Martin Luther King – 40 years later

“And Say, If we had been in the days of our fathers, we would not have been partakers with them in the blood of the prophets.” Matt. 23:30
At age 46, it’s sometimes difficult to remember what happened last month. Last year is an even greater strain on the memory. Yet I can vividly recall where I was 40 years ago on April 4, 1968.

That night I sat beside my weeping mother and watched Walter Cronkite on the CBS Evening News attempt to explain to a shocked nation how Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. died on the terrace of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tenn.

It was a moment in history that most people who were alive at the time have little trouble remembering. It was a day of great frustration, confusion, and anger in black communities across the continent. I remember being afraid after seeing my father break down and cry for the first time in my life. I thought the world was coming to an end. Many people saw their hopes and dreams for America die on that Memphis hotel balcony in 1968.

Forty years after King’s assassination, so much progress has been achieved in our nation. Voters of all ages, races, genders and ethnicities have registered to vote in record numbers for the 2008 General Election. Integration of our public school system went into full effect in 1971 via Swann vs. Charlotte-Mecklenburg.
The 1970’s and 80’s saw black actors and actresses starring in prime time television series. Neighborhoods that were strictly segregated are now open to anyone who can afford the note. Management jobs that were denied minorities in the 1960’s are now protected by federal law.

I’m sure Dr. King would be pleasantly surprised that a black man named Hank was the MLB home run king for 35 years and a black kid named Tiger would dominate America’s most racially exclusive sport for decades. Yes we have come a long way as a nation since 1968 and yet unfortunately a lot has not changed in America.

When Dr. King died in Memphis, he was working on behalf of striking sanitation workers. He was scheduled to go to Washington afterwards to lead a national “Poor People’s Campaign.” Many King devotees believe that the world would have been witness to another unforgettable speech from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial had he lived a few more days.

Forty years after King, the gap between the richest Americans and the poorest Americans has widened. According to U.S. Census Bureau Statistics in 2007, 12.8 percent of our nation lived below the poverty level. That number represents almost 40 million people which ironically corresponds to the number of Americans with inadequate or non-existent health care insurance.

We have allowed the current administration to spend $195 million per day to fund what has after five years become the second longest war in U.S. history. The working poor earn the minimum wage of $6.15 per hour – not enough to purchase two gallons of unleaded gas. Homeowners are losing their dream homes in a housing market that is going belly-up. In his 1967 book, “Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community?” Dr. King said, “There is nothing new about poverty. What is new, however, is that we now have the resources to get rid of it. The time has come for an all out war against poverty.”
Forty years after King the remnants of racism still haunt our democracy. The events surrounding the charges levied against six young men in Jena, La., reflects what many call bias in the way the justice system treats black defendants and white defendants. Hurricane Katrina blew the lid off of a century of economic and environmental oppression in the Deep South. Nooses hung from trees, flagpoles and doorknobs might be a practical joke to some, but it’s no laughing matter to the descendants of men and women who died at the hands of an angry lynch mob.
A three-year undercover investigation by the National Fair Housing Alliance found that real estate agents steered whites away from integrated neighborhoods and steered blacks toward predominantly black neighborhoods. King’s vision of a “Beloved Community” will not rise beyond a blueprint until the color barrier is not only broken, but destroyed.
Another issue that plagued our nation in 1968 and still rips the very fabric of our nation is war. In 1968, we were stuck in Vietnam. Today we are stuck in Iraq and Afghanistan. In 1968, the nemesis of our republic was heroine and LSD; today it’s crack-cocaine and crystal-meth. War is a contagious disease. It infects our entire society. We must find an antidote to war before we lose another 4,000 young men and women.
Many women and children feel like they live in a war zone at home under a cloud of domestic violence. Our neighborhoods and schools have become war zones with a multitude of street gangs battling for money, power and territory holding our communities hostage. 

Jails are filled with enemy combatants not only at Guantanamo Bay, but all across our nation in overcrowded prisons where we keep 2.2 million people under lock and key. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are zapping the strength from our nation and now we’re in so deep, we don’t seem to know how to withdraw without bringing shame to our international image. 

News flash! It’s too late for an image make-over. Cosmetic surgery cannot cover up our discrepancies. The whole world knows that we’ve made a mess. We as a people of faith must reconcile our differences and resurrect the “Beloved Community” paradigm that Dr. King started to build more than 50 years ago.
Let’s work for peace now so that our living will not be in vain. Let’s live in peace so that King’s death was not in vain.
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