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      Just Judgment 
 
 
INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
This summer we have been looking at 
Psalms, the prayerbook and songbook of 
scripture.  Most of us think of the psalms 
as a collection filled with praise and 
thanks, which are there.  We think this 
because those are the carefully selected 
parts of the psalms that we use most 
often in worship.  For example, in today’s 
psalm we would be likely to use the 
beginning and the end but leave out the 
middle.  That’s because the middle is a 
lament. 
 
In fact, the most frequent psalm type, in 
all the Psalter, is an individual lament, 
bemoaning the fate of the speaker, a cry 
for help. 
 
Although today’s psalm does have more 
thanks and praise than most laments, it 
follows the standard form of a lament: 
-invoking God’s presence 
-naming the trouble 
-asking for help 
-expressing trust in God. 
 
Laments give voice to our inner turmoil 
and grief.  They express our pain in ways 
that we are often too embarrassed to do. 
To help us enter the mood of a lament, 
Wanda will sing a familiar spiritual 
(Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen) for 
us first and then we will hear the psalm.   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SERMON 
 
Just the other day someone said to me 
that they hoped God wouldn’t judge them 
too harshly when they die.  I hear some 
variation on this theme quite often.   Or 
when something awful happens, people  
ask why God would let this happen to 
them.  The suffering feels like some kind 
of punishment.  Throughout much of our 
tradition we encounter an image of God 
as Judge.  So, is judgment a good thing 
or a bad thing?  When is judgment just?   
 
In a number of recent studies, in which 
young adults are asked about their 
perceptions of church, one of the 
consistent responses is that they 
perceive the church as judgmental.   
Ironically, they then judge that attitude to 
be wrong so they avoid church.  It 
appears there’s plenty of judging to go 
around.  
 
Although we don’t want our children to be 
judgmental, we expend a lot of energy 
working with them to develop good 
judgment.  So what’s the difference 
between using good judgment and being 
judgmental?  One way to say it is that 
good judgment relies on holy wisdom, 
being judgmental is rooted in cultural 
stereotypes. 
 
Let’s consider the ‘God as Judge’ image.  
Imagine yourself in the courtroom where 
God is judge.  What character are you in 
the scene?   



 

 

We often imagine ourselves to be the 
defendant with God examining us.  We 
find ourselves shaking in our boots or 
maybe we’re standing proud.  The 
Psalmist, however, has a different 
perspective.  In the psalms of lament, the 
psalmist takes the stance of the plaintiff, 
asking for God’s judgment against others, 
against those who are being unjust.  The 
psalmist prays for God’s righteousness to 
rule the day.  
 
In today’s psalm we hear it this way: 
 
I lie down among lions  
that greedily devour human prey; 
their teeth are spears and arrows,  
their tongues sharp swords. 
They set a net for my steps; ... 
they dug a pit in my path, 
 
So, God, 
send from heaven and save me, 
put shame in those who trample on me. 
Send forth your steadfast love and 
faithfulness. 
 
In so much of scripture the people of faith 
are under siege.  They are the 
underdogs, with their lives profoundly 
impacted by injustice, usually systemic 
injustice. Over and over again, people of 
faith call on God to enact justice on their 
behalf.   
 
We encounter this struggle with systemic 
injustice in the novelTo Kill a 
Mockingbird,   where the author Harper 
Lee takes us to a courtroom rigged, by 
racism, against the defendant.  The ways 
we interact with this story tell us a lot 
about our ongoing challenges.  For 
example, who would you say is the most 
famous character in this book?  I suspect 
most of us would agree it is Atticus Finch, 
the white lawyer.  In fact Atticus has been 

named the 7th best fictional character in 
20th century literature by Book Magazine.   
 
So, now I have a different question.  Who 
is the most privileged character in To Kill 
a Mockingbird?  The answer is the same.  
Atticus Finch.  He’s male.  He’s white.  
He’s educated. 
 
The Psalmist, on the other hand, would 
turn our attention in a different direction.  
The Psalmist has an eye for Tom 
Robinson, the wrongly accused black 
man. It is from Tom’s lips we would hear 
the psalmist’s lament, 
 I am among lions... 
           that greedily devour human prey... 
           they dug a pit in my path... 
 
Tom stands before God, stands before 
the people of Maycomb, Alabama, and 
stands before us the readers crying out 
for justice.  Yet, he doesn’t receive 
justice.  He is wrongly convicted and sent 
to jail, where he is shot to death when he 
reportedly was trying to escape by 
climbing a fence, even though in reality 
he had only one arm that was functional.   
 
About twenty years ago, with an ear for 
the cries of the character Tom Robinson, 
law professor Monroe Freedman wrote 
an article in the Legal Times encouraging 
the legal profession to stop revering 
Atticus Finch, pointing out the truth that 
he “still worked in a system of 
institutionalized racism and sexism.”   
 
The realities of these institutionalized 
isms are even more obvious in Harper 
Lee’s newly released, yet prior book, Go, 
Set a Watchman.   As you may have 
noticed, in the Call to Worship today I 
used the scriptural reference from Isaiah 
21:6, from which the title comes. 
 



 

 

In reading this book I understood why 
Jean Louise Finch, the narrator of both 
stories, is called Scout. In Watchman she 
is 26.  In Mockingbird she is 6.  In both 
books, she is the watchman.  She is the 
one who stands watch in her time and her 
place, just as God called the prophet 
Isaiah to do.  She scouts things out and 
tells us the truth of what she sees.  What 
she sees makes us sit up and take 
notice. 
 
This Watchman book draws us into a 
renewed conversation about judgment 
and judgmental.  Both books are of their 
time, yet they engage the universal 
struggle of the tension between good 
judgment and being judgmental.  Through 
the characters of these books, we are 
reminded of just how thin and tenuous 
the line between the two can be.   
 
The first Sunday and Wednesday of 
August (times and dates listed in the 
bulletin) I invite you to a conversation 
about these books and their conversation 
about good judgment and being 
judgmental, about racism and sexism. 
 
Racism and sexism are systemic 
injustices that are always bigger than any 
individual person.  They are matters of 
concern for the whole community, the 
whole church, the whole creation. None 
of us is every immune. 
 
What is God’s judgment about our isms? 
 
 
 
In my childhood here in Maine I had little 
direct contact with racism expressed 
toward Americans of African descent.  
However, I experienced racism in the 
interaction of the white community with 
the Native American population.  In 

particular, I saw this each August during 
the blueberry harvest in Washington 
County, Maine, where many of the things 
that Harper Lee reports were said about 
black people I heard said about native 
peoples.   
 
Why is there so little conversation about 
the sexism that is 
 
 
 
 
I came across this story many years ago.  
I don’t remember the reference, but I 
understood it to be a true story.  An 
elementary age boy, who was not 
Christian was being told about 
Christianity.  The person told him about 
the incredible compassion of Jesus.  
Then when the person told him that when 
it came to going to heaven only those 
who were followers of Jesus would be 
allowed in.  Others would be judged 
“unwelcome.”  The boy was very puzzled 
and asked,  “If Christians are truly 
followers of this Jesus you have been 
telling me about wouldn’t they give up 
their place in heaven to someone else?”   
 
 
   
 
 
Discernment requires justice and grace.  


