January 18, 2009

I wasn’t planning on saying anything at all, since we have our annual meeting this morning. But I can’t let this occasion slip by unmarked. Tomorrow, of course, is the national holiday honoring the birth of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  And the day after that is the inauguration of this country’s first African-American president. For many, many people, including me, January 20 is a miraculous day that we never thought we’d see in our lifetime.
Now I never knew Dr. King, but I do know many people who did, and some who were counted among his close friends. I have known brave women and men who faced unspeakable humiliations and unimaginable violence not just because their skin was dark, but because underneath that dark skin were sharp minds and courageous hearts and noble spirits that would not be fettered by the chains of unreasoning, blind bigotry.
I had people come into my office and begin our conversation by saying, “I’ve never said this to a white man before…..” I think I have only just now realized what they were doing. I thought they were unburdening themselves, and I suppose that was part of it. But more importantly, they were placing that burden on my shoulders, they were giving me their stories to tell. White America has rarely done a good job of listening to its darker skinned sisters and brothers. And so I can bear witness today. I can bear witness to the stories I have heard and the lessons they taught me. For who among us, especially in this day and age, does not need to learn that promises can be broken, but hope does not have to die, or that lies may be told, but love can still survive and await its fulfillment. That is what they taught me, and the word for it is faith – faith in me, faith in our country, but only because of their faith that God would lead me, and you, and all our country into the completion of God’s purposes for us. They could pray for those who persecuted them because they believed that God loves even those whose hearts are full of hate.
“America never was America to me,” wrote the poet James Baldwin. Maybe the presidential inauguration this week means that America is beginning to grow up. I do know this, being “color blind” is no solution. Instead, we must learn to love and cherish each and every color of the human rainbow, because each and every person has stories to tell, lessons to pass on. It may be that listening and learning is the way to our salvation – certainly in our civic life, as we strive to form that “more perfect union” promised by our Constitution – and spiritually as well, as long as love of neighbor growing out of love for and of God grows and flourishes, as long as lies are repudiated and promises redeemed, as long as we all have a dream for human life that is God’s own dream, and as long as we give our lives to make that dream come true.
