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 In April of 1963 the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was arrested in Birmingham, 

Alabama, while participating in a demonstration protesting segregation in the city. He was 

placed in the City Jail, and there he wrote his famous “Letter from Birmingham City Jail” that 

instructed the world why demonstrations of nonviolent direct action were necessary and could 

not be abandoned for other tactics. King’s letter was in response to another letter that had been 

written and published in newspapers across the South in January of that year by white clergy 

who claimed to be allies of the movement for equality but believed the method of nonviolent 

direct action was too provocative and should be dropped.  

 

 King’s letter is powerful and clear. It represents what a courageous response to racism 

from the church can look like in contrast to the compromising and complicit response advocated 

by white church leaders. For King the method of nonviolent resistance was essential if our 

society was to experience true transformation. His detractors wanted him to be more moderate, to 

slow down, to wait. But years earlier, in 1957, in an address to students at Berkeley he said, “if 

moderation means moving on with wise restraint and calm reasonableness, then moderation is a 

great virtue that all men of good will must seek to achieve in this tense period of transition. But if 

moderation means slowing up in the move for justice and capitulating to the whims and caprices 

of the guardians of the deadening status quo, then moderation is a tragic vice which all men of 

good will must condemn.” 

 

 For King the Civil Rights movement wasn’t just about who could eat where or attend 

which schools. It was about a fundamental re-structuring of the entire social order. It was about 

dismantling a system built on racism so a new society could be created. He called that new 

society the beloved community; a community dedicated to justice and compassion for all its 

members, seeking the well-being and wholeness of its most vulnerable citizens first. He believed 

that God calls us to build the beloved community, and the model for that community lies in the 

ministry of Jesus Christ. 

 

 King’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail” was written almost 60 years ago. Sixty years. 

And we are still struggling with the very same barriers to justice that he faced in 1963. Why is 

there such resistance to dismantling our racist systems from the white church in our country? 

Well, I think we are guilty of what Paul warned the Roman Christians to avoid. He wrote, “Do 

not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds.” Conforming 

to this world means giving in to things as they are; accepting them without resistance or protest. 

And when it’s come to racism, the white church’s conformity has been largely to its benefit. The 

white church has prospered in a racist society because we have been its architects and its 

defenders for nearly 300 years.  

 

 I’ve been reading a book recently titled The Color of Compromise. Its subtitle is “The  

Truth about the American Church’s Complicity in Racism,” by the scholar Jemar Tisby. It’s a 

revealing historical overview from the early 1600’s to the present, but in a brief form, of how 



theology and doctrine have been used by church leaders to justify first slavery, but then, after the 

Civil War, Jim Crow and segregation and other inequities in our society on the basis of skin 

color. It’s the story of a church thoroughly conformed to this world and absolutely unwilling to 

have its mind renewed so transformation can occur. We have been swimming in the waters of 

racism for so long that we’re like goldfish in a bowl existing completely unaware how limited 

our world really is.  

 

 To read his book and to look back 60 years to the movement Martin Luther King led 

could cause us to despair. But King never gave up hope that change could occur. And Tisby over 

and over points out that at various moments in our history things could have taken a different 

turn, which means we aren’t destined for this. We built it, deliberately, that’s true; but we can 

dismantle it, deliberately, and build something new. “Be transformed by the renewing of your 

minds,” Paul told them. That implies to me a conscious, intentional decision to see the world 

differently, to look through a new lens. 

 

 Seeing differently, like all transformation, begins with confession. We begin by 

acknowledging our role in the inequities around us; our role in creating them, in perpetuating 

them, and in benefitting from them. No one likes to confess, I get it. No one likes to admit 

they’re in the wrong, but the white church in our country has helped build and maintain racism 

for its own advantage and to the harm of Black people and other people of color. We must admit 

that if we’re to have any hope of renewing our minds.  

  

 Confession, if it means anything at all, must be followed with repentance. Now a lot of us 

have been raised to think of repentance as groveling and passively begging for forgiveness. But 

biblically repentance is active. Repentance is something you do. It means, literally, turning 

around, taking a new path, creating a different future. For us, in this context, repentance means 

turning our backs on racism and dismantling the systems we’ve built that perpetuate it. Last 

week I attended a Black Lives Matter rally at Harlem Road Community Center and one of the 

speakers talked about working in her garden. She said she had this patch of earth where she tried 

to plant some things and they just wouldn’t grow. She tried everything: special nutrients, 

watering it just right, but nothing worked; she just couldn’t get anything to grow. Finally she 

realized it wasn’t the plants or the seeds or any of her methods. It was the soil itself. She had to 

dig it all up and get rid of the old soil and bring in some new. That is true repentance. We gotta 

dig it all up, these unjust educational and economic and criminal justice systems we’ve created 

and replace them. Now, that’s going to mean those of us who have benefitted from those systems 

the most will have to sacrifice our privilege; we’ll have to make room so others who look 

different from us can be in charge. But if we’re committed to turning our backs on things as they 

are, to real repentance, then we should happily give up our status so others can prosper.  

 

 And finally we need a new vision. And we need to find that vision, not in economic or 

political theories but in the words of the prophets, in the teachings of the apostles, in the life, 

death and resurrection of Christ. Isaiah tells the people of Israel, languishing in exile, “Listen to 

me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the Lord. Look to the rock from which you were 

hewn and to the quarry from which you were dug.” That means we need to go to the very 

foundations of our faith. We need to become imitators of Christ and imagine a world where 

justice and compassion, sacrifice and love, guide every decision and empower every action. We 



need to ask ourselves what these principles tell us to do when we see that 50% of children in our 

community live with food insecurity? Where do those principles call us to place our healthcare 

resources when people of color – Black, Hispanic, and Native American—are dying from 

COVID-19 at a much higher rate than white people in the same age categories? Building the 

beloved community on the foundation of justice and compassion leads to decisions that create 

access in the real world to resources and remedies for our sisters and brothers who have been left 

out and left behind.  

 

 We need a new vision if we want to enter the world of God’s redemption and build the 

beloved community—we need to confess, to repent, and to be transformed. In other words, as 

Paul told the Roman Christians, we have work to do! We have minds to be renewed and gifts to 

bring to bear for the common good, so all our brothers and sisters can benefit and contribute and 

prosper together as God desires for all God’s people. Paul never gave up hope that we can do 

this; King never gave up hope that our society could be transformed; and we must not give up 

hope today, but continue to work for renewal, for transformation, for building God’s beloved 

community. 

 

Amen 


