
January 19, 2014!
MLK Sunday!
! This weekend we celebrate the life and work of The Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr.  I think it big deal that there is a national 
holiday in honor of a Baptist Minister.  Of course it is the message 
that he preached that we honor.  He convinced America that we 
needed more equality fairness and compassion.  He changed our 
hearts and minds.  He led nothing less than a social revolution, 
without violence.  He did this without firing a single bullet.  
Ironically, he died the victim of a single bullet.!
! I want to talk about Martin’s message this morning.  I want to 
focus, not on his message of equality and justice, of which he so 
eloquently spoke but of his message of non-violence, of which he 
so eloquently lived.  His methodology is often overlooked but it 
was key to his success and an enduring part of his legacy.  !
! It’s hard to talk about non-violence, because violence is 
ubiquitous in America.  It is so much a part of our lives.  We are 
involved in at least one hot war and there are countless other 
conflicts in the world of which we are a part.  We have drones 
flying over and killing people in Pakistan, Yemen and who knows 
where else.  Yet, there are few prospects for world peace.  It think 
it is important to note that the biggest social changes in America 
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in the past century were non-violent.  By this I mean racial equity 
and woman’s suffrage.  !
! The nonviolent peace activists that I know think that any use 
of force is unwise and ill-advised.  Violence simply begets 
violence.   On the other hand, many people will argue that it is 
foolish and impractical not to respond to a threat or to an act of 
aggression.   After all, self-defense is legitimate.  There are bad 
guys out there in the world.  It is a fantasy to think that they just 
go away.  Although most of us are in the middle of this, those on 
either end of the spectrum legitimately view the issue of violence 
or defense differently.  !
! We are talking about gut reactions.  Moral thinking relies 
heavily upon presumptive reasoning.   Morality is generally not 
based upon evidence that is universally recognized as objective.  
People of good will disagree on number of moral issues.  To some 
people, if you are being impractical you are unethical.  Perfection 
doesn’t happen in this world.  To others, unless you honor the 
ideal you are unethical.  You can’t do bad things for the greater 
good or for any reason.  !
! So what we have is a dilemma.  Both of these positions can’t 
be right.  How do we answer a dilemma?  Well, when faced with 
two horns of a dilemma, the answer to is to choose neither.  
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Sometimes the moral question is not what is right or wrong; 
sometimes the moral question is what is better.!
! I believe that if we change our framework of thinking we can 
better address our moral problem.  Here I would like to use a 
sports metaphor.  Now that the football playoffs are upon us, the 
commentators who narrate the game are often famous former 
players and/or coaches.  One bit of advice that they often repeat 
is, “to win the game you have to move the chains.”  What that 
means is you do not plan every play to get a touchdown; you plan 
a play to get a first down.  The focus is a slow ten yard slog down 
the field.  Every pass is simply not a touchdown pass.  Most runs 
are for one to 10 yards.  !
! In our case, there is not one thing that we can do to achieve 
peace and justice.  There are several things that we must do.  Let 
me give you an example of how this works  There is a little village 
that lies between Jerusalem and Bethlehem.  One section of the 
town his a square with a fountain in the center.  The residents of 
the square are a combination of Jewish, Muslim and Christian.  
Nobody gets along.  The Jews and the Muslims have only one 
thing in common, they hate each other.   They are not fond of 
Christians but the Christians are not a threat.!
! One day a Christian invited a few of his Jewish and Muslim 
neighbors to a coffee house for a discussion about cleaning up 

�3



the square.  It seems every time there is strife, the city services 
break down.  Streets don’t get cleaned and garbage doesn’t get 
picked up.  He wanted to set up a cleaning schedule.  Well one 
thing led to another and soon other things were done to improve 
the neighborhood.  After a few years, strange things began to 
happen.  They started meeting at his house.  A Christmas tree 
was placed in the middle of the fountain by the jewish and muslim 
neighbors.  Muslims invited Christians and Jews to ramadan 
celebrations.  People got along.  !
! Did the Arabs and Israelis instantly sign a peace accord?   
No!  This is a first down, not a touchdown.  It is something 
important that offers a spark of hope.  It makes a statement about 
how the place would look if folks got along.  It says getting along 
is possible.  Getting alone disrupts the cycle of violence.  Don’t 
think that the powers that be are unaware of this town square.  If I 
know about this story, there are many Palestinians and israelis 
who know. !
! In a similar vein; close to home.  I am working with a few 
clergy with the Non-Violence Institute, here, in Rhode Island.  The 
institute has a unique program of violence disruption and 
mitigation.  They respond to every shooting in the state.  
Someone goes to the emergency to meet with the victim, if still 
alive, and the victims family.  Many of these are domestic violence 
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cases.   People who are shot, are usually shot by someone they 
know.  The intervention team works with the family to help them 
through the trauma and grief process.  They connect them with 
victim assistance services.  Being helpful reduces the stress and 
anxiety that comes with trauma.   !
! When a family is in trauma, emotions may build and 
frequently get expressed as a desire for revenge.  Many 
shootings of this type result in another revenge shooting.  Often 
there is someone in the family who is not wrapped too tightly and 
expresses in action what he thinks the family wants.  He believes 
that the family wants to get even.  If the stress of trauma is 
reduced and people get to talk about the experience, the issue of 
revenge us usually extinguished.  This is violence disruption, 
violence prevention.  This is a first down, not a touchdown.  !
! As much as I would want to limit the number of guns on the 
street, this process works better.  It is not a police issue or a 
criminal justice issue.  It is a people to people issue.  Patterns of 
violence can be disrupted.  !
! Clearly the ideals of a violence-free Rhode island is a wish, a 
dream, and an ideal.  Nevertheless, ideals are achievable 
realities; they are not just platitudes.  I think the way to make them 
real is one step at a time.  Doing nothing is not an option.!
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