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Epiphany 3 – year B – Jan ‏2009–
MLK DAY

“I’ve Been Thinking…”

This morning I am compelled to begin by telling you this is a message that is very heavy on my heart.  I need to say many of these thoughts around the scripture, the tribute to Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the eve of the Inauguration of President Elect Barak Obama has kept me in deep thought and meditation.  It is with prayer and humility I stand here this morning as my thoughts keep coming back to 40 years.  

I also want you to know, this morning we are going places that carry me back to my childhood, to events that still send chills down my spine, and even cause me to hold my head down, ashamed of the depths of my own heart. 

We heard in the reading from 1 Samuel.  Four times God called out to Samuel before the call could be heard.  Three times Samuel looked to a familiar face, only to take another step in the wrong direction before realizing, yes, God knows my name.  

God has called out your name.  This morning, I want you to know, as those who follow Christ, God has called you by name.  Maybe when the call first came, you didn’t know the voice.  You went to your family, teachers, friends, only to find, oh no, they were not that voice, the call from God.  

This morning, I come to you not with the answers.  I am still struggling with many of the questions.  What I bring to you today is the beginning of a conversation.  Many have heard the voice of God, sending us in different directions to find God.  For many of us, we have found it here, in MCC, in a community seeking to follow Christ.  Some of us are still struggling – this is why it is only the beginning of a conversation.  

The Psalm spoken this morning is my life prayer.  I remember the day I made a deal with God.  I spent years reading the psalms every day.  I said, OK God, you have “Searched me and known me.”  Fine, then it is you and me.  We are going to walk this floor together.  There is not a path that you God, have not sought me, you know my lying down. God, oh you know my ways and the words before they ever come out of my mouth.  Yes, I made a deal with God.  Then, it was in a time fear and mistrust, but today I realize that deal was all God’s work.  That is why I can stand before you trusting that today, God, your hand is on my head.  God, I cannot comprehend the knowledge you have, still I stand before you trusting that God’s voice is calling us into a conversation.  

If you were here last week, you remember I asked the question:  Can you recall a time when the wise were made foolish?  Do you remember a time when the greatest knowledge of all the powerful people was found to be rubbish?  I have a few of these in mind this morning. 

Yes, fearfully and wonderfully made as we all may be, there are places where we stumble around asking, “but is that you God?”  It is through this reversal of wisdom that we walk this morning.  That is why I have been thinking about 40 years lately.  

You see a bit of this is personal, because in a few months I will be 40 years old.  It is not on my mind because the age 40 is old. It is not because I think there is something magical about being 40. This is not a romantic notion about the number four, or the measuring of decades.  

I’m thinking about 40 because it was just over 40 years ago when the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was murdered.  He was killed months before his 40th birthday.

I’m thinking about those forty years, and how my own life marks the transition in the quest for freedom from segregation and assassination to inauguration.  

There are few times in history when we can stand in a moment and see so clearly the importance of this time.  

I want us to hold this space today, as a sacred and holy moment.  In this moment, while here today, I want us to stop and notice what is happening.  

This is the call of the passages read this morning from the scripture.  I already mentioned how Samuel stopped and started three different times, seeking the source of the voice.  I want to turn to another pivotal moment found in our gospel reading.  What begins as the call of Philip to follow Jesus, becomes a call for others to join the disciples.  Philip went to a man named Nathanael and said, we found the one the prophets told us about, the one from Nazareth.  Nathanael asked, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  Jesus recognized him right away, as a man without deceit.  Called him out, knew his path, knew exactly where he had been sitting, under a fig tree.  Jesus said the powerful words that struck Nathanael’s heart, beginning with “I saw you.”    Before you even heard Philip call you, I saw you.  

Do you remember what the Psalm said, I know you, I have seen you.  Hear the words today from Jesus, I saw you.  I know you.  Come follow me.  

It seems like a strange conversation, the one between Jesus and Nathanael.  Jesus says he saw him, sitting under the fig tree.  Nathanael immediately recognizes Jesus as the one who has come from God.  They see each other.  This is a moment of a beginning.  Jesus tells him, if this is all you need to know about me, then you will see much greater things.  

What is going on here?  This is nothing short of a divine intervention.  Since we did not live in that time, it is difficult to know all of the ways this text unravels, shakes and transforms the lives of these first few called follow Jesus.  One sitting under the fig tree in the middle of a day, wondering how anything good can come out the back country of Nazareth, hears his name and believes.  

There was some speaking in code going on here.  Nathanael thought he knew about Nazareth and who came from that place.  The place, the time, the comments, all give us the particular context of this story.  Yet, when confronted with Jesus, he saw something quite different.  Once again, thoughts of the wise are found to be foolish. 

I want to talk about speaking in coded phrases and idioms.  As one who is just arriving to this region of the United States, I find that people in certain regions speak in code.  I don’t mean spy games or intentional secrecy, I mean the phrases that are understood.  

We do this in the many of our MCC communities.  When we talk about the Fellowship, we mean the denomination.  Another example, when out at a restaurant or shopping, seeing someone who may appear to be gay, lesbian, transgender or though harder to identify, bisexual, some may call that person “family.”

In one way or another, intentional or not, we all speak in code.  It is a way of finding out and testing our shared knowledge, assumed to be common knowledge. 

There are many code words within our as many cultures as there are here today.  Despite plenty of commentary, this weekend and about the next two days, these events are not about political parties.  These days are about each of us, individually and the choices we make.  

These days are about challenging who we say we are as Christians.  Listen to the news, listen to your conversations, we all have our code, and these days, much of these code words are talking about race in America.  

During these days before the inauguration, I'm thinking about the fact that in Dr. King's lifetime, President Elect Barak Obama’s father would have been lynched or at the least not allowed to marry his mother.  Laws and culture prohibited relationships that brought President Elect Barak Obama to this time in our lives.  

This historical reality is the unmentionable of 2008.  I have not heard commentary in the news about what Billie Holiday called “Strange Fruit” hanging in southern trees.  

No one has been talking about the bodies of men and even women, lynched throughout the childhood of Dr. King.  The bodies were hanging because the fear of black men overpowering white women.  Oh yes, this conversation about who marries who is not new in America.  Today we have a call to speak the truth, painful reality.  Today we begin a conversation of the unmentionable.  

There are many ways to speak in code around color.  The whiteness of my skin does not designate my color or that of my family.  Many rules from the government and society, that is who defines the color of my skin.  President Elect Barak Obama is half-white, or is he half-black?  

Even in asking this question demonstrates the process of who can define and what it matters.  Because color matters. 

We cannot say it does not matter without negating 400 years of American history, regardless of how good our intentions may be.  

I want you to hear me.  This is very important.  America is primarily an immigrant nation.  Many of the Caucasian families of America arrived in recent centuries.  The greatest numbers of immigrants were from the late 1800’s and into the early 1900’s.  The reality is few Caucasian families can say their families arrived any earlier.  Maybe you are one of those people, if you are, then hear me this morning because majority of the African Americans with us today, and living in the communities that create America, these families have roots deeper in the American soil than most of the Caucasian families.    

As many of you already know, I grew up in the deep south.  Yes, I grew up in an explicitly racist household.  In my youth, I sat under the fig tree my great grandmother planted and thought about those lessons.  It is the lessons of my childhood I have spent the last 20 years re-learning.  I had to go out of the house, I heard a voice, but could not find it, I had to go to a place where it was just me and God having a conversation.  In those conversations, the wisdom of my family was found to be foolish.  The wisdom and knowledge of my teachers were left behind for a different path.  The wisdom of the church that raised me in the faith, missed the part about being created in the image of God, baptized into Christ.  The segregated churches, community and family missed the point.    

Just so you know, I’m always keeping myself in check, you may have noticed a few code words that I have.  While not intentional, I am realizing the work that God is doing deep in my bones, touching the places where I was knit together by God, these moments taught me some things, many of which I am sharing with you.  

Part of the learning deep in my soul comes with a few assumptions, and that is where the unintentional code has emerged.  Part of the way I find out I’m using code are times when I say something and while some are smiling, others have a blank look.  So let me, in the interest of being quite plain, explain one of the phrases I use that may be code to some of us here today.  The phrase directly relates to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  The phrase is, “Beloved Community.”  

I did not make this phrase up and neither did Dr. King.  He said it in a speech in 1957, and then again, it was published in an article for the Christian Century magazine later that year.  

Beloved Community.  What a sweet phrase.  In 1957, a young courageous leader as a way of addressing a community that was bloody, broken, frightened and segregated spoke this borrowed phrase.  Dr. King was not even 30 years old when was speaking about the peaceful progress that non-violence was making.  How can the years of violence brought upon the generations of unwilling immigrants hear “Beloved” while churches, houses and crosses in lawns continued to burn?  

The vision of the “Beloved Community” began in the mind and heart of American Philosopher Josiah Royce.  Royce worked with the Fellowship of Reconciliation, a group that attracted the young Martin Luther King and introduced him to another path in Christian thought.  

The vision statement for the Fellowship of Reconciliation pronounces, “It is a revolutionary vision of a beloved community where differences are respected, conflicts are addressed nonviolently, oppressive structures are dismantled, and where people live in harmony with the earth, nurtured by diverse spiritual traditions that foster compassion, solidarity, and reconciliation.”
The brilliance of Dr. King is how he could translate a phrase from a philosopher and particular society and bring it to the segregated streets of America.  He did not believe conflict would cease, he did not believe that this would occur in heaven, he saw the beloved community as the way of peace and love that love of Christ that reconciles.  

There is much more to the vision of the Beloved Community as it has formed and shaped over the decades since Dr. King first began to describe his vision.  

Yet, some things have not yet come into being.  In last 40 years, I was there as a child during the project of de-segregation.  

Just in case you did not notice, segregation is still alive.  I know because it is in the spoken code.   It is in the code of where we live, or do not live, the names of our children, the manner of our speech.  I do believe all of us on various levels still struggle with segregation from others for many reasons.  

I also believe that in the still segregated America, we struggle against each other because we choose to not talk about why we are still segregated.  How often are men against women, elderly against children, we see it between the poor and rich, the shift worker and CEO.  Today we use class lines to keep old color lines, to mark the privilege of the oppressor.  Oh yes, even in the most open minded of churches, there are lines of power and we are still segregated.  

I am not completely sure why.  Part of me thinks it is because there is a part of us, deep inside that does not believe the dream of Dr. King.  The part of the dream that says the content of our character is that which at the end of the day is what makes us human beings in a beloved community.  I still struggle with this because I do believe the dream, I have seen a glimpse of the dream, but I know it has not yet arrived.  

My first year in Seminary, in St. Louis, I had a colleague, starting out just like me.  He was in his early 20’s, just out of his undergrad program in Nebraska.  He was the third generation of preachers in his family.  His destiny was ministry.  We were talking one day about our families and faith traditions.  On this day I was reminded how this young man from Nebraska and I were connected.  His father’s family was from the same parish in Louisiana where my father’s family lived.  It was in the late 1800’s.  My family owned land.  His family worked the land.  Tremaine and I looked at each other in the eye, smiled nervously, and said to each other what we already knew. 

We talked about the possibility of such a painful connection within our families and as we continued to talk we knew that this moment was going to change our lives.  And it did because over the years in seminary the two of us, a heterosexual black man and me a lesbian white woman, worked together on issues of race and sexuality.  

By the end of those years, he seriously considered the problems of and openly challenged condemnation of homosexuals through proof texting of scripture and accusations made through lack of information and fear.  In turn I was able to pull at another root inside of my own self that acknowledged my own discomfort, yet instead of letting it strangle me into a place of guilt and shame, I choose to step toward and support my brother in ministry and build a relationship beyond either of our expectations.  

Tremaine and I took another step through conflict, moved past speaking in code, worked together toward creating a beloved community.  While he may never be the pastor of an MCC church, neither is it likely I will be the pastor of a Church of God in Christ congregation.  The location of our paths is not the point, the choices we continue to make is living the dream 40 years later.  

Just as Dr. King dreamt about a beloved community, today we are called to dream about a community that acknowledges there is conflict, seeking to respect our differences, and then choosing to participate in ways never before expected.   This includes having difficult conversations, full of deep personal history.   

I know I am white.  I am educated.  I am in a place of authority.  I am continuing to understand the privilege I carry with me every day.  

My hope and prayer for each of us is to know our places of privilege.  

I want you to know that every time you walk into a public space your presence affects that place.  

Your embodiment of God’s wonderful work and your living witness to the wonder of God’s continued creation, speaks new life and calls out for justice.  

There is a call this day, and we have an opportunity to continue a very important conversation about the codes we speak and follow in our everyday lives.  God calls each of us by name today.  Step out and see the still segregated America as we never have before.  Let us hear this call.  Hear your name “beloved” spoken today by God.  

Together, in this conversation we build the beloved community, 

Rooted in the example of Jesus gospel, 

Called to participate in the work of Christ, 

Alive in the work of justice for all people because this is the way God works.  
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