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In the 1950s a 14-year-old boy went from Chicago to Mississippi to meet his 

extended family for the first time. His mother told him: “If a white man looks you in your 

eye in Mississippi, look away.”  

On August 24, this young man went with some other neighborhood children to 

Bryant's Grocery and Meat Market, a store owned by a young white couple, Roy and 

Carolyn Bryant. His decision to go with friends that day to buy candy would ultimately 

prove to be a fatal one.  

The facts of what took place in the store are still disputed to this day. Some claim 

that the young man had a class picture of his class from Chicago and was bragging 

outside the store that day about being in an interracial relationship with a white girl and 

whistled at the store’s female, white owner. Other accounts claim that the young man 

made a lewd remark to the same woman inside the store grabbing her by the hand and 

asking her on a date.  

No matter what actually happened that day, what happened four days later has 

never been disputed because the two white men who perpetrated the crime admitted it 

in an interview with Look magazine after being found innocent by an all-white jury.  

Four days after the incident at the store, in the middle of the night those men 

burst into this boy’s family’s home and took that 14-year-old boy from his bed while his 

family watched powerless to what was happening. And he would never be seen alive 

again.  
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The 14-year-old was beaten, shot and his body was thrown into a river tied to an 

industrial fan so that he would not float to the top.  

Of course, that young man’s name was Emmett Till [picture]. His body was taken 

back to Chicago for his funeral and his mother, Mamie Till-Mobley despite her 

unimaginable grief had the foresight to insist on an open casket so that the world would 

see what they had done to her baby boy.  

I heard a commentator recently say about this moment, that if the Civil Rights 

Movement was a car, Mamie Till-Mobley’s decision was premium gasoline that moved 

justice forward.  

However, there is one additional detail to this story that was added only four 

years ago when Congress re-authorized an investigation into Till’s death. Carolyn 

Bryant Donham, the so-called victim of the events that day, broke her six decade 

silence about the events of that day to Timothy B. Tyson, a Duke University professor 

— possibly the only interview she has given to a historian or journalist since shortly after 

the episode. Dr. Tyson authored a book in 2017 entitled The Blood of Emmett Till. 

In it, he wrote that she said of her long-ago allegations that Emmett grabbed her 

and was menacing and sexually crude toward her, “that part is not true.” 

So it is conceivable that this horrific crime and watershed moment of the Civil 

Rights movement is rooted in fabrication or at best, details that taken out of context or 

misconstrued.  

In this morning’s scripture reading, Jesus tells a series of short, rapid parables. 

While they each have merit, what caught my attention is verse 51 at the end of our 

reading when Jesus is saying: “’Have you understood all this?”’ They answered, “’Yes.’” 
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In one sitting you have parables about a mustard seed, yeast, a hidden treasure, a 

merchant and a net. And then for good measure, there is some weeping and gnashing 

of teeth thrown in as well. And then Jesus abruptly says: “Have you understood all 

this?” And I can see in my mind’s eyes, the disciples with this glazed-over look in their 

eyes, nodding and simply saying: “Yes.” Thinking to themselves: “If I just say yes, 

hopefully he will move along and we can talk about something else!”  

 But it would be like if someone said to us: Have you understood why someone 

would potentially lie or stay silent for over 60 years about something that caused so 

much pain and division in our nation? Would we simply nod and answer “Yes” so that 

we could move along to in hopes that we could understand it better later? 

What I love about today’s reading is how it shows God at work. The realm of God 

becomes a verb not a noun; it is an action, not an object. So, in the parables, Jesus is 

not really comparing the realm of God to five things, but rather to five actions. Jesus 

does not say the realm of heaven is like a pearl, but that it’s like a merchant in search of 

pearls. The realm is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in a field, and 

which then grew; like yeast that a woman took and mixed and then leavened; like a 

treasure that someone found and hid; like a net that was thrown and then caught things. 

All those things — mustard seed, yeast, a net, a treasure, a pearl — are useless if they 

are not put to work and used in some way. Likewise, the realm of God is not some 

lifeless, inanimate object that we can look at, appreciate, and study; it is the very life 

and purpose of God put into action for us and in us for God and for others. 



[4] 
 

God is at work, not just in some exotic, far-off place that requires a special map. 

God is also at work right here, right now in the everyday, ordinary of our lives that are 

all-too-often touched by the tragedies of life. This is where God is at work. 

This is not about denial or “pie in the sky” thinking. Not everything that happens 

to us in life is good. Evil is real. Sin is real. But what scripture proclaims and as people 

of faith what we believe is that the final word of God is hope, not rejection.  

God is at work, and though what God does in and through us and for us may at 

first appear to be insignificant, but the reign of God grows so that our lives and this 

church can be places of refuge and nurture. God’s work at times can seem nearly 

invisible but, it is changing us from the inside out to become the people God is calling us 

to be. The reign of God’s love at work in our lives is so precious that we cannot help but 

seek it out.  

And so, in these days of challenge, let us know from the deepest depth of our 

soul that God’s work is not a noun, it is a verb! God’s love is in action all around us. And 

with that reminder, let us heed the call to be the vessels of that love for the places 

where we find ourselves. For perhaps there is no greater message for us than this. 

Have you understood all this?  


