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/AN AMERICAN TRAGEDY (Martin Luther King)
- , April 5, 1968
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I ﬁi;éw%elt compelled to change the theme of

' my sermon tonight. I had planned to talk on "The

Passover Plot"; a book dealing with a great traged
which occurred in the land of Palestine almost
2000 years ago. Instead I shall speak of an Americ
tragedy which occurred in our land in the city of
Memphis, Tenpessee, last night, My heart and my
conscience compelled me tonight to speak of the
murder of the Reverend Ma t%ﬁ Luther King. I speak
with shame#ﬁ#'th sorrow ith unalsiddian hope

T G ey

‘ T say first that I speak with shame, I love
my country, I want to be proud of it, I-}ike-tv
\thinkweffkmvriﬁﬁwﬁ§Lthe%iand“thatjgggg;ggﬁfﬁéliigh
Of liberty . .and-hopeefor mankKind, I like to think
of America as symbolized by the Statue of Liberty-
proclaiming "Send me your poor, your tired your
huddled masses yearning to- breathe free", I like
to think of America as symbolized by Abraham Linco:
"With malice towards none, with charity for all, w:
firmness in the right as God gives us to see ghe r:
let us strive on to finish the work we are in/’

I like to think of America as that great outpouring
of people of all religions and all races who gath~-
ered in Washington in the famous March in 1963 to
affirm their dedication to the cause of human right
human freedom and dignity, This is the America I
_ love,

But there is another America that we do not
like to acknowledge but the reality of which forces
itself upon us, What is it in America that makes
for these outbursts of violence that fly in the
face of all reason and negate the spirit of humanit
No monarch in England has died by violence in many
centuries, In our national history of less than tw
centuries— how many Presidents have died at the
hands of assassins. We speak of A erica as the land
of—thre~free—the..land.wit® freedom and justice for
2ll, How many Americans white and black who stood
up to make these ideals real have died at the hands
of brutal bigots. With shame for my country I add ¢
their roster the name of Martin Luther King.

True, you may say that these acts are committed
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sickx |

by pexysnxas 1nd1v1duals with perverted minds.

But there must be something in the climate of our

country that endourages this kind of brutal,

violent destruction, It was not only the hand of

arvey Oswald that assassinated President Kenne
. Yt was the spirit of hatred and bigotry which seeth

through Dallas and other cities of our country ¥hic

gave impetus to that historic crime, - It was not th

sick mind of an unbalanced racist that concelved

the murder of Dr, King -~ sq.sens

nofi=violence ik tondie=the.
rightse It was the degp unspo en fee¥in
in the south but in the morth as well, whlch, howev
camouflaged, resents the liberatiom and the equali
of their dark-skinned fellow citizens.

When we were down in Selma Alabama in the summe
of 1965, we saw this hatred and this lust for vio-
lence in the eyeS'of the men who followed our car
with shotguns in the back window of theirs- one of
them the man who narely a week later was to commit
the cowardly murder of Jonathan Daniels, a brillis
dedicated young seminary student, who was riding
with us that day. We heard it in the bitter hatred
in the voices of those who tried to run us down as
we sxpprixanxxsfxsuxxExxxkxfmxxxax we walked acrc
the d riveway of a motel, and as we jumped aside
shouted® Nigger Lovers.at us. I gense it when peop

,tell me - " X don't have anything against negroes
but if they move in property values are going to go
down" or "I'm for equal rights but they want to
get it too fast. They're not r eady for it",

I recall that summer in 1965 Marcia and I were
with Jonathan Daniels who a week later would be dea
and Stokeley Carmichael, AmdxStmkmIaxyxwamntmdxmextmx
mextxaxx We were working on Voter Registratign in
Lowndes county, the toughest county in the S5 uth,
Anc¢ Stokeley wanted me to meet an old negro preach
now completely blind. A,d the old preacher ihsiste!
that the only thing a bigot would respect is a gun-
and the only way to meet force xaxx is by force,
And Stokeley defended non-violence and insisted the

only thlng force would prove was who had the big er
gun, ANg the old prexher turned to me anml aske
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Rabbi, ane you one of those non-violent fellows,
And I answered that axExkxmasxwhxnxysw while I
admired the moral idealism of non-violence there ax
times when you must stand up and defend yourself,
And T cited the example of the Jews in Israel, A,d
we argued the issue, What made Stiokley change-
and turned him into the advocate of violence and
Black Power, D;d Jon's brutal murder have somethin
o do with it? And ifs I were to meet him now what
could I say to him In the face of this tragic eve
When violence rear? its head in the negro world- is
it not because we have failed to control or even to
punish violence in the white world, It is pmrt of
the American tragedy that we kill our noblest sons .

And T say, secondly, that I speak tonight with
sorrow because so much has been lost in the death
of Martin L ther King, I heard him a number of tim
but three stand out in my mind. One was at the Free.
dom March in Washington %o which I alluded before,
There he spoke for the American people because his
dream was the Aﬂ&{écan dream, And I heard him at
the conventid¥ in hicago of the UsAH.C where he gax
the main address at the closing banquet. He could
have made a fatuous talk about brotherhood and made
everybody feel self-satisfied, Instead he stirred
the conscience of the thousand delegates there -
reminding them that civil rights are human rights-
that the struggle for them is everybody!'s struggle-
and their denial is e verybody's guilt , A 4 I remenm-
ber his talk at the closing meeting of the SELC
Conference in Brimingham in August of 1965, We met
Jon and Stokeley there again, The audience there
was largely negro. Not long be fore a bomb had been
thrown into a church in Birmingham and fomm little
negro children had been killed, Only a week be fore
the Voter Registration Bjll had been passed in Congr
ess and we were heady with victory, It was  a perfec
opportunity for demagogery - King could have appeale:
to his audience~ roused their emotions~ they were
ready to respond to anything he said, Instrad he
spoke about Vietnam.qxﬂxnuxxxxxgnnxikiiixix He pointe
out that it diverted effort from the home tasks- but
more important that it was a denial of basic moral

Principles, He spoke not just as a negro but as an
A"erican prophet,
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Martin Luther King dared to apply his relig-
ious principles literally, Some of tk more extre
mist elements in the negro world condemned him
as an Uncle Tom- which to them is the ultimate
insult, They felt he was not militant enough, The
fact is that Martin Luther King was extremely mil-
itant. His non-violence did not mean passive accer
tance of wrong, He stood up fearlessly against di
crimination, against degial of civil rights - for
freedom and equality. A"d in this struggle he was
attacked and he was beaten he was jmiled- but he
insisted for himself and for his followers that th
would not strike back. And on this basis- he had
won battle after battle~ Che right to sit in buses
wherever there was a seat- the right to sit at
lunchcounters~ the right to use municipal swimming
pools & the right to attned public theatery, Like
Ghandi in India- non-violence became an e xample
of the power of the spirit, Let me say that it
works only where people against whom you stand
have a basic sense of humanity. It seemed to be

working. But now this comes - and one wonders -
- It was auch a meaninglegs, destructive act, Martin
Luther King was thmxsmxXxxsxx leader of the forces
of moderation in the negro world., It was in men
like him that there was hope that our problems
could be solved without bloodshed., If his murderer
had wanted to stimulate rioting and violence- he
could not have chosen a more effective way,.

- ) el
Dr. King did 5%iéS%égiéiany:%mmmaﬁweanwg&n&aa

tion.to-make.-read—tire~ideaT 5t ~humenity., In a tra
gic hour in our community some weeks ago I used a |
story by the South African novelist, Olive Shcrein
It is called the Artist's Secret. It tells of an

. artist whose work was distinguished by a strange
shade of red- lifelike, pulsating. Others gried

to copy it without success., He went on painting
picture after picture~ all with that same g W%SQ
color~ and as time passed he became, pale and @2&‘-
but he continued relentlessly .at his work. One
night he died. His colleagues searched his studio
hoping thyy might find the mystery of the Artist'
secret but there was nothing. But the author con-

cludes- if they had examined his body they would
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have seen‘beneath his heart a fresh wound = now
closed in death, He had been painting with his
life's bloodse Dr. Martin Luther King consciously

gave his life for his cause, His loss_is part of
w&s@#ﬁragedy& % oy e/ é«j Ws&%p

But finally I speak tonight with hope. Like
Anne Frank who said~ Yespite everything I still
beliege that man is good at heart, I say, despite
everything I still believe that the Aperican dream
is not a fantasy. It hurts so much to realize tha
he was only 39 years o0ld, Truly this is an example
of an unfinished life, Buxxksx ngxxiixxnxkxxnxxxx:
seexzdxunfintshndx And"yet is"3% not the destiny
all pdealists. The great tasks of mankind are
continuous~ they must be carried on by generation
after generation., Each advances the cause as far
as time and strength permit and then passes on-
finding comfort only-in the realization that other
will continue,

Wasxkx Was Abraham Lincoln's life unfinished,
He had spent four cruciial years leading his countr:
in a terrible war to preserve the union and to ema;
cipate the slave, He died =mx X fore he could
see the fruits of his labors, * were to pass
befoxsx while his dream remained a dream, But what-
ever progress has been made in our day toward humai
equality is the continuation of the work of A, ra-
ham Lijncoln. Was the life of Theodore Herzl an
unfinished one, For eight years- he burned himself
out to gain a homeland for his people.He met bitte:
opposition from within and without, Finally he diec
his work unfinished. Buy the living state of Israel
today is the continuatig s8£ the work of Thedore
"Herzl, Was the life of xx¥* an unfinished life,
Forty yearg he spent guiding his people in the wil-
derness, A d then he ‘died on the far shore- never
privileged"to set foot in the promised land which
was his goal, But wherever the Jewish faith and
people live today~ theyxaxExthzxranximmatisnxnfx
thke spirit of Moses lives on with them,

Dr. King had a premonition of his death. Onljy
the day before in Memphis he had said
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"Like -anybody, I would like to live a long life.
But I'm not concerﬁed about that now, I just want
to do God's will A"d HeIg~rallowed me to ‘@B up to
the moutnain.A d I've looked over and I8%e seen
the promised land. I may not get there with youw
but I want you to know tonight that we as a people
will get to the promised land. I'm not worried
about anything. I'y, not fearing any man. Mine
eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lor

The ancient Rabbis understood it when they s:
Lo alecho hamelacha ligmor elo aincha ben chorim :
hibatel mimenu - It is not for youto complete the
work., Yet thou rt not free todesist from it,
He followed that principle. A d so must wey/ If we

we must wvindicateiRis life so tragical
by strengthening the caus of human
brotherhood, of unﬂigﬂfiiigng and
peace and goodwill xmxwhich
such utter dedication, Thi
is our hope, If this ta
4his hope crushed by
all is lost and A

sepryed xmx-with
s the task., A, d thii
is to be stifled and
ullet from a gun— then
fca is lost - and it won't be
s dream must be our dream and w
must make that” dream real, Let us hear it in his
own words kex I heard it on t hat memorable day
in Washington almost five yzars ago.

worth saving.

(TAPE RECORDING- I HAVE A DREAM)

I remember in Jerusalem the day the old city
was liberggedmix we had gone down to the Mandeldb
gate Gate to welcome the returning soldiers, And
then we came back to our building where the borde
police had been quartered with us dugxing the figh
It was a great and historic hour. Ad sudden&y W
realized that we were there- five of us all A eri
- and for some s trange reason we wanted to procla
the f act that we in this time of destiny we share
as Americans, Whatx A d as we came up the steps
we started to sing— we didn't sing God Bless Amer
or My country tis of thee. Almost instinctively
reached out—- grasped each others hands and entere

the building singing We Shall Overcome- a sonfgu
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~of the civil rights Tévement fi rstapade popular
,by the followwrs of Dy, Martin Luther King, Some-
how we felt this was the spirit of America- it

was the expression of eternal hope 'and faith
of our country.



