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Come, Holy Spirit, and kindle the fire that is in us. 
Take our lips and speak through them. 
Take our hearts and see through them. 
Take our souls and set them on fire.  Amen. 
 
Is not this the man whom they are trying to kill? 
 
In 1983, Congress passed legislation making the third Monday in January a commemoration of The 
Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  In all of American history, he’s the only Christian minister to 
be so honored.  And, in the thirty-third year of this official commemoration (and in the 48th year 
after his death) there are books and movies by the score which recall Dr. King’s message and 
ministry. School children across the nation study his life and memorize his most famous addresses.   
 
But, whenever I hear people talk about The Reverend Dr. King, it always seems to me they’re 
forgetting something. They’ve forgotten what Martin Luther King, Jr. was like before he became a 
national icon with a monument on the Washington Mall. They’ve forgotten the fear he instilled in 
those who benefited from the old systems of inequality and segregation. We’ve forgotten how his 
clear, biblically-based lessons on justice and equality provoked such anger and such fear.  
Of course, not everyone saw his life or his ministry as a threat. For many, he was simply an 
example of what a prophet can do when he responds faithfully to the summons of God. 
 
But the news of Dr. King’s death created quite a stir in the suburban neighborhood where I grew 
up. Centerville, Ohio is a long way from Selma or Montgomery, but even there, everyone knew 
about The Reverend Dr. King.  
 
He had been on TV.   
He led boycotts.   
He was a protester.  
He had been arrested by the police.  
He was a troublemaker.   
 
When a special news bulletin flashed across our television reporting he had been shot and killed by a 
sniper in Memphis Tennessee, the reporter made it sound as though his murder was shocking and 
unbelievable.  
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But the 1960’s were shocking and unbelievable times!   
We had seen children fire-hosed in the streets.   
We had seen policemen stand by as angry mobs savagely beat non-violent advocates for integration.   
We had seen a state governor stand in a school house door to block the enrollment of a frightened 
black student. 
 
No, his death was not shocking.   
 
John F. Kennedy’s death had been shocking… but Martin Luther King’s death was eerily 
predictable.   
 
When King told his followers, “It really doesn’t matter with me now because I’ve been to the 
mountain top,” every single person in that audience knew they were listening to a man who walked 
every day of his life in the valley of the shadow of death.  
 
Is not this the man whom they are trying to kill? 
 
I was twelve years old at the time, which is a strange age because when you’re twelve, you see 
everything so clearly.  Everything I knew about Dr. King had been explained to me by my parents 
and I knew Martin Luther King Jr. wanted to disturb my family’s peaceful and happy way of life. I 
knew he wanted to change things somehow so that life would be better for his people and worse for 
mine.  It was so clear that it was absolutely transparent. 
 
Now my parents were very good people and I love them very, very much.  My father was the first 
person to offer a neighbor a helping-hand and my mother never met the child she didn’t have time 
to care for or to play with. And they taught me that you’re not supposed to tell everything you 
know. “Some things are best left unsaid,” my mother used to say.  But the problem with preaching 
the gospel is that it’s fundamentally an exercise in truth-telling. Preachers have a responsibility to re-
tell holy stories and to re-call and re-member the truth.  
 
And the sad truth is, on the night when The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was shot and 
killed, no one in our house was really very sad.  We were not shocked, or surprised, or even angry, 
like so many of the people I saw interviewed on TV that night. We were quiet and serene and we 
acted as if somehow a cosmic imbalance had just been righted; as if the hand of God had re-
established a peaceful and law-abiding equilibrium in the face of near chaos. That dangerous man, 
who threatened the status quo, was gone! It was a terrible shame someone had to die, but that’s just 
what happens to troublemakers.   
 
Later that night, when rioting began in a number of cities in response to King’s assassination, it was 
rumored in our neighborhood that a mob of black activists from Dayton’s West Side were coming 
to the white suburbs to exact vengeance for King’s death. And a powerful, irrational, uncontrollable 
fear fell over our family and many of the other families in our neighborhood.   
 
My father pulled the car out of the garage and I rode with him to the P & K Hardware Store where 
he bought two boxes of shotgun shells.  And when we came home, he carefully loaded his 12 gauge 
shotgun with the shells and the sound of those shells being racked into the chamber of that gun in 
our living room is a sound I will never forget. 
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My father filled a metal bucket with water and put it in the middle of the living room floor and 
explained that the bucket was there in case someone threw a firebomb through our broad picture 
window.  Then my Dad sat down in a chair in the living room and, with the shotgun resting across 
his lap, he lit a cigarette and stared nervously down our quiet suburban street waiting for the angry 
mob that never came.  In fact, they had never even existed.  
 
Eventually my mother, wearied by the entire escapade, emptied the bucket of water onto the 
marigolds in the back yard and my father ejected the shells from the shotgun, one by one, and after 
wiping it down with an old rag, he slid the gun back into its case and put it far back in the master 
bedroom closet. 
 
Now my parents and their neighbors weren’t crazy. They were not radical in their racism nor were 
they uncaring, soul-less, monsters. They were good, hard-working people who struggled to create a 
decent future for themselves and for their children. Lower on the economic ladder than most, they 
feared a progressive and more racially integrated society would leave them behind. They would be 
moved back to the end of the line. And as our Presiding Bishop has said, “The Adversary rejoices 
when selfishness rules.”  
They were just scared. They were just so scared…but scared people do very scary things.    
 
My professor of Old Testament back at Virginia, Frank Van DeVelder, used to say, “We read the 
Bible as a story and every part of the story has a purpose.  Sometimes you need to know the entire 
story to understand its parts.  It has not been laundered and it is not necessarily even a nice book.  If 
you are offended by life, or by parts of life, you will certainly be offended by the Bible.”  
 
And prophets are part and parcel of this Biblical story and the role of a prophet is seldom nice.  It 
took Israel a long time to determine what kind of God they were being called to serve and the 
prophets struggled to guide Israel through this confusing “discernment process.” The Israelites were 
faced with challenges on every side; poor leadership, cruel enemies, hostile terrain, enticing new 
religions. And, if you follow their progress over the course of the entire biblical narrative, you’ll note 
the Israelites succumbed, at one time or another, to just about every temptation placed in front of 
them!   But through misjudgment, calamity, and faithlessness, prophets continued to point towards 
something better on the other side. 
 
Jesus stands in the middle of this prophetic tradition and, in today’s lesson we find him traveling in 
Galilee because his enemies are seeking to kill him in Judea. But he goes to Jerusalem anyway and 
the people are saying, “Isn’t this the guy they’re trying to kill?  Well here he is, right under their 
noses!”   
 
And, in his every action, he’s saying,  
“I come bearing a message from God.  I’m doing what I’m supposed to be doing.  The 
source of my authority is not my own.  I didn’t make this decision by myself. The one who 
sent me is the source of everything and you do not know a thing about him!  I know him 
because I’m from him, and he sent me!  He sent me!” 
 
And they try to arrest him, but no one can lay a hand on him, because his time has not yet come.  
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So now, let’s talk about the Jesus Movement! 
“Take up your cross and follow me.” sounds pretty good until you get to the fine print which 
says, “Pick up the instrument of your destruction and then come, and be willing to die with me.”   
Not a really winsome marketing tagline. But the prophetic had always had a cost. Just like any soldier 
will be quick to tell you, “Freedom…. isn’t free.” 
 
So, maybe they’re not trying to arrest us.  Maybe our lives aren’t on the line. But then, the question 
becomes, “Why not?”   
 
Because you see, we, too, are walking in this prophetic tradition.  
We are called to give voice to God’s message.  
We made promises.   
 
At our ordination to the episcopate, we were asked, “Will you boldly proclaim and interpret the 
Gospel of Christ, enlightening the minds and stirring up the conscience of your people?”  
And we answered, “I will in the power of the Spirit.”   
WE said, “I will.  I said, “I will.”   
 
There are two special files in our diocesan office; one for letters “naughty” and the other for letters 
“nice.”  The nice letters are, of course, written by those wonderful people for whom you can do no 
wrong.  “Dear Bishop, You are truly wonderful!”  (On difficult days, one is tempted to remember 
how truly extraordinary one was in the early days of one’s episcopate.) 
 
The “naughty letters” are angry correspondence written because the bishop can do nothing right!  In 
these cases the bishop had said something or done something provocative. And usually these letters 
are pretty mean.   
 
“Dear Bishop,   
When you support illegal aliens coming into our country and taking our jobs, you are 
unpatriotic and feeble minded.”      
 
But what I find I’m ashamed of, in the thirteenth year of my episcopate, is how comparatively few 
angry letters I’ve provoked. Yes, I do pride myself on bridge building and finding common ground 
and I don’t intentionally seek to make people angry. But where are the letters of outrage on any 
number of topics I should have addressed?  They aren’t there because I didn’t speak to those topics. 
Where are the places in our ministries where our silences invite even the stones to cry out? 
 
Jesus reminds us of the cost of a prophetic vocation.  
He knows he must obey the call of God.  He knows he must deliver the message.  But in delivering 
the message, he also knows he must risk his life.  To be given a dream by God is not all clouds and 
glory and great gates of gold.   
 
Martin Luther King Jr. had a dream.  He said, “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!”   
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But to be given a dream by God is not all clouds and glory, and great gates of gold. To be a prophet 
one must be willing to speak truth to power and Dr. King knew the cost of such leadership. His 
home had been firebombed.  He faced countless death threats.  “Freedom,” he wrote, “is never 
voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.”   
 
In the Biblical story, God’s Word must become flesh.  God sends this Word to God’s prophets and 
this Word become incarnate and enfleshed in human voice. And this, this is the very pattern which 
culminates in God sending us Jesus, The Christ, in whom the Word is enfleshed and in whom the 
divine purposes of God are completely and utterly revealed.  
Is not this the man?   
 
It took me years to discover the real Dr. King. It took me years and years to peel back the fear and 
the prejudice and, the lessons I was taught as a child.  Honestly? I am working on it still.   
 
I had to do more reading. I had to meet people of other races. I had to spend time in communities 
where I was a minority. I had to be taught. I had to build authentic friendships with people of color, 
some of who are dearly beloved friends in this House. I believe racism is like a great bolder chained 
to each of us and I am working to chip away at it as best I can. It is hard, wearying work…and it 
takes time.  But God blesses it. God blesses it. 
 
Now some folks will never be able to see The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. as any kind of 
hero.  But over time, my parents, and countless other Americans, came to see he was right.   
They came to understand he was an authentic prophet for the people of God and that he faithfully 
delivered the Word he had been given.   
 
And I will hope that my son, and perhaps one day his daughter, will be able to retell the story of 
what a brave and loving prophet once did in a frightened and angry world. I hope they will make 
their own dent in that great, boulder of racism which so weighs us down.     
           Amen. 
 
 


