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Sermon part 1

Do you remember, in school, being told the story of the brave quiet woman on the bus - Rosa Parks?  She was a seamstress - she worked long hours in unfair situations for white people, she was coming home from work and she was tired too tired to give her seat up for a white man and when she refused the bus driver tried to make her give up her seat she was arrested and so the Montgomery bus boycott began. 

There is some truth to that story but not enough for us to keep telling it to our selves.  As the reading this morning stated Mrs. Parks was not the first Black person to be arrested for sitting in the white section.  But she was the first one arrested who civil rights leaders thought would make a decent defendant.  Claudette Colvin who also had been arrested for sitting in the white section was a spitfire of a girl, tenacious a fighter, but she was young and the leaders of the NAACP in Montgomery were not sure the was the right person to be the face of the bus boycott.  Rosa Parks volunteered at the NAACP at this time she knew Claudette and she was heavily involved in the talking and planning about Claudette’s case.   They had to wait for the right person to get arrested.  Although I do believe that Mrs. Parks did not board that bus intending to start the bus boycott, I do believe she boarded that bus prepared to start the bus boycott. 

Rosa Parks was the right person at the right time.  She was a person who had educated herself; she was a quiet person, a bit shy, someone who did not seek the limelight.  She could become the mother of the civil rights movement because she was made of so much of what any of the black matriarchs of that day were made of - a self-respect born out of both love that her family had for her and incredible suffering and resilience.  She knew she was worth the self-respect of keeping that seat on that bus because she had earned that self-respect - no one had simply given it to her. 

But that is a two edged sword.  Because she was a bit quiet and reserved, because she kept a clear delineation between her private life and her public life it is easy for us to make Mrs. Parks smaller than she was.  We can begin to think that She was just a nice quiet lady who was just too tired to stand up - she didn’t mean anything by it she was just tired in the wrong spot at the wrong time. 

But that is not the truth, or at least not enough of the truth. 

She was educated at a time when blacks were not allowed to be educated.  In 1922, at great financial cost to her family, Mrs. Parks was sent to Montgomery to live with an aunt to attend Miss White’s Montgomery Industrial School for Girls.  Here she was taught skills that would make her employable in that world at that time, cookie, sewing and taking care of the sick.  But she was also taught something more.  “Teachers out lined the freedom set forth in the Constitution, and the responsibilities of all citizens.  Parks learned she was [in her own words] 'a person with dignity and see-respect, and I should not set my sights lower than anybody else just because I was black.  We were taught to be ambitious and to believe that we could do what we want in life’.” (The rebellious life of Mrs. Rosa Parks p8) 

As an adult she married Raymond Parks.  He was the first real activist that Mrs. Parks met.  At first she did not want much to do with him.  “In all the iconography of Rosa Parks, there is little pictures romance with Raymond.  Among the hundreds of media shots of here, there are very few public photos with him.  But love it was. …[they] stared going on rides to different places’ and talking about the world.  It was the first time outside of her family that Rosa had discussed racial issues in depth with someone else.  But she was impressed with his boldness.  Raymond Parks had his own car, a red Nash with a rumble seat.  To be a black man driving his own car in Alabama in the 1930s (not as a driver for a white family) was to be an audacious and proud man, and Raymond was willing to dry the racists and stand up to the establishment.” The rebellious life of Mrs. Rosa Parks p 12) 

Jeanne Theoharris goes on to tell a small detail about Mrs. Parks.  As it turns out she had waist length hair.  She kept her hair long because her husband preferred it that way, but for her public life it was always braided and put into buns tucked neatly at the back of her head or under her hat.  Partly that was the style of the day but also it was a way that she kept a line between her public person and her private life person. 

And the NAACP helped pay her way to the Highlander school in the early 1950s.  The Highlander school had been founded in 1932 as a grassroots, interracial leadership training school for adults.  The school held workshops to help local people develop strategies for pursuing social change and cultivate their own leadership skills.” The rebellious life of Mrs. Rosa Parks’s p 36) In the 1950s the Highlander school, which had always been integrated, turned its attention to the work of civil rights. 

“The variety of ways that Highlander subverted racial custom delighted Mrs. Parks.  One of her favorite aspects of the two-week workshop was waking up to “the smell of bacon frying and coffee brewing and know[ing] that white folks were doing the preparing instead of me.” (The rebellious life of Mrs. Parks p 38) 

Sermon Part 2

The bus - In Montgomery Alabama - the bus system had become a kind of lived example of racism in that city.  Technically Bus drivers were not supposed to ask blacks to give up their seats to whites, if any seats were available, and yet they did day after day.  In that day and age it was traditional for men to give up their seats on a bus for women, and yet black women were routinely asked to give up their seats for white men.  Buses were smaller then than they are now - seats were smaller - there was no air conditioning.  The water fountains could be segregated, fairly inexpensively, but not so the busses.  And so here was a place where you had black and white together sometimes tightly packed sometimes shoulder to shoulder. Day in and day out the busses were an ugly wound in the life of Montgomery Alabama. 

There were blacks who simply gave up riding the busses even if it meant long walks.  Mr. Parks was one of them.  He preferred long walks to being mistreated in the way that was so very common on those busses 

There were folks who could not make that choice.  Their trip from work to home was too long, or the work they did was so tiring they did not have the energy to walk home.  Their choice was literally between facing daily racial harassment or starvation. 

It was that kind of day for Mrs. Parks - she was tired, really tired.  So tired she did not notice the bus driver - James Fred Blake..  They had fought before and she knew he had it out for her. 

A white man boarded the bus and the white section was full.  The bus driver demanded that Mrs. Parks give up her seat and the rest is history.  Parks said later about her decision not to stand, “I felt that, if I did stand up, it meant that I approved of the way I was being treated, and I did not approve.” (The rebellious Mr. Parks, p 63)  By not standing, a simple act, she was non-violently protesting a system that was racist and violent.  This simple act and her refusal to back down put her on the front page of newspapers all over this country. 

But here is the interesting thing.  We know Mrs. Parks name, we know the bus driver’s name, Mr. James Fred Blake.  But we do not know the name of that white man who stood at the front of the bus looking for a seat. 

Mrs. Parks was asked about that white man and her answer was “I don’t remember paying him any attention” He was so much of the status quo that history has literally forgotten him.  We really don’t know anything about him.  As far as I could find there were no newspaper interviews with him. 

For a moment lets imagine what might have been? What if he was uncomfortable with the whole thing?  What if it was really the bus driver who forced the issue and started yelling at the blacks on the bus and this white man instead of blending in and being forgotten stood up.  What if he insisted on standing and not sitting on that bus?  What if he loudly told the bus driver to stop and what if he walked to the back of the bus, and stood defiantly.  What if he had used the power of his white privilege to stand up against cruel behavior, against the racism of his day, What if. 

As whites we need to stand, to stand up, we need to voice our disagreement with discrimination and violence. Why? Because it is too easy for folks to assume that because we are white we support the status quo.  So when we believe the world needs to change we need to make that heard.  The racist systems that we participate in want to make racists of each one of us and we need to resist.  We become the silent majority all too easily. 

Stand up in voice in spirit in body if necessary.  Let your self be known.  Let yourself be counted.  Let history remember you.  Don’t let history erase your voice.  Stand up and be counted. 


