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On November 2, 1983, President Ronald Reagan proclaimed Martin Luther King Jr. 
Day a national holiday. In a speech that day, he said this about Dr. King, “In his 
own life's example, he symbolized what was right about America, what was 
noblest and best, what human beings have pursued since the beginning of 
history. He loved unconditionally. He was in constant pursuit of truth, and when 
he discovered it, he embraced it. His nonviolent campaigns brought about 
redemption, reconciliation, and justice. He taught us that only peaceful means 
can bring about peaceful ends, that our goal was to create a loving community.” 
 
Tomorrow, with parades, speeches, politicians shaking hands and taking 
advantage of photo ops, social media posts, and “I Have a Dream” references, our 
country will observe Martin Luther King Jr. Day. It is good to draw attention to the 
work of this great man. It is good to talk about the ways in which his presence in 
the world made us better. It is good that we listen to his words again and that we 
reflect on what they meant 50 years ago and what they mean today. We should 
celebrate him. 
 
I would guess, though, that if Dr. King was around today, the parades and 
accolades wouldn’t do much for him. He would prefer that we honor him by 
demonstrating that we listened to and took to heart his message. Rather than a 
parade, I bet he would like to see us lobbying our legislators for an end to the 
gerrymandering that silences the voices of people of color. I think he would like to 
see us working to dismantle the systems that feed young black man from ours 
schools to prison. And I’m sure Dr. King would love to see us using our day off (if 
we have one) to teach our children about the Tulsa Race Riots or the brave men 
and women who were part of the Underground Railroad or tell them the story of 
Bloody Sunday and the Edmond Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama.  We should 
honor Dr. King by continuing the hard work he started, the hard work of calling 
out and ending the poison that is racism. He was extraordinary.  
 
In my mind, one of the ways in which he was extraordinary is that his life and 
legacy, his words and his actions, indicate that he took seriously his commitment 



to the ways of Jesus. He did not allow fear, the enormity of the challenges before 
him, or even the opinions of his clergy colleagues to keep him from demanding 
and working for justice. Jesus’ message took root in his heart and mind and, 
because of that, his life yielded hope, love, peace, and justice, giving this nation 
and the world glimpses of the kin-dom of God. He got it. He, better than most, 
understood what it was to be a disciple of Jesus. Truthfully, many, many people 
who claim to be followers of Jesus don’t get it, not now, not even 2000 years ago 
when Jesus himself was right there teaching them.  
 
One of the things we see repeatedly in the Gospel of Mark is that the crowds, 
which included his disciples, gathered around Jesus, present for his teaching, 
witnessing acts of healing and exorcisms, but often they had absolutely no clue 
what was going on or what any of it meant. Jesus traveled from town to town, 
saying all kinds of things that seemed to be good news to some people and bad 
news to others, leaving people sort of scratching their heads and saying, “What?” 
This is especially true when it came to his parables.  
 
Parables are a distinctive mode of teaching in which the listener is invited to do 
more than listen. They are invited to participate. People who are experts in 
storytelling say the more a story requires of the audience, the more effective the 
story is. In other words, the more a story requires us to think about it, turn it 
around in our minds, even to consider who we might be in the story, the better it 
is. Today’s parable is a great example of that.  
This is Mark 4:1-9. I am reading from the Scholar’s Version: 
Listen to this! This sower went out to sow. While he was sowing, some seed fell 
along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. Other seed fell on rocky ground 
where there wasn’t much soil, and it came up right away because the soil had no 
depth. But when the sun came up it was scorched, and because it had no root it 
withered. Still other seed fell among thorns and the thorns came up and choked it, 
so that it produced no fruit. Finally, some seed fell on good earth and started 
producing fruit. The seed sprouted and grew: one part had a yield of thirty, 
another part sixty, and a third part one hundred. And as usual he said: Anyone 
here with two good ears had better listen!” 
 
As is the case with all of his parables, Jesus used something familiar (farming) to 
talk about something that was not familiar (God things). In the verses that follow 



this parable, the author of Mark tells us that when Jesus was alone with his 
disciples, he explained the parable to them. He said, 
 
“The sower is sowing the message. The first group are the ones along the path: 
here the message is sown, but when they hear, Satan comes right along and steals 
the message that has been sown into them. The second group are the ones sown 
on rocky ground. Whenever they listen to the message, right away they receive it 
happily. Yet they do not have their own root and so are short lived. When distress 
or persecution comes because of the message, such a person becomes easily 
shaken right away. And the third group are those sown among the thorns. These 
are the ones who have listened to the message, but the worries of the age and the 
seductiveness of wealth and the yearning for everything else come and choke the 
message and they become fruitless. And the final group are the ones sown on 
good earth. They are the ones who listen to the message and take it in and 
produce fruit; here thirty, there sixty, and there one hundred.” 
 
Honestly, while scholars are reasonably certain the parable itself is something 
Jesus would have likely said, Jesus would not have explained the parable. He 
understood the art of storytelling, the power of people having to think about a 
story, to participate in it. What this means is that the explanation of the parable 
was original to the author, not to Jesus. In fact, in chapter 9 of the Gospel of 
Thomas, there is a version of this parable without the added explanation. To be 
clear, that doesn’t mean the explanation isn’t valid, it just means the author 
robbed his audience and us of the opportunity to try to discover the story for 
ourselves. 
 
Our oldest grandson, Kane, is fascinated by his grandad’s ability to solve a Rubik’s 
Cube, mostly without even looking at it. Kane loves to mix up the Cube, hand it to 
John, who glances at it, and then twists and turns the Cube until pretty soon it is 
exactly as it should be. Kane has asked his grandad repeatedly to show him how 
to do it. But instead, over and over, John solves the Cube while Kane watches. 
Sometimes Kane works on the Cube for a while and then gives it to John to finish. 
He watches so intently, trying to figure out what the key to the mystery is. I really 
think that had John given Kane the secret to solving the Rubik’s Cube in the 
beginning, his fascination would have waned, the two of them would have missed 
all the fun they have had together, and all of the learning that has occurred for 
Kane would never have happened. There are some things that are better 



discovered than taught. The wisdom of Jesus’ stories was meant for each one of 
us to discover in our own ways. 
 
Jesus would not have explained this parable and he would not have said 
something else Mark included in this section of the text. Mark tells us that Jesus 
told his disciples why he used parables for teaching. He said,  
“You have been given the secret of God’s imperial rule; but to those outside 
everything is presented in parables so that 
They may look with eyes wide open 
But never quite see. 
And may listen with ears attuned 
But never quite understand, 
Otherwise they might turn around and find forgiveness!” 
 
Basically, the author of Mark said Jesus used parables so that some “special” 
people would understand God’s kin-dom and the others would just be left 
confused. This tension set up between insiders and outsiders is something Jesus 
never would have done. Jesus was much more about blurring the lines between 
the ones on the inside and the ones who had been kept out, trying to dismantle 
the systems that keep people on the outside. This insider vs. outsider way of 
thinking is the opposite of Jesus’ original message. The author probably added it 
in an effort to foster unity within his community, to give them a sense of being on 
the inside themselves.  
 
I will say, while I’m not a fan of Mark’s additions, he did place this parable in a 
perfect spot within the narrative, here near the beginning of the gospel. It’s in a 
great position to remind us that Jesus’ ministry was about sowing seeds of hope 
into a world in which hope had been squashed by the Roman Empire and the 
ones collaborating with them over and over again. As we read the Gospel of Mark 
in the coming weeks, we will see Jesus trying to teach his followers how to be 
disciples, how to be bearers of light in a world that needed it. I am going to 
encourage us to pay attention to whether or not his early followers were learning 
anything along the way and whether or not we are either. And as the parable 
says, the evidence of that learning will be in what is produced: glimpses of the 
kin-dom of God, glimpses of justice, peace, compassion, and love.  
 



In Dr. King’s life, it is clear Jesus’ message took root. He took to heart what Jesus 
said about the differences between the kin-dom of God and the imperial rule of 
Caesar, and he applied it to the rule of politicians, lobbyists and the laws that 
have kept, and continue to keep, Black, Indigenous, and people of color on the 
outside of equality and justice. Dr. King understood that the laws keeping people 
out of public pools, unable to use water fountains, standing up on buses, unable 
to get a mortgage, and receiving an inadequate education, were unjust and must 
be resisted. He spent his life resisting, organizing, preaching, protesting, and, like 
Jesus, working to bring the ones on the outside inside, and inviting them to have a 
seat at the table and the lunch counter.    
 
The thing we forget about Dr. King as we celebrate him is that fifty plus years ago, 
his message was controversial and polarizing. There was a sharp edge to it and a 
whole lot of people didn’t want to listen. His clergy colleagues thought he was too 
political. He was not a civil rights hero to many, many people in this nation. He 
was the enemy to their way of life, to their belief system. Yet, he pressed on, 
sowing seeds of justice in the hearts and minds of people who agreed with him 
and the ones who didn’t. And quite frankly, all we have to do is pay attention to 
the news and we can see that some of those seeds did not take root. But some of 
them did.  
 
As I have worked with this parable, the thing I am struck by is the number of 
seeds sown. The farmer plants and plants and plants, knowing the birds are going 
to have some, the rocky soil is going to sprout some, but they will die, the thorns 
will choke out others, but in some places, the seeds will take root and there will 
be abundance. And the truth is, so much of it is out of the farmer’s hands. Even 
some of the seeds that fall on good soil will die because of too much or too little 
water, or because the seeds land in the shadow of a tree. But in order to grow 
anything the farmer has to plant a whole lot of seeds.   
 
That’s what people like Dr. King do. That’s what Jesus did. And that’s what we 
need to do. We have to use our lives to plant seeds of hope in the world, a lot of 
them. And some of the seeds won’t take root. But some of them will. 
 
In honor of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., I will end this morning with the closing 
words of a sermon he preached at Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, on 
February 4, 1968. The title of the sermon is “The Drum Major Instinct.” In the 



sermon, he explains that the drum major instinct is “the desire to be out front, a 
desire to lead the parade, a desire to be first.” His family played a recording of 
this sermon at his funeral. In a sense, he eulogized himself. 
 
If any of you are around when I have to meet my day, I don’t want a long funeral. 
And if you get somebody to deliver the eulogy, tell them not to talk too long. (Yes) 
And every now and then I wonder what I want them to say. Tell them not to 
mention that I have a Nobel Peace Prize—that isn’t important. Tell them not to 
mention that I have three or four hundred other awards—that’s not important. 
Tell them not to mention where I went to school. (Yes) 
I'd like somebody to mention that day that Martin Luther King, Jr., tried to give his 
life serving others. (Yes) 
I'd like for somebody to say that day that Martin Luther King, Jr., tried to love 
somebody. 
I want you to say that day that I tried to be right on the war question. (Amen) 
I want you to be able to say that day that I did try to feed the hungry. (Yes) 
And I want you to be able to say that day that I did try in my life to clothe those 
who were naked. (Yes) 
I want you to say on that day that I did try in my life to visit those who were in 
prison. (Lord) 
I want you to say that I tried to love and serve humanity. (Yes) 
Yes, if you want to say that I was a drum major, say that I was a drum major for 
justice. (Amen) Say that I was a drum major for peace. (Yes) I was a drum major 
for righteousness. And all of the other shallow things will not matter. (Yes) I won't 
have any money to leave behind. I won't have the fine and luxurious things of life 
to leave behind. But I just want to leave a committed life behind. (Amen) And 
that's all I want to say. 
If I can help somebody as I pass along, 
If I can cheer somebody with a word or song, 
If I can show somebody he's traveling wrong, 
Then my living will not be in vain. 
If I can do my duty as a Christian ought, 
If I can bring salvation to a world once wrought, 
If I can spread the message as the master taught, 
Then my living will not be in vain. 
Yes, Jesus, I want to be on your right or your left side, (Yes) not for any selfish 
reason. I want to be on your right or your left side, not in terms of some political 



kingdom or ambition. But I just want to be there in love and in justice and in truth 
and in commitment to others, so that we can make of this old world a new world. 
 
Amen. 
 
 


