
 1 

 “Speaking for the Soul (in times of violence)” 

 

The memorial service had been scheduled for 2 o‟clock.  Brown Chapel was full. 

But there was no sign of Dr. King. 

The temperature in the church continued to mount. 

Distress could be seen on the faces of the Unitarian Universalist ministers and  

Laypeople who had gathered there,  

perhaps because they had planes to catch later in the day. 

At 3p.m. King arrived amid cheers outdoors and then in the church. 

The pews were packed; people had come from many faiths  

to pay tribute to this man, 

This until then unknown Unitarian minister, James Reeb, who days earlier  

Had been killed on a Selma sidewalk by a gang of youth while he was marching 

With King for voting rights. 

James had only been in Selma one day before  

he was hit fatally in the head several times, 

And his death, historians now say, was the catalyst for President Lyndon Johnson‟s  

Introduction of the Voting Rights Act to Congress four days later.   

Johnson asked King to be there in Washington for the event, 

But instead King stayed in Selma so that could offer Reeb‟s eulogy. 

 

“Who killed James Reeb?”  King asked as he stood in the pulpit of that chapel, 

And then he went to say how that question can be answered  

rather simply by saying 

He was killed by a few sick and misguided men who had the strange notion 

That you express dissent through murder (sound familiar?). 

“But,” said King, “there is another haunting, poignant, desperate question 
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We are forced to ask this afternoon, and that is: 

What called James Reeb, 

Because when we move from the who to the what, the blame is wide  

and the responsibility grows.” 

 

And then King goes on to say that Reeb  

“was killed by the indifference of every minister 

of the gospel who remained silent behind the security of stained glass windows, 

and he was murdered by the irrelevancy of a church 

 that will stand amid social evil 

and serve as a taillight rather than a headlight,  

an echo rather than a voice; 

he was murdered by the irresponsibility of every politician who has moved 

down the path of demagoguery,  

who has fed his constituents the stale bread of hatred 

and inflaming rhetoric.” 

Remember this is King speaking more than 40 years ago, 

So then how can he sound so current, so up-to-date? 

 

“In his death,” continued King, 

“James Reeb says something to each of us –  

That we must substitute courage for caution, 

Says to us that that we must be concerned not merely about who murdered him, 

But about the system, the way of life,  

the philosophy which produced this murder. 

Says to us that we that we must work passionately, 

Unrelentingly, to make the American Dream a reality,  
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So that he did not die in vain. 

Because, King said, Because God still has a way of bringing good out of evil.” 

 

This is King speaking 45 years ago, and reading and hearing him  

Again as I do every time this year I‟m thinking:  

he could be speaking about us now. 

Just take out the name James Reeb and put in the names  

Christina Taylor (9 yr. old girl killed last Saturday),  

Or Judge John Roll, 

Or Gabe Zimmerman, 

Or Darwin Stoddard, 

Or Dorthy Morris, 

Or Phyllis Scheck. 

Or Gabby Gifford, alive in a hospital room.  

 

King could have been speaking about any of these people with those words, 

Saying who killed these people last Saturday?  Well, that‟s easy: Jared Loughner. 

But what killed these people?  Well, that‟s more complicated, 

Because when we move from the who to the what  

The blame is wide, and responsibility grows. 

 

But that‟s not even the sermon this morning. 

The sermon this morning, on this long MLK weekend,  

On this 24-hour news cycle weekend that has moving through the headlines 

Faster than our minds, let alone our spirits, can keep up, 

That will see the next tragedy push this week‟s tragedy 

Off the front page; 
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On this snow-encrusted weekend that us pushing not just snow, 

But something much heavier, like: how do I explain this violence 

To my two children, ages 7 and 10,  

who sit there in front of their plates of waffles in the morning 

Asking: Daddy, why do people shoot other people?  Why was that boy so mad? 

And when I‟m standing there frozen in my kitchen, warm inside, cold outside, 

But frozen in my kitchen because like you I often don‟t know how  

to explain this world (and I‟m a preacher), 

That‟s when I think to myself: 

Oh, I how I want, how I need someone like King in my life now. 

Oh, I how I want and I need someone like that to speak to and for my soul. 

Are you with me? 

 

One of the gifts of social media (and sometimes I do doubt if there are any 

As I read people over-sharing on Facebook), 

Is that words are shared from minister to minister, 

This blog entry I read to us from Diana Butler Bass being one of them, 

And the other a sermon that my colleague Meg Riley,  

minister of the Church of the Larger Fellowship (an on-line church),  

gave last weekend 

In which she said the soul says to us three things in times like these, 

And when I read them I knew I wanted to share them with us. 

 

The first thing Meg said about our souls is that they are interconnected. 

“Unlike our bodies, they do not have beginnings and endings.   

Call it the interdependent web, call it God, call it the oversoul –  

Whatever you call it know this: our souls touch each other.” 
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Second, Meg shared with us across Facebook,  

suddenly now a new congregation for me this week, 

is that our „souls are made out love.‟ 

Love is expansive, she said, “it heals, it strengthens. 

Refusing to bow to fear, understanding that love is always bigger and stronger –  

That is the path of the soul.‟ 

 

And third, quoting A. Powell Davies, one of our powerhouse UU clergy from 

The 20
th

 Century, Meg reminds us „the purpose of our lives, especially in times 

Like these, is to grow a soul.‟  

She says “a soul is not like a static thing that hangs over us like a cloud, 

Instead, it something we own, something we can stretch, something we can grow. 

Acts of kindness, acts of love, acts of courage tone up our souls, she says, 

Surely as exercise tones our bodies.” 

 

So a word now, about each. 

 

First, on interconnection: 

The quilt below, this quilt made by one of us at our Quilt-A-Thons 

Like the one happening tomorrow that will eventually be draped around a cancer 

Patient somewhere in our community, has me thinking of this metaphor: 

Do you know how sometimes if you pull one thread on a quilt, 

If you snag it on your nail, or try to yank a loose end out  

(I do this all the time, getting into trouble), 

It ends up bunching up the fabric somewhere else,  

sometimes much further away? 
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Well, that is kind of like how I have felt about these deaths in Tuscon, 

The fabric of these lives pulled out there, thousands of miles away: 

Christina, John, Garbielle, Dorthy, Darwin, Phyllis, Gabby, 

And 11 others. 

And though I don‟t know these people  

It‟s as though a string was attached from me to them, 

So that when Jared Loughner pulled the trigger 

A thread was pulled also in me and in you and in people all around 

Our country, untying us in a way with shock and grief, 

Untying us with questions about who and what we‟ve become. 

 

Some might say this is an unhealthy thing.  Some might say, 

“Oh, you can‟t let the news of the world or the actions of one 

Deranged guy get you down; come on, the Pats play today! 

Come on, cheer up!  Move on! 

But I say: maybe moving on and cheering up is not what we need. 

I say maybe what we need more of, not less of, are reminders 

That we are not in snowy, serene Sherborn this morning, not really, 

That in some measure all of us sit instead in Tuscon this morning. 

It is two hours earlier than here, it is approximately 9:20a.m., 

And the sun has come up over the desert, 

And the morning light is breaking into 18 kitchens of 18 families 

Whose lives will never be the same, 

 

The light breaking also into churches or synagogues where each of these people 

Attended, these congregations rocked by grief similar to the grief we have felt 

When one in our own midst has died too early, too suddenly;  
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The light breaking also into the Safeway  

where people this morning are buying coffee creamer and bread and  

green apples like we do, steps away from the shooting. 

The light breaking into, lest we forget, one more kitchen, of the parents 

Whose son did this thing, who say “there are not words to express our sorrow.” 

 

Says Meg Riley, thinking of our soul‟s interconnection to these people: 

“it is a good time to reach to people you have been thinking of this week: 

Maybe you‟re elected representatives to tell them  

how much you appreciate their service 

(whether or not you voted for them!), or anyone you know in Arizona, 

Other people you know whose lives have been touched by violence. 

“It‟s a good time,” she says,  

to tell people you are aware that your soul touches theirs.” 

 

Second, our souls are created to love. 

And here let me only remind us of an image you will no doubt be familiar 

With, having heard the news like I have, 

But that we might gloss over or forget with time, 

And that is of Darwin Stoddard, 76 years old, a retired construction worker, 

And Mavy, his wife, who together grew up in Tuscon but only married 

After their first spouses died, and who came back together to, 

As one of their children put it, „to be boyfriend and girlfriend.‟ 

With the rest of the country we can imagine the scene of Darwin 

And Mavy waiting in line with the rest of the people,  

waiting to talk with Rep.Gifford. 
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And then we can imagine, if we really want to, Darwin hearing the shots ring out, 

Or perhaps seeing them, seeing Jared firing. 

And we ask ourselves: 

Was he scared?  Was his soul full of fear? 

And of course, we can only imagine his answers to those questions. 

So how was it, I‟m wondering, that he had the presence of soul to push his wife 

Down, and not only that, to stand in between her and Jared, 

And not only that, to fall on top of her, screening her from the bullets 

That struck him in the body so they did not strike her in the body. 

 

Love is greater than fear.  Love is stronger than death.  Love is deeper 

Than despair. 

We hear these words spoken from pulpits by preachers; 

We hear them spoken from pedestals by politicians. 

We read them in sympathy cards in CVS. 

And over time we become domesticated to the sentiment. 

We become suspicious of the language. 

We dismiss the idea as a platitude. 

But then Darwin falls on his wife, shielding her from death 

And it‟s almost like he fell on us, too; 

Shielding us from another form of death, 

Which is the death of soul that comes when we believe 

That violence and destruction and hate are the only headlines  

Worth our attention. 

“Love is bigger than fear,” says Meg Riley, preaching to my soul this week. 

“As people of faith, we are the ones who need to proclaim that. 

The media will get more viewers with fear.  But each day, today and every day, 
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Our faith calls us to stay centered in the power of love.” 

 

And finally, our souls are called to grow in times like these, not shrink. 

What does a growing soul look like right now, here in the early days of 2011? 

Let me speak personally and only for myself: 

That for me a growing soul likes like my relishing less the verbal jousting  

And well-timed one-liners of the politicians and the pundits who put-down 

The views of those with whom I disagree.   

We may never know if heated rhetoric inspired Jared Loughner at all, 

And I‟m not sure if it really matters, in the end.  

What matters more is that many of us are asking what it would be like  

To speak to each other in a different tone. 

A colleague of mine, Gary Smith, puts it nicely.   

He says we need love-check to go along with our spell-check. 

Imagine now the red lines blinking under our words, asking: 

Are these words „loved‟ correctly, not just spelled correctly? 

 

And next and perhaps most difficult,  

a growing soul looks like me taking a deep breath  

And engaging with curiosity rather than judgment those I just don‟t understand. 

Case in point: rumor and blog-postings have it that a new gun shop that has  

Recently up in my town of Holliston. 

Now I grew up with guns, I‟m from the mid-west!, and I still don‟t understand 

Some of the postings I have read on Holliston Net News by those  

Who can‟t wait to „claim their second amendment rights,‟  

postings which occur right next to those who can‟t wait to dismiss these  

people as, quote: “a bunch of crazies.” 



 10 

A growing soul has me not reading these posts  

and instead taking a deep breath so that, as Meg puts it,  

I can ask someone when they tell me how frustrated 

They are about – fill in the blank....that new gun shop, or health care reform,  

the bank bailout, whatever… 

I can ask them: „Tell me more about that…‟ 

“And then listen and listen and listen, not argue but give them a place to speak 

Whatever they need to say, without arguing or interjecting, 

Without dismissing or judging. 

 

Will this growth in soul meet the depth of need? 

Will this interconnection, this love, this growth in my soul 

And our soul be strong enough to resist the vacuum  

Of all that is dividing, hating, and getting smaller in our time? 

Is it enough to say: I do not know? 

But I can tell you what I believe. 

That with Rebecca Parker I believe there must be religious witness. 

That whatever you think or believe about religion: 

There must be people who bear witness against unnecessary destruction, 

Who stand and lead in freedom; 

Who do not avoid seeing what must be seen of sorrow and outrage, 

Tenderness and wonder; 

Who speak of refreshed worlds in the midst of grief, 

Who invite people to be themselves without fear, 

Who come together with others to draw strength from old wells, 

Old scriptures, historic meetinghouses, 

Who call on the strength of soul-force to heal, transform, and bless life, 
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And who, in the end, stand on the side of love. 

If this is not us, then who will it be? 

And if this is not the time, then when? 

 

Stand with me and sing these words “Balm in Gilead,” 

A song we send out to our friends, our brothers and our sisters 

In Tuscon. 

 

  

 


