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Today we honor the life and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King JR. Every year at this time, we are reminded of Dr. King’s extraordinary life and accomplishments. You have undoubtedly already heard, or will soon be hearing, excerpts from Dr. King’s magnificent “I Have a Dream” speech, delivered on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in August of 1963. That speech called this country to live out the true meaning of its creed by ending legalized segregation throughout the American south. And in less than three years, two landmark pieces of legislation – the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act – effectively put an end to decades of overt discrimination against African-Americans.   


Now I must say that I have mixed feelings every time I hear clips from the “I Have A Dream” speech. You see, I’m inspired by the speech’s powerful language but at the same time frustrated by the way in which it leads us to remember Dr. King. I can’t help but think that when our memories of his life and message are continually centered around that single moment and that single speech, we lose sight of the Dr. King we so desperately need today – the fearless leader who was still speaking out and seeking to change the world long after segregation had been outlawed – the Dr. King who dedicated the last years of his life to ending an unjust war in Vietnam and to ending poverty and economic injustice here at home.


And that’s the Dr. King I want to talk about this morning – the man who challenged an economic system that to this day leaves millions in our country – including countless families and children – in terrible poverty and in circumstances that too often leave them homeless, hungry, and without hope.


You know, I imagine that if Dr. King was worshiping with us this morning, he would be delighted that we are using a service in his honor to raise funds for a worthy organization like the Interfaith Hospitality Network. But at the same time, I have no doubt that Dr. King would be terribly disappointed that organizations like IHN are still necessary – that we still live in a nation in which one out of every five children is poor, that we live in a nation in which over 40 percent of our children live in families that are either poor or on the verge poverty, and that we live in a nation in which poverty rates among African-Americans and Hispanics are three times greater than those of whites. That was the world Dr. King was working so hard to change when he was assassinated in April of 1968, and, sadly, that’s the world we still live in today.


Whenever I share my frustration at the way Dr. King’s legacy is defined by the “I Have A Dream,” speech, friends and colleagues always ask me – “Well what speech should we be listening to instead?” While Dr. King gave many compelling speeches in the last years of his life and ministry – and his courageous denunciation of the Vietnam War is one that comes to mind – I can think of no better speech for our times than the one Dr King gave the night before he was so tragically killed in Memphis, Tennessee – the so called “I’ve Been to the Mountain Top” speech in which Dr. King seemed to predict his own death. You undoubtedly recall or have heard those haunting words – “I’ve been to the mountain top, I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you, but I want you to know that we as a people will get to the Promised Land.”


I know every time I read or hear those words, I’m reminded of how tragic Dr. King’s death was for his family and for our world, and also how far we still have to go to get to the promised land. But I’m also reminded of the work Dr. King was engaged in when he died – supporting striking sanitation workers in Memphis, organizing a poor people’s march in Washington D.C., and striving to arouse the moral conscience of a nation to the plight of the poor and to the need for all of us to work together to end economic injustice. 


I want to take a few moments this morning to share a story Dr. King retold during that speech – a story most of you are undoubtedly familiar with – the biblical parable of the Good Samaritan. But I’m guessing you may never have heard Dr. King’s retelling of the parable, in which he transforms an ancient biblical story into a powerful call to end poverty and economic injustice.


Dr. King begins by reminding his audience that one day, a man asked Jesus a very important question – if I am required to love my neighbor as myself, who exactly is my neighbor? Jesus responded by telling the parable of the Good Samaritan in which a man walking along the road between Jerusalem and Jericho is beaten, robbed, and left for dead. Several people pass him by without stopping to help, including two religious leaders – a Levite and a Priest. But then the Good Samaritan comes by and helps the man by binding his wounds and renting a room so that the man could rest and recover.


In his retelling of this famous story, Dr. King spends a great deal of time talking about the first two men – the Levite and the Priest. He speculates as to why they didn’t stop to help the injured man. He wonders if they were too busy, if they were forbidden by religious law from touching an injured body, or if perhaps they were simply afraid- afraid that the robbers might still be around or that perhaps the injured man was faking so that he himself could rob them. When they saw the injured man, Dr. King says that the Levite and the Priest asked themselves this simple question - If I stop to help this injured man, what will happen to me? But then the Good Samaritan came by, and, as Dr. King so eloquently puts it, he reversed the question – If I don’t stop to help this man, what will happen to him? 


And that was the question Dr. King challenged his audience with that night in Memphis and the question he continues to challenge us with today. The question is not – if we stop to help that person or family in need, what will happen to us. The question is - if we do not stop to help the earthquake victim in Haiti, the families served by the Interfaith Hospitality Network, and all who are victimized by poverty and injustice - if we do not stop to help that man, woman or child in need, what will happen to them – that’s the question Dr. King kept asking at the end of his life and that is the question we must keep asking ourselves if we are ever to fulfill Dr. King’s magnificent dream of a world in which poverty, violence, and injustice have been banished so that we as a people, as a nation, and as a planet can get to the promised land!


As you mark Dr. King’s birthday this year and every year, let that defining question Dr. King raised so many years ago – let that question be your guide, let that question be your tribute to Dr. King’s life and legacy, and let that question be the spark which inspires you to give generously this day and every day, and to act boldly for freedom, justice, and peace.  

Thank you so much for listening and thank you, Dr. King, for your life, for your ministry, and for your message. Blessed be.
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