Martin Luther King Jr. 1929-1968
Reflections to mark the 50th anniversary of the assassination of
Martin Luther King Jr.

On 4 April 1968, Martin Luther King Jr was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee. A crowd of
300,000 attended his funeral. At that service, a recording was played of his last sermon at
Ebenezer Baptist Church during which he asked that at his funeral no mention should be
made of the awards and the honours he had received, but that it be said he tried to ‘feed the
hungry’, ‘clothe the naked’, ‘be right on the war question’, and ‘love and serve humanity’.
Martin Luther King’s fearless commitment to justice and righteousness in faithfulness to the
gospel of Jesus Christ, expressed in both his words and actions, continues to shine in our
world. Not least here at Luther King House—a place and a community that bears his name—
and so we wanted to mark the 50th anniversary of his death by saying a little of how those
words and actions continue to guide and inspire us.
We are grateful to those of our learning community who have provided us with this
collection of reflections that say a little of how Martin Luther King speaks to them and
influences their lives. Feel free to use them as you wish—both personally and amongst the
church communities and groups you are part of. Our hope is that their voices will encourage
us all to both remember with thanksgiving, and to journey onwards in renewed commitment
to seek the ways that make for justice, hope and healing.
Graham Sparkes

Glen Marshall
WITNESSES TO
RIGHTEOUSNESS AND
JUSTICE
We thank Thee this evening for the
marvellous things which have been done in this
city, and through the dynamic preachings of this
great evangelist.

chosen them though not for their fame, nor
for their oratorical merit, but for entirely
circumstantial reasons.
I am writing this the day after the
announcement of the death of Dr Billy
Graham, the other great North American
Baptist preacher of the mid twentieth century.
Dr King’s words come from a prayer that he
prayed at Dr Graham’s invitation during a rally
in Madison Square Gardens, New York, in
1957.

And as we look unto him tonight, grant that
our hearts and spirit will be opened to the divine
inflow.

I write too as a Baptist pastor and preacher.
As such I have always tried to remember that
the public ministries of Dr King and Dr
Graham exemplify much that is honourable in
my own tradition. This is important to me,
especially when I am reminded that my
tradition can all too often be anything but
honourable.

These words come from one of Dr King’s
prayers. They are hardly his best known,
neither are they his most eloquent. I have

I also write as one who teaches missiology.
The ministries of Dr King and Dr Graham
stand as a reminder that in mission, as in any

And we ask Thee, O God, to continue
blessing him. Give him continued power and
authority.

other walk of life, we should never separate
that which God has joined together. In this
prayer the prophet-preacher asks God to help
the congregation to listen to the evangelistpreacher hoping that as they do so their lives
will be filled with God. Amen. Amen. Amen.
Two men of God: one a courageous visionary
who laid down his life in pursuit of
righteousness and justice; the other a
confident herald who spent his life inviting
people to get to know the one who is the
embodiment of righteousness and justice, the
hope of righteousness and justice and the offer
of righteousness and justice.
When mission forgets that the cause of Jesus
is the cause of righteousness and justice for all,
the Christianity to which it gives birth
becomes a narcissistic, self-indulgent denial of
the very gospel it claims to celebrate. When
mission forgets that knowing Jesus for
ourselves is the heart and the wellspring of all
our aspirations for a better world, the
Christianity to which it gives birth becomes an
earnest but arid human striving.
Whatever you may hear, neither Dr King nor
Dr Graham were perfect. They were both
saved sinners who made mistakes. But to my
mind each of them was, without a doubt, a gift
of God to our glorious but ruined world. It
would have been good to be there that day

when they shared a platform and spoke in turn
in the name of God. I wasn’t, but in my mind’s
eye I will always try to see them together and
in my minds ear I will always try to listen to
both their voices.
God of the prophet, God of the evangelist,
may voices of Dr King and Dr Graham ring forth
in harmony for years to come, together may they
speak to your world of fullness of life offered in
Jesus, known in Jesus and demanded by
Jesus, their saviour, our saviour, and the saviour of
the world.
Amen.
The prayer by Dr King referred to can be found at:
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/evangelicalhistory/the-day-martin-luther-luther-king-jr-prayed-at-the
-billy-graham-new-york-crusade/

“O God...in these days of emotional
tension—when the problems of the
world are gigantic...and chaotic...give
us penetrating vision, broad
understanding, power of endurance,
and abiding faith, and save us from
the paralysis of crippling fear.”
Martin Luther King Jr

Noel Irwin
THE BELOVED COMMUNITY AS
DIGNITY AND WORTH
In my view one of the golden threads that runs
through the theology of Martin Luther King is
his idea of the ‘Beloved Community’. From the
Montgomery bus boycott at the end of 1955
when he saw one of its aims as being creating
the ‘Beloved Community’, to his focus on
poverty and economic oppression at the end
of his life—this stress on a community of
justice and love, a society where we are all
interdependent and interrelated, a concrete
manifestation of the values of the Christian
faith, held all his thinking together.
Now a small group of us within the Methodist
Church of Britain, inspired by Martin Luther
King’s ‘Beloved Community’, want to incarnate
that within our Christian community. For us:
‘That means a Church where people do not have
to hide who they are or love and trust others to
treat them with respect and love, even if they
profoundly disagree.’
We do not know what Martin Luther King
thought about gay people. He certainly had an
openly gay special assistant, Baynard Rustin.
But more importantly when you have an idea,
it takes on a life beyond whatever limitations
you may have tried to put on it, beyond
considerations you had never even thought
about. Martin Luther King’s theology was
premised on the createdness and equality of all
people before a loving God. The vision he had
of the ‘Beloved Community’ was all about the
expansion of both the horizons and rights of
humanity. If you add to that his rejection of
‘literalism’ in interpreting the Bible, I do not
think it is doing violence to his idea by opening
it up to embrace the campaigns for gay rights
within and without the church.
This widening of your original vision to others
who are oppressed in different ways from you,
is something which all liberation theologies

have had to do. I would see this process as the
leading of the Spirit of God into further truth
and renewed praxis. Once you start to free
and liberate people you cannot say this group,
no other, and no further. Black theologians in
the United States have had to reckon with
womanist theologians criticising them for
leaving out the double, sometimes triple
oppressions, of black women in their
considerations. Now the tent of the ‘Beloved
Community’ needs to be opened up even
further. As black people once had to live out
the stereotypes of white people so that they
could find some acceptance, those same
struggles—but different—need to be
recognised and affirmed among other brothers
and sisters within the ‘Beloved Community’.
Therefore, inspired by the need to build the
‘Beloved Community’ of Martin Luther King in
our time, context and church:
‘We commit to uphold the dignity and worth of
every person, including those who hold different
theological views, and to work openly for greater
equality in the Methodist Church in Great Britain,
Ireland and worldwide. We will work in our local
contexts for the full active participation of
LGBTQI+ people in the Church, including same-sex
marriage.’
The quotations are taken from the Dignity and Worth
website: https://dignityandworth.org.uk/

“Our goal is to create a
beloved community and this
will require a qualitative change
in our souls as well
as a quantitative change
in our lives.”
Martin Luther King Jr.

BEING BLACK
“I have a dream that my four little children will
one day live in a nation where they will not be
judged by the color of their skin, but by the content
of their character.” (Martin Luther King)
The sentiments echoed in this quote express
the feelings I have had throughout my life. I
was born and grew up in a nation where
people were divided on racial lines. Being black
in Southern Rhodesia meant you could not
prove the kind of person you were, because
black people were not worth knowing! I
always thought how unfortunate it was that
white Rhodesians were not prepared to go
beyond skin colour. If you were black you
were discarded before you could demonstrate
the kind of person you were.
As a practising Christian I read my Bible, but I
was always puzzled by the creation story as it
is recorded in Genesis 1. There I read that
God was pleased with what he had created.
First was light, then the sky followed by the
earth, and then the day and the night. At the
end of these days of creation is the statement:
‘God saw everything that he had made, and
indeed, it was very good’ (Genesis 1:31)
I like the way ‘The Message’ translates Genesis
1:26-28. It says:
‘God spoke: ‘Let us make human beings in our
image, make them reflecting our nature. So they
can be responsible for the fish
in the sea, the birds in the air,
the cattle. And, yes, Earth itself,
and every animal that moves
on the face of the earth’. God
created human beings; he
created them godlike, reflecting
God’s nature. He created them
male and female. God blessed
them…’
The translation goes on in
verse 31 to say:
‘God looked over everything he
had made; it was good, so very
good!’

Mabel Nyazika
I would like to think this was Martin Luther
King’s understanding of each human being’s
value whether black, white, yellow, or
whatever. I hear him saying that every human
being, whatever the colour of their skin, has
value. Regrettably, black people have had to
put up with being discarded on the grounds of
their skin colour, yet each person has real
substance to their being.
For Luther King it was a dream, but it does
not have to remain a dream for black people
living in the 21st century. It could be a reality if
all nations could be challenged to commit
themselves to eradicate all forms of exclusion.
Every nation and its people should work to
create an environment where everyone,
whatever their skin colour, is given equal
opportunity to flourish. I think this is what
Luther King was pointing towards. Every
human being should embrace the colour of
their skin without being made to feel less
human, because Genesis tells us that God saw
it was good.
It is in this understanding that I embrace my
blackness, because God intended it to be so
when he brought all creation into being.

Helen Roberts
‘I HAVE BEEN TO THE
MOUNTAIN TOP’
What does it mean to go to the mountain top?
Throughout scripture, the physicality of the
mountain top is used to represent God’s
revelation. From the mountain top comes
transformation; a touch of heaven: Noah met
God there, Moses was given the ten
commandments there, Jesus was transfigured
there, and Luther King had a glimpse of the
promised land there.
On 3 April, 1968, just the day before he was
assassinated, Luther King preached what was
to be his final message. It was a message in
which he called out injustice on behalf of the
sanitation workers; it was also a message in
which he seemed to prophesy his own death; a
death he seemed neither to long for because
there was much still to do, or to fear because
he had ‘been to the mountain top’.
What seems to have happened on the
mountain top is that Luther King not only met

“We got some difficult days
ahead. But it really doesn’t
matter with me now, because I’ve
been to the mountain top…
I’ve seen the Promised Land.
I may not get there with you. But
I want you to know tonight, that
we, as a people, will get to the
Promised Land.”
Martin Luther King Jr.

God, but received anointing and strengthening
from him. This mountain top experience was
not simply a sensory, ecstatic experience
which lifted him out of the constraints of daily
life, but an experience that changed daily life.
As he spoke, tears rolled down the faces of
those who listened, for they could see the face
of one who had met with God, hear the voice
of one who had encountered God. And in
power and with authority, he spoke fearlessly
against the status quo.
Too often today, we can bandy this ‘mountain
top’ phrase around too easily and apply it to
some kind of pseudo-spiritual experience from
which we return momentarily elevated but
fundamentally unchanged.
This is not Luther King’s mountain top.
No! His is the mountain top of Noah, Moses
and Jesus.
His is the mountain top of anointing for
something, transformation for something.
His is the mountain top that gave him an
eternal perspective that encompassed even
death.
Just as Jesus became ‘radiant’ (Matthew 17)
when he was transfigured, and then could heal
the demon possessed boy and ultimately
prepare for his own death, so too is the
challenge to us, the challenge to me. Speaking
as someone who loves the mountain top (and
could quite happily stay there!) I hear the
challenge to take the mountain top in to the
valley, to live in the light of its transfiguration.
To allow it to change me in my ordinary life,
to allow it to reach beyond me.
So, as we remember the legacy of this great
man of God, this Baptist Minister who was
called as an agent of change, let’s take seriously
the call to the mountain top. Let’s create
spaces in out lives to encounter God, but let’s
not stay there, or believe the lie that this
beautiful encounter with God is somehow
simply personal to us. Let’s instead take that
change we received there out into the world,
speaking truth to power, stamping out
injustice. In short, making our actions count.

LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS
‘Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only
light can do that. Hate cannot drive out
hate; only love can do that.’
Darkness is a terrible thing. It can
frighten us, confuse us and make us
angry that we can’t see our way
forward. There can be many hidden
obstacles in the dark and if we wish
to journey through dark terrain the
answer is always to use light! Only
with light can we see enough to
allay our fears, soothe anxiety and
give us the right perspective to deal
with those obstacles that would
hinder us on our journeying. So, the
call goes out, ‘Where is the light?’
One of the great themes in John’s
gospel is light. Of Jesus it is said that
‘Light has come into darkness’ and
Jesus says of himself that he is ‘the
light of the world’. Furthermore, John
writes in his letters that ‘God is light
and in him there is no darkness at all!’.
So here is the light, the light that was
and is the light of all people. But Jesus
goes further, he says to his
followers ‘You are the light of
the world!’. Not just me but
you also have a light to shine
so that you can eliminate
darkness and reveal the way
of true humanity.
In Martin Luther King Jr we
see a man who discovered
this light within and decided
to turn it on and follow the
course chartered by it. Yes,
this light would expose
darkness, entice hatred and
repression but Luther King
decided to embrace it in a
prophetic zeal that would
eventually remove all
inhumane obstacles to
progress and open the
gates of God’s kingdom for
his own people.

Justin Kennedy
You see, darkness only thrives where
people refuse to be light. Darkness
doesn’t actually exist. To describe it
would be to say it is the absence of light.
But sometimes to not see is more
comfortable that to see, but if we
refuse to see then nothing can be
changed. Martin Luther King Jr chose
to keep his eyes open and see the
light and be guided by it. His light was
the light of God in Christ, a God
who is love, who suffered in that
love and refused to fight with the
world’s trusty weapons of revenge.
Christ’s rejection was met with a
resistance of another nature, a
transforming resistance, a love
stronger than death that was able
to turn the tables on hate and
disempower it once and for all.
So just as we can turn on and off a light
we can do the same with love. The
capacity to shine and love is within
us but so too is the capacity to do
the opposite. Martin Luther King
Jr chose to shine and love. Just as
his saviour had done, he added
his voice towards exposing
darkness and bringing in the rule
and reign of God as his saviour
had done. He embraced a courage
and tenacity to fight with light and
love, he allowed the light that was
the light of all people to shine in
him, through him, and cast its
healing on others. May we too
embrace the light of Christ within,
open our eyes and follow the
course chartered by it so that we
too might join the voice of Martin
Luther King Jr and see light drive
out darkness and love drive out
hate.

Janet Nock
A LIFE OF PRAYER
Prayer is indigenous to the human spirit
It is faith in Him that we must rediscover

We Live above Nature
We thank thee, O God, for the
spiritual nature of man. We are in
Nature, but we live above nature.
Help us never to let anybody or any
condition pull us so low as to cause
us to hate. Give us strength to love
our enemies and to do good to those
who despitefully use us and persecute
us.
We thank thee for they Church,
founded upon they Word, that
challenges us to do more than sing
and pray, but go out and work as
though the very answer to our
prayers depended on us and not upon
thee. Then, finally, help us to realize
that man was created to shine like
stars and live on through all eternity.
Keep us, we pray, in perfect peace;
help us to walk together, pray
together, sing together, and live
together until that day when all God’s
children, Black, White, Red, and Yellow
will rejoice in our common band of
humanity in the kingdom of our Lord
and of our God, we pray. Amen,

Martin Luther King Jr has been an inspiration
to me and many other people. The book about
his prayer life, ‘Never to Leave Us Alone’, by
Lewis V. Baldwin, gave me a window into the
foundation of King’s life. I was inspired by how
King lived out his faith when I learned about
his self-imposed ‘Day of Silence’, a time when
he abstained from daily life distractions, no
telephone, radio or television, as he spent the
day in prayer and meditation.
King believed his ability and energy to preach
and lead came from prayerfully and routinely
committing and seeking God’s guidance in all
that he did:
Help us never to let anybody or any condition pull
us so low as to cause us to hate.
Give us strength to love our enemies and to do
good to those who despitefully use us and
persecute us.
Before he spoke, he prayed privately. He
began and ended his sermons with either
verbal or private prayer. Prayer was his way of
displaying his openness and vulnerability before
God. In prayer, he boldly proclaimed the
freedom to speak the truth, which was
followed by an uncompromising message:
Keep us, we pray, in perfect peace; help us to
walk together, pray together, sing together, and
live together until that day when all God’s children,
Black, White, Red and Yellow will rejoice in our
common band of humanity in the kingdom of our
Lord and of our God, we pray.
Harold A. Carter writes:
Dr. King used his long prayer tradition to teach
Black people that the one who faces life with
prayer is not weak. On the contrary, he is
exhibiting far more strength than the one supplied
with man-made forces.
The sources referred to include: Baldwin, L.V. (2010)
‘Never to Leave Us Alone: The Prayer Life of Martin
Luther King Jr’ (Minneapolis: Fortress Press), and King,
M.L. ‘Thou, Dear God: Prayers that Open Hearts and
Spirits’ edited by L.V. Baldwin (Boston: Beacon Press)

HOW LONG? NOT LONG!
‘The arc of the moral universe is long but it bends
toward justice’ - Martin Luther King Jr
Martin Luther King was first and foremost a
prophet of God’s justice. He was not just a
charismatic leader within the Civil Rights
Movement. He was a prophetic voice in the
wilderness of American political and moral
waywardness. A prophet is that special
individual whose passion for social justice is so
profoundly informed by God’s righteousness
and love that their public utterances can only
be an expression of that relationship. King was
the prophet of an ‘idea whose time has come’.
On March 25, 1965, after the third march
from Selma to Montgomery, King stood on the
steps of the State Capitol in Alabama and
delivered his ‘Our God is Marching On’
address. For the 25,000-strong crowd, it had
been an exhausting yet relentless march to a
place that is very symbolic within the Civil
Rights Movement. I have often wondered
whether as King stood up to address this
battered and exhausted crowd he felt like
Jesus looking over at the exhausted and
famished thousands who had followed him
(Mark 6:34).
The speech has entered folklore as the ‘How
long? Not long!’ speech. After inviting this
audience of co-marchers to appreciate the
historic success of their effort and encouraging
them to remain committed to the cause of
non-violence, King concluded with the
question that weighed down almost every one
of them. ‘How long will it take?’. King
proceeded to give the most prophetically
uplifting answer. ‘Not long!’ and goes on to
give the grounds of his hope; each more
uplifting than the previous. But it is the
penultimate statement that has made this
speech so memorable for me. ‘Not long,
because the arc of the moral universe is long but
bends toward justice.’
I write this reflection shortly after a visit to
Rwanda. 24 years earlier, as the country was
emerging from on of the most brutal
genocides of our times, I had stood in the

Richard Benda
ruins of Nyange Catholic church and
wondered how long—if at all—it would take
us as a country to rise from the toxic ashes of
that tragedy. Having travelled up and down the
country for 10 days, my heart is filled with
hope. There is a quietly optimistic whisper,
‘not long!’
I am also writing in the aftermath of the
Weinstein affair and the Barry Bannell’s trial.
Their victims have suffered unimaginably. How
long? The arc of moral universe has caught up
with these men who thought they were
untouchable.
Finally, I reflect about this message as a black
African man, profoundly troubled by the fact
that we still need movements such as Black
Lives Matter. Being in Rwanda also reminded
me of the frustrating state of political,
economic and social justice for the vast
majority of Africans. Yet, even as the African
condition deeply challenges me, so does King’s
message of prophetic hope. Not long, for the
God of justice is on the move across the
continent. Glory! Hallelujah.

Paul Walker
A THREAT TO THE SYSTEM
Martin Luther King’s ‘I Have A Dream’ speech
of 28 August 1963, most often recalled
through the black and white film of that
speech, has become iconic. The prophetic,
love-based ethic of social peace and harmony
expressed in that speech, with its image of
black and white children holding hands, has
become so dominant that it has obscured the
development of Luther King’s thought in his
remaining five years.
King’s non-violent approach was inherited

“As I have walked among the desperate,
rejected, and angry young men, I have
told them that Molotov cocktails and
rifles would not solve their problems. I
have tried to offer them my deepest
compassion while maintaining my
conviction that social change comes most
meaningfully through non-violent action.
But they asked, and rightly so, ‘What
about Vietnam?’.They asked if our own
nation wasn’t using massive does of
violence to solve its problems, to bring
about the changes it wanted.Their
question hit home, and I knew that I
could never again raise my voice against
the violence of the oppressed in the
ghettos without having first spoken
clearly to the greatest purveyor of
violence in the world today: my own
government.”
Martin Luther King Jr. - 1967

through a line that ran from Ghandi, who
influenced Dr Howard Thurman, the first
African American dean of Boston University’s
Chapel and Professor of Spirituality in the
School of Theology, a powerful behind the
scenes influence on the Civil Rights movement,
who in turn influenced Luther King. Both
Ghandi and Thurman, and of course Luther
King, were influenced in their non-violent
beliefs by the teachings of Jesus and believed
that change would be achieved by following
the ‘loving one’s enemies’, ‘turning the other
cheek’, ‘doing good to those who hate us’
approach taught by Jesus.
Another strand of thought in the Civil Rights
struggle was represented by Malcolm X, for
whom tactical violence was a legitimate way of
furthering the cause. Malcolm X argued that
‘self-defence is no offence’ and that racial
justice must be pursued by ‘any means
possible’. Luther King and Malcolm X are seen
as the opposite end of the ‘violence—nonviolence’ spectrum, but this focus on Luther
King’s ‘I Have A Dream’ speech and seeing
Malcolm X and Luther King as binary
opposites obscures rather than enlightens.
Toward their end Luther King was moving
towards Malcolm X’s position and Malcolm X
was moving towards Luther King’s.
Many now believe that it is time for a more
nuanced and holistic analysis of Luther King’s
activism and ministry which recognises that
after 1963 his attitudes and thinking altered as
he embraced ‘Democratic Socialism’, argued
against the ‘Military Industrial Complex’ and
declared ‘God Damn America’! Reading Luther
King’s ‘Beyond Vietnam’ speech is one way of
loosening the grip his ‘I Have A Dream’ speech
has on out understanding. The truth is that
Luther King grew and changed after the
‘Dream’ speech. It seems unlikely that the
sentiments of his ‘Dream’ speech would have
resulted in his assassination, but read ‘Beyond
Vietnam’ and see what a threat he had become
to the US system!
The speech referred to can be found at: http://
kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/
documentsentry/doc_beyond_vietnam/

‘I have a dream,’ a man once said,
‘where all is perfect peace:
where men and women, black and white,
stand hand in hand, and all unite
in freedom and in love.’
2

But in this world of bitter strife
the dream can often fade:
reality seems dark as night,
we catch but glimpses of the light
Christ sheds on humankind.

3

Fierce persecution, war and hate
are raging everywhere:
through struggles and through sacrifice
God’s people pay the costly price
of standing for the right.
4

So dream your dreams and sing your songs,
but never be content;
for thoughts and words don’t ease the pain:
unless there’s action, all is vain;
faith proves itself in deeds.
5

Lord, grant us vision, make us strong,
and help us do your will;
nor let us rest until we see
your love throughout humanity
uniting us in peace.

Pettitt, P. ‘I have a dream,’ a man once said; Hymn 625, in Oxford University Press (pub) Baptist Praise and
Worship (1991) pp. 452-453

This hymn was written by Methodist minister, the Revd Pamela Pettitt. Pamela studied at
Luther King House and wrote the hymn for the 1986 service that marked the beginning of
this ecumenical partnership that brought Baptist, Methodist, United Reformed Church and
Unitarian colleges together.
The name ‘Luther King House’ was chosen in recognition that Martin Luther King Jr is
someone known and respected by Christians from many different traditions. His life and
witness transcends denominational barriers.
Perhaps most significantly, Luther King House has a long tradition of commitment to justice
issues. Inspired by Martin Luther King Jr, it seeks to express in its life and teaching ministry a
commitment to challenge the oppressive structures of our own society in the name of the
gospel, and to offer a vision of a transformed world rooted in the teachings of Jesus.

Luther King House is a Christian centre for learning, seeking to help people grow in
their faith and discipleship. Among our diverse community are those who are preparing
for ordained ministry through one of our key partner colleges, and many others who are
preparing themselves for mission and ministry or who want to deepen their
understanding of our shared faith. Find our more about us… And consider becoming
part of our learning community.

Brighton Grove, Rusholme, Manchester, M14 5JP
www.lutherkinghouse.org.uk | 0161 249 2504 | learning@lkh.co.uk

