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Good Morning Sunrise! What a great day we have been given to serve together as 
Rotarians! It is fitting that we remember those like Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 
who faced and met the challenges of the past to give us, our blessings of the present. It 
is now our charge to create the future that lies ahead. I appreciate the opportunity that 
President Rena has given to share with you the words that have inspired me. You know 
my background—I am neither a civil rights scholar nor a minister, but I was a Soldier, so 
I will offer my thoughts from the perspective of an African-American who has served in 
our nation’s military. 
This is the 34nd year since our nation has honored Dr. King with federal holiday on his 
birthday. You know of his achievements from many observances that we have 
celebrated in our military and in our communities. Many of you have heard Dr. King's 
most famous speech and have focused on the chorus, "I have a dream." But, there are 
several speeches that Dr. King delivered based on a set of values and principles that 
inspired and sustained him through very challenging circumstances. I contend that Dr. 
King’s speeches and actions align well with the Rotarian Four-Way Test: 

1. Is it the truth? 
2. Is it fair to all concerned? 
3. Will it build goodwill and better friendships? 
4. Will it be beneficial to all concerned? 

As background, I commend to you his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”, his speech from 
the March on Washington, his Nobel Peace Prize Lecture, as well as his essay “Beyond 
Vietnam: Breaking the Silence,” and his sermon “The Drum Major Instinct.” The latter 
was delivered two months before his assassination in April 1968. 

As we enter the New Year 2018, it is important for us to reflect on the words of Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. 

While many Americans are familiar with his 1963 “I Have a Dream” speech; I have 
found that Dr. King’s April 1963 “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” framed his themes four 
months before the historic March on Washington. In both the speech and letter, he 
restates explicitly the promise of America that is the birthright of its citizens, regardless 
of race, religion, or national origin. 

As we look back on the national and world events of the 21st century, it is easy for us to 
be distressed by the state of affairs. Moreover, that concern can lead to understandable 
pessimism about our future — we may wonder whether the dream of Dr. King is 
possible. Importantly then in 1963, he caused Americans to have difficult, 
uncomfortable, and necessary conversations. 
 

Rotarian Test 1: IS IT THE TRUTH? 
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From that Birmingham jail, King wrote, “We merely bring to the surface the hidden 
tension that is already alive. We bring it out in the open, where it can be seen and dealt 
with. Like a boil that can never be cured so long as it is covered up but must be opened 
with all its ugliness to the natural medicines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, 
with all the tension its exposure creates, to the light of human conscience and the air of 
national opinion before it can be cured.” 

In response to complacency about the plight of others, he continued: “We will have to 
repent in this generation not merely for the hateful words and actions of the bad people 
but for the appalling silence of the good people. Human progress never rolls in on 
wheels of inevitability; it comes through the tireless efforts of men [and women] willing to 
be co-workers with God. ... Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy and 
transform our pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now is the 
time to lift our national policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of 
human dignity.” 
Dr. King’s words, which first entered the national psyche from a jail in Birmingham and 
then on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington DC, had to be accompanied by 
deeds of Americans who were called to action. Not bystanders, but citizens became the 
catalyst for change and justice in America that we still seek today. 
There is a short section at the beginning of March on Washington speech I want to 
share with you. This is what I believe inspired the dream and the movement. It is what 
led to Dr. King's being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize and compelled our nation to 
pass the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. I invite you to listen 
to Dr. King’s words: 

 

Rotarian Test 2: IS IT FAIR TO ALL CONCERNED? 
“In a sense we have come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects 
of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of 
Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall 
heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, would 
be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” 

Dr. King continued his speech with this declaration: 

It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note in-so-far as her 
citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has 
given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back marked "insufficient 
funds." But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to 
believe that there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. 
So we have come to cash this check – a check that will give us upon demand the riches 
of freedom and the security of justice.  
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In addition to his “I have a Dream” theme, there is value in considering the concluding 
section of Dr. King's Nobel Peace Prize Award Ceremony lecture given Dec. 11, 1963, 
in Oslo, Norway. 
 
Rotarian Test 3: WILL IT BUILD GOODWILL AND BETTER FRIENDSHIPS? 

Dr. King offered the following words: "All that I have said boils down to the point of 
affirming that mankind's survival is dependent upon man's ability to solve the problems 
of racial injustice, poverty, and war; the solution of these problems is in turn dependent 
upon man squaring his moral progress with his scientific progress, and learning the 
practical art of living in harmony.… 'A widely separated family inherits a house in which 
they have to live together.' This is the great new problem of mankind. We have inherited 
a big house, a 'great world' in which we have to live together —black and white, 
Easterners and Westerners, Gentiles and Jews, Catholics and Protestants, Moslem and 
Hindu, a family unduly separated in ideas, culture, and interests who, because we can 
never again live without each other, must learn, somehow, in this one big world, to live 
with each other." 

Dr. King's themes were linked to those of German Lutheran minister Friedrich Niemöller, 
who had been imprisoned for seven years in Nazi concentration camps. In 1946, he 
wrote: 
First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out— 
Because I was not a Socialist. 
Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out— 
Because I was not a Trade Unionist. 
Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out— 
Because I was not a Jew. 
Then they came for me-and there was no one left to speak for me. 

Clearly, Dr. King's "new problems" are just echoes of mankind's old problems—which 
reemerged on the world stage in 1933 with the rise of the populist National Socialist 
Party in Germany. Niemöller's statement reinforces King's 1963 declaration from that jail 
in Birmingham: "Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in 
an inescapable network of mutuality. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly." 

 
Rotarian Test #4: WILL IT BE BENEFICIAL TO ALL CONCERNED? 
In February 1968, Dr. King delivered a sermon on the “The Drum Major Instinct.” He 
cited psychoanalyst Alfred Adler’s proposition that [drum major instinct] was the 
dominant human impulse: “this quest for recognition, this desire for attention, this desire 
for distinction is the basic impulse, [and] the basic drive of human life, this drum major 
instinct.” 
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Dr. King was self-reflective of this drive in his own life experience. 

“Now in adult life, we still have it, and we really never get by it. We like to do something 
good. And you know, we like to be praised for it. Now if you don't believe that, you just 
go on living life, and you will discover very soon that you like to be praised. Everybody 
likes it, as a matter of fact. And somehow this warm glow we feel when we are praised 
or when our name is in print is something of the vitamin A to our ego. Nobody is 
unhappy when they are praised, even if they know they don't deserve it and even if they 
don't believe it. The only unhappy people about praise is when that praise is going too 
much toward somebody else. But everybody likes to be praised because of this real 
drum major instinct. 

Now the presence of the drum major instinct is why so many people are "joiners." You 
know, there are some people who just join everything. And it's really a quest for 
attention and recognition and importance. And they get names that give them that 
impression. So you get your groups, and they become the "Grand Patron," and … a 
chance to be the "Most Worthy of the Most Worthy" of something. It is the drum major 
impulse and longing that runs the gamut of human life. And so we see it everywhere, 
this quest for recognition. And we join things, overjoin really, that we think that we will 
find that recognition in….” 

Dr. King made the sermon personal, as he offered the following: 

“Every now and then I guess we all think realistically about that day when we will be 
victimized with what is life's final common denominator—that something that we call 
death. We all think about it. And every now and then I think about my own death and I 
think about my own funeral. And I don't think of it in a morbid sense. And every now and 
then I ask myself, "What is it that I would want said?" And I leave the word to you this 
morning. 

If any of you are around when I have to meet my day, I don’t want a long funeral. And if 
you get somebody to deliver the eulogy, tell them not to talk too long. And every now 
and then I wonder what I want them to say. Tell them not to mention that I have a Nobel 
Peace Prize—that isn’t important. Tell them not to mention that I have three or four 
hundred other awards—that’s not important. Tell them not to mention where I went to 
school. 

I'd like somebody to mention that day that Martin Luther King, Jr., tried to give his life 
serving others. 

I'd like for somebody to say that day that Martin Luther King, Jr., tried to love somebody. 

I want you to say that day that I tried to be right on the war question. 

I want you to be able to say that day that I did try to feed the hungry. 
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And I want you to be able to say that day that I did try in my life to clothe those who 
were naked. 

I want you to say on that day that I did try in my life to visit those who were in prison. 

I want you to say that I tried to love and serve humanity. 

Yes, 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 of life to leave behind. But I just want to leave a 
committed life behind. And that's all I want to say.” 

Over the years, I have heard and read that Dr. King was unduly idolized in our society. 
We have to acknowledge that he had flaws like any human being. 

In reflection I think Dr. King agreed with Nelson Mandela who said, “I am not a saint, 
unless you think of a saint as a sinner who keeps on trying.” 
This is more than just a history lesson; there is a personal connection for me and only a 
few degrees of separation in these stories.  
As a young boy growing up in Cleveland, Ohio in the 1960s, I remember watching 
newscasts of civil rights movements, especially the March on Washington in August 
1963.  
In my mind’s eye, I can see clearly on the wall of my grandmother Hazel’s sitting room, 
the framed photographs of Mahalia Jackson and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr centered on a 
drawing of Jesus Christ. Sermons in our Bethel A.M.E. Zion church placed the stories 
and principles of the Bible in the context of the Black experience in American society. 
I also remember vividly the inner city turmoil of the Hough Riots of 1966—it was 
sparked by an incident that demonstrated the North was not that much different from the 
South in its racial attitudes. The impact this made in my own life is clear. I grew up in 
Cleveland Ohio in the wake of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and experienced the [inner-
city] riots in the summers of 1966 and 1968. When our nation was in turmoil, my family 
looked to Dr. King and others for spiritual direction and, more important, for hope.  
Following the drowning death of my father in 1967, my widowed mother moved her five 
children to the “suburb” of East Cleveland. I joined the racially diverse student body of 
Kirk Junior High School in mid-year and had the opportunity to take part in the middle 
school trip to Washington DC during spring break of 1968. That trip occurred a week 
after the assassination of Dr. King on April 4th and was to be my first exposure to the 
world outside of Cleveland. I was a paperboy then and the morning of April 5th, I 
delivered the Cleveland Plain Dealer, whose headline announced the assassination of 
Dr. King.  
While a bullet silenced the messenger, we know that it could not silence his message. 
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That following spring of 1969, I took a middle school trip from Cleveland to Atlanta to 
visit the Dr. King Center and gravesite. As a senior, I was honored to receive the first 
Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. award from Shaw High School. 
Whenever I go to Washington D.C. I try to visit Dr. King’s monument. It is positioned 
across the Tidal Basin from the Jefferson Memorial—it is that Stone of Hope among the 
Mountains of Despair—I visit to refresh myself in Hope. 
In conclusion, I think that Dr. King would have us to look around and notice where there 
are still inequities--in education, in employment, in economic conditions, and in health 
care—these inequities are violations of basic civil rights. In that famous speech at the 
Lincoln Memorial, Dr. King declared to us:  
“I say to you today my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of today and 
tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream.”  
He would now ask what we are doing to make a difference, to make his dream--NO! 
Our dreams come true. Dr. King and our Rotarian forefathers would press us and 
challenge us to act – to make the Four-Way Test a guide for how we live. 

1. Is it the truth? 
2. Is it fair to all concerned? 
3. Will it build goodwill and better friendships? 
4. Will it be beneficial to all concerned? 

 


