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“On the Road of Justice”
Psalm 82; Luke 10:25-37  July 10, 2016

This summer as a congregation we have been invited to come 
together on the road; to adventure out into the world with the 
promise of Joshua 1:9 on our lips. “I will be with you wherever 
you go.”

Even with that promise I have to be honest. I wish that I did not 
have to be on the roads and streets of this nation this week. Roads 
stained red with the blood of violence. Roads that force us to 
examine the racism that stain our heart and the heart of this nation. 
Roads that lead to the ambush of peacemakers, the slaughter of the 
police officers of Dallas, by the hands of the wicked.

As much as I wish I could forgo the road, as much as I wish I 
could cross over to the other side, I know we cannot. In the face of 
widow and orphan making, in the smothering grip of oppression 
shots ringing out, we are called to set our feet and turn our heart 
and pray the promise of Joshua over and over and over again. “I will 
be with you wherever you go.” “I will be with you wherever you go.” 
The question is where must we go? The Psalmist is clear: we must 
go on the road of justice. Friends, we are set on the bloody road 
with these marching orders all along the way in every sphere of life.

“Give justice to the weak and to the orphan;
Maintain the right of  the lowly and the destitute.
Rescue  the weak and needy;  

     deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” (Psalm 82)
Jesus tells us on the road of justice that we are to ...

“Love the Lord your God, with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, And with all your strength, and with all your mind!
And love your neighbor as yourself!
Do this and you will live!”

The world that you and I live in is a world that is harsh, cold, and 
hard when it comes to the needs of the poor, the sick, the orphans 
and the widows, and the oppressed created by  refugees fleeing war, 
disease,  famine, social unrest, and systemic racism. As Christians 
we respond in ways that are very different from the world that has 
created these desperate situations. As Christians we respond with 
the love of Christ, a love that is self-sacrificing and a love that is 
filled with compassion towards the fatherless and motherless, the 
poor and the oppressed.

It is our distinct way of responding to the wounded and broken 
ones that sets us apart in our attitude and character and places us 
on the road of justice.

St. Laurence was a deacon in the Christian church, who was 
quite generous, especially to the poor. He lived in Spain in the 
third century. During a time of church persecution, he was ordered 
to bring to a Roman official some of “the treasures of the Church”. 
What he brought were some poor, downtrodden and lame people, 
and he said of them, “These are the treasures of the Church.” For 
this response on the road of justice, he was roasted to death on 
a gridiron. Was St Laurence a Good Samaritan and was that his 

identity? Maybe he was  the man mugged by the powers of the day 
left to die. The question of our identity is an important one as we 
set our feet on the road of justice.

Asking people to personally identify with the story of the Good 
Samaritan is a little like asking all the children of a picnic-time 
softball team what position they would like to play. Just as surely as 
you are going to end up with nine pitchers, you will find yourself 
with a congregation full of hypothetical Samaritans. 

Very few of us will voluntarily choose to identify with the priest 
or the Levite or the helpless wounded man lying at the side of the 
road. Even though we may readily admit that we fail to behave as 
the Samaritan on any consistent basis in our lives, he is still the 
figure in this story that we feel should house our own identity.

Arthur C. McGill was Professor of Divinity at Harvard Divinity 
School. In his book, Death and Life: An American Theology, which 
was published after his death (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 
McGill suggests that this preferred identity of the Samaritan has 
its roots in a deeper spiritual problem. McGill believes that many 
of us are caught up in a destructive “bronze people” myth living 
out a “bronze dream.” 

“Bronze” here serves as his image for people “so clean, so neat, so 
tanned, so buoyant and assured” that any trace of the frailties that 
are part of human life - suffering, fear, death - seem not to touch 
them in any way (p. 26). The over-riding ethic keeping us “bronze 
people” alive is an ethic of “success or avoidance” - the lesser gods 
that Psalm 82 proclaims are dethroned. All the trappings of the 
bronze dream have become lesser gods in our life and the one 
true God passes judgment on these bronze gods declaring them 
mortal, life-taking not life-giving (p. 26). The “bronze dream” that 
attempts to incarnate this ethic is rooted in possessions and self-
preservation. 

In the bronze dream, persons try to hold and possess their own 
identity; they try to hold and possess the resources and supports 
by which that identity can be sustained. In other words, the bronze 
way seeks a mode of life which promises maximum security (p. 81).

If this “bronze” ethic dominates all our actions, it is little wonder 
that the story of the Good Samaritan is both well-loved and 
completely misunderstood. 

McGill brings us all up short when he finds our identification 
with the benevolent moves of the Samaritan not just wishfully 
optimistic but theologically backward. The Samaritan, as the one 
who is in control of his own life, wealth and well-being, is actually 
the incarnation of all our self-oriented little bronze gods. Under our 
shallow perception of the Samaritan’s actions, we find comfort in 
seeing ourselves as willing to help others, offering aid and comfort 
to one in need. What McGill proposes smashes this illusion. 

In the Good Samaritan story we are not the Samaritan. 
Rather we are the anonymous beaten, bloodied nobody lying 
helpless in the ditch. We are the needy, not the helper (p. 89). 
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At the conclusion of his Good Samaritan story, Jesus asks the 
lawyer, “Which of these three...was a neighbor to the man who 
fell into the hands of robbers?” The lawyer is being asked by 
Jesus to identify his neighbor - and the answer, of course, is the 
Samaritan. But the lawyer - the one seeking the way to eternal 
life - as well as the 21st century reader, are both the ones who 
receive aid from this neighbor - i.e., the wounded man.

A falsely gleaming notion of “bronze love” is largely responsible 
for our notion that we are the Good Samaritan. In the neat and 
tidy world of the bronze dream, love is a well-ordered, one-way 
street. Bronze churches “speak of love as helping others, but 
they ignore what helping others does to the person who loves. 
They ignore the fact that love is self-giving, a real losing, a real 
deterioration of the self ” (p. 87).

When we imagine ourselves as the Good Samaritan, we 
hardly consider the cost that compassion may actually require 
of us. These are the days when police and emergency squad 
workers have been ambushed in our streets. Active, life-saving 
love could cost you your life. And these are the days when a 
burgeoning number of young families find themselves helpless, 
homeless and on the street. Active, compassionate love could fill 
your own home with a bitter, despondent stranger, shattering 
your serenity. And these are the days when our own nation’s 
urban ghettos constitute a floundering Third-World country 
on American soil. Moving into such a neighborhood to try and 
help redeem it could jeopardize your own or your children’s 
education or health or reputation. Love costs. 

This is why we must begin by seeing ourselves as the wounded 
one, for all of us are incapable of truly being the Good Samaritan, 
who in fact, is none other than Jesus Christ himself. Jesus’ entire 
existence was centered about bringing this kind of selfless, self-
expending love into the world, into our lives. Jesus is our Good 
Samaritan, who picks us up, heals our wounds and provides for 
all our needs. Jesus is the one who makes the word to Joshua real, 
“I will be with you wherever you go.”

Henri  Nouwen in his book, The Wounded Healer, has 
helped me understand what it means to bare the  identity of the 
wounded man on the road. Nouwen writes:

“When we have nothing to cling to as our own and cease 
thinking of ourselves as people who must defend privileges, 
we can open ourselves freely to others with the faithful 
expectation that our strength will manifest itself in our 
shared weakness.”

“When we honestly ask ourselves which person in our 
lives means the most to us,  we often find that it is those who, 
instead of giving advice, solutions, or cures, have chosen 
rather to share our pain and touch our wounds with a warm 
and tender hand.” 

If we are on the road of justice what does it mean to have the 
identity of the wounded one. If we understand how the bronze 
dreams have wounded us then we may hear the question posed by 
God in Psalm 82 as a question that we have to grapple with, “How 
long will you judge unjustly and show partiality to the wicked?”

Tawnya Denise Anderson, co-moderator of the Presbyterian 
Church (USA) really pushes me to examine my wounds with 
this question: 

“Okay, white family. Let me talk to you right quick.
For those of you who ask, “How long?” or “How many 

times must this happen?”
I’ll tell you precisely when it will stop. It will stop when 

people en mass are aware of the ways in which whiteness/
white supremacy have shaped the way people of color are 
viewed, engaged, and treated in this world (even by other 
people of color). To come to this realization, however, white 
people will then have to be self-aware and convicted of the 
ways in which they have benefitted from and promulgated the 
lie of whiteness. As necessary as this is for the well-being of 
society, it is also an uncomfortable undertaking and there is 
literally nothing forcing white people to do it. White people, 
then, will likely have to create the force.

White people, you have heard it said that you must talk to 
other white people about racism, and you must. But don’t talk 
to them about their racism. Talk to them about YOUR racism. 
Talk to them about how you were socialized to view, talk to, 
and engage with people of color. Talk to them about the ways 
you’ve acted on that socialization. Talk to them about the lies 
you bought into. Talk about the struggles you continue to have 
in shedding the scales from your eyes. Don’t make it “their 
problem.” Understand it as your own problem, because it is. 
To not do this would put you in danger of being yet another 
well-intentioned racist, convinced of their own goodness and 
living a life wholly unexamined and unaccountable to anyone. 
We don’t need more of those. It’s confession time.” 

If we dare to get on the road of justice which leads to the 
healing of the nation, we must first place in our hearts the promise 
of Joshua 1: 9, “God will be with you wherever you go!” Tawny 
Denise Anderson points to the reality that in order to travel the 
road of justice we must first go down the road of confession.

We go down the road of justice when we travel to the hard 
place of acknowledging and confessing our wounds. These are the 
wounds of the brokenness that I experience:

• The wound of fear of the other, which enables me to ignore  
our nation’s  willingness to sacrifice orphans and widows who are 
seeking refuge in this country, on the  altar of security.

• The wound of avoidance and self preservation, that gives me 
and, I think our nation, permission to ignore the struggle for 
equal justice for people of color.

• The wound of self blinding that allows me to pass by injustice 
that if I look at it will overwhelm me with dread.

• The wound of perceiving the lowly and destitute especially 
when they are people of color as a problem to be solved instead of 
a child of God a beloved neighbor. 

I believe that Anderson and McGill are right that the road to 
justice is by the road of the wounded man. This road of confession 
and repentance leads to the forgiveness of the Good Samaritan 
Jesus. Jesus who incarnated love so perfectly that he not only 
healed us, but He died for us. While McGill’s “bronze people” 
are busy stockpiling and safeguarding their sense of self with 
possessions and the illusion of control, Jesus engenders true life, 
true love, and true identity, by giving up all that he has, even his 
life itself. In this way Jesus as the Good Samaritan shows all of 
us how to fulfill the first commandment so entirely that we can  
experience the reign of God.  Amen


