
La Verne Church of the Brethren 
Sunday, January 17, 2021 
“The Distraction of the Pebble” 
Eric Bishop 

Good morning, 

I have to start by admitting that this has been one of the hardest sermons I have had to 
create. It typically is hard, because of my fear of delivering a sermon that represents Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. That in itself it intimidating.  But this year is especially hard. This year, 
we have hit a new reality about where we are in society and where we are in comparison to 
his dream.  

In 2008, people thought we had reached the mountain top. People thought we had arrived 
because we elected a Black man as president of the United States. That was something the 
scores of people never thought they would see and that was part of the fulfillment of Dr. 
King’s dream.  

But alas, that was just the beginning. That was when African Americans celebrated and many 
White folk said enough. For eight years he was harangued. For eight years his intelligence was 
questioned. For eight years, his citizenship was questioned. I live in a state where, at one 
time, the governor was born in Austria. And yet, an African American man born in Hawaii is 
questioned. 

But what made this difficult was two stark realities that hit me in my preparation. The first 
was that George Floyd had to die for the conversation about race and police brutality to even 
take a serious turn or conversation. The second, is that there is a large, 74 million strong, 
segment of our society who are not ready to recognize me as a citizen, or a man, or possibly 
even a human. And they put that belief on display in various state capitols and in the U.S. 
Capitol not even two weeks ago. And the reality is, we have no idea what lies before us on 
Tuesday. And that is as scary. 

I’m tired. I’m exhausted. Aren’t you tired? Aren’t you exhausted? 

As we celebrate one of our country’s foremost civil rights leaders and advocates for justice in 
Dr. King, I would have you recall that those who were at the front of the struggles were often 
exhausted when their time came. Dr. King was exhausted. And it was clear in his mountaintop 
speech that he was weary. Brother Malcolm was tired when his life was taken. Fannie Lou 
Hammer was tired when she spoke out. Have you ever noticed that those who lead the fight 
for what’s right, for justice, appear weary by the time anyone really takes notice or gives 
them credibility? This work is exhausting. This is work is exhausting because it has been going 
on for more than 400 years in various forms. We know this journey is not a sprint, but this is 
more than a marathon.  And I am speaking of racial justice, but the struggle for gender 
equality is tiring, just as the struggle those who are on the front line in the fight, not only for 
justice, but merely for recognition of humanity for our gay brothers and sisters. 

I stand here this King Sunday, as I have before, but in a new mindset. An unsettled mindset. In 
three days, the United States of American will swear in a new president. One we hope will 
represent all of his citizens. But what we know for certain is that we do not know what else 
will happen that day. Because 11 days ago, white supremist laid siege to the U.S. Capitol. At 
least five people were left dead. That same morning, for the first time, an African American 
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man was elected as a U.S. Senator to represent the state of Georgia. The first such 
representative from any southern state. Talk about your contrasting pictures.  

Dr. King famously said the night before he died that he had been to the mountain top, and 
that he had seen the promised land. In his very next sentence, he claimed that we as a 
people will get to the promised land. The journey to that mountain top had to be long and 
hard. It had to be windy and treacherous. For we the people, the journey seems never 
ending. But the trek would be easier if we weren’t climbing the mountain with a rock in our 
shoe. 

It was Muhammad Ali, who said, “It isn’t the mountains ahead to climb that wear you out; It’s 
the pebble in your shoe.”  So, the question I wrestle with is, which pebble is making the 
journey to the mountaintop so tiring. As if the journey wasn’t long and hard enough, coming 
from slavery, to Jim Crow, to voting rights, to civil right, to just wanting to be seen as human. 
And on January 6, we were once again put in our place. The rebellion, insurrection, coup, or 
whatever you want to call it, was just a reminder that there is a large segment of this country 
who don’t believe that we are equal. Who don’t believe that our votes should be counted. 
That if I cast a ballot in which they do not agree, then it can only count as long as their vote 
outweighs mine.  

It was a dark day in our country. White Americans and Black Americans saw it differently. But 
what is consistent is that it magnified the pebble preventing us from reaching the mountain. 
In the scripture, James tells us that the one who perseveres is blessed because they have 
withstood the test and will receive God’s blessing and love. Humans are an impatient being. 
But for how long must a people persevere? For how long do we wait with the feeling that God 
as forsaken us? As I have stated before, the duality of being Black and Brethren is like living 
two worlds simultaneously, neither able to satisfy the other.  

But as we celebrate Dr. King’s life and accomplishments, we remember many of his sermons 
and sayings and speeches. And as we celebrate him this morning one particular saying rings 
especially true today. It’s the one he adapted from Edmund Burke. “All that is necessary for 
evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.” I think that sums up much of our exhaustion. 

Mr. Floyd died because supposed “good men” did nothing. It’s a wonder whether the pebble in 
our shoes are the ones who do evil, or the ones who do nothing. I’m not sure anymore. 
Anyone who has walked any distance with a rock or pebble in their shoes know that it can be 
more than just bothersome. It can be downright painful if you have to continue the journey 
without removing it. Our path to the mountaintop is fraught with all kinds of pebbles, 
institutional racism, just plain old racism, fascism and oppression, fear, intimidation, anger, 
stress, etc. and etc. 

But the question I ponder is, are they, we, good men if we did nothing? If we don’t speak up; 
if we don’t act; are we still good. Is knowing right from wrong and doing nothing make you 
righteous? I only look at the two major events challenging us last year. Note that I said last 
year because we had all hoped that 2021 would produce a better start. And thus far it hasn’t. 

Our Romans scripture tells us “that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, 
character; and character, hope. And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has 
been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us.” 

Well we have plenty of hope, because we have generations of suffering to persevere through 
and build our character.  
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Let’s start with the pandemic. We are celebrating this King Sunday from our homes and 
worshiping through video because “good men” did nothing when the president of the United 
States failed to act, failed to listen to science, failed to consider humanity. When his own ego 
and evil led to the spread of the worst health crises in generations, many did nothing. People 
are sheltered. People are sick. People are dead, because evil was enabled through inaction.  

Then we move to the racial reckoning that has hit our society like a title wave, in the midst 
of the aforementioned pandemic. Once again, we got here because good men did nothing. 
This is the part where it would be easy to just rail against and blame the police. But it’s not 
the police that brought us here. It is a system that has chosen not to value human life. 
Actually, it is a system that failed to view some lives as human. The list of names we recite in 
the call for justice is long and familiar and just gets longer. And is exhausting because we 
keep saying them in vain. 

I have always equated peacemaking as intervening in the middle of the dispute. I still do 
believe that, but this place we find ourselves today comes about because of the opposite. In 
the spring and summer when reviewing the murder of George Floyd, I sternly believed that if 
anyone, just anyone, had sacrificed themselves and physically come to his aid, he would be 
alive today. Both of them may have been injured, but likely alive. We just needed someone to 
pull the pebble from the shoe.  

But recent reflection has me doubting that idea. His death was so tragic and unmistakably 
evil, that whatever movement or progress that we have made comes not in his life, but in his 
death. The raw emotions of the brutality were hard for many, sadly not all, of us Christians to 
swallow. Hard to believe that a human being could be so callous. Hard to believe that a 
system would rise up and protect and work hard at justifying that act. But that system, is 
more like a boulder, rather than a pebble in our shoe on the climb to the mountain of 
equality. 

If someone had intervened, if someone had come to his aid, he would be alive. But he would 
be just another Black criminal who was playing the race card because he didn’t like how he 
was treated. Instead, his death not only displayed pure evil, but highlighted the result as the 
other officers, the other “good men,” did nothing but stood around. It displayed what has 
been said all along by the Black community, but rarely heard about how we are not seen as 
human. But sadly, in death, it was right there for everyone to see and to deal with the sad 
truth. It’s not new. It’s what leaders before and since Dr. King have been saying and fighting 
for.  

Instead, as good men did nothing we saw the life drained from George Floyd. In his book Long 
Time Coming, Michael Eric Dyson, chronicles Mr. Floyd’s death in comparison to another 
martyr. He compares Mr. Floyds death in an eerie way to that of Jesus. Is he reaching, maybe, 
but I don’t know. What we know, what we believe, what we hold in our faith is that we would 
meet Jesus in the lonely, hungry, and imprisoned. Dr. Dyson reminds us in his writing that we 
see Jesus in the Black man being held down on the pavement with a knee on his neck. In that 
moment and instance, he is Jesus and we can’t just watch and do nothing. If we just stand 
there in horror we kill Jesus all over again – which is exactly what happened. 

He writes, “Jesus’s seven last sayings were memorialized in scripture. Jesus’s first saying was, 
“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” The closest Floyd came to that was 
telling the cops, “I’ll do anything y’all tell me to, man … You can ask him, they know me.” 
George’s extreme deference expressed a desire to get out of the encounter alive. It also 
expressed a graciousness that was a kind of forgiveness of the cops, a willingness to put 
himself in their shoes and imagine what they might feel.  
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Jesus’s second saying was “Today you will be with me in paradise,” referring to the thief on 
the cross who died with him that day and asked to be remembered by Jesus when he came 
into God’s kingdom. Floyd pleaded, too: “Oh man, God, don’t leave me, man. Please, man, 
please, man … Don’t leave me by myself, man.”  

Jesus’s third saying was “Woman, behold, thy son! Behold, thy mother!” George cries out, 
“Mama, Mama, Mama.” He calls for his mother nearly a dozen times and pledges his love for 
her, even telling the cops that he has just lost his mom.  

Jesus’s fourth saying was, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” Floyd comes close 
to this in his last words, resorting to a grassroots theology of suffering, a homegrown theodicy 
that grappled with what should not occur in a just world. “God, man … Why is this going on 
like this?” Floyd asks. “Oh my God. I can’t believe this. I can’t believe this.”  

Jesus’s fifth saying from the cross was composed of two words: “I thirst.” George declares, “I 
need some water or something, please.” Jesus’s sixth saying was, “It is finished.” Floyd 
simply says, “I’m through, I’m through.”  

The seventh and final saying from the cross was Jesus crying out in a loud voice, “Father, into 
thy hands I commend my spirit.” Floyd doesn’t audibly place his spirit in God’s hands, though 
his faith suggests he would have. But Floyd did, several times, cry out in a loud voice, and as 
the Word says, his groans would be interpreted by the Spirit. Jesus had a few folks gathered 
around the cross when he died. So, did George Floyd. 

Why I think we resonate with Dr. King so much is our Brethren, pacifist beliefs, connected to 
his non-violent approach to societal change. Dr. King, as exhausted as he was, saw the 
mountain top, and promised that we would reach it. There’s no doubt that he had distractions 
along the way that, like pebbles in his shoe, and those could have kept him from reaching 
there, if he hadn’t kept his eyes on the prize. But lately, the view of the mountain top feels 
like it’s getting smaller and the distracting pebbles are getting larger. It takes all of us to see 
the mountain, to feel the pebbles in our shoes and not be distracted by them. We are called 
by our faith and our belief to tell truth to power, and to be courageous enough to not be good 
people who allow evil to triumph. We are better than that. We are born in the image of God 
and strive to follow the ways of Jesus. 

Amen.
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