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Sometimes, the title that is listed in the bulletin is an 
ancient artifact, a sort of remembrance of what the 
meditation was going to be before it wasn’t a meditation 
anymore.  And in this instance, the title in the bulletin is 
from about four meditations ago—I had one, but it turned 
to dust, and I had another but it ceased to be topical, and I 
had another but that went away too, and now maybe I 
don’t have one at all. 
 
So, let me tell you where I am this week, right now. 
 
My heart hurts and my spirit is shaken after the week 
we’ve endured—it can’t be any different for you.  The 
week began with the unfolding saga of the letter bombs, 
the threatening mailings sent to prominent political figures 
and members of the media, intended to cause fear and 
distress if not outright bodily harm.  That is the state of our 
political discourse right now, we sow discord, we scatter 
dissension and what we sow, we eventually reap.  The 
fertile fields of human hate, it seems, are ripe for harvest.  
Four days later, a suspect was in custody, whose online 
presence was predictably filled with hateful diatribes 
against minorities, the media, and the officials he had 
targeted. 
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Wednesday, it was a shooting in a Jeffersontown 
Kentucky Kroger store. A white man armed with a gun first 
attempted to enter a predominantly black Baptist church.  
Finding the doors locked, he went to the grocery store 
where he shot two customers, both African American. 
 
And the week ended with a shooting in a Pittsburgh 
synagogue.  A gunman armed with three handguns and a 
rifle (reportedly an AR-15, same as it ever was same as it 
ever was) shouted anti-Semitic hate speech as he killed 
eleven and wounded others.  In his online postings he 
claimed Jews were helping to transport members of the 
migrant caravans, another focus of his hatred.  
 
And thrown into the mix, for me, is Friday’s story of the 
interment of Matthew Shepard’s ashes at the National 
Cathedral—twenty years after he was beaten and tied to a 
fence and left to die.  For being gay.  And that makes me 
heartsick too, because it doesn’t feel like an old story—it 
feels like it could as easily happen today. There’s plenty of 
hate and hurt to go around, these days. One reason that 
Shepard’s parents had not previously buried their son’s 
ashes is that they didn’t want a place that people could 
come and desecrate his memory.  Think of that—they 
couldn’t find a place where he could rest in peace. 
 
So now, to recap, that’s a domestic terrorist act and two 
fresh hate crimes, one against racial ethnic minorities, and 
one against a religious faith group, and an old hate crime 
against a gay man that still feels fresh, all in one week’s 
worth of newspapers. And I don’t have a neat little 



 3 

theological bow to put on that.  In our heart of hearts, we 
preachers want to fix things, to make sense of things, to at 
least light a faithful way forward, and there’s just way too 
much toothpaste to put back in the tube this week. 
 
So, what can I say?  Well, the first word that finally came 
to me deep in the night, is from a clipping that I used to 
keep on my desk.  It got lost or mislaid a move or two 
back, but it said, “You do not have to be absolutely 
irrevocably responsible for everything.  That’s my job.  
Love, God.” 
 
It was a helpful reminder, that clipping—a reminder that I 
can’t fix everything, I can’t heal everything, I can’t 
prevent the hurt or the hate that so often intrude.  No one 
can.   
 
The best that we can do, the best that any of us as 
people of faith can do, is to do holy work in an often-
unholy world.  In fact, let’s go ahead and call that the 
present title of this meditation: Holy Work in an Unholy 
World.  And what does that holy work look like? 
 
Well, a beginning place is Micah chapter 6 verse 8: He 
has told you, O mortal, what is good (what work is holy, if 
you will); and what does the LORD require of you but to do 
justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 
God? 
 
The work of justice is the pursuit of fairness—an equality 
of human rights and human value and human dignity 
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before God that is captured poetically by another passage 
also in Micah:  everyone shall sit under their own vine and 
fig tree, and no one shall make them afraid.  A plot of land, 
a place of peace, the simple fruits of honest labor.  That, 
by the way, is what most if not all of the folk in the migrant 
caravan are seeking.  It is all that gay, lesbian, or 
transgendered people seek.  A safe place in the world.  A 
place to be known and treated as fully human. To do 
justice—well, it means not being a bystander.  It means 
identifying injustice, inequality, the ways we treat people 
as less human, and working to overcome it.   
 
And to love kindness—well, that is the work of 
compassion.  It is a tenderness of heart and a gentleness 
of spirit.  It is the binding of wounds and the offering of 
help or hospitality in the face of hurt.  It is the activity of 
coming alongside the poor, the broken, the brokenhearted 
in solidarity and solace. 
 
And walking humbly with God?  That sounds like not 
taking up too much space in the world.  It sounds like a 
position of gratitude and gentleness and generosity, a 
steward’s role.  We are not the owners but the caretakers 
of God’s creation in all its parts. 
 
Now this message from Micah finds similar expression in 
different words in the New Testament teachings of Jesus.  
Responding to the question, which commandment in the 
law is the greatest?” Jesus replies “‘You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
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and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first 
commandment. 
Love God, seek God, serve God, desire God’s will.  That 
sounds a lot like walking humbly with God. 
 
 And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.’ Treat your neighbor as you would be treated.  
That sounds a lot like doing justice and loving kindness. 
On these two commandments, Jesus says, hang all the 
law and the prophets.”  Which is to say—it all comes down 
to those things.  Love God entirely and love neighbor 
unselfishly and you’ll be doing the work of the kingdom 
without even knowing it. 
 
In fact, that’s exactly what happens in our scripture lesson 
for this morning—the parable of the sheep and the goats.  
In it, Jesus describes a sifting, a sorting, a winnowing of 
the world’s nations into those who have “gotten it,” and 
those who have “missed it.”  And the sorting, perhaps 
surprisingly, does not come down to anyone’s moral 
perfection, or to anyone’s theological sophistication, or 
even to what faith they professed or what creed they 
adhered to.  It comes down to—did you feed the hungry 
ones, or offer a cup of cold water to the thirsty ones, did 
you show welcome to the stranger, did you clothe the 
naked, did you show kindness or compassion to the sick 
and the prisoner?  Did you do it no matter who they 
were—did you go where the need was and offer yourself? 
If you did any of these things to any of these ones—you 
did it to me, without ever knowing.  You didn’t do it 
because you knew it was me, you did it because you knew 
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it was right. You did justice, loved kindness, and walked 
humbly.  You loved neighbor as self.  You did Holy Work 
in an Unholy World.  It’s as simple as that—and as hard as 
that. If this ugly, awful week tells us anything at all—it’s 
that there is much holy work to be done, and a different 
sort of seed to be sown. We’re not helpless.  We’re not 
hopeless.  We’re called. Amen. 
 
 
 


