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So if you’re wondering how it is that I am the preacher for this morning’s 8:30 service, it isn’t because both Martin Luther King and I share a January birthday, but I suppose it does have something to do with the fact that he and I were called to the same vocation. I think it also has to do with being kind to our guest preachers who have a lot of their plates over the course of Westminster and Kwanzaa churches’ MLK week celebrations.  Asking guest preachers to deliver only one sermon amidst all of their other speaking engagements throughout the week seems a hospitable thing to do.
In all honesty, the doctoral program in preaching that I am studying in appointed this as a date for our sermons to be recorded for evaluation, so I appreciate Tim and everyone’s graciousness as I attempt to share a relevant word on this particular Sunday. I encourage you to join me in the 10:30 service this morning to hear the Word shared with us by the Rev. Alika Galloway and also next week when we continue our MLK celebration and welcome Rev. J. Herbert Nelson as our preacher.

Let us be together in prayer. Let us pray. Guide our feet, gracious God, while we run this race. Search our hearts, gracious God, while we run this race. We are your children, gracious God, while we run this race. For we don’t want to run this race in vain. Amen.

If you get the privilege of driving home as early in the evening as rush hour, you may help yourself tolerate all the red brake lights and red traffic lights by listening to the deep voice and thoughtful interviews of Minneapolis native Michele Norris. She is one of the hosts of the evening news program on National Public Radio, and she grew up on Minnehaha Parkway and Oakland Avenue in south Minneapolis.

I, like a lot of people, had no idea that Michele is African American, a fact I remember her sharing because she thought it was relevant to tell the radio audience when she conducted a series of interviews about race during the 2008 presidential campaign.
You know, and I know, that the fact that Michele Norris is African American is not only relevant, but is a key reason why I didn’t just say “Minneapolis” when naming Michele’s hometown. And you know, and I know, that there is a reason why Michele herself specifies south Minneapolis when she writes about her hometown in the memoir she published last year.
 Whether in the series of facts that we learn about Michele Norris, we learn first that she is African American, and then that she grew up in south Minneapolis, or we learn first that she grew up in south Minneapolis and then learn that she is African American…everybody who spends a minute in Minneapolis gets informed one way or another that these things usually don’t go together. And since Michele’s parents moved into their south Minneapolis house when her mother was pregnant with Michele, Michele has spent more than a minute in Minneapolis.
Even if Michele didn’t have a career in radio, she probably would have included photos in her memoir to help readers visualize her family, her heritage, and her home. I’m one of those people who always turn right away to look at the photos that authors choose for that heavy, glossy paper in the middle of their memoirs and autobiographies.
I love to look at old photos in general, and I want to take advantage when I’m given the opportunity to actually know what Teddy Roosevelt’s sister or Laura Ingalls Wilder’s mother looked like before I read the descriptions of them.

So I enjoyed really looking at Michele’s family photos – four generations of Minnesotans – who don’t look anything like what she knows everyone would expect four generations of Minnesotans would look like. Unless your family is of American Indian heritage, four generations is a long time for anybody to have lived in Minnesota. The ethnic group that Minnesota is most known for – Scandinavians –have just in the past decade started to have four generations born here. It’s easy to forget that the vast majority of Swedes and Norwegians arrived in Minnesota only at the turn of the last century.
It caught my eye that the caption under a photo of Michele’s parents in her childhood home noted that that house was in South Minneapolis. South is even capitalized, as if it is a separate municipality, like West Des Moines or East St. Louis. Everybody in the Twin Cities knows this isn’t true – that south Minneapolis is not a distinct entity from Minneapolis; rather, it’s very much within the city. So why do we even say it? Are we really that bad at knowing the cardinal directions? Of course not.  But why does a journalist now residing in Washington D.C., with a national audience for her memoir, say it, and write it, and even capitalize it?

We know why. It’s a big part of the story that Michele has to tell. Because her parents, both African American postal workers who, in her mother’s own words, “worked with white people at the post office who could live wherever they wanted to…wanted to do the same thing.”
Michele’s father had to get creative in order to achieve his and his wife’s goal of living wherever they wanted to. Belvin Norris actually watched the obituaries to see when houses would need to be sold, because Belvin could not rely on realtors to talk with him about houses for sale – or, for that matter, to talk with him at all. The same day that the Norris family moved into the house on Oakland Avenue South, the house next door had a For Sale sign in the front yard. Every single family who were immediate neighbors to the Norrises moved away in order to not have black neighbors.

Michele Norris, a woman who turned 50 years old just this past October, did not merit writing a memoir her life is in its twilight, but rather because the story of that south Minneapolis house is complicated and historically significant. It’s one of the stories that the Martin Luther King holiday encourages us not only to know, but to share, and to remember so well that we can be a part of it not being repeated by future generations.

Where you come from, and who you come, from makes a big difference. It even makes a difference if you don’t want it to matter where and who you come from. A lot of people younger than I are not growing up in one place and are not influenced by one predominant culture but rather by many cultures and places…so I had started to think that it matters less where someone comes from. But then I realized that even these young people are molded very much by coming from more than one place and have lots of different people shape their world views.
The gospel of John starts off with a story about where and who Jesus comes from, but it’s a story unlike the gospels of Matthew and Luke. Matthew begins by telling us half of the story about who Jesus comes from, by starting with a huge genealogical list of all of Jesus’ male ancestors. After that, Matthew gets around to Bethlehem. The gospel of Luke focuses on the other half of who Jesus comes from, because Luke gives a lot of attention to Jesus’ mother Mary and her cousin Elizabeth. And after that, Luke gets around to Bethlehem.
The gospel of John, by contrast, goes right to God, to make sure we understand both where and who Jesus comes from and who he is, by asserting in chapter one verse one, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” There is no mention of Bethlehem – no star, no shepherds, no stable. If the gospel of John had been the only gospel preserved for future Christians to tell us the story of Jesus’ origins, we would probably spend a lot more time in church wrestling with theology, and Christmas pageants would be really boring.
So we need all four gospels, because each one contributes something distinct and so we have a fuller and broader telling of the life of Jesus. The gospel of John shoots past Jesus’ infancy and childhood and goes right to Nazareth, where he is from, because that is where his family is from.
In this way, Michele Norris’ memoir is akin to John’s way of telling a story. Both narratives are about one person, but really, at the heart of each narrative, are stories about how whole groups of people being discounted by forces larger than themselves. John wanted to tell people 2000 years ago and people today that coming from south Minneapolis, or Nazareth, or like Martin Luther King, Jr. coming from Atlanta, or Moscow, or Baghdad can determine many things about a person, but it does not change that person’s identity as a child of God.
We talk a lot about Martin Luther King Jr.’s courage and about his bold insistence on non-violent protest. Where King came from of course molded him in fundamental ways, but what he consistently insisted upon was that where he was from, or where you were from, or where the President was from, or where the Ku Klux Klan member was from was not the determining factor in that child of God’s fate. 
The feistiness and righteousness of the callings of Rev. King, and of Harriet Tubman, and of the Good Samaritan, and of Jesus was that they lived their lives focused someone larger than themselves. Jesus was a product of his time and place, sure. His life was of course influenced by the fact that his ancestors’ home was the city of David, that by his second week on earth, he was an undocumented refugee in Egypt, and he resided in Nazareth with his parents as a young man. What Nathanael shows us in the Gospel of John when Nathanael asks “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” is that all these places seemed to mean a whole lot more to other people than they did to Jesus himself. To use the historical phrase that Michele Norris learned along with so many African American children: Jesus’ “eyes were on the prize” – and he had not only his sights, but his whole being, firmly focused on God.
No wonder Jesus seems so different. The world constantly reminds us that we live in “north” or we live in “south” or we are “from here” or we are “not from here.” All of these take our focus off of our identities as the people of God. Jesus did not lose the focus on God, and so he interacted with each and every person as a child of God, which makes the biggest difference of all.
To use King’s phrase, the content of our characters begins the way that John begins his gospel: with God. It is why when we are invited to the communion table, we are invited from north and from south, and from east and from west. Because we do come from places that mold us and places that make a difference in history. But wherever we come from, anything good can come from there, because God is with us.
For this, we give thanks to God. Amen.
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