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Good morning [or afternoon or evening, whichever it is]. It is a pleasure to be here today at Friendship Missionary Baptist Church, and to have the honor and pleasure to be invited to speak to you. Standing here in this church brings back a lot of happy memories for me. I am thankful for this church and what it has meant to me and to this community. I learned a lot about who God is, and who He isn’t. That’s a pretty important lesson for a little girl to learn. For example, I learned that God loves me. That he knew me before I was even born, and that he has a purpose for me. I also learned that His strongest desire, besides having a relationship with each one of us, is for us to love each other. That doesn’t mean just those of us inside this church. It means everyone we encounter on a daily basis.

But it seems that from practically the first day God placed us on this Earth we’ve had trouble obeying that command. Have you ever noticed how many pages are in the Bible? It’s a really big book, right? And have you realized that you can’t even get to page 10 before one of us is killing his brother? No wonder God had to lay down a few laws. In the Old Testament there actually about a few thousand laws. Because it seems that treating each other with love, dignity, and respect is something that just doesn’t come naturally.
As black Americans, we have learned that lesson the hard way—at least our ancestors have. In 1926, when Carter G. Woodson created Negro History Week, there were still thousands of black Americans who weren’t free to celebrate it. There were still black Americans who were suffering indignities and being kept from developing to their full potential because of Jim Crow laws in the south. By the time it became a full month-long celebration in 1976, things had changed dramatically, thanks to the efforts of many of us who dared to speak out. Some of those people were killed for doing so—for allowing their dreams of equality and a good life for all Americans to be heard. But today we know that their voices were not only heard, but that people did listen. And things did change—slowly, painfully—but they changed.

 There are so many men and women who lived before us, breaking new ground so that those of us today can live the kind of life that others never thought was possible. One example is John Mercer Langston. He was the first black man in the United States to become a lawyer. He lived in Ohio and he took the bar exam in 1854. He was elected to the post of town clerk for Brownhelm, Ohio in 1855, becoming one of the first African Americans ever elected to public office in America. He was also the great-uncle of Langston Hughes. Hiram Rhodes Revels was the first African American elected to the United States Senate. He represented the state of Mississippi from February 1870 to March 1871.
Today, I am a doctor. I own my own practice, Midwest Anesthesia Consultants. But I would not have been able to achieve this if it weren’t for those who broke ground before me. The first African American to graduate from medical school in the United States was Dr. David J. Peck, who graduated from Rush Medical College in 1847. But it wasn’t until the 1950s that there were more black Americans in the medical field. In the 1960s in several southern cities, black Americans weren’t even allowed to be treated in white hospitals, much less work there. That was just over 40 years ago—not that long ago when you look at the big picture of history. But it was through the efforts of Civil Rights leaders like Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King, and Thurgood Marshall that I am able to live the life I do today. I am able to work as a doctor, helping others, because of their selflessness and dedication. 
I am sure you have already heard their stories. You’ve heard how Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on the bus in Montgomery, Alabama and the bus driver had her arrested. You know that 17,000 black residents of the city boycotted the bus system until the Supreme Court ruled that segregation on buses was unconstitutional. 

We’ve grown up hearing about Martin Luther King, a man of peace and a man of God, who stood up for what he believed and opened the eyes of millions of people to the wrongs black Americans had suffered for years. 
And I’m sure you learned about Thurgood Marshall and the role he played as a civil rights lawyer, and the lawyer that succeeded in ending segregation in the schools.

The important thing to remember is that these people were leaders, but they did not achieve these things single-handedly. They were able to rally thousands of people to support them. They inspired so many people to demand that wrongs be righted, and that things change for the better. These people weren’t afraid to take a stand anymore, because of these leaders.

I look now at each of you, especially the young adults and children. I ask you to remember, not just Black History Month, but every day you get on a school bus or set foot in your classroom, that you are there by the grace of God and all of those civil rights leaders who stood up for what is right. Then remember that injustice continues today. 

Yes, we are very fortunate to be where we are. But there is still a lot of work to do. Not just for ourselves, but for ANY human being, of ANY ethnic background, who is suffering discrimination. 
Black History Month gives us the perfect opportunity to remember that we can’t stand by and wait for others to make a difference. Each of you can find a way to help those who are oppressed today. Use your time and your talents, and don’t be afraid. Our ancestors overcame fear so that we wouldn’t have to live under its shadow. Don’t let them down.

The civil rights leader and clergyman Andrew Jackson Young once said, “My hope for my children must be that they respond to the still, small voice of God in their own hearts.”

Jesus said. “I give you a new commandment: that you should love one another. Just as I have loved you, so you too should love one another.” John 13:34.
Thank you.
