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Community of Hope, Part 5: Mighty Flow of Justice

October 26th, 2008

When it comes to love, the English language uses some strong words to describe what it looks like… words that must seem pretty strange especially to people learning our language.  

· For example, we talk about people being madly in love… crazy about each other.

· Some could be described as insanely jealous while others are hopelessly lovesick!”  Head over heals in love!

· We talk about people being ga-ga in love. Swept off their feet. Bowled over in love.

But, if you really want lunacy and insanity, listen to the cute names that people give to each other when they are in love. Names like…

· honey-bunch, baby-cakes, boo-boo, little pumkin’, smoochie, snuggles, cutie-patooti, snookie-ukems, and, of course… pookie!

· I mean, what woman would not be swept off her feet after being affectionately referred to as “pookie?” Come on!

· Now Joyce and I never really had “pet names” like that for each other… just the standard stuff… honey, cutie, “ultimate stud of the universe”…stuff like that!

Of course, beyond the words we use, just think about the crazy, insane, absolutely irrational things people do when they’re in love? 

· I’ve known people who’ve traveled 500 miles to see girlfriends or boyfriends for just a day. 

· They’d drive 6 hours there, spend four hours together, and then drive six hours home through the night. Almost every couple has some kind of story like that. 

· A person in love will loose sleep, risk their own health, do or give just about anything…  for just the chance to express their love to the person who has so captured their hearts. 

In many ways, that’s the way it was when I first experienced God’s love in my life. Can you remember that experience when you first realized the extent to which He really loves you?

· It was so real and so fresh… how He had sent His own Son to die for me so we could live eternally in intimate friendship together… 

· It just seemed as though everything had come into focus. All of sudden I found myself talking to my friends about Him… 

· I started living life differently… wanting to stay clear of things that would get in the way of walking in deeper relationship with Him.

· Anyone who has a relationship with Jesus has experienced something like that… the desire to be with Him, to give your heart to Him, to more fully embrace the things that are on His heart.

Suddenly, we’re giving up our Sunday mornings to attend church… and yet, we were genuinely happy to do it.  We even began giving away a portion of our hard-earned income to Him.

· I mean, why would we do this? Why would we sacrifice our time and money?  

· Why would we risk social embarrassment by, perhaps, talking with a neighbor or coworker about Jesus?  

· Why would someone use most of their vacation time to go on a short-term mission project? 

When our lives are complicated enough, why would you begin to care about the people around you… not just your family and close friends… 

· But those whom you have little in common with… those who may not have anything to give back to you in return… perhaps those too weak & powerless to care for themselves? 

· Why care for the marginalized and abandoned… for those suffering from poverty or sickness or injustice? Why do any of this? Well…

· We do it because we are in love with Jesus. Because something has gripped us. Because in a real sense we are out-of-our-minds for Christ. 

It’s the kind of heart Peter expressed in Luke 5 when, exhausted after a long day of fishing without catching a thing, Jesus asked him to go out one more time and try again.
· Well, Peter knew that it was the wrong time of day for fishing… there was simply no way they’d catching anything. 
· But even if they could, he didn’t have an ounce of energy left.
· But do you remember what Peter said next?  He said, "Because you say so, I will let down the nets."
· It may not be all that clear to me… but, because it’s you, I’ll do it.  Because it’s you, I’ll rearrange my life, I’ll rearrange my priorities…
It may not be all that clear to me… but because it’s you, I’ll forgive that person who hurt me so much.
· I wouldn’t do it for anyone else, but because it’s you, I’ll reconcile with my brother or sister and make things right.
· Because it’s you, I’m going to love what You love… and embrace what You embrace… and care about what You care about. 
· I’m going to care for those who have less than I do… and I’m going to let that care translate into action… to reflect your heart to the world around me.
You see, it’s crazy what we do for love… but Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:13-14, 
· “If it seems we are crazy, it is to bring glory to God. And if we are in our right minds, it is for your benefit. 14Either way, Christ's love compels us. Since we believe that Christ died for all, we also believe that we have all died to our old life. 15He died for everyone so that those who receive his new life will no longer live for themselves. Instead, they will live for Christ, who died and was raised for them.”
· “If it seems we are crazy, it’s because we love Him… because we want to bring glory to God…  because His LOVE compels us!”

And yet over time, after the newness of love has long passed by, we can so easily begin to loose that passion for Him we once felt.

· We no longer want to drive those six hours to see the one we love… 

· Receiving and expressing our love is no longer the most exciting thing we can do.

· And not only do we find our passion waning… but we find ourselves more and more unresponsive to His expressions of love… less concerned about what’s on His heart.

· Without realizing it, for all kinds of reasons, we find our hearts are growing a little harder.

· Suddenly His heart for us is in conflict with our lifestyle and our own desires. 

And when that happens, without even realizing it at times, our tendency is to tweak His commands & calling to better fit our present lifestyle or circumstances. 

· Truth is, guys, to one degree or another, we all do this.  In fact, as Christians, we are masters of this game… learning how to hear the truth while dodging the bullets.

· Every now and then we read a passage or hear a sermon that hits close to home… and almost intuitively, we begin looking for a way out.  

· “Well… even though that sermon hit me head on… I’ll have to leave that for another time… plus, I’m probably doing better in that area than a lot of people… and truth is, my situation is a little different than what he talked about anyway.”

· We become experts in hearing the truth while dodging the bullets.

What happens is that we subconsciously emphasize those parts of Scripture that fit where we’re at… while downplaying those truths that confront us or are in conflict with what we’re wanting from life.

· In a way, without thinking about, we assign a value to various issues based on how they fit our lifestyle and goals.  

· “Reaching out to the poor? Yeh, that’s important… but I’m just too busy.”

· “Missions? That’s a good thing… but there’s enough to do around here.”  

· You see, it’s possible that through all our conscious or sub-conscious rationalizations, we’ve eased our way out of the conviction & passion God may be wanting to raise up in our hearts.

The problem is that when we do this… when we assign a value to those things God is calling us to based on how well they each fit into our lifestyle and goals… 

· When, as Christians we do that, we’re unknowingly creating a caricature of Christianity… one that reflects less & less who God really is and how God really thinks…  

· As it exaggerates or distorts certain aspects of our faith while minimizing others. 

· And, while it shouldn’t be any surprise, the sad thing is that we do this in a way that actually makes us feel better about ourselves... or more righteous.

Imagine the dad who marches up the stairs and bangs on the door of his teenager’s bedroom… Pulling the plug of his stereo out of the wall while launching into a 30-minute lecture about his son’s bad music…

· How it’s bad for his relationship with God… how it dishonors God.  

· “So, you just stay in your room for an hour and think about this while I go downstairs and turn on the television and watch the visual equivalent of what you’re listening to.  But, of course, that’s different because… it just is… I mean, that’s how I unwind after a hard day of work…”
We proudly judge other people for what they do… feeling all self-righteous about how we’re walking with God in that area… all the while ignoring the areas we’re falling short in.

· We judge them for the splinter in their eye when, in reality, there’s a log in our own.

· So, we live life conforming God’s heart for us based upon our lifestyle.  

· “I’m a Christian… so my kid’s music should be honoring to God.  But my TV shows… well, there only a little off-color… but I’m older… it doesn’t affect me.”

And as we edit God’s desire for us… we can emphasize and de-emphasize to the point where we end up worshiping a god who, in sense, doesn’t exist… a caricature of a god that we’ve created for ourselves.  

· He may bear a striking resemblance to the God of the Bible, but this “home-spun” god is personalized… a slight variation of the real thing… custom-made to fit our lifestyle & desires.

· You know, I’ve often thought about how crazy it was how the Israelites gathered up some of their gold in order to fashion a god into the shape of a calf.

I mean, how can you not only make a god-statue of out your earrings and necklaces but then go ahead and worship that statue?

· It sounds crazy, doesn’t it?  So then why does it seem so reasonable for you and I to pick and choose which of those things on God’s heart we will embrace or dismiss?

· Could it be that by picking and choosing for ourselves what parts of God’s Word we’re going to take seriously or pay attention to…

· that in the end, we are simply forging our own personal god?

You see, here’s the bottom-line.  We can worship the God of the Bible… or we can worship a god that simply makes us feel good about ourselves regardless of how we’re living our lives.  

· We can worship God… or some man-made god that never challenges us to anything but the lifestyle and passions we would choose for ourselves.

· Listen… a hard heart is not a heart that is necessarily in conscious rebellion against God.  

· It is a heart that no longer feels the conviction of God.  It is a heart that has grown insensitive to the voice of God.

Maybe you’re hearing me and you have a sense that your heart has grown a little hard… that the willingness you once had to do whatever He asked of you is nowhere near where it used to be.

· Maybe you’re hearing me… and you have a sense that the willingness & desire to embrace His passions & purposes has become a little callused in your life.

· Truth is, it’s a hard thing to see… because, by its very nature, hardness translates into numbness.  

· Its what calluses do… they create such thick skin as to protect you from the nerve endings underneath… they keep you from feeling.

But still, as believers, we can become experts at hearing truth and dodging bullets.  And so, with our hearts a bit numb to God’s passion & purposes for our lives, we simply emphasize other things. 

· And so, as a church, for example, it’s possible to downplay the charge we’ve been given to be that “City on Hill;” to be that Community of Hope that love & embraces & ministers to the poor… while emphasizing other things… Good things like Bible studies and prayer meetings;  

· And yet, as much as we tend toward being an “either-or” people, in this case, God is calling us to be “both-and”.

We’ve just got to be aware, guys, that it’s simply human nature to try to compensate for our disobedience in one area of our spiritual lives by overachieving in other areas.

· In other words, we allow a good measure of disrepair to exist in one area of our relationship with God… because, after all, “look at how good I’m doing in this other area.”
· And so, it is possible to maintain an impeccable, religious routine while our hearts are as hard as steel. 

· Is it any wonder then, that the world’s most hard-hearted people are amongst the world’s most religious people?

So, how do you know if you’ve grown numb and calloused to the passions & purposes of God in your life?  If you’re willing to just be honest… even for a moment… you’ll probably just know.

· Though, Andy Stanley suggests that the degree of our hard-heartedness is equal to the disparity between what grieves that person and what grieves God.

· In other words, the question to ask is this… “Am I grieved by the same things that grieve God? Do I feel what God feels? Am I bothered by the things that bother God? Is my heart in sync with His?”
If something grieves God in Scripture, but it leaves you wondering if He might have overreacted a bit, then, yes… you may have some work to do.

· If you are beginning to see that, in your walk with God, you tend to emphasize some of those things on God’s heart that fits your lifestyle and desires… 

· While minimizing those things that don’t… then, again, you may have some work to do with God.

· That’s one of the issues that confuse both the white evangelical and black evangelical churches. 

The white evangelical church has traditionally looked at the black church with its jaw dropped to the ground, wondering why, in the world, they’re not taking a stronger political/social stand on abortion, for example…

· While the black evangelical church looks back at us with total bewilderment trying to understand why our pro-life position seems to always be limited to the unborn.

· Truth is, each have taken a stand that emphasizes one position, at least to some degree, over and against the other.  

· And the reason for that, I believe, is that we’re each trying to tailor our position to fit the political party we’ve traditionally stood behind.

And yet, we’re called to live above political party lines.  Truth is, if we really are pro-life, then we need to be passionate about the abortion issue.  

· And yet, at the same time, if we really are pro-life, we also need to be passionate about all of life… 

· About poverty, about ending war, about health-care, and human-trafficking…

· about single-mothers, about a generation of seniors who are choosing between food and medicine.

You know what amazes God in all of this?  As Isaiah looks, in Isaiah chapter 59, at the state of the world around him, he writes, in verses 8-9 that…  

· “They don’t know where to find peace or what it means to be just and good… there’s no justice among us.” 

· He continues in verse 14, crying out that “justice is nowhere to be found.” 
· We’re then told that “The Lord looked and was displeased to find there was no justice.”  

· In other words, God looked up and down the world around us… and time again He saw justice and truth being trampled on in the streets… seeing the vulnerable being abused and the weak forsaken. 

And yet, the injustices all around us isn’t what amazes God.  Instead, in verse 16, we’re told that “He was amazed to see that no one intervened to help the oppressed.” 

· In all He saw, what causes God to be astonished? It was that no one was there to stand in the gap between the weak and the strong… 

· That no one was there to put themselves in the way of those who would hurt and abuse. 

· And I wonder, as God looks over the landscape around us today will He find His church… will He find us… caring for, loving, & embracing those around us… 

· Will He find us standing up for those with no means and no voice? Will He find me standing up for those who are oppressed? 

Let me tell… every single time I see a video clip from the 1960s Civil Rights Movement… I imagine myself walking down “Main Street” in Montgomery County, Alabama at MLK’s side… working to end racial discrimination.

· When I think of slavery in our nation, I’d like to picture myself serving the underground railroad… giving my life to undo the rabid injustice of slavery.

· And sometimes… without ever lifting a hand… those thoughts make me feel… “Hey… I really care… I really care for those living under the weight of injustice.”

Truth is, it’s easy to “picture” what I would have done back fifty or even 150 years ago. It’s easy to hide behind History Channel documentaries.

· But what about today? The trafficking of human beings, particularly children, is modern-day slavery…. 

· Where victims are either forced, defrauded, or coerced into labor or sexual exploitation or war.

· In fact, UNICEF estimates that 27 billion people are enslaved around the world today. 

· It’s estimate that 2 children are sold every minute into the 32 billion dollar sex-trafficking industry… that’s 1.2 million children a year!

· So, what am I doing? What are we, as the church, going to do?

In 2004, the International Justice Mission raided several Cambodian brothels… 37 girls rescued that day… 22 were girls between 5-10 years old. 

· No one within the church at large had anything to say about it.  But two weeks later during the Super Bowl half time, something else… seemingly far worse… did, in fact, called the church to action.

· Yes… Janet Jackson experienced a wardrobe malfunction during her half-time performance. Now, that got the church’s attention. 

· No one said anything about children being sold into sex slavery… but Janet Jackson… suddenly the church took notice.

Now, does any of this even matter to Him? About 50 years earlier, during the days of Amos, God looked out again… this time to the people living in the northern kingdom of Israel.  Listen to what He said to them in Amos 5…

7You twist justice, making it a bitter pill for the oppressed.   You treat the righteous like dirt. 10How you hate honest judges!   How you despise people who tell the truth! 11You trample the poor,   stealing their grain through taxes and unfair rent. 12For I know the vast number of your sins and the depth of your rebellions. You oppress good people by taking bribes and deprive the poor of justice in the courts. 15Hate evil and love what is good;   turn your courts into true halls of justice. 21"I hate all your show and pretense—   the hypocrisy of your religious festivals and solemn assemblies. 23Away with your noisy hymns of praise!   I will not listen to the music of your harps. 24 Instead, I want to see a mighty flood of justice…”

Does it matter to God? Does what’s happening around us and how we relate to those things matter to God? 
· In the Message verses 23-24, He says, “Enough of your religious meetings… Do you know what I want? I want Justice… oceans of it.” 

· The problem is that when we look at the world around us, we tend to see it like the Titanic sinking down into the deep sea.

· And then, seeing as it’s going down, what do we do? 

Just like so many there on the Titanic, we push others aside to be the first ones on the few lifeboats on board. 

· Yeh… we’ll throw them a lifejacket… “Jesus loves you! But don’t expect us to jump in after you.  We’re out of here!”
· And yet, do you know what we call those lifeboats? We call them the church. 

· “We’re out of here… we’ll have no part in that mess… let’s get away from this mess as fast as we can and save ourselves.” 
· But if we’ll hear His still voice, then we’ll hear His voice calling from the sinking ship asking us… Where are you going? This is where I am. 
In his book about developing deeper character in our lives, Andy Stanley writes in “Louder than Words” that “character is acknowledging that life isn’t about doing what’s good for me, or what’s easy for me, or what comes naturally to me.  Character is about being conformed to His image, not conforming Him to ours.”

· If our hearts are to walk in authentic, intimate relationship with God, and yet our lifestyle & passions reflect values & standards different from God’s… 

· If we tend toward wanting to conform God’s passions to ours, then we need to consider whether we have created a caricature of God… forged out of our desire to fit God into our preferred lifestyle.

And to help us see whether this has become true, in any way in our lives, God says to us in Amos 7:7, that He has set a plumb-line alongside His people… a means by which we’re able to measure ourselves against what beats so passionate on His heart…
· And that is, are you feeding the hungry? Are you ministering to the sick? Are you standing up for the oppressed? Are you caring for the lonely widows? Are you befriending those being discriminated against?  

· That’s the plumb line, the measure God has set for us in His Word. He says, “That’s the standard that I’ll measure you by.”

So let me ask you… As you place yourself before God’s standard, is your heart true to plumb? Are you grieved over what grieves Him?
· Does your life reflect God’s heart in this area… because, guys, this means something to Him. 
· So, just between you and God… is your life true to plumb?

In the most powerful way Jesus could have expressed it, in Matthew 25, He says that in His judgment of humanity, what He expects to characterize His people, are hearts of compassion… the kind of compassion that translates into action.

· For Him, that’s the ultimate expression of a transformed life…

· That, of all the values embraced within the Kingdom of God; love, mercy, and compassion are the most important… 

· In every respect, they authenticate our faith and identify us as His people…. 
· They demonstrate & validate that life we receive solely by His grace as we believe in Jesus.

You see, whenever we see another human being in need, somebody loaded down with a burden or injustice, we have a choice. 

· We can extend our hand. We can notice. We can see. We can feel. We can hear. We can pray. We can care. We can serve. 

· We can extend ourselves OR… We can avoid. We can withdraw. We can look the other way. 

· We can even come up with some reason why it’s not that important… 

· We can minimize the weight God places on this because it conflicts with our plans and our lifestyle.

· Or, we can just dodge the issue altogether.  

· It’s up to you.
So, how will you respond?  How will you respond to Jesus’ call in John 14:15 when He said, “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments.”
· Will we pick and choose which of those commandments works with our personalities & plans?  

· Will we forge for ourselves & worship a caricature of God created by us to keep us comfortable and feeling good?

· If so, regardless of how many prayer groups and Bible studies we attend, our hearts will grow colder and more calloused to Him and His voice in our lives will grow increasingly dim.

But, if we begin to say yes… if we make His presence the priority in our lives… if we embrace His passions & His purposes in our lives… regardless of their impact upon our plans and desires… 

· Then we’ll find our hearts growing more and more passionate for Him.  Suddenly the love relationship we experienced with Him is renewed…

· Suddenly, a six-hour drive each way to be with the one you love seems like a drop in the bucket.

· All of a sudden your heart begins to feel more of what He feels… you find yourself loving, more and more, the things that He loves. And grieving for what it is He is grieving for.

· You’ll begin to see the poor differently… as indifference is replaced by indignance at the injustices & suffering around us. 
Jesus has called us to embrace the world around us as a Community of Hope… He’s called us to go out into the harvest fields around us, which, He says, are “ripe for Harvest...”

· But, let me ask you… when you think about that Harvest field, what comes to mind? Amber Waves of Grain?

· And yet, as we look around us, as Isaiah did so long ago, what we find isn’t beauty… but pain. 

· Truth is, the harvest field is not beautiful. It is dark… full of injustice and despair.

· All around we find what Bono describes as stupid poverty… with over 30g people dying of poverty each and every day… 3 people every second. 

Believe me, Gandhi was right when he said that poverty is the worst form of violence. 800 million people go hungry each day… 3 billion living on less than $3 each day. 
· Even in our own country… 35 million Americans living in poverty.  Nearly 9% of NJ’s population is living below the poverty line. 19% of NJ families with 3 children are living below the poverty line.  

· 24% of families headed by single-parents are living below the poverty line.

· 5% of Morris County’s 170,000 families are living below the poverty line.  

· In Morristown, 927 people are living below the poverty line with 465 of them living in severe poverty (half the federal poverty line of $17.2 for a family of three). 
Beyond the very poor, there may not have ever been a time where those in the middle class have found themselves struggling like they are now.

· You see, guys… there really is an ache within humanity for its spiritual home. And yet, sometimes… we, as the church, are the last to recognize the ache/groaning of the world.  

· Read the back of a TAZO! “To ask questions, share observations or simply have a bit of human contact, write to us at Tazo, PO Box 66, Portland, OR. Allow two weeks for a written response.”
· They get the ache for human contact! A tea company!  There is a hearts cry in the world around us. And, what is the ache? Emmanuel… God with us. 

Guys… We’re called to be a Community of Hope… so why are we on the lifeboat?  We may live in an affluent area… but the needs are all around us.  

· But we need to get off the lifeboat and head back to where the people are.  We need to re-engage the world around us with the God of love… the God who is with us… and with them. 

· At the end of his life, Lenin regretted all the bloodshed. And what he said was, “If only we had ten Francis of Assisi’s.”  
St. Francis didn’t sit in some monastery complaining about the injustices of the world while looking out his window. 

· He left the monastery and engaged gross injustice in the world… being an ongoing incarnation to the world… bearing His message and continuing His ministry.
· He’s called us to let justice flow like a mighty ocean.
· And why? Why would we do it?  “If it seems we are crazy, it is to bring glory to God...  Either way, Christ’s love compels us.” 2 Corinthians 5:13-14
“Religion that God our Father considers pure and faultless is this; to look after the widows and orphans in their distress…”  James 1:27
