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Sermon January 20, 2019, 2nd Sunday after Epiphany   Brenda Kilpatrick 

Let’s talk about unity. Unity continues to elude us. In truth, we couldn’t get it right from the 
beginning. Adam & Eve entered an agreement with their Creator but, abandoned it at the first 
hint that he might be hoodwinking them. Cain slaughtered his own brother, and today we are 
reminded that Joseph’s brothers plotted against his life. And, thus is the foundation for where we 
are today, lacking in the unity necessary to the obtainment of justice and equality for all. 

Tomorrow is the official holiday celebrating the man who came closest to bringing two 
decidedly divided American groups together. I say “Americans” intentionally rather than white, 
or black Americans. For, if there was a biological construction such as race, would we not all 
belong to the human race?  

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. took today’s gospel to heart and advocated for our actions 
to be fueled by love rather than hatred. The success of the civil rights movement was in this, as 
well as its nonviolent approach. Despite those who longed for a faster, more forceful approach, 
Dr. King and his followers chose to peacefully protest a country whose own Declaration of 
Independence states “…we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness...”  

The violent reactions against people peacefully protesting practices that were clearly being used 
to try to convince these human beings that they were less than and should, therefore, remain in 
their place, have been seared into the historical imagery of this country.  

However, in the actions of these individuals who willingly faced the wrath of those who chose 
hatred, we see the words Jesus shared with us today enacted: “love your enemies, do good to 
those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.” There is a Bantu 
saying: Ubuntu. This roughly means we are in this together. My happiness is bound up with 
yours, and yours with mine. So, while no doubt there were those who saw the actions of African 
Americans engaged in pursuit of their civil rights as selfish, in truth they acted for the good of all 
of us, as we are in this together. In the words of Dr. King, “injustice anywhere is a threat to 
justice everywhere.”1 

The civil rights movement resulted in needed changes in our world. Yesterday thousands of 
people across the country showed up for a 3rd Annual Women’s March. We have experienced 
having a man of African descent as the President of the United States. The 115th Congress has 
welcomed 49 African Americans, about 12% and for the 1st time closely mirroring the 
percentage of African Americans in the U.S. The populations of our schools are more diverse 
and we see African Americans at just about all levels of employment. It is unusual today to be 
confronted by a “whites only” sign outside a bathroom. 

Yet, there is so much work to be done. There are just 4 African American Senators, and no 
African American Governors. In addition, just Friday I read a CNN news article about 2 black 
GM supervisors who are suing because of their experiences of on-the-job harassment. 
Harassment included, speaking of unusual, posted signs that restrooms were “Whites only,” 
being referred to as the “N” word, monkey, boy, the acronym DAN (see me later if you want to 
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know what that stands for); by their supervisees; being told to go back to Africa; being warned 
that an employee had a family member in the KKK; being told that “back in the day we would 
have dealt with you with a shovel and a burial,” having 4-5 nooses placed around the job site. 
Additionally, white workers were showing up wearing Nazi symbols. Their complaints were met 
by a failure of support by senior management and, unbelievably, a strange statement that “you 
only need to hang mean Bastards, but mean Bastards you need to hang.” Yes, this was going on. 
Right here in the Midwest. In 2018. 

In other news, Bloomberg reported in their 12/17/18 business section that women are on track to 
have equal pay – in 202 years. Speaking of women, when will it be safe in the world for women 
and children? When will it be safe in the world for LGBT individuals to be who they are? Don’t 
even get me started about the number of mass shootings last year alone. Hatred is having a 
heyday in our world today, but we must stop it and we cannot do it by returning hate with hate. 
You know those hard conversations with the family members who see things completely the 
opposite of the way you do? We need to have them. Those neighbors or coworkers who voted for 
the opposite candidates of the ones you voted for? We need to talk. If we are not talking, there’s 
stalemate and problems will not only exist, but perhaps even escalate. Unity will continue to 
elude us. 

Taken altogether, today’s gospel can be difficult to imagine ever really happening. Like much of 
the things Jesus said, there is a deeper meaning. However, I also find it useful to focus on the 
words he left us here, though they may be difficult to digest. The world needs us to be the people 
described in today’s passage, challenging though this may be. 

I have found a few things that help me with this challenge. First, sort out the action words. Love, 
do good, pray, give, be merciful, love. Focus on these. Both Jesus and Dr. King urge us in this 
direction. We are not going to win people over by closing our hearts to them. Second, if you are 
inclined to grumble about doing these actions towards people you do not care for, remember the 
ending of today’s gospel. “…for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful, just as 
your Father is merciful.” At my first reading of this, I had about 15 seconds of relief that I did 
not fall into the ungrateful/wicked category of people God loves before I had the epiphany that 
Jesus was actually talking about me. Maybe if we start there, we can achieve that unity someday. 
Dr. King shared a deep truth in his words: “whatever affects one directly affects all directly. I 
can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be…” 
1 - From Dr. King’s Letter from the Birmingham Jail 
2 - Remaining awake through a great revolution. Martin Luther King, Jr. 1965 


