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THREE DIMENSIONS
OF A COMPLETE LIFE

The length and the
height of it are equal,

breadth and the

Kevelatkm21:16

JOHN THE REVELATOR, imprisoned on a lonely, ob-
scure island called Fatmos, was deprived of almost every
freedom except the freedom to think. So he thought about
many things. He thought about the old political order and
its tragic incompleteness and its horrible injustices. He
thought about the old Jerusalem and its superficial piety and
its perfunctory ritualism. But in the midst of his agonizing
vision of the old, John also had a glorious vision of some-
thing new and great. He saw a new and holy Jerusalem
descending out of heaven from God. The most noble thing
about this new heavenly city was its completeness, radiant
as daybreak ending the long night of stagnating incomplete-
ness. It would not be partial or one-sided, but complete in
all three of its dimensions. In describing the city, John says,
"The length and the breadth and the height of it are equal."
This new city of God would not be an unbalanced entity
with towering virtues on one side and degrading vices on
the other; it would be complete on all sides.

For many people the Book of Revelation is a strange book
and puzzling to decode. It is often cast aside as an enigma
wrapped in mystery. But beneath John's peculiar jargon and
his prevailing apocalyptic symbolism, we 6nd many chal-
lenging and profound truths. One such truth is set forth in
our text. When John describes the new city of God, he is
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really describing ideal humanity. He is saying, in substance, !

that life at its best is complete on all sides.

In our individual and collective lives are a disturbing in-
completeness and an agonizing partialness. Very seldom
are we able to affirm greatness in an unqualified sense. Fol-
lowing almost every affirmation of greatness is the conjunc-
tion "but." Naaman "was a great man," says the Old
Testament, "but—" That but reveals something tragic and
disturbing. "But he was a leper." How much of man's life
Can be so describedlGreece was a great nation, which left for succeeding
generations an inexhaustible treasury of knowledge. She gave
to the world the poetic insights of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and
Euripides, and the philosophical insights of Socrates, Plato,
and Aristotle. Because of these great minds, each of us is
an heir to a legacy of creative ideas. Greece was a great
nation, but— That but underscores the tragic fact that Greece
was really an aristocracy for some of the people and not a
democracy for all of the people. That but stands for the
ugly fact that the Greek city-states were built on a founda-
tion of slavery.Western civilization is a great civilization, bequeathing
to the world the magnificent insights of the Renaissance; the
glad thunders and tKc gentle sighings of Handel, the majestic
sweetness of Beethoven, and the charming melodies of
Bach; the industrial revolution and man's commencement
on his marvelous trek toward ihe city of material abundance.
Western civilization is great, but— That but reminds us o£
the injustices and evils of colonialism, and of a civilization
that has permitted its material means to outdistance its
spiritual ends.America is a great nation, offering to the world, through.
the Declaration of Independence, the most eloquent and un-
equivocal expression of the dignity of man ever set forth ia
a .sociopolitical document. In technology, America lias pro-
duced mighty bridges to span the seas and skyscrapiug build'
ings to kiss the skies. Through the Wright brothers, she has
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84 STRENGTH TO LOVE
given to the world the airplane and made it possible for
man to annihilate distance and circumscribe time. Through
medical science, her numerous wonder drugs have cured
many dread diseases and greatly prolonged the life of man.
America is a great nation, but— That but is a commentary
on two hundred and more years of chattel slavery and on
twenty million Negro men and women deprived of life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That but stands for a
practical materialism that is often more interested in things
than values.

So almost every affirmation of greatness is followed, not
by a period symbolizing completeness, but by a comma
punctuating its nagging partialness. Many of our greatest
civilizations are great only in certain aspects. Many of our
greatest men are great only in certain ways and are low
and degrading in other regards:

Yet life should be strong and complete on every side. Any
complete life has the three dimensions suggested in our
text—length, breadth, and height. The length of life is
the inward drive to achieve one's personal ends and ambi-
tions, an inward concern for one's own welfare and achieve-
ments. The breadth of life is the outward concern for the
welfare of others. The height of life is the upward reach for
God. Life at its best is a coherent triangle. At one angle is
the individual person. At the other angle are other persons,
At the tiptop is the Infinite Person, God. Without the due
development of each part of the triangle, no life can be
complete.

Let us turn, first, to the length of life or the individual's
concern about developing his inner powers. In a sense this
is the selfish dimension of life. There is such a thing as
rational and healthy self-interest. The late Rabbi Joshua
Liebman pointed out in an interesting chapter in his book
Peace of Mind that we must love ourselves properly before
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we can adequately love others. Many people are plunged,
into the abyss of emotional fatalism because they do not love
themselves in a wholesome way.

Every person must have a concern for self and feel a
responsibility to discover his mission in life, God has given
each normal person a capacity to achieve some end. True,
some are endowed with more talent than others, but God has
left none of us talentless. Potential powers of creativity are
within us, and we have the duty to work assiduously to dis-
cover these powers.

After one has discovered what he is made for, he should
surrender all of the power in his being to the achievement
of this. He should seek to do it so well that nobody could
do it better. He should do it as though God Almighty called
him at ths particular moment of history for this reason. No
one ever makes a great contribution to humanity without
this majestic sense of purpose and this dogged determination.
No one ever brings his potentiality into actuality without
this powerful inner drive. Longfellow wrote:

The heights by great men reached and kept
Were not attained by sudden flight,

But they, while their companions slept,
Were toiling upward in the night.

May I offer a special word to our young people. The
dimension of length stands as a unique challenge. Many of
you are in college and many more in high school. I cannot
overemphasize the importance of these years of study. You
must realize that doors of opportunity are opening now that
were not opened to your mothers and fathers. The great
challenge you face is to be ready to enter these doors. You
must early discover what you are made for, and you must
work indefatigably to achieve excellence in your various
fields of endeavor. Ralph Waldo Emerson has been quoted
as saying, "If a man can write a better book, preach a better
sermon, or make a better mousetrap than his neighbour, tho'
he build his house in the woods, the world will make a
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beaten path to his door." This will become increasingly true.
You must not wait until the day of full emancipation before
you make a creative contribution to the Me of this nation.
Although you experience a natural dilemma as a result of
the legacy of slavery and segregation, inferior schools, and
second-class citizenship, you must with determination
break through the outer shackles of circumstance. We al-
ready have inspiring examples of Negroes who in cloud-
filled nights of oppression have become new and blazing
stars of achievement. From an old slave cabin in Virginia's
hills, Booker T. Washington rose to become one of America's
great leaders. From the oppressive red hills of Gordon
County, Georgia, and the arms of a mother who could
neither read nor write, Roland Hayes emerged as one of
the world's foremost singers, whose melodious voice was
heard in the palaces of kings and the mansions of queens.
Coming from a poverty-stricken environment in Philadelphia,
Marian Anderson achieved the distinction of being the
world's greatest contralto, and so much so that Toscanmi
said that a voice like hers comes only once in a century
and Sibelius exclaimed that his roof was too low for such a
voice. From crippling circumstance, George Washington
Carver made for himself an imperishable niche in the annals
of science. Ralph J. Bunche, the grandson of a slave preacher,
has brought a rare distinction to diplomacy. These are only
a few of the numerous examples which remind us that, in
spite of our lack of full freedom, we can make a contribution
here and now.

We are challenged on every hand to work untiringly to
achieve excellence in our lifework. Not all men are called
to specialized or professional jobs; even fewer rise to the
heights of genius in the arts and sciences; many are called
to be laborers in factories, fields, and streets. But no work
is insignificant. All labor that uplifts humanity has dignity
and importance and should be undertaken with painstaking
excellence. If a man is called to be a street sweeper, he
should sweep streets even as Michelangelo painted, or
Beethoven composed music, or Shakespeare wrote poetry.
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He should sweep streets so well that all the host of heaven
and earth will pause to say, "Here lived a great street
sweeper who did his job well." This is what Douglas Mallock
meant when he wrote:

If you can't be a pine on the top of the hill
Be a scrub in the valley—but be
The best little scrub by the side of the rill,
Be a bush, if you can't be a tree.

If you can't be a highway, just be a trail
If you can't be the sun, be a star;
It isn't by size, that you win or fail-
Be the best of whatever you are.

Set yourself earnestly to discover what you are made to do,
and then give yourself passionately to the doing of it. This
clear onward drive toward self-fulfillment is the length ot a
man's life.

II

Some people never get beyond this first dimension. They
may be brilliant people who superbly develop their inner
powers, but they are shackled by the chains of a paralyzing
self-centeredness. They live within the narrow confines ot
their personal ambitions and desires. What is more tragic
than to find an individual who is bogged down in the length
of life devoid of breadth?

If life is to be complete, it must include not only the
dimension of length but also of breadth by which the indivi-
dual concerns himself in the welfare of others. No man has
learned to live until he can rise above the narrow confines
of his individualistic concerns to the broader concerns of all
humanity. Length without breadth is like a self-contained
tributary having no outward flow to the ocean. Stagnant
still, and stale, it lacks both life and freshness. In order tc
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live creatively and meaningfully, our self-concern must be
wedded to other-concern.

When Jesus painted that symbolic picture of the great
assize, he made it clear that the norm for determining the
division between the sheep and the goats would be deeds
done for others. One will not be asked how many academic
degrees he obtained or how much money he acquired, but
how much he did for others. Did you feed the hungry? Did
you give a cup of cold water to the thirsty? Did you clothe
the naked? Did you visit the sick and minister to the im-
prisoned? These are the questions asked by the Lord of
life. In a sense every day is judgment day, and we, through
our deeds and words, our silence and speech, are constantly
writing in the Book of Life.

Light has come into the world, and every man must
decide whether he will walk in the light of creative altruism
or the darkness of destructive selfishness. This is the judg-
ment. Life's most persistent and urgent question is, "What
are you doing for others?"

God has so structured this universe that things do not
quite work out rightly if men are not diligent in their cultiva-
tion of the dimension of breadth. "I" cannot reach fulfill-
ment without "thou." The self cannot be self without other
selves. Social psychologists tell us that we cannot truly be
persons unless we interact with other persons. All life is
interrelated, and all men are interdependent. And yet we
continue to travel a road paved with the slippery cement
of inordinate selfishness. Most of the tragic problems we are
confronting in the world today mirror man's failure to add
breadth to length.

This is clearly seen in the racial crisis facing our nation.
The tension in race relations is a result of the fact that many
of our white brothers are inordinately concerned in the
length of life—their economically privileged positions, their
political power, their social status, their so-called "way of
life." If only they would add breadth to length—the other-
regarding dimension to the self-regarding dimension—the
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jangling discords in our nation would be transformed into
a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.

This need for adding breadth to length is also to be seen
in international relations. No nation can live alone. Mrs.
King and I were privileged to make a memorable visit to
India. Although there were many high and rewarding mo-
ment1!, there were also many depressing moments during
our journey through India. How can one avoid being de-
pressed when he sees with his own eyes millions of people
who go to bed hungry? How can one avoid being depressed
when he sees with his own eyes millions of people sleeping
on the sidewalk? How can one avoid being depressed when
he learns that 350,000,000 of India's population of more
than 435,000,000 people make an annual income of less
than $70 per year, and is told that most of them have
never seen a doctor or a dentist?

Can we in America remain unconcerned about these con-
ditions? The answer is emphatically no. Our destiny as a
nation is linked to the destiny of India. So long as India, or
any other nation, is insecure, we shall never be secure. We
must use our vast resources of wealth to aid the undeveloped
countries of the world. Have we spent far too much of our
national budget in establishing military bases around the
world and far too little in establishing bases of genuine con-
cern and understanding?

In the final analysis, all men are interdependent and are
thereby involved in a single process. We are inevitably our
brother's keeper because of the interrelated structure of
reality. No nation or individual can live in isolation. John
Donne interpreted this truth in graphic terms when he
affirmed:

No man is an Hand, intire of its selfe; every man is
a peece of the Continent, a part of the maine; if a
Clod bee washed away by the Sea, Europe is the lesse,
as well as if a Promontorie were, as well as if a Manner
of thy friends or of thine owne were; any mans death
diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankinde;
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And therefore never send to know for whom the bell
tolls; It tolls for thee.

This recognition of the oneness of humanity and the need
o£ an active brotherly concern for the welfare of others is
the breadth of mail's life.

III

One more dimension of the complete life remains, namely,
the height or that upward reach toward something distinctly
greater than humanity. We must rise above earth and give
our ultimate allegiance to that eternal Being who is the
source and ground of all reality. When we add height to
length and breadth, we have the complete life.

Just as there are some people who never get beyond
length, so there are others who never get beyond the com-
bination of length and breadth. They brilliantly develop
their inner powers, and they have a genuine humanitarian
concern. But they stop short. They are so earth-bound that
they conclude that humanity is God. They seek to live with-
out a sky.

There are probably several reasons why modem man has
neglected this third dimension. Some men have honest in-
tellectual doubts. Looking upon the horrors of moral and
natural evil, they ask, "If there is a good God who is all-
powerful, why does he permit such unmerited pain and suf-
fering to exist?" Their inability adequately to answer this
question leads them into agnosticism. And there are those
who also find it difficult to square their scientific and ration-
alistic findings with the sometimes unscientific dogmas of reli-
gion and the primitive conceptions of God.

I suspect, however, that a majority of people fit into still
another category. They are not theoretical atheists; they
are practical atheists. They do not deny the existence of
God .with their lips, but they are continually denying his
existence with their lives. They live as though there is no
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God. This erasing of God from the agenda of life may well
have been an unconscious process. Most men do not say,
"Good-by, God, I am going to leave you now." But they
become so involved in the things of this world that they are
unconsciously carried away by the rushing tide of material-
ism and are left treading in the confused waters of secular-
ism. Modern man, living in what Professor Sorokin has
called "a sensate culture," believes only those things which
can be known by the five senses.

But this attempt to substitute a man-centered universe for
a God-centered universe leads only to deeper frustration.
Reinhold Niebuhr has said, "Since 1914 one tragic event
has followed another as if history were designed to refute
the vain delusions of modem man." We sail upon the seas
of modern history like a ship without a compass. We have
neither a guide nor a sense of direction. We doubt our
doubts, and wonder whether, after all, there may not in truth
be some spiritual force undergirding reality.

In spite of our theoretical denials, we have spiritual ex-
periences that cannot be explained in materialistic terms. In
spite of our worship of the natural order, ever and again we
feel impinging upon us something that causes us to wonder
how the magnificent orderliness of the universe can be the
result of a fortuitous interplay o£ atoms and electrons. In
spite of our inordinate reverence for material things, ever
and again something reminds us of the reality of the unseen.
At night we look up at the stars which bedeck the heavens
like swinging lanterns of eternity. For the moment we may
think we see all, but something reminds us that we do not
see the law of gravitation that holds them there. Enraptured,
we gaze at the architectural beauty of some impressive house
of God, but soon something reminds us that our eyes cannot
behold that cathedral in its total reality. We have not seen
within the mind of the architect who drew the blueprint.
We can never see the love and the faith of the individuals
whose sacrifices made the construction possible. Looking at
each other, we quickly conclude that our perception of the
physical body is a vision of all that we are. As you presently
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gaze at the pulpit and witness me preaching this sermon, you
may immediately conclude that you see Martin Luther King.
But then you are reminded that you see only my body,
which in itself can neither reason nor think. You can never
see the me that makes me me, and I can never see the you
that makes you you. That invisible something we call person-
ality is beyond our physical gaze. Plato was right when he
said that the visible is a shadow cast by the invisible.

God is still in his universe. Our new technological and
scientific developments can neither banish him from the
microcosmic compass of the atom nor from the vast, un-
fathomable ranges of interstellar space. Living in a universe
in which the distances of some heavenly bodies must be
dated in terms of billions of light years, modern, man ex-
claims with the Psalmist of old, "When I consider thy
heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars,
which thou hast ordained; what is man, that thou art mind-
ful of him? and the son of man, that thou visitest him?"

I would urge you to give priority to search for God.
Allow his spirit to permeate your being. To meet the dif-
ficulties and challenges of life you will need him. Before the
ship of your life reaches its last harbor, there will be long,
drawn-out storms, howling and jostling winds, and tempestu-
ous seas that make the heart stand still. If you do not have
a deep and patient faith in God, you will be powerless to
face the delays, disappointments, and vicissitudes that in-
evitably come. Without God, all of our efforts turn to ashes
and our sunrises into darkest nights. Without him, life is a
meaningless drama in which the decisive scenes are missing.
But with him, we are able to rise from tension-packed valleys
to the sublime heights of inner peace, and find radiant stars
of hope against the nocturnal bosom of life's most depressing
nights. St. Augustine was right: "Thou bast created us for
thyself, and our heart cannot be quieted till it find repose in

OXft-t^A wise old preacher went to a college to deliver a bacca-
' laureate sermon. After finishing his message, he lingered on

the campus to talk with members of the graduating class. He

spoke with a brilliant young graduate named Robert. His
first question to Robert was: "What are your plans for the
future?" "I plan to go immediately to law school," said
Robert. "What then, Robert?" inquired the preacher. "Well,"
responded Robert, "I plan to get married and start a family
and then get myself securely established in my law practice."
"What then, Robert?" continued the preacher. Robert re-
torted, "1 must frankly say that I plan to make lots of money
from my law practice and thereby I hope to retire rather
early and spend a great deal of time traveling to various
parts of the world—something that I have always wanted to
do." "What then, Robert?" added the preacher with an al-
most annoying inquisitiveness. "Well," said Robert, "these
are all of my plans," Looking at Robert with a countenance
expressing pity and fatherly concern, the preacher said,
"Young man, your plans are far too small. They can extend
only seventy-five or a hundred years at the most. You must
make your plans big enough to include God and large
enough to include eternity." Vr®/O

This is wise advic!TT~suspe"ct that all too many of us are
still dabbling with plans that are big in quantity, but small
in quality, plans that move on the horizontal plane of time
rather than on the vertical plane of eternity. I, too, would
urge you to make your plans so large and broad that they
cannot be bound by the chains of time and the manacles
of space. Give your life—all you have and are—to the God
of the universe whose purpose changeth not.

Where do we find this God? In a test tube? No. Where
else except in Jesus Christ, the Lord of our lives? By know-
ing him we know God. Christ is not only Godlike but God
is Christlike. Christ is the word made flesh. He is the lan-
guage of eternity translated in the words of time. If we are
to know what God is like and understand his purposes for
mankind, we must turn to Christ. By committing ourselves
absolutely to Christ and his way, we will participate in that
marvelous act of faith that will bring us to the true knowl-
edge of God.

What then is the conclusion of the matter? Love yourself,
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if that means rational and healthy self-interest. You are com-
manded to do that. That is the length of life. Love your
neighbor as you love yourself. You are commanded to do
that. That is the breadth of life. But never forget that there
is a first and even greater commandment: "Love the Lord
thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with
all thy mind," This is the height of life. Only by a pains-
taking development of all three of these dimensions can you
expect to live a complete life.

Thank God for John who, many centuries ago, lifted his
vision to high heaven and there saw the new Jerusalem in
all of its magnificence. God grant that we, too, will catch
the vision and move with unrelenting passion toward that
city of complete life in which the length and the breadth
and the height are equal. Only by reaching this city caa
we achieve our true essence. Only by attaining this com-
pleteness can we be true sons of God.
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