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I am sure that the Lord will avenge the poor and maintain the cause of the helpless.  

Surely the righteous shall give thanks unto your Name and the just shall continue in your sight.  

 

Psalm 140:12-13 
  

If you’re tracking this online newsletter closely, you may notice that I keep changing the title of 

this missive. Throughout June, Pestilence seemed to give way to Pain (i.e., conflict, division, 

anger, violence). I struck through the original word, Pestilence, and replaced it with Pain. Now 

Pestilence has muscled itself back onto the crowded stage of societal crisis.  

  

This continues to be a very tough year in our nation.  

 

 

  

Still, Pain (as I’m defining it) maintains a strong grip on our attention. Conflict and division over 

issues of social justice and race aren’t happening just in the streets: we’re feeling them in our 

families, between friends, within our churches. Christians are called to hold unwaveringly to two 

core “conservative” positions – the sanctity of life and traditional views on sex, sexual identity, 

and marriage. Likewise, we are called to hold strongly to two core “liberal” positions, true justice 

and equality for all and relief for the poor and oppressed. Because clergy in our Diocese are 

faithful to God and his word on all four life-giving issues, a number are taking flack from 

frustrated congregants on both sides of the political divide.  

  

One thing, however, that Christians largely agree on is that violence is wrong. Violence, injury, 

and death deface God’s image-bearers. Wanton destruction of life and property reminds us of 

two of Satan’s names, the Destroyer (1 Cor 10:10) and the Murderer (John 8:44). Whether we 

are sympathetic to, or are simply confused by, the surfacing of deeply-buried grievances, we can 

agree: violence and chaos get us nowhere nearer a solution to the systemic evils that have come 

home to roost in our culture. How did the deaths of Ahmed Abery, George Floyd, or Breonna 

Taylor do anything but deface all of us? How does looting, burning, and destroying shops of 

Indian and East Asian immigrants in downtown Raleigh do anything to advance the cause of 

justice for people of color?  

  

In Psalm 140, King David prays for deliverance and protection from evil, violent men – strife-

creators, warmongers, mischief-makers, arrogant people-haters. Eleven verses are devoted to this 

prayer. It’s time to join David in prayer on this one: Pray for cessation of violence!  
  
Then David abruptly faces another direction: “I am sure that the Lord will avenge the poor. He 

will maintain the cause of the helpless.” I find that remarkable. Praying that violence will cease 

moves seamlessly into a rousing declaration of God’s concern for needy, oppressed, 

impoverished people. David’s heart for societal peace is united with an active heart for the poor 



and needy.  
  
It’s heartbreaking when the two extremes in the current crisis of violence both fail to actually 

rescue poor and helpless people and to systemically better anyone’s cause. Are the people who 

need help important to either side? What about you and me? Besides joining David in his prayers 

against violence, will we actually come alongside the people in need? It’s a hard question to face. 

We’re struggling to keep our own heads above water. Anything “beyond survival” can feel 

overwhelming.  
  
Sally (my wife) writes devotions for a prayer movement called 8@8pm.org. In her June 30 piece 

on the Feeding of the 5000, she gave me hope for stretching to help needy people in spite of my 

own limitations.  

 

Could it be that the disciples are tired of other people’s needs? They say to Jesus, “Send the 

people away to find food.”  
 

But Jesus pushes back. “You give them something to eat.”  
 

It’s hard not to read a bit of sarcasm, or at least irritated exhaustion, into the disciples’ response: 

“So you want us to walk to the next village, buy and bring back enough food for 5000 men and 

their kids and their wives? What village would have food for 5000 extra people at a moment’s 

notice? You must be kidding, Jesus.” 
 

Christ’s only response is, “Have them sit down in groups of 50.” 
 

That’s a job they can do. Tell people where to go and where to sit. But to what end?   
 

And while they are busy arranging the crowd, Jesus gathers the small bit of food the disciples 

have scavenged. Five loaves and two fish. Jesus looks upward to heaven and blesses the food 

before him. Then he begins to break it and give it away, and then break it and give it away, and 

then break it and give it away until everyone eats and what is left over is gathered up into twelve 

baskets. 

 

Did it ever look like a gigantic buffet on an ocean liner? As the disciples came back to Jesus 

again and again for another basket of food to distribute to those groups of 50, did they ever 

wonder if the next time, there wouldn’t be any left?  
 

It was an impossible situation. But somehow the need was met and leftovers abounded.  
 

We live in a world of impossible needs. Who has the answers? Who has the means? Who can 

solve the hatred, the contempt, the division, the disease, and the distrust that threaten to consume 

us? Does Jesus expect any one of us to come up with a large enough answer to set this world 

right? If we can’t do that, what can we do?  
 

Perhaps we need to do what the disciples ended up doing: keep returning to Jesus, time after 

http://8@8pm.org/


time, day after day. Receive from him a basket’s worth of wisdom, of love, of patience, of 

compassion, and of trust. Give today’s provision away and come back again tomorrow. 

  

When God’s people keep showing up, the Spirit can work miracles. We can face resistance, 

misunderstanding, our own mistakes and sins, and actually connect with others. Taking our place 

as fellow humans who are ourselves rescued from sin only by grace, we can learn to befriend, 

love, bring blessing, and work for personal and systemic change (1 Pet 3:8-9). Through his 

people, God makes his love and justice real. Breakthroughs and deep changes, can slowly unfold. 

Poor and needy people can actually be honored with dignity and support. We can receive the 

love to stand alongside notorious sinners long enough to be heard when we say, “In Jesus’ Name, 

you are forgiven: go and sin no more.” We can move toward the fearful, the angry, the hate-

filled, and the hurting. 

  

When this happens, the righteous will give thanks to the Name of YHWH. The just will stand 

alongside God, who himself rules with justice, truth, and mercy for all.  

  
“For I am not ashamed of the Gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 

believes . . .” Romans 1:16. 
  

Grace and peace in Jesus,  

  

Bishop Steve 
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