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A burglar was taking great care as he broke into a rich person’s home. Sure he was undetected, he carefully made his way to the living where he planned on helping himself to a few paintings and other valuable items. No sooner had he began to remove a painting from the wall, however, when he heard a voice saying, “God is watching you.” He looked around in alarm and didn’t see anyone. Then he heard the voice again saying, “God is watching you.” Finally he peered into a dark corner and saw the source—a parrot in a large, ornate cage. When he realized it was a parrot he chuckled to himself and said under his breath, “Well, well, well, what’s your name then? 

The bird replied, “Moses.” 
“Moses!” said the burglar to himself, “What kind of idiot names their parrot Moses?”

The bird replied, “The same idiot who named his Rottweiler ‘God’.”

As we continue our series in the book of Exodus we come to an interesting place in the law, because these are not so much laws, as they are principles. There’s no human enforcement agency here. These are principles for how the Israelites were to lead their lives. The only one who is watching is God. They are not listed in any particular order, but they do fall into categories. The verses we read today can be broken down into four: 
The first category is the treatment of aliens. It appears twice is this short reading; it’s that important. “Do not mistreat an alien or oppress him, for you were aliens in Egypt.” and “Do not oppress an alien; you yourselves know how it feels to be aliens, because you were aliens in Egypt.” Israel was once captive in Egypt, and Israel is called to remember that, and not treat others like they themselves were once treated. A criticism that has been lodged against the modern state of Israel is just that: they have treated the Palestinians the way they were once treated, as those without rights. But this principle extends farther than Israel, past or present. This is for all of us. As we look at the hostility that much of our wider society currently feels towards immigrants, we have to realize that God views illegal aliens much differently than the state of Arizona does, and calls us to exercise compassion.
The second category concerns the treatment of the most vulnerable members of society—the poor. This covers a range of people, and it specifically involves money and exploitation. 
· We are not to take advantage of a widow or orphan. Today that might mean not exploiting the single parent mother or the child in foster care, but it may actually transcend this because the whole point is that the widow and orphan had no resources to defend themselves. They had no protector or financial reserves. No one was looking out for their interests, and as a result they were easy targets.  Anyone who is vulnerable to being victimized by loan sharks, unjust employers, scam artists or even corporate America fits this category. It’s kicking someone when they’re down.
· Financial justice for the poor in Israel also meant not charging interest on a loan. Try that on for size today! Do you think we can persuade Bank of America, Chase or Citi Card? Our financial institutions do the opposite, charging the highest interest rates to those least able to pay. This is immoral. 
· We’re told that if we take a neighbor’s cloak as a pledge for a debt we’re to give it back to him at night, because it’s the only thing he has to keep warm. Today that means we cannot take and hold things for collateral that a person needs to survive. 
· And we are not to hold back offerings from our granaries or vats. This refers to the grain and wine that was given to the Temple or synagogue to feed those in need. In our church that translates as, “Give to the deacon’s fund.”
The third category of moral social responsibility involves justice in the courts. Remember, this was not a society that separated “Church” from “State.” It was all one. We should have no trouble applying the same principles today, however, because they involve personal ethics as much as corporate ethics. What is notable is not how much has changed, but how much is the same. 

· “Do not spread false reports.” Anyone gossiped lately? Anyone been a victim of or witnessed office politics?

· “Do not help a wicked man by being a malicious witness.” This applies in and out of a courtroom.

· “Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong.” This shoe fits even in 4th grade!

· When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert justice by siding with the crowd. . .” Don’t we all want to be popular? Isn’t it easy to get swept away by public opinion?

· “. . .  do not show favoritism to a poor man in his lawsuit,” AND “Do not deny justice to your poor people in their lawsuits.” Justice must be impartial.

· “Have nothing to do with a false charge and do not put an innocent or honest person to death, for I will not acquit the guilty.” This has happened much too often in our nation. To be poor and black to this day is to have two strikes against you before you even start in the courtrooms of America.

· “Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds those who see and twists the words of the righteous.” Our local township commissioners. The Philadelphia City Council. Harrisburg. Washington DC. Enough said.
The final category in our reading this morning is a teaching that could have come straight from the mouth of Jesus. “If you come across your enemy's ox or donkey wandering off, be sure to take it back to him. If you see the donkey of someone who hates you fallen down under its load, do not leave it there; be sure you help him with it.” In other words, do the right thing regardless of your personal feelings! Anyone can be kind and helpful to a friend, but only a follower of God is kind and helpful to an enemy.
All of these principles involve social responsibility, or social justice, if you will. A popular conservative television host recently went on at length about avoiding churches that had the words “social justice” anywhere on their websites or in their mission statements. He went so far as to say that social justice was of the devil. This is absurd. It is a terrible distortion of the truth. It also immediately labels as demonic the Roman Catholic Church, the Episcopalian Church, the Presbyterian Church, the Methodist Church, the Lutheran Church, the American Baptists and even the Southern Baptists, just to name a few! Jim Wallis of the Sojourners Community tells in his book, The Soul of Politics, how in order to demonstrate just how central the issues of justice and peace were to the biblical message as a whole he and a friend took scissors and an old King James Bible, and cut out every verse that had anything to do with peace or justice issues. When they got through, they had very little left of the Bible. They would pull out this Bible at workshops and wave it aloft, making the point that without the strands of justice one could literally not even read the Bible. 
Jesus was passionate about justice and our responsibility for one another. He accused the Pharisees of majoring in minors and minoring in majors when he said, “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness.” 
Most of us when we consider these standards do not disagree with them. What we feel is helpless. We’re not in a position of power. Very few people can single-handedly change public policy. The task is too huge, the problems too great, the corruption too pervasive. Fortunately, God has not asked us to fix the world, or even Washington. We are to do our part, to pray, and to vote. There may come a time in our lives when God does call us to be a whistle blower because of unethical practices at our workplace. There are times we should write letters to Congress or call our local representatives, but social responsibility starts with us where we live and spreads outward. The biggest mistake we make is to think that there’s no point in trying. Everything we do, every interaction we have with another human being, counts. 


I close today with a parable: Once upon a time a king had a great highway built for the members of his kingdom. After it was completed, but before it was opened to the public, the king decided to have a contest. He invited as many as desired to participate. Their challenge was to see who could travel the highway the best. On the day of the contest the people came. Some of them had fine chariots, some had fine clothing, and some brought picnics to eat along the way. Young men raced to see who could get to the end first. People traveled the highway all day, but each one, when he arrived at the end, complained to the king that there was a large pile of rocks and debris left on the road at one spot and this got in their way and hindered their travel. At the end of the day, a lone traveler wearily crossed the finish line and walked over to the king. He was tired and dirty, but he addressed the king with great respect and handed him a bag of gold. He explained, “I stopped along the way to clear a pile of rocks and debris that was blocking the road. People seemed to be having a hard time getting around it. This bag of gold was under it all. I’m giving it to you to return it to its rightful owner.”

The king replied, “You are the rightful owner.”

The traveler replied, “Oh no, this is not mine. I've never known such money!”

“Oh yes,” said the king, “you've earned this gold, for you won my contest. He who travels the road best is he who makes the road smoother for those who follow.” Amen.
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