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The “Seventh Generation” Principle, professed by many Indigenous tribes throughout the US, says that 

in every decision, be it personal, governmental or corporate, the people must consider how it will affect 

their descendants seven generations into the future. This principle dates back to the Iroquois nation’s 

Great Law of Peace, thought to have been written sometime between 1142 and 1500 AD. So – it’s really 

old. The Great Law of Peace is also credited as a contributing influence on the American Constitution, 

due to Benjamin Franklin’s great respect for the Iroquois system of government. Today the “Seventh 

Generation” Principle is generally referenced in debating policy regarding our energy, water, and natural 

resources, and about how to ensure that our collectively held resources are sustainable for seven 

generations into the future. But the principle can also be applied to relationships – every decision today 

should result in sustainable relationships seven generations into the future. We dedicate our actions now 

to the benefit of those who come later. We are prophets of a future not our own.   

 

A few weeks ago I took my daughter on an overnight trip to Chicago to see “Hamilton.” I am a critic by 

nature, and I was pretty sure going in that the show would not live up to the hype. But for those of you 

who have seen it – you know – I was so very wrong. It is, simply, a masterpiece – and one that keeps on 

giving, and giving, and giving for 2 ½ hours of light and sound and movement and intrigue and beauty. 

One of the earliest songs is set in a New York pub – and there, Alexander Hamilton, an orphan, an 

immigrant, “all brains and no polish,” – meets three young men: John Laurens, Hercules Mulligan, and 

the Marquis de Lafayette. They get to talking and find their common passion for the hope for freedom 

for the colonies. Together they launch into an inebriated bar song, “The Story of Tonight,” as they lift 

their glasses and declare their loyalty to each other and the newly-started revolution. We may not live to 

see our glory, Hamilton begins with the others repeating his every line in slurred speech, We may not 

live to see our glory/but I will gladly join the fight/and when our children tell our story/they’ll tell the 

story of tonight. Together they dedicate themselves and their lives then to the benefit of those who 

would come later, prophets of a future not their own.  

 

In 2012, essayist, environmental activist, farmer, and poet Wendell Berry stood in the pulpit at the 

National Cathedral in Washington, DC and before hundreds and hundreds of faith leaders, community 

organizers, farmers, and environmentalists delivered what is now his epic Earth Day Speech. In it Berry 

parsed out his argument that we, as a nation and inhabitants of planet Earth, have a moral obligation to 

protect the environment. To his argument home, Berry offered a litany of sorts, reimagining, and 

rewording, well-worn scripture passages, including the Lord’s Prayer and the Golden Rule. “Do unto 

those downstream as you would have those upstream do unto you,” he concluded. Do unto those 

downstream as you would have those upstream do unto you. What decisions and actions do we wish our 

forebears had made that would have so impacted our quality of life today? Berry’s speech was a rally 

cry: we must dedicate ourselves now to the benefit of those who come later. We are prophets of a future 

not our own. 

 



 2 

This Lent many of us are reading Richard Rohr’s book, “Immortal Diamond: The Search for Our True 

Self.” Nestled down into its pages, there if you’re reading slow and deliberately is this little 

philosophical gem with a big impact: If it’s true, it’s true everywhere. If something is true, we see it 

reflected everywhere – in history, in sacred stories, in social movements, across all cultural and racial 

groups, in all religious faiths and creeds. And I’m proposing here this morning that the thought that 

we’re each called, as members of the human race, to be intentional and mindful in our actions today with 

the impact of future generations always in mind. “We are called to be nothing less than prophets of a 

future not our own” is true, because it’s true everywhere. For Christians, we find our kernel of this truth 

not in the Iroquois law, or the Constitution, or in a bar, or on a stage, or in a cathedral per se --- but in 

our scripture, specifically this morning’s passage from the 13th chapter of Luke.  

 

On one level, the two-part passage from Luke is a pastoral moment. The crowds bring to Jesus a painful 

story of cruelty, injustice, and human tragedy at the hands of Pontius Pilate. Jesus’ response is 

empathetic and pastoral, addressing the deepest thoughts and aches of the human heart. Common sense 

suggests that if there is a demonstrable effect, there is an explainable cause. In bringing the story of 

tragedy to Jesus, the people are asking him whether the tragedy is not the result of something the 

Galileans have done to bring it upon themselves. Do bad things happen as punishment to people who 

have done bad things or gone astray? Jesus deals first with the pastoral need. “Do you think that these 

Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered thus? I tell you, ‘No’,” 

Jesus tells them. Frankly, if God is in the business of meting out judgment and curses in relation to our 

sins, there probably wouldn’t be anyone left on the planet. “No,” Jesus tells them. Bad ends for bad 

actions is too simplistic an answer to deep and complex questions. Deep troubles, justice violations, 

tragedy, cannot be solved with quick fixes and shallow theological thinking. “No,” Jesus tells them, 

that’s not the way it works, especially when it comes to God. 

 

So, Jesus has his pastoral moment with the people. But there is also a missional – or calling – moment, a 

secondary message here. For after Jesus says, “No” to their cause-and-effect thinking, he calls them to a 

deeper place. “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because 

they suffered thus? I tell you, ‘No,’ but unless you repent you will all likewise perish.” Unless you come 

back to your souls, your true selves, unless you come back to God, your life will not be as fruitful, not as 

full, not as deep as it could be. Then then, Jesus shifts their gaze, and their understanding, by telling a 

parable about a gardener determined to tend a fruitless fig tree because Jesus is open, and is calling the 

people to be open, to a future possibility that neither he nor they control or manage. 

 

Facing the reality of mystery and the limits of what we can know is not an excuse to stand still and look 

sad, as Luke will later describe some of the disciples, paralyzed at the time of the death of Jesus. Jesus is 

on a mission. Those who would be disciples of Jesus, who would follow in his way in the power of his 

Spirit, are on that mission, too. So much is unknown. So many questions in our lives will go 

unanswered. In the end, the future is God’s, but we share in the mission of unfolding the future. That is 

clearly where our responsibility lies.  

 

A few years ago I was attending a national church meeting at which our Presiding Bishop, Michael 

Curry, was preaching. And he told us, “I once heard the late Dr. Benjamin Elijah Mays, president of 

Morehouse College, say that ‘faith is taking your best step, and leaving the rest to God.’” The missional 

side of this Gospel reading may be that those who would follow in the footsteps of Jesus are charged 

with witnessing to the world in the name and spirit of Jesus. The results of this witness are not ours to 
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know. The working out of God’s kingdom is not ours to figure out. Our task is to labor, without having 

all the answers, to acknowledge the deep mystery of it all. The task of the disciple is to witness and then 

wait, to take our best step and leave the rest to God. We labor now for a future are are not meant to 

control. Did not Jesus teach us to pray, not ‘My kingdom come,’ not ‘Our’ kingdom come, but ‘THY’ 

kingdom come, thy will be done?” 

 

In the end, Jesus’ pastoral message and call is clear:  

no statement of faith says all that could be said;  

no one prayer fully expresses our faith; 

no pastoral visit brings wholeness; 

no program accomplishes the church’s mission; 

no set of goals and objectives includes everything that needs to be done. 

We plant the seeds today that will one day grow. 

We water seeds already planted, knowing that they hold future promise. 

We lay foundations that need future development. 

We provide yeast that produces effects beyond our capabilities. 

 

We cannot do everything, and there is a sense of liberation in realizing that reality. Being freed from 

managing the results of our actions enables us to do something, and do it well. The call, Jesus’ call to us 

is clear: how we engage ourselves matters in the healing of our communities, the building up of our 

church, the righting of past and current injustices, the protection of the Earth. We are responsible for 

connecting our decisions and actions today with the reality of future generations. We do not get to see 

the end results, but that is the difference between the master builder and the worker. We are workers, not 

master builders; ministers, not messiahs. We are prophets of a future not our own. AMEN.  
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