
This past week Pulitzer Prize winner and professor at Vanderbilt, Jon Meacham, made a point 
about the complexity of history and those who are the players within history. In fine 
Episcopalian fashion (Meacham is an Episcopalian), he walked the line between between 
castigating the founding fathers--especially Thomas Jefferson--for owning slaves and painting 
the whole democratic experiment of our forebears in rosy hues.  To paraphrase Meacham, it is 
not either or.  We as humans and as societies possess both realities.  We are able to do amazing 
and beautiful things, and we are capable of destroying the very life that we have been given or 
that others have been given.  
 
The specific example that Meacham used to make his point relates to the 400th year 
commemoration of the first slaves being brought to America.  (There is information below 
regarding the Episcopal Church’s participation in bell ringing this weekend, as well as an 
excellent resource from the New York Times The 1619 Project.)  While noting the horrendous 
consequences of this act and the ubiquitous consequences of the legacy of slavery within our 
country, Meacham also expressed that this event took place within weeks of the first charter for a 
commonwealth in Virginia.  Meacham noted that within weeks we had this profound 
juxtaposition:  the amazing step toward democracy in this emerging country, and the repugnance 
of slavery a few weeks later.  
 
Thus, in discussing historical figures like Thomas Jefferson, Meacham applied the same 
paradoxical paradigm used to analyze the emergence of the new nation.  Jefferson is neither the 
matchless hero drafting the Declaration of Independence, nor the flawed human who enslaved 
other human beings.  He is both.  Meacham’s point was clear:  We do ourselves a disservice 
when we fail to recognize this reality within others and within ourselves.  Martin Luther’s phrase 
for this aspect of our anthropology is known in Latin as simul justus et peccator.  That is, 
simultaneously saint and sinner.  
 
While we may aspire for a more perfect expression of ourselves and, certainly, for a more perfect 
union, the irony of our Christian theology is that we enter into such efforts with eyes wide open 
and the acute awareness that what we think is the right and just and true thing, may very well 
turn out to be wrong, and unjust, and the farthest thing from the truth.  Thus, this perspective 
stands as a powerful corrective for what we humans can oh-so-easily fall into: 
self-righteousness.  And the power of recognizing our concupiscence as well as our potential is 
that we temper the extremes of our passions, recognizing that inflamed too much they may tend 
toward excesses that are antithetical to those very passions. 
 
For some, this perspective may seem quite depressing.  Will we ever learn?  Will we ever 
advance?  Are we destined to thwart what we hold to be true through the vehicle of our very 
selves?  Will we ever attain a fuller expression of humanity?  Well, the last question may be the 



solemn answer:  It is our humanity that prevents us from reaching that point of perfection 
because of the very human frailty that is our nature.  However, far from depressing, I think that 
this perspective begins to open the door to a much more compassionate and appreciative way of 
being in the world.  When we realize our own shortcomings, it is an opportunity to engage what 
we perceive to be the shortcomings of others with less self-righteousness and more solidarity.  It 
is not that we simply resign ourselves to imperfection.  Rather, the wisdom of the tradition seeks 
to help us understand the blinders that we wear and to slowly and ritually and with time remove 
them, so that we might see more of the world God has given us, the human community with 
whom we share it, and a bit more of ourselves in the process.  


