Who is My Brother?

BIBLICAL JUSTICE

· Characteristics of “biblical justice:”

1. Justice is fidelity to the demands of a relationship by which life is maintained.  

· the one thing we see in OT/NT is if this doesn’t happen – it almost always results in death
2. Justice is harmony which comes from right relationships to the covenant God, and to the neighbor to whom one is related in covenant.

· Shalom … peace … fertility of land … hope … freedom

3. Justice in the biblical notion is real and concrete.  It’s absence destroys community and leaves in its wake chaos.

· The scale for measuring justice by the community is always its treatment of the marginal

· Walter Bruggemann’s definition of Justice
“To do justice is to sort out what belongs to whom and return it to them.  If we control what belongs to others long enough, we come to think of it as rightly ours ...”

“… and forget to whom it belonged.  When things are alienated from those to whom they belong, there can be trouble, disorder, and death.  The work of justice is the work of giving things back.”
· US Bishops definition of Justice:
“Biblical justice is not concerned with strict definitions of rights and duties, but with the rightness of the human condition before God, and within society.
· Simply put – RIGHT RELATIONSHIPS  (aka social justice)
· Fidelity to the demands of right relationships between God – and humankind – and the earth

· God takes the lead (he’s our model) – he is JUST and ACTS JUSTLY – and in turn, he expects us to be just and to act justly.

COVENANTS

2 types of covenants found in scripture:

1) Formal Political Treaty covenant – made between political rulers and king … were legalistic … became foundation for modern treaties

2) Destiny Covenants – made between God and his people … these covenants were the one way God mediated the call for justice in the OT

First Creation Story of Man (Gen. 1:27-28, 30b-31a)
· God says “be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over every living thing that moves upon the earth.”
· What he does not give man dominion over is other humans

· “God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.”

· All is in order … all is in right relationship
· God has established COVENANT – the care and concern for every person is imposed, not only because we were created to reflect the image of God, but because we live in a covenant relationship with our creator.

· What happens in Gen. Chapter 3?
· We see the beginning of sin, alienation, violence, pride … and these just escalate through the first 11 books.  
· THE GOOD NEWS???  We see HOPE
· After each fall, there is some act or mark of compassion on God’s part (ex. he clothes Adam & Eve; he “marks Cain with a sign so no one will harm him; God gives back or “recreates” after the Great Flood”).

Exodus Story  
· In these few verses the main outline of the Exodus story are made clear:

1. A class struggle is going on.

2. God is aware of the struggle.

3. God takes sides in the struggle.

4. God calls people to join in the struggle.

· GOD SETS RELATIONSHIPS RIGHT … GOD ACTS

1. God’s justice is always dynamic and transformative.  It always causes changes … in fact … God expects things to change!  And God is usually never polite or modest about it.  

2. Jeremiah – This is the name by which God will be called “Yahweh is our Justice”  or  “Yahweh is our righteousness”
3. Israel was established to be a COVENANT COMMUNITY vs. today’s INDIVIDUALISM

4. Israel is called to act justly, as God acts justly. Ex. 22:21-22
SABBATICAL YEAR/YEAR OF JUBILEE
· The Sabbatical Year and the Year of Jubilee provide a form of regular debt release to stabilize social and economic gaps that naturally develop in society.  

· According to the Hebrew Bible, during the seventh year all land had to be left untilled and unplanted, and debts from close neighbors that had been unpaid during the previous six years, were to be cancelled.  This was known as Shemittah (shemi TAH) or Sabbatical Year.  LEV. 25:1-7  
· The Shemittah laws addressed 3 areas of concern:

1. Environment – overuse of the land would make it unusable

2. Debts – because of drought and other cyclical crop failures, the poor needed to be allowed to start over and not forever be in poverty

3. Land ownership – land ownership and management affected entire families in inter-generational settings. But more importantly, the land belonged to GOD – not to human beings.
· The term “Jubilee” comes from the Hebrew word Yovel (yo VEL) meaning “ram’s horn” 

· On the 50th year, following the seven cycles of the Sabbatical year, a Jubilee year was declared.  Lev. 24:8-12   

· The laws were similar to the Shemittah laws, but also contain the following provisions:

1. Restoration & Redemption – the Jubilee required compulsory restoration of ancestral lands to families that may have lost control of the, and redemption of land by other family members.

2. Emancipation (unexpired) – the emancipation of all Israelite indentured servants whose term of servitude was unexpired.

3. Emancipation (slaves) – the emancipation of all Israelite indentured servants who had opted to become long-term “slaves” to their Israelite “masters” even when their original terms of servitude had been completed (the purpose of this was to prevent multi-generational slavery).

4. Land allocations for Levites.
PROPHETIC VISION

· IDEALISTIC?  Yes.   WAS IT EVER REALIZED?  We don’t know.  If you continue reading scripture and listen to the warnings of the 8th century prophets, it must not have been.  

· We see in the 8th century that much of the problems addressed still had to do with ownership of the land and the rights that went with it.  Rights of the weak had been ignored while the powerful within the covenant community continued to accumulate wealth

· The prophets spoke of injustice in the name of the voiceless.  They declared the people had forgotten their stories (Exodus) … and they had forgotten the land was a GIFT.

· Prophets named things by the right name.  Justice in the prophetic vision:

· Deals with concrete acts, not abstractions … and not utopian visions.

· Justice was not about an ideal for some other world … but in transforming the unjust structures of the here and now.

· The prophets were about seeing was is wrong and doing something about it.  Why?  Because that’s the way God does it!

· If people refused to hear the prophetic word, JUDGMENT would be the consequence.  Let’s listen to the words of the prophets:
1. Isaiah 3:14-15

2. Amos 5:23-24
3. Micah 6:6-8
· The prophets rarely leave us in a place of conviction (i.e. being found guilty) ... they always give us a vision of HOPE    Micah 4:3-4
Imagine if all nations melted their weapons!
NEW TESTAMENT

· Jesus kicks off his mission in Nazareth at the synagogue he attended as a young boy.  From the scroll of Isaiah he reads:     Luke 4: 18-19
· He then gives probably the shortest homily in history … TODAY THIS SCRIPTURE HAS BEEN FULFILLED IN YOUR HEARING  -- I am that person
· Ironically it is Mary who begins the prophetic announcement of divine reversal.  In Luke 1 (Mary’s Magnificat) we read “He (God) 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.
· In Luke’s Sermon on the Plain (Lk. 6:20-38), we see a different version of Matthew’s Beatitudes (Matt. 5:3-12)  Why?  

· Luke’s version is often referred to as the “Agenda of God’s Kingdom.”  
· God’s agenda includes some strange blessings (vv 20-23).  We notice in it that Jesus is speaking directly toward disciples and lays out how a disciple must live his life.  To be poor in spirit is an absolute prerequisite for receiving the kingdom of heaven, because as long as we keep illusions about our own spiritual resources, we will never receive from God what we absolutely need to be saved.  Jesus makes what seem to be paradoxical promises, but he CAN make them because he is God, and knows that God will settle all things rightly.

· God’s agenda includes some strange woes (vv 24-26).  These verses only appear in Luke’s version.  Luke 6:24-26  What does Jesus mean by these strange sayings?  He contrasts the expectations of the kingdom with the spiritual reality of his kingdom.  Jesus says God does unexpected things.  His words make a mockery of the world’s values.  He exalts what he world despises and he rejects what the world admires.  He turns upside-down their perception of the kingdom of God … many feel that if they are rich, full, and laughing, then they have all they need in life.  Jesus points out just how wrong this thinking is.

· God’s agenda is an agenda of love (vv 27-35).  He says to them “And just as you want men to do to you, you also do to them likewise.”  Remember that the Jewish people bitterly resented their political enemies – the Romans, and looked for the day when the kingdom would come and destroy them.  But look what Jesus says … love your enemies and do good for them.
· God’s agenda is an agenda of mercy (vv. 36-38)  He doesn’t prohibit judgment of others – he only requires that our judgment be completely fair, and that we only judge others by a standard we would also like to be judged by.

· Luke 14:7-14.  Jesus sits with the contagious, the dirty … and he doesn’t serve them, at least not in a position of GIVER … he sits with them as an EQUAL.
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