
Readings: Excerpts from the writings of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

The November 30, 2014 service at the Unitarian Universalist Congregation in Andover was “A 

Faithful Response to Ferguson”. Below is the reading used for the service, followed by the 

morning’s sermon. 

 

The morning’s reading consisted of excerpts from three of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 

writings: 

 

(Excerpt from “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”, April 16, 1963) “Over the past few years I have 

been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable 

conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White 

Citizen’s Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to 

‘order’ than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive 

peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says: ‘I agree with you in the goal you 

seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of direct action’; who paternalistically believes he 

can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time and 

who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a ‘more convenient season.’ …. I must confess that 

I am not afraid of the word ‘tension.’ I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type 

of constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth.”  

 

(Excerpt from “The Other America”, March 14, 1968, just a little more than two weeks before 

King’s assassination) “Now I wanted to say something about the fact that we have lived over 

these last two or three summers with agony and we have seen our cities going up in flames. And 

I would be the first to say that I am still committed to militant, powerful, massive, non-violence 

as the most potent weapon in grappling with the problem from a direct action point of view. I'm 

absolutely convinced that a riot merely intensifies the fears of the white community while 

relieving the guilt… But it is not enough for me to stand before you tonight and condemn riots. It 

would be morally irresponsible for me to do that without, at the same time, condemning the 

contingent, intolerable conditions that exist in our society. These conditions are the things that 

cause individuals to feel that they have no other alternative than to engage in violent rebellions to 

get attention. And I must say tonight that a riot is the language of the unheard. And what is it 

America has failed to hear? … It has failed to hear that the promises of freedom and justice have 

not been met. And it has failed to hear that large segments of white society are more concerned 

about tranquility and the status quo than about justice and humanity.”  

 

(Excerpt from “A Testament of Hope”, King’s last essay, published posthumously) “…. there is 

no single answer to the plight of the American Negro. Conditions and needs vary greatly in 

different sections of the country. I think that the place to start, however, is in the area of human 

relations, and especially in the area of community-police relations. This is a sensitive and touchy 

problem that has rarely been adequately emphasized. Virtually every riot has begun from some 

police action. If you try to tell the people in most Negro communities that the police are their 

friends, they just laugh at you. Obviously, something desperately needs to be done to correct 

this…. In the larger sense, police must cease being occupation troops in the ghetto and start 

protecting its residents.”  
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It’s amazing how Martin Luther King, Jr.’s words – including the words I shared for our reading 

a few minutes ago – hold up a half-century later. His essays and speeches and sermons could still 

be delivered today. Just change the word “negro” to black or African American and make it 

gender inclusive and a few other modern linguistic adjustments, and everything King said still 

holds true. It’s impressive. But a half-century later, isn’t that tragic? Clearly, we are not in a post 

racial society. Have there been improvements? Yes, I do believe so. The “moral arc of the 

universe” is “bending toward justice”, as King said it would. But there is still a long, long way to 

go before we are anywhere near the Promised Land of racial equality and justice. 

 

I had to change the topic of this week’s service after Monday night’s announcement that the 

grand jury in Ferguson, Missouri decided not to indict Darren Wilson. Just as a reminder, Darren 

Wilson is the white Ferguson police officer who shot and killed an unarmed black 18-year-old 

named Michael Brown back in August. I was amazed how many folks putting their opinions out 

there on the Internet (on social media of various kinds) felt comfortable with this grand jury 

decision, at least as their first reaction. A surprising number of folks have opined this week that 

the system was in place, and ran its course, and the result deserves trust. These folks are 

comfortable trusting the system, and feel that justice (by definition) has been served, because the 

justice system went through its paces. Some of these folks felt that it was a delinquent kid’s 

actions versus an officer of the law – and since there were conflicting accounts, we should give 

the police officer the benefit of the doubt.  

 

Now, all the folks on the internet that I personally observed to be putting that point of view 

forward were white. That’s anecdotal; I haven’t done a study or anything. But it was striking, to 

me, how many white people trust the system – trust the legal system, including police, implicitly. 

 

We might never know the precise truth of exactly what transpired when Darren Wilson shot 

Michael Brown. But the reality is, many white people trust the system, and many black people 

do not. This has everything to do with the crushing history of racism in this country, giving 

African Americans every reason not to trust the system, versus the reality of white privilege, 

giving Euro Americans many reasons to feel good about the system, without ever even having to 

think about it very much – particularly middle and upper class Euro Americans, who have full 

access to white privilege. 

 

If you’ve ever studied white privilege, you’ve probably encountered Peggy McIntosh’s classic 

piece from 1988 called “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack”.
1
 She spells out 

some of the basic ways in which those who are white in this country have certain advantages in 

life – unearned privileges – that people of color do not. McIntosh’s essay concludes, “To 

redesign social systems we need first to acknowledge their colossal unseen dimensions. The 

silences and denials surrounding privilege are the key political tool here. They keep the thinking 

about equality or equity incomplete, protecting unearned advantage and conferred dominance by 

making these taboo subjects…” She goes on, “It seems to me that obliviousness about white 

                                                           
1
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advantage… is kept strongly inculturated in the United States so as to maintain the myth of 

meritocracy, the myth that democratic choice is equally available to all.” 

What does this have to do with the events in Ferguson, and the larger questions that they raise? 

As columnist Derrick Clifton puts it, white privilege is “not having to seriously think about or 

discuss how the situation in Ferguson will affect friends and relatives or even how a broader 

justice system will work to protect (or to not protect) the constitutional rights of black 

people. White privilege is being able to walk away from the conversation, or to stop reading a 

piece about racism when it stirs up discomfort, rather than wrestling with the subject matter… 

White privilege can be used for good too,” Clifton writes, “if those who wield it actively 

challenge the prejudices of their white friends and reject white supremacy. But as long as white 

people keep denying their privilege,” he concludes, “white officers with badges and institutional 

power on their side will continue killing blacks with impunity.”
2
   

And so today, together, we need to have this important, if at times uncomfortable, conversation 

about white privilege and institutionalized racism. That is the first part of a faithful response to 

Ferguson: educating ourselves, and having the difficult conversation – having it now, and 

continuing to have it in the days to come with the people in our lives. Seeing racism and 

oppression without calling it out is a form of supporting racism and oppression. A faithful 

response to Ferguson includes a willingness to call out racism and oppression, even if it is 

uncomfortable.  

Thinking of white privilege in the context of Ferguson, it is important to realize how differently 

white America experiences police and the legal system, compared to black America. Tim Wise, 

author of six books on race, puts it this way: White America experiences “police most often as 

helpful, as protectors of … lives and property. But that is not the black experience by and large; 

and black people know this, however much [white people] don’t. The history of law enforcement 

in America, with regard to black folks, has been one of unremitting oppression… From slave 

patrols to overseers to the Black Codes to lynching, it is a fact… And the fact that white people 

don’t know this history, have never been required to learn it… explains a lot about what’s wrong 

with America.”
3
 And so the first thing to realize about Ferguson, whatever the particulars of the 

shooting were, is that the shooting of an unarmed black person is not an isolated incident. At all. 

As Derrick Clifton puts it, “In the past two weeks alone, Tanesha Anderson, Akai Gurley and 

Tamir Rice all died at the hands of police officers. And the current conversation hearkens back to 

just one year ago, when George Zimmerman was acquitted in the death of Trayvon Martin.”
4
 

                                                           
2
 Derrick Clifton, “11 Things White People Should Stop Saying to Black People Immediately”, August 14, 2014, 

http://mic.com/articles/96144/11-things-white-people-should-stop-saying-to-black-people-immediately 
3
 Tim Wise, “Most White People in America Are Completely Oblivious”, November 25, 2014, 

http://www.alternet.org/most-white-people-america-are-completely-oblivious?page=0%2C0 
4
 Derrick Clifton, “Here's How to Talk About Ferguson Around the Thanksgiving Dinner Table This Year”, November 

26, 2014, http://mic.com/articles/105190/here-s-how-to-talk-about-ferguson-around-the-thanksgiving-dinner-

table-this-year 



3 ©2014 Rev. M. Lara Hoke, “A Faithful Response to Ferguson” 

 

As I mentioned during my sermon on gun violence a few weeks ago, there really aren’t reliable 

statistics for the use of deadly force by law enforcement.
5
 But African Americans are keenly 

aware that young black males are at higher risk. According to a ProPublica analysis of federally-

collected data on fatal police shootings, “Young black males in recent years were at a far greater 

risk of being shot dead by police than their white counterparts – 21 times greater” risk.
6
 

So keeping the history and the present-day numbers in mind, let’s think about the situation in 

Ferguson. According to Time magazine, the population of Ferguson is two-thirds black, but the 

“police department [has] only four African Americans on a force of 53”. As the Time article 

points out, “When protests broke out, the heavy-duty military gear officers donned to confront 

them did nothing to diminish the impression of antagonism between police and public. Much of 

that armor was left over from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and distributed by the Pentagon 

to local law-enforcement departments. The battle gear did little to serve a police force that, like 

many in the U.S., is seen by minorities ‘as trying to dominate rather than serve and protect’”.
7
 

Meanwhile, the Missouri Governor, Jay Nixon, declared a state of emergency a week before the 

grand jury decision even came out; this called in the National Guard. I personally found this very 

alarming. The National Guard, after all, has been serving overseas in those wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, and so to call them in implies that the protesters are “enemy combatants”; it’s hard 

to imagine that this didn’t feel antagonistic. As the Brown family’s attorney put it, by calling in 

the National Guard, Governor Nixon seemed to be “preparing for war”.
8
 Not to mention all the 

things that calling in the National Guard evokes in our collective memory – the oppression of 

protesters during the Civil Rights Movement and the shooting of anti-war protesters at Kent State 

and more. A faithful response to Ferguson requires us to speak out against the militarization of 

our police and questionable uses of the National Guard. 

Fast forward to this past Monday, when the grand jury decision was announced. This was a very 

strange event indeed. The prosecutor, Robert McCulloch, spoke and spoke before saying what 

the decision had been. He went on for about 25 minutes! It was hard to remember that he was 

there – in theory – to prosecute Darren Wilson. It sure sounded like he was there to indict 

Michael Brown and even social media! It was borderline bizarre, to me. He sounded like a 

defense attorney for Wilson, the man he was allegedly there to prosecute. Whatever really 

happened between Wilson and Brown, that is not justice. It stunk to high heaven. 

Also, originally the plan was to announce the decision earlier in the day; instead, the decision 

was announced in the evening, well after dark, even though the decision was made in the early 

afternoon. They waited seven hours or so to announce it. Call me a conspiracy theorist, but it 

isn’t hard for me to imagine that this was done deliberately, so that the attention would all go to 
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the so-called rioting – to the looting and fires. If so, it was a brilliant plan, because it has largely 

worked. The media keeps talking about the violent protests, even though this is a small minority 

of protesters, most of whom are peaceful, most of whom don’t condone looting or the rest. But 

also, it raises the question of what is violence? As blogger Mia McKenzie put it, “In the wake of 

the Darren Wilson decision and the ensuing protests, I’ve been hearing the word ‘violence’ 

thrown around by journalists and social media commentators alike. It’s strange to me,” she 

writes, “because when these people use the term violence, they’re not talking about … the brutal 

and unnecessary killing of unarmed Black women, children and men by police officers… What 

is ‘violence’ to these people?” she asks. “Property damage. Looting. The destruction of things.” 

She reminds us that violence “is something that living beings experience… buildings don’t have 

bodies, minds, or spirits… And if you really believed that Black people are fully human, you 

wouldn’t be equating our lives with your things,” she writes.
9
 

This is another important part of a faithful response to Ferguson. Our first principle as Unitarian 

Universalists is to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person. “Black 

lives matter” has become the mantra of the movement in response to Ferguson, and it should be 

our faithful mantra as well. Black lives matter. Black people are, of course, fully human, full of 

inherent worth and dignity, and far more important than property. That really can’t be 

emphasized enough. And it might seem like a ridiculous thing to need to say, but if you pay 

attention to the nightly news and social media, it clearly needs to be said.  

Experts have pointed out that many things about the grand jury process in this instance were 

atypical. Normally the suspect wouldn’t have a chance to testify at all, whereas Wilson testified 

for hours. He wasn’t cross-examined; he simply got to state his own version of things. Also, the 

Assistant District Attorneys – part of the team that was supposed to be there to prosecute Wilson 

– presented the jurors with an out-dated law saying that police can shoot a fleeing suspect; this 

law was ruled unconstitutional in the mid 1980s!
10

 That’s just the tip of the iceberg of what was 

unusual about the process, but I’ll leave it at that for now. 

What about what Wilson actually said during his highly-unusual chance to testify at a grand jury 

proceeding?
11

 He testified for several hours, so again, this is just touching on a few key points. 

Some of Wilson’s statements about Brown were classically racist. He testified that “I felt like a 

5-year-old holding on to Hulk Hogan”. Yes, Michael Brown was a big man – but so is Wilson, at 

6’3” and 210 pounds. It tends to build upon white fear of black men as having “super-human 

strength”. Wilson also referred to Brown as “it”. He said, “The only way I can describe it, it 

looks like a demon, that’s how angry he looked.” Wilson claimed that even as he was shooting at 

Brown, Brown kept coming at him. Wilson said, “At this point it looked like he was almost 

bulking up to run through the shots, like it was making him mad that I'm shooting at him. And 

the face that he had was looking straight through me, like I wasn't even there…” Wilson says, “I 

shoot a series of shots. I don't know how many I shot, I just know I shot it.” There’s that “it” 

again. 
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Wilson meanwhile presents himself unfailingly polite. He claims that he saw Brown and his 

friend (another young black man) walking in the middle of the street, and pulled over and said, 

“Hey guys, why don’t you walk on the sidewalk?” When they say that they’re almost at their 

destination, he says, “But what’s wrong with the sidewalk?” As others have pointed out, it’s hard 

to believe that Wilson was this pleasant and friendly. It just doesn’t ring true. And then Wilson 

claims that in the end, Brown put his hand in his waistband while coming toward him, as though 

he might have a weapon, which would justify the shooting in self-defense. Given that Wilson 

had already fired at Brown by this point – and given that we now know for a fact that Brown was 

unarmed, which obviously he himself knew – this only makes sense if Brown had a death wish. 

Nothing about Brown’s life suggests that he had a death wish, so this seems like a stretch. 

Now, things went down differently according to the testimony of the young man who was with 

Michael Brown during the shooting, a young man named Dorian Johnson – starting with 

Johnson’s claim that officer Wilson pulled over and said, “Get the F on the sidewalk!” There are 

other key differences. According to officer Wilson’s story, Brown is hitting him and trying to get 

his gun. According to the friend’s story, officer Wilson grabs Brown, who is hitting at him 

because he’s trying to get away from him. By Johnson’s own account, Brown is no angel – he 

did just steal cigarillos, and he was smart-talking to a police officer, and ultimately he was 

fighting with him. But to my ears, the version that Dorian Johnson tells rings more true; that (as 

Ezra Klein summarizes) “a cop feels disrespected by two young men, he reasserts his power, and 

then things spin out of control”.
12

 That for me makes more sense than Wilson’s version, though 

as I say, we may never know.  

As has been pointed out, it’s almost impossible to get an indictment (let alone a conviction) of a 

police officer who kills someone in the name of self-defense. A faithful response to Ferguson 

requires that we stop accepting this reality, along with the reality that there are not good statistics 

on lethal force by police. There must be an accounting of this, literally and figuratively. The fact 

of black Americans being more likely to be killed by police than other Americans must be named 

and questioned. As Unitarian Universalists, our second principle is to affirm and promote justice, 

equity and compassion in human relations. This is not what justice, equity and compassion in 

human relations looks like. As columnist Judd Legum puts it, ultimately, blaming the system is 

“just a way to pass the buck. Darren Wilson did not escape accountability for shooting Michael 

Brown dead because of the law. He escaped accountability because, as a society, a majority of us 

are OK with that outcome.” He goes on: “… even if you accept Wilson’s account word-for-

word, he only gets off because enough people found his actions ‘reasonable’ under the 

circumstances. … [Wilson] acted ‘reasonably’ if he ‘reasonably’ believed his life was in danger. 

What does ‘reasonable’ mean?” Legum asks. “It means whatever we say it means.”
13

  

During my sermon on gun violence, I mentioned that during my Navy years I was a special agent 

with NCIS, and that I did my training at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in 

Glynco, Georgia. That training was in the fall of 1990. There were several different tests we had 

to pass to get our credentials as federal agents. One of the tests was unofficially known as “shoot, 
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don’t shoot”. You watched video clips of various scenarios. You had a virtual gun, and you were 

the law enforcement officer arriving on scene. You had a split second to make your decision 

whether to shoot or not to shoot. I must say that, even though this was merely a virtual test – my 

life was not at risk, naturally, from videos – it was still stressful to make this split-second 

decision and be judged on it. I vividly remember just one scenario. It has stayed with me for 

these now 24 years. In this scenario, a large man, maybe about 30 years old, over six feet tall, 

over 200 pounds, gets close to me and is about to punch me – seemingly right in the face. As it 

happens, the man in the video was also black. I had just turned 22, and at the time was about 

5’4” and not much more than 100 pounds (that’s right: it’s hard to believe, but used to be an inch 

shorter). Levity aside – because this certainly isn’t a funny story – I had a split second to decide 

what to do. I shot him. With that, along with the other scenarios I faced, I passed the test. It was 

the “correct” decision for me to shoot him. Thank God it was just virtual. But in a sense, I shot 

an unarmed black man, and that was considered reasonable because I reasonably feared for my 

life. Though this was all virtual, it haunts me to this day.  

A faithful response to Ferguson requires that we advocate for more non-lethal options for police. 

It requires that we insist that these non-lethal options are used whenever possible. Back in 1990, 

Tasers weren’t an option. Now they are. By his own admission, Wilson didn’t have a Taser with 

him when he shot Brown because he considered the Taser to be “clunky and heavy”
14

. I’m sorry, 

but that is not reasonable.  

A faithful response to Ferguson requires that we advocate for police officers to have cameras on 

their dashboards, perhaps on their persons. I didn’t like the idea of this when I first heard it 

because, well, we’re all already under surveillance too much. But in light of the fact that police 

sometimes use lethal force, the cameras seem reasonable – to protect the community from 

unwarranted use of lethal force and, for that matter, to protect the police officer when the lethal 

force is warranted. This is a new option, and early case studies suggest that it can make a 

difference, making complaints against police and the use of force by officers fall by 88% and 

60% respectively.
15

  

Finally, keep in mind, too, that violent force is used much more frequently by police in this 

country than in other wealthy countries. According to The Economist, in 2013 there were 409 

fatal shootings by police in the USA, compared to zero in Great Britain. Get this: “Last year, in 

total, British police officers actually fired their weapons three times.”
16

 Wilson alone fired at 

Brown twelve times. And consider that in Great Britain, not all police even carry guns – in part 

because the citizens themselves are much, much less likely to own and carry guns. A faithful 

response to Ferguson requires that we take another look at gun control, and another look at how 

we police our communities. And finally, we also incarcerate our citizens at a far higher rate than 

other countries, and this disproportionately works against black men. The rate at which African 

Americans are imprisoned has even been called “the new Jim Crow”. I don’t have time to talk 

about this in depth today, but challenging the Prison Industrial Complex and the disproportionate 
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numbers of African Americans and other people of color being incarcerated is also part of a 

faithful response to Ferguson, ultimately.  

This complex conversation will continue. But for now, I close with the words of UU minister 

Fred Small: “This road to justice will be hard. It will be frustrating and people will challenge us. 

. . . We will be tested. We have to believe in our inner voice—some of us … call it God—telling 

us that justice and human dignity are worth fighting for. We are not done.”
17

 May we rise to the 

challenges, faithfully, because black lives matter. Blessed be and amen. 
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