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We are in our stewardship season, as I mentioned earlier today (although I didn’t have a microphone, so I don’t know if you heard me.) [Laughter] Next Sunday we are going to be dedicating our pledges. we are going to be coming and saying our prayer of dedication as we turn in our pledges. They are a token - that are a plan for how we intend to financially support the Church - but also a token of our lives that we lay down before God; that God would use us for God’s ministry. As we do that, we have been looking throughout the weeks of history at heroes of our faith throughout the centuries. Scott shared the story of Moses as a hero of the faith, and then the Apostle Paul, and then Martin Luther in the Reformation. Today we share a personal hero of mine from the twenty century: Martin Luther King, Jr.

He is a figure that humbles me, as one who wore a robe like this, but did so much in the life of our country and throughout our world. 
Martin Luther King Jr. was born on January 15, 1929. He was born the son of a pastor, the grandson of a pastor, and the great-grandson of a pastor - a fourth-generation Baptist pastor. 

In 1954, as he was finishing his doctoral dissertation at Boston University, he was called to be the pastor at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, and he understood himself to be a preacher, first and foremost.

In 1967, he shared of this one year before his death: “Before I was a civil rights leader, I was a preacher of the Gospel. That was my first calling and it still remains my greatest commitment. You know, actually, all that I do in civil rights, I do because I consider it a part of my ministry.” 
From the beginning - even before he began his actions in civil rights - Martin Luther King, Jr. was a pastor leading a small congregation in Montgomery, Alabama. Throughout his entire ministry he remained a pastor, serving in this role in the pulpit.

On December 1, 1955, a year after his arrival in his congregation, a member of his community, Rosa Parks, was arrested for her unwillingness to give up her seat to a white man on a bus. On December 5, the day of her trial a group of people gathered - pastors within the African-American Church in Montgomery - and they formed a group called the Montgomery Improvement Association. This group gathered with the pastors and recognized Martin Luther King, Jr. as an excellent candidate to be their spokesman. 
So, on this day - the first day of his civil rights career - he describes that he had 20 minutes to prepare. He said, “It normally takes me about 15 hours to write my sermons for Sunday morning.” But, he had 20 minutes. He said, he spent the first five minutes worrying, and then gave up and spent 15 minutes in prayer. 
He gave his address to that crowd, and I would like to share with you some words from it. I shared with the youth that I find his words, both spoken and written, incredibly inspiring, and I find it difficult to hold it to a tight amount the number of words of his that I wish to share with you this morning. His words are so worth hearing, but I don’t want to keep you longer than an hour and a half, [laughter] so I will be more concise.

“But the great glory of American democracy is the right to protest for right…” he shared with this group gathered in the overflow auditorium in this local congregation. “And we are not wrong. We are not wrong in what we are doing. If we are wrong, the Supreme Court of this nation is wrong. If we are wrong, the Constitution of the United States is wrong. If we are wrong, God Almighty is wrong. If we are wrong, Jesus of Nazareth was a mere utopian dreamer that never came down to earth. And, we are determined here in Montgomery, to work and fight until justice rolls down like water, and righteousness like a mighty stream. 

“We, the disinherited of this land, we who have been oppressed so long, are tired of going through the long night of captivity. And, now, we are reaching out for the daybreak of freedom and justice and equality. May I say to you, my friends, as I come to a close, and just giving some idea of why we are assembled here, that we must keep – and I want to stress this – in all of our doings, in all of our deliberations here this evening and all of this week and in whatever we do, we must keep God in the forefront. Let us be Christians in all of our actions. But, I want to tell you this evening, that it is not enough for us to talk about love. Love is one of the pivotal points of the Christian faith. There is another side of love, called justice.” 

Martin Luther King, with five minutes of worry and 15 minutes of prayer, was able to eloquently step into the role of Jeremiah, calling justice God’s concern for the oppressed. He understood the Christian faith; he understood God’s desire for the world to be set right.

Two years later, after his successful Montgomery bus boycott and the civil rights changes in Montgomery that followed that, he would help found and was elected to be the first President of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. There he described the fulfillment of the second passage that we read today. We read today of Jesus’ words to love our enemies. Martin Luther King understood the love of our enemies, not just as a meek surrender to those in power, but as the means by which God accomplished the defeat of evil. 
These were his words in his sermon on November 17, 1957, delivered at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church:
This excerpt said: “So, this morning I looked into your eyes and into the eyes of all of my brothers in Alabama and all over America and all over the world, and I say to you, ‘I love you. I would rather die than hate you.’ And I’m foolish enough to believe that through the power of this love, somewhere, men of the most recalcitrant bent will be transformed. And then we will be in God’s kingdom. We will be able to matriculate into the University of Eternal Life because we had the power to love our enemies, to bless those persons that cursed us, to even decide to be good to those persons who hated us, and we even prayed for those persons who despitefully used us.”
Taking this sermon and from the pulpit into the university setting in a lecture on “Justice without Violence.” on April 3, 1957, he said:

“There are certain things we can say about that method that seeks justice without violence. It does not seek to defeat or humiliate the opponent, but to win his friendship and understanding. I think that this is one of the points, one of the basic points, one of the basic distinguishing points between violence and non-violence. The ultimate end of violence is to defeat the opponent. The ultimate end of non-violence is to win the friendship of the opponent. It is necessary to boycott sometimes, but the non-violent resister realizes that boycott is never an end within itself, but merely a means to awaken a sense of shame within the oppressor - that the end is reconciliation; the end is redemption. And so, the aftermath of violence is bitterness; the aftermath of non-violence is the creation of the beloved community. The aftermath of non-violence is redemption and reconciliation. This is a method that seeks to transform and to redeem, and win the friendship of the opponent, and make it possible for men to live together as brothers in a community, and not continually live with bitterness and friction.”
Martin Luther King, Jr. understood power core of loving ones’ enemies. It was not merely the means by which - when demonstrating the love of God - it was the means by which Jesus Christ defeated evil on the cross. It was the means by which Martin Luther King, Jr. would win over those opponents of civil rights, not to beat them, not to defeat them so that they would live together in bitterness, but gain them as a brother in Christ and share together in the beloved community. Martin Luther King, Jr. understood that loving our enemies was the way that we reflected Jesus Christ in our world.

In 1959, he traveled to India and he expanded his ideas about non-violence. In 1960 as he became a national figure, he became concerned about his congregation at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. So, he resigned his pastorate there because he wanted people there - or someone there - to counsel and to do weddings and funerals, when he was off on the world stage. Not stepping away from his pastoral ministry, he took a position as Associate Pastor at his father’s Church Ebenezer Baptist in Atlanta. 

In 1962, he led an unsuccessful struggle against segregation in Albany, Georgia; but in the midst of that struggle he learned and refined his leadership. 
In 1963, in April, he began the Birmingham campaign. He was invited by the local leaders of his Southern Christian Leadership Conference to come and counsel them. He intended to stay there for three days, but he went out and marched and protested with them. They were surprised by the vehement and violent response of the police force that arrested them all, and he was thrown into jail. 
There - in Birmingham Alabama - he wrote the most touching and poignant letters in American writing and in Christian ethics. It was a letter he wrote to his fellow southern clergy of the white congregations. He described hearing of their concerns that he was being too extremist; that he was being too impatient; that his methods were inappropriate. So, he wrote a letter that I commend to everyone’s reading. I cannot read it all this morning, I will share an excerpt. It is a letter that I try to read every year, and I encourage you to look it up and to read it. It is an amazing letter indicting us in the faith of silence for justice.

At the end of his letter he wrote: “In the midst of blatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched white church men stand on the sideline and mouth pious irrelevancies and sanctimonious trivialities. In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial and economic injustice, I have heard many ministers say: ‘Those are social issues, with which the Gospel has no real concern.’ 

“In deep disappointment I have wept over the laxity of the Church. Be assured that my tears have been tears of love. There can be no deep disappointment where there is not deep love. Yes, I love the Church; how could I do otherwise? If today’s church does not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early Church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the twentieth century.” 

Martin Luther King, Jr. was given the offer to post bail or stay in jail for 45 days. He chose to stay in jail, but Eugene “Bull” Connor, the chief of police, arranged for his bail to paid, and he was forced to be released. He [MLK, Jr.] made a joke: “I have been kicked out of many things, but I have never been kicked out of jail involuntarily before.” [Laughter] It was the 13th time of the 29 times that he would be arrested in his ministry. 

One of his fellow organizers chose against Martin Luther King, Jr’s. concern to recruit women and children to participate with them in the march. Eugene “Bull” Connor, in response, used water jets and police dogs to attack the crowds. It made national news, and it shocked the state and the nation. 
The light would shine on the injustice in Birmingham: Eugene “Bull” Connor lost his position, and the rights they sought were granted. In August, only four months after that he [MLK, Jr.] marched on Washington he shared with the nation the “I have a Dream” speech - another full oration worthy of its entire reading. I will share with you this excerpt: “I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. It is a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal.’ I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood…
“I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I have a dream today.

“I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with it vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping with the words of interposition and nullification; one day right there in Alabama, little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. I have a dream today.”
Following this speech - in great deal of response to this march in Washington DC - the Civil Rights Act was passed, following in that year. In October 14, 1964, Martin Luther King, Jr. became the youngest recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. 
On March 7, as he was going to organize in Selma, protestors were severely beaten on the Selma Bridge, on the day we refer to as Bloody Sunday. Martin Luther King, Jr. went down and led marches from Selma to the Capitol. They were stopped and then they returned. In the midst of that march in 1965, the Voting Rights Act was passed.

In 1966, Martin Luther King, Jr. joined the Chicago housing segregation marches, where he was hit with a brick, but continued to march. In 1968, he was beginning and organizing the Poor People’s Campaign, seeking a poverty bill of rights to protect those who had the least. 
On April 3, 1968, he traveled to Memphis Tennessee. His plane was delayed due to a bomb threat. He preached that Sunday morning at the Church of God in Christ - recognizing the threat to his life and his own mortality - he shared these words: “I’d like somebody to mention that day that Martin Luther King, Jr. tried to give his life serving others. I’d like for somebody to say that day that Martin Luther King, Jr. tried to love somebody. 

“I want you to say that day that I tried to be right on the war question. I want you to be able to say that day that I tried to feed the hungry. I want you to be able to say that day that I did try in my life to clothe those who were naked. I want you to say on that day that I tried in my life to visit those who were in prison. And I want you to say that I tried to love and serve humanity.

“Yes, if you want to say that I was a drum major, say I was a drum major for justice; say I was a drum major for peace; I was a drum major for righteousness, and all of the other shallow things will not matter. I won’t have any money to leave behind. I won’t have the fine and luxurious things of life to leave behind. but I just want to leave a committed life behind.”
The next day - April 4, 1968 - on the balcony of his hotel at 39 years old, Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated by James Earl Ray in Memphis, Tennessee. 

As I shared with the children, I am humbled by the faith of Martin Luther King Jr.; one who wore a robe like I do; one who sought to live out the Christian life; one who understood both God’s love, and the power of God’s love to defeat evil; and, God’s cry for justice that the world would be set right; [that] those who are oppressed would receive freedom. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. had a faith that left the Church walls. His response was a 20-minute preparation to enter into the situation of a fellow citizen in his town - Rosa Parks - just one of the members of his neighborhood in the black community. He responded to that call, in that moment, and so set apart the modern Civil Rights Movement. 
God worked mightily through Martin Luther King, Jr., and I recall the way that this reflects who the Presbyterian Church is. Perhaps not the way we recall acting in the last couple of years - maybe not since the Civil Rights movement, but as Pastor Scott pointed out this banner on our wall here - with the swastika covered up - is the Declaration of Barmen. It part of our theology. It is our affirmation that the confessing church of Jesus Christ must stand, ready to call the world and the government to be something better. So, as we look around at the issues around us in our world, we are called to have eyes to see the brokenness and called to gather together and be the body of Christ, righting the wrongs bringing the rein of God.

So, as we go through this week, [and] as perhaps you consider your pledge to our congregation, as you consider what your life of faith is, and how you desire to be used by God, it is my hope that for each of us these heroes of the faith that we have considered would inspire us to new heights, [that] they would inspire us to know what is possible - like my son, when he puts on his Iron Man costume - calls us to strive to be something used to be something better, to be something that changes this world around us. Amen.
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