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Thank you, Elizabeth Cave and the Creative Worship Team, for inviting me; and thank 
you, Fr. Woody, for sharing your pulpit. 

Around this time of year, it’s popular to ask ourselves, WWMD?  You know, “what 
would Martin do?”  We like to wonder what Rev. King would say to us today if he 
were alive!  

My guess? It wouldn’t be pretty…  In fact, if he were to come back, I don’t know if I’d 
want to be in the same room!  A local writer just said “it is easy to marginalize King as 
a cuddly civil rights teddy bear who has always been universally loved.” 

But of course, that’s not who he was.  We just happen to like our prophets much better 
once they’re martyrs!  We get to smooth out their rough, sharp and uncomfortable 
edges. 

We enjoy remembering, reciting and even memorizing short segments of his “I have a 
Dream” speech.  A dream, by the way, strikingly articulated by Rev. King, but forged 
by many, often forgotten men and women who worked and sacrificed before and 
beside him. 

And yet this stirring Dream—deeply rooted in the American dream—seems way out of 
reach for a growing number of Americans, fifty-plus years later.  How do explain that? 

The problem, I would argue, is that over time we have distorted both the nature and the 
substance of Rev. King’s Dream. 

What do I mean by the nature of the Dream?  

I read once that the legendary basketball coach of the Boston Celtics, Red Auerbach, 
and the Cardinal of the Boston Archdiocese were watching a game.  A player steps up 
to the free throw line and makes the sign of the cross.  The coach turns to the Cardinal 
and says “there, did you see that? I’ve always wondered: does that really work?”  The 
Cardinal turns to him and very solemnly says, “of course it does… if you can shoot!” 

If you practice, day in and day out, and learn to shoot, then making the sign of the 
cross under pressure is a prayer.  If you don’t work for it, then it’s just a wish. 

Rev. King’s Dream was a prayer.  Listen to his words right after proclaiming the 
famous litany of dreams: 
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“This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with.[…] 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.” 

Rev. Albert Nolan, a Dominican priest from South Africa, echoes this idea when 
describing faith.   

Faith, he says, is not a creed or set of dogmas.  Faith is a strong conviction.  A 
conviction that something can and will happen because it is good and because it is true 
that God, working through us, will triumph over evil. 

The opposite of faith is fatalism.  Fr. Nolan believes that “fatalism is the prevailing 
attitude of most people, most of the time.” 

Unbelief and despair are two aspects of fatalism – and so is wishful thinking.  We may 
say we really want something, but the lack of action betrays a lack of true conviction. 

Faith and Hope are two aspects of the same attitude of mind, which we articulate 
through prayer. 

The nature and character of Rev. King’s Dream was one of PRAYER. 

But I’m afraid it has become just a WISH. 

What about the substance of the Dream?  For that, let’s turn to the parable of the Good 
Samaritan.  Rev. King himself reflected on this passage in his last speech, known as 
“I’ve been to the Mountaintop.” 

The characters in this story embody three basic philosophies: 

First, the robbers remind us that predatory behavior and greediness have always been 
part of human history: slavery, colonialism, street crime, wage theft, unscrupulous 
subprime mortgage and payday lending.  The robbers’ philosophy is "What is yours is 
MINE!"  If you don’t give it to them, they will take it. 

Second, we have the priest and the Levite.  Unlike the robbers, these characters can 
evoke some sympathy—or at least rationalization.  We can imagine various reasons 
why they didn’t stop: 
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• The Jericho road was known for its dangers.  It would be foolish to stop. 
Or… 

• The robbers may still be around.  What if it was a trap? 
Or, my favorite… 

• They were running late to a Vestry meeting! 

Rev. King imagined the priest and the Levite asking themselves: "If I stop to help this 
man, what will happen to me?" 

This question, which can become a way of living, is familiar to us. This attitude of 
cautious self-preservation is found not just among the elite. It is among us.  It is in our 
churches.  It was in Rev. King’s congregation.  It is found wherever we allow some to 
live in prosperity and others in poverty. 

Indifference to the needs of our neighbors—intentional or not—breaks up the mystical 
body of Christ.  This philosophy is summed up as: “What is mine is mine, and what 
is your is yours.” 

This is precisely the attitude that St. Paul chastises in his letter to the Corinthian 
community. 

Scholars believe that Corinthian Christians would gather to break the bread and share 
the cup, probably after a regular supper, to which everyone brought something 
according to their means.  However, those with money would show up early and enjoy 
their good food and wine, and would not wait for those who came after a long day of 
work.  The celebration of the Lord’s Supper had become an occasion for social 
discrimination and divisive conduct.  

Paul’s message is stunning: You are eating the bread and drinking the cup unworthily. 
If the Lord’s Supper is not rightly celebrated, then it is not celebrated at all! 

And finally, we come to the Samaritan, who acted very differently than anyone else 
in the story.  His philosophy? "What is mine is YOURS." 

Rev. King’s insight is that the Samaritan flipped the implicit question asked by the 
passersby.  Instead of asking “If I stop to help this man, what will happen to me?” he 
asks "If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to him?" 
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Rev. King, it turns out, was familiar with the road to Jericho; he and his wife had 
visited the Holy Land.  He was also familiar with many other dangerous roads. The 
road followed by Freedom Riders through South Carolina was dangerous.  The road to 
the bus boycott in Montgomery was dangerous.  The road leading to the voters’ 
registrar in most Mississippi county courthouses was dangerous. The road over 
Selma’s Edmund Pettus Bridge was terribly dangerous.   

The most dangerous road in his journey, however, was still ahead.   

Dr. James Cone, a Black Liberation theologian, writes that after the riots of the late 
60’s, Rev. King understood the great limitation of his earlier, almost exclusive focus 
on the elimination of the “legal, overt segregation.”  He did not take long to realize that 
poverty was no accident but was the consequence of a calculated decision of the 
wielders of economic power.  His tone changed.  He began to speak more and more of 
America as a morally “sick society” and of his dream of 1963 being turned into a 
nightmare. 

Speaking to garbage collectors and other workers on strike in Memphis seeking better 
wages and working conditions, AND to the working poor across the country, Rev. 
King said, “You are reminding the nation that it is a crime for people to live in this rich 
nation and receive starvation wages.” 

His tone changed indeed! 

On April 3, 1968, he encouraged poor African Americans to withdraw their economic 
support from companies that were not treating God’s children right.  He called them to 
boycott Coca-Cola and Wonder Bread; to take out their money from the major banks 
and to only buy insurance from companies that supported them.  The time for a “sit-in” 
movement was over.  Dr. King was calling for “bank-in” and “insurance-in” 
movements. 

The next day he was shot. 

Rev. King knew that the road to justice had always been dangerous, because walking 
down that road challenges those who depend on injustice. 

- - -  
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If “poverty is the greatest form of violence,” as Gandhi claimed, then there are 
wounded men, women and children lying on the side of the roads we all travel. And 
the roads we avoid. 

Like the priest and the Levite, we wish we could help, but we may be held back by our 
fears, insecurities and anxieties about the stranger. 

Jesus asks “which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor?”   An alternative, 
perhaps better, translation is “which of these… became a neighbor? 

I prefer that translation because, let’s face it, most of us don’t feel like neighbors of 
those who suffer from economic insecurity. 

But we can become neighbors by doing something about poverty wages, homelessness, 
predatory lending, unjust incarceration, job discrimination or denial of healthcare. 

We can become neighbors by organizing our institutions – congregations, schools, 
non-profits – so that we can have the power to bring about real change because, in the 
words of Rev. King, “love without power is sentimental and anemic.”  

We can become neighbors by keeping Rev. King’s dream of economic justice alive 
through prayer and faithful action, not just wishful thinking. 

The Samaritan was a stranger and became a neighbor by showing mercy.  Let us go 
and do likewise. 


