“Transformed Nonconformist”

[ November 1954]
[ Montgomery, Ala ]

Shortly after berng installed as Dexter’s twentieth pastor, King preached a sermon he
would delwer frequently later has munastry ! He draws on James E Will's thematu ally
stmalar * Men Who Lwve Dufferently,” a copy of which he filed in the same folder as this
sermon 2 In hus remarks, King observes, “I have seen many whate people who sincerely
oppose scgregatron and [discimination ], but they never took a [real] stand against
it because of fear of standing alone ”

“And be not conformed to this world but be ye transformed by the renewing of
your mind ” Romans 12 2

“We are a colony of heaven ” Philippians g 20°

{We must not be “astronomucally intimidated”}

Both of these passages suggest that every true Christian 1s a citizen of two worlds
the world of tme and the world of eternity * The christian finds himself 1n the par-
adoxical situation of having to be 1n the world yet not of the world * Indeed this 1s
what 1s meant by one of the passages just read in which chnistians are referred to as
a colony of heaven This figure of speech should have special relevance for us 1in
America, since the early days of our nation’s history were days of colomialism
Thirteen of the states of our union were originally British colomies Although our
forefathers had relatve freedom 1n forming their institutions and systems of law
their ulumate allegiance was to the King of England And so although the chnistian
finds himself in the colony of time his ulmate allegiance 1s to the empire of eter-
nity In other words the christian owes his ultimate allegiance to God and 1if any
earthly instatution conflicts with God’s will 1t 1s the christian duty to revolt against 1t

1 Dexter Avenue Bapust Church, Program, “The mnstallation of Rev Martin L. King, Jr as pastor,” 31
October 1g54 On the nside of the file folder containing this sermon, King wrote “IN Preached at Dex-
ter, Nov 1954 ” For a more developed version of this sermon, see King, Draft of Chapter II, “Trans-
formed Nonconformist,” July 1962 -March 1963, pp 466—-4/76 1n this volume

2 Will, The Pulprt 22 (July 1951) 5—7 Will’s sermon included the subheading “Transformed Non-
conformsts ” James E Will was assistant pastor of the Evangelical Umted Brethren Church in Aurora, Ilh-
nots, and was also attending Evangelical Theological Seminarv in Naperville, Illinois at the time of the
sermon’s publicaton He preached this sermon at the Chicago Sunday Evening Club on 27 May 1951
as 1ts “Seminarnan Sermon of 1951 7

g Cf Philippians § 20 (MOFFATT)

4 This theme was prominent in Reinhold Niebuhr’s wriungs A few months before preaching this ser-
mon King referred to this theme 1n a paper presented to the dialectical society in Boston on “The The-
ology of Remnhold Niebuhr” “Eternity 1s always relevant to, and yet ever tensionally set against earth at
every moment of ume Eternity may never be identified with earth, but earth may never declare inde-
pendence from etermty” (King, April 1953 -June 1954, in Papers2 270) For more of King’s writings on
Niebuhr, see also King, “Reinhold Niebuhr,” 2 Apnil 1952, and “Reinhold Niebuhr’s Ethical Dualism,” g
May 1952, 1n Papers 2 139—152

5 Cf John 17 14-16
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Now there can be no doubt that the command of our text—do not conform—
1s difficult advice for any modern person The pressure of the herd 1s ever strong
upon us ® Even our ntellectual disciplines attempt to convince us on the necessity
of conforming Some of our philosophical socialogists have gone so far as to tell us
that morality 1s merely group consensus. In sociological lingo, this means that there
1s Iittle difference between mores and morals In plain language, it means that you
tell the difference between nght and wrong by a sort of Gallop poll method of
finding what the majority thinks The answer of certain psychologists to all malad-
Justed people 1s, simply, to learn to conform to this world. If we only dress and act
and think Iike other people, then we shall be happy and mentally healthy’

Yet the command of our texts still stand before us with glaring urgency “Be not
conformed to this world, but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind ” As
Christians we are a colony of heaven thrown out, as pioneers, in the mmdst of an
unchrnistian world to represent the 1deals and way of living of a nobler realm unul
the earth should be the Lord’s and the fullness thereof I'm sure that many of you
have had the experience of dealing with thermometers and thermostats The ther-
mometer merely records the temperature If 1t 1s seventy or eighty degrees 1t regis-
ters that and thatis all On the other hand the thermostat changes the temperature.
If 1t 15 too cool in the house you simply push the thermostat up a httle and 1t makes
1t warmer And so the christian 1s called upon not to be like a thermometer con-
forming to the temperature of his society, but he must be hke a thermostat serving
to transform the temperature of his society ®

In spite of this imperitive demand to hive differently we are producing a genera-
tion of the mass mind We have moved from the extreme of rugged individualism
to the even greater extreme of rugged collectvism Instead of making history we are
made by history The philosopher Nietzche once said that every man 1s a hammer
or an anvil, that 1s to say every man either molds society or 1s molded by society?
Who can doubt that most men today are anvils continually being molded by the pat-
terns of the majornty

Along with this has grown a deep worship of bigness Especially in this country
many people are impressed by nothing that 1s not big-big cittes, big churches, big
corporations We all are tempted to worship size We live 1n an age of “Jumboism”
whose men find security in that which 1s large 1n number and extensive 1n size.!?

6 Will, The Pulpnt, p 5 “The pressure of the herd 1s ever strong upon us ”

7 Will, The Pulpat, p 5 “Some of our philosophical sociologists have gone even further and have told
us that morahty 1s only group consensus In sociological lingo, this means that there 1s httle difference
between folkways and morals In plain language, 1t means that you tell the difference between nghtand
wrong by a sort of Gallop poll method of finding what the majority thinks The answer of certamn psy-
chologists to all maladjusted people 1s, similarly, to learn to conform to this world If we only wall dress
and act and think hike other people, then we shall be happy and mentally healthy”

8 A probable source of this illustration 1s asermon by Henry H Crane (Crane, “Thermometers Ver-
sus Thermostats,” m These Prophetic Voices [New York Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1942], pp 26-40)

9 Frederick Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra (Thomas Common, trans ), p 128 “Ye know only the
sparks of the spirit but ye do not see the anvil which 1t1s, and the cruelty of its hammer!” See also Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, Hyperion (1892) “In this world a man must either be anvil or hammer”

10 Fosdick, “The Hope of the World in Its Minonities,” in The Hope of the World, p 4 “Again, this truth
of Jesus 1s deflected from many modern minds because of our worship of bigness One of my friends calls
it ‘Jumboism ’”



Men are afraid to stand alone for their convictons. There are those who have high
and noble 1deals, but they never reveal them because they are afraid of being non-
conformust I have seen many white people who sincerely oppose segregation and
discimination, but they never took a rea stand against it because of fear of standing
alone I have seen many young people and older people alike develop undesirable
habuts not because they wanted to do 1t 1in the beginning, not even because they
enjoyed 1t, but because they were ashame of saying “no” when the rest of the group
was saying “yes” Even the Christan church has often been afraid to stand up for
what s nght because the majonty didn’t sanction it. The church has too often been
an mstitution serving to crystalize and conserve the patterns of the crowd The
mere fact that slavery, segregation, war, and economic exploitation have been sanc-
troned by the church 1s a fit teshmony to the fact that the church has too often con-
formed to the authonty of the world rather than conforming to the authonty of
God Even we preachers have manifested our fear of being nonconformist So
many of us turn into showman and even clowns, distorting the real meaning of the
gospel, 1n an attempt to conform to the crowd How many minsster’s of Jesus Christ
have sacrificed their precious 1deals and cherished convictions on the altar of the
crowd O how many people today are caught in the shackles of the crowd Many of
us think we find a sort of security in conforming to the 1deas of the mob But my
friends 1t 1s the nonconformists that have made history, Not those who always look
to see which way the majornity 1s going before they make a decision not those who
are afraid to say no when everybody else 1s saying yes, but history has been made by
those who caould stand up before the crowd and not bow The great creative
msights have come from men who were 1n a mmonty It was the minonty that
fought for religious hberty, it was the minonty that brought about the freedom of
scientific research In any cause that concerns the progress of mankind, put your
faith in the nonconformust

Now let us make 1t clear that non-conformuty 1n itself might not be good There
15 a type of bad nonconformity There 1s no virtue 1n being a nonconformust just to
be a nonconformist Some people are nonconformist just to get attention and to be
different So Paul gives us a farmula for constructive nonconformity which 1s found
n the second half of the text In order to discern the true will of God and become
constructive nonconformist we must accept a new mental outlook We must be
transformed Jesus’ phrase for this expenence was the new birth !' And so only
when we have been born again can we be true nonconformist We are called upon
to be transformed nonconformist This 1s our eternal challenge as christians

The courage of three Hebrew boys—Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego 1s still
a challenge to us today The King Nebuchadnezzar had ordered that all were to bow
down and worship the golden 1mage. But there stood 1n the midst three Hebrew
boys who were determined not to bow down and serve the golden image and they
said to the King, if 1t be so, our God whom we serve 1s able to dehver us, but if not
we will not bow 2 Who today can stand up and refuse to bow in a crowd where every-
body else 1s bowing

11 Cf Johngg-7
12 Daniel g
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The spintual strength and moral courage of Jesus amid the temptation in the
wilderness 1s our eternal challenge.!® Jesus was born at a tme when the majority of
people thought of the Kingdom as a political Kingdom and thought of the Messiah
as the one who would restore this political kingdom wath all of his power and pomp
and riches And all of the temptations that Satan offered Christ were temptations to
fall in line with this type of material polhtical kingdom In other words he was urg-
ing Christ to conform to wishes of the mob But in the midst of such a plea we can
hear Christ saying in no uncertain terms “Get thee behind me Satan.”* As 1if to say,
“I will not bow, for I have orders from an authority not of thus world to build a new
kind of kingdom, a kingdom that will one day rock the world, a kingdom that will
shake the hinges from the gates of the Roman Empire It will not be a kingdom
political 1n structure and matenahstic in outlook, 1t will be a kingdom of the spirit
I realize that at this time thus type of kingdom does not conform to the majorty
opmion But I will not bow”

Who will take the atutude of Jesus and be a sincere nonconformist Today we
stand on the brink of moral and physical destruction and the great need of the
hour 1s sincere nonconformist Men who will stand amid a world of materialism
and treat all men as brothers, men who will stand up 1n a world that attempts to
solve 1ts problems by war and declare that he who lives by the sword will die by the
sword

Who this afternoon will go away with the determination not to be a slave to the
crowd and not to bow to the desires of the mob '®* Remember Christian friends we
are now 1n the colony of ime, but our ultimate allegiance 1s to the empire of eter-
mty “Be not conformed to this world, but be ye transformed by the renewing of
your mind *

{NonConformuty 1s costly I must admait this}

{Close with John Oxman}'®

TAD CSKC Sermon file, folder 14, “Transformed Non-Conformust ”

1§ Jesusis tempted in the wilderness in Luke 4 113

14 Cf Matthew 16 23

15 In an outline of this sermon, King conunues “The need of the hour 1s sincere non-conformist
(1) Against matertalism (2) natonahsm (g) militansm” (“Transformed Nonconformist,” Sermon out-
line, November 1g54)

16 King probably refers to John Oxenham’s poem “The Ways” (1916), as he does m “Creating the
Abundant Life,” Sermon at Dexter Avenue Bapust Church, 26 September 1954, p 191 1n this volume





