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Almighty	God,		

Great	I	Am	and	Giver	of	wonders	beyond	wonders,		

this	breath,	this	life,	this	memory,	this	vision,		

this,	the	love	we	can,	with	your	help,	hold	for	one	

another.		

We	bless	you,	we	praise	you,	and	we	ask	you	to	

remember	us,	your	children.		

Deliver	us	from	evil,	we	pray.		

Amen.	

	

I	wanted	so	much	to	talk	to	you	today	about	inheritance.	

It	has	been	everywhere	on	my	mind,	as	it	often	is	around	

Martin’s	birthday.	

	

When	I	began	to	think	about	inheritance	this	year	a	

funny	thing	happened.	Inheritance	began	to	refract	and	

multiply.	It	became	clear	that	there	were	so	many	kinds	

of	inheritance—genetic,	historical,	cultural,	religious,	

political,	socioeconomic,	educational—some	inherited	

under	our	control	and	others	beyond	our	control.	It	is	so	

easy	to	get	lost.		

	

For	my	part,	I	thought	about	my	brown	skin;	I	thought	

about	my	love	of	dogs;	I	thought	about	the	Lord’s	Prayer	

my	Granddad	taught	me;	I	thought	about	9-11,	and	I	

thought	about	fracking	and	off-shore	drilling	and	

deforestation;	I	thought	about	my	Afro	and	my	accents;	

thought	about	the	love	I’ve	been	shown	in	my	life;	I	

thought	about	my	people’s	history,	and	the	Negro	

Spirituals	I	know	by	heart;	I	thought	about	Emmett	Till	

and	Trayvon	Martin;	I	thought	about	gentrification	and	

the	“relocation”	of	people	into	danger	zones	and	prisons;	

I	thought	about	the	Middle	Passage—	

	

And	I	thought,	and	I	thought,	and	I	thought,	and	I	

thought—	

And	on	and	on	.	.	.	

	

In	each	of	us	is	an	inheritance—	

And	each	of	us	is	an	inheritance.		

And	we	are	given	a	choice,	among	so	many	threads	of	

inheritance,	which	we	will	lean	on	when	we	find	

ourselves	in	a	pit.	

	

We	inherit	King’s	beautiful	life,	his	legacy	of	compassion	

and	fearlessness,	but	we	fall	far	short	of	fulfilling	his	

dream.		

These	awful	days,	it	feels	we	are	moving	in	reverse,	full	

speed	away	from	peace,	equality,	love,	grace.		

Being	content	instead	to	live	on	fear,	grasping	at	the	

control	offered	by	black	and	white,	simplistic	

understandings	of	the	universe,	rather	than	the	messy,	

infinite	complexity	and	beautiful	chaos	that	are	the	truth	

of	the	matter.		

It	is	easier	to	have	a	people	to	hate.		

This	too	is	an	inheritance.		

	

It	is	an	inheritance		

To	ask,	“Whom	will	we	blame?		

Through	Whom	will	we	understand	ourselves?		

To	whom	will	we	compare	ourselves	in	order	to	

discover,	and	adorn,	our	own	identity?		

Who	can	inhabit	“our	neighborhood”	in	peace?		

What	words	must	they	already	know	how	to	say—	

What	accent	must	they	have,	to	“deserve”	that	peace?		

Whose	children	can	attend	our	schools?		

Whose	hospitals	will	serve	them,	when	they	are	shot	

down	in	the	streets?	

Not	ours,	surely!”	
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An	awful	inheritance.		

An	inheritance	of	hate.	

	

And	they	said	to	one	another,	“Here	comes	this	dreamer.	

Come	now,	let	us	kill	him	and	throw	him	into	one	of	the	

pits;	then	we	shall	say	that	a	wild	animal	has	devoured	

him,	and	we	shall	see	what	will	become	of	his	dreams.”	

	

“What	happens	to	a	dream	deferred?	

	

I	ask	with	Hughes,	

	

						“Does	it	dry	up	

						like	a	raisin	in	the	sun?	

						Or	fester	like	a	sore—	

						And	then	run?	

						Does	it	stink	like	rotten	meat?	

						Or	crust	and	sugar	over—	

						like	a	syrupy	sweet?	

	

						Maybe	it	just	sags	

						like	a	heavy	load.	

	

						Or	does	it	explode?”1	
	

I	live	in	Woodlawn.	A	neighborhood	full	of	my	people.	A	

neighborhood	that	is	already	being	subsumed	into	Hyde	

Park	as	we	expand,	import,	facelift,	and	reassign	

ourselves.		

	

A	year	and	half	ago,	a	neighbor	of	mine	sent	out	a	

Change.org	petition	asking	for	an	elimination	of	the	HUD	

contract	of	two	large	apartment	buildings	in	the	block	

																																																													
1	Langston	Hughes,	“Harlem,”	Selected	Poems	of	
Langston	Hughes	(Random	House	Inc.,	1990).	

opposite	mine.	It	was	the	year	that	Devon	Quinn,	3-

years-old,	caught	in	the	crossfire	of	a	gun	fight	was	shot	

and	paralyzed	on	the	corner	of	our	block.		

	

The	petition	reads,	“Only	eliminating	the	HUD	contract	

will	remove	those	who	live	or	attract	those	who	come	

there	to	commit	crime	and	perpetrate	violence.”	The	

petition	further	called	for	the	relocation	of	“qualified	

residents	to	safer	buildings,	and	return	these	two	

buildings	to	fair	market	housing	for	other	Chicago	

residents	needing	affordable	housing.”	

	

What	struck	me	about	this	was	the	ease	with	which	a	

tragedy—the	near-death	of	a	young	child—turned	into	a	

call	to	empty	these	entire	buildings	of	all	residents,	

whether	or	not	they	had	been	involved	in	the	violence	or	

nuisance	behavior	in	the	neighborhood.	

	

On	further	investigation	with	my	neighbors	more	

widely,	I	discovered	that	a	handful	of	residents,	upon	

calling	the	police,	discovered	that	the	police	already	

knew	that	of	the	dozens	of	units	present,	only	3	or	4	

units	were	known	to	have	any	connection	with	the	

incidents	reported:	public	urination,	disturbance	of	the	

peace,	petty	theft,	domestic	calls,	etc.	These	few	had	

been	so	easily	conflated	with	all	low-income	families	

living	in	section	8	apartments	on	the	block.	

	

What	of	this	silent	majority?	Going	about	their	business	

quietly,	eking	out	as	much	of	the	dream	as	America	sees	

fit	to	part	with.	Judged,	but	not	by	the	content	of	their	

character.	
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In	the	years	I’ve	lived	on	my	block	I	had	become	

accustomed	to	greeting	my	neighbors	in	the	alley	we	

share,	the	majority	of	whom	lived	in	the	buildings	

named	in	the	petition.	I	had	become	accustomed	to	the	

joy	I	felt	watching	children	playing,	riding	their	bikes	or	

throwing	a	ball	in	the	alley,	saying	how-do	to	folks	

walking	home	from	work	or	school,	receiving	offers	of	

help	to	shovel	my	car	out	of	the	snow	or	to	carry	my	

groceries	up	the	stairs.	I	saw	a	lot	of	things	outside	the	

law,	certainly—this	is	Chicago,	after	all;	know	where	it	is	

you	live—but	I	also	saw	the	labor	of	my	people,	

sometimes	the	same	people	involved	in	“criminal”	

behavior	to	be	decent,	thoughtful,	and	compassionate—	

	

No	inheritance	is	simple.	

	

One	signer	of	the	petition	wrote,	“I’m	signing	because	I	

want	to	live	in	a	safe	neighborhood	and	a	building	which	

predominately	houses	the	poor	with	government	

funding	and	very	little	or	bad	management	cripples	our	

neighborhood.”	

	

I	wonder	at	our	inherited	temptation	to	paint	the	poor	

and	black	as	a	nuisance.	I	wonder	at	our	easy	

participation	in	the	painting	of	so	many	souls,	men,	

women,	and	children,	with	the	same	brush.	To	sentence	

hundreds	to	relocation	out	of	an	inability,	or	an	

unwillingness,	to	see	them	as	individuals	worthy	of	a	

stable	place	to	call	home.	

	

In	a	2009	article	titled	“The	Cultural	Politics	of	Mixed-

Income	Schools	and	Housing,”	Pauline	Lipman	warns,	

“One	result	of	[creative	destruction	and	reinvestment	in	

the	urban	built	environment]	is	the	production	of	a	new	

urban	geography	of	racial	exclusion,	containment,	and	

commodified	ethnic	space.	In	Chicago	.	.	.	gentrification	

and	destruction	of	public	housing	have	displaced	African	

American	residents	to	low-income,	racially	isolated	

areas	or	out	of	the	city.	In	their	place	are	vast	new	

developments	marketed	as	“mixed	income.””	

	

I	do	not	mean	to	suggest	that	gun	violence	is	not	a	

severe	problem	demanding	our	attention.	Neither	do	I	

mean	to	suggest	that	residents	should	tolerate	unsafe	

behavior	in	their	neighborhoods	or	homes.	Everyone	

deserves	a	safe	and	secure	place	to	call	home.	But	I	am	

suspicious	that	the	kneejerk	solutions	to	these	shared	

problems	are	complete	alienation	and	rejection	of	

scores	of	families.		

	

What	does	it	cost	us	to	seek	each	other	out?		

To	talk	with	each	other,	to	discover	the	truth	of	matters	

and	come	up	with	solutions	together?		

One	cost	is	that	we	may	have	to	open	of	our	hands—to	

let	fall	away	those	parts	of	our	inheritance	that	do	not,	

cannot	please	God,	and	cling	to	the	testimony	of	Christ	

Jesus,	which	tells	us	to	“Love	our	enemies,”	to	“do	good	

to	those	who	hate	you,	bless	those	who	curse	you,	pray	

for	those	who	abuse	you	.	.	.”	As	the	Scripture—itself	a	

sacred	inheritance—tells	us,	itself	an	inheritance	most	

blessed,	in	the	same	sermon,	Christ	tells	us	“Blessed	are	

you	who	are	poor,	for	yours	is	the	kingdom	of	God;	

Blessed	are	you	who	are	hungry	now,	for	you	will	be	

filled;	Blessed	are	you	when	people	hate	you,	and	when	

they	exclude	you,	revile	you,	and	defame	you	on	account	

of	the	Son	of	Man.”	No	where	in	this	ethic	is	the	goal	to	

remove	your	neighbor	far	from	sight,	away	from	your	

things,	your	space,	your	buildings,	your	land,	your	

conscience.	

	

Martin	Luther	King’s	infamous	journey	to	Chicago	in	

1966	to,	in	his	words,	"bring	about	the	unconditional	
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surrender	of	forces	dedicated	to	the	creation	and	

maintenance	of	slums	and	ultimately	make	slums	a	

moral	and	financial	liability	upon	the	whole	

community,"	

	marked	the	widening	and	deepening	of	his	dreams	for	

equality.	Some	say	it	is	this	change	in	focus	to	the	

welfare	of	the	poor	that	brought	about	King’s	death	by	

an	assassin’s	hand.	

	

“Here	comes	this	dreamer.	Come	now,	let	us	kill	him	and	

throw	him	into	one	of	the	pits;	then	we	shall	say	that	a	

wild	animal	has	devoured	him,	and	we	shall	see	what	

will	become	of	his	dreams.”	

	

When	I	tried	to	think	about	what	Martin	would	want	for	

me	to	say	to	you	today—were	he	still	with	us	.	.	.	our	

history	is	a	bloody	place	.	.	.	–	I	thought,	in	thinking	about	

Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	that	I	continue	to	be	shocked	at	

his	stubborn,	inexorable,	miraculous	hope.	Hope	that,	I	

feel,	reading	the	news,	thinking	about	this	great,	brave,	

suffering,	bleeding	city,	about	this	wounded	divided	

nation,	must	be	miraculous	to	take	any	hold	at	all.	The	

hope	that	King	had,	that	he	challenged	all	us	of	to	have,	

is	a	divine	hope.	A	hope	that	lives	and	breathes	on	

dreams.	

	

Joseph	inherited	his	brothers	with	their	hate,	he	

inherited	an	early	life	as	a	slave	in	a	foreign	land,	he	

inherited	the	forces	that	caused	him	to	find	himself	in	

prison;	but	he	also	inherited	a	relationship	with	the	

Almighty,	and	so,	in	spite	of	it	all,	he	kept	his	dreams.		

	

And	it	was	this	inheritance,	eternal	and	steadfast,	that	

saw	him	liberated	him	from	the	dungeons;		

This	inheritance	took	him	to	meet	the	Pharoah;	

This	inheritance	gave	him	what	he	needed	to	save	a	

kingdom;	

This	inheritance	gave	him	the	strength	to	meet	his	

brothers	again	with	forgiveness	in	his	arms.		

	

For	God,	being	eternal,	

Is	the	oldest	and	greatest	inheritance.		

	

And	God	is	love.	

	

We	are	called	to	a	higher	inheritance	than	what	

surrounds	us—what	is	easy.	We	are	called	to	a	divine	

inheritance.	

	

I	encourage	you	to	remember	that	you	are	not	without	

power.	The	kind	of	mind-changing,	wonder-working,	

dream-giving	power	that	the	psalmist	says	causes	the	

deep	to	tremble,	the	skies	to	thunder,	the	seas	to	part—

that	holy	ghost	power	that	can	overcome	the	worst	of	

the	powers	of	this	wicked	world—	

	

This,	too,	is	your	inheritance.	

	

Whatever	the	ill,	inherited	or	created,	God	has	given	us	

the	power	to	withstand,	and	to	overcome	it,	if	we	only	

set	our	hearts	to	the	task.	We	have	the	power	to	say,	our	

inheritance	is	love:	patient	and	kind,	not	envious	or	

boastful	or	arrogant	or	rude;	it	does	not	insist	on	its	own	

way;	it	is	not	irritable	or	resentful;	it	does	not	rejoice	in	

wrongdoing,	but	rejoices	in	the	truth.		

	

And	in	this	love,	this	divine	inheritance,	there	is	reason	

to	hope.	

	

I	close	with	King’s	words	from	his	sermon,	“The	

Meaning	of	Hope”	preached	at	Dexter	Avenue	Baptist	
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church	in	Montgomery,	Alabama	while	he	was	pastor	

there:	

	

“Now	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	I’m	worried	about	America	

I	always	maintain	hope	and	that’s	what	I	want	to	preach	

about	this	morning.	And	I	want	to	talk	about	the	

meaning	of	hope.	And	if	there	is	any	one	thing	that	the	

church	must	do	[it]	is	to	keep	the	flame	of	hope	burning.	

The	church	is	something	of	the	custodian	of	hopefulness.	

And	when	everybody	else	loses	hope,	when	other	

institutions	lose	hope,	the	church	is	that	one	institution	

that	must	keep	hope	alive.”	

	

Amen.	

	

Let	Us	Pray.	


