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Introduction to Reading 

Our reading is a passage from King’s 1965 eulogy for the Rev James Reeb.  Reeb 

was a white Unitarian minister who answered King’s call for clergy to march with 

him from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama, to demand voting rights.  When 

Reeb and thousands of other marchers were turned back at the Edmund Pettis 

Bridge - Reeb decided to stay in Selma to try again another day.  Later that 

evening, while walking down the street with friends, Reeb was badly beaten by 

a group of white men.  Medical attention was delayed by threatening crowds 

and a lack of help from police - he did finally receive treatment, but died soon 

thereafter.  

 You can see his name today inscribed on the civil 

rights memorial in Montgomery - a black granite table etched with the names of 

civil rights martyrs. 

 The Rev Dr King gave the eulogy at James Reeb’s 

funeral - here’s some of what he said. 
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Reading  

Naturally, we are compelled to ask the question, Who killed James Reeb? 

The answer is simple and rather limited when we think of the who. He was 

murdered by a few sick, demented, and misguided men who have the 

strange notion that you express dissent through murder. There is another 

haunting, poignant, desperate question we are forced to ask  .... It is the 

question, What killed James Reeb? When we move from the who to the 

what, the blame is wide and the responsibility grows. 

James Reeb was murdered by the indifference of every minister of the 

gospel who has remained silent behind the safe security of stained-glass 

windows. He was murdered by the irrelevancy of a church that will stand 

amid social evil and serve as a taillight rather than a headlight, an echo 

rather than a voice. He was murdered by the irresponsibility of every 

politician who has moved down the path of demagoguery, who has fed his 

constituents the stale bread of hatred and the spoiled meat of racism. He 

was murdered by the brutality of every sheriff and law enforcement agent 

who practices lawlessness in the name of the law. He was murdered by the 

timidity of a federal government that can spend millions of dollars a day to 

keep troops in South Vietnam yet cannot protect the lives of its own citizens 

seeking constitutional rights. ... 

[W]e must be concerned not merely about who murdered him but about 

the system, the way of life, the philosophy which produced the murder. His 

death says to us that we must work passionately, unrelentingly, to make the 

American dream a reality, so he did not die in vain.1  

 

Reflection [Ann] 

After that reading, I almost feel as though we don’t need a reflection.  Almost. 

Last week we witnessed a riot, mob, insurrection, terrorist attack, coup - you can 

choose your language; what happened was appalling and terrifying.  People 

who either believe the election was fraudulent, or choose to act as though they 

do, on a violent and destructive rampage in the halls of our government.  

Accountability so far has been limited; ongoing threats - very real.  And as more 

information comes out, we’re learning how much worse it could have been; 

almost was.  What’s next isn’t clear.  We’ve still got a lot of well-armed angry 

 
1 Martin Luther King, Jr., Eulogy for the Reverend James Reeb, in “Witnessing for the Truth” (Beacon Press, 2014) 
http://www.beacon.org/Assets/PDFs/witnessingforthetruth.pdf; 12-13. 

http://www.beacon.org/Assets/PDFs/witnessingforthetruth.pdf
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people with, as King said, the strange notion that you express dissent through 

violence.   

In this moment, there’s so much sadness, anxiety, loss, fear, and worry about our 

democracy and each other.  And we’re still in a raging pandemic!  Whatever 

you’re feeling, or not feeling, this is hard stuff; this is a time to be as 

compassionate with ourselves and those around us as we possibly can. 

And, as with the death of James Reeb, this is also a time for some soul searching. 

We’ve been focusing a lot, as a country, on the who.  Who caused this?  Who is 

at fault?  Who should be held accountable?  A lot of attention - rightly so - is on 

our president, his enablers, politicians seeking gain by association, and the 

rioters themselves.  But I also hear the Rev Dr King asking what?  What is causing 

the violence and these threats to our democracy?  

For starters, all the things he listed.  His words have aged distressingly well.  And, 

though I’m nowhere near as eloquent, I’ll offer a few more.  They’re caused by 

the opportunism and greed of those who harness racism to stoke fear and 

division; and by the appeasement of bullies, the denial of truth, the devaluing of 

critical thinking, and the taking for granted of democracy. 

And, when we heed the call to look to the “system, the way of life, the 

philosophy,” we find - yet again - white supremacy.  The confederate flag 

carried through the capitol building was kind of a giveaway - as is our current 

president’s embracing and emboldening of white supremacists.   

But there’s also the way favoring white people and exploiting Black people is 

woven into the fabric of this country - our criminal justice system, politics, voting, 

health care, education, financial systems - it’s everywhere.  Systems that 

continue to divide the advantages and sacrifices of living in this society along 

racial lines.   And when something seems to threaten the unjust status quo, we 

get more violence.  This is our history - the Civil War, lynchings and other racial 

violence that followed reconstruction, the brutal massacre in Tulsa, and 

decades and decades of hate crimes and police killings.  “Freedom,” said 

Martin Luther King, “is never voluntarily given by the oppressor.”   

Many times in the last 10 days, I’ve heard cries that what we saw last week “is 

not who we are.”  Oh, that it were so.  Hard though it can be to take in, it is 

exactly who we are.   

And the responsibility is wide - extending beyond those engaged in or inciting 

violence.  The ‘what’ that’s causing the violence of this moment also includes 

the quiet complicity of many, many people who didn’t create the unjust 

systems, don’t like exploitation, and deplore violence, but generation after 
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generation reap the benefits.  My own ancestors came to this country with 

courage and very little else - they faced their own discrimination because they 

were poor, foreign and Catholic; they worked hard to move up in the world.  

They earned their success, and I am proud of them.   And ... they, and I, have 

been quietly complicit for generations.   

That complicity sometimes looks like justifications for inaction phrased as 

reasonable arguments: I agree we need change, but this isn’t a good time, the 

language is wrong, the tactics are wrong, we should go slowly - not push for too 

much, too soon.  Sometimes, there may be merit to those arguments - 

reasonable people can disagree about strategy.  But they’re rarely part of an 

ongoing conversation; more often, they’re used to rationalize a comfortable 

distancing from the struggle for justice.  Sometimes, objectively reasonable 

statements by peaceful people function as tools of oppression, and they have 

for a very long time.   

Leaving in place the same system, way of life and philosophy that King 

tells us killed James Reeb, and that is now doing violence to our democracy. 

The struggle with unjust systems that Martin Luther King lifted up 56 years 

ago remains the justice issue of our time.  How we, as a religious community, 

engage with that struggle is still our most urgent religious concern.   

In the words of author and activist adrienne maree brown,  

“things are not getting worse 

they are getting uncovered 

we must hold each other tight 

and continue to pull back the veil”2 

What we’re seeing is who we are.  But it is not all that we are.  There is 

hope.  The Black Lives Matter movement has more support than ever.   We had 

our first Black president not too long ago (it feels longer ago than it really was), 

and on the day the capitol building was invaded - two new senators from 

Georgia: a black minister from Martin Luther King’s church and a son of Jewish 

immigrants who interned with John Lewis.  And this came about because of the 

brilliant organizing of a powerful Black woman.  And, with the tiebreaking Black 

female vice-president, it flips control of the senate.  This is big.  It’s the kind of 

progress that is - historically -accompanied by violence.  But it’s also hopeful.  

We can see a more just future here.  And this progress and hope is also who we 

are.   

 
2 http://adriennemareebrown.net/2021/01/07/what-is-unveiled-the-founding-wound-poem-directive/ 
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And we must hold each other tight 

and continue to pull back the veil  

Our faith calls us to seek and to speak truth.  If there’s one thing we’ve 

learned the last four years it’s the importance of truth, and refusing to live in an 

alternate imaginary world, even if that world seems simpler, nobler or more 

comfortable.  Our pulling back the veil starts with naming what is real. 

And it continues with seeking and speaking the truth of our own quiet 

complicity in larger oppressive systems.  As our healing is connected to one 

another, so is our harming.   Here we must indeed hold each other tight, for the 

more we pull back that veil, the more our principles that honor inherent worth, 

peace, freedom and justice will call us to transform ourselves and the unjust 

systems in our world.   

Unitarian Universalism is trying to do just that.  Last June, our Association’s 

Commission on Institutional Change released its analysis of systemic racism 

within this faith.  You can find their report on the UUA website.  It’s long, it’s 

complicated, but it’s part of the work of systemic change that the Rev Dr King 

still calls us to.  Our Association is acting on it, your Board is exploring what it 

might ask of us, and I look forward to where we might take it. 

We have work to do, as individuals, congregations, denominations and as 

a country.  Hard work.  But we are so much more than a people mired in 

entrenched oppression.  We are also people of courage, hope, promise, and 

trust in a Love big enough to hold all of who we are.   

In adrienne maree brown’s words: 

we choose each day what body we will shape 

with the miraculous material we’re gifted 

let us, finally, attend to the wound 

let us, finally, name the violence 

let us, finally, break the cycle of supremacy 

let us, finally, choose ourselves whole 

let us, finally, love ourselves 

whole.3 

We’ll close with more words from the Rev Dr King - this time from the end 

of his eulogy for James Reeb:   

... in spite of the tensions and uncertainties of this period, something 

profoundly meaningful is taking place. Old systems of exploitation and 

 
3 Ibid. 
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oppression are passing away. Out of the wombs of a frail world, new systems 

of justice and equality are being born. Doors of opportunity are gradually 

being opened. ... Here and there an individual or group dares to love and 

rises to the majestic height of moral maturity. 

Therefore I am not yet discouraged about the future. Granted, the easygoing 

optimism of yesteryear is impossible. Granted, that those who pioneered in 

the struggle for peace and freedom will still ... be battered by the storms of 

persecution ... . Granted, that we face a world crisis which leaves us standing 

so often amid the surging murmur of life’s restless seas. But every crisis has 

both its dangers and its opportunities, its valleys of salvation or doom in a 

dark, confused world. The kingdom of God may yet reign in the hearts of 

men.4 

May we seize the opportunities of this crisis;  

Holding each other tight 

Pulling back the veil 

Knowing all of who we are, 

And loving ourselves whole. 

May it be so.   

Amen 

 

 
4 King, Eulogy for James Reeb, 15-16. 


