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Honoring Martin Luther King 
 
Today I chose the story Pink and Say1, because it shows so clearly where we have come from in 
our past. For those of us who call this nation, the United States of America, our home—this 
story illustrates a piece of our history. 
 
Slavery ended, and Civil War began, about a hundred and fifty years ago. That’s about seven 
generations ago, a generation being the time it takes for someone to be born, grow up, and 
have children of their own. We are familiar, I think, with the native American saying that in our 
every action we should consider its consequences on the seventh generation from now—into 
the future. Here I’m talking about seven generations in the past, and the terrible institution of 
slavery—what Pink in the story called “the sickness.” That sickness in our past is why today we 
still have racial tension in our society, why it’s still a big deal in this country to know who is 
Black and who is white and who is brown—why that still matters even though it shouldn’t. 
 
And this brings us to talking about Martin Luther King, who was born on January 15, 1929 and 
died on April 4, 1968. His time, the civil rights era, was about fifty years ago, so it was about a 
hundred years after slavery ended. But Dr. King saw that African Americans didn’t have the 
same rights and freedoms as white Americans, and that’s what he spoke out about time and 
time again. That’s what he marched for. That’s what he preached about. That’s what he 
organized boycotts and protests for—and that’s what he was killed for. Dr. King was 
assassinated in April 1968. I was born in April 1968. So I feel that connection with him through 
time. 
 
As Unitarian Universalists, we also have a connection with Dr. King. In 1966, Martin Luther King 
was the keynote speaker at the UU General Assembly. General Assembly, or GA, is the annual 
gathering of Unitarian Universalists from across the country. So on that day in 1966, Dr. King 
talked to thousands of UU’s at General Assembly—talked about the need for racial equality and 
the struggle it would take to get there, the way everyone needed to work together to achieve 
this dream. Everyone in the audience was nodding their heads at his passionate speech, and 
many had tears streaming down their faces. 
 
I know this because of this man: Bill Sinkford. Bill Sinkford is now a UU minister, but at that 
time, in 1966, he was a teenager. He was attending GA as a youth delegate. Bill Sinkford 
identifies as African American, and back then, most Unitarian Universalists were white. (Today 
most UUs are still white.) As a young teenage African American attending GA, Bill Sinkford got 
to meet Dr. King. He shook his hand. Dr. King said to him, “What’s your name, son?” and he 
replied, “Bill Sinkford, sir.” 
 
“Where are you from?” Dr. King asked. 



 
“Cincinatti, sir.” 
 
And Dr. King replied, “Well, there’s plenty of work still needs to be done in Cincinatti.” 
 
Bill Sinkford tells this story in a sermon that he himself preached at GA a few years ago. I 
encourage you to watch the whole speech, and you can find it at UUA.org2. 
 
But there’s a tragic part of this story—beyond the obvious tragedy that Dr. King was killed just 
two years after his 1966 speech at GA. The tragedy that we own in our UU history, however, 
came the following year. In 1969 at the General Assembly was one of the worst moments in our 
UU history. There was so much arguing about race and racism at the 1969 GA that many of the 
Black delegates stood up and walked out. The arguing was about Black people not being 
respected in this faith community; the arguing was about money that the UUA promised to 
Black UU organizations but then did not deliver; the arguing was about racial integration in our 
UU congregations and racial inclusion in UU leadership. It was so bad that there was pushing 
and shoving during the GA business meetings, and as I said, many of the African Americans 
walked out of the room.  
 
Many Black UUs walked out of this religion altogether on that day, and Bill Sinkford was one of 
them. After meeting Dr. King, shaking his hand, and being inspired by his words, he was 
dismayed by the words of UUs at GA three years later, and he left Unitarian Universalism. Many 
Black UUs never came back. 
 
Bill Sinkford, however, did come back. I told you he’s from Cincinatti. He was actually raised as a 
UU. He left the religion for many years, until finally, he was back home visiting, and on the front 
porch when one of the elder women from his church said to him, “Bill, when are you coming 
back? We need you.”  Bill Sinkford returned to Unitarian Universalism. He became a UU 
minister. Recently he served as the first African American president of the UUA, our national 
organization. Now he serves one of the largest UU churches, our congregation in Portland, 
Oregon. And in Bill Sinkford’s sermon at GA, he warns us that we are again in a time of racial 
tension within Unitarian Universalism. He hopes, and I hope, that we won’t blow it this time like 
we did in 1969. 
 
The other thing that Rev. Bill Sinkford does is to teach classes at the UU seminary. Seminary 
means minister school, and Bill Sinkford teaches classes at the UU seminary that I graduated 
from last year in Chicago. He was one of my teachers. One day he spoke to us about this 
sermon that he gave at GA. He told us the story of meeting Dr. King as a teenager, and shaking 
his hand. He told us about leaving UU altogether and finally being called back. 
 
I was inspired by Bill Sinkford’s words that day, and when he was done I went up to him and 
told him that I appreciated his work and his journey. He shook my hand and wished me well in 
my ministry and the work I’m called to do in this faith. 
 



This is hand, the shook the hand, that shook the hand of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
May I be worthy to carry on the legacy of Dr. King and of Rev. Bill Sinkford, the work of racial 
justice and freedom from oppression for all people with no exceptions. The work that you are 
joining me in. 
 
May it be so. 
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