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Do y’all remember Meatloaf? You know, the robust singer and actor Meatloaf? Well, Meatloaf had a 
code. I remember his power ballad “I would do anything for love, but I won’t do that.” For years, I actively 
wondered what “that” was. What would Meatloaf not do? I needed to know. It haunted me. Where did Meatloaf 
draw the line? But there were no hints I could find. I just had to let the mystery be. I still haven’t found out, 
either. Meatloaf has a code, but what it is I may never know. 

Anyway, last week, I had a weird encounter. Now, I know, that’s probably not all that surprising. I have 
a lot of weird encounters, and y’all hear about most of ‘em. But last week’s was a real weird encounter. I got a 
call about ICE. Not that cold stuff covering my driveway, but THE ICE, the US Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement agency. I’m sure we’re all aware of ICE these days, seeing them show up in just about every form 
of media and the nightmares of more people than most of us realize. But when I showed up for that call, I didn’t 
see anyone in riot gear or even matching shirts. All I saw was a group of regular dudes. Warm coats, though 
probably not warm enough to stand in the cold for two hours. Sensible shoes fit for the weather and for comfort. 
They did all wear baseball hats, though not exactly matching. More complementary variations on the American 
flag in drab, desert camo colors. But they seemed like just regular guys. The four of them stood around, 
shoulders shrugged high against the cold, hands in pockets, just as likely to be standing around a grill critiquing 
each other’s burger flipping technique. But they were just regular guy-ing it up in someone else’s driveway, 
waiting to serve some legal papers with the weight of an unpredictable and confusing system at their backs.  

And as I talked with them, I was taken with how non-threatening these guys would’ve been in just about 
any other situation. One of them looked remarkably like someone I used to go to football games with. Another’s 
probably been at the pump in front of me down at the Sunoco. One had a pretty great goatee, and the other had a 
babyface and had taken the time to learn Spanish. Just guys. Just doing their jobs. And I was probably one of 
their on-the-job annoyances, like running out of coffee filters in the break room or the computer system 
crashing right before you save that enviably complex spreadsheet. Just guys, wanting to get home, put up their 
feet, and sneak some schnapps into their hot chocolate. I know. That last one sounds a little weirdly specific. 
It’s ‘cause that’s what one of the guys told me he was going to do when he got home. Seriously, just guys with 
their own way of living, just like the rest of us.  

But as complicated as that first impression was, it only got more complicated. As I talked with them, 
they were glad to see people from Hamilton arrive. They appreciated how calm and careful the community was. 
See, they know what the world sees about them, those terrifying videos of people pulled from their homes. They 
know that, and I think they wanted us to know that sometimes, ICE just has some paperwork to fill out. And the 
more they talked, the more something clicked in my brain. Everyone has a code. One of them said, “I’d love to 
talk to the woman inside, but she’s got kids with her. They don’t need to see us. That’d be awful.” Yes, yes it 
would.  

Another said, “I love my job. I feel like I’m really a part of something important, but I don’t want to 
break up a family. I’ve got kids. I can’t imagine going through that.” 

And another, “If this was my neighbor that hadn’t done anything wrong, I’d help her. But my neighbor 
didn’t break the law. That’s why I’m here. It’s my job.” Everyone has a code. And not even those four regular 
guys with their four regular hats had the same code. And where each of them drew the line was very different 
from where I would, but they each drew a line, a step too far. I couldn’t help but wonder what it would take for 
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each of them to cross that line, to break their own code, to do that one thing they said they’d never do. Just 
guys. Just doing their jobs. Just trying to stay right with their code.  

Lord almighty, that was a strange night. See, I’ve got my code. There are things within my code that I’m 
sure those guys would be fine with, maybe even join in, and there are things that they’d shy away from, maybe 
even raise their hackles over. But I’m just a guy, and I’ve got my code. I’m sure each of you have a code, too, 
even if you haven’t really thought about it. Any kind of basic study of ethics puts you face-to-face with your 
own code in really uncomfortable ways and forces you to figure out why your code matters to you. So, that’s 
what we’re gonna do.  

There’s utilitarianism - the search for the greater good. You do things because they benefit the most 
number of people or harm the fewest. The upside of utilitarianism is that a lot of folks benefit, but the downside 
is it allows you to justify all sorts of evils received by the unfortunate few.  

There’s deontology - something is good because it is legal. What’s codified in your society is the 
determining factor here. Obey the law, and you’re doing good. Disobey the law, and you’re bad. The upside is 
an ordered society. The downside? Legality and morality are not inherently the same thing.  

Which leads us to the Kantian approach to ethics - something is good because it is just. Saint Augustine 
said that an unjust law is no law.  Follow what is just, and you’re doing good. Follow what is unjust, and you’re 
not. The upside is a search for justice. The downside is a question of who exactly gets to decide what justice 
looks like.  

And then there’s Virtue Ethics - something is good because it lives into the values of a community. 
“Virtue” here doesn’t mean “universally good.” No, it’s more like, what this group of people considers good. 
The idea is that what your community upholds as good is so driven into your system that you often don’t even 
think about what you’re doing so much as you just know what you’re supposed to do. You become the kind of 
person that would do x, but also the kind of person who would never do y. The upside, the community’s values 
are upheld. The downside, what one community finds virtuous, another may well find abhorrent.  

Now, there are certainly more ways to think about ethics, but I’m leaving out several here for the sake of 
keeping y’all awake. But I think this is really important stuff. I have never met someone who wants to be a bad 
person. I’ve met folks that want to do bad things, even things they themselves would consider bad, but they’ve 
always got a justification for why it’s ok to do this one bad thing this one time. Everyone’s got a code.  

Anyway, those ICE guys, I don’t think any of us in that conversation were debating the worth of Kant 
over against the importance of Virtue. No, we were just guys, just doing our jobs, just living our 
ethically-shaped lives. But we each had a code that somehow or other set aside some of the legalistic questions 
and settled back into virtue. That first guy, he didn’t want to be the kind of person to let kids see their parent 
deal with the law. The second didn’t want to be the kind of person who would break up a family. The third was 
caught up in thinking that what’s legal is what’s right, but he didn’t want to be the kind of person that’d break a 
law. And I didn’t want to be the kind of person that stood by and did nothing when what I saw as injustice 
showed up. Everybody’s got a code. 

Now, when Jesus strolls along the banks of the Sea of Galilee, he sees all sorts of things. There’s parrots 
there, did you know that? Beautiful green things with bright red beaks. Noisy little suckers, too. I’m sure he 
caught a glimpse of them flitting in and out of trees at the water’s edge. That water is mostly still, though small 
rises lick at the stoney banks. There’s a ton of mosquitoes, too, so I imagine he’d brush them away from his face 
or even pick up the pace to get through a heavy hanging cloud of the buzzing monsters. There’s robust boats 
ready to go out to the deep, drop anchor, and cast nets. And there’s fishermen standing on the occasional sandy 
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beach casting nets from the shore. They’ve each got their own story. They’ve each got their own lives. They’ve 
each got their own code. But Jesus calls them all. He doesn’t ask their father for permission. He doesn’t give 
them time to save up for retirement and then come along. He doesn’t weigh one’s code against another’s. He 
tells them all the same. Repent. Turn from your life as it is now. And follow me. Jesus had a code, too.  

Whatever you’re doing now, however you’re living, there’s something needs fixing. For those ICE guys 
last week, I’m sure I could drum up a whole list of ways they need to repent. And I like to think Jesus would 
agree with me. And maybe he does. But there’s plenty I have to repent for, too. The preconceived idea I had of 
them as a bunch of faceless bullies stripped of their humanity, well, I need to repent of that, for a start. They’re 
just guys. And so am I.  

Now, with that in mind, I do have to say, the Kingdom of God that’s come near when Jesus arrives in 
Galilee and is still coming near now, that Kingdom is not an everyone’s right, no one’s wrong sort of place. 
When Isaiah talks about the Kingdom of God, he says that in that Kingdom, God will make all things right. 
There will be no disputes between nations. Weapons’ll be made into tools. War’ll be a distant memory. Justice 
for all people will be central, but especially for the poor and for the meak. God will bring good news to the 
poor, liberty to the captives, and comfort to those who mourn. Foreigners’ll work alongside everybody else, and 
even the land itself will erupt in blossom and fruit. We Christians, while we rely on God to bring that about 
fully, it’s up to us to strive for the reality of that Kingdom as best we can. Which means we can and should 
recognize our own failings with humility while also working for that beautiful Kingdom Isaiah put into words. 
And when we see the world, even if it’s just a few regular guys in regular hats doing what have become regular 
jobs, when we see the world moving further from that Kingdom, remember, we have a code. 
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