
P a g e  | 1 

 

"What's It Like?"      

Sermon    Rev. Rachel Thompson 

15 January 2012 

Bedford Presbyterian Church 

Bedford, NY 

 

Scripture Reading      1 John 4:16, 19-21  

 
16So we have known and believe the love that God has for us.  God is love, and those who abide in love 

abide in God, and God abides in them. 19We love because God first loved us. 20Those who say, ‘I love 

God’, and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they 

have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen. 21The commandment we have from God is this: 

those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.  
 

Because it’s Martin Luther King Day weekend, I have three stories to tell you.   

 

#1       Recently, I stood in a check-out line at the Stop and Shop near my home, feeling 

annoyed.  I tend to get annoyed when I'm in line at this store, because the lines are often 

tediously long and the cashiers and baggers are generally unfriendly.  They tend to talk 

to each other while ignoring the customer.  Not so much as a "Hi, how are you?"  I don't 

know why this irritates me so much but it does.  But the other day while I was standing 

interminably in line at the Stop and Shop, I had a little epiphany.  I looked at the cashier -

- a short, overweight, plain young woman -- and I looked at the girl who was bagging -- 

a small, scowling person, and I thought about love.  I thought "Everybody wants to be 

attractive to somebody."  And I look at the cashier and the bagger, in my annoyance, 

and make a very superficial judgment.  "These girls are not attractive.  How sad is that?"  

But then I have my epiphany.  I realize that anyone else standing in line would look at 

me -- a plain older woman in jeans and funky jacket -- and think the same thing.  And 

suddenly I had this overwhelming sense that we're all in this together.  I look around at 

all the people around me and feel deeply connected to these various strangers.  The 

cranky old white woman swiping and reswiping her credit card; the plain, dark-

skinned cashier; the scowling bagger; the good looking father and his out-of-control 

little boy right in front of me.   I see that we're just human beings who all want the same 

thing - to be loved and to be treated with respect.  And in that sense, this cashier is to 

me a sister.  And suddenly I feel this great affection for the young cashier, doing her job, 
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and I fervently hope that she has a boyfriend or girlfriend who is devoted to her and 

that she has a family who appreciate her and love her.  And when it's finally my turn to 

be checked out, I don't mind the fact that she ignores me and continues her friendly 

chatter with the young woman who is bagging my groceries.  I think, "Oh, good, she 

has a friend."   

 

I wish that I could say that that sense of connection to humankind lasted, and happened 

again the next time I was in line at Stop and Shop.  It didn't.  But it left a strong 

impression of how powerful it can when we can occasionally lift the veil that separates 

us and imagine our way, empathically, into others lives and feel a deep connection.   

 

I'm thinking about Martin Luther King Day.   

 

#2     Last Sunday, I attended a performance at the Public Theatre in the city.  The show 

was called Word Becomes Flesh.  The cast featured five black men, and the story was 

what happens when a black man finds out his girlfriend is pregnant with his son.  The 

story is told in hip-hop, dance, rap, song, dialogue and poetry.  It’s about fathers and 

sons, it's about ambition, fear, love between men and women, it's about feeling trapped, 

it's about find a place in this world, it's about the weight of the history of slavery, it's 

about the difficulty of telling your  innocent new son that in the eyes of some, he is not 

acceptable.  In short it's about what it's like to be a young black man in America.  It was 

a brilliant, beautiful, courageous piece of theatre.  My friends and I were in tears at the 

end of it.  Obviously I know nothing from personal experience about what it's like to be 

a black man in this country, but through this work of art, I was "let in" in some 

profound way, to the bedrock humanity of a person whose life, on the surface, looks 

very different from my own.  

 

I have Martin Luther King on my mind. 

 

#3     Just after Christmas I bought a special commemorative issue of The Atlantic 

magazine on The Civil War.  The Atlantic was founded in 1857 and this issue contains 

writing that was published in the magazine before, during, and after the war.  Writing 

by authors such as Mark Twain, Henry James, Frederick Douglass, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, Louisa May Alcott and lots more very famous names.  I bought it because I 
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like to read about history when it wasn't history, but current events -- when no one 

knows the outcome.     

 

In the magazine, there's a story by Mark Twain that moved me greatly.  Of course we 

all know that his real name was Samuel Clemens.  The title of the piece is "A True Story, 

Word for Word As I Heard It."  In it, he repeats a story that was told to him by one of 

his servants, and I want to read some of it to you.  I've had to shorten it and I've taken 

the liberty of changing some of the words, because he writes the servant's words in 

extreme dialect.    It's so extreme that I'd feel foolish reading it and it might be difficult 

to understand.  My apologies to Mr. Clemens.  I've made some copies of the story as it 

was printed, for anyone who wants to read the whole thing.  Here's how the article 

opens: 

 

"It was summer time, and twilight.  We were sitting on the porch of the farm-house. . . 

and "Aunt Rachel" was sitting respectfully below our level, on the steps, -- for she was 

our servant, and colored.  She was of mighty frame and stature; she was sixty years old, 

but her eye was undimmed and her strength unabated.  She was a cheerful, hearty soul, 

and it was no more trouble for her to laugh than it is for a bird to sing. . . She would let 

off peal after peal of laughter, and then sit with her face in her hands and shake with 

throes of enjoyment which she could no longer get breath to express.  At such a moment 

as this a thought occurred to me, and I said:-- 

  "Aunt Rachel, how is it that you've lived sixty years and never had any trouble?" 

She stopped quaking.  She paused and there was a moment of silence.  She turned her 

face over her shoulder toward me, and said, without even a smile in her voice:-- 

   "Mister Clemens, is you in earnest?" 

It surprised me a good deal; and it sobered my manner and my speech, too.  I said:-- 

   "Why, I thought -- that is, I meant -- why, you can't have had any trouble.  I've never 

heard you sigh, and never seen your eye when there wasn't a laugh in it." 

She faced fairly around, now, and was full of earnestness. 

   "Has I had any trouble?  Mister Clemens, I'm going to tell you, then I leave it to you.  I 

was born down amongst the slaves.  I know all about slavery, cause I been one of them 

my own self.  Well, sir, my ole man -- that's my husband -- he was loving and kind to 

me, just as kind as you are to your own wife.  And we had children -- seven children -- 

and we loved them children just the same as you love your children.  They were black, 
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but the Lord can't make no children so black but what their mother loves them and 

wouldn't give them up, no, not for anything that's in this whole world."   

. . . "Well, bye and bye my old mistress says she's broke, and she's got to sell all the 

blacks on the place.  And when I hear that they going to sell us all off at auction in 

Richmond, oh goodness gracious!  I know what that means." 

Aunt Rachel had gradually risen, while she warmed to her subject, and now she 

towered over us, black against the stars. 

   "They put chains on us and put us on a stand as high as this porch, -- 20 foot high -- 

and all the people stood around, crowds and crowds.  And they'd come up there an 

look at us all around, an squeeze our arm, an make us git up an walk, and then say 

"This one's too old," or "This one's lame," or "This one don't amount to much."  And they 

sold my old man, and took him away, and they begin to sell my children and take them 

away, and I begin to cry; and the man says, "Shut up your blubbering" and hit me on 

the mouth with his hand.  And when the last one was gone but my little Henry, I grab 

him close up to my breast, so, and I rise up and says, "You shan't take him away."  I says 

"I'll kill the man that touches him!" I says.  But little Henry whisper and say, 'I'm gonna 

run away, and then I work and buy your freedom.'  Oh, bless the child, he always so 

good!  But they got him -- they got him, the men did; but I took and tear the clothes 

most off of them, and beat them over the head with my chain; and they give it to me, 

too, but I didn't mind that." 

   "Well, there was my ole man gone, and all my children, all my seven children -- an six 

of 'em I ain't set eyes on again to this day, and that's 22 years ago last Easter." 

 

Mr. Clemens goes on to recount Aunt Rachel's telling of her reunion with her son 

Henry, which we don't have time to hear today, except the last paragraph.  What you 

need to know is that the Civil War came and Aunt Rachel was freed and working as a 

cook in a large mansion, which was headquarters for Union officers.  Also, that her son 

Henry, now a soldier, had a childhood scar on his wrist and one on his forehead. She 

continues her story: 

 

"Well, about seven in the morning, I was up and on hand, getting the officers' breakfast.  

I was stooping down by the stove. . . and I'd just got the pan of hot biscuits in my hand 

and was about to rise up, when I see a black face come around under mine, and the eyes 

looking up into mine. . . and I just stopped right there, and never budged!  Just gazed 



P a g e  | 5 

 

and gazed, so; and the pan began to tremble, and all of a sudden I knew!  The pan 

dropped on the floor and I grab his left hand and shove back his sleeve, and then I goes 

for his forehead and push the hair back.  'Boy!' I said, 'if you ain't my Henry, what is 

you doing with this welt on your wrist and that scar on your forehead?  The Lord God 

of heaven be praised, I got my own again!' 

"Oh no, Mister Clemens, I had trouble.  And I had joy!"   

 

I have Martin Luther King Day on my mind this morning, and the arc of history 

bending toward justice.  Justice is more likely to come, I think, when we can imagine 

our way into the life of another; when we can increase our sense of our common 

humanity, across any of the external lines that may divide us.  This can happen in a 

flash in a grocery store line; it can happen as a result of a superb work of art; it can come 

through a heartrending story told to a great story teller.   How can we hate, oppress or 

enslave other human beings when we feel how profoundly alike we are?  All of us, 

wanting to love and be loved.  All of us, doing our best with what we’ve been given.     


