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Introduction	
	
Built to outlast storms and suffering 
I have a box of wooden toy blocks left over from my childhood. All our daughters and 
grandchildren have enjoyed playing with them, but in different ways. Regardless of their 
preferences, all of them eventually came to recognize that a tower is only as strong as its 
base, its foundation. Some built towers as tall as possible, hopefully taller than their own 
height, then with great delight, quickly knocked them down. Others built elaborate, 
carefully balanced structures and wanted them preserved as long as possible. For them, 
the pain was immense when a meddlesome sibling, a dog’s tail, or “clean up time” 
dismantled their artful creation. 
 
One way or another, the blocks eventually came down. 
 
So it is with our lives. Regardless of how fruitful, productive, or creative we’ve been—
life has a way of knocking down our towers. Disappointments, unemployment, the 
collapse of relationships, abuse, injustice, disease, conflict, violence, war—and 
ultimately, death—shake the structures of our lives. Status and success, or lack thereof, 
are ineffective protections against the great leveler of death. As the musical “Hamilton” 
declares, “Death doesn’t discriminate.” 
 
The global Covid-19 pandemic, the resulting economic depression, our global reckoning 
with systemic racism and structural injustice, as well as the divergent responses by 
political and religious leaders have shaken our lives and world. Viral videos of the brutal 
murders of unarmed black men and women by police and vigilantes over the space of a 
few weeks have catalyzed a good storm of outrage over entrenched, systematic cultural 
wars against people of color and ethnic minorities not just in the US, but around the 
world. Nothing is new about this. However, finally (hopefully), the protective walls and 
veils erected over centuries by those in privilege to hide from acknowledging these 
realities have been knocked down. Systemic inequity and injustice are now discussed 
regularly in the news. No one can escape awareness of the vital importance of 
“systems”, and the gross inequalities and injustices in our health care, educational, 
economic, legal, and social systems.  
 
Are we, as “Hamilton” declares, “seeing the world turned upside down” in a revolution, 
or will those with power and privilege try as quickly as possible to reestablish their old 
“normal”? 
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What is the will of God for how we are to live? How are we to participate in God 
making life right when so much about our lives and world seems wrong? How are we to 
persist in hope when the present is pain-laden, and our vision of the future shrouded in 
darkness? 
 
I believe God has already made very clear how we can participate in God making life 
right in and through us. The following pages are reflections I began before the 
pandemic and before “Black Lives Matter” shook up our church, national, and even 
global awareness. They explore seven timeless dimensions of God’s will that root our 
lives more deeply into the soil of God’s love and faithfulness. The connections with 
how we are to address the painful issues of these turbulent times are clear. 
 
These are strong foundations in God’s will for our lives and our world. As the Spirit 
guides us into sharing in Christ’s obedience to these grand aspects of God’s will, our 
lives can become strong and solid enough to endure storms and crises, and possibly 
even to prevail. Our lives will be built on solid rock and nourished by the life-giving 
streams of God’s love. Through this we will bear more abundantly the fruit of God’s 
Spirit, and participate more fully in God making life right through us.  
 



 

	

Discerning	the	will	of	God	
 
I’ve spent hundreds of hours over the course of my life trying to discern God’s will. 
Silent retreats, prayer, fasting, walking forest paths and city streets, pleading, “Show me 
your will, Lord.” Throughout these monologues, I wanted to hear God’s voice, “Do 
this...” “Don’t do this….” “Go here…” “Take this job…” “Don’t take that one…” But so often, 
after hours of pleading, I’d finally be quiet enough to hear, “Draw near to me, and then let’s 
talk about this.” I realized I placed a higher value on knowing the will of God than on 
enjoying the Presence of God. I approached being with God as a means to discerning 
God’s will, rather than as the chief end of my life. 
 
If I’d heard more of what God intended during these long agonizing journeys, I wonder 
if it would probably be something like, “I’ve already shown you my will for most of your life. 
90% of my will is crystal clear. Live into those aspects of my will 
that you already know, and it’ll be easier to guide you into the 
little bit you don’t know.” Or to put it more harshly, “Why 
should I show you more of my will when you’re not obeying what 
I’ve already shown you? What you really want is for me to help you do your will. You treat me as your 
assistant to help you succeed in your work ‘for me’. Your own ambitions, fears, and need for comfort, 
protection, provision, admiration, and recognition shape your life.” 
 
Does this sound too harsh? I don’t think so. I wonder if this can also be said about our 
churches and organizations. In our efforts to serve God, it’s often our own church 
ambitions that drive us. We seek God’s blessing on our efforts—rather than focusing on 
how God is inviting us to participate in what God is already doing. Why else would we 
often be concerned with which church, organization, or leader gets the “credit” for 
good things that happen in the world?  
 
Walking in God’s ways 
For me, it helps to be continually reminded that our focus isn’t on our mission in the 
world. Rather, God has a mission in the world in which we are invited to participate. 
This mission can be summarized as God’s will and ways being done on earth as they are 
in heaven so that life here, now, is made right.  
 
Participants. Before pursuing this, it’s important to linger on the word participate. I 
believe our Christian life and work aren’t merely an imitation of Jesus. Rather, by the 

 

 



 
 

4 

 

Spirit we participate in his life and work. This is a life-altering distinction. The weight of 
the world’s needs isn’t on our shoulders.1 We aren’t the Messiah, the savior, or even the 
fixer of others’ problems. We have the privilege and call to participate in what God is 
doing in every person and situation we encounter. So the first question isn’t what do we 

need to do—but what is God doing and how are we being called to join in.
 2
 

 

That’s not all. Participation goes even deeper. Now we are entering into the most 
liberating, and possibly the most difficult to live into dimension of the Christian life. 
This is what sets the Christian faith apart from every other world religion. The focus of 
the life of faith isn’t my devotion to God. The focus instead is on Jesus’ devotion on our 
behalf. Jesus has lived on behalf of all people our trust in God, our love for God and 
people, and our obedience of faith. Now, the life we live in our flesh is, through the 
power of the Holy Spirit, our participation in his trust, faith, obedience, mission in the 
world, and sacrifice. This shift of focus from us to him liberates us to approach every 
situation as an invitation to die to ourselves, and live new lives clothed in his love, faith, 
trust, and obedience. So we’re not just following or imitating his footsteps. We are 
walking with, in, and through him.

 	
 
The magnificent exchange. I have to admit how much my ego, ambition, pride, and 
even training struggle against this. I’m predisposed to rivet my attention on me and what 
I need/want to do. I’m trained to try to fix things. Once I became a Christian, I shifted 
the focus (ever so slightly), onto what I need to do for God. But still my emphasis is 
stuck on me. The Gospel redirects all that. I’ve died. It no longer is I who lives. My life 
in this body is my participation in the life of Christ, utterly. His faith, his trust, his love, 
his compassion, his prayer life, his obedience, his sacrifice. Everything. I don’t live by 
my own strength gaining a little bit of help from God now and then to do what I want 
(or am called) to do here on earth while I wait for heaven. Rather I live in and through 
Jesus’ life now, on earth. As we live into this new way of being human, heaven comes 
more and more to earth. This “magnificent exchange” of my frail and feeble efforts to 
please God, in exchange for his life of faithful, loving obedience on our behalf to God is 
the Gospel.3 Miss this, and we’ve substituted the abundant grace of God for a little bit 
of divine aid now and then. Embrace this and we enter into a powerful and liberating 
new life. 
 

                                                        
1 For more on this see Dearborn, “Take the weight off our shoulders”, 
http://dynamisresources.com/2013/02/13/take-the-weight-off-our-shoulders/ 
2 For more see Dearborn, Beyond Duty: A Passion for Christ, a Heart for Mission (Seattle: Dynamis Resources, 2nd 

edition, 2013).  
3 For more on this, see a book by Kerry’s and my theological mentor, James Torrance, Worship, Community and 
the Triune God of Grace (InterVarsity Press, 1997). 
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Therefore, of course we can walk God’s ways—for we are called and empowered ever 
more fully and every more freely, to walk by the Spirit in Christ. So, back to our original 
question, how do we know the will of God? We center our lives deeply in the Gospels 
and the life of Jesus and ask the Spirit to guide and empower us to participate in Jesus’ 
faithful obedience and love.		
	
Reshaping our question. I suggest that we are wise to begin with the question: “What 
are the dimensions of God’s will that are already clearly evident?” I’ve found that 
significant dimensions of God’s self-revealed will and ways can be summarized in seven 
great biblical affirmations. These grand positives can be thought of routes, or roots that 
our lives are to follow, so that we grow deeply into the soil of God’s love and are 
transformed by God’s Presence. Or, to shift metaphors, they are some of the solid 
foundations on which God wants to build our lives. They lead to lives that bear good 
fruit, weather storms, and prevail in quakes, even the ultimate ‘quake’ of death.  
 
When our lives are built on sharing ever more fully in Christ’s obedience to these 
foundational expressions of God’s will, it is far easier for God to guide us into those 
aspects of God’s will we don’t know. The answers to many of the decisions that 
dominate our attention regarding our work, finances, relationships, housing, health care, 
education, vacations, and security, etc. become more evident. Please don’t 
misunderstand me. God is eager to guide regarding these aspects of our lives. I don’t 
want to minimize the vital importance and the emotional agony that often surround 
these decisions. However, I believe we can discern God’s guidance in these areas more 
clearly when we’re living out God’s will disclosed in these great biblical affirmations. 
 
If the image of building blocks sounds too rigid, we could also think of them as the 
shape of Jesus’ life and the shape God wants to give to our lives. In a sense, they 
describe the skeletal system of our life in Christ. When our lives are built with this 
organic structure, God can grow in and through us the fruit of the Spirit in the 
Kingdom. As we ask life’s basic questions in a “participatory way”, these great 
affirmations provide solid guidance:  

• Purpose: Typically we ask, what is our purpose in life? In the Gospel we ask, how is the 
Spirit leading us to live in and through Jesus in this current situation, and over the course of our 
lives?  

• People: Typically we ask, with whom are we supposed to live and work? In the Gospel we ask 
with whom is God inviting us to share in God’s will and ways? 

• Place: Typically we ask, where are we going to live? In the Gospel we ask where is the Holy 
Spirit leading us to journey in and with God? 

• Success: Typically we ask, how will we know at the end of our lives that we’ve lived well? In 
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the Gospel we exclaim, how blessed we are and have been to abide in Christ and thus to have 
participated however humbly in his ways?  

 
The will of God that’s clearly revealed 
1. The Great Commitment. The best beginning is to shift our focus off of what we 
need to do for God, and look instead at what God has done, is doing, and will do for 
God’s creation. Scripture is filled with descriptions of God’s commitments. Here is a 
sample.  

 “…the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. His mercy is for those 
who fear him, from generation to generation. He has shown strength with his arm; he has 
scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the powerful from 
their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent 
the rich away empty.” (Lk 1:49-53) 

 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let 
the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Lk 4:18-19) 

 
“For God so loves the world that he gave his only Son so that everyone who believes in him may 

not perish but have eternal life.” (Jn 3:16)  
 
“I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you…because I live, you also will live. On that 

day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you…My Father 
and I...will come and make our home with them.” (Jn 14:18-20, 23) 

  
“I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be 

complete” (Jn 15:11).  
 
“For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore 

all have died. And he died for all that those who live might live no longer for themselves, 
but for him who died and was raised for them.” (2 Cor 5:14-15) 

 
“If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything 

has become new!” (2 Cor 5.17) 
 
“In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against 

them…” (2 Cor 5:19) 
 
“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in 

Christ.” (Gal 3:28) 
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“He has made known to us the mystery of his will…as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather 

up all things in Christ” (Eph 1:10; cf. Col 1:19-20) 
 
“God our Savior desires everyone to be saved.” (1 Tim 2:4)  
 
“God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying 

and pain will be no more…” (Rev 21:4) 
 
We could go on and on. Scripture is filled with praise for what God has done, will do, and is 
doing. The Psalms continually remind Israel to recite to their children and grandchildren 
what God has done, so that they, and generations yet unborn will trust in God’s steadfast 
love and goodness.  
 

“We will tell to the coming generation the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might, and the wonders 
that he has done…(so that) the next generation may know them, the children yet unborn, and rise 
up and tell them to their children, so that they should set their hope in God.” (Ps 78:4, 6-7; cf. Ps 
48:13; 145:4, etc.)  

 
The beginning point for our participation in God making life right through us is trust in 
God’s steadfast love and commitment to fulfill God’s will. One of the most frequently used 
words in the Hebrew Bible is hesed, which is translated in various ways to describe God’s 
loving kindness, faithfulness, mercy, or trustworthiness. What it affirms is that God is 
committed to fulfill God’s promises. Like the Hebrew “name” for God, Yahweh, which 
literally means, “I am who I am”, hesed means “God will do what God has promised to do”. 
Count on it! The wonder is that because our life is now in Christ, we get to share in his faith, 
his love, his obedience, and his trust in the Father’s great love. It’s more about living with 
open grateful hands, than anxiously striving to get or do by ourselves. 
 

I wonder how much more peace would flood into our lives if we actually did approach every (or even 
most) moment trusting in God’s steadfast love. 

 
2. The Great Commandment. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength, and your neighbor as yourself” (Mk 12:30; 
Mt 22:37; Lk 10:27). This command is so clear because we’ve seen it lived out by Jesus. 
It needs little commentary. The love named here is agape, love that gives oneself for the 
well-being of others.  
 

I wonder how many of our decisions about our daily life would be clarified if we acted in love for 
God and others. What would happen if we treated everyone we met the way we’d like to be 
treated if we were in their situation? That’s what it means to love them as we love ourselves. 
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3. The New  Great Commandment. Lest we’re uncertain what this kind of love looks 
like, Jesus gets more specific. “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I 
have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if 
you have love for one another” (Jn. 13:34-35). How does Jesus love us? The first is last, the 
greatest least, the other cheek is turned, and our life is given so that others’ lives are 
made right. Rather than seeking to secure our own privilege and stature, if the Spirit 
empowers us to live in and through Christ, then we love as Christ loves us, and serve 
others so that they might flourish (Phil. 2:1-10). Jesus says the world will believe we’re 
Christ’s disciples by our love for one another, loving others in and through the love of 
Christ. 
 

I wonder how this would impact our approach to people who are strangers to us, different than 
we are, and with whom we disagree? I also wonder how many of our decisions about systemic 
change would be clarified if we lived the gospel truth that we are invited and called to share in 
Jesus’ own love of others? 
 

4. The Great Communion. This love leads to a new quality of relationships and 
community. “May they all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in 
us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me…I in them and you in me, that they may 
become completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me” (Jn 17:21-22). This kind 
of oneness ushers in a new kind of kinship and solidarity. It doesn’t simply 
accommodate one another or tolerate divisions, estrangement, and discrimination. 
Rather, it nourishes such a deep commitment to the common good that if one person 
suffers, all feel their pain; and if one is honored, everyone rejoices (1 Cor 12:26).  
 
God pursues us in love—and will keep on pursuing us—cleansing and healing our 
divisions and prejudices, hurts and fears, grief and trauma until we all experience 
oneness in Christ. The same kind of oneness shared by the Triune God, Father, Son, 
and Spirit, is the quality of communion for which we are created and called. Obediently 
participating in Jesus’ fulfillment of God’s great and new commandments leads to a 
quality of love for one another that will stun the world. This is the most compelling 
proof of the gospel the world will ever see. 
 

I wonder if how we voted and if our conviction over public policy issues would be clarified if we 
made them in a sense of corporate solidarity with all people, “being one”, seeking together the 
common good. I also wonder what impact this would have on the credibility of the gospel in the 
eyes of the world. 

 
5. The Great Commission. “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with 
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you always, even to the remotest places on earth.” (Mt 28:18-20). Because Jesus is with us always 
and everywhere, we are empowered to obey his commands, and to teach others to do 
the same. We are on solid ground when we teach each each other the will of God that 
we do know, rather than teach our own conjectures and opinions. We teach God’s 
Great Commitment, Great Commandment, New Commandment, Great Communion, 
and Great Commission. Sadly, the church, and the church’s witness to our world suffer 
under the compromised witness of “disciples” who’ve “received Jesus as their Lord and 
Savior” but have not been taught to obey everything Jesus taught.  
 
The kind of teaching for which Jesus calls isn’t simply imparting good information. It’s 
better understood as training—the diligent, repetitive, progressive development of a new 
set of skills. This is the same kind of process used in becoming physically fit, learning an 
instrument, or learning a new sport—one step at a time. The difference in spiritual 
training is that it’s not done simply by our own discipline and determination to receive 
an elusive reward. Rather, it’s done in the power of the Spirit in the love of God in 
gratitude for the grace we’ve already been given. Christ is with us, and in Christ we can 
grow ever more fully into the people, community, and world God has created and called 
us to be. As is said in the Letter to Titus, “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation 
to all, training us....” (Titus 2:11-13; cf. 1 Tim 1:2, Heb 6:14, 12:11). Our commission isn’t 
simply to make believers of all nations, but to so participate in Jesus’ life that we are able 
to train one another and walk together in Christ, as by the power of the Spirit God lives 
out in and through us God’s will and ways.  
 

I wonder how many of our daily decisions would be clarified if we were taught that we can 
actually share in Christ’s own obedience and thus we are empowered to obey “everything” Jesus 
commands. What it would mean in our daily interactions if we did indeed “turn the other 
cheek” when wronged, “give to the one who asks of us” when confronted with someone in need, 
“love our enemies” when faced with people with whom we disagree or who threaten us, “seek 
first the Kingdom of God”, etc., as Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5-7)? 

 
6. The Great Requirement. There’s another “great” in the biblical description of 
God’s will. This one will be the focus of the following chapters. We find it in the Old 
Testament prophet Micah 6:8, “God has told you, o mortal, what is good and what the Lord 
requires of you.” Here we have, alongside the Great Commandment, as concise a summary 
as we can find in all of Scripture of what God requires of our lives. Before exploring this 
verse, it’s helpful to begin earlier in the chapter.  
 
The Divine courtroom. Chapter 6 begins in the courtroom, goes to the temple, then 
the home, and ends up on the streets. The chapter opens with Micah declaring, “The 
Lord has a controversy with his people” (vs. 2). 
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“Ah, here it comes,” some may be thinking at this point. “I knew God was upset with 
me. I’ve not been enough, done 
enough, loved enough, and served 
enough.” Many of us live shrouded in 

a sense of our own deficits and deficiencies, in spite of all the ways God demonstrates 
love for us. We have such a hard time believing we are lovable. Somehow, our attitude 
toward ourselves has more control in our lives than God’s attitude toward us. So when 
we hear, “The Lord has a controversy with his people,” our guilt-laden perceptions are ready to 
be confirmed by what comes next. 
 
While teaching a class on fasting, I suggested that there are other things we can give up 
besides food. People suggested various possibilities and agreed to try one the next week. 
When we reconvened, an older member of the class entered beaming with delight. “I’ve 
had the best week of my life. For my whole life I’ve continually sent myself ‘you jerk’ 
messages—criticizing myself for everything and anything. I fasted from that all week. 
When tempted, I simply reminded myself that God loves me. That was amazing. I’ve 
had the best week of my life.” 
 
So at this point it may surprise us when we hear the reason why God is upset. “O my 
people, what have I done to you? In what have I wearied you?” (Micah 6:3). God’s controversy 
wasn’t because of Israel’s lack of obedience, but rather, their lack of trust in God’s 
goodness and love. This sounds very familiar to parents, who respond to a child’s 
disobedience by wondering what they could have done differently so that the child 
believed that the parents’ will was good. God’s will is first and foremost for us to trust 
God, and not turn to anything else to prove our worth, justify our existence, and ensure 
our security. The passage goes on (vs. 3-5), with God reciting some of God’s mighty 
deeds to provide for and protect Israel—demonstrations over and over of God’s 
trustworthy love. 
 
In this courtroom of divine controversy, Israel interrupts, jumping to its own defense 
(vs. 6-7). How well I know that strategy. “With what shall I come before the Lord?” (vs. 6). 
What more can I do to please you God? In other words, maybe if I tried harder God 
wouldn’t be upset with me. Israel launches into a frenzied list of things we could do to 
fix the problem of God being upset.  
 
First, Israel goes to the temple. Should we bring more sacrifices and offerings? Should we 
increase the passion of our worship? Invest in a new sound system for our church? 
Should I volunteer more time in ministry? 
 
Hearing no response from God to their offer of more zealous worship life, Israel then goes 

Only the Adversary benefits when our opinion of 
ourselves (and other people) is harsher—and more 

determinative in our lives— than God’s 
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to their family life. Should I sacrifice my children, “the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?” 
(vs. 7) Tragically, that is often some people’s response when we feel distant from God, 
or that our lives aren’t bearing the fruit and gaining the recognition and admiration we 
desire. I write this not as judgment of others, but as confession of my own sin. We work 
harder. We’re home with our family less often. Our children get the leftovers of our 
time, energy, and creativity. We become more available to other people than we are to 
our own family.  
 
Many of us don’t know how to measure if we are doing a “good job”. This can lead us 
to make busy-ness the measure of our effectiveness. No one dare criticize us. Look at 
how busy we are, how hard we’re trying, and how noble are our intentions. Fear, 
ambition, envy, and the desire for affirmation create volatile fuels that propel us into 
action. For example, many of us as pastors settle for the 4 “B’s” of pastoral excellence: 
bucks (money) in the offering plate, bottoms (people) seated in our pews, bravos of 
gratitude and appreciation, and as few boo’s as possible. We long to hear expressions of 
appreciation and gratitude for our lives and ministry.  
 
We are so easily seduced into mistakenly attempting to measure the quality of our 
spiritual life by our performance, accomplishments, acquisitions, and charitable deeds.  
 
What does God require of us? Micah interrupts this frenzied effort to make ourselves 
acceptable to God, saying, “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord 
require of you but to do justice, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with the Lord your God?” 
(Micah 6:8). This is God’s Great Requirement for our lives. It is part of the “everything” 
we are to teach one another to obey, as Jesus commissioned in Matthew 28. The wonder 
of the gospel is that this requirement has been fulfilled in Jesus, and now we are invited 
to share in his life of justice, mercy, and humility.  
 

Being guided by the 90% 
Before examining what it means to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with God, 
it’s worth lingering over the assertion that these “Greats” show us most of God’s will, 
and we can see them all profoundly fulfilled in Jesus’ own life. I spent much of my 
childhood enjoying sailing. I built boats, raced boats, and dreamed of boats. I carved 
model boats and strategized for sailing races. I even fantasized about sailing around the 
world. But dreaming and thinking about sailing doesn’t make you a sailor or get you 
sailing. In fact, it doesn’t get you anywhere. And simply sitting in a boat tied up to the 
dock doesn’t either. We have to untie from the dock and get the wind in our sails. But 
even that’s not enough. 
 
Even with a strong wind we can be kept from moving forward. If the bow of our boat 
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points straight into the on-coming wind, with our sail neither on the left or the right, we 
are simply flapping in the breeze and caught “dead center”. “Dead in the water.” Stay 
that way, and the wind may actually drive us backwards. As a result of poor planning 
and skill, or indecision as to which way to turn, I’ve nearly been driven into other boats, 
and once almost onto rocks. 
 
So it is with knowing God’s will for making life right. When we fail to follow the truth we 
already know, not only are we likely to feel dead in the water and defeated, we can be 
driven backward and actually be dangerous. We have to turn one way or the other, point 
in a direction, and let the Spirit fill our sails so we can get going. Only once we’re 
moving forward can we turn the boat to head in a new direction. Sometimes I’ve been 
unable to discern God’s will because I’ve been stuck “dead center.” I’ve been flapping in 
the breeze seeking guidance, paralyzed by indecision and uncertainty, dead in the water. 
 
We want God’s will. We want to rise above being controlled by our context, or being 
driven by fears and ambitions. We search the 
Scriptures for applicable verses that might shed light on 
what we are to do. We ask God to speak to us words of 
guidance. We turn to wise counselors for input. All of 
this is good and right. But it is not enough. At some point we need to hear, “obey the 
will of God that you know, and it’ll be easier for God to move you in the direction God 
wants you to go.”  
 
When we participate in Christ’s life by the Spirit and live out these “greats”, we are 
living into the 90% of God’s will that is crystal clear. It’s then much more likely that we 
will receive clear guidance for the other 10%. In fact, it’s likely that the best next steps in 
many of the issues for which we seek guidance—about vocation, relationships, housing, 
lifestyle issues, public policy positions, and politicians, and even what house to live in or 
form of transportation to use—will already be clearly evident. 

• Am I receiving God’s invitation to live as a beloved son and daughter, with an identity shaped 
by God’s steadfast love, and not by my performance and accomplishments? 

• Am I asking the Spirit to empower me to love God with all my heart, soul, strength and mind; 
and love my neighbor as myself? 

• Am I seeking to so abide in Christ that I love others with his love, the way he loves us? 
• Am I inviting the Spirit to draw me close to the Father and Son, and to other people, so that 

our lives grow in oneness?  
• Am I participating in God living out through me God’s justice and God’s mercy, as I walk 

humbly in intimacy with God? 
• Is there anything in Jesus’ teaching/commands that I’m avoiding? 
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In other words, it’s fruitful to review every decision about our life that we need to make 
by asking, how is this going to lead me to participate more fully in God’s purposes in 
our life as expressed in these six grand positives? 
The Great Commitment: God’s commitment to the salvation and reconciliation of all creation, 
The Great Commandment: love God and our neighbors, 

The New  Great Commandment: love one another the way Jesus loves us, 
The Great Communion: be one, even as the Father and Son are one, 
The Great Commission: teach one another to obey everything Jesus taught us, and 
The Great Requirement: do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with God.  
 (I mentioned earlier that we would explore seven of the greats revealed in Scripture that 
describe God’s will. We’ll explore a seventh in the concluding section.)  
 
Although these don’t necessarily give direct guidance for the details of specific decisions 
in our daily life, or for personal and public policies pertaining to racism, inequality, and 
systemic injustice, they clarify the qualities and purposes that God is calling us to 
pursue.4 These greats bring clear direction to the characteristics and course that God 
wants to empower us to pursue in our lives. When the wind of God’s presence hits our 
sails, it then becomes more obvious which direction we need to go. 
 
In 1980, Kerry and I were visiting friends from our church who were working as a 
doctor and teacher in the 100,000-person Khao I Dang refugee camp for Cambodians 
in Thailand. They did extraordinary work in their bamboo clinic, filling it medical care 
and kindness. Navy was one child for whom they were caring who was diagnosed with 
leukemia. This was far beyond anything they could treat in that setting. Without care 
he’d soon die. While our daughters were home drawing pictures of birds, and swings, 
and ponds—Navy drew machetes, machine guns, torture, and atrocities. The only way 
the US would allow him into the country was if a hospital would guarantee free medical 
treatment, and others would guarantee full financial support for his parents. We didn’t 
need to linger long in prayer to discern what to do. God’s will seemed obvious to us. 
Kerry and I took his medical records with us. Soon upon our return home, Children’s 
Hospital guaranteed treatment and our church small group rallied to provide the 
financial support so that Navy and his parents could come to the USA and live with us. 
There was nothing remarkable or exemplary in what we did. We were simply loving our 
neighbor as we would want to be loved. That decision charted a trajectory for our lives 
that brought changes to our church, and to us personally. Our lives have not been the 
same since an obvious decision made in a bamboo, thatched roof, and dirt floor refugee 
camp hospital. 

                                                        
4 For a guide to discerning biblical positions on many of the major social issues we face today, see Hak Joon 
Lee and Tim Dearborn, editors, Discerning Ethics: Diverse Christian Responses to Divisive Moral Issues (InterVarsity 
Press, 2019).  
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We are surrounded by accounts of people who’ve been trained by grace to react in crises 
with a counter-intuitive self-giving. Especially during this global pandemic our hearts 
have been deeply moved by the sacrificial care of first responders, health care 
professions, and other essential workers who set aside personal safety and comfort to 
aid others. People around the world have gathered on doorsteps and balconies to 
applaud, ring bells, and serenade them.  
 
The love of Christ is sometimes lived out in extraordinary ways such as by first 
responders and essential workers. Sometimes it’s expressed in ordinary daily acts of 
kindness and caring that usually go unnoticed, except possibly by the ones directly 
experiencing this love. Other times, it shapes history. Kerry and I have been deeply 
moved by the story that emerged after WWII from the French village of Le Chambon-
sur-Lignon. This village of Christians hid and rescued between 3000 to 5000 Jews from 
the Nazis. When interviewed later about their actions, the villagers failed to see anything 
heroic about t they did. It was simply the right thing to do. Their pastor, André Trocmé, 
reminded his parish the day France surrendered to Nazi Germany, that their 
responsibility “is to resist the violence that will be brought to bear on their consciences 
through the weapons of the Spirit.”5 We need continual reminders that we labor not 
only against flesh and blood, nor with our own frail abilities, but in Christ we labor with 
the weapons of the Spirit (Eph 6:14). 
 
In the next chapters we will linger over the three dimensions of God’s good will set 
forth in the Great Requirement: to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with God. 
Through this, we’ll understand more fully the 90% of God’s will that is clear—and gain 
guidance for participating more fully in God making our lives and our world right. 
 

                                                        
5 See the film documentary by Pierre Sauvage, “The Weapons of the Spirit: The Astonishing Story of a Unique 
Conspiracy of Goodness” (Chambon Foundation, 2007).  



Making Life Right (when so much seems wrong) 
 

 
15 

	
Do	Justice	

“He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and 
to love mercy, and to walk humbly with the Lord your God?” (Micah 6:8). 

 
Doing justice is not merely a set of activities that we add on to our lives as optional 
extras. Nor is justice the passionate preoccupation of people whom some would label as 
“progressive” or “liberal” Christians. Rather, doing justice, loving mercy, and walking 
humbly with God are to be the everyday lifestyle of people in Christ. They describe 
what God regards as a “good life”, a life that is lived right. They describe what life looks 
like in and through Christ. These three sets of actions are meant to inform and even 
form every decision we make and every action we take. As we see God empowering us 
more and more to live this way, we experience confirmation that we are indeed growing 
more and more in Christ. They are integral to our participating in God making life right 
in the midst of so much that is wrong 
 
The meaning of justice 
In order to do justice, we need to know what justice is. To understand the meaning of 
justice it’s helpful to begin at a surprising place—by understanding the relationship of 
justice to mercy. Sometimes people are handicapped by the false notion that justice and 
mercy are opposites. Justice is viewed by some as the enforcement of the law, regardless 
of the cost. Mercy is viewed as granting clemency at the expense of justice. The image 
comes to mind of a courtroom where the judge deliberates between enforcing the 
demands of justice or granting mercy. This common dichotomy threatens our 
engagement with biblical justice.  

 

Biblically, justice and mercy embrace. “Mercy and faithfulness will meet, justice and peace will 
kiss” (Ps 85:10). Thus the Psalmist pleads, “Great is your mercy, O Lord; give me life according 
to your justice” (Ps 119:156).  
 
Justice and mercy embrace because they are expressions of the character and nature of 
God. We will explore the nature of God’s mercy more fully in the next chapter. The 
biblical faith affirms that God is love and God is just. God loves (Is. 61:8; Ps. 37:28) and 
does justice (Ps. 103:6; 140:12). God is the “Mighty King, lover of justice, you have established 
equity…” (Ps 99:4). The God who is great in mercy is also the God who is just and 
loving, so we are to do justice and live in love (Amos 5:24; Deut. 16:20).  
 
The focus of God’s justice is especially riveted on securing equity and justice for victims 
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of injustice—those who are poor, marginalized, and oppressed. The Bible reveals God 
as the One who pursues those who are marginalized to bring them home, who delivers 
the captives to make them free. Nothing in the Hebrew Bible more vividly discloses this 
than the Exodus account. Israel is continually called to “Remember, you were once slaves in 
Egypt. Therefore, you must care for widows, orphans and strangers.” (Deut. 24:18-22)  

 

To do justice is to make life right. When we straighten a picture on the wall, we ad-
just it. When we make the right hand margin straight on a page, we just-ify it. Justice is 
to adjust life in order to make it right, straight, and good. 
 
Those who are poor and victims of exploitation and oppression don’t simply need 
charity. They need justice. Merely giving alms won’t make life right and resolve the 
relational and structural (social, political, cultural, macro-economic, and even spiritual) 
contributors to their poverty and experience of injustice. Those who are poor and 
oppressed need justice, expressed in restored relationships and structural change, 
protection from exploitation, and access to opportunity.  
 
This is demonstrated over and over by Jesus as he heals people with leprosy, eats with 
social outcasts, and refuses to condemn those whom others judge. His denunciation of 
religiously sanctioned systemic injustice is intensely expressed in the “woes” of Matthew 
23. “Woe to you, hypocrites! You have neglected the weightier matter of the law: justice 
and mercy and faith. You blind guides!” (vs. 23-24).  
 
The marriage of justice and righteousness. In both Hebrew and Arabic the words 
for justice and righteousness share common roots, describing the quality of character 
and the quality of our community that are necessary for life to be made right. Justice and 
righteousness occur through the right ordering of power within and between people. It 
makes sense that linguistically in the Bible, justice and righteousness share common 
roots. They are interdependent. The misuse of power in poverty, oppression, and 
systemic injustice does violence to both victims and perpetrators. 
 
It might help to view justice as life being made right outside us; and righteousness as life 
being made right within us. Justice is far more than a legal term: the measurement of our lives 
according to God’s law and code of ethics. 
Justice also describes the way a community orders 
life so that all live in right relationship with 
God, one another, and the natural creation, and the systems of society contribute to 
everyone flourishing. The goal of biblical justice is not the punishment of wrongdoers 
but the healing of persons, communities, and systems. 
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Without life being right within me (righteousness), I may bring brokenness and pain to those 
around me. I risk inflicting my neediness, brokenness, and pain on others, or using them 
to fill up voids and needs within me—thus causing injustice. Without life being right around 
me (justice), I not only damage people’s physical and financial lives, I risk doing violence 
to others’ and my own character and souls. People in chronic poverty often feel a flawed 
identity and diminished sense of personal worth.6 Perpetrators get trapped in both pride 
and shame that keep them ever on the run. 
 
To understand this more fully, it is helpful to recognize the historic progression in the 
biblical teaching about justice. Confusion occurs when we stop too soon, and miss the 
full scope of God’s revealed will. 
 
The Beginning Step of Justice: Disproportionate Retaliation 
The human norm in response to perceived injustice seems to have been (and in some 
ways, still remains) disproportionate retaliation and revenge. The story of Samson in Judges 14-
17 illustrates this. He felt scorned in his marriage so he destroyed the offenders’ crops. 
His family was attacked, so he threatened to kill 1,000 of his enemies. “I will not stop until 
I have taken revenge on you” (Judges 15:7). History is littered with the devastating debris of 
unending cycles of enmity and revenge. You hurt me and I’ll extract as much from you 
and your community as I possibly can. Attack our city and we’ll destroy your country. 

 
The Intermediate Step: Proportionate Retribution  
On Mount Sinai, God introduced a radical improvement, replacing revenge with 
proportionate retribution: “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” (see Lev. 21:23-24; Deut. 19:19-
21). The rule of law is better than brute power, domination by elites, or the whim of 
rulers. Consequences proportionate to the wrong done are far better than wholesale, 
unending hatred, slaughter and cycles of violence. The enforcement of law so that 
perpetrators don’t get away with injustice, and so that the innocent aren’t unjustly 
punished at the hands of corrupt, biased, or ineffective law enforcement systems is a 
vast improvement over unrestrained oppression or revenge.  
 
Establishing the rule of law in societies is a major breakthrough to protect people’s well-
being, and contribute to rightly ordered power. 7  Without the rule of law, when 
revenge and the abuse of power reign, society is perpetually unsafe. Restraining the 
vindictive impulse for revenge is essential and not easy. It’s instructive that the Samson 
story occurs after God gave the law of proportionate retribution. As happens so often 

                                                        
6 Jayakumar Christian develops this idea in God of the Empty Handed: Poverty, Power, and the Kingdom of God, (Acorn 
Press, 2014).  
7 For a discussion of the integral connection between an effective criminal justice system and the alleviation of 
poverty and oppression, see Gary Haugen, founder of the International Justice Mission, The Locust Effect: Why 
the End of Poverty Requires the End of Violence (Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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today, Samson ignored it and resorted to the primal instinct of revenge. 
 
Justice as proportionate retribution is the norm in most civil law. Minimum sentencing 
regulations for courts set forth unwavering standards of what is determined to be 
proportionate punishment for offenses. Supposedly, systems are put in place so that no 
one is “above the law” and those with power and privilege don’t get special treatment. 
Justice is supposedly “blind”. 
 
In Islam, shari’ah expresses justice as proportionate retribution. It’s striking that many 
Christians also stop here in their approach to public justice. The presumed satisfaction 
of justice through capital punishment is one lethal expression of this view of justice. 
Laws establishing the “right to carry” guns by individuals and to shoot and kill those by 
whom they feel threatened are another. The fact that the strongest advocacy in America 
for the death penalty comes from evangelical Christians seems to some to be 
incongruous with the evangelical belief in God’s extravagant love and restorative 
forgiveness. 
 
The Goal of Justice: Disproportionate Love 
Jesus Christ embodies and announces a third way, the radically different approach of 
disproportionate love. This forms the distinctive characteristic of a biblically rooted view of 
social justice and care for those who are victims of injustice and oppression. Jesus said, 
“You have heard it said, “eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.” But I say to you, do not resist an evildoer. 
But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and 
take your coat, give your cloak as well...You have heard that it was said, “Love your neighbor and hate 
your enemy.” But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may 
be children of your Father in heaven...If you love those who love you, what reward do you have?” (Mt 
5:38-46). 
 
Making life right through disproportionate love has multiple dimensions. First, victims of 
injustice need to be made safe. They need to be protected from further harm, even if this 
means the restraint of the perpetrator. Disproportionate love doesn’t mean that victims 
continue to submit to abuse and injustice. That kind of on-going submission would 
neither make life right for them, nor for the perpetrator.  
 
Second, for their own sake, victims do well to forgive their perpetrators. Otherwise, it’s likely that 
further damage will be done to them through bitterness and anger doing injustice to 
their souls. Forgiveness precedes repentance, just as God’s forgiveness of us precedes 
our confession. Love doesn’t wait for people to apologize before forgiving them. Even 
while people are enemies, we still are empowered by the Spirit to love them. It’s 
essential that we don’t confuse forgiveness with reconciliation. Forgiveness is unilateral. 
Through forgiveness, people who have been wounded can move into a state of greater 
power and dignity, and escape the trap of victimhood. Reconciliation is different. It is 
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bilateral, requiring perpetrators’ repentance, change, and acts of reparations.  
 
Third, love can provoke and enhance the perpetrators’ repentance and change of life. “Do not repay evil 
with evil…If you enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by 
so doing this will heap burning coals on their heads” (Rom 12:17, 20). Justice is served and 
human life is made right—not merely by the punishment of wrongdoers—but by 
merciful love, love for even our enemies. This is the very nature of the God of justice. 
 

Fourth, this kind of love can lead perpetrators to the right ordering of their lives and of their 
relationships. Without repentance life won’t be made right, but repentance isn’t simply an 
apology. It is a change of life. For life to be right for themselves as well as their victims, 
perpetrators need to repair as best they can, some of the consequences of the damage 
they’ve done. To the extent possible, without some kind of reparation, life won’t be 
made right. This isn’t simply proportionately punitive. Rather it’s the opportunity for the 
perpetrators to express the same kind of disproportionate love as they have received. 
 
Zacchaeus is wonderful biblical example of this. When this wealthy tax collector 
encountered Christ, Zacchaeus recognized that his wealth had been gained unjustly. He 
repented and declared, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I 
have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.” (Lk 19:8) In recognition 
of the need to make reparations for privileges, prosperity, and prosperity gained through the 
exploitation of enslaved people and systemic racism, some churches are now setting up 
“Zacchaeus funds”.8 
 
For several years I was involved in World Vision’s response to the devastating 2004 
Asian tsunami. On one trip, I was meeting with the Islamic head of Shari’ah law in 
Aceh, Indonesia, to discuss issues pertaining to World Vision’s involvement in this very 
conservative Muslim district. It was the same week as the 2006 massacre of five Amish 
girls in a school in Pennsylvania. In spite of their desperate efforts to recover from the 
tsunami that had struck their island the day after Christmas, killing in a few hours a 
quarter of a million people, local media in Banda Aceh was captivated by this news from 
America. First they reported it as further expression of decadence and violence in 
America. However, as the news from Pennsylvania developed, the Acehnese became 
spellbound by the response of the Amish. 
 
Charles Roberts brutally killed five girls. Before he murdered the oldest girl, with her 
hands and feet bound, she begged that only she would be killed and the other children 
spared. Half the mourners attending his funeral were related to the girls he killed. The 
Amish gave money and food to support Roberts’ widow and children, since his death 

                                                        
8 Timothy Dalrymple, “Justice too long delayed.” Christianity Today (June 10, 2020). 
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was also devastating for his family. Indonesians were riveted to the story of an Amish 
elder, saying to his community as he washed the body of his granddaughter, preparing 
her for burial, “The most important thing is that we must be careful not to have hatred 
in our hearts. Hatred is not our way.”9 
 
The director of Shari’ah was more interested in talking with us about the Amish than 
about World Vision. He said, “I‘m speechless. I can‘t understand it. Do the Amish live 
this way because of their culture or their Christian faith?” 
 
“Probably both,” I replied. “Every morning Amish families read together Jesus’ 
Beatitudes. Every Sunday they hear a sermon that includes some reference to Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount and the call to love our enemies.” He replied, “What would our 
world look like today, if around the world, we responded to injustice, violence, and 
enemies like the Amish?” 
 
Executing a murderer, or punishing an offender, may seem at first to balance the scale, 
but it leaves someone, somewhere still suffering. The research is conflicted as to 
whether families of victims experience closure after the perpetrator is executed.10 

Punishment, especially capital punishment, seldom gives the perpetrator the opportunity 
to make amends. Similarly, waging war against attackers or those who threaten us may 
defend our damaged sense of honor, and may even deflect some further attacks, but 
violence rarely solves issues that provoked conflict in the first place. People restrained 
by violence or by threats are subdued captives but not transformed people. 
 
Mercy lives between justice and humility  
The way of unrestrained love makes sense only in light of the Cross and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. To be a Christian is to be convinced that in Jesus’ death, God has borne 
the judgment for all injustice, all sin, and all the causes of suffering. In Jesus’ 
resurrection, God has defeated all sin and evil and lifted all creation into new life. For 
many in the world, this is ridiculous, scandalous, and even blasphemous. Yet, Christians 
believe that Jesus willingly took upon himself the full weight of human and demonic 
evil, all disobedience to God, and all faithlessness. As we are crucified and raised with 
Christ (Romans 8, Gal 2:20), the Spirit empowers us to participate in this injustice-
overcoming, right-making character of God. 

                                                        
9 For more on this, see Donald Kraybill and Steven Nolt, Amish Grace: How Forgiveness Transcended Tragedy 
(Jossey-Bass, 2010). 
10 See for example, a report on a 2014 study done by researchers at the University of Texas at Austin, and 
University of Minnesota that indicates execution does little to heal families of victims 
(http://psychcentral.com/news/2014/01/26/study-finds-executions-do-little-to-heal-victims-
families/64973.html). Debate.org has a running poll on the subject; the results are split 50/50 
(http://www.debate.org/opinions/do-families-of- victims-feel-justice-with-the-death-penalty 
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Pursuing justice for those who are treated unjustly is a decisive indication that we are 
living in and through Christ and walking in the will and way of God. Our faithfulness is 
most credibly expressed by how we make life right for those on the margins, for there 
power is most frequently abused. 
 
In order to do justice God’s way, we can’t separate justice from mercy and humility. 
Justice by itself can make us seem tough and uncompromising. Mercy by itself can make 
us seem soft and sentimental, and blind us to the causes of injustice. Humility by itself 
can leave us trampled on and exploited by others. Making life right requires living all 
three dimensions of God’s Great Requirement: doing justice, loving mercy, and walking 
humbly with God.  
 
Justice isn’t an idea or a cause. It’s our way of life as we live with the God who loves 
justice. Doing justice isn’t simply a commitment to occasional involvement in a good 
cause. It is our everyday lifestyle that begins within us (righteousness) and flows around 
us in our daily behavior as we participate in God’s work of making life right. 
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Love	Mercy	

“He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and 
to love mercy, and to walk humbly with the Lord your God?” (Micah 6:8). 

 
I’ll never forget a conversation I had years ago with a pastor who grew up in a very 
rough neighborhood. When he and his siblings left home in the morning to go to 
school, there was always a cloud of uncertainty hanging over their heads. Would they be 
caught up in random violence? Would the police stop them simply because of their 
ethnicity? Would they all make it home for dinner? Before leaving the door, their father 
gathered his children, prayed over them, gave them “the talk”. He ended by reminding 
them, “Whatever happens today, never forget this: God is kind.” 

 
How often do we reflect on that as an attribute of God? We recognize God as 
sovereign, powerful, all knowing, even loving—but kind? Aspects of our current 
national and even international mood (whether in the church, in society, or in political 
debates) seem anything but kind and merciful—harsh, anxious, divisive, name-calling, 
fear mongering—but not merciful. 

 
The womb of mercy 
We walk with the God who is “merciful, gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love 
and faithfulness” (Exodus 34:6). This verse uses the two 
great Hebrew words for mercy, rahum and hesed. The 
first word translated here as merciful, rahum, bears the 
same Hebrew root as the word “womb.” Like a womb, 
mercy involves sacrifice, hospitality, discomfort, and even risk. Jesus stooped down and 
took the risk, so to speak, of bearing our wounded human flesh. He carried it into his 
own “womb of mercy” where it could be healed, redeemed, and recreated. His cries on 
the Cross can be thought of as labor pains. In the resurrection, he gave birth to new 
humanity.11 

 
The second word, hesed, is one of the most common words in the Hebrew Bible to 
describe God. As has already been noted, it is translated in various ways in the Bible: 
steadfast love, goodness, mercy, faithfulness, and covenant fidelity. Hesed expresses 
                                                        
11 I’m grateful to my wife, Kerry, for this transformative perspective on life in Christ. She develops it in depth in her writing 
on Julian, see Kerry Dearborn, “The Crucified Christ as the Motherly God: The Theology of Julian of Norwich” The Scottish 
Journal of Theology 55 (3): 283-302, 2002. Julian of Norwich was a 15th Century British theologian and mystic. See 
Revelations of Divine Love (Penguin Books, 1999).  
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God’s steadfast faithful commitment to love creation. Hesed is God’s resolutely faithful 
love. In Exodus 34 it’s translated as steadfast love and faithfulness. In Micah 6:8 it’s 
translated as mercy or kindness. What does God require of us—“to do justice, love mercy 
(hesed), and walk humbly with God.” 
 
God calls us to participate in God’s unconditional, unwavering, steadfast determination 
to heal the wounds of humanity in love. When we walk the way of justice, mercy, and 
humility, we courageously participate in God creating safe places in which people’s lives 
can be made right by mercy. 
 
In his book, The Name of God is Mercy, Pope Francis reminds us that God is “rich in mercy” 
(Eph. 2:4). 12  “God forgives not with a 
decree but with a caress” (p. xii), for “Jesus 
goes beyond the law and forgives by 
caressing the wounds of our sins…For this reason I have often said that the place 
where my encounter with the mercy of Jesus takes place is my sin. When you feel his 
merciful embrace…that’s when life can change” (p. 34). 
 
The Church of mercy. Because God is merciful, the Church that abides in Christ will 
also be merciful. Francis continues, “To follow the way of the Lord, the Church is called 
on to pour its mercy over all those who recognize themselves as sinners, who assume 
responsibility for the evil they have committed, and who feel in need of 
forgiveness…The Church does not exist to condemn people but to bring about an 
encounter with the visceral love of God’s mercy. I often say that in order for this to 
happen, it is necessary to go out: to go out from the church and its parishes, to go 
outside and look for people where they live, where they suffer, and where they hope” (p. 
52). 
 
The Spirit is at work to deepen our transformation in the womb of God’s mercy to lead 
the Church into what Pope Francis calls, this great “revolution of tenderness.”  
 
It’s therefore no surprise that the Bible connects mercy and new birth.  

“By God’s great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:3).  
 
“When the goodness and loving-kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because 
of any works of righteousness that we had done, but according to his mercy, through the water of 
rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:4). 

 
                                                        
12 Pope Francis, The Name of God is Mercy, (Random House, 2016). 
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Moving from the courtroom to the ballroom 
The call to love mercy and kindness reminds us that we don’t live in the courtroom of 
judgment, in the classroom of good moral advice, or in the fitness gym of strenuous 
moral effort. We live in the ballroom of God’s tender mercy, where God draws us into 
the recreating embrace of God’s love, births in us new life, and liberates us to join 
together in the celebratory dance of the kingdom.13 
 
Dorothy was a World Vision staff member in Rwanda. During the genocide, she was in 
her house with her children when a mob came down the street. Somebody burst into 
her house, dragged her son outside, and killed him with a machete in her front yard. 
Every day, Dorothy prayed for her son’s murderer, and for all the other victims and 
perpetrators of that horrible 100 daylong massacre of 100,000 people. Many, both 
victims and murderers, were followers of Christ, neighbors, friends, and associates of 
one another. For a few weeks, the rage of fear and partisanship was more powerful than 
the blood and Spirit of Christ.  

A decade after the genocide, there was a furtive knock on Dorothy’s door. She opened it 
and who should be there, but the man who had killed her son. He said, “I’ve come here 
that justice would be done. I killed many people during those hundred days, but for 10 
years I’ve not been able to get the face of your son out of my mind. So I’m here for you 
to take me to the police and let justice be done.” 
 
Dorothy opened her door wider and pulled the man inside her home. She said to him, 
“Young man, justice will be done. You took away my son. You shall now be to me as a 
son.” 
 
Christ draws us into the womb of God’s love to renew, recreate, reconcile, and restore 
us. Mercy creates a safe place where God’s right-making justice can work. When that 
happens, we draw with one another into the banquet hall of God’s coming kingdom, 
where we can feast on the goodness of God. The kindness of God has appeared. 

 

                                                        
13 For a profound development of how mercy and justice bring those who feel marginalized and rejected into 
the ballroom of God’s Kingdom, see Fr. Gregory Boyle, Tattoos on the Heart: The Power of Boundless Compassion 
(Free Press, 2011). 
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Walk	Humbly	with	God	

“He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and 
to love mercy, and to walk humbly with the Lord your God?” (Micah 6:8). 

 
“Walk humbly with the Lord your God.” Our English word for humility shares the same 
linguistic root as “soil” (humus). Justice, mercy, and humility meet when my hands and 
feet are soiled with the needs of the world and with the same dirt that is on everyone 
else’s hands.  
 
Justice, mercy, and humility meet when we recognize that we stand on ground that is 
level with all people, for we are all equally in need of the mercy and kindness of the 
steadfast love of God. Justice, mercy, and humility meet when we seek to lift others up. 
“…in humility, regard others as better than yourselves” and “Let the same mind be in you that was in 
Christ Jesus,” who, “being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point 
of death—even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:3-5, 8). 

 
Facing reality 
The more we grow in Christ, the more real we become. The more we become real, the 
more comfortable we are with humility. Humility is a fruit of the Spirit freeing us to face 
reality in Christ. Not being humble is the fruit of deception. It relies on avoiding or 
denying reality.  
 
Paul declares in Colossians, “Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self 
with its practices, and clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed according to the image 
of its creator.” (Col 3:9-10) By the Spirit we have taken off the deceitful old clothes of false 
pride, arrogance, self-preoccupation, and even self-denigration. We see ourselves and 
others in a new way. We are on level ground. All our elevating distinctions and 
excluding divisions disappear.  
 
“In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 
slave and free; but Christ is all and in all.” (vs. 11) We see all people’s great dignity, purpose, 
and value—“As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved…” (vs. 12). And we live with humility—
“clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience.” (vs. 12) Humility in 
vs. 12 literally means to be “low-minded” rather than “high-minded”. To be humbled is 
to have our opinion of ourselves brought to the ground, to be leveled. It doesn’t mean 
to grovel in feelings of worthlessness and self-condemnation. After all, we are clothed 
with Christ, chosen, holy, and beloved. Rather, we see ourselves clearly, as both weak 
and worthy, frail and empowered. Furthermore, we see others clearly as well, 
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recognizing our utter kinship with all people, for we see all in Christ and Christ in all.14 
 
In cultures that exalt false pride and commend confidence, fame, and even arrogance as 
signs of power, it is common to view humility as a weakness. Receiving humility requires 
removing the defenses we’ve erected to hide from ourselves and from others. As 
Richard Rohr says, the ego resists dying, and usually only with great struggle, even at the 
hands of unconditional love. “The ego hates losing, even to God.”15 This often requires 
suffering and pain. It’s seldom easy. Many of us hold on to our self-protective armor, 
even when it is God’s love and the call to freedom that bid us to let go. 
 
Yet we are deceived if we think humility is a rare or an exceptional quality. Gregory of 
Nyssa, a 4th century theologian, wrote, “Unlike every other aspect of God’s nature, 
which goes far beyond the limits of our nature, humility is something that is natural to 
us…But don’t think humility is something that can be achieved easily or without 
practice. Quite the opposite: humility requires more practice and effort than any other 
highly sought after character quality. Why? Because humility’s opposite—the sin of 
pride—is deeply engrained in our being…I want to be clear about this issue: there is 
no evil that so wounds our soul as pride.”16 

 
More recently, C.S. Lewis commented, “The utmost evil is Pride. Unchastity, anger, 
greed, drunkenness, and all that, are mere fleabites in comparison. It was through Pride 
that the devil became the devil.”17 Here we need to stress that both Gregory and Lewis 
are speaking of “false” pride, the kind of pride expressed in ego-driven conceit, 
arrogance, and self-preoccupation. For there is a certain kind of pride expressed in a 
clear sense of worth and dignity that is God’s good gift to us when we grow in our 
identity as beloved children of God.  

 
A new way of walking 
As the Spirit draws us ever more fully into participation in the life of Christ, we discover 
the intersection of justice, mercy, and humility in our feet and hands (not just our words 
or our good intentions). God’s strategy for reordering misused power and liberating 
people from false pride catches most of us by surprise. If we are walking in Christ, we 
will walk humbly. Prophetic denouncements and chastising rebukes about injustice can 
sound self-righteous and arrogant. They often give people excuses for ignoring them. 
Aggressive confrontations often provoke defensiveness and people will become more 
entrenched in their misused power. In contrast, humility is disarming and can contribute 

                                                        
14 Greg Boyle develops this insight beautifully in Tattoos on the Heart. 
15 Richard Rohr, Falling Upward: Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life (John Wiley and Sons, 2011), 47 
16 Gregory of Nyssa, Sermons on the Beatitudes, paraphrase by Michael Glerup, (InterVarsity Press, 2012), 27-28. 
17 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (Simon and Shuster Edition, 1996), 109, 111. 
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to the right ordering of power. 

 
Kerry and I saw what it means to live in the humble, joyful confidence of Christ through 
a woman Kerry met in Beijing. We had the privilege of taking a group from our church 
to China shortly after that country was opened to tourists following the Cultural 
Revolution. We informed the government tourist officials that we were a Christian 
group and wanted to learn as much about the church in China as possible. They 
obliged, and many extraordinary encounters followed. 
 
Kerry had a conversation after church one Sunday with one of the first woman 
physicians in China. During the Cultural Revolution, she’d been doubly disdained, first 
for being highly educated and second for being a Christian. In spite of China’s obvious 
need for doctors, for three years she was assigned the humiliating task of sweeping 
streets. Her high quality work, and the joy with which she did it, outraged her keepers. 
They didn’t know what to do with a doctor who swept streets with a broom and a song.  
 
She eagerly recounted to Kerry a conversation with her guards, when in exasperation 
they asked, “Why are you so happy? You, a mighty doctor, should feel utterly 
humiliated.” She answered, “I can sweep streets for the glory of God and the good of 
my country, or I can take care of people’s health. Either way, it is to God’s glory.” 
 
Characteristics of a humble way of walking 
We walk receptively. In the light of this understanding of humility, it’s not surprising 
therefore that Jesus said it’s the poor in spirit who receive the Kingdom of God and the 
meek who inherit the earth (Mt 5:3). We can see why Paul boasted in his weakness. God 
“said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’ So, I will boast all 
the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me.” (2 Cor 3:5; 4:7; 
and 12:9). When are hearts are opened wide, participating in Christ’s great heart of love, 
we are set free from our fear of vulnerability. The Spirit lives out through us the 
kindness of God.  
 
We walk silently. The root of the Hebrew word for humility used in Micah 6:8 can also 
be used for the word “silently.” This makes great sense. To be silent before God means 
we no longer babble on in self-justification or defensiveness. Expressions of pride and 
pretense, arrogance and excuses are subdued. Rather, we stand with open hands, in the 
freedom of honest dependency and trust. To experience comfortable silence with 
someone is the fruit of the security, comfort, and acceptance we feel with them. So it is 
with God. We are God’s chosen, holy, beloved. Therefore, we can walk in silent, 
unpretentious, peace together.  
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We walk courageously with God. Walking with God makes our acknowledged, 
humility and meekness safe. We may feel vulnerable and exposed in ourselves. But no 
longer live on our own. We live in Christ and walk together with others. We walk united 
with others in compassion, rather than divided in fear and enmity. We walk in God’s 
presence, and therefore “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I fear no evil, for 
Thou art with me” (Psalm 23). 
 
The humble are free to walk courageously and confidently. Those who are humble know 
that we abide in God’s presence because of God’s steadfast love, and not because of the 
virtue or merit of our devotion or service. This 
capacity is nourished when we kneel before God 
in silent dependency, freed of the self-
righteousness and self-centeredness with which 
we vainly try to defend ourselves. God assures us that we abide in God’s presence and 
are empowered with God’s strength. 
 
The entrance into this freedom is singular: “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer 
I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:19-20). Now through the Holy Spirit, 
we share in both his suffering and in his new life that reconciles all things to God—
making life right. 
 
The power of humility 
In his book Just Mercy, Bryan Stevenson tells a compelling story of the transforming 
power of humility.18 Bryan has labored for decades as a civil rights attorney on behalf of 
victims of injustice in the US criminal law system. He has helped over 100 people to be 
set free from prison who were unjustly sentenced to death. 
 
But this journey began, as he humbly confesses, knowing nothing about law, prisons, 
death row, or how to enable our so-called criminal justice system to be more just. The 
first time he met with someone on death row (and his first case ever) was as a young law 
student. (Parenthetically, I’m reminded of the first funeral service I ever attended. It was 
as the pastor officiating at the service!)  
 
There were other “firsts” to Bryan’s encounter. He was the first attorney, and in fact, 
the first visitor this young man had received in two years since being sentenced to death. 
After the guards had slowly removed all the shackles from Henry’s hands, waist, and 
feet, Bryan reached out to shake his hand. Bryan describes what happens next. “‘I’m 
very sorry,’ were the first words I blurted out. Despite all my preparations and rehearsed 
                                                        
18 Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption (Random House, 2014), 9-11. 
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remarks, I couldn’t stop myself from apologizing repeatedly. ‘I’m really sorry…I’m just a 
law student, I’m not a real lawyer…I don’t know very much.’” 
 

Then Bryan said the one thing he did know, that Henry had at least a year before he’d 
be executed. Henry was overcome with relief. “Thank you, man, I mean, really, thank 
you! This is great news.” He hadn’t wanted to let his wife and children come see him, 
fearing that the prison would set the date of their visit as the day he’d be executed. “I 
just don’t want them here like that. Now I’m going to tell them they can come and 
visit.” 
 
Bryan relaxed and the two engaged in a three-hour conversation  “about what’s 
important in life and what’s not.” No longer separated by barriers as junior law clerk and 
condemned convict, they were two brothers talking about their lives and struggles. 
Finally, the guards angrily barged in. They roughly re-shackled Henry and started 
shoving him out the door. Bryan apologized, saying it was his fault that the meeting had 
gone so long, begging the guards not to be so rough on Henry. Henry said, “Don’t 
worry about this, Bryan. Just come back.” Then he stood so the guards couldn’t push 
him through the door, threw his head back, and sang. Bryan comments, “It startled both 
me and the guards, who stopped pushing.” Henry sang in the doorway, and all the way 
down the hall to his cell: I’m pressing on, the upward way New heights I’m gaining, every day Still 
praying as I’m onward bound. Lord, plant my feet on Higher Ground. 
 
When we discover that we’re brothers and sisters together—united in our common and 
ordinary humanness, with our relationships unobstructed by differences of class, 
ethnicity, or status—God’s power is released. In the transforming womb of God’s love, 
God restores us, and leads us to Higher Ground. 
The dehumanizing rooms of prisons can 
become sanctuaries of communion. Whether we 
are shackled by chains or by our own feelings of unworthiness, shame and anxiety, we 
can be lifted in worship of the God who inspires courageous hope. Our level ground 
becomes the pathway to experiencing Heaven on earth. 
 
Humility at work The Great Requirement calls us to “do” justice. Justice is lived out in 
the practical realities of our daily life, as well as in the great social causes and campaigns 
we embrace. Micah reminds us in 6:9-12 that God’s will extends from the sanctuary and 
home into the streets and marketplace. 19  The Great Requirement is lived out in 
marketplace, in prisons, in homeless camps, in shops and stores, farms and factories, 
and in all the workplaces of our world. As occurred with Bryan and Henry, the Spirit 

                                                        
19 For further development of this, see Dearborn, Business as a Holy Calling?: A Workbook for Christians in Business 
and Their Pastors (Seattle: Dynamis Resources, 2015). 

 justice.”  
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can transform these places into sanctuaries, places of communion and worship. We live 
out God’s justice through our everyday, ordinary way of life as neighbors, employers, 
employees, customers, merchants, and manufacturers. 
 
The Hebrew prophets continually stressed that the sincerity of our worship on the 
Sabbath is measured by how we do business the rest of the week.20 If we’re living in 
Christ and God’s will is being worked out in and through us, we will seek for our houses 
not to be filled with items gained in ways that oppress others. The payments we give for 
labor and for products will be honest and fair. Our promises will be kept and our words 
will be true. As a result, our homes will be filled with “righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy 
Spirit.” (Rom. 14:17). 
 
This occurs as we enter into the womb of God’s mercy, allowing God to remake our 
lives, and then walking with God in courageous humility as the Spirit empowers us to 
live in Christ, participating in God making every dimension of life right. 
 
We want to live life right. God has shown us what is good. We are reminded of Jesus’ 
first sermon recorded in Luke 4:18-19: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me because he has anointed 
me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” We also hear 
this in his last words, as recorded in the Gospel of John 20:21-22: “As the Father has sent 
me, so send I you...Receive the Holy Spirit.” 
 
Every decision we make in our personal and corporate lives comes under the call of 
God to walk in and through Christ on this path of justice, mercy, and humility.  
 
 

                                                        
20 In addition to Micah 6, see Jeremiah 7: 1-11; Hosea 4: 4-7; Isaiah 1:17-21 
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The	Great	Consummation	

	
We end with a seventh Great in God’s will. It’s one to which all the other Greats point. 
This one emboldens our faithful obedience. It fuels our hope and feeds our courage. 

 
There’s a great good coming 
The biblical faith is founded and sustained by the conviction that justice is coming. Life 
will be made right. “God will dwell with mortals; they will be God’s peoples, and God will be with 
them; God will wipe every tear from their eyes, Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain 
will be no more…And the one who was seated on the throne said,  ‘See, I am making all things new.’” 
(Rev 21:3-5).  

One day all injustice will end. 
One day all violence and all abuse of power will end.  
One day lions and lambs, enemies and foes will dwell together in peace.  
One day we will gather around the throne of the Lamb who was slain for the sins 

and injustices of the world. 
One day the Good Shepherd will lead us into the Banquet Hall of the Kingdom.  
One day heaven and earth will fully intersect.  
One day the will of God will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  

 
Our capacity and courage to live the other six Greats is fueled and fed by our life in 
Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit who remind us of 
this Great Consummation. “Hope does not disappoint us, 
because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the 
Holy Spirit” (Rom 5:5). The word translated as disappoint, could also be translated as 
deceive. Literally, it means “to have one’s head shoved down in shame.”  
 
But God is the “lifter of our heads”. God lifts up the needy and those who are trodden 
down (Ps 113:7: 146:8; 147:6). There is a great good coming. As the Spirit pours out 
God’s love into us, we are propelled to act with irrepressible hope, doing justice, loving 
mercy, and walking humbly.  
 
In about 1850, Theodore Parker, a New England abolitionist and minister preached a 
sermon called “On Justice and the Conscience”. In the midst of the struggle against slavery, 
he proclaimed, “God has made man (sic) with an instinctive love of justice…Look at the 
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facts of the world. You see a continual and progressive triumph of the right.21 I do not 
pretend to understand the moral universe; the arc is a long one, my eye reaches but little 
ways; I cannot calculate the curve and complete the figure by the experience of sight; I 
can divine it by conscience. And from what I see I am sure it bends towards justice.”  
 
Parker goes on to say, “Injustice cannot stand. No armies, no ‘Holy Alliance,’ can hold it 
up. Human nature is against it, and so is the nature of God! ‘Justice has feet of wool,’ no 
man hears her step, ‘but her hands are of iron,’ and where she lays them down, only 
God can uplift and unclasp. It is vain to trust in wrong.”22  
 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. paraphrased this over 100 years later in his 1958 speech, Out 
of the Long Night. “The arc of the moral universe is long and it bends toward justice.”23 

Sometimes that arc, the long night, seem painfully too long. Parker wrote 170 years ago 
and King 60. Still we await the arc of justice to rest on earth. Sometimes it seems like the 
illusory pot of gold at a rainbow’s end.  
 
Hope during the meantime 
So how do we live with this hope when the storms keep on raging? How do we persist with 
courageous confidence when the arc towards justice doesn’t seem to be bending fast 
enough? The curve isn’t flattening. How do we participate every more fully in the “Revolution 
of Tenderness” to which Pope Francis calls the Church, when the world around us feels 
increasingly harsh and hard? How do we live in the “meantime” between now and the Great 
Consummation when the present time is indeed so mean? 
 
In addition to living out the will of God as expressed in the other six “Greats”, Romans 5 
summarizes a powerful way of anticipating the Great Consummation amidst today’s 
sorrows, sufferings, and injustices. This is expressed in four life-giving words that enhance 
our vocabulary of hope. We know the language of the cynics and naysayers. Gloomspeak is 
our universal language. Doomscrolling has become our addictive obsession as we compulsively 
search news and social media for the latest stories of woe. There’s an urgent need to 
strengthen our fluency in Hopespeak, for that is the language of the Kingdom of God. The 
biblical vocabulary for hope is rich and extensive. Here we will focus on deepening our 
comfort using four simple words. 
 
Justified. First, our lives are justified, made right, by all that God has done in Jesus Christ. 

                                                        
21 By “right” Parker meant that which is true, good, and just and was not conveying advocacy of a “right” wing 
political persuasion. 
22 Theodore Parker, “Of Justice and the Conscience,” Ten Sermons of Religion by Theodore Parker, (Boston: Crosby, 
Nichols and Company, 1853), 84-85, 87. 
23 Martin Luther King, Jr., “Out of the Long Night,” The Gospel Messenger, (Elgin: Brethren General 
Brotherhood Board, Feb 3, 1958), 14. 
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We are justified by faith (vs.1). Our lives are made right by what God has done, not by what we 
do on our own. We live with nothing to prove or protect. There’s no more need for self-
judgment or self-justification, self-promotion or self-defense to prove our worth. The 
weapons of suffering and injustice that shackle us in feeling of failure, rejection, and 
inadequacy lose their power in Christ. We are accepted and made acceptable, our lives are 
made right in Jesus Christ. 
 
Welcomed. Second, our lives are at peace. “Since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand” (vs. 
1-2). We are welcomed home together with God. There is no separation or alienation. We 
live at peace. The word for “peace” literally means “to be sown or knit back together into oneness”. 
This is the right-making work of God’s grace. Biblical peace is the grace of God making our 
lives right (just/justified) so that we are made one with God and with all people (peace).  
 
The chant by protestors in our streets “no justice, no peace”, is theologically correct. Peace is 
the fruit of justification and justice. “Since we are justified…we have peace…” When our lives 
aren’t made right within us, we may try to settle for a semblance of peace through avoidance, 
control, or addictions—but that’s not biblical peace. Inner peace flows from our lives being 
justified. When our society is severed by injustice, a semblance of peace can be forced 
through oppression and subjugation—but the mere absence of conflict isn’t peace. Internal, 
relational, and social peace flow from justice. When our relationships and communities are 
made right, then God’s peace knits our hearts, homes, communities and countries, along 
with all of creation, back into harmony. 
 
Dignified. Third, because we our standing in grace we live with our heads held up. This is 
the literal meaning of the word for “boast” in vs. 2. Instead of our heads shoved down in 
shame, we are lifted up to live with dignity. Our lives are made worthy. Our identity isn’t 
shaped by successes or failures, by sorrows or defeats, by illness or unemployment, or by 
social standing and recognition. It’s not shaped by our circumstances. Our identity is the gift 
of grace, for we are adopted as beloved sons and daughters of God. With this great dignity, 
we hold our heads high in every circumstance. 
 
My friend and mentor, Marvin Charles, has enriched my understanding of this. He lives with 
a humble dignity and kindly confidence that attract people from all walks of life to learn 
from him. For example, over just the past few weeks, during our devastating pandemic and 
deepening awareness of racial injustice, his advice has been sought out by CEOs of 
corporations, members of Congress, by the president of our local police union, and by our 
city’s Mayor. Marvin laughs in wonder at this. For the first 40 years of his life he only knew 
rejection and struggle. His life was a hard scramble, and avoiding the police and white people 
in power was essential for his survival.  
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Then when he was 40, Christ met him, really met him. And his life hasn’t been the same 
since. He recovered from addiction, married, gained custody of his children, and took menial 
jobs to support his family. He reunited with his mother and father whom he’d never known. 
Since then, for the last 20 years, he and his wife have led an organization that has helped 
1000s of men piece their lives back together after prison and reunite with their families. 
Marvin demonstrates what it means to gain a new dignity and worth as God’s beloved child. 
And as Marvin notes, whether they come from Park Avenue or the park bench, all people 
hunger for that welcome home.24 
 
Glorified. Fourth, about what do we boast? In this new identity as God’s beloved, what 
keeps our heads raised? “We boast in our hope of sharing in the glory of God” (vs. 2). The word for 
glory, doxa, is another biblical word with a rich depth of meaning. It’s not just praise and 
adulation, such as we sing in the Doxology, “praise God from whom all blessings flow”. 
Glory also conveys images of beauty, wholeness, solidity, purity, and weight. Our heads are held 
high because one day we will share in the stability and splendor of God. Our lives are being 
made solid. Our future isn’t controlled by the frailty of disease, the devastation of economic 
hardship, the attacks of racism and prejudice. We may be shaken about now—but our heads 
are raised in eager anticipation of participating in the very glory of God. 
 
Boasting in suffering Paul goes on in Romans 5 to describe the ways these four new 
realities in Christ empower us to live with hope in the midst of suffering and injustice. 
Because we know that in Christ we are justified, welcomed, dignified, and will one day be 
glorified, we endure and persevere—rather than crumble and flee—in the face of suffering 
(vs 3). In Christ we are given the courage and strength to hold our heads up high, boast, when 
so much around us is wrong and hurtful. 
 
Sometimes the most we can do in overwhelming storms is endure. Endurance is good. We 
need not criticize or condemn ourselves (or other) for not jumping up and down with 
enthusiasm. Anxiety and anguish, grief and lament are normal human responses. But our 
endurance flows from knowing we are justified, welcomed, dignified, and will be glorified. 
Our present sorrows don’t define us. The bulldozers of injustice may try to shove us out of 
the way, but we know to whom we belong—the Living God—and we’re not fleeing from 
our difficulties.  
 
As a result, we allow endurance to bear the fruit of proven character (Rom 5:4). Rather than suffering 
and anxiety diminishing and deteriorating us, they can deepen our character. We live more 
deeply in and through Christ, and hold our heads high for we know, in spite of our 
circumstances, that we are justified, welcomed, dignified, and bound for glory. When other 
sources of security and identity are wiped out, we can grow more and more solid as people 
who trust resolutely in the steadfast love of God. 
                                                        
24 For more on this see Marvin Charles, Becoming DADS: A Mission to Restore Absent Fathers (2016). 
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Finally, as we become more solid, our hopefulness becomes more unshakable. Not a fanciful 
hope that can let us down (deceive us, vs. 5). This hope is utter confidence that there is indeed 
a great Good coming. We persist in hope because “God’s love has been poured into our hearts 
through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us” (vs. 5). The Holy Spirit pours hope and joy into 
us, filling us with God’s love. Hope grows like a fruitful vine, bit by bit as our experience of 
God and of God’s love deepens. It may begin in micro quantities—like an IV drip; but it 
leads from and leads to the mighty, irrepressible river of God’s life of love. 
 
Kerry and I had our understanding of hope deepened during a trip last year with friends 
from our own and other churches to meet with Christians in Palestine. I realize how much 
my hope depends on expecting imminent positive changes. Palestinians have experienced 
generation after generation of shrinking freedom and opportunity. Their immediate future is 
one of shattering injustice and oppression. Yet we were stunned to see their resilient hope. 
We were struck especially by a change we noticed in Sami, a man we’ve known for many 
years. His family can name their Christian ancestors in Palestine for 600 years. They believe 
the first Awads became Christians at Pentecost. They live with deep roots in the soil of 
God’s love. 
 
Over 20 years ago he launched Holy Land Trust, a ministry training Palestinians and people 
from around the world in non-violent resistance. For years, every week they stage protests in 
front of the next place the Wall is severing Palestinian land, in front of Palestinian homes 
and orchards about to be destroyed, and where new Israeli settlements are seizing Palestinian 
territory. Yet still the Wall expands, homes and olive trees are destroyed, and illegal 
settlements grow. The previous time we saw him, he seemed so heavy laden and 
discouraged. 
 
This time, his entire countenance was different. Joy lit his eyes and a calm smile stretched 
across his face. He still did the same training and same protests. Settlements continued to 
expand and homes and orchards destroyed. When asked what kept him going, he said, “I 
used to pray for God to give us strength and victory against our enemies since I knew what 
we were doing was right and just. But then one day, reading the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus’ command that we love our enemies jumped out at me. ‘Love your enemies and pray for 
those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven’ (Mt 5:44).” Sami 
described how he felt the Spirit flood him with love. To his surprise, and the confusion of so 
many Palestinians, he knew he needed not only to show active love for Israelis, but even for 
settlers.25 This is the kind of love described in I Cor 13:7-8. “It bears all things, believes all things, 
hopes all things, endures all things. Love ever ends.”  
 

                                                        
25 For an interview with Sami Awad see www.themennonite.org/feature/interview-sami-awad-palestinian-
christian/ 
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Palestinians we met embodied Paul’s statement in Rom 5:3, “we boast (hold our heads high) in 
our sufferings”. Paul’s use of the plural for suffering is certainly appropriate for Palestinians, 
for their suffering is multifaceted—all the impacts of Israeli occupation, poverty, Covid 19 
lockdowns, no freedom to travel, diminishing number of fellow Christians, etc. The African 
Americans who were traveling with us could identify with their sufferings. For many of us 
today, our sufferings are also plural—health, loss of income and employment, difficulty 
gaining access to education for our children (or ourselves), juggling family and work in more 
intense ways than ever, anxiety over the state of our nation.  
 
So how does God enable people to hold their heads high in the midst of sufferings?  
 
One Palestinian pastor I met ends every worship service reminding people to go out in hope, 
for in Holy Communion they have tasted the triumph and love of the resurrected Christ. 
They may not see the realization of hope in their lifetime, but they live with courage, 
knowing that one day justice and peace will come to the Holy Land. 
 
Hope isn’t self or even circumstantially generated. It doesn’t grow by exhortation. Rather, we 
experience hope as we remember our lives are hid in Christ’s resilient life. The Holy Spirit 
pours hope and joy into us, filling us with God’s love. Hope grows like a fruitful vine, bit by 
bit as our experience of God and of God’s love deepens. It may begin in micro quantities—
like an IV drip; but it leads from and leads to the mighty, irrepressible river of God’s life of 
love. 
 
In and through Christ, we are moving toward participation in the glory of God—solidity, 
beauty, and splendor; and the peace of God—all of creation knit back together into 
harmony. God is at work around and through us, pouring God’s love into wounded hearts, 
homes, and nations. 
 
Prior to the pandemic and the recent outrage over racial injustice, our church, Bethany 
Presbyterian Church started a task force to evaluate our own complicity in structural racism 
and recommend specific actions we can take to live out our commitment to be anti-racist.26 
As part of this we sought to discern what God was already doing in our community, and 
what individuals in our church are doing to address structural injustice. I am inspired by the 
many ways people are participating in the “revolution of tenderness” and the movement of 
the arc toward justice. Here are a few examples from our small church: 

health care workers choosing to serve underserved populations 
campaigners for police and criminal justice reform 
people working tirelessly to make our education system more just 
organizers of social and political initiatives for the common good  

                                                        
26 We’ve been guided in this process by Brenda Salter McNeil’s Roadmap to Reconciliation 2.0: Moving Communities 
into Unity, Wholeness, and Justice (InterVarsity Press, rev. ed 2020). 
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staff in programs for homeless teens 
leaders of ministries that provide social services for immigrants and refugees 
trainers for organizations in ethnic diversity and inclusion 
leaders in organizations providing tutoring, job development, and scholarships for teens in 

underserved communities 
teachers of at-risk and immigrant kids 
inventors and pioneers in new health care and environmental protection technologies  
creators of support systems for LGBQT+ teens, and on and on.  

 
Hundreds of thousands of churches and millions of Christians around the world are 
witnessing with their lives to this hope. The Spirit is at work through them giving 
tangible evidence of the great Good that is coming. Together, we live with bold humility 
and gentle courage. We know life will be made right. Justice is coming. We know this 
because the Master of our lives, the one in whom we abide, isn’t the pains of the present 
or the trials of our circumstances, but the God of steadfast love. As Paul reminds us, 
“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by 
the power of the Holy Spirit” (Rom 15:13).  
 
God’s will is that we allow the Spirit of God to shape our lives on and in these great 
biblical truths. Together, we will ride that long arc toward justice with the confidence 
and courage of people who are justified, welcomed, dignified, and glorified. Our lives 
will become ever more solid. We will stand in grace, with our heads held high amidst 
suffering and crises for the Spirit pours out in, and through us hearts the love of Christ. 
As we seek justice, love mercy, and walk humble with God, we will provide the world 
with more reasons to believe in the good, trustworthy, and loving God. 
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