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“For in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith.  As many of you as were baptized 

into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no 
longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” 

Galatians 3:26-28 
 
 

 Today’s message is quite personal. This is my story. Today I would like to preach out of 
the Scriptures by way of confession.  I want first to confess I have not lived up to the high calling 
these texts today demand of me.  I confess second, I have not championed justice as the chosen 
servant calls me to. I confess third. I have not repented deeply and authentically as John the 
Baptist preaches to me to.  I confess fourth.   I have not the time treated people as though I was 
color blind or class blind.  I confess overall that I am a privileged Southerner and have lived a 
life of privilege.  Even though for most of my life I have not really consciously recognized it.  
Today I claim new Jesus’ word to me – “To whom much is given, much will be required.”i And 
calls us all to that. 
 
 The fact is I have lived as a privileged Southerner.  And fact is I have paid attention to 
differences and sometimes made choices based on differences and prejudice.  Often prejudice 
unawares.  We are talking today about Race, on this Sunday before Martin Luther King Day.  It 
is an unpleasant topic for some of us.  I’d like myself to examine my own views about race, what 
do I really think, and how these thoughts have evolved over my years, together with calling all of 
us to, take a deeper look, as Alcoholics Anonymous says, take a fearless moral inventory of our 
attitude toward people who are different from us. 
 
 Do you feel you are color blind?  Or do you feel you make choices to hang around folks 
of your own color and interests and background?  Most all of us do that.  It is human nature to do 
so.  When I went kayaking with my son Stuart in the Charleston Bay in South Carolina when he 
was in college we circled round a bird sanctuary island about three football fields long and wide 
as one.  No humans were on the island, but thousands of birds were.  It was an incredible sight to 
see - these birds had self-segregated, hanging around their own kind, pelicans, wrens, red birds, 
water fowl, geese. They all were together in formation with their own kind, and all facing the 
shining sun – all among their own. Yes – it’s true “Birds of a feather flock together.” It’s natural. 
 
 Yet Jesus called us to go beyond what is natural. Jesus came to go beyond this flocking.   
He abhorred segregation. He embraced lepers and prostitutes and Gentiles. He ate with tax 
collector. He crossed ancient lines.  He gave us a new order of humanity called the kingdom of 
heaven, made up of people from all nations and colors and backgrounds, all different who were 
made one in him.  We are one in Christ.   
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 Today’s Gospel from Matthew shows us the preparation for Jesus’ public ministry, with 
John the Baptist opening the way, breaking up the hard clods of clay and turning them into soft 
rich soil ready for planting, calling people to a baptism of repentance. “Repent, for the kingdom 
of heaven has come near! Prepare the way of the Lord!” And all the people came to him 
repenting of their sins, going under the water, coming out a new person.   
 
 Then one day Jesus himself shows up and says, “I need to be baptized by you”.   John is 
thunderstruck because he knows who Jesus is, and that he has no sins to repent of.  John replies, 
“I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?”  Jesus says, “Let it be so now; for it is 
proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” 
 
 Even though Jesus does not need baptism he receives it, as he will receive everything and 
share we humans face, every trial and temptation and sin and death.  He fully identifies with us, 
and then, as John says he brings a baptism with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  Jesus’ baptism of 
us will be far more transformative and life-giving.  Jesus’ baptism will be not so much about 
getting the Sin out as getting the Spirit in, and living by the spirit into our baptismal identity as 
children of God.  Now here we are all these year later, in Birmingham, Alabama, still trying to 
do what he has told us, and still falling short.   
 

I 
I was baptized as an infant into the new life in Christ in a special service with my cousin 

Phil, who became an orthopedic surgeon in Owensboro, KY.  We were baptized by Rev. Jack 
Ruffin, at First Presbyterian Church, in Camden, AR, a town from which where my parents had 
moved away a few months before. But they loved Jack so they came back and we had this 
double header washing.   

 
Many years later, when Jack was retired in Natchez, MS, (where Denny and Noelle Read 

went after serving as our Associate Pastors here,) I was in my first sr. pastorate in Monroe, LA.  I 
had to be out one Sunday and asked Jack to come over the hour’s drive from Natchez and fill the 
pulpit.  I had forewarned the congregation that Jack had baptized me.  He opened his sermon 
saying, “It’s true, I did it.  If it didn’t take, don’t blame me.” 

 
I grew up in a Southern Presbyterian PCUS Church much like South Highland, taking 

part in children’s choir, youth group, Wed. night suppers, and always worship on Sunday.  We 
even still had Sunday evening vespers during my elementary years, and our cherub choir sang for 
them often.    

 
El Dorado, AR, like Birmingham, AL, was a segregated town in the 1960’s.  The First 

Presbyterian Church had no black members, only a black custodian, who every Sunday would 
don a white jacket, white gloves, white cap and, at the appointed hour, as 11:00 was chimed open 
the door for the pastor to enter the sanctuary.   

 
The world I grew up in as a child was a white community with a business culture focused 

on oil. Murphy Oil was headquartered there., a social culture focused with a focus on the 
Country Club, where we went for the buffet after worship each Sunday.  I remember always 
getting chicken and dumplings. Walter and Norman were two old black waiters who attended to 
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our every need, greeted us warmly with big smiles.  Norman walked with a limp.  I liked both of 
them a lot, but I never knew their last names or anything about their families.  And with a 
spiritual culture focused on the church.  Whites and blacks lived in two separate worlds. And we 
felt Blacks were there to serve us. 

 
 Saturday afternoons I went to the Rialto Theater to see John Wayne westerns, noticing 

but never questioning really the fact that little black children entered around the corner through a 
side door that took them straight to the balcony. I walked home from school past a laundromat 
that had a sign in the window which read, “White Only.”  Honestly, in my naivety I thought that 
meant they took in only white clothing.  Hugh Goodwin Elementary School was white only 
when I began the first grad in 1961.  Within two years the Supreme Court ruling outlawing 
segregation in schools finally set in and each year, starting when I was in the third grade, an 
additional grade became integrated year by year. But I stayed ahead of it till Jr. High. 
 
 My father was a small business owner of Hurley Printing and Stationery Co. with 22 
employees in its heyday, where I worked about every job except his growing up.  I swept floors, 
poured hot lead, ran presses, waited on customers up front, drove the delivery truck, and traveled 
as a salesman to nearby small towns where I drank a lot of coffee with bank junior managers but 
sold little printing or office supplies. 
 
 Dad built a new building in 1961, that no doubt following the building guidelines of the 
day, had in the plant portion three rest rooms labeled, Men, Women, Colored.  The front office 
portion only had two rest rooms, Men and Women.  Looking back, I can only assume no one 
expected black customers to come in, although the black funeral director sure did to get 
programs printed.   
 
 Dad had only two black employees, JC and James.  Both were Janitors.  I recall several 
times Dad going to the county jail at night to bail James out after a rowdy Saturday night. But he 
kept him on. I recall, also, that after a few years when a vacancy in the paper cutting department 
opened up, Dad created a bit of a stir among the plant workers when he promoted JC to Assistant 
Paper Cutter.  Before long JC became head paper cutter.  JC and I became fast friends for many 
years. I was thrilled to see his ongoing promotions to other companies in future years. 
 
 We had a wonderful maid named Mary.  She came Monday through Friday, 8:00 to noon.  
Mary fixed breakfast for us, hand washed the laundry.  Why get a washing machine, which we 
eventually did, when we had Mary?  Sometimes we drove Mary home – out in the country. Her 
little house was quite unlike ours. On my mother’s bridge club days, when she hosted, Mary 
appeared wearing a white starched uniform and white cap and served the ladies.  This was a 
small-town version of the movie “The Help” set in Jackson, MS. 
 
 I do not view my parents as racists, but we were definitely privileged whites living in a 
racially segregated society.  There were lines that you just knew not to cross.  It was the same in 
Birmingham in the early 1960’s. 
 
      II 
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 Birmingham, however, got much more notice than El Dorado. Birmingham was such a 
perfect highly segregated society epitomized by Sherriff Bull Conner that Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. decided this was the perfect storm location in 1963 for his Holy Week march of the 
city’s black children through the streets.   In violation of city ordinances, they marched without a 
permit, and so were arrested even as Francis Mackemie, from Donegal, Ireland became the first 
Presbyterian Minister to be arrested in New York for preaching without a license from the King 
of England in Colonial America. He went to jail for it in New York.  And Martin Luther King Jr. 
went to jail in Birmingham.   
 
 There he wrote his famous “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” on scraps of paper others 
smuggled out, decrying the appeal of the leading moderate white clergymen, mainline bishops, 
tall steeple pastors, the rabbi, to be patient, wait, obey the laws.  It’s become the most celebrated 
comprehensive summary of the black civil rights movement in the United States and a national 
treasure.  Here King differentiates a just law, which accords with God’s moral law from an 
unjust law, which violates God’s moral law.   A just law must be obeyed.  An unjust law must be 
disobeyed, because it is against God, but disobeyed peacefully, non-violently, with protestors 
accepting abuse, beatings, taunting curse, without taking retaliation.  He wrote – “Injustice 
anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” 
 
 King was called an outside agitator, and to this he replied, listing his bona fide as a 
clergyman and a representative of the local black Alabama Movement for Human Rights, who 
invited him to come. 
 

“I am in Birmingham because injustice is here… Birmingham is probably the most 
thoroughly segregated city in the United States.  Its ugly record of brutality is widely 
known.  Negroes have experienced grossly unjust treatments in the courts!  There have 
been more unsolved bombings of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than in any 
other city in the nation.   These are the hard, brutal facts of the case.”ii 

 
II 

 These are things I remember, and many of you who are older remember.  They are part of 
our history.  Sadly, racism and segregation were baked into our founding, as a nation in spite of 
the opening statement of our Declaration of Independence penned by slave-holder Thomas 
Jefferson, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and 
the pursuit of Happiness.”iii In practice, at the time they meant all white men. 
 
 Make no mistake, racism is a sin. Racism, I want to say, is the 8th Deadly Sin. Hating 
another person or demeaning another person because of their race is a sin and is something we 
must REPENT of.  Do you feel in your heart you are a racist?  My guess is few if any of you 
would so self-identify.   Would you make a case for the rightness of the white supremist mob 
who descended upon the University of Virginia, in Charlottesville in 2017, taunting Jews and 
blacks,  leaving one person dead, or the way George Floyd was suffocated to death by  
policeman Derek Chauvin in 2020, with his knee on Floyd’s neck for seventeen minutes, while 
two other  officers stood  alongside doing nothing, all the while onlookers calling out for help 
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and iPhone recording the entire torture and murder.  And then there is the January 6 insurrection 
on the United States Capitol.  I doubt any of us here would support these actions. 
 
 I know, I know, there are two sides to all this.  There is no pure as the driven snow party 
to this.  But fact is, where we have been motivated by race rather than by grace, we must repent.   
 
 My paternal grandparents were among my strongest Christian role models of racial 
inclusiveness. Even in the 1940’s. Both were devout Presbyterians who every morning had 
prayers with the Father on their knees at the table after breakfast. My Grandfather owned and 
edited the “Morrilton Democrat”, a newspaper with the by-line, “Covers the Petit Jean Country 
Like the Sunshine.”  I’ve read in the 1940’s he wrote an editorial encouraging black child to be 
given the same levels of education as whites. One day he was setting up the annual employees 
Christmas Luncheon at the Warren Café along Main Street.  He had several black writers in the 
outlying counties who wrote the black social news page about who had gotten married to who, 
who was visiting who, what church was holding a revival.   As he was about to leave the Warren 
Café, Mr. Warren said, “Now Mr. Hurley, about those negro employees, you know we cannot 
serve them in the dining room.  But we can certainly fix them a plate and they can eat in the 
kitchen.”  My grandfather, turned and walked out the door, saying, “Then we will go elsewhere 
for our meal.”  The story goes that Mr. Warren chased him down the sidewalk, saying, “Mr. 
Hurley, Mr. Hurley, I think we will in fact be able to accommodate all your people.” 
 
 Then my grandmother, she was such a devoted Christian, a church leader.  She wrote my 
only cousin, Bobby, her other grandson, a letter while he was in Federal Prison for robbing a 
bank every single day. You may recall the Wilderness Tabernacle I showed the children last 
summer. She made that. She took that around to the black churches and shared it with little black 
children.  Once when the ladies in the Women’s Bible Class were making a fuss over what they 
would do if a black person came into the sanctuary for worship, one said she’d get an usher and 
demand he remove that person.  Another said he’d call for an elder to help.  “Mrs. Hurley, what 
would you do?”  My grandmother answered, “Why I believe I would give them a hymn book and 
ask if they were comfortable.” 
 
 This was the same lady who regularly fed poor hungry black men at her back door, I 
remember seeing them, and who once, while putting me on the bus in Little Rock, sent me to buy 
a hamburger and coke for a poor woman seated next to her asking for some food.  How does it 
go, “Truly I tell you,” answered the king, “just as you did it to one of the least of these who are 
members of my family, you did it to me?”iv 
 

III 
 

              Sisters and brothers, as we remember back. Among other positive milestones, the 
daughter of a black Presbyterian minister in Birmingham became the first black National 
Security Advisor to the President and then the first black Secretary of State for the United States 
of America.  Still we know we have not arrived. We know we have come a long way forward 
from where we were, in the South, in this nation, and in each of our hearts.    Still we must 
consciously look on one another and treat one another and welcome one another as children of 
God without regard for other differences.   Reflecting on how far we have come, with our faces 
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forward we can move ahead to where God is calling us.  As God was well pleased with his Son 
as the voice from heaven said at Jesus’ baptism, so God is well pleased with each of us when 
REMEMBERING and REPENTING we go about RECREATING the sort of world for ourselves 
and our children where all are treated equally and each person is regarded not for the color of 
their skin but for the content of their character.   
 
 I am grateful to have been raised as a son of the South.  I love the South for its traditions 
and values and heritage.  I have had all my ministry in the South. Here faith is generally regarded 
positively, still, although that too is diminishing amid an avalanche of secularism, leaving us a 
culture without moral foundations.   Our call as children of God is not to lament the changes 
going on around us, but rather to recognize our opportunities and seize it.   
 

When Jesus stepped forward and went down into the water in baptism, to fulfill all 
righteousness, to fully identify with us, he opened a new chapter.  That day at the River Jordan, 
the old was passing away, the new was coming.  John the Baptist was” the Rooster who 
awakened a sleeping world with dawn’s excited cry.”v So too was Martin Luther King, Jr. So 
too, in our own way, in our own time, we can be -  
 
 As a nation we have come a long way. I know our children grew up in a different world 
than Gayle and I did. I recall that when we built our house in Bowling Green, KY on Euclid 
Avenue, the first neighbors we met were two Jewish boys, the Alberhaskey’s who lived across 
the street and came over with a football asking Peter and Stuart, “Hey, you guys 
like to play football?”  Both our sons were in both the Alberhaskey’s Bar Mitzvah honorees.   
Next door on one side was a Catholic family, the Valines, with two daughters, dear friends. Next 
door, on the other side   was a gay couple who owned a clothing store. Up the street lived a black 
family, the local, very successful, Cadillac dealer, whose son traveled from California to Florida 
for our son Stuart’s wedding.  Our children grew up in a different world, thank God, then we did. 
 
 Friends, we have come quite a way.  But we have a way yet to go to bring in the Beloved 
Community.  Today let us renew our commitment to help bring in God’s new beloved 
community. I’m going to let our daughter Catherine have the last word, from her conclusion of 
this essay she wrote as a fifth grader at Potter Gray Elementary School in celebration of Martin 
Luther King Day.   
 
 “A man named Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. helped make a huge difference in our country.  
He fought his whole life for peace between races of different colors.  He wanted all people to 
live and work together just as do the colors of the rainbow.  So, the next time someone asks you, 
‘What would it be like without colors?’ you’ll know what to answer because all in all, our 
strength is in our diversity!” 

 
 
  
 
 
 

i Luke 12:48 
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ii Martin Luther King, Jr.  “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”, p.1 
iii Thomas Jefferson, Preamble to Unites States Constitution 
iv Matthew 25 
v Thomas Long, Matthew, p.25 
 
 
 


