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Social Justice Sunday 

 
A distinct theme runs through our readings this morning – it is the theme of responsibility – in 
particular, the theme of God’s expectation – indeed, his requirement – that his people take 
responsibility for the way they live their lives – for the way they behave, not only on the occasions 
when they gather together for worship, but in their everyday lives and relationships. 
 

Ezekiel, the Old Testament prophet, leaves his hearers in no doubt concerning this issue: 
“The word of the Lord came to me again, saying, “What do you mean when you use this 
proverb concerning the land of Israel, saying: ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the 
children’s teeth are set on edge’”?  “As I live,” says the Lord God, “You shall no longer use 
this proverb in Israel.  Behold all souls are mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of 
the son is mine. The soul who sins shall die.” 

 
“The fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are on edge” – this was a popular 
saying in Ezekiel’s time, and we can paraphrase it like this ; “The problems we are facing right 
now, as individuals, and as a nation are not our fault!  We are not responsible! 
 
Before we nod our heads knowingly about the folly of such an attitude on the part of the people of 
God in Old Testament days, let’s think for a moment about ourselves, about attitudes that are 
prevalent in our culture.  We are living in an age that has been described as having succumbed to an 
epidemic of irresponsibility. 
 
In our age, in our culture, a common trend is to deny responsibility.  Last week, I read a story that 
may help us to acknowledge this: A patient lay in bed in the hospital, unable to walk, and 
accidentally knocked over a cup of water which spilled to the floor beside the patient’s bed.  The 
patient was afraid someone might slip on the water, so he asked a nurses’ aide to mop it up.  The 
patient did not know it, but the hospital policy was that small spills were the responsibility of the 
nurses’ aides while large spills were to be mopped up by the hospital’s housekeeping group. 
 
The nurses’ aide decided the spill was a large one and she called the housekeeping department.  A 
housekeeper arrived and declared the spill a small one.  An argument followed about who would 
have to clean it up. 
 
“It’s not my responsibility,” said the nurses’ aide, “because it’s a large puddle.”  The housekeeper 
did not agree.  “Well, it’s not mine,” she said.  “The puddle is too small.” 
 
The exasperated patient listened to this for a while, then took a pitcher of water from his night table 
and poured the whole thing on the floor.  “Is that a big enough puddle now for you two to decide 
about?” he asked.  It was, and that was the end of the argument.” (cited by Pastor James Wright, 
October 3, 1999 – refer to lcmssermons.com) 
 
Just like the exiles in Babylonian captivity, people in our day and age seem disinclined to take 
responsibility – it’s always someone else’s fault, and we cannot be held accountable.   
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I even read about one man who threatened to sue a cable company for providing free cable for four 
years after he asked that it be cancelled.  The story was reported in Time magazine on 19th January, 
2004.  The man’s name was Timothy Dumouchel, and he is quoted: “I believe that the reason I 
smoke and drink and my wife is overweight is because we watched TV every day for the last four 
years.” 
 
In our reading, we hear Ezekiel telling the people to take responsibility – to stop blaming the sins of 
their ancestors for their present predicament. 
 
Let’s look for a moment at the historical setting of Ezekiel’s words.   The Old Testament chronicles 
the story of the people of God – the children of Israel. Again and again, we read of their wandering 
away from their covenant with God.  They have not obeyed his commandments.  They have not 
responded to the message of his prophets.  God responded by warning them, by wooing them, by 
pleading with them, but they did not take any of this seriously. 
 
They kept on belonging to the institution – they were still Israel, still living in the promised land – 
but not listening to God, and certainly not obeying him. 
 
Eventually, just as the prophets had warned, they were carried away from the land – into captivity 
in Babylon.  Even then, God did not give up on them – he still had his prophets with them – even 
there in the Babylonian captivity. 
 
You would think that, having been warned, over and over again,  

that now, suffering the consequences of their sin –  
the consequences of denying their covenant with God by their behaviour –  

You would think that now, they would be seeking forgiveness for their sin and responding to God’s 
mercy 
 
BUT NO – Their response? 
It’s not our fault!  It’s what our fathers did! 
 
And, if God holds us accountable, then God is not fair! 
 
Ezekiel answers their complaints by presenting the facts: 
 1. The soul who sins will die. 
 2. You can avoid this penalty by repenting.  Turn away from your iniquities so that you will 
not be ruined.  Cast away your transgressions which you have committed and get yourselves a new 
heart and a new spirit. 
 
Two hundred years earlier, another prophet had spoken a similar message. 
 
Amos had predicted the downfall of Jerusalem and the removal of God’s people from the promised 
land because of their sin, their lack of repentance, their hard hearts. 
 
Their response?   
They had refused to take responsibility!  They said, in effect, “That just can’t happen!  We are the 
children of Israel.  We are God’s people – we belong in the promised land!”   
 
They would not listen, and the prophecy was fulfilled. 
 
As we move towards applying the message of the prophets to our own lives and to our corporate life 
as a community of God’s people here and now, it is worth considering for a while what kinds of 
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sins cost the children of Israel their place of promise. 
 
After all, they would not miss a worship service – turned up to every religious festival, sang the 
songs, joined in the solemn rites. 
 
Why, then, could God be so unfair as to say that their religious ceremonies made him feel sick – 
that he could not even stand the smell of their burnt offerings?  Amos makes this very clear to them: 
 
Amos 5: 21-24 -  21 “I hate, I despise your religious festivals;   your assemblies are a stench to me. 
22 Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings,   I will not accept them. Though 
you bring choice fellowship offerings,    I will have no regard for them. 23 Away with the noise of 
your songs!    I will not listen to the music of your harps. 24 But let justice roll on like a river, 
   righteousness like a never-failing stream!  (NIV) 
 
We could summarise this by saying that “Your devotion must be reflected in your behaviour”. 
 
This, of course, is the message Jesus was wanting to teach his listeners in our Gospel reading – one 
son said he would work for his father, but went away and did nothing.  The other son said he would 
not do any work, but then reconsidered – rethought – re-pent-ed and went to work.  The point of the 
story was that his behaviour demonstrated his obedience and his devotion to his father. 
 
Ezekiel has reminded the people of their responsibility – of their need for a re-think – for 
repentance and for a new attitude – a new heart, a new spirit.  In Ezekiel 34, he adds an indictment 
of God’s people for specific ways in which their behaviour has not honoured their covenant with 
him. 
 
Likening them to shepherds, who have a responsibility to care for, and to protect, others, he tells 
them that 

� They have not cared for the weak and vulnerable 
� They have not fed the hungry 
� They have not tended the sick 
� They have not bound up the broken bones 
� They have not sought the lost 
� They have fed themselves instead of the flock. 

 
Because of all this, they are no longer, in fact, God’s people.  They need to repent – and to change 
their behaviour. 
 
And the message to us today – on this Social Justice Sunday – is the same.  We cannot hide behind 
such statements as, “Well, this is how I’ve always been.  What you see is what you get.  People 
need to take me as they find me – I’m not about to change!” 
 

Of course, we have the right to make such a stand – it is just that such an attitude is contrary to the 
Word of God. 
 
And change in our attitudes and in our behaviours is not only desirable – it is possible. 
 
God says he will give his people a new heart and a new spirit, if they repent and respond to him in 
obedience. 
 
In writing to the Philippians, Paul said these wonderful, encouraging words, ”God is at work in you 
both to will and to do of his good pleasure”.  This means that, when God calls us to a specific 
action, we may find that quite overwhelming, quite daunting.  After all, we are only human!  But, if 
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we really want to be obedient disciples of Jesus Christ, this verse tells us that God will do two 
things – he will make us willing to obey him, and he will make us able to do what he has asked of 
us. 
 
Made willing by God to behave in righteous, just, holy ways! 
 
Empowered by God’s Holy Spirit to not only talk about being Christians, but actually to behave in 
Christlike ways. 
 
Does this encourage you?  Does it excite you as it does me? 
 
On this Social Justice Sunday, we can look at the needs around us – in our community, in our 
country, in our world, and we can feel powerless and overwhelmed.  I am reminded of Mother 
Teresa’s response to a person who challenged her about the impossibility of helping all the needy 
people in Calcutta.  She answered, “We help the one, and the one, and the one . . . and before long, 
we find that we have helped thousands.” 
 
Alright – so we can reasonably say, “But I am not Mother Teresa”! 
 
Let us turn then, to a more recent and local story – the story of a schoolgirl who heard about the 
needs of the clergy in a certain area of Africa – they were very poor and often not having enough 
food.  She heard that, if they had some chickens, they could breed them and have eggs and meat.  
So, last Easter, she organized a drive to sell chicken cards – to challenge people to buy chicken 
cards rather than chocolates as gifts at Easter – the idea spread through some schools, and some 
churches (including, I believe, St Marks) – and hundreds of dollars were raised to purchase 
chickens. 
 
This girl could have said, : The problems are too big – I’m too little.  But God made her willing, and 
also made her able to behave in a positive way in response to a need. 
 
This is what our challenge is on this special Sunday.  If we are not actively involved in behaviours 
that demonstrate to our community the love of God, then it is because we have decided to deny our 
responsibility. 
 
If we are open to the Spirit of God, he will make us willing, and able, to behave, daily, in Christ-
like ways. 
 
What is our response going to be today?  This has been a solid message from his Word direct to our 
hearts.  How will it affect our thinking?  How will it change our behaviour? 
 
Father God, make us willing.  

Empower us to worship you with hearts of righteousness and holiness.   
Help us to be aware of the vulnerability of the disadvantaged, the damaged, the 

bereaved and the broken-hearted. 
Lead us to act out our devotion to you in our daily behaviour towards others. 

 
Let us sit quietly for a while, as we respond to the challenge from God’s Word. 

_____________________________ 


