
It is Safe to Murder Negroes 
 
A sermon delivered by Rev. Vernon Johns, Pastor of Montgomery’s Dexter Avenue Baptist Church.  He 
immediately preceded Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  Johns was an alum of Virginia Seminary and Collegiate 
Institute, now known as Virginia University of Lynchburg.  For a time, he served as the president of the college.   
 
I just want to remind you what the clearest and simplest of these great ten commandments is: Thou shalt not 
kill. The Birmingham paper says that you have a better chance in 1948 of being murdered in Alabama than 
anywhere in the U S. A lot of the people doing the killing are the police officers who should know the law as 
well as anybody. 
 
The officer Orris Thrash killed Amos Star for resisting arrest. Shot him in the back. So I guess he was resisting 
while running away. And right here in Montgomery two police officers took a man, handcuffed him to a tree and 
beat him. Didn't kill him though. They got charged with assault. Just two weeks ago another Montgomery 
policeman got it right. He shot and killed one Henry Lee for resisting arrest. The coroner ruled it justifiable 
homicide. All these cases were justifiable homicide. 
 
But you know there is no justifiable homicide. God never spoke about justifiable homicide. He said Thou shalt 
not kill. He didn't say thou shalt not kill, unless you've got an excuse. He didn't say thou shalt not kill, unless 
you are a police officer. And he most assuredly did not say thou shalt not kill, unless you're white. 
 
Last week, a white man was fined for shooting a rabbit out of season. But of course, it's safe to murder 
Negroes. 
 
A rabbit is better off than a Negro because in Alabama niggers are always in season. 
 
What would God have said if he had looked down upon us last week here in Montgomery? A Negro man was 
stopped by a trooper for speeding and brutally beaten with a tire iron while other Negroes stood by and did 
nothing. What would God have said when he looked down and saw an enraged police officer take up a young 
colored boy and use his head as a battering ram when the boy's father said nothing, did nothing? 
 
I'll tell you why it's safe to murder Negroes. Because Negroes stand by and let it happen. Do you know what 
occurred to me as I watched that cross burning in front of the church? When the Klan burns a cross it's a 
message. The next step is lynching. 
 
As I watched that cross it occurred to me that what we call the crucifixion is just that -- a lynching. Isn't it ironic? 
Everything we worship was made possible by a lynching. Because at that ultimate moment of death Jesus 
spoke the words that transformed a lynching into the crucifixion. That made Jesus the redeemer, not the 
condemner. Jesus said Father forgive them for they know not what they do. But you know what you do. And 
the white police officers who are free day after day to murder Negroes know what they do. And when you stand 
by and watch your brothers and sisters being lynched it's as if you stood by while Christ was being crucified. 
 
 
To listen to the sermon, as delivered by actor, James Earl Jones, who portrayed Johns in The Vernon Johns 
Story       https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p65GE9Lure4  
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