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FIRST READING  

Incarnation  
David O Rankin  
 
I met him in 1962 – in Mount Vernon, Iowa.  

He was not a good planner: two hours late for the appointment and unaware of the 
location. 

 He was not a commanding presence: short in stature and ungainly in movement.  
 He was not a handsome figure: slightly overweight and clothes too small for the body. 
 He was not a congenial person: impatient in conversation and never fully present.  
 He was not a great speaker: words lost in the nose and ill-timed gestures. 
 He was not a creative individual: ideas borrowed from others and frequent repetition.  
 He was not a happy character: wide mournful eyes and lips not made for smiling.  

But if God appeared anywhere in the 20th Century – it was in the form of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. 
 

 

Reflections:  

“I don’t want a long funeral. In fact I don’t even need a eulogy more than one or two 
minutes. I hope that I will live so well the rest of the days - I don’t know how long I will live and 
I’m not concerned about that - but I hope that I can live so well that the preacher will get up 
and call me faithful…concerned about others.”  

The words of Dr. Martin Luther King as he preached them to his congregants of Dexter 
Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery Alabama. The year was 1959.  Let me read the words 
again. This time I will read the complete quote.  

Dr. King said to his people, “I don’t want a long funeral. In fact I don’t even need a 
eulogy more than one or two minutes. I hope that I will live so well the rest of the days - I don’t 
know how long I will live and I’m not concerned about that - but I hope that I can live so well 
that the preacher will get up and say  ‘He was faithful.’ That’s all. That’s good enough, that’s the 
sermon that I would like to hear. ‘Well done my good and faithful servant. You’ve been faithful. 
You’ve been concerned about others.’ ”  

The first time that I read those words, I wept. Their simplicity and power touched me 
deeply. That’s what this giant man, wanted said at his funeral. He believed that if those two 
things were true. If he were faithful to his beliefs and concerned about others, that his life 
would have been successful. It’s humble and it’s humbling.   

I’ve been listening to Dr. King’s autobiography in preparation for this sermon. It has 
been given me important insights. Edited by Clayborn Carsen, Director of the Martin Luther 
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King, Jr., Research and Education Institute, the book goes into the history and details of Dr. 
King’s life starting with his childhood. He had a good upbringing, lived in the better part of 
town. His parents were loving and supportive. His father a Baptist minister. These kinds of 
details help paint a fuller picture of who he was as a person. 

 I also went to see the movie Selma. Have you seen it? I highly recommend it.  

The Selma to Montgomery march and its surrounding events happened six years after 
Dr. King preached the opening words to our sermon this morning. The precipitating events that 
happened over the five weeks before the actual march are the focus of the Selma movie. Things 
started on Feb. 18th with a group of concerned townspeople, and concluded with a legalized 
peaceful demonstration. A fifty-four mile march from Selma to Montgomery Alabama.  

Three people were killed during the intervening weeks between the first gathering and 
the final march. Jimmy Lee Jackson, a thirty-eight year old black man. Shot to death by a white 
police officer while trying to protect his mother and grandfather. And two white people.  Rev. 
James Reeb, a Unitarian minister. Killed in the night by white men who wanted to show him 
what it would be like to be a “nigger”. (Their words) And Viola Liuzzo, a Unitarian congregant 
from Detroit, the only woman killed in the civil rights movement. She was giving a ride after the 
march to some black men when she was shot dead in her car. Killed by white men, four 
members of the Klu Klux Clan. One of them a police officer.  

The outcome of the march and many believe also in response to Rev. James Reeb’s 
death was that President Lyndon B Johnson signed into law the Voting Rights on August 6th, 
1965. Considered by many to be the greatest legislation to come out of the Civil Rights 
Movement. This march was the crescendo of years of work for equal voting rights.  

Three years later, April 4, 1968 – nine years after he preached about his own short 
eulogy – Dr. Martin Luther King was assassinated. 

  Was he faithful? Concerned about other people? I would say so.  

Perhaps the most important thing that I learned about Dr. King from both his 
autobiography and the movie, is that he was human. This is what I need to remember the most. 
His humanness is what calls me to task in my own life.  

Our reading this morning referenced just a few of Dr. King’s human fallibilities. “Not a 
good planner, two hours late, slightly overweight, impatient in conversation.”  And, yes he was 
unfaithful to his wife. But I want to know what really made him human. Not the things that 
those of us who are afraid to look at our own reflection in the mirror use to undermine his 
magnificence. I want the vulnerabilities, the inane imperfections that make his life accessible 
and at the same time, make my life accountable. The extremes, how he may be as David Rankin 
poses, “the one incarnation of God born in the 20th Century” or his extra marital affairs, both 
allow me to dis-identify. To say, “Not me.” I can’t change the world. I have no way to change 
systemic abuses of power. He wasn’t all that he’s cracked up to be either, I mean look at how 
he treated his wife.  
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But when I hear about his being late, I breathe a little easier. His imperfect body and 
participation in conversations make me smile in relief. This was a man. Flesh and blood. Just like 
you and me.  

He needed people, and he wasn’t afraid to tell them that. He needed them to believe in 
him, to sing familiar hymns to him over the phone in the middle of the night when he just didn’t 
see an answer to all of the struggles. He got tired. Time and again he would give up and others 
would remind him why it was that he needed to go on. He used other people to inspire him all 
of the time. He learned from Mahatma Ghandi, and Unitarians Theodore Parker and Henry 
David Thoreau. If Martin Luther King was God incarnate, he was also reassuringly human. He 
didn’t feel fit to his call. He didn’t proclaim to have all of the answers. He struggled. But he was 
faithful to who he believed he was called to be, and he was concerned about others.   

 

SECOND READING  

Akiba (translation Joseph)  
from the Talmud  
 
When Joseph was on his deathbed, he bemoaned to his rabbi that he felt he was a failure. His 
rabbi moved closer and asked why, and Joseph confessed that he had not lived a life like Moses. 
The poor man began to cry, admitting that he feared God’s judgment. At this, his rabbi leaned 
into his ear and whispered gently, “God will not judge Joseph for not being Moses. God will 
judge Joseph for not being Joseph.” 
 
Resume Reflections: 

Our opening words this morning in which Dr. King talks about his desire for a humble 
eulogy, are taken from one of my favorite of his sermons, “The Three Dimensions of a Complete 
Life”. In it King tells us that if we are to be fulfilled in this lifetime we need three things. What 
he calls, length, breadth, and height. Length is the inward concern that we have for ourselves. 
The motivation to follow our own dreams. Breadth on the other hand is concern for others, and 
height according to Dr. King is a reaching upward for God.  Reaching upward for God - I will save 
that one for another time. The second dimension - concern for others - is the thing that most of 
us probably associate with Dr. King.   

Today I want to focus on the third dimension - length, that aspect of inward concern. 
The ability to know who we are, truly are, and then living an intentional life that expresses that 
self.  A life of genuineness, authenticity. No holds barred.  Dr. King told his people, “Too many 
people are trying to be like somebody else. This is not how we will get on in life you see. We 
must accept ourselves for who we are.”  
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King went on to tell his people that not many of them would be the wisest, or the 
biggest or the most well-known. Neither will we. King preached, “Most of us will have to be 
content in the fields and in the factories and on the streets. But we must see the dignity of all 
labor.” It’s easy to fall prey to being who we think we should be. Following the dictates of what 
we believe others would want us to do, need us to do. Dr. Martin Luther King didn’t espouse 
that kind of living. He wanted his people to be who they were meant to be, and then have the 
chance to live that life.  

So what’s our one or two minute eulogy? What do we want the preacher to say when 
our days are done? The two Unitarians that I mentioned earlier who were killed, James Reeb 
and Viola Liuzzo?  Do you think that they knew when they left their homes headed to show 
their commitment for voter’s rights that they would become civil rights martyrs? They followed 
the call to march in Selma because it was their call. Not because it was expected of them or 
popular.  There are more than enough needs in this world. The best way that we can address 
them is to know the length of our soul. Know who we are, and bring that self into our life. What 
are the two words, phrases, or principle that you want your preacher to stand up here and say 
about you some day?  

Each of us has in the order of service a piece of paper. You’ve hopefully all taken a pencil 
too. Take a minute and reflect on that question. How is it that you want your life to be 
remembered? Write those words or phrases on the paper. When you leave today put the slips 
into the baskets. We make a wordle, a collage using your words so that we can see the 
beautiful fabric that our true selves make when combined.  

As we saw in our Story for All Ages, we drink from the same water pipe. The differences 
among us are not the colors of our skin, nor the accomplishments of the world. They are the 
innate things that make each of us who we are. Those differences when put together are what 
help to make our world whole. Let’s be those people. That is who Martin Luther King would 
want us to be.  

Amen and Blessed Be. 

 

 


