
“Learning to live as baptised people” a sermon based on Luke 6:27-38 

preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Kerry Enright on 21 

October 2022, on the occasion of a baptism. 

 

In a little while we will be baptising Bridget and Edward.  As Jordan was 

developing the service, the image of the river came to mind - an image that 

might make sense to young people.  We’re using that image three ways.  First, 

baptism is a sign of God’s love constantly flowing towards us, enveloping us.  

Secondly, Jesus continued in the flow of that love right to the end, to the point 

of death, despite terrible cruelty. Thirdly, in baptism, we are joined to all of 

God’s people in wrapping the world with God’s love.  So, we are carried in 

God’s love, empowered to live that love, joined to all God’s people.  As we 

talked, I wondered about a Bible reading, and when I read the gospel set down 

for today, I immediately remembered hearing about a person whose life held 

these dimensions together.   

The gospel included these words - “But I say to you that listen.  Love your 

enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for 

those who abuse you.” 

In 1984 I heard a lecture that was so compelling, it stays with me.  The internet 

gave me access to the actual lecture again.  

Robert Coles was a psychiatrist who spent time studying children experiencing 

stress.  His early study took him in 1960 to New Orleans, at the time aflame 

with racial violence and conflict and social upheaval.  Let me use some of his 

words.  A federal judge had ordered four little black girls, each aged 6, to go 

into two white primary schools.  Fear and anger erupted into street scenes, 

riots, and demonstrations.  The schools were totally boycotted by the white 

population. Mobs greeted those children every day for months.  

Coles went to see what was happening.  2 pm outside William Frantz School.  A 

mob standing and screaming, waiting for something.  One person explained to 

him - “She’s coming out in a half an hour.” Coles asked: “Who’s she?” …“Then I 

heard all the language about who she was. All the language. All the cuss words 

and the swear words and the foul language. Soon, out of William Frantz School 

came a little girl, six years old. She was named Ruby Bridges. And beside her 

were federal marshals.”  



“She came out and they started in. They went after her. They called her this, 

and they called her that. They brandished their fists. They told her she was 

going to die and they were going to kill her. And I waited when she left in a car, 

and I wondered who was going to come out of that school next. But then I 

found out no one else was in that school. So here was a little black child of six 

who was going to an American school all by herself …” 

Eventually, after making the necessary arrangements, Coles began to visit 

Ruby. 

“Well, how are you doing, Ruby?” I would say to Ruby twice a week, and she 

would say, “Well, I’m okay.” “How is it going, Ruby?” “Well, it’s okay.” “Mrs. 

Bridges, how is Ruby doing?” “She’s doing fine.” Coles thought Ruby was 

probably more upset than she realized. But the days turned into weeks and the 

weeks turned into months. And one day the school teacher, who saw Ruby 

every day, all by herself in the classroom, said to me, “You know, I don’t 

understand this child. She seems so happy. She comes here so cheerfully.” This 

teacher spoke about the way Ruby went through those mobs, escorted by the 

federal marshals. She went on, “She is always ready to go.” And I said, “Well, 

I’m a little puzzled myself, but I think that sometimes people under 

tremendous stress gird themselves mightily and it takes time sometimes to 

find out just how upset they are.”  

One day the school teacher said to me, “I saw Ruby talking to those people on 

the street this morning.  I saw her stop for a minute and she seemed to be 

talking to the people in the street.” Every morning at 8:00 there were about 

fifty people waiting for her, and every afternoon another fifty or seventy- five. 

After hearing the teacher’s observation, I asked Ruby, “Did I see you talking to 

those people?” Ruby said, “Well, no, I wasn’t talking to them.” “But I saw you 

for a moment stop and I thought I saw your lips were moving.” She said, “Oh, I 

was praying for them.” “You were praying for them?” “Oh, yes,” said Ruby. 

“Well, Ruby, why were you praying for them.” “Well,” Ruby said, “I pray for 

them every morning.” The teacher asked one of the federal marshals if Ruby 

prayed for the crowds and he answered, “Oh, she does it twice a day. 

Sometimes I hear her praying for them when we’re walking her to the car.”  

Here is the Norman Rockwell picture of a little black child and men in grey 

flannel suits. That picture is modelled on Ruby Bridges and the federal 

marshals.  



Coles asked Ruby about praying.  “Why do you do that?” And she said, 

“Because they need praying for.” I said, “Do they?” And she said, “Oh, yes.” I 

said, “Well, Ruby, why do you think they need you to pray for them.” And she 

said, “Because I should.” When I asked, “Why?” she repeated, “Because I 

should." Then Ruby’s mother came into the room. She heard this line of 

inquiry, and said, “We tell Ruby that it’s important that she pray for the 

people.” I said, “You do, Mrs. Bridges?” She said, “Oh, yes. Ruby has them on 

her list of people she prays for at night.” I said, “You do, Ruby, you pray for 

them at night too?” She said, “Oh, yes.” I said, “Why do you do that?” And she 

said, “Well, because they need praying for.” And then Mrs. Bridges said to me, 

“In Sunday School Ruby has been told to pray for the people.” I later found 

that the minister in this Baptist Church to which they went also prayed for the 

people. Publicly. Every Sunday. 

I said to Mrs. Bridges later, “You know, it strikes me that that is a lot to ask of 

Ruby. I mean, given what she’s going through." And she looked at me and said, 

“Don’t you think they need praying for?" I said, “Yes, I agree with you there. 

But I still think it’s a little much to ask Ruby to pray for them."  

A couple of weeks later, Coles asked again. “Ruby, you know, I’m still puzzled 

about this. I’m trying to figure out why you think you should be the one to pray 

for such people, given what they do to you twice a day five days a week.” And 

she then said, “Well, especially it should be me.” And I said, “Why you 

especially?" And she answered, “Because if you’re going through what they’re 

doing to you, you're the one who should be praying for them.” And then she 

quoted to me what she had heard in church that Sunday from the minister. He 

said that Jesus went through a lot of trouble and he said about the people who 

were causing this trouble, “Forgive them, because they don’t know what 

they’re doing.”  

Around this time, Coles visited Atlanta to see what was happening there. Same 

desegregation.  But no protests.  One major reason.  There was a different 

newspaper in Atlanta with a courageous editor.  And there were different 

leaders.  People picked up the different messages. 

A year later, when schools had been reluctantly desegregated, Ruby kept on 

praying. And quoting from the Bible. Her Bible. Her parents’ Bible. Her people’s 

Bible. And quoting those statements, those sayings, those stories that Jesus 

uttered in Galilee.   



 

In the meantime, Coles continued teaching at Harvard.  He thought about 

himself and his students and he thought about Ruby and he remembered the 

saying – “One can get all A’s and flunk life. Even A’s in ethics and moral 

philosophy.” 

And reflecting on his approach, Coles finishes by quoting Flannery O’Connor: 

“Mystery is a great embarrassment to the modern mind.” 

Ruby is now 67 years old and you will find more about her online.  

 

Note – Coles’ lecture can be accessed here - Item Details | Theological Commons (ptsem.edu) 
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