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The night before a .30 caliber bullet entered the window of Room 306 of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis 

TN and killed him, Rev Dr MLK Jr gave his final speech entitled I Have Been to the Mountain Top.   

Here are a few lines from that speech:  

“We've got some difficult days ahead.   

But it doesn't matter to me now.  

Because I've been to the mountaintop.  

And I don't mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place.  

But I'm not concerned about that now.  

I just want to do God's will. And He's allowed me to go up to the mountain.  

And I've looked over. And I've seen the promised land.  

I may not get there with you. 

 But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land!” 

+Would someone be willing to tell the group gathered here the character and story he is alluding to? 

+Yes, the people of the abolitionist and civil rights movements made an unending amount of 

connections between the stories of Exodus and their journey from oppression to liberation.   

As the young Haitian virtuoso author, Edwidge Danticat says:  

"Stories keep us alive and our loved ones alive, our memories alive.  

Hearing other peoples' stories can help us shape our own stories."   

This is clearly true on a poetic level,  

but it turns out that Danticat is right on a neurological level as well. 

+Psychologists and neuroscientists are discovering that storytelling plays an essential physiological 

function in the human brain;  

Stories help us make sense of and store information.   

They give order to otherwise disconnected thoughts, emotions, and pieces of data. 

The stories we hear and that we weave in our minds, are how we make meaning in the world. 

On top of this, the scientists are discovering that, to the human brain, imagined experiences are just as 

real as actual lived experiences.  
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This doesn’t just apply to make believe stories, or dreams (although we have all experienced waking 

from a disturbing dream and not being sure if it really happened or not, b/c our brains don’t know the 

difference at first).  

But, this connection also happens when we hear other peoples’ stories. 

When others’ stories are told well, we imagine ourselves in those situations, as a participant or at least 

as an observer.   

And this is where the life-changing and world-changing power of stories comes into effect.  

The stories that we hear again and again don’t just give us information about the past or about other 

people and cultures,  

they actually form the landscape of reality in our minds.     

Religious communities know this very well. 

A powerful example is the Jewish tradition of the Passover Seder, 

A ritualized dinnertime experience, where the Exodus story has been retold, reenacted, relived by the 

people every year for thousands of years. 

This storytelling exercise helps to shape the identity of the hearers, 

And it informs them of what is possible and what may be in store. 

For those who listen to this story and relate to the Jews,  

Faith is born, for God does not abandon those crying out for freedom. 

Courage arises, for if those people could rise up, the listener might think, then perhaps we could too.  

And perhaps solace may emerge for the listener who, apart from the promises and possibilities, might 

simply feel less alone in her suffering, knowing that her ancestors too experienced the vicissitudes of 

oppression, doubt, and darkness. 

Yet, because of the great power of storytelling in shaping our identities and informing us of what is 

possible, 

Stories, and particularly histories, are as dangerous as they are promising. 

As the renowned historian Howard Zinn has explained, 

Historians are not objective communicators about the past. 

There is simply too much information and detail to share about the past, so the historian (or the 

storyteller) must pick and choose which elements to relate, what to emphasize and what to diminish. 
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This process results in a story that reflects certain interests and concerns and beliefs.   

It’s just the way that storytelling and history-writing works. 

It’s only a problem when we pretend that we don’t have certain concerns and interests, 

OR, and this is important, when one version of a story is told over and over to the exclusion of other 

parts of the story. 

Now, Dr King is one of my heroes and I believe his story is essential for all Americans to learn,  

Yet he was not the whole of the civil rights movement.   

Countless other persons were involved and gave major contributions,  

Yet their stories have been unsung. 

At this point, I’d like to ask a few folks to share a glimpse into the lives of a few of these figures. 

****Bios of Bayard Rustin, Fannie Lou Hamer, and Ella Baker**************************** 

Bayard, Baker, and Hamer are simply representing for us today the great wealth of inspiration and 

knowledge that is consistently left out of the grand narratives—almost always constructed by those in 

power and with privilege. 

This is one of the truly remarkable things about much of the Bible.  That it contains many stories that 

reflect the experiences of those on the underside of history… at least at the time of writing. 

While the stories of Jesus, his disciples, and the early church were eventually twisted to serve the 

interests of the powerful, there is still a great deal in the early documents that represents the story from 

the losers point of view. 

Some choose to tell the glorious side of the Jesus story: visited and venerated at birth by kings; 

identified and hailed by the great prophet John of the day; gatherer of 1000’s to hear his message and 

experience healing; and defiant of the powers with all confidence of a superior being; and ultimately 

victorious over even death.   

Yet, this isn’t all that is told of the Jesus story in the Scriptures: there is also the tale of an infant born to 

an unwed mother in a horse stable; the child that was secreted away to Egypt for fear of infanticide; a 

young man rejected by his hometown and despised by many leaders in his own community; the leader 

of a very small ragtag band of mostly illiterate peasants in a backwater colony of Rome; a teacher who 

was constantly misunderstood by his closest friends and challenged by his own family; and a weeping 

man in a garden who asks for a path to peace and truth that does not lead him into the maw of imperial 

power and execution. 

These stories lead to very different forms of spirituality and inspire us to live in different ways. 
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It is not the responsibility nor the place of any leader to tell any of us what to do and how to live, what 

to ignore and what to embrace. 

Instead, I believe that the power of storytelling challenges invests us with personal responsibilities. 

First is the responsibility to make sure that we KNOW the stories that are most often ignored, swept 

under the rug, and dismissed as peripheral.  

Many of these overlooked and repressed stories have the capacity to set our minds free and inspire us. 

In this way we can decide for ourselves what narrative is most convincing and meaning making in our 

lives, instead of having someone else craft it for us, and thus use us for their own purposes. 

Second, we have the responsibility to tell our own stories. 

The young Haitian author, Didicat says that our world is "suffering from de-storification,” 

A state of society in which the power of storytelling is subsumed under the wave of idle diversions and 

superficial entertainments. 

The only solution to this is to unleash ourselves from the obstacles that keep us from telling our 

stories— 

Whether worry that we’ll be seen as egotistical 

Or fear that our true humanity and brokenness will be revealed. 

These are genuine fears that I’ve had, 

And when I got home from my time in jail after a beating at the hands of the SPD for acting as a 

peacemaker during an Occupy Seattle demonstration, I considered keeping it all to myself. 

But, then a mentor of mine, whose stories of being an activist and peacemaker had inspired me, 

Sent me an email.. the first one I received after I got out of jail which simply said: 

“Your witness is not complete until you have told your story.” 

In doing so I have received insults calling me a hypocrite, a liar, a fool, and worse. 

Yet, for each of those I’ve received 10 messages from folks sharing the ways in which my story was 

inspiring them to act… and to share their own stories of inspiration. 

Still, apart from the responses, there is a freedom that comes with telling your story… 

In the words of Danticat: "We all are storytellers, whether we know it or not.  Storytelling joins our 

voices . Stories have comforted us and allowed us to maintain our world. Storytelling is one of the great 



Memory, Storytelling, & Liberation—Helmiere, 5 
 

tools we have. There is no agony worse than keeping a story behind you. Each story is a catalyst for 

another. 

My questions for us today are these:  

What stories do we have to tell and what is holding us back from telling them? 


