Called To Be A Drum Major

Preached at FBC Beverly  January 18, 2009

Amos 5:18-24, Isaiah 58:11-12


Today begins a momentous week in our nation’s history.  The inauguration of a president is always an exciting time but this inauguration feels just that much more exciting for all the possibilities it offers.  And I don’t think that you need to be a Democrat or even to like all that Barack Obama says and does to be excited.  The election of any president says something about the country that elected them and the election of Barack Obama says something about our country in this particular time.  At first blush, it might appear that the message of this election might be, “Look at how enlightened we are…look how far we’ve come…we had a woman candidate for Vice President and then we elected an African American for the first time in history.  Aren’t we great?”  But this morning, I want to challenge us to look a little deeper at this message because I believe, my brothers and sisters in Christ, that there is much more work to be done.  And I believe that there are those among you right now who are ready to lead us in doing this work.  And if you don’t think that’s true right now, I hope that by the end of this sermon, you’ll have searched your hearts and found the truth of my words.


Please pray with me.  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen.


Both of our scripture passages this morning were the words of prophets, men whose job it was to apply the word of God to the lives of God’s people at times when it’s meaning had been lost or misconstrued.  One of the jobs of the preacher is said to be that of a prophet and it is always my hope that I say at least one thing each time I preach that you can take away with you, to think about, or to apply to your daily life.  Sometimes the prophets had an affirming message to give, such as the one we hear from Isaiah.  And sometimes the prophets admonished the people and belittled their behavior, like what we hear from Amos.  The most effective prophets, and perhaps the most effective preachers, are those who are able to life up the lives and work of the people while challenging them to do more, look further, make a bigger difference than they already were.  Martin Luther King, Jr. was just such a prophet, just such a preacher.  And I think it is particularly fitting the inauguration and Martin Luther King, Jr. day fall on the same week this year.  For the hope and challenge that come with any new political administration are the same hope and challenge preached by Dr. King.  And it the same hope and the same challenge that I offer you this morning.


Several weeks ago, Good Morning America aired two segments chronicling an experiment that they conducted on racism.  Perhaps some of you saw this.  The replaced the counterman in a New Jersey coffee shop with an actor.  They then sent in 2 more actors, portraying Mexican day laborers who spoke no English.  The counterman refused to serve the laborers, saying that they were illegal and couldn’t speak “our” language.  He was incredibly rude and demeaning to the men who only wanted a sandwich and coffee.   This transaction was secretly filmed, with the focus being on the reactions of the customers.  In the first segment, what was shown was incredibly disturbing.  Customers either ignored the goings-on or, even worse, took the side of the counter man, telling the Mexican men to leave.  One African American man repeatedly pounded his fist into his hand and swore, telling the men to leave or he would make them leave.  When the day laborers are replaced with 2 neatly dressed Latina women, the response was the same, with both the counter man and a customer saying, “We don’t speak Mexican here,”  and, “They should take their business to Taco Bell.”  When the camera operators revealed themselves, most of the customers who sided with the racist counter man said that they assumed that the workers were illegal and didn’t like that they took jobs away from Americans.  Thankfully, though, this isn’t the end of the story.  In the second segment, we see another story…the story of those customers who stood up to the counter man, insisting that he serve the men, and, in some cases, offering to pay for them.  One woman left the shop in tears because she was so upset at how the counter man was speaking.  This social experiment is a reminder that we have not come as far as we want to think we have.    There are still questions that need to be raised, challenges that we have to raise.  There was one shining beacon of light that stood out in this story.  When asked why he should serve illegals one customer, a woman from El Salvador with a thick Spanish accent, told the clerk that God sent them to Earth, just like He sent you and me.  They deserve to be fed because they are hungry, and human.  For this woman, there was no question of legal or illegal, American or not, native of New Jersey or not.  This was about basic human rights…the right to be fed when hungry, the right to be clothed when naked, the right to be held when lonely.


Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. once preached a sermon called “The Drum Major Instinct.”  He said this instinct is something that all humans have, the desire to be out in front, to be first, to be the one leading the parade.  Now some people wear this instinct much more publicly than others.  You know the ones I mean, the people who have had the same surgery has you but had many more complications and a much more difficult recovery.  Or the ones that monopolize meetings, seeming to enjoy hearing the sound of their own voice more than hearing the thoughts and ideas of others.  Or the people who have traveled father and wider than you, bringing home more souvenirs and a darker tan.  Other people will lead when asked, using their gifts or talents to complete a task or lead a committee or team.  And still others, perhaps some of you, who have the capacity to be a leader but just haven’t discovered it yet.  Perhaps no cause has yet stirred you to action, no goal has been tempting enough for you to step outside of what you know and try leading the parade.  But I am asking you now to search your hearts for that one thing that is calling you to action.  We have heard much about change recently and I imagine we will hear a lot more about it in the days to come.  What change can you make in your life that will be an answer to the words of the prophets?  Amos calls for justice to roll down like waters and righteousness with it.  Isaiah calls us to be like a spring of water that never fails, repairers of the breach, restorers of the streets to live in.  Yes, we have elected an African American president, but the work is not yet complete.  Even though of the 88 customers filed for the Good Morning America segment 30 people spoke out against the vile worldview held by the counter man while only 9 sided with him, there were still 49 others who stood by and did nothing.  Forty-nine individuals who, for whatever various reasons, chose not to get involved, chose not to be a drum major in the fight against racism.  Perhaps they had never heard the words of the prophets or of Dr. King.  Perhaps they had no idea of the message of love of the God has for all of God’s children, proven to us by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Perhaps they could not begin to suspect what can happen when the cleansing action of revolutionary change is enacted in one person’s life.  But you, my friends, have heard the prophets speaking to you today from Israel’s past.  You have seen, in this very church, the change that can take place when people refuse to stay silent when faced with injustice.  What will your legacy to making a difference be?  


At the end of his sermon, Dr. King talks about what he wants his funeral to be like and speculates about what people might say about him.  He writes, “If you want to say that I was a drum major, say that I was a drum major for justice.  Say that I was a drum major for peace.  I was a drum major for righteousness.  And all of the other shallow things will not matter.  I won’t have any money to leave behind.  I won’t have the fine and luxurious things to leave behind.  I just want to leave behind a committed life.”


What commitment can you make today that will make a difference for the future?   Better yet, what commitment can you make today that will make a difference today?  The prophets preached about the day of the Lord being at hand.  And at that time in history, the day of the Lord was believed to be imminent.  I propose to you that the day of the Lord is today.  God’s never-ending reign of love and peace can exist in the here and now, but only if there are drum majors among you who are willing to take up the baton of justice and lead that parade.  Whether it’s finding the voice to speak up when you see racism or sexism or classism being perpetrated on another human being, or leading a million person march on Washington to end homelessness or hunger, or anything in between, you are the ones God needs.  You are God’s beloved sons and daughters God is so please with each and every one of you that God has called you to the special task of being a drum major for justice.  Search your hearts and find a way to answer that call.  Never doubt that you have what it takes, even if you never thought about leading a parade before.  God made you perfectly suited for this call.  On behalf of those who still suffer at the hands of injustice, I beg you to answer it.  Amen.
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