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The Making of a Prophet

Exodus 3:1-10

Sunday, January 15, 2012 - Martin Luther King, Jr. Sunday
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
Last year on this weekend we began our “What If” sermon series. It was a series that I was excited to do because too often the Church comes across as old and stodgy, and that’s because sometimes it is. But being convinced that the God who has called us into being is a creating God – imaginative and playful even – then we owe it to ourselves to give space in our faith to be creative, imaginative, and playful. And so I was extremely excited to do the “What If” series – to be open and free to ask ourselves some tough questions about our faith and to come to an understanding that gives our faith meaning and relevance in such a way that it gives our life meaning and relevance. I was excited. So I was not prepared for a comment of reprimand that I received after the service.

Visiting that weekend was a professor from one of our United Methodist Seminaries. It was the weekend, like this weekend, that our nation celebrates the birth of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and all that he accomplished to help this great nation live up to its constitution that all are created equal. Only I was starting this great new sermon series, and outside of making reference to the work of MLK in our prayer time, we didn’t much comment how our nation was changed for the good because of this man.

The seminary professor was appalled. She commented that here was a modern day prophet, moved by his Christian faith, trained in one of our United Methodist Seminaries, that brought God’s word of justice in a package of peace and reconciliation, and we ignore it.

I did not get a chance to talk with her directly. I only read her note. And when I did read her note, I went immediately into defensive mode. She doesn’t have a clue who we are. She doesn’t know what we stand for. She spends one hour with us and feels like she can pass judgment on us? How dare she. And besides, I just started this wonderful sermon series that I am excited about. Didn’t you like the sermon? Wasn’t it good and clever?

After I laid out all my arguments to her note, I came to the only conclusion I could – she was right. It is rare that a particular generation gets to see the Spirit of Christ move in such clear and dramatic ways. We often acknowledge the saints of the past and it is only with time that we see how the Spirit of Christ moved them. But here is a man, Martin Luther King, Jr., a man many of us remember in our own generation, possessed by the Spirit of Christ to preach good news to the poor and the oppressed and it freed us, black and white alike. He freed us from the outward shackles of racism that dehumanizes the oppressed and racist alike. Freed us to be more Christ-like in our relationships with all of humanity. Not that we have reached the promised land yet, for each of us still has to deal with our inward prejudices and racism, which is why we need to take time to remember the prophet in our lifetime, the modern day prophet, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

This need to remember was particularly driven home for me when I read David Crumm’s interview with James Cone on “Read the Spirit,” David’s online magazine on spirituality. Cone is one of the leading black Christian theologians of our time and he has written a new book titled, “The Cross and the Lynching Tree,” making the obvious parallel between the form of terrorism the Romans used to keep people and societies in their “proper” subjugated place – crucifixion on a cross – and the terrorism that the white and often Christian people of the United States used on their fellow black citizens with impunity during the Jim Crow era of segregation in our country. And just like 9/11, this is a kind of terrorism we should never forget, lest we are lulled into the false belief that that kind of thing could never happen again.
Cone ended that interview with David by saying “that the Gospel is meant to bring people together and to realize that we are one people who God has created. And while he admits that his book “deals with violence and the pain of the lynching tree, [it] also deals with the cross, which is God’s way of taking our suffering so that we no longer have to be defined by that suffering.” He said, “I believe that we can go through this lynching tree, through this cross, and come together as one people.”
And so we take time to remember.
Several years ago in an article on King, Homiletics Magazine put it this way:

The year is 1968. The place: Memphis, Tennessee. Elvis Presley is living at Graceland with his wife Priscilla and newborn daughter Lisa Marie, and is enjoying the Grammy he has just won for his second gospel album, “How Great Thou Art.” In the minds of many, he is “The King.” But in March of that year, another King comes to town.
The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. traveled to Memphis to lead a march in support of city sanitation workers. These 1,300 workers, most of whom were black, had been on strike for safer working conditions, higher wages and equal treatment. Unfortunately, several militant groups turn the march violent, and King simply announced, “I will never lead a violent march, so please, call it off.” He promised to come back to Memphis in early April to lead a march that is nonviolent.
So King returned to Memphis on April 3, 1968. Several death threats had been directed at King, and the tension was high, but he felt it important to press ahead and speak at a rally on behalf of the sanitation workers. In the course of this address, which turns out to be the last speech he will ever give, he tells the story of an earlier attempt on his life, one that brought him perilously close to death.

King said:

You know, several years ago, I was in New York City autographing the first book that I had written. And while sitting there autographing books, a demented black woman came up. The only question I heard from her was, “Are you Martin Luther King?” And I was looking down writing, and I said yes. And the next minute I felt something beating on my chest. Before I knew it I had been stabbed by this demented woman. I was rushed to Harlem Hospital. It was a dark Saturday afternoon. And that blade had gone through, and the X-rays revealed that the tip of the blade was on the edge of my aorta, the main artery. And once that’s punctured, you drown in your own blood, that’s the end of you.

It came out in The New York Times the next morning, that if I had sneezed, I would have died. 
He talked about all the well wishes he received including from the President and Vice President. But in this speech he commented on one letter that he would never forget. 
It said simply, King commented, “Dear Dr. King: I am a ninth-grade student at the White Plains High School.” She said, “While it should not matter, I would like to mention that I am a white girl. I read in the paper of your misfortune, and of your suffering. And I read that if you had sneezed, you would have died. And I’m simply writing to you to say that I’m so happy that you didn’t sneeze.”
King used that in his speech to say that he too was happy that he didn’t sneeze, for this reason. He said:

Because if I had sneezed, I wouldn’t have been around here in 1960, when students all over the South started sitting in at lunch counters. And I knew that as they were sitting in, they were really standing up for the best in the American Dream ....If I had sneezed, I wouldn’t have been around in 1962, when Negroes in Albany, Georgia, decided to straighten their backs up. And whenever men and women straighten their backs up, they are going somewhere, because a man can’t ride your back unless it is bent ....

If I had sneezed, I wouldn’t have been here in 1963, when the black people of Birmingham, Alabama, aroused the conscience of this nation and brought into being the Civil Rights Bill.
If I had sneezed, I wouldn’t have had a chance later that [same] year to tell America about a dream that I had.
If I had sneezed, I wouldn’t have been in Memphis [tonight] to see a community rally around those brothers and sisters who are suffering. I am so happy that I didn’t sneeze. 

It becomes somewhat symbolic, doesn’t it? Whenever you confront power with truth, it is sort of like having a knife lodged right at your aorta. Without the calm that comes with understanding you are working for the truths of God’s kingdom, we could easily die from our own convulsive fear. That’s what racism does. 
Richard Rohr, in his book “Simplicity” writes that there are at least two different ways to be a prophet. “The first is the way that Moses took. His task was to tell enslaved men and women: ‘You can be free!’ The second way is the way of Jesus. To men and women who consider themselves free he says that they are actually enslaved.” (pg. 74)

To me, King occupied both. That is why our seminary professor friend who was visiting last year was right. If we don’t take time to remember the prophets among us, if we don’t take the time to hear the spirit of God in their words and deeds, then all of us – oppressor and oppressed alike will never know the freedom that comes with the kingdom of God, and the oneness of community that God calls us to.

I would like to end by reciting the last 30 seconds of King’s speech in Memphis – the final words of his final public speech before he was assassinated. He said:

Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land! 
And so I’m happy, tonight.
I’m not worried about anything.
I’m not fearing any man! 
Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!
I pray the same for your life and for mine. Amen.
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