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I. Introduction 
A. This past week I ran across a podcast that noted that 2020: 1) started like 1972 – 
with an impeachment; 2) it then became like 1918 – with a global pandemic; 3) it then 
morphed to 1928 – with economic upheaval; Before 4) jumping ahead to 1968 – with 
urban unrest1 
B. All of that in the first five months. There are other challenges we could add - a 
locust swarm the size of Manhattan devastating Africa, unemployment (which is way 
down but still high), China, an upcoming presidential election.    
C. But there is no reason to talk about those things, because just about everything – 
including COVID (which now feels like last month’s news) was pushed off the front page 
following the release of the video of George Floyd suffocating under the knee of a white 
Minneapolis police officer.  
D. In response to the video – and, to be clear, other videos and other deaths (Ahmaud 
Arbery in South Georgia, Breonna Taylor in Louisville, Philando Castille in St. Paul) 
there have been demonstrations (some peaceful, some not) throughout the US and also in 
Canada, the UK, Germany and New Zealand. 

II. Charles Spurgeon and Billy Graham are among those who reportedly told pastors to 
preach with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.  

A. I seldom do, partly because I am not always sure I trust what I read in the papers, 
but mostly because I am not that fast. I need time to reflect. I need time to study and pray. 
I do not trust myself to see things clearly quickly, especially things like the video which 
was such a gut punch.  When I heard about it I thought, “Oh no. Not again. Are you 
kidding me?” I found it unwatchable. 
B. And so, this week I am deviating from the plan to say something about the events 
of the last two weeks. 

III. For what it’s worth, I had already been planning to speak on Romans 12:10:  Be devoted 
to one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves before this.  

A. After unpacking it, I was going to talk about our plans to reopen the church over 
the next few months. I will send a video out about all of that soon.  

IV.  What I want to do today is look at Romans 12:10 in light of the events of the last week.  
A. I considered Micah 6:8, which is quite a famous passage. What does 
the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your 
God.  I thought about noting how desperately we need all three.   
B. I also considered Daniel’s prayer of repentance for his nation. It’s found in Daniel 
9.  Daniel is the only major biblical figure – other than Christ – about whom we know of 
no sin.  And yet, he prays a prayer of repentance on behalf of his people. He owns the 
guilt of his culture, race and nation. Part of what we need is repentance.  I thought about 
Daniel 9. 
C. But as I reflected on Romans 12, I decided this was a good launching pad.  

V. The Book of Romans is Paul’s magnum opus 
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A. It’s his longest letter – and in many ways the richest. It is loaded with deep 
theological truths. I have not preached on it because it took me five years to get through 
Acts and two to get through Philippians. I figure I would never get through Romans.  
B. But it is not just deep. As is often the case with Paul’s letters, it moves from 
theology to application – from theory to practice. Chapter 12 opens with calls to humility 
and service. And then, in verse 9, he writes: Be sincere in your love for others. Hate 
everything that is evil and hold tight to everything that is good. Love each other as 
brothers and sisters and honor others more than you do yourself.  
C. Rather that reinforce our desire: to get our way; to get ahead; to demand our 
rights; to protect what is ours. Rather than reinforcing our fallen nature or sounding like 
Nietzsche or Ayn Rand, Paul calls on us to focus on others. To honor them ahead of 
ourselves.  
D. The key word is love – which is repeated. We are also told to hate all that is evil. 
And we are called to put the needs of others ahead of our own. I want you to see that one 
of the underlying assumptions of this passage – and the rest of the Bible – is that it’s 
more important to become like Christ than it is to: win a debate, be comfortable, 
whatever. And that this means – it demands – that we put the needs of others ahead of 
ourselves.  
E. Of course, this does not necessarily mean doing what they want – every parent 
learns this.2 And this is not all Jesus teaches. It is not even all he teaches on this topic: 

1. He calls on us to be humble, to care for our neighbors, to love our 
enemies. He instructs us not just to not do to others what we do not want done to 
us (the so-called Silver Rule). He calls on us to go a step beyond that, “to do unto 
others what we wish they would do unto us” (the so-called Golden Rule).  

F. But I want us to unpack the idea that we – that Christ Church – that you! - should 
be focused on the wellbeing of others and to think about that in light of the issues of the 
last two weeks.  

VI. As I jump in, I need to qualify what I am going to say: 
A. For starters, I will get some things wrong. I ask for your forgiveness in advance. 
The situation is fluid.  I not only have not tried to stay current with things – I have all of 
my own biases and limitations to contend with. I will get some things wrong. Forgive me.  
B. Second, I approach these events as a white male – which is how God made me. I 
do not apologize for being a white male, but I do recognize it is limiting.  In one sense, 
every person’s perspective is limited. But this culture is set up to work for white males in 
ways it is not set up for others. And those things are largely invisible to me. 
C. Third, I approach this topic with a view that the situation is complex. I am not 
going to focus on the specifics of the Floyd case. In part because I know little about them, 
in part because they are fluid – we will hear more and more about Floyd, the officers 
involved, the situation – but mostly because they do not matter.3   
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1. The issue is bigger than any one case.  I do not want to talk about the 
particular police officers involved because I know that among our nations 800,000 
police officers, some are bad, but most are good. I believe that few people hate 
bad police officers more than good police officers, and that the job is enormously 
complex, that we should not allow the work of bad officers to discredit the 
selfless work done by good officers.4 But we have problems with policing.   
2. In a similar way, I do not want to talk about the protests that have gotten 
out of hand – and turned into riots with looting – because I do not believe it’s fair 
to blame all of the demonstrators for the violence being committed by some.5  Of 
course, the looting is bad. It’s criminal. It destructive. It makes a bad situation 
worse and it needs to be stopped. But this doesn’t mean protesting is bad.  

a) Sheri and I attended the peaceful protest in Waukegan this week. 
b) I am a Protestant Pastor – protestant comes from the word for 
protest.  
c) And one of the things I did this week to think about ways forward 
was listen to some of the speeches made by Martin Luther King – whose 
leadership in non-violent protests against segregation and Jim Crow was 
morally brilliant.  

3. So, it’s complicated.6  
D. Four, if I make you mad - because you think I’ve said too much or too little – 
send me an email. I have not set out to make people mad, but I long ago stopped running 
for Homecoming King.  I am not trying to avoid making you mad.  

1. Normally I jokingly say, if I have made you mad, email your campus 
pastor.”  Today I will say, “if you have a problem with what I say, please let me 
know. Here is my email address: mwoodruff@christchurchil.org.  We need more 
dialogue now not less.”  

E. My last qualification. I want you to know that I believe Christ Church has done 
some good work to address issues of justice and racism – but not enough.  

1. We have had multi-ethnic gatherings that have met on an ongoing basis to 
talk about race. Alex Chu, our pastor of local missions led one such group for a 
couple years.  
2. I have been in other discussions. I have occasionally preached on race or 
had others in to do so.  
3. We have made helping the under-resourced in North Chicago – many who 
are people of color – our biggest area of focus. Lots of listening. Lots of joint 
services with churches there. I spend lots of time with pastors from North Chicago 
and Waukegan – and learn a lot.  
4. Over the last few years we have invested over $1M dollars into the area 
and most of the 100,000 volunteer hours that were part of REACH were directed 
that way. 
5. We started the Justice Center a few years ago.    
6. We have done some good things, but we have not done enough.  
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VII. So, what I want to do is make a proposal – something I hope we can do. And also suggest 
an attitude or approach you can adopt. These proposals are based on six assumptions I suspect 
you share. Let me set them before you.  

A. One: Racism is evil.   
1. We share a common bond as people made in the image of God – equally 
loved by him. Our shared identity far exceeds the superficial characteristics that 
separate us.  
2. Consequently, thinking you are better – smarter, more important, more 
valuable, better in some way – than someone else because of their race or 
ethnicity is a sin. It is evil.  
3. By the way, it is not just evil, it is wrong. While I am here let me say, I do 
believe there are cultures that are better at somethings than other cultures. Culture 
is a mixed bag. Ethnicity is not. Culture is a way of life that is handed down from 
parents to children. It includes food and clothing and music and more.  Often, a 
worldview and a set of beliefs about how to live. 

a) Ethnicity speaks to the way God created you. It goes beyond black 
or white or brown or red.  But it includes that. 
b) And some cultures are better than others. That’s not really a 
politically correct statement, but it’s certainly true. 
c) It may be more appropriate to say that some cultures are better at 
some things than others. For instance, Western culture is pretty good at 
generating wealth and acquiring power. 

(1) By that I don’t mean that we are the best culture, because 
the last time I checked money and power were not particularly 
high on God’s list of priorities.  

d) What I mean is that those cultures that most fully adopt and 
embrace the values of this book are the best. 

(1) To use extremes, those cultures that kill baby girls because 
they view them as worthless, or circumcise young women because 
that is their rite of passage, or worship idols or denigrate the 
institution of marriage -  those cultures are wrong.   
(2) And while there may be some historical or anthropological 
value in trying to preserve parts of that culture or their art or food, 
as Christians we seek the Kingdom of Jesus Christ – we want to 
see the values of the Sermon on the Mount spread throughout the 
land. His culture is the right one. And his values are the right ones. 

e) This is tricky stuff. There are lots of ways to get it wrong and few 
ways to get it right.  

4. My point is, racism is evil.  And yet, tragically, it is common. Not just in 
America – where we have unique hurdles here because of 250 years of racially-
based slavery – but all over the world. 
5. In some ways, things are getting better, but in other ways we are stuck or 
have lost ground.  
6. My first point is that racism is evil,  
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B. Two: The problems are bigger than you think.  
1. By this, I mean something specific – the problems are systemic.  Which is 
hard for Western people in general to see, and particularly hard for white 
Americans to understand. We think in very individualistic terms. But in order to 
understand the Bible or the Gospel or what is going on, we need to. 
2. Now, I need an hour to develop this point well. I do not have that, but let 
me note three passages that likely confuse or upset you.  

a) In Joshua 7, Achan  (an Israelite) steals – he violates the strict 
instructions God has given to the people about how they are to enter the 
land. He then hides the stuff in his tent, and when it is found, his entire 
family is punished.  
b) In Daniel 9, Daniel – who seems to be a great guy – accepts 
personal responsibility for things he did not do. They were the sins of his 
country. 
c) And in Romans 5, we have the lay out of what we call federal 
theology – that all of humanity inherits guilt from Adam and that we can 
inherit salvation from being adopted into another kingdom.  

3. These things do not seem fair to us because our culture is fiercely 
individualistic. But most people in most places get it. They know we are not just 
the product of our choices. We are the product of our systems.  

a) In Achkan’s case, the view was that If he could do something bad, 
he became that person to a great degree because of his family. They 
fostered that view, or at the very least did not prevent it.  And so his 
family actively or passively participated in his guilt.  Most of us do not see 
that we are part of a community and that we are causing or allowing 
people to be shaped in this way.  But the Bible does. 
b) With Achan it’s family. With Daniel it’s culture / nation / race; and 
in Romans it’s all of humanity. 

4. The point being – we are parts of systems. And we have responsibility for 
what happens in those systems. Now, we have varying levels of responsibility.   

a) Those who set up the Final Solution – in which the Nazis killed six 
million Jews – were more responsible than the guards, who were more 
responsible than the town leaders – who had some idea but chose to look 
away, who had more responsibility than those who heard rumors but did 
nothing.  But there is a sense in which we hold all responsible for allowing 
this to go on.  
b) In similar ways we have systemic problems in this country.  

5. Three quick examples: 
a) I know a guy who is now a retired pastor. But he started as a pastor 
in a small town that was thirty percent minority.  The town had six council 
members – all elected at large and all white. At some point he realized this 
was wrong but he said he did nothing.  He looks back and says – I was not 
as guilty as the council members who clearly knew what was going on, but 
at some point I saw what was going on – and likely benefited from the 
system – and didn’t fight it.  
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b) A study was done of a car dealership where there was negotiations 
going on about the price. It was determined that in bargaining, men did 
better than women, and whites did better than blacks. So, what was 
realized was that white men were paying less for the same car than a black 
woman – and that black women were subsidizing the deals white men 
were getting. Now, until the study was done, white men were not guilty 
for getting a good deal. But once word got out, it was clear the system was 
unjust and it needed to be addressed.7 
c) One of the challenges we are in today is that things are so big we 
are often not aware of the advantages that we are reaping. I am not aware 
that my shoes were made in a sweat shop in Viet Nam. It is a system I do 
not see but benefit from. 

6. I have more stories, but I think you can see – some of the problems we 
have right now are systemic. And so we need to fix the systems.  

C. Three: We have no choice but to reform. We cannot do nothing about racism or 
unjust systems.   

1. Many things are better than before. But there are real problems within the 
system. And as Christ-followers we must fight injustice and care for the 
oppressed and do what we can to promote and protect the dignity and worth of 
others. This is part of what we get called to. 
2. As an aside, I would say, you should be motivated to do this not simply to 
help others but to help yourself.  

a) For starters, I have a growing sense that societies are fragile. And 
the last two months has done nothing but reinforce that idea. They are a lot 
harder to build than destroy – or simply allow to decay and decline.  
b) Secondly, I worry about what happens to my own soul in a bad 
system.  

(1) In my reading this week I came across a statement by a 
pastor who said, “During the race riots in Baltimore, people were 
worried about what was happening in the city. I was worried about 
what was happening in people."8 “I am worried about the problems 
in society. But I have a growing concern about how being part of 
bad systems hurts people – starting with me.  

3. So, just to be clear, I am going to assume that if you have mistreated 
someone because of the color of their skin, or held condescending feelings 
towards them and the Holy Spirit helps you see that – that you will repent. I am 
actually suggesting something a bit different. I am suggesting that we need to be 
part of fixing unjust systems.  

D. Four: Violence is wrong. 
1. The destruction of life and property launched in response to this is wrong. 
It is undermining other people. It is making lives worse for many. And I would 
argue that Dr. King was right in his claim that violent protests didn’t work. He 
wanted non-violent protests.  



Now What? 
 

Mike Woodruff © June 2020 
 

7 

2. Some counter that Jesus used violence. No doubt they are referring to his 
pass through the temple court yard disrupting the money changers. Yes, he used a 
whip – but on animals not people. And he was attacking the problem not 
expanding it.  
3. Violence is not a path forward. We do not get a pass for arson or looting 
because we are mad.  Again, I would point you to the leadership of Dr. Martin 
Luther King.  

E. Five: The Church needs to step up.  
1. Washington and Springfield do not have answers, but Jesus does.  And I 
believe these institutions only have a chance when the church is true to her 
calling.  
2. I do not think government has a chance without a growing, healthy church.  
I do not believe we can ever hire enough police to keep everyone in line – even if 
every police officer was good.  
3. I do not believe families have a chance without the church.9 
4. But that means we must be the church. We must be true to our calling in 
every way.   
5. In a wonderful statement issued by Tony Dungy, he said:  

a)     I believe it has to start with those of us who claim to be 
Christians.  We have to come to the forefront and demonstrate qualities of 
the One we claim to follow, Jesus Christ.   
b)     We can't be silent.  As Rev. Dr. King put it many years 
ago, "Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere!"  But we can't 
go forward with judgmental, bitter spirits.   
c)     We need to be proactive, but do it in a spirit of trying to help 
make things better.   
d)     And it can't be just the African-American churches.  It has to be 
ALL churches taking a stand and saying, "We are going to be on the 
forefront of meaningful dialogue and meaningful change." 
e)     We have to be willing to speak the truth in love, but we have to 
recognize that we are not fighting against other people.  We are fighting 
against Satan and his kingdom of spiritual darkness. 
f)     In the words of the Apostle Paul, "Do not be overcome by evil, 
but conquer evil by doing good."  (Romans 12:21)     

VIII. What am I suggesting? So, now what? There are lots of things:  
A. We need to humble ourselves, repent and seek God’s direction.  
B. We need to pray for our leaders. And we need to pray for leaders. We could use a 
Martin Luther King, an Abraham Lincoln or a Nelson, Mandela about now 
C. We need to lament 
D. We need to be shaped by the Gospel – by Christ.  

IX. What I am proposing – an idea I got from a fellow pastor and friend - is two things: 
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X. First, that we work to promote equal justice under the law.  
A. This is not the only issue causing problems right now, but it is a big issue. We 
need a legal system that is color-blind. I think we have some issues here. They are 
complicated and complex. I do not want to demean the current system or the good people 
working in it. But it can get better.  

1. I think our recent problems emerged in part because there is a sense that 
African Americans are not as likely to get justice. I think we can agree that equal 
justice under the law is a worthwhile goal. And I think we might be able to fix this 
one in our life time. Or at least make it demonstrably better.  

B. To be clear, I do not know what this means. I do not know how we would help be 
part of moving the needle on this issue.  
C. I know of some groups that work in this space. I know we have lots of attorneys. I 
know we have had attorneys working with International Justice Mission in the past. I 
know we have a pretty vibrant prison ministry. I do not have clarity on what this would 
involve. Maybe you do. Maybe this is what God is calling you to lead.  
D. But let’s take this on. It seems unthinkable that today there would be the kind of 
problems within our legal system that prevent equal justice under the law.  
E. You can expect to hear more from me about this in the future. 

XI. Second, I am suggesting an approach. PLEA. 
A. Pray – as I have said, prayers of lament and confession and wisdom.  
B. Listen: 

1. The tendency is to self-justify.  It can be really hard to understand views 
you do not share. But we need to.  

C. Engage – we need take some next steps. Let me be more specific, because I will 
be pushing us to do some of this. Here I mean, you: 

1. First, and easiest, read. I have some suggestions that I will be sending out.   
a) As always, my first go to – and it is available as PDF on Google, 
so you could get it and read it this afternoon: is Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail.  
b) I recommended Divided by Faith. 
c) I have been asking others what they recommend and have made 
some Amazon orders. I will keep you posted.  

2. Second, we all need friends who do not look like us. Proximity breeds 
empathy; distance breeds suspicion.  

a) I saw Kareem Abdul Jabbar interviewed this week and he said, 
“Start there. And if you are doing that. Good. Assignment done. 
b) Now, no one wants to be your project – but pray for this. 

D. Acknowledge – repent where you are wrong.  Develop the ability to see things 
that are not right. 

XII. Men and women, we are not going to fix things quickly. These are generational issues. 
But we cannot do nothing. On the one hand, you have a choice about what to do. On the other, 
we do not.  We need to take a next step.  In Romans 12 Paul calls us forward.  
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XIII. Let me end by saying, I am hopeful.   
A. Not optimistic – and hopefully not naïve -  but hopeful. If you are in Christ, it 
ends well.  I cannot promise you an easy life on this side of the grave. The biblical 
prophets did not see the justice they advocated for. Not everyone does. 
B. But hope is the right response. And hope is contagious.  
C. And I do believe we will get through this.  

 
 
 

 
1 This observation was made by Michelle Goldberg in a podcast called The Argument.  
 
2 Valuing others does not necessarily mean doing what they want us to do.  Jesus faced this quandary all 
the time, as does every responsible parent, boss or leader.  Our first obligation / responsibility is to honor 
the Lord and be faithful to what He says is true.  Other people might not agree with that or appreciate it, 
because it is not useful for them or affirming of their choices.  “Being the adult” risks upsetting the kids. 
 
3 https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-myth-of-systemic-police-racism-11591119883 
 
4 America has 688,000 police officers.  Each of them is fallible, just like you and me.  Each one 
encounters uncertain, difficult and potentially dangerous situations with very limited information and no 
guarantees of the outcome.  Mistakes are inevitable — a few of them grievous and a handful that may 
result in an officer going to prison.  America has 950,000 medical doctors.  Each of them is fallible, just 
like you and me.  Most are trying to do the very best they can with the limited information available to 
them.  Mistakes are inevitable, a few of them grievous, and a handful of doctors will lose their license to 
practice.  But we don’t stop going to our check-ups or cancel our surgery or seek to destroy our local 
hospital just because — out of 950,000 physicians — a few questionable doctors are still practicing 
medicine.     
 
5 There is a difference between a protestor and a looter. 
 
6 I should add that there is another level of complexity. I think there are good people working in broken 
organizations and bad people hijacking good organizations – and it’s not always clear which is which. It 
turns out that other organizations are lot like churches – which do some really good things and, tragically 
can do some bad and stupid things as well.   
 
7 Thanks to Tim Keller for this illustration. 
 
8 Eugene Peterson 
 
9 As an aside, I do not think our urban cores can turn things around unless and until families take root 
again.  You cannot get things to work with 60 – 80% unwed mothers. But the solution here starts with the 
church.  
 


