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Planting Seeds of Justice 
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Stephanie May, ThD 

 

In staff meetings, Nathan likes to always include time for what 

he calls the Big Question.  

In our meeting this past week, the Big Question was…  

what we would like more of in our lives— 

both at work and in our personal lives.  

When my turn came, I told the staff that  

I would like more dirt in my life.  

 A few puzzled looks met my eye.    

Dirt?  

Yes, dirt, I explained.  

Very literally, I miss dirt.  

Putting my hands in dirt and feelings its textures:  

sandy and dry falling through my fingers.  

Or, moist, even mucky, dirt clumping together and  

sticking in brown stains to my fingers and jeans.    

I really like dirt. 

 

Why dirt?!? 

In short, I like to garden— 

flowers and vegetables;  

landscape and food.  

Simply being outside, taking walks,  

and enjoying the beauty of the outdoors is a joy. 

But, I find deep satisfaction in digging in, 

becoming a part of the creative magic of growing, 
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 and helping to nurture and sustain life. 

Ok…well trying my best to nurture and sustain life— 

like most gardeners, I’ve had my successes  

and my failures at keeping plants alive. 

 

You may be thinking that January seems like an odd time  

to wax poetic about dirt and gardening.  

Wouldn’t a spring sermon in March and April  

be a better time to start talking about images of new life? 

 

To answer this fair question,  

I need some help from the gardeners in the congregation: 

What begins to arrive in your mailboxes in 

January—or even December? 

Seed catalogs! 

 

Yes, deep in the middle of winter,  

with snow on the frozen ground, 

avid gardener’s everywhere begin to dream and to plan. 

 Although the season for growing outside is weeks, even 

months away, the time begins now to start imagining 

what the garden might look like 

when the time does come. 

 There is work to be done now: 

A list of plants to grow. 

A seed order to submit. 

A planting schedule to work out 

 for starting seeds inside or outside. 

So you see, for a gardener,   

January is a time to dream and to think about seeds. 
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This particular weekend in January is also a time  

when we as a nation will take time to  

honor the life and work of  

the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.  

Of course, Rev. King is primarily remembered for the  

 leadership and inspiration that he brought to the  

  Civil Rights movement.  

His clarion call for  

  racial justice changed this nation. 

I am too young to remember this time—or the world 

 before the legal and social changes ushered in 

 by this era of civil rights. 

But, I know that some of you were a part of  

the protests, the marches, and  

the voices that cried out against racial injustices. 

When Rev. King called out for religious leaders to  

join him on his march to Montgomery in March of 1965,  

“about 500 Unitarian Universalists, including  

nearly one-fifth of all Unitarian Universalist ministers,  

 plus laypeople [went] to Selma and Montgomery 

 to participate in the civil rights campaign.”1 

During these events surrounding the March to Montgomery, 

 two Unitarian Universalists would give their lives:   

the Rev. James J. Reeb and  

layperson Viola Gregg Liuzzo.  

 

It is important to remember King, Reeb, and Liuzzo  

                                                        
1 Christopher Walton, ‘So Nobly Started’, UU World, May/June 2001 

http://www.uuworld.org/life/articles/2356.shtml
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along with all of those who gave of their energy,  

their passion, and even their lives  

to work towards a more racially just world. 

 

For his relentless advocacy for freedom and justice,  

the Reverend Dr. King won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. 

In his Nobel Lecture,  

from which this morning’s reading is taken,  

Rev. King calls for the ugliness of hunger and poverty  

to be exposed as racial injustice had been. 

Concerned that legal reforms were not doing enough 

to change the material situations  

of blacks in the U.S.,  

Rev. King increasingly engaged in issues of  

poverty in the later years of his too brief life.  

 

At the time of his death in 1968,  

the poverty rate in the U.S. was  

nearly 13% or 25 million people.  

Today…there are nearly 50 million people  

or 16% of the population living in poverty.   

50 million people.2 

 

It’s easy to shut down in the face of such numbers.  

They are overwhelming and  

the problem of poverty seems intractable.   

How can we ever end poverty? 

Yet, I want us to reframe the question:  
                                                        
2 For stats on King and poverty, see NPR: The Poor People’s Campaign. For today’s 
poverty stats, see this CBS news article on the 2010 census. 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=91626373
http://washington.cbslocal.com/2012/11/15/census-u-s-poverty-rate-spikes-nearly-50-million-americans-affected/
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Instead of asking how can we ever end poverty,  

let us ask:  How can we not?  

 

In today’s reading, Rev. King talks specifically about  

the issue of food— 

of the poor suffering from hunger and ill-health.  

He suggests that the problem of feeding the hungry  

lies not with the available resources of food,  

but with the human will  

to develop, use, and distribute these resources. 

We still have enough food to feed the world.  

And we still struggle with the will to make it happen. 

 

I’m not trying to suggest it’s easy— 

feeding the world,   

eliminating poverty,  

or ending the ongoing racism in our nation  

is neither simple nor easy. 

But, do we do nothing?  

Yet, how do we even start? 

I want to suggest that we start by  

planting the seeds of justice. 

 

Let’s go back to gardening in January. 

In New England, gardening in January is  

an act of faith and hope. 

Clearly today’s landscape outside, 

 is not hospitable to growing anything green. 

It’s a cold, gray world with freezing temperatures.  
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 Remember summer?  

Flowers overflowing containers,  

Spilling over the edges of their beds. 

Gardens churning out  

cucumbers, squash, and peppers. 

Farmer’s markets and farm stands overflowing 

 with ripe tomatoes and sweet corn. . . 

Strawberries. . . Peaches. . . Watermelon. 

 Summer! 

 

But, it’s not July. It’s January. 

 And it’s cold, gray, and frozen. 

And yet, the farmers and the gardeners are busy 

 dreaming, planning, and buying seeds. 

The time will come when the seeds will grow, 

 When the plants will blossom, 

  And the harvest will be ready. 

 

It was January in our nation  

when Rev. King began to dream  

about the world he wanted to behold. 

Centuries of slavery had left deeply embedded  

 patterns of racial injustice and dehumanizing prejudice. 

Segregation was both law and custom with its 

“For Whites Only” signs— 

as well as the less openly explicit practices of  

red-lining housing or  

 routinely overlooking minority candidates as  

 “less qualified” for educational  

and employment opportunities. 
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For African-Americans in the U.S.,  

the landscape was 

  a cold, gray, frozen January. 

 

And yet, Martin Luther King Jr. planted seeds of justice,  

 dreaming that they would grow.  

Rosa Parks planted a seed of justice. 

Rev. James J. Reeb planted a seed of justice. 

Viola Gregg Liuzzo planted a seed of justice. 

And their seeds grew: 

Legal racial segregation and Jim Crow laws were overturned. 

Racial discrimination in hiring or firing was made illegal.  

In many real and concrete ways,  

the U.S. is a more equal and less prejudicial place 

  because of the seeds of justice planted by Rev. King 

and so many others who acted during and preceding  

the Civil Rights Era. 

 

This is not to say that the U.S. today is beyond race or racism. 

Yes, the U.S. (finally) elected a black president.  

But, unemployment rates and concentrations of wealth 

continue to reflect racial inequality. 

 

As with poverty rates, ongoing racism and racial inequality 

can threaten to overwhelm us. 

Will racism ever be eradicated?  

What can I do?  

Where would I even start? 

The uncertainty of answering these questions  

 as well as the sheer immensity of social problems 



 8 

  can threaten to immobilize us from action. 

As Dr. King points out,  

 the human will to act becomes one of the  

biggest problems of all.  

 

Yet, having named the challenge of human will to action, 

 King goes on to remind his audience of 

 “the profound moral fact” that  

humans are “souls of infinite metaphysical value,  

the heirs of a legacy of dignity and worth.”   

When I hear his words,  I am reminded our of own 

 Unitarian Univeralist principle to respect the  

  inherent worth and dignity of each person.  

 

So, the first seed of justice to plant is a call 

 to remember why we act… 

  to be reminded of the worth and dignity 

of those who go hungry, 

or that suffer ill-health from not having 

enough food—or enough of the  

right kinds of healthy food. 

 

I wonder what Dr. King would say about  

race and food if he was alive today.  

What words might he use to question  

not only hunger and poverty,  

but also the ill health that arises when  

the fast food industry seems to  

target minority communities?  

Or, when low-income, urban areas are classified as  
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food deserts—areas without good access to fresh food?  

Or, when the rates of obesity reflect  

racial disparities?  

We need to look beyond these symptoms to  

seek causes for the hunger and ill-health  

within the United States— 

and its racialized dynamics.  

 

In my own life, I try to purchase organic food as well as support  

 small-scale local farmers who engage in more sustainable  

  agricultural practices—with or without an official  

   organic label. 

But, I also ate McDonalds for lunch last Thursday in the midst 

 of a busy day.  

In my house, we eat take-out pizza at least once per week— 

 even when my recycling company tells me I cannot 

  put all those greasy boxes in the bin. 

 

I wrestle with how my faith commitments  

 connect both with my own personal eating practices 

  and with the larger food system that shape 

   who has access to adequate, healthy food. 

As when King delivered his Nobel Lecture, 

 there is still a connection in the U.S. between 

  poverty, hunger, and ill-health. 

 

In his lecture, King not only calls us to be mindfully aware of  

 the worth and dignity of everyone,  

but he also challenges those with resources  

to not ignore those who are in need. 
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He explains that we are all “tied in a single garment of destiny. 

 All life is interrelated,  

and all men are interdependent.” 

As I listen to these words, I am again  

reminded of a Unitarian Universalist principle— 

the “respect for the interdependent  

web of all existence of which we are a part.” 

 

We are connected to each other…. 

 Both in a socio-economic sense of living in a  

globalized world of buying bananas from Ecuador 

 or toys from China, 

 And in a moral sense of belonging to a human community 

  who all share inherent worth and dignity. 

 

Planting seeds of justice to transform the world 

 begins by remembering why we need to act. 

By remembering to see the wholeness and dignity 

 of those who are hungry, homeless, or in ill-health. 

By humbly acknowledging that we are all connected  

 and assessing what resources of time, skill, or money 

  we might be able to share. 

 

Planting seeds of justice also begins by dreaming and 

 by imagining what kind of community,  

of church, of town, or of nation  

would be beautiful to behold. 

Planting seeds of justice also begins by exposing 

 the injustices that exist in the world and  

  exploring their causes, not just their symptoms. 
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Planting seeds of justice begins by having hope 

 that the cold, gray days of January will give way 

  to the new life, growth, and harvest  

   of another season. 

 

Yes, our human will does get in the way of acting, 

 Of getting involved in working for a more  

  just and equitable world. 

Its easy to get overwhelmed and  

 to find oneself immobilized. 

But, I would challenge us all—including myself— 

 to not give up because we struggle to imagine ever 

eradicating poverty or hunger once and for all, 

or living in a genuinely post-racial nation, 

or the absence of any mass shootings.  

Rather, let us ask how we can plant seeds of justice today 

 and how we might become gardeners 

  of our shared and interdependent world. 

May we find ways to become a part of cultivating  

a more sustainable and  

more just life for all of us in all seasons— 

even in January. 

 

May it be so. Amen. 
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Rev Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Excerpt from Nobel Lecture 

December 11, 1964 
 
 
Why should there be hunger and privation in any land, in any city, at any table 
when man has the resources and the scientific know-how to provide all mankind 

with the basic necessities of life? … 

 
There is no deficit in human resources; the deficit is in human will. Just as 
nonviolence exposed the ugliness of racial injustice, so must the infection and 
sickness of poverty be exposed and healed - not only its symptoms but its basic 

causes. … 

 
No individual or nation can be great if it does not have a concern for "the least of 
these". Deeply etched in the fiber of our religious tradition is the conviction that 
men are made in the image of God and that they are souls of infinite 
metaphysical value, the heirs of a legacy of dignity and worth. If we feel this as a 
profound moral fact, we cannot be content to see men hungry, to see men 

victimized with starvation and ill health when we have the means to help them. … 

 
In the final analysis, the rich must not ignore the poor because both rich and poor 
are tied in a single garment of destiny. All life is interrelated, and all men are 
interdependent. The agony of the poor diminishes the rich, and the salvation of 
the poor enlarges the rich.  

 


