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“Stepping Into the Circle of Transformed Nonconformists”  
Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 
January 19, 2014 
 
From “Transformed Nonconformists” A sermon preached by Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. in 1954 

Everywhere we turn we find only a dearth of people who have the audacity to express their 
conviction publicly.  Most people allow themselves to be “astronomically intimidated.” 

We can see the disastrous possibilities of this blind conformity that has engulfed our nation.  It 
leads to a suspiciousness of any individual who still insists on taking a stand for what s/he 
believes.  Indeed, this is exactly what has happened.  So great is our suspicion of these people 
that we recklessly curb their civil liberties.  If a man believes vigorously in peace and is foolish 
enough to say it and carry a picket sign on its behalf, he is liable to be called before the Senate 
Committee on Internal Security.  … 

The most pressing need of this hour is a dedicated circle of transformed nonconformists.  Today 
our planet teeters on the brink of atomic annihilation.  Dangerous passions of pride, hatred, 
and selfishness still sit contentedly on the throne of our lives, and wounded truth and love are 
still lying prostrate on the rugged hills of nameless calvaries.  [People] are still genuflecting 
before the false gods of nationalism and materialism.   If our world is to be saved from its 
pending doom it will come not through the complacent adjustment of the conforming majority 
but through the creative maladjustment of a nonconforming minority.  … 

The world is in dire need of a society of the creative maladjusted.  It may well be that the 
salvation of our world lies in the hands of such a creative minority.  We need people today as 
maladjusted as the prophet Amos, who in the midst of the injustices of his day could cry out in 
the words that echo across the centuries:  “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness 
like a mighty stream” 

We must make a choice.  Will we continue to march by the beat of the drums of conformity and 
respectability, or will we listen to the beat of another drum in the distance and with a heroic 
daring of the soul set our feet to move by its echoing sounds?  Will we be so bent on worldly 
success and social acceptability that we will march only by the music of time, or will we risk 
criticism, abuse and being out of step with the majority in order to march by the soul-saving 
music of eternity?  The challenge faces us today more than ever before.   

 

“Where justice shall roll down like water and peace like an ever growing stream”   Oh, how we 
love to sing that hymn.  We’ll build a land … where justice shall roll down like water and peace 
like an ever growing stream.    Imagine it.  See that beautiful image of peace makers – 
transformed nonconformists all – leading us to that promised land that can be. And there at the 
front will be Dr. King.  And those who inspired him:  Ghandi, Thoreau, Lincoln … and his 
partners in the cause.  What a sight.  One that keeps kindled the flame of hope. 
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But hope is not what keeps a dream alive.  Not entirely.   

I wish each of you had the great honor of each year preaching a sermon inspired by Dr. King  
because then you would do what each year I so look forward to doing … digging beneath Dr. 
King’s having a dream to the radical center of his heart and soul.  Like me, you would be 
amazed at his knack for prophesy.  Remember the year I read “Beyond Viet Nam” nearly in its 
entirety?  It was less than a year after the United States had waged war against Iraq.  We sat in 
amazement together as it quickly dawned on every one of us that “Iraq” could be substituted 
for “Viet Nam” throughout and the entire sermon would stand.  Nothing about it is outdated … 
irrelevant.  That sermon preaches, still.   

So this morning we wend our way to “Transformed Nonconformists” - a sermon first preached 
in November of 1954.  Reverend Dr. King was 25 years old.  Because it bears repeating:  twenty 
five.  He saw what he called the “disastrous possibilities of blind conformity” and called out the 
consequences suffered by non-conformists who dared to question the status quo.  We could 
drop in current circumstances reported on any given day and newsfeed.  Reckless curbs of civil 
liberties abound.  The sermon preaches still.   

But on the day it was first preached, it was by a new pastor who was 25 years old. This call was 
his first.  He stands in the pulpit of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama 
and has the audacity and courage to say:  

Millions of people fear nothing more terribly than to take a position which 
stands out sharply and clearly from the prevailing opinion.  The great 
ambition of the average person is to take a position that is so ambiguous 
that it will include everything and so popular that it will include 
everybody.  … There are millions of people in our country who are tired of 
the arms race and deeply disturbed by the fact that the ‘military industrial 
complex’ often shapes the policy of our nation, but they will never take a 
public stand against it for fear of being in a minority stance.  “Transformed 
Nonconformists” 

Here’s some perspective:  1954, the year Reverend Dr. King preached this 
sermon, was one year past the conclusion of the Korean War.  It was a scant nine 
years past the Second World War - the war that was widely believed then and still 
to be a “good” war.  A just war.  It was seven years before President Eisenhower’s 
farewell speech in which he spoke frankly about the dangers of the military 
industrial complex.  This young man’s prophetic vision was razor sharp.   

But history has largely regaled Dr. King to the civil rights movement alone 
eclipsing his stances on the equally risky issues of militarism and war and 
economic justice.  But from the very start of his public ministry he was relentless 
in pointing out the common evils that link racial equality to war and to poverty 
those common evils being materialism, greed, and nationalism.  In sermon after 
sermon he called out the systems that thrived on these, our basest human 
instincts.   
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Imagine you are among the congregation of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in 
Montgomery, Alabama in 1954.  Right out of the gate, your fresh-faced new 
pastor – his father a prominent pastor himself – preaches that a new social order 
is in order.   

What do you do? 

Do you quietly – or not so quietly – take him aside and wonder out loud what all 
this mayhem has to do with you?  With your congregation?  Do you mourn the 
passing of the old ways when church was less political?  More cozy?  Maybe you 
do.  And at first who could blame you? 

And then perhaps after you get home you are caught by surprise as the echo of 
that sermon keeps coming round cutting through your discomfort and frustration.  
It’s a persistent echo.  And perhaps you remember the young whipper-snapper 
calling you out: 

Nowhere is the tragic tendency to conform more evident than in the church.  
The church has often been an institution serving to crystallize and conserve the 
patterns of the majority opinion.  We find it all too often blessing a status quo 
that needs to be blasted and reassuring a social order that needs to be 
reformed.  The mere fact that slavery, racial segregation, war and economic 
exploitation have been sanctioned by the church is fit testimony to the fact 
that the church has more often conformed to the authority of the world than 
to the authority of God.  The church is called to take a stand against social evils, 
but it so often remains silent behind the isolated security of stained glass 
windows.   “Transformed Nonconformists” 

Did he say that?  Twenty five years old!  What does he know of life?  Barely a pastor! 
This young man is going to trouble the waters.  You know that.   

Conform.  Your better self comes to the fore because you don’t like the sound of that 
word:  conform.  Conformist.  You ask yourself, “Is that me? Is he talking to me?”  And 
against your better judgment – or more accurately, against your sense of comfort with 
the way that things have always been – next Sunday comes around and you sit 
yourself down in that pew once again. 

You allow this young man into your heart.  His passion.  His prophetic voice.  And time 
marches on – as time is wont to do – and it’s December of 1955.  And Mrs. Rosa Parks 
sat down on the bus and would not be moved.  And now, Pastor King is asking for your 
support.  He is asking for the congregation’s support to make happen a bus boycott.  
To take a stand.  And much to your old self’s surprise … you stand with this young man 
who once made you cringe.  You have been transformed.  Like your pastor, you will 
stand with other nonconformists who have the audacity to say:  “Enough.” 
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How does that happen, Friends?  How are we transformed?  In surprisingly small ways.  
In the words of another transformed non-conformist:  “We cannot do great things on 
this Earth, only small things with great love.”  (Mother Teresa) 

At first:  small steps.  You keep your heart open so that courage always has a clear 
path.  You take the first step:  you come to understand that everything is your 
business.  I’ve noticed that this lesson is a challenging one for youth especially.  We 
need to support them in that.  And here’s the best way to support youth:  Behaving 
like a courageous, righteous grown-up.   

Here’s a story for you. 

The third grade classroom is pretty much feeling like it’s populated with 8 year-olds 
and all of their trials and brilliance and comedy.  The teacher is called away leaving the 
teacher’s aide to manage.  There is also a parent volunteer in the room when suddenly 
there’s a surprising fracas that cuts through the low-level din.  The parent volunteer 
has witnessed the whole scene and is shocked that this particular little girl is being 
unfairly called out.  The more the little girl protests, the more determined the aide 
becomes.  Set jaw.  Cold eyes.  As she orders the little girl out into the hall she 
proceeds to call the principal’s office.  The parent volunteer calmly approaches the 
aide determined to set the record straight.  The aide will have none of it.  In fact, she 
tells the parent volunteer to stay out of it.  That it is none of her business.   

Oh, but it is. 

She leaves the room and squats down face-to-face with the now weeping and 
frustrated little girl.  Into her eyes she says, “You’ve done nothing wrong.  I know that 
you have done nothing wrong.  I’m going to tell the principal right now that you did 
nothing wrong, don’t you worry.”   

And with that she proceeds to the principal’s office and makes clear that a grave 
injustice has been done.  And mercifully, the principal believes her.   

Small things with great love. 

Righteousness is a muscle and it needs exercise - and not a brisk walk everyday for 30 
minutes.  All the time.  24/7.  Because Dr. King asked you to.  Because Dr. King said 
that what the world needs – then and now - is a dedicated circle of transformed 
nonconformists.   That would be you and me.  And that would be the children we are 
raising up as families and as a congregation.  And the youth – our brilliant and 
beautiful teenagers – who are growing up in a culture surrounded by so much careless 
violence.  Like a stealth cancer, this violence infects our very souls until we are, finally, 
“astronomically intimidated”.   And that’s when compassion shuts down and we no 
longer understand that everything is our business.   

So when a child or a teenager that you love asks you why they should care … on those 
days when you’re a little too tired to face all the righteous reasons why YOU yourself 
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should care, on one of those sad days when you can’t bear news of another shooting 
or another school falling down in disrepair when bright shiny multinational 
corporations thrive just down the road …. all you have to say is: You should care 
because Dr. King asked you to.*  I care because Dr. King asked me to.   And more: I’m 
going to do some small thing with great love, because Dr. King asked me to.  And that 
will be enough.   

The young preacher called out, “The world is in dire need of a society of the creative 
maladjusted.  It may well be that the salvation of our world lies in the hands of such a creative 
minority.” 

We are the creative, maladjusted, nonconforming minority.  We are the ones that we 
have been waiting for, friends.   

Let’s get out there … beyond our walls … and turn the world upside down with 
our sense of joy, beauty and peace. 

Thank you for your righteous and maladjusted example, Reverend Dr. King.   

Amen.   

 

 

* The phrase “Because Dr. King asked me to.” was inspired by a lyric in the song 
“Up to the Mountain” by Patti Griffin.   

 

 


