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1 Corinthians 12:3-13 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
 
3b … and no one can say “Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit. 
 
4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5 and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; 
6 and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. 7 To each is 
given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 8 To one is given through the Spirit the utterance 
of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, 9 to another faith by the 
same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10 to another the working of miracles, to another 
prophecy, to another the discernment of spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another the 
interpretation of tongues. 11 All these are activated by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one 
individually just as the Spirit chooses. 
 
12 For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one 
body, so it is with Christ. 13 For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or 
free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. 
 
****  
 
Today is Pentecost – the birth of the church. Today is a day of celebration when we think about the 
significance of that moment and what it means to us now and what it will always mean. Rushing, violent winds 
– tongues of fire resting on disciples. The Spirit was present and gave them ability!   
 
That first Pentecost was the official launch of our work as Christians; Pentecost is when disciples, believers of 
the way of Christ, are told, “GET TO WORK!”  
 
The Spirit has given to everyone – every human being on earth – gifts and abilities – they are various, 
different, unique and particular gifts – but they are ALL from God FOR THE COMMON GOOD of all of creation!   
 
To be honest, I’ve struggled with what to say this week for many reasons. One of the main thoughts plaguing 
me is … “what can I say, right now?”   We are in the midst of a pandemic, a virus that is killing hundreds of 
thousands of human lives, a pandemic that is changing HOW we live.  
 
AND…we are in the midst of a racial pandemic, an evil disease that is part of who we are and permeates ALL of 
our lives. It has killed millions of people of color and continues to kill so many, every day, with no apparent 
change in sight.  
 
… I honestly feel like I don’t know what to say in response to the continual murdering of black people in 
America. There is much that I should say and should do…but I still feel helpless in saying or doing anything.  
 
In my “pity party” of white privilege, I turned to a book I have in my office, A Testament of Hope, the essential 
writings and speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr.    I began to re-read Dr. King’s speech, I See the Promised 



Land.1 2  It was his last sermon, made on April 3, 1968, the eve of his assassination, in Memphis, TN.   I would 
like to read portions from that sermon to you today.  
 
*****  

Something is happening in Memphis, something is happening in our world.  

As you know, if I were standing at the beginning of time, with the possibility of general and panoramic view of 
the whole human history up to now, and the Almighty said to me, "Martin Luther King, which age would you 
like to live in?" -- I would take my mental flight by Egypt through, or rather across the Red Sea, through the 
wilderness on toward the promised land. And in spite of its magnificence, I wouldn't stop there. I would move 
on by Greece, and take my mind to Mount Olympus. And I would see Plato, Aristotle, Socrates, Euripides and 
Aristophanes assembled around the Parthenon as they discussed the great and eternal issues of reality.  

But I wouldn't stop there. I would go on, even to the great heyday of the Roman Empire. And I would see 
developments around there, through various emperors and leaders. But I wouldn't stop there. I would even 
come up to the day of the Renaissance, and get a quick picture of all that the Renaissance did for the cultural 
and esthetic life of man. But I wouldn't stop there. I would even go by the way that the man for whom I'm 
named had his habitat. And I would watch Martin Luther as he tacked his ninety-five theses on the door at the 
church in Wittenberg.  

But I wouldn't stop there. I would come on up even to 1863, and watch a vacillating president by the name of 
Abraham Lincoln finally come to the conclusion that he had to sign the Emancipation Proclamation. But I 
wouldn't stop there. I would even come up the early thirties, and see a man grappling with the problems of 
the bankruptcy of his nation. And come with an eloquent cry that we have nothing to fear but fear itself.  

But I wouldn't stop there. Strangely enough, I would turn to the Almighty, and say, "If you allow me to live just 
a few years in the second half of the twentieth century, I will be happy." Now that's a strange statement to 
make, because the world is all messed up. The nation is sick. Trouble is in the land. Confusion all around. 
That's a strange statement. But I know, somehow, that only when it is dark enough, can you see the stars. And 
I see God working in this period of the twentieth century in a way that men, in some strange way, are 
responding--something is happening in our world. The masses of people are rising up. And wherever they are 
assembled today, whether they are in Johannesburg, South Africa; Nairobi, Kenya: Accra, Ghana; New York 
City; Atlanta, Georgia; Jackson, Mississippi; or Memphis, Tennessee -- the cry is always the same -- "We want 
to be free."  

And another reason that I'm happy to live in this period is that we have been forced to a point where we're 
going to have to grapple with the problems that men have been trying to grapple with through history, but 
the demands didn't force them to do it. Survival demands that we grapple with them. Men, for years now, 
have been talking about war and peace. But now, no longer can they just talk about it. It is no longer a 
choice between violence and nonviolence in this world; it's nonviolence or nonexistence.  

That is where we are today. And also in the human rights revolution, if something isn't done, and in a hurry, to 
bring the colored peoples of the world out of their long years of poverty, their long years of hurt and neglect, 

 
1 Washington, James M., editor. 1986. Pages 279-286.  
2 Sections of this sermon have been removed in the interest of “preaching time.” Bold, underlines, italics and bracketed words are by 
me, Rev. Michael Blackwood.  The entire sermon can be found at 
http://www.edchange.org/multicultural/speeches/mlk_promised_land.html 
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the whole world is doomed. Now, I'm just happy that God has allowed me to live in this period, to see what is 
unfolding. And I'm happy that he's allowed me to be in Memphis.  

… we are determined to gain our rightful place in God's world.  

And that's all this whole thing is about. We aren't engaged in any negative protest and in any negative 
arguments with anybody. We are saying that we are determined to be men. We are determined to be people. 
We are saying that we are God's children. And that we don't have to live like we are [being] forced to live.  

Now, what does all of this mean in this great period of history? It means that we've got to stay together. 
We've got to stay together and maintain unity. You know, whenever Pharaoh wanted to prolong the period of 
slavery in Egypt, he had a favorite, favorite formula for doing it. What was that? He kept the slaves fighting 
among themselves. But whenever the slaves get together, something happens in Pharaoh's court, and he 
cannot hold the slaves in slavery. When the slaves get together, that's the beginning of getting out of slavery. 
Now let us maintain unity.  

Secondly, let us keep the issues where they are. The issue is injustice. The issue is the refusal of Memphis to 
be fair and honest in its dealings with its public servants, who happen to be sanitation workers. Now, we've 
got to keep attention on that. That's always the problem with a little violence.  

Now we're going to march again, and we've got to march again, in order to put the issue where it is supposed 
to be. And force everybody to see that there are thirteen hundred of God's children here suffering, sometimes 
going hungry, going through dark and dreary nights wondering how this thing is going to come out. That's the 
issue. And we've got to say to the nation: we know it's coming out. For when people get caught up with that 
which is right and they are willing to sacrifice for it, there is no stopping point short of victory.  

We aren't going to let any mace stop us. We are masters in our nonviolent movement … 

Now we've got to go on to Memphis just like that. I call upon you to be with us Monday. Now about 
injunctions: We have an injunction and we're going into court tomorrow morning to fight this illegal, 
unconstitutional injunction. All we say to America is, "Be true to what you said on paper." If I lived in China or 
even Russia, or any totalitarian country, maybe I could understand the denial of certain basic First Amendment 
privileges, because they hadn't committed themselves to that over there. But somewhere I read of the 
freedom of assembly. Somewhere I read of the freedom of speech. Somewhere I read of the freedom of the 
press. Somewhere I read that the greatness of America is the right to protest for right. And so just as I say, we 
aren't going to let any injunction turn us around. We are going on.  

We need all of you.  

It's alright to talk about "long white robes over yonder," in all of its symbolism. But ultimately people want 
some suits and dresses and shoes to wear down here. It's alright to talk about "streets flowing with milk and 
honey," but God has commanded us to be concerned about the slums down here, and his children who can't 
eat three square meals a day. It's alright to talk about the new Jerusalem, but one day, God's preacher 
[people] must talk about the New York, the new Atlanta, the new Philadelphia, the new Los Angeles, the new 
Memphis, Tennessee. This is what we have to do.  

We don't have to argue with anybody. We don't have to curse and go around acting bad with our words. We 
don't need any bricks and bottles, we don't need any Molotov cocktails, we just need to go around to these 
stores, and to these massive industries in our country, and say, "God sent us by here, to say to you that you're 



not treating his children right. And we've come by here to ask you to make the first item on your agenda--fair 
treatment, where God's children are concerned. Now, if you are not prepared to do that, we do have an 
agenda that we must follow.  

> Now, let me say as I move to my conclusion that we've got to give ourselves to this struggle until the end. 
Nothing would be more tragic than to stop at this point, in Memphis. We've got to see it through. And when 
we have our march, you need to be there. Be concerned about your brother. You may not be on strike. But 
either we go up together, or we go down together.  

Let us develop a kind of dangerous unselfishness. One day a man came to Jesus; and he wanted to raise some 
questions about some vital matters in life. At points, he wanted to trick Jesus, and show him that he knew a 
little more than Jesus knew, and through this, throw him off base. Now that question could have easily ended 
up in a philosophical and theological debate. But Jesus immediately pulled that question from mid-air, and 
placed it on a dangerous curve between Jerusalem and Jericho. And he talked about a certain man, who fell 
among thieves. You remember that a Levite and a priest passed by on the other side. They didn't stop to help 
him. And finally a man of another race came by. He got down from his beast, decided not to be 
compassionate by proxy. But with him, administered first aid, and helped the man in need. Jesus ended up 
saying, this was the good man, because he had the capacity to project the "I" into the "thou," and to be 
concerned about his brother. Now you know, we use our imagination a great deal to try to determine why the 
priest and the Levite didn't stop. At times we say they were busy going to church meetings -- an ecclesiastical 
gathering -- and they had to get on down to Jerusalem so they wouldn't be late for their meeting. At other 
times we would speculate that there was a religious law that "One who was engaged in religious ceremonials 
was not to touch a human body twenty-four hours before the ceremony." And every now and then we begin 
to wonder whether maybe they were not going down to Jerusalem, or down to Jericho, rather to organize a 
"Jericho Road Improvement Association." That's a possibility. Maybe they felt that it was better to deal with 
the problem from the casual root, rather than to get bogged down with an individual effort.  

But I'm going to tell you what my imagination tells me. It's possible that these men were afraid. You see, the 
Jericho road is a dangerous road. I remember when Mrs. King and I were first in Jerusalem. We rented a car 
and drove from Jerusalem down to Jericho. And as soon as we got on that road, I said to my wife, "I can see 
why Jesus used this as a setting for his parable." It's a winding, meandering road. It's really conducive for 
ambushing. You start out in Jerusalem, which is about 1200 miles, or rather 1200 feet above sea level. And by 
the time you get down to Jericho, fifteen or twenty minutes later, you're about 2200 feet below sea level. 
That's a dangerous road. In the day of Jesus it came to be known as the "Bloody Pass." And you know, it's 
possible that the priest and the Levite looked over that man on the ground and wondered if the robbers were 
still around. Or it's possible that they felt that the man on the ground was merely faking. And he was acting 
like he had been robbed and hurt, in order to seize them over there, lure them there for quick and easy 
seizure. And so the first question that the Levite asked was, "If I stop to help this man, what will happen to 
me?" But then the Good Samaritan came by. And he reversed the question: "If I do not stop to help this man, 
what will happen to him?".  

That's the question before you tonight [today]. Not, "If I stop to help the sanitation workers, what will happen 
to all of the hours that I usually spend in my office every day and every week as a pastor?" The question is not, 
"If I stop to help this man in need, what will happen to me?"  

"If I do no stop to help the sanitation workers, what will happen to them?" That's the question.  



Let us rise up tonight with a greater readiness. Let us stand with a greater determination. And let us move on 
in these powerful days, these days of challenge to make America what it ought to be. We have an opportunity 
to make America a better nation. And I want to thank God, once more, for allowing me to be here with you.  

Well, I don't know what will happen now. We've got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn't matter with me 
now. Because I've been to the mountaintop. And I don't mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. 
Longevity has its place. But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's allowed 
me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And 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. And I'm happy, 
tonight. I'm not worried about anything. I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming 
of the Lord. 

*****  
 
It’s amazing and shocking to think that Dr. King gave that sermon over 50 years ago and it seems like so little 
has changed!  The experiences he wrote of in that final sermon could have happened last week. Have things 
REALLY gotten better for people of color in America? Racial discrimination and murders continue daily and 
what’s so upsetting is that much of this is being done by some in our society who have stepped up to be the 
protectors.  If I do not stop to help my black, brown, yellow, non-white brothers and sisters, what then? We 
are at Pentecost 2020 and can we say that we are using our gifts from God for the common good of all?  All of 
creation deserves love, peace and non-violence. What am I doing to create that existence for everyone?  Our 
first and foremost goals – the words that we must say and the things that we must do beginning RIGHT NOW 
for everyone is – seek justice, love mercy and walk humbly with God.  
 
AMEN 


