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Epiphany 2A RCL—January 20, 2008—St. Andrew’s Church—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Two years ago on the Sunday of the Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday weekend Helena Fong, our interim church school director, and I offered a special program for church school students in the Children’s Chapel, just as Addison and Susan Jackson-Roer are doing today.  The theme of our program was “I have a dream.”  We planned to teach the children about Dr. King’s accomplishments, to sing hymns that resonate with his prophetic mission, and to ask the children to make posters depicting their own dreams for peace and justice, which we displayed downstairs in the parish hall during coffee hour.  I prepared a detailed lesson plan, which, as it turned out, I did not need; because as soon as I asked the children what they knew about Martin Luther King, I did not have to add a single fact.  They told me where he was born, where he went to school, how he conducted his ministry, what he achieved and how he died.  One young man recited from memory a significant portion of Dr. King’s “I have a dream” address.  I was gratified that our children were so well-informed about the civil rights movement and touched by their eagerness to share so enthusiastically their knowledge of Dr. King’s contributions to it.

If you have been following the news of our presidential campaign you might recall a recent discussion about the nature and extent of those contributions.  Dr. King has been described as a political activist, a prophet, and a martyr.  Indeed, he was all three.  The passage of time gives us the opportunity to assess each aspect of his legacy in a larger historical context.  Some observers choose to focus on his singular gifts and emphasize the unique role he played in passing the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  His passion, persistence and self-sacrifice so characterize this important constitutional advance, they argue, that it is impossible to imagine it succeeding without him.  Others commend Dr. King for his capacity to motivate his peers to promote the cause of establishing justice and peace, which is the responsibility of the whole people of God.  While he willingly accepting the burden of his own calling as a preacher, teacher and advocate for the oppressed, he depended on many others to enact his vision of a reformed society through nonviolent protest, personal persuasion, public witness and, finally, national legislation. In a chaotic climate of fear and anger intermingled with a fervent desire for reconciliation no one knew better than Dr. King what prophet is and what a prophet does:  to call all God’s people to act together for good through the personal conversion of each mind and heart.  

In today’s reading from the book of Isaiah the prophet speaks to the people of Israel as they suffered from a self-imposed humiliation and devastation.  Because they had not listened to the prophet’s warning to obey God’s commandments, their lives had become sinful, their institutions disordered and their kingdom weak.  A foreign invader defeated them in battle and carried their leaders into exile.  The prophet begins by expressing his resentment that the people had not listened to him.  He complains, as any of us might do, that he has labored in vain, and spent his strength for nothing and vanity.  Yet he knows that God will continue to stand with the people of Israel.  As in the time of the exodus from slavery in Egypt, he proclaims, God will raise up again the tribes of Jacob and bring the survivors back to Jerusalem.  On behalf of their Lord and Redeemer, the prophet promises restoration to a broken, despised and enslaved people.

As a person who had suffered and failed himself, this prophet understood the forces that move the human spirit.  He knew that in times of great trouble people need both truth and hope:  truth, because people cannot repent if they do not see where they have gone astray; hope, because people will not repent unless they believe that the sacrifices that God asks them to make really will improve their lives.  Without minimizing the enormity of their disobedience and its terrible consequences, the prophet must assure the people of a future salvation in God’s perfect kingdom; for God has chosen them and will remain faithful to them as they struggle to attain the goals God has set for them.

Many centuries later Dr. King invited the people of his generation to consider in the same way the consequences of their sin in the light of God’s faithfulness, of God’s demonstrated power to turn the human heart from despair to joy, from alienation to reconciliation, from brokenness to wholeness.  Dr. King was confident that the greatest ills of the mid-twentieth century—poverty, nuclear war and racism—could be overcome through the patient efforts of many people working together to create a just, united and productive society.  As in the days of ancient Israel, he asserted, the brokenness of the world was the direct result of disobeying God’s commandment to love our neighbors as ourselves.  Because God loves everyone, and we all suffer when any one of us lacks access to the blessings God gives everyone to enjoy, we all must participate in the hard work of establishing God’s reign on earth.

When he accepted the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1964 Dr. King offered a prophetic assessment of his present age, balancing the real dangers of violence, poverty and oppression against a hopeful vision of the future.  He said:  “I accept this award today with an abiding faith in America and an audacious faith in the future of mankind. I refuse to accept despair as the final response to the ambiguities of history. . . .  I refuse to accept the view that mankind is so tragically bound to the starless midnight of racism and war that the bright daybreak of peace and brotherhood can never become a reality. . . .  I believe that even amid today’s motor bursts and whining bullets, there is still hope for a brighter tomorrow. I believe that wounded justice, lying prostrate on the blood-flowing streets of our nations, can be lifted from this dust of shame to reign supreme among the children of men. I have the audacity to believe that peoples everywhere can have three meals a day for their bodies, education and culture for their minds, and dignity, equality and freedom for their spirits. I believe that what self-centered men have torn down, men other-centered can build up. I still believe that one day mankind will bow before the altars of God and be crowned triumphant over war and bloodshed, and nonviolent redemptive good will proclaim the rule of the land. . . .  This faith can give us courage to face the uncertainties of the future. It will give our tired feet new strength as we continue our forward stride toward the city of freedom. When our days become dreary with low-hovering clouds and our nights become darker than a thousand midnights, we will know that we are living in the creative turmoil of a genuine civilization struggling to be born.”

Many people—including our own children—respond to this message enthusiastically.  We all want to live in the world Dr. King anticipates.  The vexing problem we face, of course, is that we spurn the work God demands of us to bring this world into being.  We do not want to give up our own security, power, affluence and freedom for the sake of unknown others.  And if we cannot even restrain ourselves from committing our private daily sins of selfishness and pride, how can we hope to resolve the systemic problems Dr. King decried and turn the whole world to God?  How do we find the energy to fight for justice and peace in a frightening world marred by intolerance, cruelty, greed and despair?  

We do it by remembering the prophet’s assurance to the dispirited people of Israel that God is faithful and will not abandon us even when we feel we are laboring in vain.  We do it by following the example of courageous leaders like Dr. King, who diligently seek justice and invite us to share in their efforts.  Most of all we do it by listening intently for the voice of Jesus, who calls us each by name into one human family of love and service, just as he called Andrew and Peter in today’s gospel story.  Jesus helps us to see that we are all beloved children of God, and that every sacrifice we make for the sake of our sisters and brothers in Christ immeasurably enriches our own lives as well.

Let us pray:  “Almighty God, by the hand of Moses your servant you led your people out of slavery, and made them free at last:  Grant that your Church, following the example of your prophet Martin Luther King, may resist oppression in the name of your love, and may secure for all your children the blessed liberty of the Gospel of Jesus Christ; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.  Amen.”**

*Martin Luther King’s Acceptance Speech, on the occasion of the award of the Nobel Peace Prize in Oslo, December 10, 1964; from Les Prix Nobel en 1964, Editor Göran Liljestrand, [Nobel Foundation], Stockholm, 1965.

**Lesser Feasts and Fasts.  New York:  Church Hymnal Corporation (1991), p. 199.

