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I. 

Like so many of you this past week, I was deeply moved by Oprah Winfrey’s speech 
at the Golden Globe Awards as she accepted the Cecil B. DeMille Award for lifetime 
achievement. While the whole speech was a moment to behold, it was the very beginning 
that particularly moved me:  

 
In 1964, [she told us] I was a little girl sitting on the linoleum floor of my 
mother’s house in Milwaukee watching Anne Bancroft present the Oscar for 
best actor at the 36th Academy Awards. She opened the envelope and said five 
words that literally made history: “The winner is Sidney Poitier.” Up to the 
stage came the most elegant man I had ever seen. I remember his tie was white, 
and of course his skin was black, and I had never seen a black man being 
celebrated like that. I tried many, many times to explain what a moment like 
that means to a little girl, a kid watching from the cheap seats as my mom 
came through the door bone tired from cleaning other people’s houses. But all I 
can do is quote and say that the explanation in Sidney’s performance in “Lilies 
of the Field”: “Amen, amen, amen, amen.”1 

 
Oprah was born at the beginning of 1954, which made her 10 years old on this 

historic night. And her 10 year old self experienced an epiphany, an ah-ha moment, some 
might even say a moment of call. In this moment, a still small voice called out that she could 
dare to dream of something bigger and brighter than her current reality.  
 
II. 

Our Old Testament lesson for today tells us about another child, this one lying down 
on the temple floor...another child whose life is transformed by a still small voice calling in 
the night.   

 
Samuel is a young boy under the direction of an older priest named Eli, in a time 

when the word of the Lord was rare and visions were not widespread. And yet, one night 
God calls out to Samuel...Samuel the boy who didn’t yet know the Lord. One, two, three 
times God calls to Samuel and Samuel mistakes the voice to be Eli’s...one, two times Eli 
sends him back to bed, but the third time...the third time Eli senses that something else is 
afoot.    
 
 If we stop at verse 10, when Samuel finally understands what is going on with the 
help of Eli and says to God, “Speak, for your servant is listening”, we have a lovely story 
from which we can surmise a number of things: 
 -Sometimes God calls us in unexpected ways. 

                                                
1 http://www.cnn.com/2018/01/08/entertainment/oprah-globes-speech-transcript/index.html 
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 -Sometimes God calls unexpected people. 
 -Sometimes we need other people to help us discern God’s call to us. 
 -God keeps calling to us, even when we don’t listen or understand at first.  
And all of these are good, and all of these are true, but they all fall a little short if we don’t 
keep reading to the end of verse 20.  
 

Because when we keep reading, we see that the word that God speaks and the word 
that God wants Samuel to speak is a word of judgment against a corrupt father and his 
family. And we see that this nice little story about answering God’s call has turned into a 
powerful story of the courage it takes to speak God’s truth to power. 

   
III. 

There is perhaps no better example of this in our recent history than the life and 
ministry of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., a life and ministry that we celebrate this 
weekend on the anniversary of his birth. 

 
Less than a year before young Oprah Winfrey witnessed Sidney Poitier winning the 

Oscar, Dr. King delivered his now iconic “I Have a Dream” speech on the Washington Mall in 
the shadows of the Lincoln Memorial. Ever the poet and the preacher, King spoke of the 
new day on the horizon, telling us: 
 

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true 
meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are 
created equal.” [...] 
 
I have a dream that my four children will one day live in a nation where they 
will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 
character. [...] 

 
I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and 
mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the 
crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be 
revealed, and all flesh will see it together. 

 
This is our hope. This is the faith with which I return to the South. With this 
faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. 
With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation 
into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to 
work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to 
stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day.  
 
This will be the day when all of God’s children will be able to sing with a new 
meaning,  
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“My country, ‘tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my 
fathers died, land of the pilgrims’ pride, from every mountainside, let freedom 
ring.”2 

 
King went on to be Time Magazine’s Man of the Year for 1963 and win the Nobel 

Peace Prize in 1964, and yet a Gallop poll taken in August of 1964 shows that only about 
44% of Americans had a favorable opinion of him. Two years later, that number was down 
to 33%.3 The dream and all of its implications threatened as much (if not more) than it 
inspired. The seeds of racial injustice and segregation ran deep in the institutions of our 
nation.  

 
But King believed, as Samuel believed, that God was calling him to speak God’s truth 

to power. King dared to dream of something bigger and brighter than his current reality. 
King had the courage to share his dream that was rooted in the American dream and rooted 
deeper still in God’s reality: that all of God’s children are created equal. That each and every 
one of us, to echo the words of the psalmist, is “fearfully and wonderfully made,” inherently 
worthy because we were all created in the image of God.   

 
IV. 
Mark Twain reminds us that “History doesn’t repeat, but it rhymes.” Martin Luther 

King Jr. reminds us of the “fierce urgency of now.” 
 
 It is not lost on this preacher, as I’m sure it is not lost on many of you, that on this 
weekend that we celebrate the life and ministry and dream of Dr. King, we are also faced 
with the stark reality that the dream is far from realized. 
 

The racist rhetoric used by the President last week regarding our sisters and 
brothers from Haiti and El Salvador and many distinct countries on the African continent is 
unequivocally unacceptable, and I say this as an American, but moreso as a person of faith 
who seeks to follow the way of Jesus Christ. This is deeper than party or national politics—
these are gospel politics.     
 

In one of the sermons published in his book Strength to Love, Dr. King reminds us 
that 

The gospel at its best deals with the whole man, not only his soul but also his 
body, not only his spiritual well-being but also his material well-being. A 
religion that professes a concern for the souls of men and is not equally 
concerned about the slums that damn them, the economic conditions that 
strangle them, and the social conditions that cripple them, is a spiritually 
moribund religion.4 

 

                                                
2 Excerpts from Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech, delivered Aug. 28, 1963. 
3http://www.slate.com/blogs/weigel/2011/08/26/when_martin_luther_king_was_hated_and_unpopular.htm
l 
4 Martin Luther King, Jr., “Pilgrimage to Nonviolence,” Strength to Love p. 149 
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Our faith compels us to take a stand and to stand together when the inherent dignity and 
worth of our sisters and brothers is denied. Our faith compels us to take a stand and to 
stand together so that together we may affirm and celebrate the image of God in which we 
are all fearfully and wonderfully made.    
 

V. 
That night of the Oscars in 1964, a 10 year old Oprah was moved because up until 

that point, she had never seen someone with skin like hers being celebrated like that 
before. Let that sink in for a moment. 

 
Representation matters. What we see, and what we don’t see, matters. What we say, 

and what we don’t say, matters. 
 
Beloved, may we dare to dream of something bigger and brighter than our current 

reality, for ourselves, for our children, and for all of God’s children. And may we dare to 
make that dream a reality.  

 
Amen.  

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 


