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“Do not be overwhelmed by the enormity of the world’s grief.”


This is the beginning of a famous teaching from the Jewish tradition whose precise 
origins through the generations are hard to trace, but it is repeated often, and its 
wisdom is undeniable.


“Do not be overwhelmed by the enormity of the world's grief. Do justly, now. Love 
mercy, now. Walk humbly now. You are not obligated to complete the work, but neither 
are you free to abandon it.”


The enormity of the world’s grief today is no doubt daunting. And that is to say nothing 
of the personal griefs and trials that each of us carry in our own hearts. 


Right now I think most of us are just simply overwhelmed. To different degrees to be 
sure. But I saw a tweet this week that rang very true to me this week. “Everyone needs 
more than anyone can give them right now.”


 “Everyone needs more than anyone can give them right now.”


We are all overwhelmed. 


We are together confronting wounds that will take more than a few simple steps to 
heal. We are renewing our reckoning with our nation’s legacy of white supremacy once 
more. We are confronting the troubling truth that some of our fellow citizens and even 
some of our leaders long for power more than they long for truth. 


These are things that we all I think knew intellectually. But to see them in such striking 
clarity is stunning. 


And I don’t know about you, but as it all piles up, I fear that it is becoming numbing. 


We are all become inured to the reality of waking up to violence and vitriol in our 
national life. We have become accustomed to life in the midst a pandemic. I think that 
for many of us our ability to truly feel the enormity of the world’s pain is simply 
becoming blunted as it all wears on and on.


And I think that part of what hears us down is a sense of powerlessness. That the 
enormity of the world’s pain overwhelms us because we cannot see anyway in which 
our own lives might be part of the healing and restoration of our world. 


Which is why I love this quotation I began with. 




“Do not be overwhelmed by the enormity of the world's grief. Do justly, now. Love 
mercy, now. Walk humbly now. You are not obligated to complete the work, but neither 
are you free to abandon it.”


Because it reminds us in the moments when we might feel powerless to change the 
course of history, that even if we are faced with a challenge we feel we could never 
solve, we are also not free to abandon the work before us. 


It reminds us that our lives are full of opportunities, moment by moment, to do justice, 
to live in love, to show kindness and mercy. 


And it reminds us that whether the world we dream of is days or, years, or even 
generations from being realized. It is always a good time to act. 


Today’s reading describes the future ideal world that we dream of, and long for, as 
people of faith. 


All things made new. Every tear wiped away. A new heaven. A new earth. The end of 
death.


God’s unmistakable presence among us. 


Scripture is full of these sort of visions of an idyllic future. It is full of images that inspire 
us to see what can be with God. But scripture is also honest about the truth of the 
world. And these beautiful verses of Revelation are—as you may know—set at the 
culmination of a story of extraordinary violence and suffering. 


The story of our faith is this mix, of inspiring and soaring visions of the extraordinary 
future that is possible with God, set among stories that speak honestly about the pain 
of the world. 


So that, grounded in reality, we can orient ourselves with hope toward a better 
promised future. Not so that we can be spectators of history merely waiting for justice 
to roll down, but so that we can become co-workers with God in bending history 
toward these visions of justice and peace.


This weekend we are celebrating the life and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. As a 
pastor and preacher Dr. King was steeped in the language and rhythms of scripture. 
And his own work I think mirrors well this dynamic, of hopeful orientation rooted in 
reality.


The words of King’s most often remembered and repeated are his prophetic 
descriptions of the hoped-for future. He was a visionary orator who could paint this 
image of a dream America, so vividly that we felt we could reach out and touch it. 




“I have been to the mountain top” King would often say, “I have looked over and seen 
the promised land.”


“I have a dream.” We remember him saying, “that one day…”


So here we are. Today. And it is not yet that day.


Here we are. In this land. And it is not yet that promised land.


I don’t know if Dr. King ever heard the words I began this sermon with. But he lived 
them.


“Do not be overwhelmed by the enormity of the world's grief. Do justly, now. Love 
mercy, now. Walk humbly now. You are not obligated to complete the work, but neither 
are you free to abandon it.”


We have a vision before us, that we may not live to realize. But we ought to strive with 
all our might to live each day in a way that brings us closer. 


On March 31, 1968, three days before he would be killed, Dr. King preached his last 
Sunday sermon in Washington DC’s National Cathedral. The text that week was this 
text from Revelation which Doug read for us this morning.


I’d like us to watch a short portion of it together.


[VIDEO]


King knew the promises of scripture. 


He stood on the the mountain top.


He had the dream.


He inspired our nation with his vision of how this nation could be.


But he also knew, as he said in this clip that this promised future would not roll in on 
the wings of inevitability. 

 
And that absent the persistent work of people of good-will, time itself becomes an ally 
of the forces of social stagnation. 


King did not live to see the world he dreamed of. We may not either. But we are not free 
to abandon this call.


The time is always right, to do justice, to love mercy, to walk humbly with God. The 
time is always right, to do right. 


