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Let us pray: May the words of my mouth, and the meditations of all of our hearts, be
acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, our Strength and our Redeemer. Amen.

Come with me this evening to the year 609 Before the Common Era.

| want you to take a long, hard look at Jerusalem. King Jehoiakim is sitting on a fragile,
puppet throne. Fear is being weaponized in the streets. The daily news is filled with
rumors of war, economic anxiety, and social unrest.

And what does the leader of the nation do in the middle of a major national crisis?
Instead of strengthening the social safety net, instead of protecting the vulnerable,
instead of feeding the hungry, Jehoiakim decides to build a massive monument to his
own ego.

Listen to the text of Jeremiah, chapter 22, verses 13 and 14

“Woe to him who builds his house by unrighteousness, and his upper rooms by
injustice, who makes his neighbor serve him for nothing and does not give him his
wages, who says, ‘I will build myself a great house with spacious upper rooms,” who
cuts out windows for it, paneling it with cedar and painting it with vermilion.”

The Hebrew text begins with a devastating exclamation. It doesn't say "Excuse me." It
doesn't say "Furthermore." It doesn't offer a polite critique. It says: 'in (Hoy!)

In English we translate this small word as "Woe." But in the original Hebrew language,
Hoy is not a polite warning. Hoy is a funeral cry!

It is the literal sound ancient Near Eastern people made when they were weeping over a
dead corpse! HOY

When the prophet stands outside the palace gates and screams Hoy, he is declaring
that the king’s empire is already dead in the eyes of Aimighty God. He is announcing a
funeral for a living tyrant.

And why? Because policy violence acts as a moral and spiritual death sentence for a
nation. Long before the physical walls of the palace crumble, a society that tolerates
systemic cruelty is already dying from the inside out.

| stopped by this evening to say that what was true 2,600 years ago is still true today:
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God commands the protection of the foreigner, the orphan, and the widow. These are
the three categories of people who had no legal standing, no economic safety net, and
no political lobbying power! They had no money to buy politicians. They had no access
to the halls of power. But God says that the well-being of every nation depends on care
for them.

But autocrats always build their palaces by robbing workers. They cut taxes for the
ultra-wealthy while cutting healthcare, education, and wages for the poor.

We face a crisis of authoritarianism in our world today. As Pope Francis has said, the
“magical thinking” of neoliberal economics has created a widening gap between the
extremely rich — we have just witnessed the world’s first trillionaire — and masses of
people who have no place in this world. In the United States, 140 million people — more
than 40% of our total population — are poor or low-income. They can work all week and
still not be able to afford a basic apartment. They can have two jobs and still sleep in
their car at night. Many have to choose between buying medicine and buying a meal.

And in the midst of that pain, we have political leaders who blame immigrants, blame
gay people, and point the figure at someone else while they use the tools of government
to destroy the social safety net and enrich their friends. We have seen these figures rise
to the highest offices in the land in my home country, but they are not alone. This is a
global crisis, and the same forces that have undermined democracy in my home country
are at work here in Europe.

But the tragedy of our moment is not just that the autocrats are acting like autocrats.
The tragedy is that the church is too often acting like their chambermaid.

We have allowed a counterfeit, right-wing, neo-fascist religion to steal the vocabulary of
our faith

There is a religious nationalism that tries to call itself Christian but doesn't line up with a
single thing Jesus of Nazareth or the prophets ever taught, lived, or modeled.

It is a white-washed faith. It bows at the altar of abstract, weaponized "values" that are
used to lock out the immigrant, crush the poor, and strip people of their basic human
rights.

Sadly, this faith is one of America’s largest exports. Which is why | have come to learn
from your history here, and to listen to the warnings from your church leaders about
what happens when Christianity gets used to prop up an authoritarian regime.

When the Nazis rose to power here in Germany in the 1930s, the mainstream church
surrendered its moral authority to the Third Reich. The German Christian movement
tried to fuse the cross with the swastika.



As my friend Susannah Heschel has documented, German scholars made sophisticated
theological arguments for an Aryan Jesus, and preachers proclaimed this distorted
vision from their pulpits. They tried to remove the Jewishness of Jesus to align their faith
with the lies that were being used to prop up the pseudo populism of that day.

Yes, the Confessing Church objected to how doctrine was distorted. They drafted the
Barmen Declaration to reject the German Christians’ theological errors. But even the
Confessing Church did too little to challenge the attacks on their Jewish neighbors.
They stayed silent while people were kidnapped from their homes and deported to
killing centers.

It is a sad and troubling history, but Germany is not alone. | come from a nation where
the best theological libraries still hold books from the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries that
explained why God made people who look like me to be owned by other people. They
argued that slavery was good news for the enslaved.

And even our churches that didn’t affirm slavery did little to challenge it. Frederick
Douglass in the 19th century critiqued the $5,000 divines who taught pure doctrine from
their pulpits on Sunday, but did nothing the rest of the week to challenge a system that
held other human beings in chains.

We know what it means for the church to fail to offer a moral critique. We have been, as
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said, a taillight following the culture rather than a head light
shining the way forward to a different future!

But oh, bless His name! When we tell the truth about the failure of our churches, we
learn to see how God raises up witnesses where we least expect them!

In 1943, right here in Berlin, some 600 women led the only recorded public protest
against the Nazis.

For years, Germans had watched as anyone accused of even “friendliness” to a Jewish
neighbor was jailed. By February 1943, the SS and Gestapo made one final push to
round up the remaining 8,000 Jews in Berlin. About 2,000 of them—Jewish men
married to Christian women—were taken to a building on Rosenstrasse, across from
the oldest synagogue in the city.

But the wives of the men detained there refused to be silent! They went to the street en
masse! They didn't ask for permission! They stood in the freezing cold and demanded:
“Give us our husbands back!”

When the SS pointed machine guns at them, they scattered, but they came right back!
Elsa Holzer later said, “We acted from the heart. We wanted to show that we weren't
willing to let them go.”



Love gave them courage to refuse to cooperate with evil!

And we’ve seen that same love move Black and white people in the United States to
stand up against racism. When Black people who were denied voting rights in Selma,
Alabama challenged that systemic violence, they were attacked by an authoritarian
regime. But they did not run away.

When Jimmie Lee Jackson was shot, more people came.

When James Reeb, a white minister, was beaten to death on the streets of Selma,
people came and marched all the way to the state capitol in Montgmery.

They did not shrink back. No, God raised up a remnant to offer a moral resistance in the
public square.

Church, we cannot counter the organized machinery of global policy violence with mere
charity. We cannot just run soup kitchens while accepting economic policy that starves
the poor! Charity is necessary, but charity alone cannot fix structural injustice.

We must do what Jesus did in Luke 4:18-19. He stood up in a military dictatorship and
announced a counter-policy agenda! Look at his vocabulary:

The Greek word is eUayyeAiCw (Euangelizo)—which means to proclaim a joyful,
revolutionary transformation of reality. It is an imperial proclamation that a new King has
arrived to overturn the decrees of Caesar!

He is sent to proclaim liberty to the "captives." The Greek word is aixzAwTog
(Aichmalotos), which specifically means prisoners of war, those caught in the
geopolitical machinery of empire and held hostage by toxic systems.

He comes to declare ageoig (Aphesis)—the physical release of those captives and the
absolute, structural cancellation of monetary debts!

He comes to bring "sight" to the blind. The Greek word is dvdaAeyig (Anablepsis),
meaning a recovery of vision, a shattering of the delusions of imperial propaganda so
that people can finally see things as they truly are!

He is sent to set at liberty those who are "bruised" and oppressed. The Greek word here
is OkUw (Thrauo), meaning those who have been completely broken, crushed,
shattered, and ground down under the heavy boot of systemic cruelty.

Jesus called for a global Jubilee! Therefore, an on-duty church in this moment must
organize a global coalition around a concrete, uncompromising counter-public policy
agenda:



Global Economic Equity: We must demand an end to the policy violence that lets
corporate kings build their houses on unpaid labor. We demand living wages, robust
labor protection, and fair compensation for every worker!

The Defense of Democracy: We must fight tooth and nail against voter suppression,
gerrymandering, and the criminalization of dissent from Selma to Berlin!

The Radical Protection of the Vulnerable: We must demand universal healthcare,
climate justice, and absolute sanctuary for the “Ger” (hebrew for) —the immigrant and
the refugee!

To sustain this nonviolent fight, movement of love we need what Jurgen Moltmann
called a radical, liberating hope. But church, we must understand that when we quote
Moltmann’s words on resistance, we are not quoting cheap, academic theories.
Moltmann’s theology was baptized in the deep fires of personal catastrophe and
immense suffering.

As a nineteen-year-old German soldier drafted into the horrors of World War Il, he
watched his home city of Hamburg get obliterated by Allied firestorms. He stood next to
his closest friend, who was shattered and killed by a bomb, while Moltmann walked
away untouched. He spent years behind the barbed wire of a British prisoner-of-war
camp, completely broken, carrying the crushing collective guilt and shame of what his
nation had done to the world under the Nazi regime.

Moltmann entered that camp without hope. He entered it feeling abandoned by God and
destroyed by history. But it was in those dark shadows—sitting in the mud of a prison
camp—that he met the crucified Christ. He realized that God was not a distant judge
cheering on the empires of the world. God was right there in the prison camp with him,
weeping over the brokenness of humanity.

His Theology of Hope touched me all the way across the Atlantic, where | went to
seminary to try to understand how my own faith in concert with other who make up the
church could be a transforming witness in and to a world where structural sin crushes
so many people | love. And I've never forgotten Moltmann’s insight that the resurrection
of Jesus Christ is God’s ultimate, cosmic “No!” to death, “No!” to suffering, and “No!” to
tyranny. He wrote his theology because he knew that the only way to survive the
darkness of the present is to pull the light of God’s future into the here and now.

Moltmann wrote: “Resistance is the protest of those who hope, and hope is the feast of
the people who resist.”

This is a deep, constant, agitating prophetic imagination that looks at the dictators and
says: You do not have the final word! The ground you are standing on belongs to God!



When the threat of state violence makes the struggle feel overwhelming, when the rising
tides of authoritarianism make you think the darkness is winning, remember the word of
God!

Remember God is not through with us the world and history is unfolding still and the
great question is will we join the ministry of truth and love and witness in the very midst
of the unfolding

Look at 1 John, chapter 5, verse 4:

“For everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome
the world, even our faith.”

John reminds us that our endurance, our resistance, and our refusal to bow to the
empires of men is not a losing battle! Our faith—when expressed as a conspicuous
witness and an agitating public pulpit—has already conquered the forces of tyranny.

This is why we have established a public pulpit outside the White House in Washington,
DC, where every Monday right in the street preachers moral activist who refuse to be
silent are coming like those women in the Rosenstrasse and saying, “Give us our
husband our freedom our justice back!”

We are called to witness our faith with love truth non violence and god vision of a
redeemed world

Let us dismantle the altars of religious nationalism!

Because we are called to witness

Let us reject the cheap comfort of choreographed holiness!

Let us take our message out of the quiet pews and into the screaming streets!

Like in Jeremiah and Jesus day we Build the public pulpit!

Our witness of love truth non violence rooted in Gods vision of redemption and jubilee
we must

Organize the counter-agenda!

We must Stand as a conspicuous witness!

Until the poor caused by oppression have good news and palaces of injustice are
brought low!

Witness Until the captives are set free!

Witness Until the hungry are filled with good things!



And the justice of God rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty,
un-dammed, unstoppable stream!

In the American wilderness of chattel slavery, when ancestors of African descent were
beaten, sold, and legally classified as property, they didn't have steeples. They didn't
have vermilion palaces. They didn't have the backing of the empire's laws. The
slaveholders tried to use a distorted gospel to keep them in chains.

But down in the secret brush arbors—what we call the "Hush Harbors"—in the dead of
night, they met the real Christ! And out of that stolen, brutalized labor, they gave birth to
a sacred melody. They began to sing a song that defied the policy violence of their day.

They sang: “I'll be a witness for my Lord... I'll be a witness for my Lord...”

Do you know what it means to be a witness in the face of an empire? In a world that
said they were nobody, that song declared they were official withnesses for the Ruler of
the universe! It was a political and spiritual subversion! If God is the ultimate judge, and
you are God's witness, then Pharaoh’s court has no final jurisdiction over your soul!

As long as poverty and the systemic constructs that create poverty exist, the church
must speak!

We cannot remain silent while the machinery of greed grinds down human dignity. As
long as children are starving, as long as workers are being robbed of their wages, as
long as borders are treated as cages for the refugee, the church must say something!
The church must mean something! The church must minister love and a radical,
liberating hope! We cannot go off-duty!

The world will challenge you. The autocrats will threaten you. The systems will try to
quiet you. But | came to tell you that the more challenges we face, the more witness we
must produce!

When they step up the oppression, we must step up our non violent protest!

When there is and increase in the policy violence, we must increase our public
resistance!

More challenges mean more witness!
More darkness means more light!

More tyranny means more truth!
More hatred means more love

So | want to ask you tonight: In this unfolding moment of history, will you be a witness?



Our love must be a witness!

Our truth must be a witness!

Our protest must be a witness!

Our policy counter-agenda must be a witness for my Lord!

| feel it in my bones today!

The cloud of witnesses is looking down!

Bonhoeffer is looking down!

King is looking down!

Jeremiah is looking down!

And the question is echoing through this sanctuary: Will you be a witness for my Lord?

No matter what the more witness I'm going to give!
Church let’s fulfill our calling and be a witness!

In the face of the autocrats... Church let’s fulfill our calling and be a witness!

Against the rising tide of neo fascism... Church let’s fulfill our calling and be a witness!
Yes! be a witness!

Yes! be a witness!

Yes be a witness for my Lord!



