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DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., BREAKFAST SPEECH
Hon. John M. Gerrard

January 18, 2013

[Good morning, thank you .. acknowledgements to Mayor Chris Beutler and
Dr. Jim Keck.]
What a privilege it is to speak to you today, friends. To reflect upon the life,
the words, and the legacy of a man I admire deeply, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. .. and to offer some thoughts of what that legacy (a legacy of peace &
justice) may mean for us, individually, today. (Not just a nice breakfast & a polite
history lesson, but how does Dr. King’s life & legacy inform our actions .. today ..
when we walk out of those doors?)
It is so tempting, on occasions honoring the legacy of Dr. King, to do exactly
that: laud his accomplishments, which are considerable. But it is worth noting that
Dr. King, were he with us today, would not have been comfortable with that .. nor
would he be satisfied with that.
The night before Dr. King was so senselessly assassinated in 1968, he
delivered a sermon at the Mason Temple in Memphis. You will recall that Dr. King
was in Memphis to support striking sanitation workers. Dr. King, this giant of the
civil rights movement, also spent his boundless energies on issues such as the
Vietnam War, and economic injustice in the United States and all over the
world. Injustice anywhere gnawed at him.

2

Anyway, in his final sermon at the Mason Temple, he talked about how he was
happy to live in the time that he did, not just despite its tribulations, but because of
them--because he was glad to see that people were struggling to achieve justice and
peace.1 After accomplishing so much, he was still clearly focused on the road ahead,
and what was left to be done.
So I think that were Dr. King with us today, he would not permit us to
comfortably lionize him, or congratulate ourselves for our own incremental progress.
Rather, I have little doubt that Dr. King would want us to be uncomfortable with
how many wrongs in the world still need righting, and with what we as individuals
are going to do about them. Act .. or, wring our hands? So, perhaps the best way to
honor Dr. King is to reflect on how he might have challenged us .. as individuals .. to
take responsibility for peace and justice – right here - in our community.
We live in a world that continues to be plagued by violent acts and violent
rhetoric--in some ways, more violent than the world that Dr. King faced. (Need I
bring up the names Newtown, or Aurora, or Portland, or Tucson .. and what images
flash in our mind? And it shouldn’t be – these are wonderful communities, that are
needlessly recovering from senseless carnage.) Yet, it is often difficult for so many to
resist the instinctive response to meet force with force. Dr. King would have
counseled

against that. And he would have reminded us that it is difficult to

address a problem by reinforcing it.
"We have learned[,]" Dr. King said (in 1967) "through the grim realities of life
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and history that hate and violence solve nothing. … Violence begets violence; hate
begets hate; and toughness begets a greater toughness. It is all a descending spiral,
and the end is destruction--for everybody. Along the way of life someone must have
enough sense and morality to cut off the chain of hate."2
So, what does that say to us? “Someone must have enough sense and morality
to cut off the chain of hate.” How does that speak to each one of us, this morning,
Mr. Judge (who is to apply the law fairly), Madam Legislator (who is to enact laws
that are just to the rich & the poor, to the young and old), to Mr. Teacher (who not
only teaches letters & numbers, but teaches our children respect in the face of
bullying & hatred), to each one of us (who posts on Facebook or forwards an email
filled with vitriol or hate, or simply things that are untrue)? Do these words still
have relevance in 2013? .. We might ask ourselves, who is going to be the cutter of
the chain of hate?
Remember, Dr. King was accused, in his own time, of being unrealistic in
counseling against violence, even in response to hateful acts. Life, he was told by
younger advocates of black power at that time, "is a matter of getting even, of hitting
back, of dog eat dog."3 That sort of tough talk sounds eerily familiar today – even
more so with talk radio, anonymous postings on websites, and the like. King was
told that his ideas might work in some "distant utopia, but not in the hard, cold
world in which [they] live[d]"4 in the mid ‘60s. Dr. King's answer was elegant in its
simplicity (in the hot summer of 1967): he said that "mankind has followed the so-
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called practical way for a long time now, and it has led inexorably to deeper
confusion and chaos. Time is cluttered with the wreckage of individuals and
communities that surrendered to hatred and violence."5
And these words came, among chaos in his own cultural community, and to his
contemporaries in turbulent times. Sometimes standing up – doing the right thing
(in the face of popular clamor) can be uncomfortable, disquieting. And this was
certainly not lost on Dr. King. There is admittedly some incongruity in pursuing a
peaceful society by causing trouble. But many in this room have been there: from
the civil rights movement, to fair housing & employment standards, to multicultural education, to the Minority & Justice Committee, to the Center for the
People in Need, the list goes on. Change can be messy .. can’t it? And not always
terribly peaceful. (As noted, individuals rise up and lead.)
But Dr. King often distinguished between what he called "positive" and
"negative" peace. A negative peace, he said, was just an absence of tension. It exists
when people accept a social order, even one without justice. But true peace, he said,
is not merely the absence of a negative force, but the presence of a positive force--the
presence of justice and brotherhood. A negative peace brings … passivity and …
complacency, but positive peace is born of the struggle between justice and
injustice.6 May we never be too comfortable to precipitate that struggle when it is
needed.
But importantly, we must recognize that the struggle for justice is not confined

5

to marches on the capital, or mass protests, or groundbreaking litigation, or
sweeping reform. Life is rarely so dramatic. No, the struggle for justice occurs every
day in the trenches, with all of us, who have jobs to do and responsibilities to one
another. In 1961, Dr. King said that while "the law tends to declare rights, it does
not deliver them."7 Instead, those rights must be exercised (--just like a muscle)
"until they become usual and ordinary in human conduct."8
So, what does that mean for each one of us? It means, in a personal sense, that
as a judge, I must strive to listen fully, apply the law faithfully, and to do equal
justice to the poor and the rich alike. Lawmakers should legislate with a sense of
purpose based in the good of all, not just some, and even less in partisan advantage.
Teachers should educate as if all our futures rest on whether those children grow up
to be curious and productive citizens--because our future does. And health care
providers should be available to heal the sick .. and children should not go to bed
hungry in this affluent society.
Yes, we say that people have rights, but we are responsible for delivering them.
All of us, no matter what we do, are regularly asked to make decisions that on some
level affect the fabric of society. In his very last Sunday morning sermon (& one of
his greatest) delivered

at the National Cathedral in Washington, DC, Dr. King

described us as "tied together in the single garment of destiny, caught in an
inescapable network of mutuality."9 As a result, he said, "whatever affects one
directly affects all indirectly... I can never be what I ought to be until you are what
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you ought to be. And you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought
to be." This, he said, was the way the universe was made. 10 (Oh, how I wish I could
think that way ..)
Because of that, when Dr. King spoke of freedom -- he spoke of freedom not
only from something, but to something. Freedom, to him, was not only a right, but a
duty. With freedom comes the responsibility not to use that freedom to trample
someone else's rights. And Dr. King spoke eloquently about that on the very evening
when the Montgomery, Alabama bus boycott was heading toward an end after
months of struggle that culminated in a Supreme Court decision (the day before)
that had affirmed striking down Montgomery’s segregation of public transit in
November 1956.11 In speaking to the Montgomery Improvement Association that
night, Dr. King said, “when you see freedom with a sense of duty, it becomes greater,
and you discover that you have a duty to respect others, even those who might not
want you to be free. You don't have to agree with them, but you have to respect
them, and believe that they can become better than they are.”12 Freedom comes with
the duty to exercise it responsibly.
But it is important to remember in a context like that, the tension is between
justice and injustice, and not merely a tension between flawed humans. Laws can be
unjust. A social order can be unjust. People cannot. People can be mistaken,
misguided, deluded, wicked, and wrong. But if we are to insist that human dignity is
inviolable, we must begin with ourselves, and respect those we oppose even as we
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oppose them.
And this is not merely a moral imperative, but a practical one. Dr. King, for
instance, fought vigorously for desegregation--which, by definition, meant that in the
wake of victory, people from both sides would have to try and find a way to live
together peacefully. Referring again to another King address to a meeting at the end
of the Montgomery, Alabama bus boycotts in 1956 . . recall that one month earlier
the Supreme Court affirmed the striking down of segregation on Montgomery buses
– emotions were charged.13 (This was a watershed decision in the early civil rights
struggle—and this was a watershed night.) If ever there was an occasion that might
have warranted a bit of chest-thumping, that was it.
But Dr. King said something remarkably different to his audience that night.
He said that they could not be satisfied with a court "victory" over their white
brethren. He said that they must respond to the decision with an understanding of
those who have oppressed them and with an appreciation of the new adjustments
that the court order poses for them. He and his audience, he said, must be able to
face up honestly to their own shortcomings. And they must act in such a way as to
make possible a coming together on the basis of a real harmony of interests and
understanding. The goal, Dr. King reminded his audience, was an integration based
on mutual respect, which required calm dignity and wise restraint, even in the wake
of triumph.14
Friends, that kind of dignity and civility is often sorely lacking today. (Not
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only in the halls of justice, but in the halls of Congress, and in local political
discourse, a/k/a known as the break room or the coffee shop) Civility would counsel
against demonizing those with whom we disagree. Civility asks us to acknowledge
the possibility that it is possible for people of good faith to disagree about right and
wrong and yet all be sincerely motivated by the desire to do right. And most
importantly, civility would demand our recognition that we can achieve more
working together than separately--and that even when we can't work together, we
still have to live together, and a little basic decency might go a long way toward
making our disagreements avoidable, or manageable, or at least easier to settle
without tearing the world apart (or going over the next cliff).
Ultimately friends, the quality of our lives is grounded in the ways in which
we treat one another. A society isn't made up of geography or infrastructure--it's
made up of people. Our community is either great, or it is not, because of us. Dr.
King was known to remark that a great nation is a compassionate nation. 15 This is,
at heart, a reflection of the fact that a community will be judged by how it treats its
most vulnerable members. Do we have the compassion and the generosity to provide
justice for those who have difficulty demanding it for themselves? Justice, Dr. King
said, is indivisible. "Justice is the same for all issues; it cannot be categorized. It is
not possible to be in favor of justice for some people and not be in favor of justice for
all people. Justice cannot be divided."16 The question is whether we have the courage
to live by those principles.
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I believe that we do. I believe there is hope. Whenever I see a teacher or a
parent or a student stop a bully, and use it as a teachable moment .. I believe there
is hope. Whenever I see a Nebraska lawyer believe an innocent person, and fight
for them, and reverse a wrongful conviction .. I see there is hope. And whenever I
see a community feed the hungry, and heal & clothe the needy (in the face of petty
criticism) .. I know there is hope.
This is a great community. Hope breeds courage and courage breeds
conviction. (And it takes individuals to rise up .. will you be the next one?) We are all
in this together, friends—sometimes voluntarily and collegially . . other times, not so
much. But we are all in this together . . and we can all be inspired by Dr. King's life
and legacy. So, may we all walk out these doors today and do our own small part to
bring civility, and positive peace, and true justice to this community and to our state.
Are you willing?
Thank you for being here today and for honoring the legacy of Dr. King in such
a way.
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