What Does That Mean?
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Big Idea: Finding our “Why” and “How” in the world of justice

I was with a group recently talking about our current sermon series: “What Does That
Mean?” We commented how, especially in today’s environment, one word can trigger our
defenses, putting up walls before another word is spoken.
My job title, areas of ministry I was hired by New Hope to oversee, is Pastor of Care and
Justice. Nobody has asked me about the word Care in my title! But the word Justice has
raised questions. Primarily, the very question of this series: What does that mean?
Whenever possible it is wise to not use words that have a lot of baggage, right? Yet, there
are Biblical words and concepts we had best not walk away from. Words we must not let
others commandeer in such a way that, to keep the peace in our community, we just leave
it behind.
These are words that need to be re-explored, the layers of false ideologies and confusion
peeled off so that we can better understand God’s heart and instruction. I mentioned to
Hannah, our pastor of Spiritual Formation, the struggle around the word justice and asked
her, “What does that word mean to you?” Her answer is helpful and it just rolled off her
tongue: “It means partnering with God to make wrongs, right.” Please hear me - I do not
come at this as an expert with all the answers. I am a learning, yearning to be led by the
Spirit in this tumultuous time.
As a starting point in conversation when I get asked about this word in my title, I direct
people to our website, newhopepdx.org/justice, where Justice is beautifully and biblically
defined. So, let’s start there: I will add commentary as well.

In the beginning all that God created was good (Genesis 1). The world was in a state of
shalom (Adam and Eve shared peace and harmony with their creator and each other);
everything was as God intended. Sin, (people going their own way) shattered shalom.
(Gen. 3). Shattered is a strong but accurate word which means, “to break suddenly and
violently into pieces.” Any of us who have dropped a favorite vase or dish, watching it
shatter knows it isn’t going to be an easy fix. Most often we sweep it into the dust bin and
throw it out. God didn’t do that.
In response to our sin (in response to the shattering) God launched a worldwide
restoration plan centered in the death and resurrection of Jesus. We list several scriptures
on the webpage and I’ve asked that 3 be read.
Isaiah 58:6-12

Is not this the fast that I choose:
to loose the bonds of injustice,
to undo the thongs of the yoke,
to let the oppressed go free,
and to break every yoke?
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,
and bring the homeless poor into your house;
when you see the naked, to cover them,
and not to hide yourself from your own kin?
Then your light shall break forth like the dawn,
and your healing shall spring up quickly;
your vindicator[a] shall go before you,
the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard.
Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer;
you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am.
If you remove the yoke from among you,
the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil,
if you offer your food to the hungry
and satisfy the needs of the afflicted,
then your light shall rise in the darkness
and your gloom be like the noonday.
The Lord will guide you continually,
and satisfy your needs in parched places,
and make your bones strong;
and you shall be like a watered garden,
like a spring of water,
whose waters never fail.
Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt;
you shall raise up the foundations of many generations;
you shall be called the repairer of the breach,
the restorer of streets to live in.

Micah 6:8

He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
and what does the Lord require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God?

Luke 4:16-20

When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the
synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and
the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and
found the place where it was written:
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The
eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.
The work of Jesus makes things right in our hearts (Rom. 5:1). Followers of Jesus are called
to partner with God to make things right in the world. We do this through acts of justice
which are steps towards Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven (Matt. 6:10). (If we can’t
imagine something being part of heaven— hunger, poverty, abuse, oppression, racism—
you can be assured God’s people are to work against it on earth.) Jesus taught us to pray
Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Humanity cannot fix such ills, these spiritual
strongholds, without power from on high.
Our webpage wraps up with: We seek to serve those who are the most vulnerable…,
following what Jesus taught in the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), and
noting what His brother, James, later stated that, “Religion that is pure and undefiled
before God, the father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress.”
I haven’t experienced distress often, but I tasted it in the ice storm last February—7 days
without electricity. We had just moved into home a couple of months prior and had
demo’d the kitchen. We got really cold, lost all our food, had no way to cook, no way to
stay warm and we realized just how quickly life can turn vulnerable. During that week I’m
sure most of us thought about those without any shelter; my short personal experience of
vulnerability defined something for me. I appreciated people offering a hot meal, more
blankets, but what I really wanted was someone to help me do what I could not – get my
power back on, change my situation rather than sustain me in that situation. Often the

distressed need both, but we stop short if we sustain people in a poor situation rather
than helping them change a terrible situation.
Several of our staff met back in February & March for two ‘Dream Days’ around Justice
and our Justice partners. Our number one value was to partner with those serving the
most vulnerable. Emily and I then took that input, walking through all our Justice
relationships. With our two congregations merging, kudos to New Hope & Mt. Scott
because we have partnered and supported a large group of Justice partners through the
decades, all doing good work. We began to refine our partnerships with those committed
to serving the most vulnerable, engaging our congregation in their work, and developing a
plan toward a better future for the distressed.
One of the things NH is committed to is seeing the world, and acting in the world, through
the lens Jesus gave us. In Matthew 25, Jesus talks about judgement day, when He will
separate out the goats from the sheep. What separates these two groups, both of whom
claim to know Jesus, centers around their treatment of the vulnerable in this life. He
surprised both groups by saying whatever you did or didn’t do for hurting folks you
literally did unto Me. Sometimes we shy away from works of Justice because it all seems
overwhelming. It absolutely is if we attempt to solve it all in our own, with human
constructs alone. We are not asked to solve it all— we are asked to be obedient in the
moment, to do the next right thing that is before us and trust God with the power moves.
John and I talked with Herman Green a week ago. As you know, we are pursuing ways our
congregations can partner together. Herman & Nike made it easy on us. They wanted to
know if we had a few people who would come to McCoy Park on Saturdays from noon to
3:00 and help with B-Town Kids. Our questions were, “Can we bring this…can we donate
that” to the event, and he said, “No. Just bring yourselves and love on the kids – let them
see that there are people who look like them—and don’t look like them—working together
and caring about their lives. Erika Pruitt and I went that first Saturday, others yesterday,
and it really is as simple as that. Is that going to rock the world? If God is involved, which
He is, it could. Any act of love, care and hospitality changes the world.
John promised we would look at original languages for each of our words in this series,
The Hebrew word for Justice is mishpat. As we see in Micah 6:8, it carries with it the
concept of doing, action, behavior. We are told to love mercy and do justice. Justice
takes practical steps to ensure fairness. And the word for righteous, often pared with
justice, and often interchangeable, is the word tzadeqah (sed kee). It means making sure
the balances/the weights are fair—no cheating. They are set righteous. Bruce Waltke,
respected Old Testament scholar, after studying both words, says in the Old Testament
the righteous (those in right relationship with God) carry out justice: (right relationship
with others). The righteous, he says, are willing to disadvantage themselves to advantage
the community; the wicked disadvantage the community to advantage themselves.
The Isaiah 58 passage Gary read earlier that invites us to care, to hospitality, to acts of
justice on behalf of others, promises that if we do these things, if we live fairly, honestly
caring for others, especially those in distress, salvation and healing will come quickly, the

light will shine, The LORD will guide us, restoring our strength. People of God will be
known as the rebuilders of walls and restorers of homes.
In 1995, World Vision partnered with
the American Bible Society to put out
The Poverty and Justice Bible. It has
very little commentary; it is simply the
Bible with every section that reveals
God’s heart, & instructions for people
of faith to help heal a broken world full
of suffering, highlighted. It reveals over
2000 passages connecting God’s heart
and instructions for rebuilding Shalom.

Timothy Keller, one of the respected long-term pastoral voices in America, retired pastor
of Redeemer Presbyterian in New York City, wrote a book entitled Generous Justice. Not
only did he study this topic long before he hit New York, but he led thousands into works
of justice in that city and beyond. He sees two over-arching calls in scripture that should
shape and form the people of God. The first we find in creation—the Imago Dei, the image
of God in every person—and the second is the grace of God in redemption— not earned
by any of us, but fully given by God through Jesus Christ.
Church, finding our ‘why’ for what we do with this call on our lives is a good starting place.
Is justice in vogue? Is that why we do it? Is it part of our political party’s mantra? Is that
why we champion justice? Or is it the push of the younger generation (which by the way,
it is), the church wanting to keep our young engaged? Is that our why? If we are honest—
and we ought to always be honest with ourselves and God—there is probably a smattering
of all of those in the church’s re-awakening to justice. But each of those why’s are shortsighted and distorted. God’s call for justice in the world is a beautiful and restorative
call to shalom and flourishing.
Genesis 1: 26-27 say that God created man— male and female— in His image. This is the
starting place; the foundation for everything. Being an image holder carries within it the
idea of a work of art or of great craftsmanship. It also means to resemble, as a child
resembles someone in the family. My oldest son Erick has spent very little time around
one of my cousins, but is clearly cut out of the same cloth, sharing that same image. The
same mannerisms, same way of talking, same athletic giftedness. In the most broken life,
there is still the image of God, the resemblance to the Divine.

Every life sacred. Every life valuable. That is our why. The drunken man sleeping on the
sidewalk, the child going hungry, the senator with power—all carry within them the sacred
image of God. When God was making covenant with Noah, God said, recorded in Genesis
9, that he would require a reckoning for every life, for in His own image He had created
humanity. Every life sacred. Every life valuable.

It is why it matters that we pay attention to the shootings taking place this summer in
Portland, taking one of our own, the granddaughter of Joe and Chris. It matters to God
and to those who claim His name. Every life sacred. Every life valuable. James instructs us
to be carefully even with our tongues, even with what we say about a person. In James 3
it says our tongues sometimes praise our Lord and Father, and sometimes they curse
those who have been made in the image of God. Surely my brothers and sisters this is not
right. We are not to bless the Lord our Father and curse those made in His very likeness.
Every life sacred. Every life one of value. It is this image of God that is our first great why—
we care about people. The first Biblical motivator for living lives of justice. C.S. Lewis puts
it this way:
The load, or weight, or burden of my neighbor’s glory should be laid
daily on my back, a load so heavy that only humility can carry it, and the
backs of the proud will be broken…This does not mean that we are to be
perpetually solemn. We must play, but our merriment must be of that
kind (and it is, in fact, the merriest kind) which exists between people
who have, from the outset, taken each other seriously – no flippancy, no
superiority, no presumption… (C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory)
Every life sacred. Every life valuable.
The second biblical motivation to do Justice is what John spoke on last week, every
person is saved by grace and grace alone. I deeply appreciated the honest look at
“grace with strings attached.” Of course, a gift of such magnitude, the gift of a Son paying
a debt we could not, calls for response. If you missed that message and you are saying to
yourself, “Hey, wait a minute - isn’t grace FREE?”, go to the website and give it a listen. If
you disagree, talk to John.
John rightly pointed out last week that God’s grace is not simply a New Testament
concept but has been present from the beginning. Exodus is the story of a people group
who became racial outsiders, poor and oppressed when the powers of Egypt began to
fear their numbers and enslaved them. After God set them free, He said through Moses,
“Israel, you were liberated by me. You did not accomplish it – I performed it for you, by my
grace. Now do the same for others. Untie the yoke, unlock the shackles, feed and clothe
them, as I did for you.” God’s grace at work; God’s grace to others through His people.
We could turn to many passages in the New Testament to look at God’s grace. Philippians
2:3 is simply one, and it begs the question, are you any different, am I, because of what
Christ has done for us? If our answer is yes, Paul says, don’t be selfish; don’t try to impress
others. Be humble, thinking of others as better than yourselves. Don’t look out only for
your own interests, but take an interest in others, too. You must have the same attitude
that Christ Jesus had. Then he describes that attitude— Jesus didn’t consider equality with
God something to be grasped, He gave up divine privilege in order to walk with broken
humanity, to raise us up, forgive us & restore our dignity as image bearers of God.
This giving up, for our benefit, was a big deal. Grace as costly as the world has ever seen.
Most scholars over the centuries have understood and taught that God’s blessing and

salvation come to those who “acknowledge spiritual bankruptcy”. It comes to those who
know clearly and deeply acknowledge our indebtedness, having had no hope, no ability to
pay our debt. Knowing at our core that God’s free gift is the only thing that saved us.
Keller writes that when we really grasp our spiritual poverty and what God did in
response, we will forever more identify with the poor, knowing that we were the same and
still would be, without divine sacrifice.
There are all types of poor—material, emotional, spiritual— we are called to care for them
all. Keller concludes with the thought that the attitude of “I won’t help you because you
got yourself into this mess” is unthinkable to those who are saved by grace. If God had
said that to Adam and Eve, to David, Paul, to you and to me, we would be lost forever.

Every person sacred. Every person valuable. Every person saved by grace alone.
It is the “whys” of scripture which sustain us in acts of Justice when we are tired,
overwhelmed, fearful, and tempted to give up. Knowing the overarching Biblical story
compels us to not accept the way things are, but keep working for the way they ought to
be. Thy will, oh Lord, be done on earth as it is in heaven.
In closing, let’s look at a just and righteous man. Job. We usually go to this book for other
reasons, but in Job’s final defense of his life before God and his friends, he said this:
…because I delivered the poor who cried, and the orphan who had no helper...I
caused the widow’s heart to sing for joy. Everything I did was honest.
Righteousness covered me like a robe, and I wore justice like a turban.
(Job 29:14, NLT)
God justified Job in the end of that drama. Job understood that every human being was
created in the image of God and he understood that everything he had been given in life
was by the grace God.
John has been talking about creating a Tov culture, a culture of goodness, at New Hope
since I met him. Scot McKnight writes “A Tov culture has an instinct for doing the right
thing. Toxic cultures find a way around doing the right thing.” (Scot McKnight, A Church
Called Tov) Your assignment this week, as a way to take this message deeper into our
lives, is to simply hang these biblical why’s on your fridge or mirror:
Every life Sacred. Every life Valuable. Every life saved by grace alone.

