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This week and weekend we will, as a nation, spend some time remembering the Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr.  His famous quotes will be quoted and his legacy analyzed and 
the Dr. King that we see and hear about may or may not bear much resemblance to the 
real person of Martin Luther King Jr.   

So much of the story depends upon who is doing the telling. 

Many people will try to claim Dr. King’s words to promote a sort of superficial, sanitized 
equality. His words have been used to sell krazy glue, for example –a couple of years ago 
they tweeted his quote about “sticking with love” as a sort of corporate message tie-in. 
His words have been used to sell potato chips. He is now such a popular figure that 
nearly every politician of every party will do something in his honor this Monday. 

But during his life, Dr. King’s presence was not so comfortable or so marketable. He 
embraced the label of extremist, a label that he was given in his own time but that seems 
to have been forgotten by many today.  As he put it in his Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail; 

“So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we 
will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love? Will we be extremists for the 
preservation of injustice or for the extension of justice?”1  

If we are not careful, our collective memory will enshrine the sanitized Dr. King at the 
expense of his more radical insights and actions. 

So much of the story depends upon who is doing the telling. 

How do we decide what to memorialize? How do we decide, both collectively and 
individually, what icons of history we should lift up to help us navigate towards a better 
future? How do we figure out when we’ve got it wrong, how do we know when it’s time 
to take down a piece of our past, remove a statue from its pedestal, or relocate a painting 
from the entryway to the attic? When I teach our Unitarian Universalist History at our 
Path to Membership class, I often wistfully note that the statue of Thomas Starr King 
that was once one of the two statues that each state gets to select to be displayed in the 
National Hall was replaced in 2009 by a statue of Ronald Reagan. 

Monuments are tricky things. Dr. King, in that quote, talks about making a choice 
between the preservation of injustice versus the extension of justice. Clinging to the 
status quo instead of building a new and better way. That got me thinking about the 
things that we hold onto, the things we keep that preserve injustices from the past. This 
is true both in our personal lives as well as in our civic spaces.  We often hold onto 
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things that do us harm; whether intentionally or not, we hold onto things that prevent 
us from building a more beloved future.   

Monuments are created after the fact of some impactful event.  A war, a tragedy, a 
victory, the death of an important figure. They are created to tell a story, to lift up some 
aspect of the past that points toward an ideal of the future. Monuments help us make 
meaning out of our past, they help us link where we’ve been with where we want to go. 
They may be as simple as a commemorative plaque on a side street of your local town or 
as grand as the National Mall in Washington D.C. But with each public monument, no 
matter how large or small, someone, at some time, felt it important enough to put some 
effort in marking the space.   

A monument exercises a kind of power over the space it occupies.  Think of the Lincoln 
memorial, the statue of Lincoln in his chair.  Think of the genius of that monument – 
what it conveys about Lincoln – the powerful and yet controlled intelligence that it 
projects.  It positions him in the context of a civil government, not a military one.  It is 
not the image of a general, but a statesman.  No matter what your views are on Abraham 
Lincoln, it cannot be denied that this particular monument shapes the way his legacy is 
remembered by every school child that stands before it on a field trip. 

But what do we do with other, less comfortable public figures? 

There is a battle going on New Orleans right now over just this topic. In December, the 
city council voted 6-1 to remove four civic monuments related to the civil war.  They 
include statues of the Confederate Generals Robert E. Lee and P.T. Beauregard, the 
Confederate president Jefferson Davis, and the worst of the bunch, a monument to the 
“battle of Liberty Place”, an 1874 uprising by the Crescent City White League that killed 
hundreds and briefly overthrew the Reconstructionist government.   

The city has been fighting to remove this last monument for decades, relocating it to a 
less prominent location and adding a plaque to give it historical context, but it has 
finally gained the momentum to have it removed from public space altogether, along 
with the others. 2 

These monuments were erected decades after the defeat of the Confederate cause.  They 
were constructed during a time when white southerners wanted desperately to reinforce 
the hierarchy of race, to assert their dominance over the civic space.  These were not 
neutral historical markers, but rather intentional assertions of power by people who 
considered the cause of the Confederacy to be noble and heroic.  

The statue of General Lee stands facing north with his arms crossed, 12 feet tall, atop a 
60 foot marble column at the center of a large, grassy traffic circle where St. Charles 
Avenue streetcars rumble past.  If monuments are created to influence civic space, this 
one does the job very well. It is imposing and unmistakable.   

And, with any luck, it will soon be removed to a museum of confederate history. 
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There are many who fight for the monuments to stay.  The main argument seems to be 
that removing these statues is an attempt to erase history. The civil war memorials are 
certainly reminders of history. But they are also monuments which not only represent 
history but also valorize parts of it.  Those who fight to have the monuments taken 
down, those who argue against the preservation of injustice, ask for our shared civic 
space to be more than just historical. They ask important questions, like; “Do these 
statues point us to who we want to be?  What virtues do they celebrate?  What tragedies 
do they reveal? Whose story is being told?” The particulars of what a monument means 
and how it is presented are important. 

At the recent American Historical Association annual meeting this issue was discussed 
at the first plenary session. The discussion was prompted by the deadly shooting at the 
Emanuel AME church in Charleston last June, and the fact that the person who 
perpetrated that crime drew inspiration from confederate symbols. Historians came 
together to consider how the symbols of the past affect the present. 

David Blight, a professor of American History at Yale, described the shooting as “the 
past exploding into the present” and realized that the recurrence of violence pushed him 
over the line towards supporting the removal of state-sanctioned Confederate 
iconography. Other historians pointed out that the past can never truly be erased, but 
must sometimes be confronted, and we are in just such a moment right now, 
confronting the presence of these monuments in our civic spaces. 3 

We cannot move into a new understanding of race and justice in our nation without 
coming to terms with the history of our nation. However, these monuments do not 
illuminate that history, but rather they impose a particular viewpoint that it is time to 
move beyond.  And so they must come down, so that the path may be cleared to rename 
what must be renamed and reclaim a sense of community that welcomes and invites full 
participation for everyone.  This sense of full participation and equality cannot come 
into being under the watchful gaze of Robert E. Lee. 

This conversation reminds us all, no matter where we live, that we must be careful what 
we put on a pedestal. If the monuments we have erected in the past do not tell a story 
that inspires us today, and if they do not describe who we want to be in the future, then 
perhaps it is time to take them down, to move them into museums, to wrap them up and 
put them in the attic for the archivists.  

But monuments are not just statues in the park.  We all build our own, private 
monuments as well.  Each of us in this room has a past, and over time we have 
accumulated memorials, both tangible and intangible, to the events that have shaped 
our lives.  We have our own personal civil wars, tragedies, victories, and influential 
figures that dot our landscape.   

Sometimes we hold onto things for too long. Sometimes we cling to the preservation of 
injustice in our own lives without even meaning to.  
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I think of the hurtful stories that sometimes we tell ourselves, the stories that seem to be 
facts based on history, but are really monuments constructed after the fact.  “I’m no 
good at romantic relationships”, for example, might be one of those stories.  A 
heartbreak that hangs out like the statue of a battle-worn soldier on a horse, right in the 
middle of your life, in a traffic circle that you drive past every day on your way to work.  
Perhaps it’s time to relocate that statue to a museum, and find out what might happen if 
that space in your heart was open and unclaimed by the past. 

The example of the Confederate monuments is a pretty extreme case of memorializing 
injustice, but there are smaller ways that we can end up holding ourselves back, too.  
Sometimes it is it not something painful from our past, but just an old story that doesn’t 
serve us anymore.  “You and your sister, you always fight.”  “You’re the shy one” or 
“You’ve never been any good at math.” A story that that used to feel true, but is now 
getting dusty and just taking up space that could be used for something more life-giving.   

A friend of mine recently sent the word out that she was ready to let go of a piece of art 
that took up a prominent place in her home.  It was a sculpture that she had bought, 
many years ago, a tall wooden piece, and she had loved it for years. But she as she 
reflected on this sculpture she realized that it didn’t do anything for her, anymore.  The 
love she had for it was just residual fondness, not anything alive in the moment. And 
since she was about to move apartments, she decided it was time to let it go.  It was 
taking up space that could be occupied by something else, something that would call her 
forward, rather than just remind her of the past. 

It seems like right now, this January in the year 2016, is a good time to do some spiritual 
inventory-taking of the monuments you may have built up over the years. Some may be 
beautiful and alive, connecting you with your past and inspiring you in your future. But 
others may have lost their shine, outlived their purpose, or even be working against you.   

This is the January assignment, should you chose to accept it. Offering up a monthly 
action to take and reflect upon began last month, and we will be having a conversation 
today in Jefferson after the second service for anyone interested in sharing your 
experience wearing a Black Lives Matter button over the holidays.  Each month during 
one of the sermons, I or Caitlin will propose an action to take, or a practice to engage, 
and then an opportunity to come back and share with us your experience.   

So this month I challenge you to go home and walk through your space. Look for 
something that you have in your home that doesn’t work for you anymore. A photo that 
has been up for too long. A piece of art that no longer inspires you. A souvenir that is 
just gathering dust in a corner. It doesn’t have to be on the scale of a statue of a 
confederate soldier, although if you have any of those I would recommend taking them 
down, too. But just look for something that just doesn’t resonate any longer, that has 
outlived its purpose. And take it down. Make space for something else to emerge. 

We are at a pivotal point in our world.  The old ways are falling away, transforming 
before our eyes. Change is happening faster than ever before, and yet sometimes not 
nearly fast enough. The new ways have yet to take hold.  So let us clear some space for 
the new. Let us make way for a more beloved community to arise from the spaces once 
occupied by fear and oppression. Let us make some space for our souls to grow.  



May it be so, Amen & Blessed Be. 


