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A few minutes ago with the children I invited those who had been part of the Civil Rights Movement and/or had followed the work of Martin Luther King to join me down front. I think it is important to recognize those who have testified with their actions, with their lives, to support the work of civil rights and justice. It has been said that the only way to live in the present is to know our past. The only way to know where we are is to know where we have come from and where we have been.

This weekend we once again celebrate the life and work of Martin Luther King, Jr. He was a transformational leader that changed the spirit and the reality of this country. He was a man of great courage and compassion. But he never had planned to be such a leader. He had grown up in a preacher’s home, so he had been grounded in the scriptures and the traditions of faith. He had grown up amidst racism – and his father did not want him to work for white people and feel the personal sting of that oppression. But King went against his father’s wishes and worked in a factory – with poor white folk – and discovered that the owner and managers of the factory also discriminated against the poor white. It was an eye opening experience for him. 

He eventually got his M.Div degree and his Ph.D – and settled into a Baptist Church to be a pastor in Alabama, a father and husband, and a scholar. But it was about at this time that Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on the bus, and pretty quickly King was asked to head up the Montgomery Bus Boycott – because he was new to town and did not yet have any enemies. So his voice might be heard in a way that others would not be.

We come to leadership, we come to particular moments of decision and action, not so much because we have planned for that to happen, but because we are in the right place at the right time. The moment calls out to us. And King was uniquely prepared for such leadership. He was well grounded in faith and in knowledge. He had the gift of speaking eloquently. He had wisdom and courage. And so this became his burden to carry. His liberation movement for which to be a passionate voice. And the moment did not require just any kind of leader. This leader needed to have an open Spirit to hear where God was leading. 

The same was true with a young man named Samuel. Prior to the part of the scriptures that we read this morning, there was a couple named Elkinah and Hannah. He was of some status in the small community – from a good family line. But she was barren. Another story of a barren woman. But unlike the other women in the Bible that suffered from barrenness, she cried out in prayer to God that God might give her a son. She actually made a deal with God – you give me a son, and I will give this son to the Temple. I don’t know if you are one to  make deals with God, but may I suggest you be careful what you pray for – and what you offer. I have heard people on the elevator in the hospital – going to see a loved one who is very sick – and they say to a friend – I told God that if “He” – nad it is almost always a He – would help so and so get well, I would go back to church. I would quit drinking. I would do this or that. And I wonder sometimes if God did – and if they did. 

I don’t know that making deals with God is the best way to pray – but in this moment, with a spirit of desperation, that is what Hannah did. I think we are likely to pray with fervor and to say almost anything when we feel desperate enough.

Hannah’s prayer was answered. She gave birth to Samuel – and when he was old enough – she took him to the old priest Eli – and gave him to Eli as a temple boy. That is the context behind the story we read this morning.

Now, as Samuel is asleep one night, he hears his name called – and thinking it is Eli, he goes to see what the old priest wants. Eli has not called him. Tells him to go back to bed. This happens three times – and finally Eli, for whom the light has grown dim, whose faith is no longer as attuned as perhaps it once was, finally Eli realizes – the boy is hearing God call out. And Eli teaches the boy how to hear 
God – he says – when you hear the voice again, say – Here am I. 

And that is what happened. And God spoke to Samuel and said some harsh things about Eli and his sons. They had become corrupt. They no longer walked in God’s ways. The boy was called to be part of a new thing that God was going to do. God was going to clean house. God was going to bring a new day, a new social possibility for the people. And Samuel has made himself available to hear this word and to participate in it. Taught be the once faithful Eli. It is amazing how God can work among us. For this new thing God will do, according to Walter Brueggemann, is possible because of Hannah’s piety, Israel’s daring doxology, Eli’s yielding, and in Samuel’s availability. The new day does not just come with a snap of the fingers. It is rooted in a story, in a history, in a movement.

Israel was a country in trouble. They had been made marginal by the Philistines. They were politically weak and economically disadvantaged. They are living in moral chaos. They did not know how to get out of their troubles. So, when people are in such a mess, they look for a leader. Someone who will have courage, will protect them, with gather them, will liberate them, and will legitimate their community once more. That future leader would be David. Samuel was just a part of the movement that would make David’s leadership as king possible.

In the time of the Civil Rights Movement, there had been many leaders who had risen to speak with courage and act boldly. But no one, prior to this bus boycott, had really been able to pull the movement together and bring about what was needed for transformation. But there was a growing sense of desperation and frustration. Such a time and moment are ripe for the Spirit to come and do a new thing. But in the midst of feeling desperate, you see, there has to be someone or a group of someones who are remembering who we are and where our power is. There has to be people praying like Hannah did. There has to be people who remember and teach others how to hear the voice of God. There have to be mentors and elders – most of whom may never see that new day come. But it wouldn’t come without their participation.

I am remembering Sunday School teachers that believed in me and brought the story of faith alive. I am remembering preachers who taught of love and exemplified faith in their lives – who had time to talk with me and be my mentor. You have such people in your lives too. These are the ones who keep the spirit alive, even if it is just in idling mode. The engine is still running. The dream is still possible. And not only have you had such people in your lives, you have been such a person. Never forget that you make an impression every day with everything you do and say. 


What I am saying is that each of us has the opportunity to hear the voice of God. To be a participant on the pathway to freedom. But we must find our heart. We must know our story. We must be willing to change our ways and our plans.

King was called forth to be the leader – and it meant he was no longer a pastor of a church where he would have a lot of time to read and teach and preach. Now he was the leader of a movement. And he had to travel and speak and strategize and put his life on the line. But he had been taught how to hear the voice of God. And he had the courage to follow.

Friends, those are stories from the past. Our past. About our people. But we live in this moment. And some of us might think there is nothing for us still to do. That we don’t have the power to fix the political system in Washington or Raleigh – and that is true. But it is not true that we don’t have the power to move our story back onto a path of liberation and freedom. 

William Barber is a Disciples of Christ minister in the Eastern part of our state. He is also the president of the NAACP in North Carolina. He recently published a report – the state of Civil Rights in NC – and he has reminded us of our history. I want to share some of that with you now. 

In the years between 1865 and 1900 – more blacks were elected to public office than at any other time in American history – including our time. There was something called “fusion politics” where blacks and whites joined together to reconstruct the nation toward goals of justice and equality. Mind you, I said in the late 1800’s. And during this time some of the most progressive, economic, educational, and labor laws in our nation’s history were passed. There were black-majority interracial alliances in every Southern state working together. And as you might imagine, they outraged white conservatives by raising taxes for public education. They attacked the divisive rhetoric of white solidarity and pointed to the common interests of most black and white Southerners. 

At this time, Republicans and Populists were supporting and working with this movement.  But the radical and racist Dixiecrats could not stand for this.  They started a campaign to “redeem” America from the influence of black political power and progress. They launched an attack that was violent, that was intimidating, and they created Jim Crow. They changed their constitutions to add provisions for literacy tests, poll taxes, and grandfather clauses. They organized the KKK and the Red Shirts to be their visible force of intimidation and terror. These Dixiecrats were the ancestors of the John Birch Society. And the John Birch Society is in many ways the ancestor of the current Tea Party as they cry out against public education and the use of tax money for social concerns. They had 4 actions to stop the liberation movement – attacking voting rights, attacking tax revenue and government programs designed to promote social uplift, attacking public educational policy, and attacking or assassinating white and black progressive leaders.

That is part of our national story. We need to know where we have come from so we can understand better where we are now. And now, one percent of Americans own 40% of wealth and the wealth gap between the rich and the poor is wider and deeper than the Great Depression because there are those who want corporations to control the political process rather than “we the people.”

1 in 4 children are now in poverty in NC – up from 1 in 5 in 2001
NC has the 11th highest poverty rate in the country
Poverty in NC grew by 22% over the course of the great recession (2007-2010)
27% of African Americans are in poverty
The national unemployment rate for African Americans is up to 16.7% - the highest it has been since 1984.

The budget in NC for 2011-2012 does the following:
28% cut from public education
26% cut from Health and human resources
20% cut from universities and community colleges
10% cut from justice and public safety

We no longer have Jim Crow laws. But in their place, very quietly, has come a new strategy, according to William Barber. Jim Crow used blunt tools – sticks and rocks and guns and legislation like voting booth taxes and literacy tests. Today we have a more sophisticated scheme – called James Crow Esquire.  James Crow uses surgical tools to cut out the heart of black political power. James Crow uses district maps to concentrate black voices and vote to small areas – making it more likely that fewer blacks will get elected across the state.  The purpose of James Crow is to disempower the minority vote. To divide and conquer.

We know there is a movement in Raleigh to stop our progressive movement. There is a movement to Resegregate. May I say that the Light has grown dim for a lot of our political leaders. They often speak of their faith, but their actions do not seem to exemplify the ways of God and God’s liberation movement. Perhaps they are corrupt as was the family of Eli and their corrupt temple practices.

This is our time. That is our story, and this is our time. What do we hear God calling us to do? Who among us knows how to listen for and hear the voice of God? Who among us can teach us how to do that? Should we be involved in such things as politics in our state and nation? Martin Luther King’s voice said yes. To do such with strength and passion, and to do it with love for ourselves and our enemy. We are more equipped to begin a liberation movement today than our people have ever been. We must decide whether we will turn the other way, run away and refuse to fight, or find our way to join the movement that calls us back to justice and equality.

King once said – In the face of wrong we have responsibility to state our legitimized discontent. We have a non-violent responsibility to stand against racism classism, and unchecked militarism. He also said – it is always the right time to do the right thing.

This liberation movement is not about whether we are Republican or Democrat, whether we are Christian, Jew, Muslim, or any other religious tradition. The spirit of this movement comes from our faith. Remember what Shannon said last week – I am Shannon and I am Christian. Our faith does not call us to discriminate or oppress. Our faith does not call us to turn away from the hungry and the homeless. Our faith does not call us to pretend we don’t see what is in front of us. Our faith in Jesus reminds us that we are to love our neighbor and our enemy. Our faith story reminds us that Jesus said – The Spirit of the Lord is upon me – to preach to the poor, to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, the recovering of sight to the blind, and to set at liberty those that are bruised. 

Eli’s light had grown dim. Let us not let our lights be dim. Let us remember our story. Let us learn it anew. Let us build our community. Let us hear the voice of God in our midst again. For this is our time. This is our time to be faithful in the movement of justice that goes on and on. This is our time to build on the work of King and Rosa Parks and Thurgood Marshall and Medger Evers and Fannie Lou Hammer and Horace Hunt and Paul Gillespie and …….

It is always the right time to do the right thing. This is our time. What will we do?

As indicated in the sermon, much of the information in the last part
of the sermon comes from William Barber’s “State of Civil Rights in
North Carolina” address – which I am sure can be found in its entirety
on their webpage.
