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 Divine-human interactions are often puzzling in scripture. They occur without any 

warning to people who are the least equipped to handle them. There’s Moses, for instance; a man 

who was raised among Egyptians who’s been forced into exile because he’s murdered a 

taskmaster who was beating a Hebrew slave. Moses has no background among the Hebrews. He 

has no understanding of the God of Israel; he’s not even living in the same country, yet he’s the 

one God chooses to contact. He’s the one to lead his people to freedom. 

 

 Samuel is also a strange choice. He’s a child when God encounters him. Of course, we’ve 

already had a hint that Samuel is special. His mother, Hannah, had him after praying for a child 

and then offered him to God’s service after he was born. But he’s still very young when God 

reaches out to him and places responsibility on him no child should have to bear.  

 

 And that’s another odd feature of these interactions. The stakes in them are always 

extremely high. The future of the nation rests on these people’s willingness to accept God’s call 

and step out in faith. What if they refuse? What if they get it wrong? Can you imagine the risk 

God is taking by entrusting the future to such flawed, inexperienced people? 

 

 Yet over and over in these stories, when earth and heaven meet something amazing 

emerges. The balance of the universe is changed and the world is brought into a new relationship 

with God. Samuel leads to David and David changes everything. From David a new expectation 

is built that carries Israel through countless conflicts and exiles and occupations. Empires rise 

and fall around them yet hope survives because David once was king and for David’s sake God 

would never forget them. 

 

 That hope is revealed in Phillip’s excitement when he finds his friend Nathanael and tells 

him about Jesus. By all rights Phillip should have been more skeptical. He should have been 

more like Nathanael. They’d both seen, I suspect, leaders and rabble-rousers rise and fail. This 

was a volatile time in Judea. Roman rule was humiliating and brutal. The king of Judea, Herod, 

was nothing more than a puppet. The religious leaders were corrupt. There was suspicion and 

mistrust everywhere. Why would anyone get excited about one more preacher who claimed to 

have some answers? They’d seen this story before. How long would it be before this one was 

exposed as a fraud or bribed into silence or cut off by the authorities?  

 

 But there was something in Jesus that drew Phillip to him; something in him that gave 

even Nathanael hope. Earth and heaven meet and suddenly nothing seems impossible. 

 

 Recently I’ve been reading a few of Martin Luther King Junior’s speeches and essays. 

Tomorrow, of course, is MLK Day and it happens to fall this year on his actual birthday; he 

would have turned 89 tomorrow. And as I read those speeches I’m struck by his unwavering 

commitment to nonviolence no matter what the cost. For King nonviolence isn’t just a practical 

strategy, it’s a way of life. He saw nothing good coming from a violent struggle against 

oppression. As he writes in the essay “An Experiment in Love,” “The nonviolent resister would 



contend that in the struggle for human dignity, the oppressed people of the world must not 

succumb to the temptation of becoming bitter or indulging in hate campaigns. To retaliate in kind 

would do nothing but intensify the existence of hate in the universe.” For King, what we do in 

our efforts to overcome and resist injustice leaves a mark in the fabric of the cosmos. That’s why 

some of the current responses to white nationalism from more militant groups on the left I think 

are ultimately doomed to failure. Violence only creates more violence. 

 

 But for some that message seems too acquiescent. King faced those accusations, too. 

Many around him believed that nonviolent resistance was too passive; it allowed perpetrators of 

injustice to walk all over resisters. There was a desire to humiliate their opponents. But over and 

over King meets that desire with an insistence that their movement was not intended to humiliate 

or defeat anyone. In “The Power of Nonviolence” he writes, “…the nonviolent resister does not 

seek to humiliate or defeat the opponent but to win his friendship and understanding…the 

nonviolent resister seeks to attack the evil system rather than individuals who happen to be 

caught up in the system.” That can be a hard distinction to make when we’re faced with vile, 

slanderous statements and unjust actions against vulnerable people; when Haitian immigrants are 

targeted for deportation simply because they’re Haitian or people who have lived in this country 

their whole lives are threatened with being sent to countries whose language and culture they 

hardly know because they were brought here as children without documentation. What would 

Dr. King advise us to do today in the face of so much hatred and bigotry? 

 

 I think he’d begin by reminding us that “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends 

toward justice.” If we look at the movement of scripture, for instance, we see a story unfolding 

that depicts a God whose is interested more in the people’s justice than in self-aggrandizement. 

God again and again reaches down to lift the lowly and heal the broken-hearted. That’s what 

compels God to call out to a young boy in the night and risk humiliation by burdening Samuel 

with Israel’s future. It’s what lies behind Jesus’ words when he challenges Nathanael with a 

vision of the heavens opening before his eyes. Justice is our hope. And so long as we remain 

committed to justice we can stand and resist, without violence, the unjust systems in our world.  

 

 Secondly, I think Dr. King would insist we put our trust in love. As he writes, “We must 

meet the forces of hate with the power of love; we must meet physical force with soul force.” 

Now he isn’t talking about love as a sentimental affection for people who are motivated by 

hatred; he wasn’t naïve. For King the love revealed in scripture of God for God’s people is most 

fully revealed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. Love in scripture is willing to risk 

everything for the sake of restoring community, repairing the world. You see, King believed God 

was up to something through him and the movement he led, something more than just reforming 

American society. King believed that God wants to use us to establish the Beloved Community. 

We are meant for more than the economic and political systems we create. We are meant for the 

expression of love in the universe. Our goal isn’t just to change people’s behavior; it is to bring 

them to recognize their true selves as participants in the being of God, and God is love. 

 

 When earth and heaven meet love is revealed. Our job is to stand at the locus of earth and 

heaven and be love in the world. And that must shape everything we do when faced with hatred 

and bigotry and fear. King understood that more clearly, I think, than any leader in our time. He 

struggled with it every day as he watched the violence of an oppressive system continue to roll 



across the country and around the world, until it finally took aim at him. But he never gave into 

it. And neither should we. 

 

 We have a job to do in this world. We are being called from sleep to awaken to God’s 

voice crying out for justice and calling us to love. We are invited to see earth and heaven meet as 

Christ comes alive in us and love makes a home in our hearts and compels us to resist the hatred 

in our world. Dr. King has left us a challenging legacy: will we continue sleeping and ignore 

God’s call? Will we decline Jesus’ invitation and stay on the sidelines? Or will we take up the 

cause for justice generations before us struggled and died for and allow love to be revealed as 

earth and heaven meet in us? 

 

Amen 


