
CHAPTER FOUR 

Love in action 

Then said Jesus, Father, forgive them; 
for they know not what they do. 

Luke 23:34 

Few words in the New Testament more clearly and solemnly 
express the magnanimity of Jesus' spirit than that sublime ut­
terance from the cross, "Father, forgive them; for they know 
not what they do." This is love at its best. 

We shall not fully understand the great meaning of Jesus' 
prayer unless we first notice that the text opens with the word 
"then." The verse immediately preceding reads thus: "And 
when they were come to the place, which is called Calvary, 
there they crucified him, and the malefactors, one on the 
right hand, and the other on the left." Then said Jesus, "Father, 
forgive them." Then-when he was being plunged into the 
abyss of nagging agony. Then-when man had stooped to his 
worst. Then-when he was dying, a most ignominious death. 
Then-when the wicked hands of the creature had dared to 
crucify the only begotten Son of the Creator. Then said Jesus, 
"Father, forgive them." That "then" might well have been other­
wise. He could have said, "Father, get even with them," or. 
"Father, let loose the mighty thunderbolts of righteous wrath 
and destroy them," or "Father, open the flood gates of justice 
and permit the staggering avalanche·of retribution to pour upon 
them." But none of these was his response. Though subjected to 
inexpressible agony, suffering excruciating pain, and despised 
and rejected, nevertheless, he cried, "Father, forgive them." 
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48 Strength to Love 

profound scholar to be openminded, nor a keen academician 
to engage in an assiduous pursuit for truth. 

Light has come into the world. A voice crying through the 
vista of time calls men to walk in the light Man's earthly life 
will become a tragic cosmic elegy if he fails to heed this call. 
"This is the condemnation," says John, "that light is come into 
the world, and men loved darkness rather than light." 

Jesus was right about those men who crucified him. They 
knew not what they did. They were inflicted with a terrible 
blindness. 

Every time I look at the cross I am reminded of the greatness 
of God and the redemptive power of Jesus Christ. I am re­
minded of the beauty of sacrificial love and the majesty of 
unswerving devotion to truth. It causes me to say with John 
Bowring: 

In the cross of Christ I glory, 
Towering o'er the wrecks of time; 
All the light of sacred story 
Gathers round its head sublime. 

It would be wonderful were I to look at the cross and sense 
only such a sublime reaction. But somehow I can never turn 
my eyes from that cross without also realizing that it symbol­
izes a strange mixture of greatness and smallness, of good and 
evil. As I behold that uplifted cross I am reminded not only of 
the unlimited power of God, but also of the sordid weakness 
of man. I think not only of the radiance of the divine, but also 
of the tang of the human. I am reminded not only of Christ at 
his best, but of man at his worst. 

We must see the cross as the magnificent symbol of love 
conquering hate and of light overcoming darkness. But in the 
midst of this glowing affirmation, let us never forget that our 
Lord and Master was nailed to that cross because of human 
blindness. Those who crucified him knew not what they did. 
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Questions for reflection:

In Section 1, Rev. Dr. King talks about Christian love as 
aggressive love, love in action.  What does he mean?  How is that 
different than the usual or "ordinary" way in which we understand 
love in both human relationships and in the world?

In Section II, Rev. Dr. King talks about how the very things that 
seem to demonstrate human vision (religion, science, philosophy) in 
fact reveal our blindness.  What is he talking about?  How have you 
experienced good people doing evil things because of tribalism, 
political pesruasion, patriotism, or race relations? How does is it 
that only love - demonstrated by Jesus praying on the cross for 
forgiveness for those that have crucified him - can reveal our 
blindness to us?

In Section III, Rev. Dr. King talks about how all too often human 
noble virtues degenerate into tragic vices, principally because of 
sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity.  What is he talking 
about?  How have you experienced or seen that?  Dr. King exhorts 
the follower of Jesus to be reminded of the redemptive power of 
the cross which subverts and gives vision, turns right side up and 
makes clear.  A love stronger than hate, more transformative than 
vengeance, a light that overcomes all darkness.

How does the example of the love of Christ, up to and through the 
cross, model for us aggressive love? How do we then love in that 
same way, because we have first been loved by Christ, in our world 
of today?



Introduction to the sermon collection 
entitled Strength to Love

As Martin Luther King prepared for the Birmingham Campaign in 
early 1963, he drafted the final sermons for Strength to Love, a 
volume of his most well known homilies that would be published 
later that year. He originally proposed the book in early 1957 to 
Melvin Arnold, head of Harper & Brothers’ Religious Books 
Department. Arnold welcomed King’s ‘‘proposed collection of 
sermons; we hope that they will have a heavy emphasis on 
permanent religious values, rather than on topical events’’ (Arnold, 
5 February 1957). Despite King’s best intentions and Arnold’s 
repeated urging for a manuscript, however, King had not produced 
the promised sermon book by mid-1962.

Although circumstances were far from ideal, King was finally able 
to start working on the sermons during a fortnight in jail in July 
1962, during the Albany Movement. Having been arrested for 
holding a prayer vigil outside Albany City Hall, King and Ralph 
Abernathy shared a jail cell for 15 days that was, according to 
King, ‘‘dirty, filthy, and ill-equipped’’ and ‘‘the worse I have ever 
seen’’ (King, ‘‘Reverend M. L. King’s Diary’’). While behind bars, he 
was able to spend a fair amount of uninterrupted time preparing 
the drafts for the sermons ‘‘Loving Your Enemies,’’ ‘‘Love in 
Action,’’ and ‘‘Shattered Dreams,’’ and continued to work on the 
volume after his release. King sent the first part of the manuscript 
to his publisher in the early fall,  including several sermons that had 
become King standards, such as ‘‘Paul’s Letter to American 
Christians’’ and ‘‘What Is Man?’’

His editors praised the first results, seeing Strength to Love as the 
words of a minister who addressed his congregation with 
messages of ‘‘warmth, immediate application, and poetic 
verve’’ (Wallis, 3 October 1962). In the process of editing the 
book, however, many familiar King phrases were removed by 

Arnold and Charles Wallis. King’s assessment of segregation as one of 
‘‘the ugly practices of our nation,’’ his call that capitalism must be 
transformed by ‘‘a deep-seated change,’’ and his depiction of 
colonialism as ‘‘evil because it is based on a contempt for life’’ were 
stricken from the text (Papers 6:480; Papers 6:471; Papers 6:530). In 
particular, many of King’s vivid anti-military and anti-war 
statements were deleted. In his draft sermon of ‘‘Transformed 
Nonconformist,’’ for example, he characterized the early Christian 
church as anti-war: ‘‘Its views on war were clearly known because of 
the refusal of every Christian to take up arms’’ (Papers 6:473). These 
statements were absent in the sermons’ published versions.

King worried that the force of his spoken words would not make the 
transition to the printed page and wrote in the book’s preface that his 
reservations had ‘‘grown out of the fact that a sermon is not an essay 
to be read but a discourse to be heard. It should be a convincing 
appeal to a listening congregation.’’ Even as the book went to press, he 
conceded: ‘‘I have not altogether overcome my misgivings’’ (King, x).

As the first volume of sermons by an African American preacher 
widely available to a white audience, Strength to Love was a landmark 
work. Despite omissions and changes to the original 
manuscript, Strength to Love remains a concrete testament to King’s 
lifelong commitment to preach the social gospel. His fusion of 
Christian teachings and social consciousness remains in print and 
continues to promote King’s vision of love as a potent social and 
political force for change, the efficacy of religious faith in surmounting 
evil, and the vital need for true human integration, or, as he defined it, 
‘‘genuine intergroup and interpersonal living’’ (King, 23). This volume 
brought to the forefront King’s identity as a compelling, well educated, 
and compassionate preacher at a time when many whites knew him 
only as a civil rights leader.

Taken & reprinted from http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/
encyclopedia/encyclopedia/enc_strength_to_love_1963/
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