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Opening  
 
1. We are in a teaching series on the Christian virtues and have arrived at “Justice.” It is our practice 

to pair a virtue to a vice, and this week’s pairing is “Justice” to the vice of “Anger.” Pastor Todd 
and the creative team developed an illustration about civil rights legend John Lewis because he is 
a living model of how the virtue of justice can transform the vice of anger while calling everyone to 
what Lewis calls “The Beloved Community”.  
 
Pastor Todd, bring us into this illustration and tell us a little more about Civil Rights Activist and 
U.S. Representative John Lewis. 
 

[FROM THE JOHN LEWIS WEBSITE1: Often called "one of the most courageous persons the 
Civil Rights Movement ever produced," John Lewis has dedicated his life to protecting human 
rights, securing civil liberties, and building what he calls "The Beloved Community” in 
America. His dedication to the highest ethical standards and moral principles has won him the 
admiration of many of his colleagues on both sides of the aisle in the United States Congress.] 

 
VIDEO WITH PHOTOS OF GRAPHIC NOVEL “MARCH” by John Lewis 

 
Transcript of Voice Over 

 
I was attending First Baptist Church in downtown Nashville. 
 
You could literally stand on the steps, throw a baseball, and hit the steps of the Tennessee 
state capitol. 
 
The congregation, led by Kelly Miller Smith, were black Baptists who’d left the white church 
because they had been forced to worship in the balcony. 
 
I was one of the first volunteers to attend. 
 
It wasn’t a very large meeting.  I was the only student to go from my little school. 
 
There were young people like Diane Nash from Fisk University.  Others came from Meharry 
Medical College and Tennessee State. 
 
At the time, Jim Lawson was a graduate student in the Divinity school at Vanderbilt. 

                                                
1 https://johnlewis.house.gov/john-lewis/biography (accessed 5-26-16) 
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He also represented an organization called the Fellowship of Reconciliation, better known as 
F.O.R., a pacifist group committed to the philosophy and discipline of non-violence. 
 
F.O.R. had also published a popular comic book called Martin Luther King and the 
Montgomery Story, which explained the basics of passive resistance and non-violent action as 
tools for desegregation. 
 
Jim talked about the Montgomery bus boycott, 
 
about war resistance, 
 
about non-violence. 
 
He spoke of Gandhi, this little brown man from India using the way of nonviolence to free an 
entire nation of people. 
 
And how we could apply nonviolence, just as Dr. King did in Montgomery, all across America—
South AND North—to eradicate some of the evils we all faced: 
 
the evil of racism, 
 
the evil of poverty, 
 
the evil of war. 
 
Jim Lawson conveyed the urgency of developing our philosophy, our discipline, our 
understanding. 
 
His words liberated me. 
 
I thought, this is it… 
 
This is the way out. 
 
I told my classmates. 
 
I told two of my closest friends, Bernard Lafayette and James Bevel. 
 
I told everyone that they should come to this workshop. 
 
A few days later we had another non-violence workshop, this time with ministers and students 
from a number of different schools nearby. 
 
Bernard Lafayette was one of the first people to attend with me. 
 
We each tried to do everything we could to test ourselves, to break each other’s spirits. 
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We tried to dehumanize each other. 
 
Sometimes I couldn’t help but smile—even laugh—when someone played such an unnatural 
role. 
 
But sometimes it was one of your friends calling you names, knocking you down, spitting on 
you. 
 
For some, it was too much. 
 
But we need to see how each of us would react under stress. 
 
Lawson taught us how to protect ourselves. 
 
How to disarm our attackers by connecting with their humanity. 
 
How to protect each other. 
 
How to survive. 
 
But the hardest part to learn—to truly understand, deep in your heart— 
 
Was how to find love for your attacker. 
 
We took a name—the Nashville Student Moment.  Because of our distrust of centralized 
power, we insisted on a rotating leadership. 
 
We were all in this together. 
 
And we were ready to act. 

 
Introduction 
 
1. We are nearing the end of our teaching series on the what Christians since the fourth century 

have called the “virtues and vices” of the human experience. This series has helped us think about 
the two basic questions that most people ask of themselves every day: “What should I do?” and 
“What kind of person ought I become?” It has been our practice to pair the virtues with the vices 
while exploring hinges between them to help us remember that we have both vices and virtues 
constantly at work within us even while we reach for the virtuous life.   
 

2. As a refresher, the virtues are divided into four Cardinal virtues: “Courage,” “Temperance,” 
“Wisdom,” and “Justice.” These date back to a time before Christ. Greek philosophers Aristotle 
and Plato regarded these four virtues as paramount character traits. After the New Testament was 
written these four virtues became known as the “Cardinal Virtues” (or universally important virtues) 
while the theological virtues reflected the teaching innovations of Jesus and were named as: 
“Faith,” “Hope,” and “Love.” 
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The other side of the ethical and moral equation is the vices. The seven vices are: “Pride,” 
“Greed,” “Gluttony,” “Sloth,” “Lust,” “Envy” and “Anger.” We have covered everything except two 
virtues and one vice. Next week will conclude the series focusing exclusively on the virtue of love 
by itself. We have titled it “Just Love”!  
 

3. This week we focus on the virtue of “Justice” that is paired with the vice of “Anger” (or sometimes 
known as wrath). Anger is a normal human response to that which is wrong. Even Jesus got angry 
and expressed that anger physically. But, anger is can also be a vice because there is a world of 
difference between someone getting angry and someone being an angry person. It was Aristotle 
who said:  
 

“Anybody can become angry - that is easy, but to be angry with the right person and to the 
right degree and at the right time and for the right purpose, and in the right way - that is not 
within everybody's power and is not easy.”2 

 
Our anger must be transformed to be useful in all aspects of our lives, but especially in regards to 
the virtue of justice because justice can take a long time to be realized, particularly with the more 
complex and historically intractable social conflicts. And, by justice, I mean social justice, the all-
encompassing concept of moral rightness based on ethics, rationality, law, natural law, fairness 
and equity in all things. 

 
4. One potential hinge between the virtue of justice and the vice of anger is this:  

 
“Our willingness to listen to the personal narratives of those effected by the systemic sins of 
social injustice that pervade our world, and advocating for change.”  

 
Listening comes first because we interpret all of life from the viewing point of our own life 
experiences. From our narrative, from our story. And, this is why personal narrative is a major 
obstacle to the virtue of justice. The moment we are introduced to some claim of societal injustice, 
if that social matter is not attached to a personal story we can relate to, it is highly unlikely that will 
engage. And, depending upon several factors, we may even rage against a vulnerable and 
innocent person or group of people for no reason other than we just can’t relate.  

 
What can be done to help us avoid that kind of unknowing that betrays our faith and our goal to 
live like Christ?  

 
5. The personal story of Micah, an ancient Hebrew prophet can help us. Micah 6:8 is probably the 

most famous Hebrew passage of Scripture in the Bible that comes to mind when we think of the 
virtue of justice. 

 
8 He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. 
    And what does the LORD require of you? 
To act justly and to love mercy 
    and to walk humbly with your God. 

 
Micah 6:1-8. NIV 

 
                                                
2 Read more at: http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/a/aristotle132211.html (accessed 5-28-16) 
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I have seen this quote on plaques, monuments, and buildings around the world, but the story 
behind Micah’s quote is rarely understood.   
 

6. Micah lived in Ancient Israel from 750 and 686 B.C. in the small town of Moreseth about twenty-
five miles southwest of Jerusalem. Micah was deeply sensitive to the social ills of his day, 
especially as they effected the small towns and villages of his homeland. If you take the time to 
read the entire book of Micah you will find that he made three major accusations against the civic 
and religious leaders of his country, the nation of Israel.  

 
• First, through bribes and unscrupulous frauds, the powerful elite were coveting and profiling 

the property and homes…of poor people…of people like Micah, who lived in small towns 
and villages. It was known that the corrupt government would trump up false charges and 
illegally confiscate people’s possessions. 

 
• The second accusation was aimed at the priests, prophets and judges who were known for 

conspiring in elaborate and fraudulent money making schemes.  
 

• Third, to top it all off, the crowning insult to Micah was that these corrupt leaders carried out 
their schemes with an arrogant sense of “religiosity.”  

 
7. Micah wrote in chapter 3:11: 

 
“the leaders judge for a bribe, her priests teach for a price, and her prophets tell fortunes for 
money…yet they lean on the Lord and say “Is not the Lord among us” No disaster will come 
upon us…” 

 
Micah 3:11. NIV 

 
Did you catch the subtlety of what was going on here? The corrupt civic and religious leaders felt 
that simply because they were believers and went about their religious duties, that God would be 
on their side regardless of how they behaved. To Micah, this was a double insult—ignoring the 
compassion, mercy and justice of God in the way they treated the vulnerable, and then claiming 
that God was just fine with whatever they did simply because they were the appointed leaders 
fulfilling religious duties. 

 
8. The book of Micah climaxes in chapter six where it is clear that Micah’s message had finally 

broken through to the leaders because the narrative confrontation is striking. Micah wrote: 
 

1 Listen to what the LORD says: 

“Stand up, plead my case before the mountains; 
    let the hills hear what you have to say. 
2 “Hear, you mountains, the LORD’s accusation; 
    listen, you everlasting foundations of the earth. 
For the LORD has a case against his people; 
    he is lodging a charge against Israel. 
3 “My people, what have I done to you? 
    How have I burdened you? Answer me. 
4 I brought you up out of Egypt 
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    and redeemed you from the land of slavery. 
I sent Moses to lead you, 
    also Aaron and Miriam. 
5 My people, remember 
    what Balak king of Moab plotted 
    and what Balaam son of Beor answered. 
Remember your journey from Shittim to Gilgal, 
    that you may know the righteous acts of the LORD.” 

 

[If you are new to the Hebrew narrative in Scripture, these many names and places speak to 
people and experiences throughout their faith history in which God provided for their needs and 
was compassionate and gracious in spite of their failings. Micah was no doubt appealing to what 
little remaining consciences they may have had by leveraging their shared faith history. This next 
section of Micah chapter 6 clues us in to the warped thinking of the civic and religious leaders.] 

 

6 With what shall I come before the LORD 
    and bow down before the exalted God? 
Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 
    with calves a year old? 
7 Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, 
    with ten thousand rivers of olive oil? 
Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, 
    the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 

 
[Micah’s response to this kind of religiosity was a “cut the crap” kind of response.] 

 
8 He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. 
    And what does the LORD require of you? 
To act justly and to love mercy 
    and to walk humbly with your God. 

 
Micah 6:1-8. NIV 

 
9. This is so profound, and perhaps one of the most important Hebrew texts because there is a direct 

parallel to the great commandment of Jesus to love God and others. If we were to weave the 
golden rule of Jesus and the justice imperative of Micah 6:8 together we see that we can… 
 

“Act justly by loving mercy and walking humbly with God and others.”  
 

That is how we can be most prepared to be Christ like and transforming of our anger while 
reaching for the virtue of justice in the face of the many social ills of our day. The pivot into this 
work is listening to the personal narratives of those effected by the systemic sins of social injustice 
that pervade our world.  

 
A. Act Justly by Loving Mercy 
 
1. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a turn of the century modern day Micah. He was a German Christian 

theological who died in a Nazi prison during World War II because of his published social justice 
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views directly challenging what German Christians, and many German Christian Churches were 
doing to support the persecution and genocide of Jewish people. That was only 75 years ago, or 
one lifetime ago and for a little bit of contextual perspective--was taking place at the same time 
that Minnesotans denied Jewish people jobs, turned Jewish people away from hospitals, and even 
had signs on buildings “No Jews Allowed.”3  
 
In a book titled “Life Together” Bonhoeffer wrote: 

 
“It is God’s love for us that He not only gives us His word, but also lends us His ear. Christians, 
especially ministers, so often think they must always contribute something when they’re in the 
company of others, that this is the one service they have to render. They forget that listening 
can be a greater service than speaking. Many people are looking for an ear that will listen. 
(One) who can no longer listen to (their sister or) brother will soon be no longer listening to 
God either. This is the beginning of the death of the spiritual life.”4 

 
2. We can’t talk about mercy and listening to others without addressing one of the the greatest social 

ills of our day: mass incarceration. Most everyone has heard the statistics: The US has 5% of the 
world’s population and we spend $39 billion dollars a year to even private for profit prison systems 
trading on the stock market to lock up 25% of the entire world’s prison population. Most of the 
prisoners are Black or Latino inmates, and impoverished communities were the target of the 
1980’s “War on Drugs” policy that has nearly tripled our prison population.5 One seasoned civil 
rights attorney calls all this “The New Jim Crow” because the laws and policing policies of the land 
have had the same adverse effects on communities of color as the segregation laws of the United 
States following the Civil War and until 1965.6  
 
Whether or not you believe the criminal justice system in America to be socially ill most likely 
depends upon how your narrative relates to the incarceration narrative. Or, whether or not you 
take the time to listen to people touched by incarceration.  
 

3. Charlie Lowry is someone greatly impacted by our incarceration laws. Charlie grew up in a small 
town in Tennessee, where the whole town is virtually one family. All of his cousins and uncles and 
aunts live in this small town. When he was thirty-five years old his brother moved to Saint Louis, 
Missouri and started to smoke crack cocaine. When Charlie visited his brother, he gave crack a try 
and, as what happens, he became immediately addicted and then became a small time dealer to 
support his habit.  
 

                                                
3 http://www.mprnews.org/story/2013/05/09/mpr_news_presents (accessed 5-28-16) 
4 As quoted in the interview: http://www.onbeing.org/program/david-isay-listening-as-an-act-of-love/6268 
(accessed 5-28-16)(Updated with gender inclusive language) 
5 Sources:  

The Innocence Project (www.innocenceproject.org) 
Project America (www.project.org) 
Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice statistics: (www.bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov) 
The New Jim Crow  
The Pew Charitable Trusts (www.pewtrusts.org) 
The Death Penalty Information Center (www.deathpenaltyinfo.org) 
http://www.criminaljusticeusa.com/blog/2011/10-stats-you-should-know-about-our-prison-system/ 
http://www.damncoolpictures.com/2010/11/cold-hard-facts-about-incarceration.html 

6 http://newjimcrow.com/about-the-author (accessed 5-28-16) 
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He was convicted twice for selling crack on the corners of Saint Louis. And, the third time he was 
caught on a corner he was brought into federal court on the “three strikes” policy7 and was given 
life in prison. Not once during his three convictions was he treated for his addiction. And, because 
United States citizens are willing to pay $31,286 a year per inmate for lifetime sentences for even 
petty addicted drug offenders, it has cost more than one million dollars to keep him incarcerated 
for more than 24 years in a downstate Illinois prison.  
 

4. Mark Osler is a professor of Law at St Thomas and sent some of his students to visit Charlie. 
They expected a hardened person. But, found him to be a tiny gentle man who is in his 60’s now. 
He has a perfectly clean prison record. And, as they walked into the prison to see Charley, 
everyone was warm toward him. One reason is because Charlie saves up his commissary money 
and when a new inmate arrives, he puts together a care kit so that they have personal items to 
deal with day to day life in the prison.   
 
There is a new social justice movement emerging now to reverse the War on Drugs policies that 
have locked up millions of Americans for unreasonable amounts of time. This touches me closely 
because it touches my family. We have a second cousin who is serving a life sentence for three 
strikes of marijuana possession. Unlike Charlie, our cousin has been sucked into gangs and 
violence that don’t match the person who he was before he was incarcerated. Commutations are 
being given to some prisoners with exorbitant sentences for petty crimes who have exemplary 
behaviors. Charlie is one greatly deserving to have his sentence commuted, but year after year he 
is not on the list, Charlie has said without anger or malice, “I’m so happy for those people who 
made the list.”  
 

5. To know Charlie’s narrative will help those of us without points of connection to the incarceration 
narrative be more informed and empathic to how lives, families, and communities can be 
destroyed at great cost to everyone if our criminal justice system continues to be framed as a 
retributive verses restorative model of rehabilitation.  
 

Reaching for the virtue of justice requires loving mercy through listening. And, reaching for justice 
also requires that make the decision to act justly by walking humbly with God and others through the 
practice of listening as well. 
 
B. Act Justly by Walking Humbly with God and Others 
 
1. To walk humbly with anyone is to admit that we do not have things figured out. It is to live day to 

day life with a consistent posture of asking questions and remaining willing to be corrected if there 
is a new revelation that sparks our consciences to make a change in our thinking. The ancient 
practice of walking humbly with God for Christians has been largely framed around the notion of 
the imitation of Christ. It is one thing to study Christian theology and read Scripture. It is another 
thing altogether to make the decision to live life with the compassion, mercy and justice of Jesus’ 
ethics.  
 
Such a commitment will inevitably spark us to change because it is difficult to actually live like 
Jesus and do such things as love our enemies, remain detached from the pursuit of money and 

                                                
7 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three-strikes_law (accessed 5-28-16) 
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yet overflow with generosity regardless of how much we make, forgive those who wrong us, and 
leave our places of comfort to intentionally be near those who suffer.  
 

2. To walk humbly with other people is the other side of walking humbly with Jesus. And, speaking 
as a white, Anglo Saxon Protestant, straight, educated male in a society where the narratives of 
First Nations people, communities of color, LGBTQ identified, and all those under-resourced are 
often misunderstood while at the same time rallying against systemic injustices—I admit, I spend 
most of my days suspended between contrasting and sometime aggressively competing 
ideologies. Where I struggle the most is recognizing how conflicted the Christian religious 
movement is, perhaps like the religious movement of Micah’s day, in that Christian religion is not 
always reaching, and in fact is sometimes working against matters of social justice.  

 
3. Depending upon the moment in time and the context, Christians can be as tone deaf to the 

narrative of people groups as easily as anyone. Sadly, it seems that some Christians are willing to 
protect their version of Christian religion (sometimes inter-mingled with a particular political nation 
state identity) over and above living like Jesus and expressing the love of God for everyone. Even 
more, if we look at the sweep of Christian religion through the ages, there has been many times 
where Christians have opposed social justice for entire groups of people based upon scriptural or 
sociological interpretations that would later be called out for being prejudiced, wrathful, and wrong.  

 
We should probably not burden Christian religion too much, though, because really it is a 
universally human vice to allow wrathful anger to drive persecution of difference between peoples.  

 
4. What would it be to create a more restorative approach to society and as Christians in society 

where we see everything in a sort of ecological system? Whole social ecosystems can be 
changed when “the created” reflect their Creator and Christ’s narrative of seeing everyone’s and 
everything’s whole value. Think about that. What would be possible if we follow Christ’s practice of 
seeing the whole of every person and those on the margins and choose to repair the social 
narratives that have been torn by fear and prejudice?  
 
With the power of God and a virtuous social justice conscience seeking to re-populate our 
communities with restorative narratives it is possible to change the flow and entire rivers of 
opinion. Let your imagination wander for a few minutes… 

 
[SHOW VIDEO: TRT 4:33] 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q 

 
Transcript of Video Featuring Environmentalist George Monbiot 8 

 
One of the most exciting scientific findings of the past half century has been the discovery of 
widespread trophic cascades. A trophic cascade is an ecological process which starts at the 
top of the food chain and tumbles all the way down to the bottom, and the classic example is 
what happened in the Yellowstone National Park in the United States when wolves were 
reintroduced in 1995. Now, we all know that wolves kill various species of animals, but perhaps 
we're slightly less aware that they give life to many others. It sounds strange, but just follow me 

                                                
8 https://www.ted.com/talks/george_monbiot_for_more_wonder_rewild_the_world/transcript?language=en (accessed 5-
28-16) 
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for a while. Before the wolves turned up, they'd been absent for 70 years. The numbers of 
deer, because there was nothing to hunt them, had built up and built up in the Yellowstone 
Park, and despite efforts by humans to control them, they'd managed to reduce much of the 
vegetation there to almost nothing, they'd just grazed it away. But as soon as the wolves 
arrived, even though they were few in number, they started to have the most remarkable 
effects. 

 
First, of course, they killed some of the deer, but that wasn't the major thing. Much more 
significantly, they radically changed the behavior of the deer. The deer started avoiding certain 
parts of the park, the places where they could be trapped most easily, particularly the valleys 
and the gorges, and immediately those places started to regenerate. In some areas, the height 
of the trees quintupled in just six years. Bare valley sides quickly became forests of aspen and 
willow and cottonwood. And as soon as that happened, the birds started moving in. The 
number of songbirds, of migratory birds, started to increase greatly.  

 
The number of beavers started to increase, because beavers like to eat the trees. And 
beavers, like wolves, are ecosystem engineers. They create niches for other species. And the 
dams they built in the rivers provided habitats for otters and muskrats and ducks and fish and 
reptiles and amphibians. The wolves killed coyotes, and as a result of that, the number of 
rabbits and mice began to rise, which meant more hawks, more weasels, more foxes, more 
badgers. Ravens and bald eagles came down to feed on the carrion that the wolves had 
left. Bears fed on it too, and their population began to rise as well, partly also because there 
were more berries growing on the regenerating shrubs, and the bears reinforced the impact of 
the wolves by killing some of the calves of the deer. But here's where it gets really interesting.  

 
The wolves changed the behavior of the rivers. They began to meander less. There was less 
erosion. The channels narrowed. More pools formed, more riffle sections, all of which were 
great for wildlife habitats. The rivers changed in response to the wolves, and the reason was 
that the regenerating forests stabilized the banks so that they collapsed less often, so that the 
rivers became more fixed in their course. Similarly, by driving the deer out of some places and 
the vegetation recovering on the valley sides, there was less soil erosion, because the 
vegetation stabilized that as well. So the wolves, small in number, transformed not just the 
ecosystem of the Yellowstone National Park, this huge area of land, but also its physical 
geography. 

 
Conclusion 
 
If we see ourselves as part of the larger picture of all of God’s creation, and we see our neighbors 
and listen to our neighbors, especially those effected by the systemic sins of social injustice that 
pervade our world—the healing of even small social narratives will ripple, no, will create a “trophic 
cascade” from our narratives into everyone’s narratives and the direction of entire rivers of thought 
can be changed through the compassion, mercy, and justice of Christ. 
 
Prayer 
 
God and creator of all things--teach us to love everything you have made as it has been made. Help 
us to act justly by loving mercy and walk humbly with you and with others through being better 
listeners who act on the basis of clear minded and courageous conviction.  
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In the name of, and for the sake of Christ. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins may we spend the week ahead exploring the intersections of the virtue of 
justice and our personal life narratives such that we are poised to advocate for the Christian ethic of 
justice, compassion, and mercy for everyone. 
 
Go in peace. Amen 
 

 
 
 

 
 


