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Deuteronomy 10:11-22

1240 now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you? Only to fear the LORD your God, to walk in all his
ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, * and to keep the
commandments of the LORD and his decrees that I am commanding you today, for your own well-being. '* Although
heaven and the heaven of heavens belong to the LORD your God, the earth with all that is in it, ® yet the LORD set his heart
in love on your ancestors alone and chose you, their descendants after them, out of all the peoples, as it is

today. ® Circumcise, then, the foreskin of your heart, and do not be stubborn any longer. ' For the LORD your God is God
of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe, ' who executes
justice for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing. ** You shall also
love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. ° You shall fear the LORD your God; him you shall serve; to
him you shall hold fast; and by his name you shall swear. ! He is your praise; he is your God who has done for you these
great and awesome things that your own eyes have seen. 2 Your ancestors went down to Egypt seventy persons, and now
the LORD your God has made you as numerous as the stars in heaven.

More than a decade ago, when I had less mileage on my body and our children were all under five, we took the
leap of faith, with special nod to a supportive spouse, to sell our cars, box up and store our worldly possessions, save for a
few boxes we sent overseas, and move to Edinburgh, Scotland, for three years. Due to the virtue of frugality, we chose to
fly overseas on Friday the 13" when enough of the superstitious stay at home to allow the rest of us to fly at more
affordable rates. In addition to our checked bags, I recall checking three car seats, one collapsable red wagon, and hoping
that the ticket agents would not count too closely whether or not we were over our limit. Fast forward 8-10 hours and a
transatlantic flight later, and we were all back together in baggage claim, trying to figure out how to get three small
children, our bags stuffed with our worldly possessions, three car seats, and a wagon into transportation and to our
accommodations. Working on a couple of hours sleep and trying to get us to some semblance of the finish line, trying not
to lose it or fall to pieces and keep it together, I remember thinking to myself and worrying that I was so focused on the
task before me, that if someone nearby needed help or if an emergency was happening around me, I was in such a state of
survival mode I was afraid I would overlook it or just keep moving just trying to tend to and corral my tribe.

Having just spent some time in the Texas Hill Country in the midst of the devastating storms that were the
remnant of tropical storm Barry hovering over that area and churning out rain over the past two days, I was struck by the
actions of the two camp directors along the South Fork of the Guadalupe River, and how they placed their own lives in
grave danger trying to help the vulnerable in their midst get to safety and forfeiting their lives in the process, probably

enacting training that had been drilled into them all their lives, but having to be carried out in horrific circumstances,

that the safety of the children and counselors entrusted to your care is paramount, more important than your own safety.



Taking care of one’s own may indeed be important, but being able to protect and uphold the dignity and worth of every
human life, especially the vulnerable among us, goes beyond our smaller horizons and challenges us beyond our own
tribal instincts.

Our passage from Deuteronomy reminds us that the Lord of Heaven and Earth, the God who created the heavens
and set the stars in the sky, the God who is more vast than we can contemplate or imagine, ‘executes justice for the
orphan and the wisdom, and loves the stranger, providing them food and clothing.’ This, Deuteronomy tells us, is what
God is like. A divine being who drops whatever God is doing in that moment, to execute justice for the orphan, the
widow, the vulnerable in our world, and to give food and clothing to the stranger. Scott Black-Johnston paraphrases this
Old Testament and Hebrew Scriptures vision of justice in this way: ‘Don’t side with the majority simply because it would
be to your advantage. Don’t neglect to free a donkey caught in a thorny bush—even if that donkey belongs to someone
you don’t like. Be impartial. Don’t give a person a break simply because they are poor or because they are rich. Hold
everyone to high standards. Hold yourself to high standards. Do not oppress the resident alien, the immigrant, or a person
with no financial resources and precious little opportunity.”

That’s really the problematic part of this passage to me. It doesn’t just say that God cares about these things, but
that all of us are called to care about these things too. It is not enough to worry about our own tribe or step past the
vulnerable because we ourselves are stressed and experiencing survival mode for a moment, we are called to have our
hearts tuned to the needs of those who are vulnerable to the whims of congressional legislation or the available public
resources. We don’t have the luxury of saying, to each his or her own or not my problem. Deuteronomy tells that
investing our resources in the poor and the vulnerable in our community is integral to our identity, and perhaps what it
means in verse 16 to be circumcised in our hearts, to be marked by this God who goes beyond kith and kin to execute
justice for the orphan and to worry over widows and to love strangers and enable the vulnerable among us to be able to
stand on solid ground and not feel like they are constantly in quicksand or being pulled own or running against the wind.

The virtue we are exploring here is justice and oftentimes I think we equate justice with our penal system or with
bringing people to justice, which usually means an unceremonious end to a villain or someone getting the punishment
they so deserve. Or maybe even some kind of cosmic leveling that lift up the dispossessed and bring down the mighty,
settling the ultimate scores. But I wonder if justice is less about making sure everyone gets their just desserts and more

about learning to want and work for human flourishing not only for our tribe our own children or our own church, but
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for strangers and vulnerable and powerless in our lives and in our world. Holding ourselves to a higher standard that we
can’t just live our lives in survival mode, taking care of our own and blowing past the rest of humanity, but that we are
called to drop everything even when it costs us everything to ensure the stranger in front of us has as many opportunities
to flourish as we want for ourselves and our tribe.

Too often we can assume that we are clear on the virtue of justice and almost treat it like a dogma that is
undebatable and completely self-evident. Which is something the Scott Black Johnston points out in the book we are
reading. ‘For some,” he reminds us, ‘the pursuit of justice creates a broad license for bad behavior and aggressive
tactics...yes I am behaving badly because I care so much!’? But quoting the theologian Miroslov Volf we are reminded ‘If
you want justice and nothing but justice,” or a justice by any means necessary according to your definition of justice, ‘you
will inevitably get injustice.” Instead, Volf urges is that if we really want to do away with injustice, the answer is not
ramming justice down everyone’s throats, ‘you must want more than justice; you must want love.’* In a similar vein the
Roman Catholic priest and public theologian Richard John Neuhaus writes that in his work in the civil rights movement
he learned from Martin Luther King, Jr., the truth that ‘whom you would change you must first love.’” He then adds this:
‘many of the radicalisms of recent history forget this. Too often protests [for justice] assumed a superior and sneering air,
but he concludes, ‘when we stop loving we stop winning, no matter how many points we think our ours.”

What are we willing to sacrifice or go without or give up so that your neighbor might flourish, so that the child
growing up in poverty in the ninth ward might flourish and have good opportunities, what are we willing to contribute
so that neighbors and strangers and widows and orphans and the most vulnerable among us, might know that they are
beloved children of God, have been given unique God-given gifts, and have opportunities to flourish before God in the
living of their days. If life is just about protecting our own, if faith is just about perpetuating what we've got coming to us,
if justice is just about meting out punishment, then there is nothing grace-filled in this social Darwinistic dystopia. Just
an endless chain of transactions of everybody getting theirs and whoever has the gold making the rules.

The beloved community that Christ creates in real time seems to offer a more compelling vision, where out of love

those to whom much is given, much is expected, and those who have been graced to the calling of Jesus Christ are called
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to do all in our power and maybe even to use what power we may have to knock down the things in the world that
threaten the dignity of the vulnerable among us and that prevent them from opportunities to flourish. That is what
justice looks like, where the ground at the foot of the cross is level, where there is setting at this table for every last one of
us, where the first and the last and the last are first, and everyone is graced with the opportunity to flourish, all for the

glory of God.



