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WESTWOOD PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

2021 LENTEN SMALL GROUP GUIDE 

STEPPING TOWARD JUSTICE – A LENTEN JOURNEY 

 

Week I 

Letter From a Birmingham Jail – Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 

1. As a group, pray A Litany for Those Not Ready for Healing. This prayer will be our travelling 

partner over the next several weeks. Encourage the group to patiently listen and take note of 

how this prayer makes them feel. Do they find their hearts stirred or perhaps unsettled? Invite 

the group to be mindful of their feelings, but to refrain from sharing vocally at this time. In our 

final session we’ll spend some time reflecting on how our hearts have been moved by 

consistently praying the words of Rev. Dr. Yolanda Pierce. 

 

2. In justifying his participation in the Birmingham direct action campaign, King says that 

humanity is “caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of 

destiny” (1). It is because of humanity’s interrelatedness that “injustice anywhere is a threat to 

justice everywhere.” How does this expansive view of humanity make you feel? Do you think 

we typically view our own lives in this way? If not, what do you think gets in the way of 

viewing ourselves as inherently connected to others? 

 

3. King describes nonviolent direct action as a gadfly – a political mechanism designed to “create 

the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and 

racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood” (3). Why is “creative 

tension” necessary for growth? What would it mean to undertake “creative tension” as a 

spiritual practice today? In what ways did Christ model this form of spiritual practice for us? 

 

4. In the paragraph spanning pp. 3-4, King gives an account of what it was like to be a person of 

color under the conditions of segregation, structural racism, and brutality in the 1960s. How do 

you think you would respond if you were subject to these kinds of conditions today? How can 

we actively grow our empathy for those experiencing oppression? 

 

5. King expresses his discontent with “the white moderate” whom he describes as a person “who 

is more devoted to order than to justice; who prefers negative peace which is the absence of 

tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice” (5-6). Why is false peace 

dangerous? In what ways do we often succumb to deficient notions of peace in our lives, 

worship, and spiritual practice? How can we strive after the vision of “positive peace” that 

King describes? 

 

6. Speaking about the hard, persistent work of justice-making, King describes “the myth of time” 

(6). What is this myth and how does it serve to silence the oppressed? What would it look like 

to view time from the perspective of those on the underside of oppressive power structures? 

How would this transform our worship, our spiritual practices, and our outreach as a faith 

community? 
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7. King says that he gradually learned to proudly wear the label of “extremist” that was 

disparagingly imposed upon him, and that “the nation and the world are in dire need of 

creative extremists” (8). How would you feel if people labeled you an extremist or a radical? 

What do you think it means to be an extremist for love? 

 

8. King expresses a profound frustration with churches that “commit themselves to a completely 

otherworldly religion which [makes] a strange distinction between bodies and souls, the sacred 

and the secular” (9). How do you feel about this statement? Where does this present a struggle 

for the ways that we typically “do church” or engage in spirituality? What might it look like to 

adopt a faith practice that is more open to the world, less committed to the status quo, and 

more attendant to the material needs of others? 

 

9. Quoting T.S. Eliot, King says “there is no greater treason than to do the right deed for the 

wrong reason” (11). How does this quote resonate with you? Why is it important to heed this 

warning as we pursue racial justice? 

  


