
“Bigger Dreams” 

January 15, 2023—MLK, Jr. Sermon  

 

Psalm 126 

 

 “I have a dream my four little children will one day live in a nation where they 

will not be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.” 

 

 On August 28, 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. stood in the shadow of the Lincoln 

Memorial as part of the March on Washington, DC, for Civil Rights.  There he delivered 

what is arguably his most famous and most memorable speech.  Entitled, “I Have a 

Dream”, Dr. King’s words stirred the crowd of more than two hundred thousand who 

gathered on the Lincoln Memorial stairs, around the Reflecting Pool and on towards the 

Washington Monument.  Ultimately, King’s words that day helped galvanize an entire 

nation as we moved collectively towards the passage of the landmark Civil Rights Act 

one year later, in 1964. 

 

 Perhaps you have had occasion to listen to some or all of Martin Luther King Jr.’s 

“I Have a Dream” speech.  At some point in your lifetime, maybe in school or in church 

or on your own time you’ve heard Dr. King’s voice or watched the grainy footage from 

that historic day.  Blessed with the oratorical skill of one of this nation’s greatest 

historical preachers, Martin Luther King Jr.’s words that day continue to resonate and 

inspire Americans, now sixty years later.    

 

 Along the way, though, and especially in recent years, I’ve been struck by the 

ways in which people refer to King’s original speech.  As the phrase “I have a dream” has 

become a part of our American lexicon, we’ve managed as a nation, I think, to effectively 

boil the original “I Have a Dream” speech down to the single quote I shared at the 

beginning of this sermon.  To the point that Martin Luther King Jr’s. dream has become 

synonymous with the notion that one day children will be judged by their character 

instead of their skin color. 

 

 I don’t want to disparage that particular image.  There is something noble and 

aspirational about the idea of people of all ages being judged for who they are and not for 

what they look like.  At the same time, I find it curious, and in some ways disheartening, 

that out of an entire speech so many have singled out one line.  And many people have 

then used that one line in Dr. King’s speech to suit their own purposes, even if those 

purposes are not what Martin Luther King Jr. intended.   

 

 One day my four little children will live in a nation where they will not be judged 

by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.  When we hear those 

words, they’ve almost become cliché in our 2023 world.  And when we think of those 

words as almost cliche, we wind up diluting Martin Luther King’s vision.   

 

 Judging people by the content of their character and not the color their skin is an 

idea often espoused by people who think we should live in a colorblind nation.  A nation 



where we don’t see the skin color of the people around us.  I’m not convinced that’s a 

realistic idea.  Nor am I convinced that it’s the most desirable goal to strive for as a 

society.   

 

 I’d rather live in a country where we admit that we do see the color of each 

other’s skin.  Black, White, Latinx, Asian, Indigenous, we are not colorblind in the 

United States, nor have we ever been.  The question isn’t whether we see skin color.  The 

question is how we see skin color.   

 

I’m not talking about simply tolerating each other in the midst of our differences, 

although there’s something to be said for tolerance.  I’m talking about taking the time to 

share stories and listen to one another.  Taking time to learn and understand our racial 

histories and cultures.  Taking time to recognize what human beings share in common 

and to appreciate and honor what makes us different.            

 

On the other side of the coin, I want to live in a country where we confess the 

ways in which those who look like me, with power and privilege, have used skin color as 

justification for categorizing and discriminating, for oppressing and violating our brothers 

and sisters of color.  And a country where we pledge to reject racism and do better as a 

human community.   

 

Recognizing that human beings of every race are uniquely beautiful, created in 

the image of God who loves us for who we are on the inside and on the outside.  And 

knowing that every human being is worthy of being treated with dignity and reverence.  

That’s what I hear Martin Luther King Jr. talking about in his “I Have a Dream” speech.   

 

Just before he described the dream he had for his four children, King spoke these 

words in his 1963 speech… 

 

“I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, sons of former slaves 

and sons of former slave-owners will be able to sit down together at the table of 

brotherhood.  I have a dream that one day, even the state of Mississippi, a state 

sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be 

transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.”  

 

Behind his words, I think Dr. King was talking about seeing skin color.  And 

using skin color as a lens through which we might better understand each other and value 

and respect one another…  

 

Here’s the other problem I see with boiling down the “I Have a Dream” speech to 

one memorable soundbite.  When we shrink Dr. King’s words down to one image, we 

correspondingly shrink the size of Dr. King’s dream.  And when we shrink the size of Dr. 

King’s dream, we shrink the size of our resolve to make his dream happen.   

 



Think about it with me for a moment.  There’s nothing wrong with small dreams.  

But small dreams have a tendency to feel less urgent.  And small dreams often require 

less work to accomplish.   

 

Big dreams, on the other hand, demand diligence and perseverance.  We have to 

invest ourselves in big dreams.  Big dreams come to pass when we plan and organize and 

build momentum and set milestones.  And really big dreams compel us to reach out to 

those beside us for help.  So that we can create enough critical mass to move large groups 

of people.  In order to change systems and transform lives. 

 

The dream Martin Luther King Jr. spoke about was big in every way.  A dream 

rooted in his own Biblical faith.   

 

“I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and 

mountain shall be made low, the rough places shall be made plain, and the crooked 

places shall be made straight and the glory of the Lord will be revealed and all flesh 

shall see it together…with this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair 

a stone of hope.  With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our 

nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.  With this faith, we will be able to work 

together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for 

freedom together.”  

 

Martin Luther King Jr. imagined a huge dream.  A dream where everything we 

know or think we know about one another gets turned upside down.  And every one of 

us, in our own skin colors, can claim to be free.   

 

As we gather here for worship on this Sunday before the holiday and as we pause 

to recognize Martin Luther King Jr. tomorrow on the holiday, I don’t want to dream 

about being colorblind.  I want to dream about a world filled with color.  A kaleidoscope, 

a quilt, a rainbow of color where men and women and youth and children of all races 

across this nation transform our jangling, broken, polarized discord into a symphony of 

sister and brotherhood.   

 

And I don’t want to spend today and tomorrow dreaming small dreams, dreams 

that can be watered down and diluted.  I want to dream expansively.  I want to dream 

about valleys lifted up and hills and mountains cut down to size.  I want to dream about 

crooked places straightened out.  I want to dream about God’s glory being revealed in the 

face of every person I encounter and every person who encounters me.  And I want to go 

to work, pledging and rededicating myself to making the big dream come to pass. “Free 

at last, free at last; thank God almighty, we are free at last.”  

 

Martin Luther King Jr. would ask nothing less from me and from all of us.  

Meanwhile, the God in whose footsteps Martin Luther King Jr. walked, and the God in 

whose footsteps you and I walk?  I’m sure our God asks nothing less from you and me 

either.  Amen.            

 



  
     

   

       

 

     

   

 

              
 

  

  

 

   

     

 

  

 
    

   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            
 

  

       

 

  

      

     

       
 



 

 

                                   

 

       

 

 

  .   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

          

 

   

 

    

 

            

        

   


