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Sermon – January 16, 2011 

“MLK, Jr.” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Isaiah 62:1-4; Psalm 40 

 

Prayer of Preparation:  Gracious and holy God, may these words be for us your living 

word: touching us, enlightening us, empowering us and sending us forth as whole-hearted 

people.  Amen. 

 

When Martin Luther King, Jr. was four years old, he stood before the delegates at a 

Baptist Convention.  He was small and thin and his ears were obviously large.  Son of a 

Baptist preacher, he sang “I Want to be More and More Like Jesus.”  At the end of each 

phrase, the delegates would respond with “Amen.”  He already knew words were 

powerful. He would tell his mother, the daughter of the founding pastor of Ebenezer 

Baptist Church in Altanta, Georgia, “Someday, you just wait and see, I‟m going to get me 

some big words.”   

 

Martin grew up in a profoundly religious family, in the deeply segregated south.  He 

was born in 1929, attended segregated public and private schools, entered college at the 

age of 15, completed seminary at age 22 and by 1954 he had a Ph.D in philosophical 

theology from Boston University.  He was the pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in 

Montgomery, Alabama for four years and then returned to his father‟s and grandfather‟s 

church, Ebenezer Baptist, serving there as an Associate Pastor for the rest of his life. 

 

He intended to study to be a lawyer or possibly a doctor, but he felt the call into 

ministry.  He hesitated because he believed the church needed to be more intellectual, 

more thoughtful, and more active in politics.  In seminary he was introduced to Henry 

David Thoreau‟s essay on “Civil Disobedience” and Mahatma Gandhi‟s way of 

nonviolence protest against the British in India.  Gandhi was assassinated in 1948, the 

year King received his seminary degree. 

 

It was 1955 when Rosa Parks sat down near the front of the bus in Montgomery, 

Alabama, followed by the organization of a bus boycott by African-Americans on the day 
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of her trial.   Dr. King addressed a crowd of 4,000 people gathered outside his church 

saying, “We are tired, tired of being segregated and humiliated.  We are impatient for 

justice.  But we will protest with love.  There will be no violence on our part.  There will 

be no cross burnings.  No white person will be taken from his home by a hooded Negro 

mob and murdered.  If we do this, if we protest with love, future historians will have to 

say, „There lived a great people, a black people, who infected new meaning and dignity 

into the veins of civilization.‟” 

  

The bus boycott continued.  The city indicted 115 African-Americans including Dr. 

King and 23 other clergy on the charge of conspiracy to destroy a business.  Dr. King was 

found guilty, fined $500 and emerged as a National Leader.  An editorial of The Hartford 

Connecticut Courant said, “Emerging from the racial conflict in Montgomery, Alabama, 

is the growing leadership of a Negro clergyman, Martin Luther King.  By virtue of his 

intelligence and piety Mr. King has gradually become the spokesman for passive 

resistance. It is well to remember his name.  For if this movement is successful, as it 

appears likely, the Reverend Dr. King will become not only a national hero among his 

race, but the continuing spearhead in the fight against segregation.” 

 

On November 13, 1956, the Supreme Court declared Alabama‟s state and local laws 

requiring segregation on buses unconstitutional.  A month later, Dr. King got on the 

South Jackson Street bus in Montgomery.  He sat next to the window.  The Rev. Glenn 

Smiley, a white minister from New York, got on the bus and sat down next to Dr. King.  

White and black, side by side on a bus in Alabama.  Dr. King was 27 years old. 

  

The next decade was full of marches and sit-ins and non-violent demonstrations, from 

Montgomery to Atlanta to the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom in August 

1963.  The March on Washington was the largest civil rights rally in American history.  

No one was prepared for a crowd of 250,000.  This was the event of Dr. King‟s “I have a 

dream” speech.  There was a feeling of optimism, of good things about to happen.  

However, three weeks later a bomb exploded in a church in Birmingham and four young 

Black girls were killed.  Violence broke out in the city spontaneously.  Dr. King rushed to 

Birmingham and the city calmed.  The climate was impatience and fear.  And it was the 

following November when President Kennedy was assassinated, in 1963. 

 

A year after that, Yoki Denise King stood before her third grade class and said to 

them, “There was a man named Alfred Nobel.  He was a millionaire.  When he died, he 

said he would like to have a Peace Prize.  The man who made the most peace—he was to 

receive the prize.  In 1950, the first Black man to win the prize was Ralph Bunche.  The 

second was Chief Albert J. Luthuli.  The third was my daddy.”  In October 1964, Dr. 

King was the 12
th

 American to win the Nobel Peace Prize.  He was 35 years old. 

 

The next four years were full of controversy, divisiveness, successes and failures.  Dr. 

King went north to Chicago to work in the ghetto for better jobs, housing and schools.  
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He clearly opposed the Black Power movement.  He walked the streets of Chicago urging 

non-violent protest.  He took a stand against the Vietnam War.  The media gave mixed 

reviews of this stand.  All these issues diffused the focus of the civil rights movement.  

Dr. King gave his attention to issues of economic equality.  He gave a speech at Riverside 

Church in New York City in 1967 about how you cannot have civil rights unless you 

address the economy and the war, because all three were linked.  All three needed to 

change.  

 

Dr. King began to plan another mass march on Washington by the poor, to pitch tents 

and stay there until Congress granted them an economic Bill of Rights.  It was then he got 

the call to go to Memphis to calm the demonstrators and support a garbage-workers‟ 

strike. 

 

He went and many were saying that Dr. King could no longer control the riots with his 

preaching of non-violence.  Many were saying equality could NEVER be won through 

nonviolence.  It was an anxious time.  Not unlike our current times---  Anxiety based on 

fear—fear of our diversity, fear of losing Christianity, fear of our president, fear of 

socialism.  There is a lot of fear and fear is not a rational thing.  With the rise of fear is a 

rise in the need to fight to keep something we don‟t want to lose.  We don‟t want to lose 

the America we once had.  We don‟t want to lose freedom.  The fear is expressed in 

many ways.  The rhetoric coming out of this fear of losing is polarizing and divisive.  It 

divides us into groups of right and wrong, good and bad.  One side, the good side is for 

saving America; the other side, the bad side is destroying America and they not just bad, 

they are evil.  It is a way of demonizing and scape-goating the other side.  We do it all the 

time when ever we divide people into the good and the bad.  It happens in war all the 

time.  And throw in fundamentalist beliefs about the End Times and a particular reading 

of the Book of Revelation and it makes the fear even more justified.  It is an emotional 

rhetoric that can lead to final question, “Why should we wait for them to attack?  Let‟s 

get them before they get us. 

 

And then something happens that could be a wake-up call, such as the shooting in 

Arizona—an attack on a representative of government, an attack on ideas when the 

victims were our fellow human beings.   The use of violence destroyed human life and it 

did not solve anything.  Violence begets violence and the cycle goes on.  

 

Dr. King preached and lived a life of non-violence because of his religious beliefs.  He 

urged people to take to the streets.  The civil-rights movement was an angry, populist 

social movement built around extending democracy and fighting for equality—it began 

with the rights of black people and Dr. King moved it into economic rights of all people.  

It began with his faith and he called upon his faith in God all the time.   

 

Some believed he was a failure.  His commitment to non-violence was not shared by 

other upcoming black leaders.  He had enemies, he knew that, but, he was profoundly 
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committed to avoiding the destruction of his enemies.  He believed in conversation, 

marching, standing, sitting down with his enemy, confronting the enemy as a person, a 

human being.  King was always looking for reconciliation.  He was hope for a lot of 

people, for a whole movement of people. 

 

He started out with powerful words and moved to powerful deeds, a preacher‟s talk to 

nonviolent mass action.  It was a new kind of revival meeting that turned into movement, 

led by the clergy—great preaching, clapping and amens, vigorous singing, and earnest 

prayer.  The leaders of the movement were mostly Baptists and Methodists.  And when 

King prayed, he was not trying to comfort and calm pious followers.  He was wrestling 

with God, kneeling in weakness and rising in strength, knowing his last resource was not 

himself, it was God.  He drew upon the language of Isaiah, upon the imagery of freedom 

ringing from the every hill.  He declared his own dream, which was not just a dream, he 

was declaring his own faith.  And he came to his final days, a time when reaction to his 

antiwar stand, the fracturing and strife among Black leaders, and the reaction to the 

progress of civil rights had cast a shadow over his life. 

 

On the night before his assassination on April 4
th

 1968, Dr. King spoke in Memphis—

to help a city-wide strike of Black garbage workers.  Violence, which was the real enemy 

had raised its ugly head again.  King spoke of his discouragement.  He said his life had 

been threatened many times.  He told the crowd his flight had been delayed because they 

had needed to search it for bombs.  And then Dr. King evoked another image from his 

faith: 

 

“But it really doesn‟t matter to me, now, because I have been to the mountaintop and 

I‟ve looked over, and I‟ve seen the promised land.” 

 

We shall overcome…. 

 

“I may not get there with you, but I want you to know tonight that we as a people will 

get to the promised land.” 

 

We shall overcome… 

 

“So I‟m happy tonight.  I‟m not worried about anything.  I‟m not fearing any man.  

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.” 

 

We shall overcome someday…. 
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Prayer:   

God our Creator, You are the source of all forgiveness, reconciliation and peace.  We 

ask you for these gifts for all people, all over the world.   

Give us strength and courage.  Help us to work for a true and deep reconciliation 

between races, people, and nations.  Help us to know we are all human beings, creatures 

of your creation.  Help us in our struggle for what we believe is right.  Help us to know 

when it is not about being right, it is about being in relationship.  Help us to know when 

to march, when to protest, when to speak out, and when to be silent. Help us to believe in 

liberty and justice for all.  Help us to remember that you are our God, and we worship 

you, not our country.  Let us learn to be strong, but not at the expense of others.  Let us 

be bearers of hope.  Let us be a reconciling people.  Let us believe in the richness of 

diversity.  Let us believe in the dream of economic justice and racial harmony.  And let 

us work toward the day when we truly are free, free at last, letting freedom ring, knowing 

that all God‟s children are precious and deserve food on the table and a roof over their 

heads.  Let us be a church and a people who live into Dr. King‟s dream, in the name of 

the one who inspired Dr. King and many other and who inspires us and prays with us as 

we pray, Our Father….. 

 

 

Blessing: 

With the words of Martin Luther King, I say, “Listen to me, children. Put on your 

marching shoes, don‟t you get weary; though the path ahead may be dark and dreary; 

we‟re walking for freedom.  When we let freedom ring, when we let it ring from every 

village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that 

day when all God‟s children, black and white, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and 

Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing the words of that old Negro spiritual, “Free 

at last!  Free at last!  Thank God almighty, we are free at last.” 

 

 


