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*MLK slide 
Tomorrow is Martin Luther King Jr. Day, a day set aside to remember 
and celebrate the life and work of Rev. Dr. King who was an 
extraordinary man, preacher, writer, and civil rights activist. He was 
also a prophet. As is true of most people considered prophets, he said 
things to his listeners that, quite frankly, many didn’t want to hear. 
Certainly, we have read in the Bible that a prophet’s “thus saith the 
Lord,” was often met with a great big, “I don’t think so.” On August 28, 
1963, standing at the Lincoln Memorial for the March on Washington, 
he gave his famous “I Have a Dream” speech. I reread it this week and 
paid close attention, especially to the part near the end when he spoke 
specifically about his dream for this nation. It has been nearly 50 years 
since his assassination and his dream has still not been realized.  
 
Dr. King had a dream that sons of former slaves and former slave 
owners would sit down together at the “table of brotherhood.” Yet 
today we still live in a nation where white supremacists were allowed 
to surround a church with torches and march through Charlottesville, 
Virginia, terrorizing citizens, where we are still arguing about whether 
or not confederate statues ought to be anywhere but in a museum, 
where Sunday mornings are still the most segregated time of the week, 
where just down the road in Warner, OK, city officials made the 
national news for an audio recording of several of them making 
remarks, motivated by racism, about the celebration of Martin Luther 
King Day, and where our president is comfortable saying that 
immigrants from Norway are welcome, but immigrants from Haiti and 
Africa are not. And, for the most part, our “tables of brotherhood” still 



continue to be inhabited by people who think and act and look just like 
we do. We have still not expanded the table to include everyone. 

  
Dr. King had a dream that “the heat of oppression would be 
transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.” Yet, today in the 
United States, according to the NAACP, African Americans are 
incarcerated at more than 5 times the rate of Euro Americans. The 
imprisonment rate for African American women is twice that of Euro 
American women. In 2015, though African Americans and Hispanics 
made up approximately 32% of the US population, they comprised 56% 
of all incarcerated people. African Americans and Euro Americans use 
drugs at similar rates, but the imprisonment rate of African Americans 
for drug charges is almost 6 times that of Euro Americans. This is not 
freedom and justice. This is racism. 
 
In this same speech, he said, “America has given the Negro people a 
bad check; a check which has come back insufficient funds.” Sadly, that 
check has been presented over and over for payment and has 
continued to be returned. Our African American brothers and sisters 
are tired, frustrated, angry. When they try to talk about it, they are told 
it’s not the right time, the right place, things are better than they used 
to be, or that anger won’t solve the problem. In other words, the check 
is in the mail. 
 
Our news cycles get really busy, with opposing analysts, when black and 
brown people express their anger and frustration by kneeling on the 
football field, protesting in the streets, blocking traffic, and otherwise 
upsetting the status quo. There are arguments over the words Black 
Lives Matter, some responding with All Lives Matter, missing the point 
altogether. Inevitably, someone will say, “They just need to work 
through the system, to avoid saying anything that is inflammatory, and 
to be respectful. 
We don’t want to remember Dr. King’s words,  



*“Freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor, it must be 
demanded by the oppressed.” Asking nicely and working within unjust 
systems hasn’t worked. I believe it’s important for us to acknowledge 
that anger is appropriate in the face of oppression. It’s more than 
appropriate. We all should be angry about oppression and injustice. It’s 
hard, though, when deep down we know that some of that anger ought 
to be directed at ourselves. It’s messy. 
This morning, I am preaching from the book of Psalms. The psalms are a 
collection of poems and songs from the Jewish tradition. They are filled 
with the messiness of life…joy, sadness, anger, resentment, doubt, 
gratitude. 
Psalm 137 describes how the Israelites felt when they were in exile, far 
from home, in Babylon. Listen to their pain: 
 
*By the rivers of Babylon— 
    there we sat down and there we wept 
    when we remembered Zion. 
*2 On the willows[a] there 
    we hung up our harps. 
3 For there our captors 
    asked us for songs, 
*and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 
    “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!” 
*4 How could we sing the Lord’s song 
    in a foreign land? 
5 If I forget you, O Jerusalem, 
    let my right hand wither! 
*6 Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, 
    if I do not remember you, 
if I do not set Jerusalem 
    above my highest joy. 
*7 Remember, O Lord, against the Edomites 
    the day of Jerusalem’s fall, 
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how they said, “Tear it down! Tear it down! 
    Down to its foundations!” 
*8 O daughter Babylon, you devastator![b] 
    Happy shall they be who pay you back 
    what you have done to us! 
*9 Happy shall they be who take your little ones 
    and dash them against the rock! 
 
This is a psalm of lament. It was written as an expression of the deep 
grief, sadness, and anger of the exiled community in Babylon following 
the Jerusalem destruction of 587 BCE. It reflects the reality of the ones 
who had been forcibly removed by the oppressive Babylonian imperial 
policies of relocation, it shares their longing for their beloved 
Jerusalem. The psalm paints a picture of a grieving, bitter people. 
Pouring salt in their open wounds, they were asked to perform for the 
ones who had forced them from their devastated home. They 
remember their enemies’ cheers while their world was destroyed. The 
Israelites were broken and hurt, their pain was excruciating. Can we 
even imagine?  
 
*This week, when I mentioned I was preaching on this psalm, one of 
the members of the Worship Commission said, “Do we have to read the 
whole thing?”  
*I get it…verse 9, “Happy shall they be who take your little ones and 
dash them against rock,” is not particularly cheery. In fact, in my 
reading this week, I learned that it is common practice for ministers to 
preach on this psalm or to use this psalm in worship liturgy and just 
leave off the last verse. But that’s not who we are!  
 
There are some preachers who choose to go ahead and read the verse, 
but decide to interpret the psalm allegorically, attempting to pull out 
another higher level of meaning beyond the literal one. Admittedly, 
there are many times when that is the most appropriate way to 
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interpret a biblical passage. According to Wesley Theological Seminary’s 
Professor of Old Testament, Denise Dombkoski Hopkins, “Read 
allegorically, the psalm speaks of enemies in our lives that come to us 
first as babies, such as indulgences that are initially small, attractive, 
and harmless. Just as the infants of the enemy must be killed before 
they grow up to attack, so must our harmless indulgences be destroyed 
before they destroy us.” 
 
Well, isn’t that so much better? The psalmist wasn’t talking about 
hurting babies after all. I feel much better now, don’t you? Well, not so 
fast…Hopkins points out a critical problem with this allegorical 
interpretation. It refuses to acknowledge the real, raw, inconsolable 
pain of the Israelites in exile. Everything they cared about had been 
destroyed…“Jerusalem had been burned, the king and the leaders, 
artisans, merchants, teachers had been led away in captivity.” 
Everything that made Israel, Israel was gone. 
 
The Israelites endured all of this and the best this allegorical 
interpretation can give them is that our little excesses may grow into 
big stumbling blocks, so best to nip them in the bud. I find that 
offensive. It is offensive for us to turn our backs on the pain of others. 
An allegorical interpretation of Psalm 137 is a cruel response when we 
consider the reality of the oppression of a whole people. The reality is 
human beings who have been hurt sometimes feel like they want to get 
even. 
 
But Christianity teaches us to forgive, not to seek revenge, to be nice. 
That’s why this psalm is bothersome to us. We have been taught not to 
say this kind of thing. But the Jewish tradition, from which this psalm 
came, is a little different. The psalms are proof that sharing pain and 
brokenness with one another and with God was part of life together in 
community. Psalm 137 is a reflection of this practice of not sweeping 



real emotions under the rug, but just coming out with it. And I think 
there is tremendous value in that. 
 
It is impossible to deal with that which we refuse to acknowledge. Dr. 
King knew that. He was firmly against violence, but he was not against 
the expression of anger in the face oppression. Dr. King was angry 
about racism.  
*Minister and scholar, Michael Eric Dyson, in his book, Tears We 
Cannot Stop: A Sermon to White America, wrote “Beloved, you say you 
love King, or at least admire him, but you don’t really know him, not the 
King who was too radical for most of America.” Dyson follows this 
statement with a list of things Dr. King said to black only audiences. 
These are some of them: 
“Our nation was born in genocide when it embraced the doctrine that 
the original American, the Indian, was an inferior race.  Even before 
there were large numbers of Negroes on our shores, the scar of racial 
hatred had already disfigured colonial society.  We are perhaps the only 
nation which tried as a matter of national policy to wipe out its 
indigenous population.”  
He told his own Atlanta congregation in 1968 that for black folk, the 
Declaration of Independence “has never had any real meaning in terms 
of implementation in our lives.” 
And he said, “Any nation that put as many Japanese in a concentration 
camp as they did in the 40’s…will put black people in a concentration 
camp.”  
 
As I read Dyson’s book, which I recommend highly, I found myself 
ashamed, frustrated, and defensive. There is so much pain, so much 
suffering that I can’t begin to completely understand. But I am more 
committed now than ever that I (we) have got to be better listeners. 
Just as the musings of the psalmist are so far outside our own 
experiences, for most of us, the cries of the black community are 
beyond our ability to grasp, but we have to try. This psalm ought to 



compel us to keep listening, even when what’s being said is hard to 
hear. In other words, “Yes, we have to read the whole thing.” It ought 
to encourage us to stay engaged in conversations about racism in this 
country, even when our first reaction is to defensively say, “It was our 
ancestors, not me, who did this to black people,” even, and especially 
when, the people around us, even our nation’s leaders, are unwilling to 
participate in meaningful dialogue, and even when we aren’t sure what 
the right thing to say or do is. The right thing is never to turn our backs 
on the pain of our neighbors. 
 
The truth is racism is indefensible. The only hope we have of dispelling 
it is to acknowledge that it exists, to be face to face with the suffering it 
causes, and to understand that white people benefit from the same 
systems that oppress black people. It is time to believe in and work 
toward the Hebrew concept of shalom. I’ve explained on other 
occasions that shalom is more than peace, it is wholeness and general 
well-being. The important thing about shalom is that it is rooted in 
community. “I cannot be fully who I was created to be if my neighbors 
cannot be fully who they were created to be.” If the young black man, 
unjustly incarcerated, is not whole, neither am I, neither are you. So, 
we have to work, knowing that dismantling oppressive systems and 
calling out injustice will not benefit one group, but everyone.  
 
The psalmist lamented the loss of a physical place, Jerusalem, because 
the Israelites believed Jerusalem was where God dwelled. They 
mourned their separation from God and from one another. The 
injustice of racism---the sin of racism---separates us from God and from 
one another. It doesn’t have to be. Just as we must listen to the pain, 
we cannot miss the hope of the psalmist.  
If I forget you, O Jerusalem, 
    let my right hand wither! 
*6 Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, 
    if I do not remember you, 



if I do not set Jerusalem 
    above my highest joy. 
For this psalmist, the current devastation would not be forever. The 
people would be reunited with their beloved Jerusalem.  
Today, as we remember the life and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 
let us cling to that same hope, the hope that Dr. King preached, the 
hope that what is today does not have to be tomorrow. Let us commit 
to being on the right side of justice, to recognizing our connectedness 
with one another, and to being willing to “read the whole thing,” the 
words that are hard to hear and the words that inspire hope. 
 
I will end this morning with these words from Dr. King’s Letter from 
Birmingham Jail: 
“…I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. 
I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens 
in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. 
We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied to a single 
garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly. 
Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial ‘outside 
agitator’ idea. Anyone who lives in the United States can never be an 
outsider anywhere in this country.” Amen. 


