience of the human spirit. His faith and 
commitment to freedom and justice have inspired generations of people. 

Absalom Jones was born into slavery in Sussex, Delaware in 1746. As a young teenager, he 
taught himself to read from books he bought by saving pennies given to him by people who visited his 
slave owner’s home. When he was sixteen, his owner sold him along with his mother and siblings. His 
new owner was Benjamin Wynkoop, an Episcopalian and Vestry member. He sold Absalom’s mother and 
siblings and took him to Philadelphia. Absalom worked as a clerk and handyman in his owner’s store. He 
was able to work for himself in the evenings and keep his earnings. He also briefly attended an all-black 
night school run by the Quakers where he learned math and handwriting.  

When Absalom was 24, he married an enslaved women Mary King. Eight years later, in an act of 
sacrificial love, he bought his wife’s freedom before he himself was free. He did this because under 
colonial law children took the status of their mother. Children born to an enslaved mother were born 
enslaved. If his wife was freed from slavey, his children were also freed. When Absalom asked his owner 
Benjamin Wynkook for his freedom, his request was denied. Absalom had to wait until he was 38 when 
he was finally freed by his owner. As a freed man, he adopted the surname Jones. I can’t wrap my mind 
around the fact that one human being could “own” another human being and that enslaved persons had 
to labor to save enough money to “buy” their freedom.  

Absalom Jones became an active member of St. George’s Methodist Episcopal Church in 
Philadelphia and served as lay preacher for the black members of the congregation. Together with the 
African American Richard Allen, they increased the black membership at St. George’s Church by tenfold. 
That was incredible evangelism ministry. Instead of praising their efforts, white church officials tried to 
segregate the black church members. During a Sunday service in November 1786, ushers tried to 
remove the black members from the main floor to the balcony. Absalom Jones, Richard Allen, and all the 
black members of the congregation left the church. 

The following year, Absalom Jones and Richard Allen founded the Free African Society. Members 
of this organization helped widows and orphans, assisted the sick, and helped pay for burials. They 
trained black members as ambulance drivers and cared for the sick and dying in Philadelphia during the 
yellow fever epidemic in 1793. Having lived through the pandemic in the last two years, we can 
appreciate the Christlike love and dedication of these African Americans, who remained to care for the 
sick and dying when Philadelphia was the epicenter of the pandemic, while others fled the city. You may 
remember Governor Brashear early on in the pandemic talking about how devastating the yellow fever 
epidemic was in Philadelphia. 

Absalom Jones and Richard Allen formed The African Church in Philadelphia. The church was 
formally received into the Episcopal Diocese of Pennsylvania in 1794 and renamed The African Episcopal 
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Church of St. Thomas, the first black Episcopal parish in the United States. Bishop William White 
ordained Absalom as deacon in 1795 and as priest in 1804. Absalom continued his ministry to serve the 
Black community and developed two schools and supportive community services. He also advocated for 
the abolition of slavery. He died at the age of 72 at his home in Philadelphia on February 13, 1818.1 

In the 204 years since his death, The Episcopal Church has made progress in addressing systemic 
racism, injustice and inequality. We have been greatly blessed by the remarkable leadership of our 
Presiding Bishop Michael Curry and we now have many gifted African American bishops, priests, 
deacons and church members. And yet, there is much that remains to be done to become racially 
inclusive and committed to achieve racial equality and justice within our church and in our nation.  

The remarkable life and legacy of Absalom Jones helps us understand what Jesus meant when 
he preached about blessings and woes. Luke tells us that after praying on a mountaintop, Jesus came 
down to a flat plain to preach to a crowd of people. They had come from as far away as a hundred miles 
to hear him and be healed.  

The word translated into English as “blessed” is from the Greek word “makarios,” which means 
something like “Oh, how fortunate.” It refers to the fact that God as Father rejoices in his children, and 
he expresses his fondest hopes for them by blessing them. For example, God promised to bless Abraham 
and his descendants and make them a blessing to all the peoples of the earth (Gen. 12:1-3). The priest 
Aaron was instructed to bless the Israelites by saying: “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make 
his face shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace.” 
(Numbers 6:24-26)2  

A blessing is something that can’t be earned or pursued; it’s something that can only be 
received as a gift. Being blessed doesn’t depend on having wealth, good health, or status. It’s not a 
reward for righteousness or duty. Blessedness is a state of being that’s a sheer gift given by God to 
anyone willing to receive this gift.3 

In the Old Testament God is the protector and defender of the poor.4 This is why Jesus said: 
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry now, 
for you will be filled. Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. Blessed are you when people 
hate you, and when they exclude you….” (Luke 6:20b-22). Jesus was declaring God’s favor on the poor, 
the hungry, those who weep, and those who are hated and excluded. Jesus wasn’t saying that being 
poor was a good thing; he was declaring that their fortunes would be reversed with the coming of God’s 
kingdom.5  

If we understand Jesus’ blessings in this way, we can appreciate why it was faith in God that 
sustained Absalom Jones and all the other African Americans when they were enslaved, as well as when 
they paid for their freedom only to have to struggle to find shelter, food and jobs. They were poor and 
hungry. They were weeping when their families were torn apart and husbands and wives, mothers and 
children, sisters and brothers were separated to be sold to different slave owners and taken away to 
different places. They were excluded from jobs and segregated in churches and schools. They survived 
by their faith in God and their hope that their hardship would be reversed with the coming of God’s 
kingdom. The knowledge that God loved them and would protect them sustained them in their 
hardships. Their steadfast faith and resilience can inspire all of us. 

As faithful Christians, we work to bring about God’s kingdom on earth by feeding the hungry 
with fresh, nutritious food from our Garden for the Hungry and our donations of canned goods and 
snacks. We care for the poor by providing lunches for homeless persons and shelter in the cold winter 
months. In all these ways, we help reverse the fortunes of the poor, the hungry, and those who weep.  
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Let us pray: Set us free, heavenly Father, from every bond of prejudice and fear; that, honoring the 
steadfast courage of your servant Absalom Jones, we may show forth in our lives the reconciliating love 
and true freedom of the children of God, which you have given us in your Son our Savior Jesus Christ; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen. 
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