
 

 

 

 

 

 

“Do Justice” 

Amos 5:21-24, Micah 6:8, Isaiah 58:1-12 
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“Every year on Good Friday, they gather at the church, about twenty-five of them, and 

load onto the church bus.  For the next several hours, the bus travels around Denver to every 

location where someone, in the past year, was killed by gunshot.  At each location, they get off 

the bus and hold a brief hymn and prayer service reading the person’s name.  They do this every 

year in the name of the Gospel, in the name of the Church, to protest violence and particularly 

gun violence.” 

In a different congregation, “a forum was held to study the proposed state budget.  In the 

state legislature there was a conflict along party lines about priority for state spending between 

services for the poor and building new prisons.  Organizers invited representatives of both 

perspectives to attend the forum.  Representatives of the prison perspective declined.  The forum 

was held.  Preprinted post cards favoring services to the poor were made available for members 

to sign and send to legislators.  The post card included the statement in bold letters: ‘State 

budgets are theological statements.’” 

“The police removed a homeless man from the steps of [still another] church.  The church 

filed a lawsuit claiming that its steps were private property, and the church could allow anyone 

they wanted to sleep there.” 

Other “congregations organized water brigades to go into the desert to ‘give drink to the 

thirsty’ who are coming across the border without documentation.” 

Still more “congregations refused to buy Nestle’ products until they changed their 

position on how they promoted baby formula in Africa.  Congregations boycotted California 

grapes and Taco Bell over worker’s rights.”   

These are some of the examples Jim Ryan would give of how churches in Colorado were 

engaging in justice work.  Ryan is the former Executive Director of the Colorado Council of 

Churches, and he tells of sharing these stories of justice work with congregations and watching 

as people got visibly uncomfortable.  Is he suggesting our congregation should do something like 

this, people would bristle.  To which, Ryan would respond by quoting the theologian Marcus 

Borg: “Charity never offends; a passion for justice often does.”  When challenged on what 

exactly the difference is between the two, Ryan would say, “Charity helps.  Justice seeks to 

change.”1   

It goes back to the cliched story of villagers standing along the banks of a river.  They see 

someone come downstream in danger of drowning, and they pull him out.  Then, it happens 

again and again and again.  Finally, someone says, “we could stand here all day pulling people 

out of the river, or we could go upstream and see why people keep falling in.”   

Or, Martin Luther King, Jr. put it more biblically when preaching about the parable of the 

Good Samaritan: “A true transformation of values will cause us to question the fairness of many 
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of our policies.  On the one hand, we are called to play the Good Samaritan on life’s roadside, 

but that will be only an initial act.  One day we must come to see that the whole Jericho Road 

must be transformed so that men and women will not be constantly beaten and robbed as they 

make their journey on life’s highway.  True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar.  

It comes to see that an edifice which produces beggars needs restructuring.”  But doing anything 

more than just flipping a coin to a beggar is often cause for offense.  Just ask the Roman Catholic 

bishop from Brazil Don Helder Camara who said: “When I gave food to the poor, they called me 

a saint; when I asked why there are so many poor, they called me a communist.”   

The Black church and churches in the 2/3 world have a long history of engaging in justice 

work.  White Protestant churches, not so much.  Maybe it’s because we’re afraid of dividing a 

congregation over a contentious issue or out of a belief that politics don’t belong in the church.  

Sometimes it’s motivated by the inaccurate understanding that the separation of Church and 

State means churches can’t speak out on social issues.  Sometimes it’s because, as those in a 

position of privilege, acting for justice could hit pretty close to home, impact us or friends in our 

congregation – eliminate jobs, reduce salaries, take away benefits.  Other times, we get so busy 

with church business that we don’t have time for the business of being church.  Our time gets 

consumed: Committees meet.  Choirs practice.  Elders pray.  Fellowship meals are eaten.  

Sunday Schools study.  Youth groups play.2  And what’s wrong with all of that, you may be 

thinking.  How can you take issue with prayer and fellowship?  How can you take issue with 

spending our time in worship?  What’s more central to our faith than that?  And God says in 

Amos: 

 

I can’t stand your religious meetings. 

I’m fed up with your retreats. 

I’m sick of your fund-raising schemes. 

I’ve had all I can take of your noisy ego-music. 

When was the last time you sang to me? 

Do you know what I want? 

I want justice—oceans of it. 

I want fairness—rivers of it. 

That’s what I want. That’s all I want. 

 

As if it’s possible to miss the point of those sharp-tongued words, God beats the same point 

home in Isaiah: 

 

Tell my people what’s wrong with their lives: 

They’re busy, busy, busy at worship, 

    and love studying all about me. 

To all appearances they’re a nation of right-living people— 

    law-abiding, God-honoring. 

They ask me, ‘What’s the right thing to do?’ 

    and love having me on their side. 

But they also complain, 

    ‘Why do we fast and you don’t look our way? 

    Why do we humble ourselves and you don’t even notice?’ 
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“Well, here’s why: 

“The bottom line on your ‘fast days’ is profit. 

    You drive your employees much too hard. 

You fast, but at the same time you bicker and fight. 

    You fast, but you swing a mean fist. 

The kind of fasting you do 

    won’t get your prayers off the ground. 

 

These translations of Scripture from The Message make it hard to miss the point: the presence of 

oppression and injustice and violence in this world indicate a deficiency in our spiritual 

practices.  We could live in Bible study, but if we do so while someone else is living in squalor, 

that’s not a testament to our faith.  We could use our voices to sing God’s praises all day, but if 

we don’t use our voices to call out injustice, God won’t listen, Amos says.  We could worship 

God in a sanctuary, but if we don’t serve God’s people in the world, what’s the point, Isaiah 

asks.  

This June, the Presbyterian Church had one of those solemn religious assemblies Amos 

mentions.  It’s our biennial national gathering called General Assembly.  At GA, there’s a lot of 

worship and singing, financial offerings, committee meetings, and generous helping of Robert’s 

Rules of Order.  Can you even imagine what Amos and Isaiah would say about Robert’s Rules of 

Order?  Lord, have mercy.  As most large conventions are, the date and place for General 

Assembly are set years in advance, and 2018 was scheduled to meet in St. Louis.  After the 

protests and upheaval that have taken place in St. Louis over the last few years, some people 

asked whether it was wise to still gather there.  Shouldn’t we go somewhere that had it more 

together, who could offer more to our convention-goers, some people asked.  No, the organizers 

said.  It’s precisely because St. Louis has a need that it makes sense to go there.  And then they 

got busy asking what needs we could meet during our ten-days in town.  It quickly became clear 

that one of the greatest injustices in that city is in the criminal justice system.  Two-thirds of 

people who are in jail in St. Louis have not been convicted of anything; they are awaiting trial 

and too poor to pay their cash bail, so they wait in jail.  The vast majority of those people are 

accused of low-level, non-violent crimes.  “Local advocates say inability to pay bail has been a 

driving force in the increase in mass incarceration over the last 15 years, and it’s resulted in job 

loss, mounting fines, and child custody issues.”  Again, all of this is before the person is tried and 

convicted.  So, in partnership with the Bail Project, the General Assembly took the offering from 

the opening worship of that solemn religious assembly – all $47,000 of it – and hundreds of 

Presbyterians marched from their meeting rooms at the Convention Center to the Justice Center 

where they handed over the funds to bail three dozen people out of jail.3   

Later in the week, those same commissioners who marched started the process to make 

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” one of our guiding confessions.  

We’ve only seen fit to do so twelve other times.  If it is included, “Letter from a Birmingham 

Jail” will be the only confession written by an individual.  Now imagine if we had had all of 

those conversations about MLK’s letter – how we hope it will guide us as we speak out against 

injustice, about how it helps remind the church of our role in the world – imagine if we had had 

all of those same conversations and never left the Convention Center, never marched to the 

                                                           
3 “Protestors March for Bail Reform in St. Louis,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, June 19, 2018.  
“Hundreds of Presbyterians Join March to St. Louis Justice Center,” by Rick Jones at pcusa.org. 



Justice Center.  Imagine if we had worshipped and prayed and voted and gone home without 

doing justice.  Imagine what Amos and Isaiah would have said then.  Amen.  


