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 The Lord called you before you were born. While you were still in your mother’s womb, the 

Lord knew your name. The Lord calls us to bring a kind of love and faithfulness to the world that is 

strong and resilient. The world needs people whose strength is founded in the love and steadfastness of 

God. 
 The love of God is resilient and long-lasting. It is not bent or broken by the adversities of life. 

The love of God is like the mature oak tree growing in the garden.  

 Sometimes the love in you and in me seems beautiful but fragile, like my basil plant. I like my 

basil plant. This month, in the middle of January, it is growing well under the lights in my office. Basil 

brings a delicious flavor and aroma to the foods in my kitchen.  
 But my basil plant is fragile. It is not resilient. Its roots are shallow. Its stem is weak. My basil 

plant would not survive until the end of the day, outside, in the cold of January. My basil plant would 

not survive until the end of the week, outside, during a hot, dry spell in July. The conditions must be 

just right in order for my basil plant to survive and thrive. Sometimes we are like basil plants. Our 

motivation and energy can be threatened by the bitterness, the harshness, and turmoil of life. 
 What we desire is for God’s love to be in the center of our lives, every moment of every day. 

Then the love in us will be resilient and long-lasting. What we need is for the love in us to be like a 

mature, sturdy oak tree growing in the garden. We need our strength to be founded on something that 

will not wither and die when we are going through a dry spell or when the winds of life begin to blow. 
 The good news is we have witnesses that show us what it looks like when our lives are rooted in 

God’s love. Martin Luther King was one of these witnesses. His life was not perfect, because nothing 

we do is perfect. Yet the love that was in the center of his life was like a sturdy, mature oak tree.  

 The love in Martin’s life was strong enough to support other people. It was resilient, able to 

withstand violence and the assaults of hatred. The love in his life was long-lasting; we are guided and 

strengthened by his words, even today. This morning I want to share three lessons we learn from 

Martin Luther King’s witness. 

 The first is that Martin kept a singular focus on God’s love, throughout his life. There were 

times when he was discouraged. He always found strength and regained his footing and direction by 

returning to the love of God. Martin had many struggles in his life, but he had one overwhelming 

advantage. In every part of his life, Martin was surrounded by people who were committed to the work 

of Christian love. Martin immersed himself in the church’s witness of love, which is the work of 

compassion, justice, and understanding. Martin was not often distracted; he kept a singular focus on 

God’s love. We can do the same. 

 Martin understood that our work is always communal, never individualistic. We are working to 
build the kingdom of God with others. The work and leadership and gifts of the individual are always 

found in the context of the community. Martin was always subject to the correction and guidance of the 

other people around him.  

 In his Pulitzer Prize-winning history of the Civil Rights Movement, Taylor Branch retells a story 

where Martin Luther King was corrected in public by one of the elders of the community. This 
happened during the Montgomery Bus Boycott, in 1956. Martin was only 27. By this time thousands of 

black citizens of Montgomery were engaged in the boycott. Martin Luther King had spent many nights 

in the city jail.  

 On this particular night two thousand people attended one of the weekly meetings for the 

boycott. Martin Luther King was especially worried on this night, because the struggle between the 
leaders of the city and the leaders of the boycott was escalating. As Martin was delivering his speech, 

he knew there would be serious trouble in the days and weeks to come.  



 At the end of his speech people applauded, politely. People could tell Martin was upset about 

something. An older woman, known to everyone as Mother Pollard, stood up and slowly walked to the 
front of the church where they were meeting. Mother Pollard had not graduated from high school. She 

had worked as a domestic servant most of her life.  

 But when she arrived at the front she addressed Martin Luther King directly. “Come here son,” 

she said to King, and King walked over to receive a public, motherly embrace. “Something is wrong 

with you,” said Pollard. “You didn’t talk strong tonight.” 
 “Oh, no, Mother Pollard,” King replied. “Nothing is wrong. I am feeling as fine as ever.” 

“Now you can’t fool me,” she said. “I knows something is wrong. Is it that we ain’t doing things to 

please you? Or is it that the white folks is bothering you?” 

 Mother Pollard looked right through a smiling but flustered King. Before he could say anything, 

she moved her face close to his and said loudly, “I done told you we is with you all the way. But even if 
we ain’t with you, God’s gonna take care of you.” 

 This weekend we celebrate the life of Martin Luther King, Jr., but King would remind us that his 

work and his ideas were not his, they were the work and ideas of an entire community of people. This 

community was diverse. The people spent their lives doing many different kinds of labor, but they 

labored with the conviction that they were on a journey with God and with each other. No one walked 
alone. Martin acted on the understanding that our pursuit of goodness and love are always communal. 

We can do the same. 

 Finally, we remember that Martin’s life was grounded in Scripture. All of the themes of his 

work are rooted in Scripture. From Amos and the other Hebrew prophets, Martin learned God’s 
passion for justice for those who have been oppressed.  

 From Isaiah and others, Martin understood we live our lives in partnership with God. 

The LORD called me before I was born, while I was in my mother's womb he named me. He made 

my mouth like a sharp sword. These verses applied to the nation of Israel, they applied to Martin 

Luther King, and they apply to you. 

 God has given us gifts to be used for God’s work. And God said to me, “You are my 

servant, Israel.” But I replied, “I feel as if I have labored in vain. Sometimes it seems I have spent 

my strength for nothing and vanity; yet surely my cause is with the LORD.” There is an interaction 

between God’s will and our human will. There is an interaction between God’s purpose and our 

purposes. 

 Martin understood this. And Martin understood that God had given us these gifts, not for 

ourselves, but to serve others. And now the LORD says, who formed me in the womb to be his 

servant, --he says, “It is too light, it is too little a thing, that you should be my servant just for the 

purpose of raising up your own tribe of people; I will give you as a light to the nations, that my 

salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” Martin was grounded in the Scriptural understanding 
that God’s salvation is for all people.  

 From St. Paul, Martin learned of God’s fundamental concern for equality. In the eyes of 

God, there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and 

female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. Martin’s witness was rooted in the story of Scripture.  

 From Jesus’ words in the Gospel of Luke Martin learned the power and purpose of love. Martin 
said, “Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.” Jesus said, Love your enemies, do good to 

those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. Martin’s witness was 

rooted in the story of Scripture. 

 God calls us to have the same grounding in our lives. God calls us to nurture and develop the 

love God has placed in the center of our lives. God’s vision is for that love to be deep and resilient and 
lasting for generations, like the oak tree in the garden.   
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