
Sermon:  “Silence Is Not an Option” 
 

I offer this mediation about a week from the day that would have been 

Martin Luther King’s 90th birthday, an occasion we now mark as a national 

holiday, a day of honoring his memory.  When we think of his legacy now 

we have in our mind’s eye Martin Luther King preaching “I Have a Dream” 

before thousands on the National Mall with Abraham Lincoln’s statue 

providing an awe-inspiring backdrop.  We think of Martin Luther King, the 

Nobel Laureate of Peace, only the third American clergyman in history to 

receive that honor.  And of course we have in mind Martin Luther King as 

the “drum major” of a victorious civil rights parade that stretched from coast 

to coast and endured for years under his leadership. 
 

Those are images of Martin Luther King at the peak, the apex of his 

influence over the conscience of our country. 
 

But today’s scripture, and much of Martin Luther King’s life, are borne out 

of a more challenging reality.  Times when the crowds were sparse and few, 

the honors replaced with brutish, anonymous threats, the parade a crowd of 

peaceful protesters scattered by the fire hoses and billy clubs of enabled 

bullies who could not tolerate even the most basic rights of black Americans 

to assembly and free speech.   
 

It’s that reality, as much as the glory days, that we recall on this weekend.  

And we do so because we have not left in our rear view mirror many of the 



racially tinged injustices and inequalities that served as the crucible in which 

King was shaped and from which he emerged as an American hero.  But 

King would not have become that icon of liberation had he lacked the 

foundation he possessed, a spiritual grounding represented by his title, the 

Rev. Dr. King. 
 

I am no expert in King’s biography, but it is impossible for me to imagine 

him speaking from any other reservoir than his profound Christian faith, 

magnified and sharpened by his knack for combining his natural passion and 

eloquence with academic discipline.  So when he spoke it was with gravitas 

and authority as well as with the hard-earned street creds and scars of a civil 

rights champion. 
 

Consequently, as we read scripture’s prophets, like Isaiah, we have no 

trouble hearing Martin’s voice as well.  Strewn throughout Isaiah’s lengthy 

account of the exile and punishment of Israel’s people are declarations like 

this inspired by the prophet’s rocklike faith:  “For Zion’s sake I will not keep 

silent, for Jerusalem’s sake I will not remain quiet, till her vindication shines 

out like the dawn, her salvation like a blazing torch.”  There’s no mistaking 

the cadences and vividness of King’s own preaching in these words spoken 

two-and-a-half thousand years earlier.   
 

And there’s no mistaking how King internalized Jesus’ counsel to his 

disciples for the simple reason that King counted himself as just that – a 

disciple of Christ.  So when King spoke to and on behalf of an exiled and 



brutalized people he might well have had Jesus’ reassurance in mind:  “Do 

not be afraid of them…What I tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight; 

what is whispered in your ear, proclaim from the rooftops.” 

And so King did just that.  And like Isaiah and Jesus, he paid a price, which 

he anticipated in one of his earliest sermons, from 1956.  In this sermon, 

entitled “Paul’s Letter to American Christians,” King imagined what the 

Apostle Paul would say to black and white America were he to speak to them 

about the present situation.  So Paul’s testimony includes this passage:    
 

Honesty impels me to admit that [taking public stands] will require 

willingness to suffer and sacrifice.  Often you will be called an impractical 

idealist or a dangerous radical.  Don’t worry about persecution, America; you 

are going to have that if you stand up for a great principle.  I can say this 

with some authority, because my life was a continual round of persecutions.   
 

After my conversion I was rejected by the disciples at Jerusalem.  Later I was 

tried for heresy at Jerusalem. I was jailed at Philippi, beaten at Thessalonica, 

mobbed at Ephesus, and depressed at Athens.  And yet I am still going.  I 

came away from each of these experiences more persuaded than ever before 

that “neither death nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, 

nor things to come …shall separate us from the love of God, which is in 

Christ Jesus our Lord.”  
 

And then Paul/King concludes:  “I still believe that standing up for the truth 

of God is the greatest thing in the world.  This is the end of life. The end of 



life is not to be happy.  The end of life is not to achieve pleasure and avoid 

pain. The end of life is to do the will of God, come what may.” 

You know where this meditation is heading.  As long as black Americans are 

more than twice as likely as whites to live in poverty, silence is not an 

option.  While black men have a 70% higher risk and Black women a 50% 

greater risk of developing heart failure, silence is not an option.   

 

As long as subtle and not-so-subtle schemes persist to roll back equal 

privileges of citizenship by undermining the Voting Rights Act, silence is not 

an option.  While more than half of the 9 million people living near 

hazardous waste sites are people of color – think Flint, Michigan – silence is 

not an option. 
 

While percentages of black home ownership, unemployment, and 

incarceration have worsened or remained static since 1968, the year of Dr. 

King’s death, silence is not an option.    
 

As Christians we are called to take our place on the ramparts, seeing present-

day struggles for social justice much as Isaiah prophesied the deliverance of 

his people:  “I have posted watchmen on your walls, Jerusalem; they will 

never be silent day or night.  You who call on the Lord, give yourselves no 

rest, and give the Lord no rest till he establishes Jerusalem and makes her the 

praise of the earth.” 
 



It is fitting that as we gather this morning in memory of Dr. King, we do so 

with the joy of baptizing another child of Christ, Ida Rae.  We pray in her life 
will see the coming of King’s beloved community and that her own Christian walk will 

be inspired by King and the countless other giants of the faith on whose shoulders we 

stand today.  Amen. 



Prayer for Illumination  
[Spirit of truth, move now in ancient words and cluttered hearts that we 
might hear your voice and live, for we long to be glad servants of your 
hidden, holy reign.  We pray in the name of Jesus, the Prince of Peace. 
Amen.] 
 
Old Testament Lesson                             Isaiah 62:1-7 
[1 For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, for Jerusalem’s sake I will not 
remain quiet, till her vindication shines out like the dawn, her salvation 
like a blazing torch.  
2 The nations will see your vindication, and all kings your glory; you 
will be called by a new name that the mouth of the LORD will bestow.  
3 You will be a crown of splendor in the LORD’s hand, a royal diadem 
in the hand of your God.  
4 No longer will they call you Deserted, or name your land Desolate. 
But you will be called Hephzibah, and your land Beulah; for the LORD 
will take delight in you, and your land will be married.  
5 As a young man marries a young woman, so will your Builder marry 
you; as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice 
over you.  
6 I have posted watchmen on your walls, Jerusalem; they will never be 
silent day or night. You who call on the LORD, give yourselves no rest,  
7 and give him no rest till he establishes Jerusalem and makes her the 
praise of the earth.] 
 
New Testament lesson            Matthew 10:26-31 
[26 “So do not be afraid of them, for there is nothing concealed that will 
not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made known.  
27 What I tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight; what is whispered 
in your ear, proclaim from the roofs.  
28 Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. 
Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.  
29 Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall 
to the ground outside your Father’s care.  
30 And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered.  



   31 So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.]  


