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GREAT ENDS OF THE CHURCH III – AFFIRMATIVE ACTION 
The Promotion of Social Righteousness 

 

Introduction to the texts: 

A seminary professor of mine, Will Willimon wrote a few years ago, "To many outside the 

church, the Church is like a football huddle. You know that something important is being said 

there, but you can't understand a word of it, and all you can see is their rear ends."  How’s 

that for a depiction of the ‘great ends of the church!?” 

I’m acutely aware that the phrase affirmative action is a loaded phrase.  Many supporters 

view affirmative action as a milestone, many opponents see it as a millstone.  I’d call this 

phrase, Affirmative Action – a capstone that integrates the experience of what Jesus 

taught.  

Most importantly I’d invite us to be at play in the authentic meaning of the words 

(Micah 6:8 -)  He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of 

you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? 

(1 Pet 3:13 -)  Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is good? (1 Pet 3:14 -)  But 

even if you do suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and 

do not be intimidated, (1 Pet 3:15 -)  but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be 

ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope 

that is in you; (1 Pet 3:16 -)  yet do it with gentleness and reverence. Keep your conscience 

clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in Christ 

may be put to shame. (1 Pet 3:17 -)  For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should 

be God's will, than to suffer for doing evil. (1 Pet 3:18 -)  For Christ also suffered for sins once 

for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God. He was put to death in 

the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, 

 

Introduction 

This conversation is reported to have taken place one Saturday night in a family living 

room:  "NO! I'm not going to church tomorrow. I'm not, I'm not, I'm not, and I'll give you three 

reasons why. First: the kids make faces at me; second: the choir people are always doing 

things behind my back; third: it’s like people are always staring at me and don’t listen to 

what I say!…” 
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Softly came the reply, with the tenor and intensity of sweet tones of steel: "Yes you are going 

to church tomorrow, and I'll give you three reasons why.  First: you are six feet tall; second: 

you are fifty years old; third: you are the pastor!" 

Sometimes there is a reoccurring refrain of “no” that defines people’s lives and diminishes 

their expectations. 

  

An Answer to NO 

There was a reoccurring “no” that affected the early church.  The Pastoral Epistle of Peter 

was written in part to respond to those we might call “revisionists”.  They were “naysayers” 

who spoke against the church.  They criticized its teaching, belittled its message, demeaned 

its ministry, and built themselves up by tearing the church down. 

The difference between the church and these revisionists was simple.  The church was 

for something and so its action was affirmative.  The revisionists were against something, and 

so their actions were negative.  It is because of this affirmative action that the church’s 

influence has remained strong and resilient to this day.  The influence of the revisionists faded 

into nothing long ago.  They lost their traction. 

If you give it a moments thought you will recognize that there are some people you know 

only or principally by what they are against.  Where does it get them!? We too, have the 

choice to mark our lives by being for or against – to engage in affirmative action, or 

disengage by negative indolence. 

  

ACTING AFFIRMATIVELY 

The thing that distinguishes this great denomination which I love so much is that we are a 

diverse collection of believers who aren’t afraid to act affirmatively.  This is evident in the 

carefully framed principles which we know as the Great Ends of the Church.  One of 

the  hallmarks of the work and witness of Presbyterians has been the Promotion of social 

righteousness.  It has been central to our calling and our life together. 

Building upon our heritage of active participation in the larger society, we believe we are 

stewards of a God-given responsibility to guide righteous action and influence moral 

practice.  Everywhere Presbyterians have gone, we have shaped laws, established schools 

and colleges, founded hospitals, and prompted society’s engagement in a range of moral 

crusades. 

 

HORIZONTAL AND VERTICAL 

Theologian Paul Tillich likened modern life to a "horizontal dimension," in which one resembles 

a pebble skipping across the surface of life's pond, never engaging in behavior of depth, but 

rather seeking escape through diversionary activity in the pursuit of trivial goals and 

superficial values.  

  



Jesus engages us into an intersection of the horizontal and the vertical dimensions of our 

existence. (Show the cross) 

What is at the heart of this intersection? The prophet Micah answered, "He has showed you, 

O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love 

kindness, and to walk humbly with your God. (6:8) Jesus answered, "You shall love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the great 

and first commandment.  And a second-is like it, You shall love your neighbor as yourself." 

(Mt. 22:37-39) 

“Justice is what love sounds like when it speaks in public.”1 

If we are faithfully and obediently for the purpose of God then our lives will be marked by 

affirmative action; actions that lift up and build up.  Reformed theology and ethics 

understands that because the human world is the good creation of God, its cultural 

environment and social institutions can be transformed by the purposes of God. 

  

REFORMED TRADITION 

The 16th century Swiss Reformer, John Calvin was convinced that Christian faith requires 

social responsibility and action.  Under Calvin’s leadership, the church in Geneva provided 

refugee relief and resettlement, sought jobs for the unemployed, encouraged public 

education, worked to improve the health and welfare for all.  Calvin’s great insight, carried 

on in the Reformed tradition, is that faith and faithfulness are inseparable, theology and 

ethics are bound together as one.  Such reformed theology influenced the essential values, 

constitutional rights and responsibilities that shaped American representative 

democracy.  The community of faith is called to work for the well-being of the world God 

loves.  

The church has many critics but no rivals.  It exists for the twofold purpose of gathering in and 

sending out.  As it gathers in, it nurtures; as it sends out, it witnesses to the purpose of God. 

The church’s capacity to promote social righteousness is restricted only by its inability to 

determine the shape of righteousness and the proper mode of promoting it. 

  

CONCLUSION 

It is ever so easy to be an "againster", to live a life noted for what it opposed.  It is not so easy 

to be for something.  For the Christian responsiveness to God, faith in Christ, and service to 

and through the church form the basis for a life of affirmative action.  Affirmative action is 

another way we fulfill this Great End of the Church – the promotion of social righteousness. 

  

  

 

 

 

1 ― Michael Eric Dyson, Tears We Cannot Stop: A Sermon to White America 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/54113046

