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Outside of the Southern Poverty Law Center in Montgomery, Alabama, stands the Civil Rights Memorial. This memorial was designed by the artist Maya Lin who also designed the Vietnam Memorial. Both are of black granite; both have engraved names. 

In Montgomery, the memorial is a round granite table; names and dates radiate out like hands on a clock. There are 40 names of those who lost their lives, and key events beginning with May 27, 1954 when the Supreme Court outlawed school segregation, and ending with April 4, 1968 – the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.

Water emerges from the center of the table and flows smoothly across the names and dates. You can walk up and touch the names, feel the water, see your reflection. The water is soothing, cleansing – the symbolism is very powerful. Symbolism as old as the waters of creation and the River Jordan – a symbol of our birth and rebirth.

Behind the table is a curved black granite wall, also with water cascading down. Engraved on that wall is a paraphrase from the Book of Amos which was quoted often by Dr. King: “. . . until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.” Martin Luther King would have liked this memorial. He would have liked the symbolism and the relevance to the message being conveyed.

In today’s reading, Jesus speaks to the need for relevance of the symbols we use – the actions we perform. He questioned why one would want to fast while the wedding feast was underway – while the reign of God was at hand – while the bridegroom was present. Actions within the reign of God need to reflect the presence of the reign of God.

Dr. King knew the reign of God is at hand. He knew that symbols and actions needed to be relevant to the message being communicated and consistent with the presence of the reign of God.

Martin Luther King, Jr., grew up in a family where his father believed that the Church is the instrument for the improvement of African Americans. After he finished his Ph.D. in systematic theology at Boston University in 1955, he returned to the south and the pastorate of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. Within a matter of months, Rosa Parks had refused to give up her seat on the bus, and Dr. King was made head of the newly-formed Montgomery Improvement Association.  He was thrust into the battle for the civil rights of blacks in these United States.

He saw that the very fabric of our society, our “single garment of destiny,” had a gaping tear in it. And like today’s reading, he knew that a new piece of cloth couldn’t be stitched in for repair. He needed old pieces of cloth. He wanted symbols and actions relevant to the situation at hand. The reign of God wasn’t doing well, and fragments of the garment of the reign of God needed to be used to repair the damage.

He reached back through our Declaration of Independence to the Book of Genesis for that old cloth that all are created equal. He rejected that new cloth that an entire segment of our society was less capable, unmotivated, unreliable, unpredictable, uninformed, unentitled.

From the Book of Amos he proclaimed in his speech: “We are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty steam.” In that old cloth it is clear that justice and righteousness go hand in hand, that this is a moral issue.

From Augustine he learned that an unjust law is no law at all. And from St. Thomas, that an unjust law is a human law not rooted in eternal and natural law. From this he embraced the permissibility of civil disobedience

From Socrates he brought forth the notion that change can come about by creating a tension in the minds of people. And that created tension can help people “to rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood.” This is a non-violent tension. He rejected the piece of new cloth being held out by white moderates at the time: the notion that we should seek a negative peace which is the absence of tension, rather than a positive peace which is the presence of justice.

He traveled to India to increase his understanding of Gandhian non-violent strategies. And he thereby rejected the piece of new cloth which held that “the Negro” will be content after they blow off a little steam. If not, we have the police dogs and fire hoses ready. 

From Isaiah he understood the power of silence in the face of undeserved suffering, and he rejected that new cloth and the idea that violence need be provoked by the pouring of syrup, jam and milk over the heads of people sitting quietly at a lunch counter. You see, it was “no longer a choice between violence and nonviolence . . .; it was nonviolence or nonexistence.”

He relied upon our 1st Amendment for the rights to Freedom of Speech and Freedom of Assembly.

He embraced the extremism of Jesus, Amos, St. Paul, Martin Luther, John Bunyan, Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson. And the question was not whether to be an extremist, but what kind of extremist: extremists for hate or extremists for love? extremists for the preservation of injustice, or extremists for the cause of justice?

Brothers and sisters, Dr. King knew the reign of God and gathered all the pieces of cloth he could get his hands on. He knew we are all tied together in what he referred to as the single garment of destiny. Martin Luther King has been gone for more than a generation. The tear in the garment of the reign of God is still there, the Mystical Body is far from being made whole.

We have referred to the quote from the Book of Amos. When we recall these words of Dr. King: “We are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty steam,”  what do we hear? Is it an empathic Yes, I can understand why you’re not satisfied?  Or do we hear a prophetic voice calling from within the Mystical Body? When he says “We are not satisfied,” do we hear we? And if we hear “We are not satisfied,” are we willing to say “We are not satisfied”? And if we are willing to say “We are not satisfied,” are we willing to act as those who aren’t satisfied?

Church, turn to somebody and say: “We are not satisfied!”

Church, turn to somebody and say: “We are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied!” 

Church, turn to somebody and say:  “We are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.” 

Somebody say: Amen!

( 2000 Thomas W. Cummins
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