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What Now? – reflections on MLK’s legacy 
The Rev. Paige Getty 
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Columbia 
Sunday, January 19, 2020 

 

 

A CENTERING THOUGHT: 

I have the audacity to believe that peoples everywhere can have three meals a day for 
their bodies, education and culture for their minds, and dignity, equality and freedom for 
their spirits. I believe that what self-centered [people] have torn down [people] other-
centered can build up. 

 — Martin Luther King, Jr., December 10, 1964 
 on the occasion of the award of the Nobel Peace Prize in Oslo 

 
 

CALL TO WORSHIP  The Rev. Paige Getty 
 
Rev. Dr. William Barber is a Christian pastor, NAACP leader, founder of the Moral Mondays 
movement in North Carolina, and now leader of the Poor People's Campaign: A National Call 
for a Moral Revival. In a sermon delivered last year, Dr. Barber said this:  
 

The sermon [Dr. King] was going to preach the next Sunday if he had lived indicated 
‘America is going to hell’ if it doesn’t deal with the issue[s] of racism and poverty and 
militarism. To preach in the tradition of MLK is to agitate... [I]t is not just some cute love that 
says, ‘everybody loves everybody.’ It is the kind of love that dares to tell the truth about 
injustice. And if you’re not gonna deal with that part of Dr. King, then leave him alone! 1 

 
So, today we are going to hear many of Dr. King’s own words, all of them delivered by him 
more than 50 years ago, and all of them still relevant today. I invite you to really listen, and to 
ask yourself how do you—how do we—truly honor his legacy … a legacy that agitates and 
tells the truth?  
 

INTROIT Rock of Ages Toplady / Hastings 

 

CHALICE LIGHTING “truth”, by Gwendolyn Brooks 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/54810/truth-56d2359ad24ba 

 

HYMN #156 Oh, Freedom 

 

 
1 https://www.pridepublishinggroup.com/pride/2019/01/25/mlk-speaker-rev-dr-william-barber-i-didnt-come-to-celebrate/ 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/54810/truth-56d2359ad24ba
https://www.pridepublishinggroup.com/pride/2019/01/25/mlk-speaker-rev-dr-william-barber-i-didnt-come-to-celebrate/
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READING from “Don't Sleep Through the Revolution” (1966) 
 http://www.uua.org/ga/past/1966/ware 
 
from “Don't Sleep Through the Revolution” – the Ware Lecture delivered [by MLK] to Unitarian 
Universalists at their General Assembly in 1966: 
 
One of the great misfortunes of history is that all too many individuals and institutions find 
themselves in a great period of change and yet fail to achieve the new attitudes and outlooks 
that the new situation demands. There is nothing more tragic than to sleep through a 
revolution. 
 
Victor Hugo once said that there is nothing more powerful in all the world than an idea whose 
time has come. The idea whose time has come today is the idea of freedom and human 
dignity, and so all over the world we see something of [a] freedom explosion, and this reveals 
to us that we are in the midst of revolutionary times. An older order is passing away and a new 
order is coming into being. 
 

The great question is, what do we do when we find ourselves in such a period? Certainly the 
church has a great responsibility because when the church is true to its nature, it stands as a 
moral guardian of the community and of society. It has always been the role of the church to 
broaden horizons, to challenge the status quo, and to question and break mores if necessary. 
I'm sure that we all agree that the church has a major role to play in this period of social 
change.   
 
There is [a] thing that the church must do to remain awake. … We must get rid of the notion 
once and for all that there are superior and inferior races. It is out of this notion that the whole 
doctrine of white supremacy came into being, and the church must take a stand through 
religious education and other channels to direct the popular mind at this point… 
 
The next thing that the church must do to remain awake through this revolution is to move out 
into the arena of social action. It is not enough for the church to work in the ideological realm, 
and to clear up misguided ideas. To remain awake through this social revolution, the church 
must engage in strong action programs to get rid of the last vestiges of segregation and 
discrimination. 
 
I talk a great deal about the need for a kind of divine discontent. And I always mention that 
there are certain technical words within every science which become stereotypes and 
clichés. Modern psychology has a word that has become common—it is the word 
maladjusted. … I must say to you this evening, my friends, there are some things in our nation 
and in our world to which I'm proud to be maladjusted.  
 
And I call upon you to be maladjusted and all people of good will to be maladjusted to these 
things until the good society is realized. I never intend to adjust myself to segregation and 
discrimination. I never intend to become adjusted to religious bigotry. I never intend to adjust 
myself to economic conditions that will take necessities from the many to give luxuries to the 
few, and leave millions of people perishing on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast 
ocean of prosperity. I must honestly say, however much criticism it brings, that I never intend to 
adjust myself to the madness of militarism, and to the self-defeating effects of physical 
violence. 
 
Yes, I must confess that I believe firmly that our world is in dire need of a new organization – the 
International Association for the Advancement of Creative Maladjustment.  

http://www.uua.org/ga/past/1966/ware
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OFFERING OF GIFTS & MUSIC Precious Lord, Take My Hand Dorsey, arr. Hassell 
 
 

READING from “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (1963) 
 http://okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/undecided/630416-019.pdf 
 
from “Letter from Birmingham Jail”, addressed to “My Dear Fellow Clergymen” [from MLK], 
written on April 16, 1963: 
 
[The letter opens with these words:] 
 
While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across your recent statement calling 
my present activities "unwise and untimely." Seldom do I pause to answer criticism of my work 
and ideas. If I sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my desk, my secretaries would have 
little time for anything other than such correspondence in the course of the day, and I would 
have no time for constructive work. But since I feel that you are men of genuine good will and 
that your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I want to try to answer your statement in what I hope 
will be patient and reasonable terms. 
 
[Later in the letter, Dr. King says this:] 
 
I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in 
[the] stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Councillor or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the 
white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers a negative 
peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; 
who constantly says: “I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your 
methods of direct action”; who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another 
man’s freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the 
Negro to wait for a “more convenient season.” Shallow understanding from people of good 
will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm 
acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection. 
 
 

ANTHEM Glory (from the film Selma) Stephens / Lynn / Smith, arr. Brymer 

Tomás B., rap text; Monté H., vocals 

http://okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/undecided/630416-019.pdf
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READING from “Beyond Vietnam” (1967) 
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/beyond-vietnam 

 
from “Beyond Vietnam”, delivered [by MLK] in New York City on April 4, 1967: 
 
A true revolution of values will soon cause us to question the fairness and justice of many of our 
past and present policies. On the one hand we are called to play the Good Samaritan on 
life’s roadside, but that will be only an initial act. One day we must come to see that the whole 
Jericho Road must be transformed so that [people] will not be constantly beaten and robbed 
as they make their journey on life’s highway. True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a 
beggar. It comes to see that an edifice which produces beggars needs restructuring.  
 
A true revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty and 
wealth. With righteous indignation, it will look across the seas and see individual capitalists of 
the West investing huge sums of money in Asia, Africa, and South America, only to take the 
profits out with no concern for the social betterment of the countries, and say, “This is not just.” 
It will look at our alliance with the landed gentry of South America and say, “This is not just.” 

The Western arrogance of feeling that it has everything to teach others and nothing to learn 
from them is not just. 
 
A true revolution of values will lay hand on the world order and say of war, “This way of settling 
differences is not just.” This business of burning human beings with napalm, of filling our nation’s 
homes with orphans and widows, of injecting poisonous drugs of hate into the veins of peoples 
normally humane, of sending men home from dark and bloody battlefields physically 
handicapped and psychologically deranged, cannot be reconciled with wisdom, justice, and 
love. A nation that continues year after year to spend more money on military defense than 
on programs of social uplift is approaching spiritual death.  
 
It is a sad fact that because of comfort, complacency, … and our proneness to adjust to 
injustice, the Western nations that initiated so much of the revolutionary spirit of the modern 
world have now become the arch antirevolutionaries.  
 
This call for a worldwide fellowship that lifts neighborly concern beyond one’s tribe, race, class, 
and nation is in reality a call for an all-embracing and unconditional love for all [humankind].  
 
We are now faced with the fact, my friends, that tomorrow is today. We are confronted with 
the fierce urgency of now. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is such a thing 
as being too late.  
 
We still have a choice today: nonviolent coexistence or violent coannihilation. We must move 
past indecision to action.  
 
Now let us begin. Now let us rededicate ourselves to the long and bitter, but beautiful, struggle 
for a new world.  
 
 

HYMN #199 Precious Lord, Take My Hand 

https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/beyond-vietnam
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HOMILY What Now? The Rev. Paige Getty 
 
So much timeless wisdom in Dr. King’s words that we’ve heard this morning: 
 
True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar. It comes to see that an edifice 
which produces beggars needs restructuring.   (Vietnam) 
 
It is not enough for the church to work in the ideological realm, and to clear up misguided 
ideas.   (Ware Lecture) 
 
… the Negro’s great stumbling block in [the] stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s 
Councillor or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” 
than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive 
peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says: “I agree with you in the goal you 
seek, but I cannot agree with your methods …”  (Jail) 
 
I call upon you [Unitarian Universalists] to be maladjusted and all people of good will to be 

maladjusted to these things until the good society is realized. (Ware Lecture) 
 
Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute 
misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering 
than outright rejection.   (Jail) 
 
 
I honor the presence of beautiful, powerful, courageous persons of color in our 
congregation—those who’ve been on the chancel already, those who are in the room now, 
and those who are not here this morning.  
 
AND I know that I’m preaching to a crowd that is predominately white—individuals whose 
racial identity is white, who have benefitted from the dominant white culture in America, who 
are members of this religious community that has been informed and shaped by that 
dominant culture for all its nearly-56 years. 
 
And as I said in the opening of the sermon on this Sunday a year ago, today’s message is for 
white people. 
 
We don’t have to look beyond our local community to know that Dr. King’s message—
including his words we’ve heard this morning—is still relevant for us. There is plenty of racism 
and bigotry in our community, and we well-meaning white folks have much still to confront 
within ourselves and among our loved ones.  
 
In the past year, we have witnessed outrageously nasty, racist rhetoric about some of Howard 
County’s children during the school redistricting process, and we have seen the continuing use 
of our county detention facility to keep undocumented immigrants separated from their 
families, and we have experienced—are still experiencing—the eruption of racialized conflict 
among members of this congregation.  
 
And if we are truly to celebrate and honor the legacy of Dr. King, then it is we who are white 
who really need to listen to his words, take them to heart, and apply them to the very real 
situations in which we live. We need to be discomfited out of our complacency until we are 
fully maladjusted to economic inequity, and segregation in our schools, and religious bigotry, 
and xenophobia, and the damaging effects of militarism and capitalism in our society.  
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We who are white must do the work … the work that demonstrates to those who have not 
benefitted from the dominant culture, especially those who are Black, that the Unitarian 
Universalist Congregation of Columbia will not deliberately compromise your dignity and value 
in service of our white comfort.  
 
In that sermon last year, I encouraged us to make this “a holiday … that is not just about Dr. 
King, but is a demonstration of his vision of who we, at our best, could be. Dangerously un-
selfish.” 2 
 
And I asked, “If Dr. King were standing here today, what would he be preaching about?” 
 
This morning I offer essentially the same response I gave a year ago, which feels perhaps even 
more critically important and true today than it did then:  

 
I believe that if Dr. King were here today, he would be political – and perhaps even 
partisan – not only in the public square, but also in the pulpit. He would demand that 

individual persons of faith and institutions of faith resist the urge to rest in their insular 
comfort and that they boldly confront racism and materialism and white supremacy and 
misogyny.  
 
What would he say to us, specifically – to us at UUCC? … He’d probably ask me whether 
I’m more concerned about confronting white supremacy in myself and my own institution, 
or about keeping my job. Perhaps he’d be kind and encouraging about our collective 
efforts to be less complacent, to resist the urge to remain comfortable, to bear public 
witness. He’d probably say keep showing up to declare publicly that this group of 
predominantly white folks believes Black Lives Matter. And he’d probably say that’s not 
enough, not if we as an institution genuinely believe in justice-making. 
 
I suspect he’d say something like he wrote in the Letter from Birmingham City Jail…: 
 

You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place… But I am sorry that 
your statement did not express a similar concern for the conditions that brought the 
demonstrations into being. I am sure that each of you would want to go beyond the 
superficial social analyst who looks merely at effects, and does not grapple with 
underlying causes. I would not hesitate to say that it is unfortunate that so-called 
demonstrations are taking place … at this time, but I would say in more emphatic terms 
that it is even more unfortunate that the white power structure … left the Negro 
community with no other alternative. 
 
… Shallow understanding from people of goodwill is more frustrating than absolute 
misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more 
bewildering than outright rejection. 

 
We must do more than fling coins to beggars, as Dr. King said in the “Beyond Vietnam” speech 
in 1967. We must restructure the edifice that produces beggars in the first place. We must 
restructure, shake off our lukewarm complacency, get maladjusted. 
 

 
2 Of, not About – a service honoring the legacy of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Rev. Paige Getty. Unitarian Universalist 
Congregation of Columbia (MD). Sunday, January 20, 2019. 
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And we must act now. “Now let us begin,” he said to his audience that day in New York. “Now 
let us rededicate ourselves to the long and bitter, but beautiful, struggle for a new world.”  
 
Amen. 
 
 

SPECIAL MUSIC If I Can Help Somebody A. Bazel Androzzo 
 Monté H., soloist 
 

CONGREGATIONAL PRAYER & REFLECTION 

 

MUSIC MEDITATION There is a Balm in Gilead Spiritual, arr. Leavitt 

 

CLOSING WORDS from “Jamaicans in New York”, by Stacyann Chin 
 https://youtu.be/X8DBCl_MOnA 
 

https://youtu.be/X8DBCl_MOnA

