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“Justice is what love looks like in public.” I’m not sure exactly when or in what context he 

started saying this, but it’s one of the most-quoted statements by Dr. Cornel West, the renowned 

and often controversial professor of the Practice of Public Philosophy at Harvard University. Dr. 

West is the son of a Baptist minister, and one can hear the cadence of that upbringing in his 

public statements and speeches, and in this profound statement of truth: “Justice is what love 

looks like in public.” 

 

When I hear the word “justice,” I usually think of the vast, cumbersome, and often unjust legal 

system. Or I turn to synonyms like equity or fairness. Or perhaps I think of retribution or 

vengeance and the righting of wrongs. But Cornel West suggests that there is something far 

deeper to justice that any of these ideas. Before there is fairness, or equity, or the righting of 

wrongs, in order for there to be justice, there must be love.  

 

 

In 1996, Keshia Thomas, an 18-year-old high school student, was participating in a 

demonstration protesting a Ku Klux Klan march that was happening in Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

Ann Arbor is a fairly liberal, progressive college town, and was a pretty odd choice for the KKK 

to choose for a rally. Hundreds of Ann Arbor citizens showed up to show them they were 

unwelcome. 

 

At one point, someone in the crowd of protestors noticed a white, middle-aged man with tattoos, 

dressed in a confederate flag t-shirt. Someone shouted, “There's a Klansman in the crowd,” and 

the crowd, including Thomas, stared to chase him. No one’s sure now if he was actually a KKK 

supporter, but his appearance made him seem so to the protestors, and they began to shout, “Kill 

the Nazi,” knocking him to the ground and beating him with their protest placards. 

 

Thomas recalled, “When people are in a crowd they are more likely to do things they would 

never do as an individual. Someone had to step out of the pack and say, ‘This isn't right.’” 

 

So Thomas threw herself on top of this man she did not know and protected him from the crowd. 

 

“When they dropped him to the ground,” Thomas said, “it felt like two angels had lifted my body 

up and laid me down.” 

 

For Mark Brunner, the young photographer who captured the episode on film, it was whom she 

saved that made Thomas’ actions so remarkable. “She put herself at physical risk to protect 

someone who, in my opinion, would not have done the same for her,” he said. “Who does that in 
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this world?”1 But Thomas had an answer: “He’s still somebody’s child,”2 she said. Somebody’s 

child, deserving of love and protection. 

 

For Keshia Thomas, and the nameless man she saved, justice is what love looks like in public. 

 

 

In May of this year, Dorothy Hinton-Adams was arrested for allegedly shoplifting a can of 

peanuts.  she didn’t have the money to pay for her bail, which a judge set at $500, and no bail 

bond company would help her. Hinton-Adams, who is 71, was forced to stay in Fulton County 

Jail in Atlanta until her court date. “After the 15th day, I got kind of panicky,” she said. “So I 

asked around how I could find out if I had a court date? There was a lady in there who wrote 

down my name and booking number.”3 That night, a stranger appeared and paid the $500 bail to 

get Hinton-Adams out of jail.  

 

Hinton-Adams was bailed out by a group called SONG, or Southerners on New Ground, a 

grassroots LGBTQ liberation organization based in Atlanta, Georgia. SONG’s organizing 

practice is based in love and a collective belief in a shared destiny across class, race, gender and 

community.4 In May they participated in Black Mamas Bail-Out, a coordinated, nation-wide 

action designed to bail women like Dorothy Hinton-Adams out of jail and “highlight the injustice 

of cash bail and its disproportionate impact on women of color and LGBTQ women.” 

 

“At any one time in this country, about 450,000 people are behind bars awaiting trial, and the 

vast majority—5 out of 6—are there simply because they cannot afford the bail a judge has set 

for them. […] Ninety-five percent of the growth in the overall jail inmate population in the U.S. 

since 2000 was just people in jails awaiting trial. Poor people, people of color, and people with 

certain disabilities are more likely to be held in jail before trial and to be assigned high bail 

amounts, and thus face a greater likelihood that they’ll end up with a criminal conviction.”5 

 

In Dorothy Hinton-Adams’ case, she wasn’t even awaiting trial. Five days after SONG bailed her 

out, she still hadn’t received notice of a court date, and she went down to the courthouse to find 

that all charges had been dropped. 

 

For Dorothy Hinton-Adams and the members of SONG and grassroots community groups across 

the country, justice is what love looks like in public. 

 

 

Matthew’s gospel tells us that Joseph was engaged to Mary. What being engaged meant to a 

couple in the first century was significantly different from what it means now. In first century 

Jewish custom, there were two stages to the marriage process. First, there was the betrothal or 
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engagement, which was considered a legally binding marriage contract, typically arranged by the 

parents of the couple. Even though the marriage wasn’t yet “final,” this engagement could only 

be broken by an official separation—the equivalent of what we would call a divorce. 
 

The second stage of the betrothal process would happen considerably later—perhaps a year later, 

which would often include a marriage feast, after which the groom would take his wife to his 

home and the marriage would become official and final.  
 

In our modern minds, an engagement can be broken off informally, and there’s no need for any 

legal action. It might be embarrassing and rather messy emotionally, but these days there’s no 

big legal or social consequence for breaking off an engagement. In fact, most of us would 

probably think, “Well, better break it off now rather than later.” But Mary and Joseph’s situation 

was more complicated than our modern notions of engagement and marriage.  

 

When Joseph hears that Mary is pregnant, he probably suspected her of adultery, which was 

grounds for divorce under Jewish law; he decides to “dismiss her quietly.” To our modern ears, 

this sounds rather harsh, but as a person of the first century, Joseph really had no other choice. 

He is called “righteous,” because he decides to follow the letter of the law as a good observant 

Jew would, but wants to do this in a quiet way to avoid shaming Mary publicly.6 

 

In first century Jewish practice, justice looked like following the law and cultural customs, 

especially following God’s law to the letter. To do that, Joseph would have had to divorce Mary 

and leave her to a life of poverty—or worse, a death by stoning for an act of adultery she didn’t 

commit. Instead, Joseph learns something new about God’s justice. He learns that justice is what 

love looks like in public. 

 

If you were here last week, you’ll remember that Pastor Jeff showed a little slide show of 

depictions of the Annunciation of the Angel Gabriel to Mary, highlighting the conventions that 

developed in Western art for portraying that moment from the Gospel according the Luke—the 

lily, the book, the royal robes. I can’t do something similar, because there just isn’t a body of 

similar paintings of the angel’s appearance to Joseph. Of all of them, this is my favorite. It’s by 

the seventeenth century French painter, Georges de la Tour. One thing I love about it is that, 

although the scripture says that the angel appears to Joseph in a dream, de la Tour shows us the 

angel actually appearing in front of Joseph. He’s asleep, and presumably dreaming, but we don’t 

see his dream. We see that the angel is real, just like Gabriel. There is a book open on Joseph’s 

lap, a nod to all the Annunciation paintings of Mary. This is Joseph’s own Annunciation. 

 

There is a second line to Cornel West’s statement about love that is less-often quoted. Justice is 

what love looks like in public, and tenderness is what love feels like in private. I can’t help but 

think that it was the tenderness that Joseph felt for Mary, the tenderness that he would feel for a 

helpless infant, that helped him defy convention and take Mary as his wife.  

 

For Joseph, justice is what love looks like in public. 
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The gospels tell us so little about Jesus’s early life with his family. But I like to imagine that, just 

as we ordinary folks learn about human life from our parents, it is in part the examples of his 

earthly parents that give Jesus the models for his conduct. As Jesus’s earthly father, Joseph sets 

the precedent for the behavior Jesus will have throughout his own life and ministry. Over and 

over in Matthew’s version of the gospel, Jesus will show us that justice is what love looks like in 

public.  

 

He will tell us that love looks like loving our neighbors as ourselves, and even more, that love 

looks like loving our enemies and praying for those who persecute us. He will show us that love 

looks like healing those whom convention and custom said were untouchable. Love looks like 

eating with the outcasts of society—with sinners, women, and tax collectors. Love looks like 

defying the law to heal the sick on the Sabbath. Love looks like feeding the multitudes, over and 

over again. Love looks like a simple meal of bread and wine shared with friends. Love looks like 

the willingness to confront an empire and suffer the shattering consequences. 

 

For Jesus, for us, justice is what love looks like in public. 


