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Sermon, Year C. Lent 2 

The Rt. Rev. Gregory H. Rickel 

St. Paul’s, Resurrecion, Mt. Vernon 

March 13, 2022 

 

The Lord is my light and my salvation 

whom then shall I fear? * 

the Lord is the strength of my life; 

of whom then shall I be afraid? 

 

Fear, being afraid.  Perhaps one of the most potent anxieties any of us have, one of the most 

motivating emotions for any human being.     It is, sadly, what drives and causes so many of our 

misunderstandings, divisions, separations, tragedies.  It takes our lives away, and I would say it 

does that whether we are the receivers of fear, or the givers of fear.   When I was Rector of a 

very multicultural church this Psalm, Psalm 27, and the hymns put to it, were some of the most 

revered and some I remember the most.  This particular one was sung over and over, and often.  

The Lord is my light and my salvation, whom shall I fear?   The Lord is the strength of my life, 

of whom then shall I be afraid?   

 

This past week I was blessed to be able to attend the Church Pension Fund Board meeting, on 

which I sit.  We held our meeting in Birmingham Alabama, set there so that we could go on a 

Civil Rights Pilgrimage in that place where Martin Luther King, Jr. worked and lived and 

witnessed and where so many monumental things happened.  He himself would often quote 

Psalm 27.  When the group headed back from Montgomery to Birmingham, Myself and a few 

others, pressed on, driving to Selma Alabama to see the Edmund Pettus Bridge, famously the 

sight of Bloody Sunday.  As I firmed up the itinerary for the trip I realized that Hayneville, 

Alabama was close too, and it being the sight where Jonathan Myrick Daniels, an Episcopal 
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seminarian, white man, and a Civil rights advocate, and now remembered in our Holy Women 

and Holy Men calendar of saints throughout the year on August 14th, had been assassinated 

protecting a young African American girl from the shotgun of a white man.   

 

It was on that day, August 14, 1965, that Daniels was one of a group of 29 protesters, including 

members of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), who went to Fort Deposit, 

Alabama, to picket its whites-only stores. All of the protesters were arrested. They were 

transported in a garbage truck and taken to jail in the nearby town of Hayneville. The police 

released five juvenile protesters the next day. The rest of the group was held for six days in a 

facility which lacked air conditioning.  Authorities refused to accept bail for anyone unless 

everyone was bailed. 

Finally, on August 20, the prisoners were released without transport back to Fort Deposit. After 

release, the group waited near the courthouse jail while one of their members called for transport. 

Daniels with three others—a white Catholic priest and two black female activists—walked to 

buy a cold soft drink at nearby Varner's Cash Store, one of the few local places to serve non-

whites. But barring the front was Tom L. Coleman, an unpaid special deputy who was holding a 

shotgun and had a pistol in a holster. Coleman threatened the group and leveled his gun at 

seventeen-year-old Ruby Sales. Daniels pushed Sales down and caught the full blast of the 

shotgun. He was instantly killed.  The Catholic priest Father Richard F. Morrisroe grabbed 

activist Joyce Bailey and ran with her. Coleman shot the priest, severely wounding him in the 

lower back, and then stopped firing. 

Upon learning of Daniels' murder, Martin Luther King Jr. stated that "one of the most heroic 

Christian deeds of which I have heard in my entire ministry was performed by Jonathan 

Daniels." 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hayneville,_Alabama
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bail
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shotgun
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ruby_Sales
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Luther_King_Jr.
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Ruby Sales went on from that day, first with so much understandable fear.  Sales was so 

traumatized by Daniels' murder that she nearly lost the ability to speak for the next seven 

months.  Despite death threats made to her and her family, Sales resolved to testify at Tom 

Coleman's trial. He was acquitted by a jury of 12 white men and said in a CBS television 

interview a year after the killings that he had no regrets, declaring, "I would shoot them both 

tomorrow."  He worked for the State of Alabama, retired, died at 86 and never faced any other 

punishment for this crime.   

 

 Ruby Sales took all of that fear and channeled it to a bold witness with the rest of her life.  Sales 

went on to get degrees from Tuskegee Institute, Manhattanville College, and Princeton 

University.  And in 1998, she closed a circle of sorts, by graduating and receiving her Masters of 

Divinity from the Episcopal Divinity School in 1998.  The very same school Daniels had been 

attending when assassinated.  

 

So, I tell you all of that because this past Thursday I was in that courtyard, that small town 

center, in that tiny little Alabama town of Hayneville.  Today there is a small brick monument to 

Daniels and just feet away a cast iron fenced and hedged center, like in so many courtyards 

across the US, but in Hayneville, in the center of that fenced hedge is now only a concrete slab, 

where obviously something had been attached but was forcibly removed.  we all surmised it had 

been a Confederate Soldier statue.   I have confirmed that in fact, it was, a Confederate 

Memorial.  The city council voted unanimously to remove it June 2020.    

 

We were only there for a short time.  But in that time two in our group went over to the little 

store and bought coffee and while walking over was stopped by a white man pumping gas who 

asked kindly who we were and why we had come?  Our companion told him who we were and 
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that we came to see the place where so much history had happened.   One thing we noticed is 

that the courthouse in that courtyard had been named, and it looked like recently named, the John 

“Big John” Williams Courthouse.   This white man at the gas station told my friend, Big John 

was his best friend.   We knew each other all of our lives.  I miss him.  He was murdered by, and 

I quote here, “a dumb punk” right at the front door of this store, which is my store,  just two 

years ago.    

 

Now, in my still prejudiced mind when I heard this story I figured in my mind, that Big John 

Williams was a white man.  But, I was wrong.  Big John was a big, mostly in reverence if not 

also in stature, African American man who had been born and raised in Hayneville.  He was 

growing up there when Jonathan Myrick Daniels was shot.   He knew Ruby Sales.  And in my 

recovering racist mind I also believed the shooter of Big John must be a black man, but I was 

wrong, he was an 18 year old white man.   Big John had served the department for nearly 20 

years, the last decade of his life as Sheriff.   

 

In that little tiny town in the backwoods of Alabama, in that small little courtyard, so much 

history, so many terrible outcomes, all because of fear, fear.   

 

Today, in this place, we will baptize, we will confirm, we will receive, several members of your 

congregation, all sacraments where we go deeper into the Body of Christ.  Where we pledge 

deeper allegiance to this Lord, this God, who is our light, our strength, our salvation.  These 

sacraments will not remove fear.  That emotion will still be there.   But, these sacraments and 

what they intend is to make Psalm 27 a reality in your life, to answer that question posed in that 

first line of that Psalm,  
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The Lord is my light and my salvation 

whom then shall I fear? * 

the Lord is the strength of my life; 

of whom then shall I be afraid? 

 

So, people, accept today this gift, from our loving God, and let us all celebrate its truth.  These 

sacraments call us not to a life without fear, but instead a way of dealing with that fear, and a 

way to walk and use that fear for change.   If I would say anything of the call that falls on you 

and all of us that take up this Christian life it is this, this day, this change you ask for today, 

should also propel you to do everything in your power to alleviate fear, to do everything in your 

power not to use fear, to never capitalize on it, and to quell it wherever you can.  For, when we 

sign up as Christians, we know this to be true. 

 

The Lord is my light and my salvation 

whom then shall I fear? * 

the Lord is the strength of my life; 

of whom then shall I be afraid? 

 

My beloved, I have said these words to you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit.  Amen.   

 

(Many of the historical details taken from Wikipedia, and other online accounts)  
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