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The God at Dr. King's kitchen table
John Dear

| Jan. 16, 2007 On the Road to Peace

over the years, in my search for clues as to the ways of the God of peace, I've inquired of a great many people
about their experience of God. Jesuits, religious, monks, prisoners, street people, and on occasion or two,
spiritual leaders such as Dom Helder Camara, Mother Theresa, Cesar Chavez, and Phil and Dan Berrigan. I've
spent countless hours with books -- Gandhi's books, Dorothy Day's, Oscar Romero's -- the questions always
before my eyes: How do the great ones experience God? What of the marginalized ones? What more can I learn
of this God who calls us to make peace?

Come this time of year, I always return to the words of the holy prophet Martin Luther King Jr. and in
celebration, pore over his sermons and speeches once again. Here, though, the spiritual seeker has a tougher task
at hand. Turns out, King remained by and large reticent about his relationship with God, kept his prayer life to
himself. Except for one occasion -- an astonishing visitation that occurred early on in his career and transformed
his life.
It was the beginning of the Montgomery bus boycott. Rosa Parks had just been hauled to the police precinct for
her audacity on the bus. And amid the electricity in the air, King emerged -- the man of the hour, a confident
new leader who would take on racism and injustice and violence, and surprisingly, in a spirit of confident,
public non-violence.
At least by the outward look of things. Privately, however, he started out as a reluctant prophet. By all means, he
would help advance non-violent change. But to be thrust in the spotlight of national leadership -- that was
another matter indeed.
On the other hand, an assumption mitigated the pressure. The boycott, assumed everyone -- including King -would last but a few days. Symbolic victory achieved, and in short order things put back to normal. A few days,
however, became many and passed over into weeks and months, and white Montgomery rightly discerned a
bona fide economic threat. That's when the death threats began. Chilling and cutting to the chase: "Call off the
boycott or die." Towards the end, as many as 40 such phone calls came in every day. And on one occasion,
when the police had hauled him into jail for speeding, in the clutches of the police at last, he imagined himself
on the threshold of being lynched. Fear descended like a fog.
It reached an apex late Friday night, Jan. 27, 1956. King slumped home, another long strategy session under his
belt, and found Coretta asleep. He paced and knocked about, his nerves still on edge. And presently the phone
rang, a sneering voice on the other end: "Leave Montgomery immediately if you have no wish to die." King's

fear surged; he hung up the phone, walked to his kitchen, and with trembling hands, put on a pot of coffee and
sank into a chair at his kitchen table.
Here was the prelude to King's most profound spiritual experience. He describes it in his book Stride Toward
Freedom.
I was ready to give up. With my cup of coffee sitting untouched before me, I tried to think of a way
to move out of the picture without appearing a coward. In this state of exhaustion, when my
courage had all but gone, I decided to take my problem to God. With my head in my hands, I bowed
over the kitchen table and prayed aloud.

The words I spoke to God that midnight are still vivid in my memory. "I am here taking a stand for
what I believe is right. But now I am afraid. The people are looking to me for leadership, and if I
stand before them without strength and courage, they too will falter. I am at the end of my powers. I
have nothing left. I've come to the point where I can't face it alone."

At that moment, I experienced the presence of the Divine as I had never experienced God before. It
seemed as though I could hear the quiet assurance of an inner voice saying: "Stand up for justice,
stand up for truth; and God will be at your side forever." Almost at once my fears began to go. My
uncertainty disappeared. I was ready to face anything."
Three days later a bomb blasted his house and his family escaped harm by a hairsbreadth. "Strangely enough,"
King later wrote, "I accepted the word of the bombing calmly. My religious experience a few nights before had
given me the strength to face it."
News of the bombing drew a crowd A mob formed within the hour, all clenched jaws and closed fists. And they
pressed up against the shattered house and shouted for vengeance. King mounted the broken porch and raised
his hands. "We must meet hate with love. Remember, if I am stopped, this movement will not stop because God
is with this movement. Go home with this glorious faith and radiant assurance." And thus the mob dissipated,
their mood disarmed and their ears ringing with the message of gospel non-violence.
Some 11 years later, King spoke before an audience of his epiphany in the kitchen. "It seemed at that moment, I
could hear an inner voice saying to me, 'Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for justice. Stand
up for truth. And lo, I will be with you, even until the end of the world.' I heard the voice of Jesus saying still to
fight on. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone."
God strengthened King and in turn, King strengthens us. "Stand up for justice, stand up for truth, stand up for
peace. And I will be at your side forever" -- the message spoken to King but a message intended, I believe, for
all of us. King staked his life on it and we can too. We can confidently embrace it as God's leading of you and
me toward prophetic work, a message uttered to all as to one.
This past November on our way to the School of America's protest, we swung by King's modest house in

Montgomery, open now to the public. I moved gravely through the dining and living rooms, and then paused a
few moments in King's study to examine his ancient record collection.
And then I entered the kitchen, the place of King's greatest spiritual experience. I lingered a good while and
invoked the God of encouragement. And soon there descended a spirit of gratitude -- for King and for God's
urging and care and support.
Let us take God's words to heart and, like King, speak out for justice and peace, come what may. If we do, one
day, I believe, we shall celebrate the abolition of racism, poverty, war and nuclear weapons. And we will
celebrate, with King, the God of peace and God's non-violent reign.
Fr. John Dear will stand trial in federal court in Albuquerque, N.M. next week, Jan. 25, for his Sept. 26 protest
against the Iraq war. His new book, Transfiguration, will be published next month by Doubleday (and can be
pre-ordered from Amazon.com). For info, see www.johndear.org.
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