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Every year around this time, throughout the church, officers are installed. I always enjoy installation services because they give us an opportunity to pause and reflect on the blessing and the burden of leadership. My favorite part of the service is the laying on of hands; when all ordained officers are invited to come forth and lay their hands on the newly elected officers. For the unchurched, this might seem like a strange practice. For the churched, this is a very potent symbolic act of conferring and validating the authority that has been vested in the men and women being installed. But there’s another aspect to the laying on of hands that is suggested by this powerful and poignant text: relationships. I invite you to ponder this aspect with me as we discern the resonance between the biblical Moses and a contemporary Moses, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.


This passage is literally the end of the Pentateuch, the Torah, the first five books of the Bible. And in it the mantle of leadership is passed from Moses to Joshua; Moses exits center stage and Joshua assumes it; Moses decreases and Joshua increases. This process of transitioning from one leader to another can be fraught with intrigue and power struggles as different factions jockey and jostle with one another to gain access to and influence over the incoming leader. Dr. King had to deal with some of this when he first arrived in Montgomery as the pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. Along with being a new pastor, he was a new husband, a new father, and a new candidate for the PhD in theology from Boston University. What a plateful for a 26 year old man! But this was nothing compared to what he was heading into. 


One night he was at a meeting of the Montgomery Improvement Association, the local civic organization founded to improve the living conditions of African Americans in the city. It was time to elect a president and E.D. Nixon, a distinguished and well respected member of the community who was also a member of the NAACP and union organizer as a Pullman Car porter, nominated Dr. King. Looking back at this decision from 2009 we see a sheer stroke of brilliance. However, it did not seem that way to some of the established pastors and leaders. Many of them grumbled and murmured, “Who does he think he is? He just got here. He doesn’t even have the largest church. I’m old enough to be that boy’s daddy and so forth and so on.” But in spite of this pocket of resistance, the vast majority of the membership saw the wisdom of Nixon’s nomination and elected the young pastor from Dexter Avenue. 


It seems that it was an orderly transfer of leadership from Moses to Joshua, at least the text does not suggest otherwise. And I believe that a big part of that orderliness was due to the fact that Moses had a relationship with Joshua. Look at verse 9: Joshua son of Nun was full of the sprit of wisdom because Moses had laid his hands on him. Moses had spent some time with Joshua, mentoring, molding, shaping, and preparing him to lead the people of Israel into the Promised Land. We cannot just wish and pray for this type of leadership; we have to have an intentional process by which we develop it. Like Joshua, Dr. King had people in his life who nurtured his spirit, cultivated his gifts, and honed his skills to develop him into the great leader that he became. This will not happen by accident: it must be deliberate. We must lay our hands on the leaders of the future, connect with them, and build meaningful relationships with them to mold and shape them into the leaders that God has called them be.


But in order to do this, we must first let God lay God’s hands on us. In other words, we must have an intentional, authentic relationship with God ourselves. We cannot get others to connect to what we are not connected to ourselves. This aspect of Dr. King’s life is often overlooked in favor of his oratory eloquence and intellectualism. But Dr. King had a very rich prayer and devotional life. He knew within the marrow of his bones that old mantra of the Black Church: no prayer, no power; little prayer, little power; much prayer, much power. This was the basis for Dr. King being able to, in the words of the hymn, “smile at Satan’s rage and face the frowning world.” This is how he could stand up to Bull Connor in Birmingham, Jim Clark in Selma, and J. Edgar Hoover in Washington. Dr. King was a praying man, a man devoted to the life of the Spirit as well as the life of the mind. For Dr. King, there was no dichotomy between praying and studying, between private devotion and public engagement. Dr. King didn’t just know about Jesus, he knew Jesus. He knew a Jesus who would march with you and go to jail with you; a Jesus who can make you love your enemies and bless those who curse you, who persecute and despitefully abuse you. Yes, Dr. King had a relationship with the Master. This, I submit, is the foundation for servant leadership: having a personal, deliberate, and vital relationship with Jesus. It is out of this fundamental relationship that our sense of meaning and mission flow. 


Moses had such a relationship with God. Verse 10 says that the Lord knew Moses face to face. That’s intimacy. Moses had a deeply intimate relationship with the Lord. According to scripture, the relationship became intentional for Moses at the burning bush but God had been relating to Moses his whole life. God watched over him as a baby when his parents, to escape the genocidal design of pharaoh, set him afloat on the Nile in a papyrus basket sealed with tar. God protected him as he fled the wrath of pharaoh for siding with the oppressed by killing an Egyptian. God provided for him by sending him to wise old priest Jethro, to be mentored and molded for the next phase of his life. And at the burning bush, God becomes real to Moses, and Moses becomes intentional in relating to God. Fundamentally, our faith is not about religion or ritual, it is about relationship…relationship with God and relationship with one another. This is nothing new, Jesus said the very same thing when he gave us the Cliff Notes version of God’s law: Love God and love your neighbor as yourself. 613 laws representing each day of the year and every part of the body as they understood it during that time, brilliantly condensed into our fundamental mandate as Christians.


Having a relationship with God enables us to see beyond our current circumstances. We see this illustrated in God leading Moses to the top of Mount Nebo and showing him the Promised Land. Moses himself does not get to enter the Promised Land but he gets to see it. This suggests to me that our vision must be bigger than our own lifetimes; we must always reach beyond our grasp. Because the way that we will eventually attain it is through cultivating and preparing the next generation to go forth. I can hear Dr. King’s sonorous voice echoing through the sanctuary of Mason Temple C.O.G.I.C. on a stormy night in Memphis, TN, the night before an assassin’s bullet tore through the right side of his face and struck down this great servant of the Lord. I’ve been to the mountaintop; I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you, but we as a people will get to the Promised Land! Dr. King was in Memphis to lend his voice and support to the garbage workers of Memphis who were on strike for better wages and working conditions, and just to be treated like human beings rather than pack mules. 


But what is the Promised Land? How does it look? I don’t know exactly so I’ll just have to use my sanctified imagination. It is place where children are raised in loving, caring households; where parents can earn enough to actually provide for a family; where all of God’s children have adequate food, clothing, and shelter and 40,000 children don’t die needlessly and tragically due to easily preventable conditions; where the rich nor the poor have a sense of entitlement because of their respective circumstances; where government is guided by the common good and not the just the good of the wealthy and powerful; where corporations have a sense of civic and social responsibility and don’t just blindly pursue profits at all costs; where individuals and institutions take responsibility for their own behavior and are held accountable for bringing hurt and harm to others; the Promised Land is a place where the only limitations you will have on developing your God-given potential are the limitations that you place on yourself. 


This is the place that we need to build our relationships around getting to. Dr. King called it the Beloved Community; Jesus called it the Kingdom of God. And the fundamental relationship that has to be cultivated is our relationship with God. But a second is like it; our relationship with one another. On these two relationships hang all the law and the prophets. And we see the result of having attended to these fundamental relationships in Moses life. Verse 5 says that, “Moses, the servant of the Lord, died in the land of Moab, at the Lord’s command.” I like that. Moses wasn’t broke down and decrepit; he didn’t go kicking and screaming. No, he died at the Lord’s command. In fact the text says that although he was 120 years old his sight was unimpaired and his vigor had not abated. In other words Moses knew that his time was up and willingly stepped aside. This is so important. So many churches and other organizations suffer because leaders don’t know when to step aside and make room for the next generation. In fact, in many cases, they undo the great work that they have done holding on with a death grip to power while the organization they have led sinks into chaos and ineffectiveness, it shrivels up and dies. They have lost sight of the fact that if you want to save your life you have to lose it; you have to surrender to be victorious, and you must die to self in order to live for Christ. 


Dr. King embodied this principle. He could have lived out the rest of his days as a seminary professor or college president, and God knows we need good professors and presidents. But he chose the road less travelled. The road of sacrifice and service; he died to self so that Christ was resurrected in him. And because he chose this path, we now celebrate him as a global figure of liberation, freedom, and human dignity. When the Berlin Wall came down, they sang “We Shall Overcome”, in Tiananmen Square, they belted out, “We Shall Overcome.” Yes, Dr. King does not belong to us; he belongs to the world as a shining symbol of what is possible through a life of discipleship and devotion to serving God and God’s people. 
If I can help somebody, as I pass along,
If I can cheer somebody, with a word or song,
If I can show somebody, how they're travelling wrong,
Then my living shall not be in vain.


If I can do my duty, as a good man ought,
If I can bring back beauty, to a world up wrought,
If I can spread love's message, as the Master taught,
Then my living shall not be in vain.

My living shall not be in vain,
Then my living shall not be in vain
If I can help somebody, as I pass along,
Then my living shall not be in vain.

Lay your hands on somebody; so that your living, my living, our living, shall not be in vain.


 “Lay Your Hands on Somebody”


Deuteronomy 34:1-12; Luke 4:14-30
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