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First Reading 
Our first reading this morning comes from the pulpit of Martin Luther King.

I have several among us to read selections of King’s sermons.

We begin with #1, on the theme of our connections:

“All are caught in an escapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.  I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be, and you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be.  All life is interrelated.”

#2, on the church: 

“We who must keep the church going and keep it alive have certain basic guidelines to follow—to preach good news to the poor, to heal the broken-hearted...to set at liberty them that are captives. You see, the church is not a social club. The church is not an entertainment center. The church has a purpose. The church is dealing with ultimate concern. Sunday after Sunday, week after week, people come to church with broken hearts. They need a word of hope.... The church heals the broken-hearted.”

#3, on the theme of botherhood and sisterhood:

	"The real tragedy--is that we see people as entities or merely as things. Too seldom do we see people in their true humanness. We see others as Jews or Gentiles, Catholics or Protestants, Chinese or American, Negroes or whites. We fail to think of them as fellow human beings made from the same basic stuff as we, molded in the same divine image.” 






	

	


#4, on what he wanted to leave behind:

“I won’t have money to leave behind.  I won’t have the fine and luxurious things of life to leave behind.  But I just want to leave a committed life behind:


If I can help somebody as I pass along,


If I can cheer somebody with a word or song,


If I can show somebody who is traveling wrong.


Then my living will not be in vain.


If I can do my duty as a person ought,


If I can bring salvation to a world once wrought,


If I can spread the message as the Master taught,


Then my living will not be in vain.

#5, on the theme of maladjustment:

“I talk all the time about the need for divine discontent, for spiritual maladjustment.  Certainly we all want to be well-adjusted and live well, but I must say that there are some things in our nation and in our world to which I’m proud to be maladjusted.  I never intend to adjust myself discrimination and segregation.  I never intend to become adjusted to religious bigotry.  I never intend to adjust myself to economic conditions that will take necessities from the many to give luxuries to the few.  Through such maladjustment we will be able to emerge from the midnight of man’s inhumanity to man, into the bright daybreak of freedom and justice.”

#6, on the three dimensions of a complete life:

“Go out this morning.  Love yourself, and that means rational and healthy self-interest.  That’s the length of life.  Then follow that: Love your neighbor as yourself.  You are commanded to do that.  That’s the breadth of life.  And then take a seat and follow that: Love the Spirit with all your heart, with all your strength.  And when you do that, you’ve got the breadth of life.  And when you get all three together, you can walk and never get weary.  You can look up and see the morning stars singing together, and the sons and daughters of Life shouting for joy.”

Second Reading
Our second reading this morning, a short one, is from the novelist and poet

Alice Walker.  We perhaps know her best from her book “A Color Purple.”

Here she writes about what we might do if we knew we had 5 minutes left on earth:


“Let our awareness of and tenderness to the most helpless

Be our diamonds and our gold.

[What if] our last five minutes on Earth are running out?

We could spend those minutes in meanness, in exclusivity,

And disparagement of those who are different from us,

Or we could spend them consciously embracing every glowing soul

Within our reach.

Those who, without our caring, would find the vibrant, exhilarating path of life

Just another sad and forsaken road.

Perhaps the greatest treasure left to us,

Maybe the only one, 

Is that we still can choose.”


“Dear Friends: An Imagined Letter from MLK to Us”

We get all kinds of junk mail here at the church – 

Just like home, we get credit card offers and coupons.

Maybe unlike home, we get fliers for huge sales on candles

And bibles.

A personal favorite, one that I eagerly await, is the year-end CL Almy

Worship Supply Catalog where one can buy chest-high baptismal waiters 

For full-immersion baptisms – a crucifix is embossed on the heel.

I could also outfit the choir in matching red and white robes through this catalog

And in case we need an extra, I can order us an easily assembled, UPS-delivered

White Steeple for the church, cost $10,000.  

But what if, in the midst of all the catalogs and coupons, utility bills and candle sales,

We were to receive something meaningful, something personal and handwritten, 

A letter just for us?

In advance of the Martin Luther King holiday and because I’ve spent the week

Reading his sermons,

This week I imagined what it would be like to receive a letter from King himself,

Written for you and me.

I happened to bring this imagined letter with me this morning,

And for our sermon I thought I would simply read it.

Please excuse those places where it sounds more like me and less like King – 

I’ve found it’s often hard for me to get out of my own way.

Here it is:

Dear Friends in Sherborn, Dear Unitarian Universalists, Dear ones who are gathered in the pews this morning, each looking to hear an inspired word, 
to feel an inspired connection:

I hear that the era of handwritten letters is nearly extinct, that you now use something called electronic mail to send one another your correspondence.  

I hear it’s at once convenient and constant, so much so that some of you are addicted to checking your electronic mailboxes 5, 10, 20, 30 times a day or more.

I don’t how you do it.  

I know if I spent all my time behind the keyboard, I wouldn’t have been out among the people, walking with them, marching with them, preaching to them, practicing my ministry.  

Tell me, don’t you miss having more face-to-face, heart-to-heart conversations?

This is why I’ve written you this handwritten note, because I wanted you to know

That I’ve taken the time to think about you,

that I found myself a quiet place with no distractions and only pen and paper.

I encourage sometime to do likewise.

First things first: I hear that I now have a holiday in my name,

That in my name many of you now have a three-day weekend, off from school and off from work.

I’m also told that on other three-day weekends throughout the year things go on special sales and that you are encouraged to shop, 

Perhaps causing the purpose and meaning behind the holiday to be obscured.  

Can I ask you honestly: Has this happened to me and my day as well?
I’ll be worried if it has.

Back when I was alive I said that while capitalism is marvelous 
for all that it has allowed this country to become, 
there is a danger that it could be misused,

That it can cause a person to live a life of over-consumption and materialism.

I said back then that “I’m afraid that many among you are more concerned about making a living than making a life,

That you are prone to judge the success of your profession by the index of your salary and the size of your car,

Rather than the quality of your service to humanity.”
Tell me that some of this has changed,

That the gap between the rich and poor hasn’t grown,

That the few haven’t gained at the expense of the many,

That there has been a greater awakening around this question of materialism.

And if you can’t tell me any of this, at least do me this one favor:

That if today or tomorrow you hear a store clerk using my name to sell things,

You will take a moment to remind them of some of what I said,

How I was calling people to the gospel of service 
and not to the gospel of prosperity.

Will you boycott these stores as I would?

Here I go already talking about boycotting.  I’m getting ahead of myself.

I’m writing you this letter mainly so that I can tell you some of the things I might

Be concerned about and give my attention to if I was alive in your time,

And also to invite you to consider what your role is, 

how you are called to live in the world as religious people,

And to ask you consider your particular role as people who have so much relative to others,

In terms both of your privilege and your power.

First, I should tell you that I am grateful to your movement, to Unitarian Universalism.

Back on March 7, 1965, I sent an urgent telegram to your headquarters on 25 Beacon Street,

Asking your ministers and parishioners to join me in Selma, Alabama

Where African Americans marching for their right to vote had been brutally attacked by police.

As you might remember, one of your ministers who responded to this call, 
the Rev. James Reeb,

Died when white assailants attacked him and two other of your ministers on a Selma sidewalk,

Inspiring a wave of national protests.

Several days later President Lyndon Johnson invoked Reeb’s memory  

- he called him ‘that good man’ – 

As he introduced the Voting Rights Act to a joint session of Congress,

An event I chose to miss in order to stay behind in Selma and give the eulogy at James Reeb’s funeral service.

So your people and your faith are close to my heart.

In fact, when I was getting my doctorate at BU my wife and I attended Unitarian congregations and I even considered joining your ministry.

But as one of your ministers, Rosemary Bray McNatt wrote in your denomation’s magazine several years ago,

What stopped me was the worry that I wouldn’t be able to build a mass movement of African Americans as a Unitarian Universalist minister.

This is because your theology has always felt a little too sunny, 
a little too idealistic and optimistic, 
to respond to the real pain and loss and battle that was (and still is) the African American experience.

I also always wondered how open you would be to my need to lean on God,

To say, as I did in one night in my darkest hour, “Lord, I’m here trying to do what’s right,

I think the cause that we represent is right, but I must confess that I’m weak now,

I’m faltering, I’m losing my courage.  Help me.”

You see back in me day these kind of admissions of dependence and need and lack of self-sufficiency were rare in the Unitarian Church; 

As Rosemary said in her article, it felt like some of us had to apologize for our prayers.

I hope this is less true for you today.

I hope that the person seeking strength and redemption and courage in their life,

Who is brokenhearted and doesn’t know how to help themselves, 

can come into your church

And feel like they’ve come home.

I urge you to make a home for them.

Speaking of churches, I now can get to the heart of my message

and ask you to remember a sermon I gave 

Years ago that I called “Guidelines for the Constructive Church.”

I lead you toward it because I hear that you are a church that is growing,

That is engaged in a process of envisioning and planning for its future.

In it I say that the church is not a social club,

That’s it’s not an entertainment center,

But rather that its chief purpose is to heal the brokenhearted,

To respond to us who have met disappointment.

Have any of you not met disappointment, not had a broken heart?

Not one.  There are losses in our midst.  Broken relationships, ailing parents,

Worries about recession, opportunities lost, livelihoods threatened.

For all of you the church needs to speak of hope,

But not idealistic, Pollyanna hope,

But hope in terms of looking at your grief and asking you not to run from it,

Saying ‘I know this hurts, but you don’t have to carry this alone.

You have these people around you, you have the Spirit of Life supporting and sustaining you.’

So your first task as a church is to heal the brokenhearted.

Second, the Constructive Church must be an agent of deliverance.

This is my language.

In your language it means your church must help people to be free.

Now in my time captivity for some folks was obvious and visible.

African Americans fought for voting rights.  
We couldn’t sit where they wanted on the buses.  

We couldn’t go into ‘white’ schools or restaurants. 

But in your day people’s captivity is more subtle, more embedded.  

Do you think that just because Barack Obama has a reasonable shot at the Presidency, as marvelous as this is, 
that race and segregation are still not issues for this country?

Why is it still true that blacks and whites still don’t mix that much,

And that Sunday morning is still the most racially segregated hour in America.

Is this you being free?

And what about the people struggling to heat their homes this morning,

The people choosing between breakfast or warmth. Are they free?

What about the study this week that revealed in the city of Springfield, Massachusetts, just a car-ride from here, 
more than 30% of the children are living below the poverty line.

Are they free?

The church that is more than a social club, 
more than an entertainment center remembers

These who are captive.

It remembers places like New Orleans even though most everyone else has forgotten.

It doesn’t say, ‘oh, haven’t they rebuilt that yet?’
Rather it says, ‘when can we go and help rebuild?”

I hear, my Sherborn friends, that you have gone 
and done some of this rebuilding work,

That you’ve now gone to some of the places that most of America never sees.

I ask you to think of this work for what it is – how what you’re doing is not just rebuilding houses.

How what you’re really doing is helping to free people.

So another task for you is to continue working for this deliverance,

This liberation, one person at a time.

I urge you to act on this task by looking around your own community and asking:

who is suffering here?

Who is captive in my own neighborhood?  Who longs to be free, but isn’t?

And finally,

I tell you that the constructive church 
‘must preach the acceptable year of the Lord.’

Again, this is my language.

What this means in your words is that you must hold out a vision for a better world

Rather than become resigned to the world the way it is now.

Put another way – you hear some other churches talk about waiting for eternal life, 

about the promise of heaven later on.

What I’m saying is churches should concerned more about creating

The conditions for heaven right here on earth.

You ask me what’s heaven on earth?

Heaven on earth is whenever and wherever you decide to do right by your neighbor.

Heaven on earth is whenever you see footage of the war on the news, 
in my time it was Vietnam,

In your time it is Iraq, and instead of just giving up and saying, 
“peace is impossible; we have always killed each other, we always will”

Heaven on earth is us saying the conference table holds more promise for us

Than the battlefield, 
that as much as we’re apt to fight

We’re also capable and called to love.

Heaven on earth is when you see someone who is different from you,

And instead of drawing conclusions and making judgments about them

Because of these differences

You try to know a little about them and let them know a little about you.

Heaven on earth is when our religion keeps up with our science,

And our science honors the contributions of religion - 

One for what it tells us about our world, 

the other because it helps us find and create meaning

In this world we are discovering.

Heaven on earth is when all the religious people in America come together – 

The Catholics and Jews, the Mormons and Protestants, 
the Unitarians and the Evangelicals,

to demand from our politicians that something be done about the lack of affordable healthcare,

about the homeless in this country, 
about caring for the least of these that is supposed

to be at the heart of all our traditions.

And now I find myself thinking of those words by that poet Alice Walker.  

Heaven is on earth is when we realize, as she says, that time is running out,

Because each minute we spend is one we cannot have back.

We can spend these minutes in exclusivity from those who are different from us,

Or we can spend them consciously embracing every glowing soul who

Wanders within our reach.

Perhaps the greatest treasure left to us, she says, 

Perhaps the only one, is that we still can choose.

Friends, the Constructive Church is one that chooses to remember

As part of its dream those who are most helpless.

It chooses to remembers these because

It knows how all life is interrelated, 

And that as long as there are some who can’t be what they ought to be,

You can’t be what you ought to be.

The Constructive Church is the church that knows this,

That preaches the gospel that says my fate and your fate

Are caught up together, that there is no ‘me’ in this world.

There is only ‘we.’

I sometimes wonder, now here at the end,

Whether folks really heard me as I intended.
That’s also why I’m writing you, to be heard again.
Tell others I never wanted to be celebrated or feted.
I never wanted to be named a saint.
I just wanted to witness to my faith the way we’re all asked 
To witness our faith.
I just tried to achieve excellence

In my ministry, 
So that others would see that my ministry was theirs, too.

I just tried to live a committed life,

And my hope all these years is that 
My life will inspire you to live committed lives also.

If I can help somebody as I pass along,


If I can cheer somebody with a word or song,


If I can show somebody who is traveling wrong.


Then my living will not be in vain.


If I can do my duty as a person ought,


If I can bring salvation to a world once wrought,


If I can spread the message as the Master taught,


Then my living will not be in vain.
May it also be true for you.
Signed with love, warmth, and light,

 - Martin Luther King.”

Amen.

