
Readings: Deuteronomy 30.15-end; Philemon 1-12; Luke 14.25-33 
 
About 25 years ago I was living in the Middle East when I had cause early one morning to head out 
to the north side of town, near one of the ancient gates of the city.  In the half-light I saw dozens of 
shadowy figures, not huddled together, but separated individually, leaning against the walls of a 
huge square, waiting for something.  Quite soon I saw a few pick-up trucks draw up, not all at once 
but every minute or two, and the men cluster around them.  Each time some men would drift away, 
while others would jump into the back.  I couldn’t hear the conversations with the driver, but it was 
obvious what was being said: ‘Who will work today for this wage?  Who will work for half as much?  
Who will work for a quarter?’  
 
One of those men turned his head around and looked at me.  I guess he was wondering, who are 
you?  Are you one of us, looking for work?  Or are you one of them, offering it for derisory wages?  I 
didn’t know if his look was a desperate plea for help or a glance of agonised rejection.  But I know it 
went straight through me.  And I know I’ve been trying to answer his question ever since. 
 
I’d never before witnessed the inequalities of life and the brutal economic humiliation of a mass of 
people so vividly.  I’d seen political oppression – I’d been to places where one part of the population 
was marginalised and subjected to discrimination and daily insults.  But this was more subtle.  It 
made me feel utterly powerless.  It was a little epiphany.  This is what in the jargon of our day we 
call becoming passionate about justice.  What does one do in the face of this daily diminishment of 
human beings?  I want to look at the two conventional answers to that question, and then suggest a 
possible third. 
 
Here’s the first conventional answer.  Justice is about freedom.  It’s about so ordering the affairs of a 
country that every person has the greatest degree of liberty compatible with similar freedom for 
others.  These are the classic political liberties, of conscience, assembly, and speech; freedom to 
hold property, earn a living, and avoid arbitrary arrest.  This is what we could call justice from the 
government’s point of view.  
 
The trouble about this kind of justice is that it begins to look suspiciously like justice for the 
winners.  Over time huge economic inequalities can emerge, and a procedural justice that 
concentrates on protecting individual liberty can underwrite huge swathes of poverty.  What I 
witnessed in that market square in the 1980s wasn’t unusual: in countries that prize political liberty 
to the exclusion of economic equality, it’s more or less normal.  When Western powers deliberate 
over military action in the Middle East, they say they’re concerned about injustice and oppression 
and tyranny, but people suspect they’re mainly concerned about oil.  Again, it’s not about simple 
justice, it’s about whose justice, and whether the powerful get to decide what justice looks like, and 
arrange justice in their own interests. 
 
And so to the second conventional kind of justice.  Justice is about rights.  It’s about recognising 
that every individual has inherent worth as a human being.  Pursuing justice means taking up the 
cause of those whose rights have been ignored or suppressed, even if the person or body whose 
responsibility it is to uphold those rights is hostile, formidable, or hard to identify.  This is what we 
could call justice for the losers.  It doesn’t start with a blank sheet of paper and a theory of good 
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order.  It starts with people’s experience of pain and suffering and cruelty and seeks to give those 
people a chance in life that has been snatched from their hands.  It doesn’t expect to win every time 
and it doesn’t have a template in mind of what the end of all its striving might look like.  It doesn’t 
always know how the resources will be found or the adjustments be made to answer its demands: it 
just takes up one case at a time and seeks to give each person the honour that is their due and has 
been denied them. 
 
The first kind of justice concentrates on guaranteeing people’s freedom to be able to do things that 
don’t harm others.  The second kind of justice is about securing people’s right not to have harmful 
things done to them. 
 
I wonder what that man’s piercing look in the market square does to you.  I wonder if it goes 
straight through you, as it did through me.  I wonder which side you feel you’re on, by conviction or 
by economic interest.  The truth is, the church has always been divided between these two kinds of 
justice.  Because it’s always, or almost always, sought to be close to the poor, it’s always been alert to 
the second kind of justice.  It’s always seen the worth of every person in the fact that Jesus came to 
be one like us, so each of us is precious in God’s sight.  But to the extent that the church has felt it 
had a stake in the good ordering of society as a whole, it’s always had an interest in the first kind of 
justice.  I wonder which kind of justice instinctively makes most sense to you. 
 
One way of dodging the question, and averting the gaze of that man in the square, is to say the only 
justice that matters is God’s justice.  This sees each one of us as being in the wrong before God, and 
rejoices that Jesus stepped in to take God’s punishment on our behalf.  Our eternal salvation is 
secured by the merciful justice of God – a process called justification.  What’s good about this 
account is that it makes Jesus central to our idea of justice, and insists that mercy is at the heart of 
God.  (After all, it’s not clear how the two conventional notions of justice have anything much to do 
with Jesus.)  But what’s bad about this retreat into piety is that because it has so little to say to the 
searing gaze of that man in the market square, in practice it more or less ends up siding with the 
first kind of justice, because it takes no initiative to change the status quo.  It justifies the winners 
today by saying we can all be winners in the end. 
 
So how can we talk about Jesus in relation to justice in a way that doesn’t retreat into piety or 
simply underwrite the shortcomings of the conventional approaches?  Here we turn to today’s 
epistle, Paul’s short letter to Philemon.  It seems that Paul is returning a runaway slave to his 
master, asking the master to treat the former slave with mercy, and, if there is any loss of money or 
honour, to charge that loss to Paul’s account.  Paul is talking about the creation of a new kind of 
community.  He regards Philemon as a brother in the faith; he wants Philemon to recognise 
Onesimus as a partner too; and he hopes so to move Philemon to make Onesimus a legitimately free 
man.  This reconciliation is possible and plausible because Jesus by laying down his life has brought 
about our reconciliation with God.  In the same way by saying ‘charge it to my account’ Paul is 
laying down his life to reconcile Onesimus and Philemon.  This is hardly a retreat into piety.  This is 
putting one’s life on the line for something better than justice.  
 
Twelve years after that encounter in the middle-eastern market square, I happened to be on the 
outskirts of a town in East Anglia, again around 5.30 in the morning.  I saw shadowy figures 
loitering in a layby, hoodies up, faces obscured, occasionally speaking to one another in a language I 
didn’t know.  And then I saw a van draw up.  And lo and behold it was a replay of what I’d seen in 
the middle-eastern square, but this time for day-labour picking East Anglian fruit.  It was another 
epiphany.  Oppressive economic relations weren’t just an issue in a faraway land: they were an issue 
right here, right now.  I felt that man’s piercing gaze upon me, once again, from all those years 
before: it was as if now he was saying, ‘What are you going to do about it?  It’s on your doorstep.  
You can’t hide any longer.’  I realised that in being sought out by that man’s searching gaze, by being 
held by that man’s piercing eyes, I was looking into the face of God.  



And ever since I’ve had two songs singing in my heart.  One is a song of justice.  It’s good to pursue 
justice – especially that second kind.  It’s good to be close to those who’ve been deeply wronged, and 
walk with them as they find strength to seek restitution.  It’s good to awaken victims, perpetrators 
and the wider public to things that should not be, to stir grievance and anger and compassion, to 
build coalitions to achieve results, to change laws and alter practices and seek a better future 
together.  This is about dignity and honour and rights and solidarity and setting people free. 
 
But when all this activity is over sometimes people still haven’t got what they really, really need.  
Because there’s only so much the law can do.  Justice can give dignity, justice can affirm rights, 
justice can restore property, justice can clear one’s name, justice can outlaw domination.  But while 
those things make life possible, they alone don’t make life.  Life is about more than getting one’s due 
and living free from harm.  Life is about restored relationships, about flowering talents, about 
passionate friendships, about costly forgiveness, about the release of hidden joys, about what Paul 
describes in his letter to Philemon when he talks about going beyond what he asks and discovering a 
beloved brother.  If Paul had followed the first kind of justice he would probably have had such 
respect for the law he would made sure Onesimus remained a slave.  If he’d followed the second 
kind of justice Paul would have made sure Onesimus was a free man, but Onesimus and Philemon 
would probably have ended up at best strangers to one another, perhaps enemies.  Paul was looking 
for a way of life that goes beyond justice.  And the name we give to these practices that go beyond 
justice is church.  
 
Church is where we practice the justice of God, which goes beyond vindication and restitution and 
legitimation and liberation.  Church is where we find there’s something beyond freedom and that’s 
friendship, there’s something beyond dignity and that’s celebration, there’s something beyond 
guaranteeing a person’s security and that’s laying down one’s life for their flourishing, there’s 
something beyond vindication and that’s forgiveness, there’s something beyond good order and 
that’s worship. 
 
So I sing the song of justice.  I sing it with those who struggle, with all who seek a world where 
people are not oppressed, a world where people stand with one another in times of cruelty and 
hardship.  But I also sing another song, a song of worship, a song of forgiveness, a song of 
celebration, a song of unbridled, overflowing joy, a song of reconciliation and resurrection, a song 
that goes beyond justice, a song that Paul sang to Philemon.  It’s a song we call love. 


