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Sunday, April 25, 2021 – 9am   

St. Philips Episcopal Church, Rochester  

Gospel:  John 10:11-18  

Homily – The Good Shepherd & Justice – Fr. John Meulendyk  

 

Our lesson today tells us that the Good Shepherd went after one of 

his lost sheep.  I think that any Good Shepherd today would have his 

job ramped up.  He would not be going after one lost sheep but a 

whole flock.  Instead of hearing the sheep cry “bah. bah. bah”, we 

hear a new sound this week repeated over and over again, “justice, 

justice, justice.”  And that word has seeped into our consciousness 

almost to the point of playing the part of God.   

And so, we are apt to read Psalm 23 as: “Justice” is my Shepherd.                 

JUSTICE is my shepherd;  

I shall not be in want. 

JUSTICE makes me lie down in green pastures  

     and leads me beside still waters. 

JUSTICE revives my soul  

     and guides me along right pathways for Its sake. 

Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 

     I shall fear no evil; for JUSTICE is with me; 

JUSTICE’s rod and staff comfort me. 

JUSTICE spreads a table before me in the presence of those who  

     trouble me;   

JUSTICE has anointed my head with oil, 
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     and my cup is running over. 

Surely JUSTICE’s goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of  

     my life,  

And I will dwell in the house of the JUSTICE forever. 

 

- Is this what you sensed this week?  That the term “justice” is the new 

word for God?   

 
- For me there is something unsettling about how the word justice has     

been used.  The consensus of many people is that, “The brutal 

violence of SOME police in the black community has finally been 

exposed.”  We only need to look closely at the history of George 

Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Daunte Wright, Stephon Clark, Eric Garner, 

Michael Brown, Marvin Scott to know that… I agree and Lord in your 

mercy, expose truth. You are right.   

 
- And then, what starts to bother me, is that some people go on and 

add, “Still better yet, someone finally is now going to pay the price…. 

big time.  And if they do pay the price, then we will have justice.”  And 

then I start to tremble, and I wonder what they mean by justice.   

 
- It seems to me that it’s not justice in this society that people want, 

but revenge and retribution.  It’s easy to get angry when you have 

been hurt un-mercilessly.  And it’s easy to want revenge.  And when 

people take God and make God into a person who approves of 

revenge as a kind of justice, I am taken back.  Some say, “Remember 

the ark and what God did to the world when people were sinful; 
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remember what God did to the Egyptians when the people of Israel 

were let out of captivity.”  Remember?  Remember what?  When God 

was not loving?  Did God not save Noah, his family and the whole 

human race?  Did God not save the people of Israel to be a hope for 

the future.  When is God not loving and merciful?    

 
- For years, the church has taught that God IS loving but also righteous 

and just. I wonder when we changed a “just God” into a “judgmental 

God?”  And, I wonder if we really know what justice and 

righteousness means to God?  And when I am too hasty in speaking 

for God, I hear the voice of God say, “Vengeance is mine… not 

yours.”   

- And then I stop.  And I become silent.  And listen for the voice of God. 

“Be still, (stop thinking) and know that I am God.”  (Psalm 46:10) 

 

- So, I think that God has something to say to all of us about justice 

today.  

 

- When I initially think of the term justice in our society, the image that 

comes up for me is the blindfolded, Greek Goddess, Dike, who is 

holding a scale and balancing two objects.  She is impartial since she 

is blind and simply weighing the facts.  The “winner” is the one who 

shows the heaviest burden of proof.  So, you may say, “what’s wrong 

with that?” 

- The problem is that God doesn’t see justice that way. God doesn’t 

look at people in terms of winners and losers.  Everyone, no matter 

how we might label them as good or evil, is a creature of God - 
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created with dignity and made in the image of a loving (not a vengeful 

God.   Sin never takes away the created dignity of a person.   

 

- So, if everyone has equal dignity, then why do we have a justice 

system at all?  Some may say “sin,” and that is true.  And what does 

sin really look like in God’s eyes?  In a nutshell, there is only one 

major sin and it is the root to all other sins – and that sin is not 

keeping our eyes continually focused on God first and foremost.  The 

root of all sin is embedded in the first commandment:  

I am the Lord your God…  

You shall have no other gods before me.”  (Exodus 20: 2,3)  

 

- When we lose focus on the mysterious workings of God, we begin not 

to trust the world and what God is doing in it.  We begin to fear, and 

then we begin to point fingers at others as a way to avoid looking at 

ourselves.   

- Concisely put: Sin is pointing fingers.  And the justice system is 

created to find out who has the biggest and longest finger, and whose 

finger points the farthest.  The justice system rewards a winning 

finger punishes a losing finger.  We call that a retributive system – a 

adversarial system that exalts winners and punishes losers.  It’s a 

system that stands, too often, in opposition to the restorative nature 

of God – a God that works like the Good Shepherd who restores his 

flock and brings dignity to victims, offenders, and the community.      

 

- Sadly, we in the US are immersed in a society that sees punishment 

as a way to create good.  And we think that writing laws and 
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punishing people is a way to create a good and orderly society.  

However, Martin Luther saw through this fallacy centuries ago.  

Luther commented that laws keep evil in check, but laws can never 

create good.  Good only comes by a change of heart which only God 

can do.  

 

- So, when we think of God as loving and also just, what does that 

really mean?  In short, it means that God does not allow you and I to 

point fingers, especially at God himself.  God doesn’t point.  God 

embraces.     

 

- If we think about it, we learn to point fingers early in life.  When we 

are hungry and not fed, it has to be someone’s fault.  When another 

child takes away our toy, we point and blame the other child.  When 

we are unhappy, we point at someone else.  We do so because we 

are afraid of not getting what we want.  We fear.  And thus, the blame 

game starts and the finger pointing begins.  “He took that, she 

cheated, it’s his fault.”  And the finger pointing and blame game gets 

solidified in adulthood.  If you don’t believe me, look at the news 

channels.   

 

- When we initially begin to read the Scriptures, we are looking for 

something besides blaming and finger pointing.   But because 

blaming and finger pointing is so prevalent in our society, we begin to 

read Scripture though the eyes of a blaming and finger-pointing 

culture.  We say that God is good, but God is also just, so God’s 

nature is to finger point at us and blame us when we are wrong.  God 
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kills the people in the flood; God sends locust on the people of Egypt; 

God crashes the walls of the city of Jericho; God turns Lot’s wife into 

a pillar of salt.  All in the name of being just.  Yikes.  And then we are 

reminded that God is love.  But now “how do we put these two 

together - a loving God and just one?”   

 

 

Historical Perspective 

 

- To answer that question, we need to look at the historical context of 

justice, and the way that nations developed and used the term 

“justice.”  The ancient Codes of Hammurabi were laws that were 

issued by rulers in Babylon about 1700 years before Christ.  They 

were based on the concept of an “eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”  

If a person caused you to lose an eye, you had the right to blind the 

other person in his or her eye.   

 

- This seemed to be just and acceptable until the Jewish people asked 

the question, “If you are blinded in one eye by another person, how 

do you blind him or her in their eye if they are already blind in both 

eyes?”  Over time, that led to a shift in consciousness.  Instead of and 

“eye for an eye,” the person who was an offender needed to be of 

service to the one who was injured.  The two needed to work together 

to overcome the injury.  Justice was seen as a way of healing and 

restoration for everyone including the community.   
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- The Prophet Micah in the Hebrew Scriptures would say at this time,  

“What does God require of you but to act justly (loving as God 

loves you (hesed), love mercy, and walk humbly with your God.  

(Micah 6:8)  

 

- Jesus would also later weigh in on this by saying:  

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for eye, and a tooth 

for tooth…”  You have also heard that it was said, ‘Love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you, love your 

enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  

                                                                   (Matt. 5: 38, 43-44) 

 

- So how did we get away from the concept of justice as love, and 

healing and mutual restoration?   

- This historical drift occurred centuries after time of Jesus.          St. 

Augustine of Hippo (as good a theologian as he was) would have a 

large part in undoing these historical concepts of justice in terms of 

reconciliation and service to the other.  The tradition of the early 

Greek and Latin Christian churches understood God as giving grace 

and love to everyone without condition.  Augustine broke with that 

tradition.  He said that God gives grace to some but not to others.  Be 

good and you get grace, be bad and grace will not be given to you.  

This opened the door to God punishing those who are outside of 

God’s grace.   

 

- Another dynamic came into play about the time the US Constitution 

was written.  The writers of the Constitution were strongly influenced 
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by the Protestant Reformer, John Calvin.  Calvin picked up on St, 

Augustine concept that “God’s grace is given only to some.”  Calvin 

developed a theology (“penal substitutionary atonement”) that God’s 

justice requires punishment by God.  With that, justice became 

officially recognized as being punitive and not restorative.  And the 

legal system in the US ultimately ended up using that theology as a 

way not only to punish offenders, but also to keep offenders and the 

offended apart.  Everything that the Old Testament and Jesus 

preached fell by the wayside.   

 

- So, what do we need to do as Christians in this time?  How do we act 

justly with a steadfast love for everyone?  How do we work with God 

to continue creating a loving justice in this world?  How do we 

reconcile racial issues, issues of sexuality, issues of the environment, 

issues of corporate greed?  How do we create a justice of 

reconciliation and restoration between the family of George Floyd and 

the police officer Derrick Chauvin?   How do move beyond blame and 

into restoration?  Sin affects us all; and grace is bestowed upon us 

all.   

 

- I am going to be honest here.  The answer is not easy and we may 

have to live without resolution for a while.  There are no permanent 

and immediate solutions at hand.  We entering an “opening and 

holding pattern.” The answers lie in drawing close to the source of our 

being which is in God.  If we are willing to do that, God gives answers 

to everyone, albeit, at times, slowly.   

 



9 
 

- And remember, that God speaks to us most powerfully in silence.  

“Be still and know that I am God.” (Psalm 46:10)   And silence is 

something that we usually abhor.  We want to keep busy, thinking 

about solutions, or running away from solutions.  We become 

obsessed with blaming and pointing fingers when we are not silent in 

our minds.     

 

- There is no lovingly way to face all of the issues of injustice in our 

country without starting from a grounding point in contemplation 

(whether that be in centering prayer, praying the rosary, Lectio 

Divina, walking meditation or spiritual art).   

 

- Contemplation is the most subversive of all activities in the 
church because it undercuts the one thing that normally refuses to 

give way – our ego and self-centeredness.  Concrete, active 
spiritual practices allow us to open up (in faith), hold on (in hope), 

and be filled from another source (Christ’s love).  

 

- You and I need to have our feet planted firmly on the ground to do the 

work of restorative justice.  And our hearts need to be planted firmly 

in absolute love – a love so strong that we never finger-point, or 

blame, or become arrogantly centered in our own ideas.  Nothing else 

can bring about change.  Unless our hearts are fused with the heart 

of Christ, there is no room for true justice.   

 

In the week ahead, remember the words of God, spoken through the 

prophet Isaiah, long, long ago:     
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"Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will 

strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous 

right hand." (Isaiah 41:10) 

 

- And being upheld by God’s hand, may you and I hear again the 23rd 

Psalm in new and creative ways, as the Good Shepherd intends, and 

as the one who intimately watches over us.     

God’s love is my shepherd; 

I shall not be in want. 

God’s kindness makes me lie down in green pastures and leads me 

beside still waters. 

God’s hope revives my soul 

and guides me along right pathways for the Creator’s sake. 

Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 

I shall fear no evil; for God’s protection is with me; 

God’s rod and staff comfort me. 

God’s Peace spreads a table before me in the presence of those 

who trouble me; 

God’s Abundant Love has anointed my head with oil, 

and my cup is running over. 

Surely the goodness and mercy of Christ shall follow me all the days 

of my life, 

and I will dwell in the house of God’s Restorative Justice forever. 

Amen 


