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This morning we begin the sixth week of our eight week It’s Time journey.  I hope that you are beginning to prayerfully discover the spiritual gift (or gifts) God wants you to be using, the place God wants you to serve Christ in our church or community; and I hope that you are praying daily for the new ministry God would lead us to collectively, as a church.  I am beginning to hear people talk about possibilities, about possible ministries which would meet a need in our community and which our church has the resources and the giftedness to carry out.  I think this is how God is going to lead us to this new ministry, as we continue to listen– listen to the Holy Spirit and listen to one another as we have dialogue.


Our focal chapter this week is entitled, “It’s Time to Do Justice and Mercy.”   One of the interesting things about writing sermons is that the preacher almost always learns something himself or herself during the process.  What I learned this week is that justice and mercy are more connected, less distinct from one another, than I had realized.  Not that they are the same thing; they are not.  Justice is getting what one deserves, no more and no less; mercy is getting better than one deserves, more reward or less punishment.  Daniel Vestal illustrates the difference in a humorous way by telling about the overbearing, obnoxious woman who was having her portrait done by a professional photographer.  She complained and criticized through the entire session; and then when she looked at the proofs, she said in a very condescending way, “These pictures do not do me justice.”  The photographer, who all of this time had silently endured her verbal abuse, said, “Madam, you do not need justice.  You need mercy.”


Justice and mercy are distinct in some real sense.  Justice is being fair, doing what it is right and equitable and ethical.  Justice is applying the standard uniformly, so that no one receives favoritism or preferential treatment and so that no one is discriminated against or deprived of what he or she is entitled to.  It is this last criterion which receives so much emphasis in the biblical teaching about justice, which is a major theme among the prophets, both the Old Testament prophets and John the Baptist and Jesus, whom the New Testament clearly portrays as standing in the prophetic tradition.  All of these prophets say that it is an injustice that some people live in luxury while others barely manage to survive.  They all say that it is an injustice that some people are overfed while others go hungry.  They all say that it is an injustice that the powerful abuse their power while the powerless are trampled on and beaten down.  Among the books of the Old Testament, there are three major prophets, twelve minor prophets, a few others who do not have their own books but whose words are recorded in the historical narratives of the Old Testament; plus of course John the Baptist and Jesus.  Virtually all of these prophets say– repeatedly– the things which I have just said.  Yet we don’t hear many sermons about these topics or themes– why?  I think the first thing we have to say is that it represents a lack of courage on the part of preachers– that’s just confession.  But it is also because we are not the marginalized, the hungry, and the powerless; we are the affluent, the overfed, and the powerful.  So we do not dip into the prophets very often because they convict and chastise us much more than we would like to admit.


Ironically, when we think about our lack of concern for justice issues and for God’s marginalized children, one of the ways we rationalize this lack of concern is religion.  God says, “If you want to make me happy, feed the hungry”; and we say, “I go to church.”  God says, “If you want to give me joy, speak out on behalf of the powerless and the victimized”; and we say, “I support my church’s capital campaign.”  God says, “If you want to be what I created you to be, love the lonely and the lost”; and we say, “I’ve been baptized.  I walked down the aisle at church”– as if religious ritual were a substitute for these other things.  


We are not the first ones.  In our Old Testament lesson, Micah talks about the religious rituals of his day.  He mentions animal sacrifice, usually a calf.  He mentions burnt offerings, which were more extravagant than the animal sacrifices in which only the animal’s blood was offered to the Lord and the worshipper kept the meat to consume; but in a burnt offering, the entire animal was consumed by the fire and therefore it was entirely dedicated to the Lord.  Then Micah mentions thousands of rams and tens of thousands of rivers of oil, the most extravagant offerings imaginable.  And God says clearly, “I don’t want those things.  I want you to walk with me”– that is, to have a relationship with God– “and to do justice and mercy.”  


Among the Gospel writers, it is Matthew who is most attentive to this theme in the teaching of Jesus.  Twice in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus quotes Hosea 6:6, where God says, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice” (Matthew 9:13; 12:7).  Religious ritual is not a substitute for the character and virtues and values which God wants us to have.  And in Matthew 23:23, Jesus mentions the three identical items which Micah talks about in our scripture.  Jesus is talking about these little spices, dill and mint and cummin, which were so small and so inexpensive that they were exempt from the tithe; a person was not required to tithe on them.  In Matthew 23:23, Jesus says to some people:  you are so fastidious about your religion that you tithe on these tiny spices even though it is not required; but at the same time, you neglect what is really important, faith (again, relationship with God) and justice and mercy– the identical three items mentioned by Micah.    


Now did you hear what has happened in this sermon?  Five minutes ago, I started talking about justice as distinct from mercy.  I was trying to focus on justice, but somewhere along the way, mercy slipped into the conversation.  At least in the biblical teaching, justice and mercy are like opposite poles of a magnet:  each is constantly drawing the other toward itself, so the line between them is fuzzy.  It’s hard to say where justice ends and mercy begins.  Carl Hurley tells the story of a man who was pulled over by a highway patrol officer.  Before the trooper could even get out of his car, the other man jumped out, ran back to the patrol car, and said to the officer, “You see the woman in the front seat up there?  That’s my wife.  You see the woman in the back seat?  That’s her mother, and she’s been at my house for six weeks.  This morning they had a fight, and I’m trying to get her home before they make up!”  The trooper gave him a warning and a police escort!   Justice required the writing of a citation.  That it was a warning– accompanied by an escort– is mercy.   Where does the one end and the other begin?


Fiorello LaGuardia was the mayor of New York City from 1933 till 1945 (hence LaGuardia Airport).  Before he became mayor, however, he was a judge, perhaps best known for the famous sombrero which he kept in his courtroom.  When LaGuardia handed down a fine, the guilty person had to put the money for the fine in the sombrero.  On a bitterly cold winter day, a trembling old man appeared before Judge LaGuardia.  The charge:  stealing a loaf of bread.  When asked if had anything to say, the old man said that he needed it to feed his family.  LaGuardia said, “Stealing is against the law, so I must fine you.  The fine is ten dollars”– a lot of money in the early 1930's.  But even as he was speaking, the judge was reaching into his pocket. He produced a ten dollar bill, tossed it into the sombrero, and said, “I now remit the fine.  Furthermore, I fine everyone in this courtroom fifty cents for living in a town where a man has to steal to keep from going hungry.  Bailiff, collect the fines!”  The hat was passed and the old man, with joyful disbelief, left the courtroom with forty-seven dollars and fifty cents– a lot of money in the early 1930's.   Where does justice end and mercy begin?


I think I know why justice and mercy are so closely connected and so hard to separate, at least in the biblical teaching.   It is because both justice and mercy are inextricably tied to the character and will of God, and that necessarily connects them to one another.  God demands justice because every person is a child of God.  What I deserve as God’s child, you deserve as God’s child, and every other person deserves as God’s child.  So God demands that every person be treated with equity and fairness and justice.  The founding documents of our nation mirror this very principle.  The Declaration of Independence says that every person is endowed by the Creator with certain inalienable, undeniable, rights, among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  The Constitution says that every person is innocent until proven guilty.  The Constitution of the United States says that if you are a daughter or son of America, you are entitled to justice.  The Bible says:  because every person is a daughter or son of God, every person is entitled to justice.  


And at the very same time, as much as God is just, God is merciful.  As much as God is fair, God is more than fair, gracious.  As much as Jesus was just and fair, he was gracious and merciful.  So as we are transformed by the Holy Spirit and by the grace of God, as we become less what we were and more what God has called us to be in Jesus Christ, somewhere along the way we slip over the line which divides justice and mercy.


“Teacher, we caught this woman in the very act of adultery.   The law says that we get to stone her.”   (Talk about issues of justice– where is her partner in adultery?  Why is only the woman being punished?  I think we know.)  But Jesus says to those people, “Yes, you may stone her according to the law.  Whoever among you is sinless, you throw the first rock.”  Where does justice end and mercy begin?


One of the effects of this convergence, this connectedness, of justice and mercy is that we don’t even know which system we want to operate under.  For example, the speed limit:  when the speed limit is transgressed, do we want justice to be enacted, or do we want mercy to be offered?  Well, it depends on who the speeder is.  If the speeder is some smart aleck teenager who is talking on the cell phone and fiddling with the I-Pod and whose music is so loud that I cannot hear my music in my own car, then I want justice.  Nail that kid!  Write the ticket– the law is the law!  But– if the speeder is that nice minister with the salt and pepper hair who exudes humanitarianism and who just didn’t notice when the speed limit dropped to 35, it seems very clear to me that mercy should be offered (rather than justice).

We all know how important the parable was as a story type, a literary form, in the teaching of Jesus, but do you know where the first parable in the Bible occurs?  It’s in 2 Samuel 12; the prophet Nathan is the first person in the Bible to use a parable.  Here’s what has happened.  David, the king, sees Bathsheba one day; and even though she is another man’s wife, he takes her for himself.  There is no indication in the text that she consents; it’s one of those instances where a powerful person abuses that power rather than enacting justice.  Then David learns that Bathsheba is pregnant with his child.  Her husband, Uriah, is a soldier, so David arranges to have him put in the midst of a fierce battle, and then his fellow soldiers withdraw, leaving Uriah to be killed.  Adultery and murder, the low point of David’s kingship and life.  Then one day, Nathan comes by the palace and says, “O king, a great injustice has taken place in your kingdom.”  David says, “What is it?”  Nathan says, “There are two men who live in the same town.  One is very rich and has many flocks.  The other man is poor, and he had only one small lamb.  He raised it, fed it, cared for it, watched it play with his children.  Then one day a visitor came to see the rich man, who did not want to slaughter one of his own sheep to feed his guest; so the rich man took the lamb of the poor man and fed it to his guest.”  David is incensed.  He swears by the name of God, “I will enact justice against this man!”   And the prophet turns an accusing finger at David and says, “You are the man!”


Did you notice the heading at the beginning of our lesson from the Psalms?  It tells us that Psalm 51 was written by David after Nathan confronted him about Bathsheba and Uriah.  The man who swore by the name of God that he would enact justice suddenly finds himself pleading for mercy.  “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; [not according to justice, not according to what I deserve, but] according to your abundant mercy, wash my iniquity and cleanse my sin.”  So for all of the places where mercy and justice converge, this is where the difference is most clear to me:  when I think about standing before God.  When I stand before God, I do not want justice.  I do not want what I deserve.  I want the mercy and grace and forgiveness which come through Jesus Christ.  And this is why it is so important that we offer mercy and grace and love to others, because it is what God has first done for us.


It’s what this season of Lent is all about.  The cross of Jesus Christ is about God taking justice and replacing it with mercy.  In the movie The Last Emperor, the child who is anointed as the last emperor of China lives a life of luxury and privilege and indulgence.  In one scene, his brother asks him, “What happens when you do wrong?”  “Someone else is punished,” the child replies; and to demonstrate, he breaks a vase, and a servant is beaten.  The Gospel tells precisely the opposite story.  The King of Kings, the sinless one, took the punishment for all of my sins– and all of your sins.   It is mercy beyond comprehension.


But here’s the thing.  Jesus said:  if our hands and our hearts are too closed to offer mercy and grace to others, then they are too closed to receive mercy and grace from God.






