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A View From Both Sides of the Tracks 

 We arrived in Los Angeles on Thanksgiving weekend, 1963. President Kennedy was assassinated while we 

were half-way between the Church we had left after 7 and ½ years and our next Church in suburban Los Angeles. 

 We could not have imagined the tumult of those next 6 and ½ years. 

 Tracks ran from downtown Los Angeles to Santa Ana along Alameda Street. 

 We lived on one side of the tracks. Central Los Angeles and Watts were on the other side.   

 They wanted a young minister (me) to try to restore a once-strong congregation.  

 We did manage some changes and did some innovative things in the church and community. My associate 

at the time was a seminarian, Stan Howard. Let us jump over those interesting years.  

 “White flight” had begun. Some Hispanics began moving in as old timers feared “blacks” might move in 

from across the tracks. None moved in, nor did any work in our town for a long time, but a wave of upwardly 

mobile Hispanics did. Our businesses served 150,000 people although our population was only about 30,000.  

Anyone could shop in the fine stores on Pacific Boulevard, but none could live or work on our side of the tracks. 

 Our church was in the Metropolitan District of the Christian Churches (Disciples of Christ) spanning both 

sides of the tracks. There were a couple of prosperous semi-cathedrals in those days. They were mostly white, plus 

several other churches built around racial or ethnic identities. We pastors were pretty close to one another.  

 

 MARTIN LUTHER KING WAS ASSASSINATED the same night I had a meeting at All People’s 

Christian Church. I was Chair of the All People’s Christian Center Board. It was, and is, one of the key 

community centers in South-Central Los Angeles. Board members were several whites, a couple of Asians and the 

rest from the black community. Really great people.  

 Our Church Men’s Fellowship was meeting that night as I left to go to All People’s. The news of King’s 

assassination had just been broadcast. I could hear some of the men laughing and joking about the news. Fifteen   

minutes later I was sitting at the board room table at All People’s Center. It was a gloomy moment. There were 

tears rolling down cheeks. I can never forget it. It was a sad night. My good friend, Tom Norwood, was Director. 

 My church and its people were on one side of the tracks. All People’s and its people were on the other side. 

 A minister has to be on both sides. In those years a number of clergy friends were fired or changed from 

churches for standing with the Civil Rights voting rights or open housing or fair employment issues. I experienced 

harassment and lost members. I would visit newcomers to find “For Sale” signs on their houses. I have stories. 

 I was never personally pressured one way or another by my congregation. There were a few night time 

phone calls and once our house was “egged.” But members were supportive of my several activities on the other 

side of the tracks. 

 Many, many clergy were tested and lost their jobs in those days. There were divisions. 

 HERE’S THE BOTTOM LINE. Being a “prophet” is dangerous.  

Some who think they are prophets aren’t. Those who claim to speak out or stand up for justice issues will find 

themselves pretty much alone. Young people today cannot imagine a time when more people were against Martin 

Luther King with him. Martin Luther King’s stands were always controversial. Even after he became a world 

figure, he faced opposition. He lamented the fact that churches were among the last to openly support him.  

 The road to justice is always up hill. 

 Like MLK, Jesus always seemed to be among those on the wrong side of the tracks. Even his own followers 

resisted his going up to Jerusalem where he knew he faced opposition, and where he would die.   

 Sadly, once prophets are dead there is a tendency to simply crown them with glory and honor they never 

had or sought. Martin Luther King was no saint and didn’t seek sainthood. He sought justice. He sought peace. He 

got a bullet. He wanted people to keep on going ahead. 

 Nor did Jesus claim divinity but was passionate for God’s kingdom on earth. He got a cross. He didn’t want 

praise and adoration. He wanted people to follow his way. 

 One more thing Jesus and King had in common, Both knew the Old Testament prophets. Jesus surely often 

heard them read in his Synagogue. The Law (Torah) and Prophets were his only Bible.  

 The prophets demanded that attention be paid to people on both sides of the tracks. As the people used to 

sing at the opening of worship at All People’s Christian Church, “Jesus loves the little children, all the children of 

the world….Red and yellow, black and white, they are precious in his sight…”  

 Tear up the tracks. Tear down the walls!         

     — Art Morgan, MLK Day 2017 

    


