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First Reading

Ever since the election night on Tuesday I have been thinking and dreaming

Of the words of Martin Luther King;

His holiday might be in January, but his presence has been 

With us and among us this week.

Both of our readings come from him.

The first is selected from a sermon he delivered at Mount Pisgah

Missionary Baptist Church in Chicago on August 27th, 1967,

Less than a year before his death.

This is how he ends the sermon:
And I’ll tell you, I’ve seen the lightning flash. 
I’ve heard the thunder roll. 
I felt sin- breakers dashing, trying to conquer my soul. 
And so I’m not worried about tomorrow. I get weary every now and then. 
The future looks difficult and dim, but I’m not worried about it ultimately because I have faith in God. Centuries ago Jeremiah raised a question, "Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there?" 
He raised it because he saw the good people suffering so often and the evil people prospering. (Yes, sir) 
Centuries later our slave foreparents came along. (Yes, sir) 
And they too saw the injustices of life, and had nothing to look forward to morning after morning but the rawhide whip of the overseer, long rows of cotton in the sizzling heat. But they did an amazing thing. 
They looked back across the centuries and they took Jeremiah’s question mark and straightened it into an exclamation point. 
And they could sing, "There is a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole. (Yes) There is a balm in Gilead to heal the sin-sick soul." 
And there is another stanza that I like so well: "Sometimes (Yeah) I feel discouraged." (Yes)

And I don’t mind telling you this morning that sometimes I feel discouraged. (All right) I felt discouraged in Chicago. 
As I move through Mississippi and Georgia and Alabama, I feel discouraged. (Yes, sir) Living every day under the threat of death, I feel discouraged sometimes. 
Living every day under extensive criticisms, even from Negroes, I feel discouraged sometimes. [applause] 
Yes, sometimes I feel discouraged and feel my work’s in vain. 
But then the holy spirit (Yes) revives my soul again. "There is a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole. There is a balm in Gilead to heal the sin-sick soul." God bless us. 

 Second Reading

These next words from King have become used so much

That they have lost some of their power,

But this week I found myself brought back to them

And wanting to hear them again.

I want us to share some of these words,

So when the times comes I want us to say together this phrase:

“We have a dream,”

And as we do so to hear this dream in the context of the history this week:

“I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. Some of you have come fresh from narrow jail cells. Some of you have come from areas where your quest for freedom left you battered by the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. You have been the veterans of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that unearned suffering is redemptive.

I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream.

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal." 


We Have a Dream…
I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood.

We have a dream…
I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.

We have a dream…
I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.

We have a dream…
I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping with the words of interposition and nullification; one day right there in Alabama, little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.

We have a dream…
I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together.

We have a dream…
This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day.

We have a dream…
This will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with a new meaning, "My country, 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrim's pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring."

We have a dream…
And when this happens, when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, "Free at last! free at last! thank God Almighty, we are free at last!"

We have a dream…
“There is Balm in Gilead”
Full disclosure to start us off this morning:

I had planned and written in my mind nearly half of a different sermon

For this Sunday – the order of service was finished, the readings chosen,

The hymns selected.

But then like many of you I stayed up late on Tuesday night
Watching the election results –

And I though I did expect the outcome, because I’ve become somewhat
Of a political junkie these last months,

What I hadn’t planned on was how I would feel and what I would remember 
While I watched the scene in Chicago’s Grant Park,
Watched as the news analysts finally stopped talking and fell silent

As the camera focused in on the young African-American boys and girls

Crying and holding each other in near disbelief

As Obama walked to the podium,

Confirming that it was not a dream that a person of color, a person like them,

Was actually going to the White House.

I’m aware, and I want us to be aware,
That not all of us saw our candidate win on Tuesday,

But something has happened which touches each of us and 

And our country, to be sure.  

Watching the scene at Grant Park, 
forgetting for a time about party and political philosophy,

and concentrating instead on the metaphor of seeing a black

family, the next First Family, on stage,
I found myself going back into recent history and remembering
That it was only in 1954 that the Supreme Court banned

Racial segregation in public schools;
That it was only in 1963 that King give his “I Have a Dream” speech

That we just heard again;

That only in 1965 was the Voting Rights Act signed into law,

Eliminating devices like literacy tests aimed at preventing African-Americans

From voting;

That only in 1968 was King assassinated;

That only in 1989 did Douglas Wilder of Virginia become

The nation’s first African-American elected governor;
That only in 1992 did the first race-based riots in years erupt in L.A.

And other cities after a jury acquitted the police officers in the videotaped

Beating of Rodney King.

That only in 2006 did Massachusetts elect its first ever African-American

Governor, Deval Patrick, who grew up poor in Chicago and came to this 
State on a scholarship to Milton Academy.

I also, somehow and from somewhere, found myself remembering 

A young man named Jamal, aged 14 when I knew him,
And before this sermon, this new sermon I hadn’t planned, gets away from me

It’s him I want to hold up to the light for a moment.

Back in the summer of 1990 when I was home in St. Louis after my first year

Away at college,

I got a job working for a city-run summer program called Operation Brightside

That hired young inner-city teens to clean-up the city’s neighborhoods.
The idea was to get these young boys and girls, all of whom were African-American,

off the often dangerous streets for the summer and give them a job.

I was assigned a group of ten and it was my job to lead them in projects like 

mowing grass, spreading mulch, planting flowers, and picking up the vacant lots.
And because I was only 18 years old and had no idea how to lead a group,

And because, of course, I was white, 

No less a white college boy from the suburbs,

I had just about no credibility with these kids.

The toughest on me was this young man named Jamal.

At 14 he was nearly as tall as I was.

He frequently led the other 9 kids in open rebellion against 

Whatever project we were supposed to be working on.

He loved to ‘accidently’ break the lawnmower and then

Volunteer to fix it underneath the shade of a nearby tree.

He loved to mimic my white suburban accent,

Which would make the whole group fall apart with laughter.

And though he liked to remind me whose turf I was on,

And who was boss,

He was never mean-spirited, and he never missed a day of work,

Which made it hard for me to dislike him.

Each morning all the kids and staff of Operation Brightside 

Met on the edge of Tower Grove Park,

Which at the time was surrounded by giant high-rise public housing buildings

Referred to by everyone as “The Projects.” 

This is where Jamal lived.

I knew this because every morning I would watch as he walked out the front door 
and cross the street in my direction,

motivated I’m sure by the fun he was planning to have at my expense.

I often thought about the differences between us as I watched him,
The sharp relief of my waking up that morning in a leafy, all white suburb

Against the sharp relief of his waking up in a 20 story all black public housing building – 

the difference would be cliché if it weren’t true.
And every day Jamal and his friends would make it known that I was 

An outsider, 
that I had no idea what it was like to grow up in their world;
That because of my race and my education and my family I had advantages;
That in two months I would back at my liberal arts college 

And moving on with my life

While they stayed back, as they said, ‘in the hood.’
Watching the kids in Grant Park on Tuesday night dance and cry

As Obama walked on stage,
For some reason out of nowhere I found myself thinking

Of Jamal, now 32 years old, 

Wondering if he was watching and wondering what he was feeling.

I also found myself remembering

The lines I heard a black woman from North St. Louis share in an interview

Several weeks ago about what it meant for her to see a black man running for president,

How “Rosa Parks sat on the bus 
So that Martin Luther King could walk in the protest marches,
And how Martin Luther King walked in the protest marches

So that Obama could one day run for President of the United States,

And how Obama ran for President

So that one day our children, particularly our black children, could fly.”
If I had any sense I would just stop this sermon there,

But I have to tell you that when I remembered those lines and thought of Jamal,

And as I recalled the hard history that has led us to this moment,

And as I thought of my own hometown, not unlike Boston,

That has seen the issue of race put a chokehold on us, dividing us,

And as I watched, again, all those people in Grant Park,

Exhaling with the rest of us as though this choke-hold of race might be starting

To loosen its grip 

The words that came to came to me,

The lines of scripture from Jeremiah that suddenly spoke to me, 

surprising me because I don’t usually sit around thinking of scripture,

Said:

Maybe Jeremiah’s question: Is there no balm in Gilead?

Is being answered.
Maybe, as Kings says, the question mark is being turned

Into an exclamation point, 

And maybe there in Gilead there is balm,

Meaning maybe there can and will be some healing;

Maybe this torn up country of ours can start to heal.

So let us consider healing, on the way to the end.

Let us ask about race.  

Does electing Obama mean that racism is dead,

That were are now a post-racial society?

Can we be that proud?

Of course not.  There is work to do.  There is hard work to do.

But I think it does mean that kids like Jamal, those 14 year-old
African-American boys and girls in cities like St. Louis and Chicago and Boston

Have today a new vision for what is possible for them in America.
And so for them and for us there is some Balm in Gilead this morning.

And let us shift our focus and ask about economy,

Ask about those fearing the loss of their jobs and their livelihoods

And maybe their homes, those wondering what the winter will bring.

Does electing a new president mean that a switch will be flipped

And all will be well again?

Of course not. 

But does this mean that we are victims to the recession,

That we can do nothing?

Of course not.

We can offer some balm to those we know who are hurting.

Please, call the people you are worried about;
Call the people you suspect might be up late at night,

Wondering and worrying what they will do.

And if that person you are worried about is you,

Do not carry your anxiety alone – talk to your spouse,

Talk to your friends, talk to your minister.

In that talking let us remind each other of

All that remains in the midst of financial loss – 

That no market can take away your loved ones,

That no market can steal away your own self-respect, 
or your own self-worth.

There is balm in Gilead in these hard days.

It is the balm that says we are not alone,

That there is more to our living and to us than our finances,

As important as they are.
There is balm in Gilead; there is healing.
Do you have old wounds?  Is your soul sometimes sick

With burdens, regret, mistakes?

I know mine is, sometimes.

But something about seeing our country being willing and able
Enough to elect a person president who fifty years ago

Would have had to sit on the back of bus and drink from 

A different fountain than me 

Gives me hope that you and I can begin to be made whole again,

That we can be revived again.
I mean, if our country can do it,

Why can’t I?  What can’t you?

So there is balm; there is revival; there is healing.

And whatever party you stand in line with,

Whether you stayed up late and rejoiced on Tuesday,

Or shut your eyes and went to bed,

My prayer is that we will embrace this moment for what it says

about us and our journey toward eventual wholeness.
Put another way, 

“The moral arc of the universe is long,” said King,

Quoting Unitarian minister and abolitionist Theodore Parker,

“but it bends towards justice.”
With the election of African-American as president
That arc looks to be bending.

May it be so for us and for all the healing we seek.
Amen.

