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Good morning and welcome to our annual celebration of the life and ministry of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. I must say that I look forward with great anticipation to this service because it provides us with an opportunity not simply to celebrate Dr. King’s life and legacy, but also to listen and be challenged by his vision and his prophecy. One of the great benefits of making Dr. King’s birthday a national holiday has been the window it opens every year to let the bright light and powerful sound of Dr. King’s vision and voice into our national conversation - a voice that soars with beauty and brilliance – but more importantly a voice that continues to challenge a world so very broken by the things Dr. King sought to transform - injustice, hatred, oppression, and violence.


This morning I want to spend some time exploring with you what is perhaps Dr. King’s most powerful and prophetic work – the so called “Letter From Birmingham Jail.” Written in midst of one of the most difficult campaigns of the civil rights movement, King’s letter is a powerful moral, political, social, and religious critique – a critique that speaks not only to the state of our nation in 1963 but that also leaps from the pages of history to shine a light on the injustice, the violence, and the moral failings of our own world and our own time.


I’m sure some of you may recall or have read about the events that took place in Birmingham, Alabama in the spring and summer of 1963. Under the leadership of the notorious “public safety” official, Eugene “Bull” Conner, Birmingham was one of the most violent and racist cities in the segregated south. In fact, there were so many acts of violence and terrorism directed against the African American community in Birmingham that the city had acquired a notorious and well deserved nickname - “Bombingham.”


Before I go on with the story of Dr. King’s extraordinary Letter, I want to say a word about my own relationship with the city of Birmingham. You see, both of my parents grew up in segregated Birmingham during the 1940s, 50s, and early 60s. They lived in exclusive, all-white suburbs in which the only African Americans one saw were maids and yard men. And I myself spent many summers in Birmingham as a young boy staying with my grandparents not that long after legal segregation had finally come to an end. 


Now I want to make it clear that I loved my grandparents and I share this memory with you only as a way of highlighting some of the attitudes that confronted Dr. King and the nonviolent movement. You see my grandparents were part of Birmingham’s white middle class. They were affluent and well educated. One of my grandfathers owned a pharmacy and the other was a high ranking official with a major utility company. I spent my summers with my mom’s parents – that’s the grandfather who worked for the utility company.  And I can vividly remember the anger, the bigotry, and yes the hatred both of them felt towards African Americans. I can still hear my grandfather telling me what a fine man Bull Connor was, telling me that Martin Luther King was a nothing but a communist, and telling me that “civil rights” was a bunch of nonsense that had ruined this country.


The nonviolent campaign in Birmingham got off to a slow start in the spring of 1963. Although known for extraordinary brutality and racism, the local police initially responded to the protests with a measure of restraint. Criticism of Dr. King and the nonviolent movement mounted and he was often portrayed as an outsider more interested in publicity than justice. 


In an effort to energize the faltering campaign, King decided to cross one of Bull Connor’s police lines himself so that he would be arrested and sent to jail. And it was while he was in jail that King learned of a public statement issued by a group of liberal white clergy. The statement rebuked King and the nonviolent movement for provoking extremism and unrest, for breaking the law, and for being in too much of a hurry and not patiently waiting for justice.  After he finished reading the statement, Dr. King began writing a reply along the margins of a newspaper, and it is this reply that came to be known as the “Letter from Birmingham Jail.”


The Letter From Birmingham Jail is, more than anything else, a deeply prophetic work. Like the prophets of the Hebrew Bible, Dr. King challenges the injustices and complacency of  his day but does it in a way that speaks not only to his time, but to all times. And Dr. King is able to do this because he writes from a moral, ethical, and spiritual point of view – a point of view that looks beyond the particulars of the moment and instead appeals to the universal values that give life meaning and hope – the dignity and worth of all people, the innate hunger for freedom and justice, the deep interrelatedness of humankind, and, of course, love.


Like all prophetic works, Dr. King’s Letter contains testimony – testimony that makes the letter a powerful moral force demanding action in the here and now rather than simply another intellectual argument that we can consider and then safely put aside. In our first reading, Dr. King offers one of the most powerful and disturbing catalogues of the consequences of injustice I have ever read – consequences that lead to hatred and brutality, smothering poverty, the shame of having to explain to an innocent child why she is viewed by society as being less than whole, and the constant feeling of inferiority and resentment that leads to a demoralizing and debilitating sense of what Dr. King so memorably called “nobodiness.”


And as we hear Dr. King’s powerful testimony about injustice in his day, can anyone in this room deny that we continue to live in a world in which justice is denied to so many – so many who are consigned to live life on the margins of poverty and despair – so many who live with the daily reminder that society views them as nobody. Think for a moment about those who are hungry and who live in poverty in our local community, in our own country, and throughout the world. Think about those who constantly live in fear because of the color of their skin – fear that they will be pulled over and taken into custody because they “look” suspicious, out of place, or undocumented. And think about our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters who are still denied the basic protection of anti-discrimination laws right here in the state of Ohio and who are denied the right to marry in most of our country. We as a people have come a long way since Dr. King sat in that narrow jail cell almost fifty years ago. But we have such a long, long way to go.        


And as Dr. King so pointedly reminds us, the time for justice is not tomorrow, next week, or in five years. The time for justice is now. Justice delayed is justice denied. “Wait” or “Be patient” are simply unacceptable. As Dr. King says in the letter, “Wait almost always means never.” And until we put ourselves in the place of those whose rights are denied and until we are gripped with the fierce urgency of now, our world will remain a broken place of injustice and oppression. I ask this day just as Dr. King asked from his jail cell in Birmingham so many years ago - How will you, how will I, how will we, act together for justice with the fierce urgency of now?


Along with their plea for him to “slow down,” Dr. King’s critics also urged him to respect and obey the law. We are, after all, a nation of laws and if we are to live together, we must have a common set of rules. Dr. King does not deny the importance of law. But he challenges his critics by asserting that there are just and unjust laws – laws that support human dignity and that promote the flourishing of what Dr. King called “human personality,” and laws that instead support a status quo of oppression, injustice, and nobodiness - laws that tell a young boy and his father shopping for shoes on a Saturday afternoon that they are less than whole, that they are inferior, that they are, in fact, noboby.


And I think Dr. King’s powerful reminder of the difference between just and unjust laws is one that we would do well to remember today. Our own legal system continues to be plagued by glaring gaps between law and justice. Think for a moment about our drug laws, which incarcerate African Americans at ten times the rate of whites even though the rate of illegal drug use is basically the same across society. And I believe the same gap can be found in our immigration laws which lead so many to live in fear, families to be torn apart, and efforts at sensible reform to be blocked. Above all else, what Dr. King’s letter challenges us to do is to ask over and over again – is our system of laws just, who is being singled out or left out, and do our laws protect the dignity and worth of all people?


Now if Dr. King had ended his letter at that point, reminding us of the fierce urgency of now and of the difference between just and unjust laws, he would have certainly made a bold statement. But Dr. King didn’t stop there. Instead, he turned his gaze to us – to you and to me – to liberal churches and liberal ministers that profess beautiful values while so often sitting in silence about the injustices of their day – sitting in silence behind, as he says so powerfully - the anesthetizing security of stained glass windows.


I must say that every time I read this part of the letter, it makes me uncomfortable and I feel an urge to skip it. Something also changes about the image of Dr. King I carry in my head. Rather than being a distant figure from history speaking from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, he is suddenly sitting right in front of me, and saying “Rev. Tim, what are you doing to build a better world, what are you risking, how are you challenging your congregation to live up to those beautiful principles you preach about on Sunday mornings?” And the answer, of course, is that I’m not doing enough, that we are not risking enough or leaving our comfort zones enough. 


I can just hear Dr. King saying that we live in world filled with so much suffering, so much injustice, and so much nobodiness, and that if ministers and religious communities continue to proclaim beautiful values without speaking out, standing up, and risking something to make them come true, the world we seek will never, ever be realized. Above all else, it is the church and it is the clergy who serve them that are called to work every day for what Dr. King called the Beloved Community.


In a few moments, we are going to be taking a special collection for a wonderful organization, The Southern Poverty Law Center. Were Dr. King still alive, I have no doubt that he would be an enthusiastic supporter of this organization and he would urge you to give generously to support its courageous work against hate, intolerance, and injustice. But I also imagine that Dr. King would look each of us in the eye and say that there is so much more we can and should be doing to build a better world than simply donating money on a Sunday morning. He would urge us to bring our energy, our creativity, our compassion, and our courage into the struggle for justice.


As I leave you this morning I simply want to say that the challenges posed by Dr. King in the Letter from Birmingham Jail and throughout his life and ministry – those challenges are not relics from another time and another world. They speak to the problems of today and challenge us to build a better tomorrow. And they also give us hope because above all else, Dr. King believed that the universe is ultimately a place of love, a place of justice, and a place of peace. The human family is one family caught, as he so often said, in a network of mutuality and tied in a single garment of destiny. That network has sustained damage and that garment has been torn, and it is our job, our calling, to repair them. But we can do it and we must do it because that is ultimately who we are and what we yearn to be. We are one – one people, one planet, one universe, one garment of destiny.       

