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INTRODUCTION
The theme for this study - ‘seeking justice’ - is drawn from the Synod’s broader Vision – 

Following Christ, 
walking together as First and Second Peoples, 
seeking community, compassion and justice for all creation.   

As we come to our theme, we acknowledge the connections arising from its context in the broader 
statement. ‘Seeking justice’ is informed by the call to follow Christ, and we pursue the understanding and 
application of our theme as First and Second Peoples in this land. The acknowledgement of First Peoples 
raises a particular concern for justice in our history and the shape of contemporary responses. The Vision 
affirms that justice is pursued alongside community and compassion, and the scope of ‘seeking justice’ 
has implications for all creation.

The vision of justice we pursue as Church and as individual people of faith raises many questions. For 
example:

 1.  What is justice? What is our understanding of justice and how does this impact the processes 
through which we try to achieve justice and the outcomes that result from our efforts?

 2.  What is justice in the context of following Christ? How does the witness of both the Hebrew 
Scriptures and the Gospels relate to our ‘ordinary’ understanding of justice? How does our 
understanding of justice change when measured against the demands of the Kingdom?

 3.  What are the implications of questions 1 and 2 for seeking justice today? As a consequence 
of our adopted understanding of justice, how do we make commitments in the practice of 
our faith, our politics, our economics, our solidarity with creation? How do we actively seek 
justice together as God’s people today?

In this study we will consider some of these challenging questions. In doing so, let us be sensitive to the  
potential pastoral concerns and pains such questions of justice may raise. Let us take care of one another 
as we share. You will also find additional prayer resources at the end of the study.



3

GATHERING WORSHIP
Scripture – Amos 5:21-24. Have someone in your group read this passage from the prophet Amos.

Share together
 What do you think of when you hear the word ‘justice’? 

 What words describe it? What events or experiences do you connect with it? 

  Here are some words to help prompt your thinking: fairness, equality, equal rights advocacy, 
impartiality, anti-discrimination, moral rightness. 

Prayer – share together the following prayer by Andrew Hamilton SJ:

God of hearing, God of healing, God of hope,

Tune our ears to hear the cry of the abandoned,

Delight our eyes with the glory of your world, our home,

Gentle our hands to embrace one another

And dress the wounds of those mugged at the roadside. 

May the seed of the Gospel germinate within us,

May it flower in thanksgiving and forgiveness,

Give grain for the harvest of justice,

And leave seed for a sustainable world.

God of hearing, God of healing, God of hope,

May we, who gather here, walk in Jesus’ way. Amen.

     Andrew Hamilton SJ (2017)
     For Catholic Social Services Victoria
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1From the Vision and Mission Principles statement, Synod Victoria and Tasmania, 2016
2Available online at ucavictas.org.au/visionandmission/resources/

EXPLORING THE THEME
1. Justice and the Uniting Church 
From its beginnings, the Uniting Church has 
been committed to seeking justice. At its 1977  
inauguration, the Church’s Statement to the  
Nation read (in part):

   A Christian responsibility to society has 
always been regarded as fundamental 
to the mission of the Church. In the 
Uniting Church our response to the 
Christian gospel will continue to involve 
us in social and national affairs...

     We affirm our eagerness to uphold basic 
Christian values and principles, such as 
the importance of every human being, 
the need for integrity in public life, the 
proclamation of truth and justice, the 
rights for each citizen to participate 
in decision-making in the community, 
religious liberty and personal dignity, 
and a concern for the welfare of the 
whole human race.

   We pledge ourselves to seek the 
correction of injustices wherever they 
occur.

The fourth Mission Principle reminds us that we 
are sent to “live justly and seek justice for all”1  . 
Justice is to be sought with personal integrity. 
Our personal way of being (living justly) seeks to 
be consistent with our efforts in the wider world 
(seeking justice for all). We seek this justice in our 
own homes and the private places of our lives, we 
seek it in our gathered communities as church, 
and we seek it in the wider local and global 
community. 

Share together

  What has been your experience of seeking 
justice as part of the Uniting Church?

  In what ways has the UCA been faithful to 
its 1977 Statement? In what ways has it 
struggled/failed?

2. Cracking our preconceptions:  
 The story of Job

The Book of Job is one of the oldest stories in 
the entire canon of the Hebrew Scriptures. It is 
a tale of a righteous man who suffers a series of 
calamities. 

In the mind of Job’s friends, and indeed the 
mind of Job himself, justice and the life of faith 
involve a contract, or legal arrangement, in 
which righteousness by an individual is rewarded 

by divine blessing and good fortune. In this 
understanding of justice, both parties have rights 
and obligations: the believer must be obedient and 
faithful; while God must protect and favour. Justice 
is acting according to a deal made with God.

But the story of Job challenges this ‘contract’ 
understanding of justice by noting the obvious – 
the wicked and the powerful often get away with 
injustice and evil, and the good suffer undeserved 
hardship. Why doesn’t God hold up God’s end of 
the contract? 

A struggle ensues involving Job and his friends. 
They are conflicted by two differing conclusions:

 a.  Job’s friends insist that Job must have 
sinned and thereby ‘deserved’ his 
suffering; or 

 b.  Job asserts his innocence and the 
unwarranted nature of his suffering, and 
therefore accuses God as one who is 
cruel and unfair.

Group sharing

Discuss together what you feel is the 
consequence for us, and our world, if we hold 
onto a concept of ‘justice as contract’ similar to 
that of Job and his friends? 

Consider the difficult implications of this concept 
for the ministry of pastoral care? 

Ultimately, God appears and confronts Job. God 
isn’t the controller of ‘earned rights’ and ‘just 
deserts’; nor is God the one who safeguards 
one person’s ‘rights’ as they compete with 
another person’s ‘rights’. Rather, the grand 
biblical narrative is of God who seeks to engage 
relationally with human kind and all creation 
through covenant. The truly radical nature of 
the Book of Job lies in its attempt to shift our 
understanding toward a richer way of thinking 
that embraces life’s ambiguity, uncertainty, and – 
most disturbingly of all – the absolute sovereignty 
of God. This concept of justice emphasises 
relationship over law, personal encounter over 
theoretic speculation.

The paper Theological reflections on the Vision 
and Mission Principles2 points to this emphasis on 
relationship, a distinctive Christian perspective on 
justice, when it notes:

   At the heart of the Old Testament and 
the teaching of Jesus (for example 
Matthew 12:18-21, Luke 18:1-8, John 
4:27 and 2 Corinthians 5:10) is the 
idea of justice. The concept is more 
than righting wrongs. It is a statement 

http://ucavictas.org.au/visionandmission/resources/
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about the nature of the community that 
we want to see created. It is when all  
are  in  ‘right  relationship’  with  God,  
each other  and  the  whole  creation.  It 
is closely associated with ‘shalom’, the 
peace of God.

Job is a notoriously complex and difficult text to 
understand. Yet it is also one of the richest and 
most valuable of all the biblical texts, precisely 
because it helps challenge our preconceptions. 
Job highlights that the life of faith is not 
adequately understood as a contract with God. 
Rather, the life of faith is a covenantal relationship 
in which God companions and journeys with us 
through all the realities and experiences of being 
human. Justice is associated with the hope of 
restoration to fullness of life – which is God’s will 
for all creation. 

Group sharing

How do you respond to the suggestion that 
‘relationship’ is an important part for any 
discussion on the Christian understanding of 
justice? What particularly caught your attention 
from the three preceding paragraphs? 

Discuss how issues of justice are “closely 
associated with ‘shalom’, the peace of God”.

CONNECTING WITH 
AND RESPONDING TO 
SCRIPTURE 
We look to deepen an understanding of justice 
that emphasises relationship and personal 
encounter by exploring two perspectives:  
(1) justice as solidarity, and (ii) justice as the 
Kingdom of God.

1. Justice as solidarity

To be a Christian is to be ‘political’ – to be 
engaged in the life and meaning of the world. 
Justice must stand in solidarity with the suffering 
of the world against the forces that cause suffering 
and harm. God in Christ became human and 
entered into the fullness of our human estate – a 
fullness that includes suffering, injustice and, 
ultimately, death. The Incarnation and the Cross 
are linked precisely because both are acts of 
divine solidarity with human suffering.

The life of faith and our relationship with God 
cannot be reduced to a system of rights and 
wrongs. Justice as solidarity demands a relational 
dignity that engages with the world’s suffering. 
Such dignity involves not merely feeling sorry 
for those who suffer, it requires active resistance 
to the forces that cause suffering. It involves 
respectful collaboration with those who are the 
victims of injustice.

Sharing together

“As the years progress one increasingly realises 
the importance of friendship and human solidarity. 
And if a 90-year-old may offer some unsolicited 
advice on this occasion, it would be that you, 
irrespective of your age, should place human 
solidarity, the concern for the other, at the centre 
of the values by which you live”.
Nelson Mandela

Share together your responses to the quote from 
Nelson Mandela above.

Briefly share times when you have felt a special 
sense of ‘human solidarity’.
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Mark 15:25-34, Luke 23:32-43. Read both or 
either of these gospel accounts of Jesus on the 
cross. 

In the light of the scripture passage(s) discuss:

 1.  God in Christ shares in solidarity with 
our human condition. How important 
is this to you as you consider the 
injustices of our world?

 2.  In what ways might God’s solidarity 
with our human condition speak 
to our own solidarity with: (i) one 
another in the human family and (ii) 
the wider ecology of creation?

Jesus’ cry from the Cross – “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34) – 
is the cry of every person in history who has 
suffered injustice and experienced the despair of 
hopelessness or loneliness. Jesus’ response to 
the repentant criminal is an act of solidarity that 
does not seek to miraculously overcome his reality 
– to offer such a response would have been to 
surrender to those who understand justice as an 
act of power rather than solidarity. 

Justice as solidarity involves an acceptance of 
powerlessness. We cannot save the world, the 
Church, or ourselves through acts of power. That 
power belongs to God alone and is built in to the 
redemptive purpose of creation itself. But we can 
resist evil, resist injustice, in and through our very 
powerlessness. Jesus on the cross is seemingly 
foolish and weak, yet becomes the power and 
wisdom of God. 

Justice as solidarity calls us to abandon 
conventional notions of control in favour of the 
more precarious engagement of relationship 
and covenant love. Christian solidarity with 
human suffering can never be an attempt to ‘fix’ 
someone’s problems. Rather, such solidarity 
locates human suffering within the embracing orbit 
of God’s love and hope.

 Discuss together:

 3.  The Basis of Union reminds us 
that Christ “calls people into the 
fellowship of his sufferings, to be the 
disciples of a crucified Lord” (para 
4). Discuss in your group what issues 
of power and powerlessness might 
play in seeking justice today?  

 4.  Who is God calling you, and/or your 
community, to stand in solidarity 
with today? In practice, how might 
that call be lived out? Try to be as 
specific as you can. 

2. Justice as the Kingdom of God

Jesus’ parables use touchstones of everyday 
life to create a vision for a radically reshaped 
world – one that is both the Kingdom to come, 
as well as the Kingdom we are called to embody 
in the present. However the imagery used in the 
parables – as well as the parables themselves – 
have become so familiar to us that we lose sight of 
their radical nature. 

Read together Matthew 20:1-16 
The parable of the labourers in the vineyard 

 5.  Share your initial reactions to the 
parable. What questions does it raise 
for you? What is disturbing?

 6.  What might this parable teach us 
about the Kingdom?  

This parable can initially disturb us. We are 
committed – whether or not we are aware of it – to 
the notion of equal pay for equal work (justice as 
contract). We think that workers should be paid 
proportionally for the hours worked. At the same 
time, we are fully aware that employers can take 
advantage of their workers through unreasonably 
low wages, manipulation of a casual workforce 
and unfair dismissal.

But something else is going on here. This parable 
invites a radical re-alignment of human life to 
which Christ calls us as people of the Kingdom – 
pointing us toward God’s purpose for creation. It 
addresses the question of justice which lies at the 
heart of the Gospel proclamation and the message 
of the Kingdom of God. We might better ask: if the 
parable points to the owner as one who reveals 
something of the character of God, what can we 
discern?

Note how the labourers in the parable are to be 
found in the marketplace. In Jesus’ time such 
persons had no choice; the marketplace was 
where they had to be if they wanted to find work. 
The labourers in this parable are economically and 
socially vulnerable; they are entirely dependent on 
the goodwill of others.

 7.  Can you identify what types of 
workers might be similarly vulnerable 
today?

 8.  The landowner repeatedly returns to 
the market – even at five o’clock in 
the afternoon, which economically 
becomes absurd. Why do you think 
the parable depicts the landowner 
this way?
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This parable begins, “For the kingdom of heaven 
is like…” It is in this context that the manner of 
payment for the labourers makes sense – not as 
an expression of economic control or ‘right’ to 
pay what one chooses, but to teach the radical, 
subversive justice, which the Kingdom of God 
embodies. This subversiveness is that grace is 
not a matter of ‘merit’ or ‘entitlement’ but of God’s 
divine intention – a love which seeks out and 
embraces us all. The landowner is representative 
of the abundant love of God that seeks to enfold 
all into that generosity and grace.  

 9.  How does the generosity of 
the landowner challenge your 
understanding of justice for the 
vulnerable? Who might God be 
calling you to enfold with such divine 
generosity and grace?

The justice embodied within the Kingdom 
isn’t a matter of ‘rights’ or ’entitlements’. Talk 
about rights, especially in the context of human 
relationships, immediately creates division that 
backs competing interests into corners. 

The justice of God’s Kingdom, however, calls us 
to consider which aspects of our life and practice 
exclude, dehumanise and disenfranchise others. 
It further calls us to make the changes that restore 
relationship and participation, that enact justice 
by enabling the fullness of human life which Jesus 
proclaimed. This is the Kingdom of justice, the 
Kingdom of restored human dignity. This Kingdom 
is energised by God’s generosity and grace. Jesus 
associated with the disreputable, with sinners, 
precisely because he resisted the judgments that 
caused division and cut the unacceptable from 
community and life. The parable of the vineyard 
labourers embodies that justice, and calls us to do 
the same.

This parable also calls us to recognise the extent 
to which all human systems of organisation – 
including the structures of Church life – fall short 
of the Gospel proclamation. We can repent and 
strive for a greater alignment of human life with 
God’s loving will. We are pilgrims seeking justice 
on the way, taking seriously the capacity of human 
injustice to exclude and dehumanise, and taking 
active steps to resist that injustice within the life of 
the Church.

Consider group and individual responses 
to the parable.

As a group discuss:

  What implications emerge from the parable for 
the way disciples of Jesus:

 a.  engage the world of economics, politics, 
work, and the environment; and 

 b.  generously love others in and beyond the 
life of the Church community? 

  What issues of justice today need the 
restorative justice of God’s Kingdom? 

  Who are the vulnerable trapped in poor 
understandings of justice?

Giving personal time for individuals: 

  Name one action you and/or your community 
might make to offer God’s generosity and grace 
to those suffering injustice today.
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CLOSING WORSHIP
Allow the following quotes to draw you into a time of quiet reflection.

In silence, participants are invited to ask 
themselves:

   What new insights have I gained 
through this study? 

   Consider your responses to the 
questions throughout this study. Recall 
one or two commitments that you 
have identified today, as an individual 
or group, in working for justice in the 
world? 

   You are invited to offer simple 
words that name your insights and 
commitments in the following prayer 
time. 

‘To work for peace on our world frequently 
means adopting strategies that are daring 
and dangerous, for peace must be won in 
the face of those who perpetrate war and 
aggression… In an unjust world, peace 
seldom suddenly appears. It is usually the 
fruit of those who work for justice. 
From Seize the Day with Dietrich Bonhoeffer edited by Charles Ringma, 
entry 20 July.

‘Announcing that God’s Kingdom has 
arrived, albeit partially, means putting 
God’s will into practice here and now, on 
earth as in heaven; it means welcoming 
in a physical reality in which forgiveness 
and justice reign and where the hungry 
are fed, the orphaned, the widowed 
and the weak are cared for, the lonely 
placed in families and the sick healed. …. 
[Christians do so] not to ‘earn salvation’, 
but in response to God’s gift of salvation, 
of restoration of a relationship with God, 
with neighbour and with the world’. 
From Driven by Purpose by Judd, Robinson and Errington (2012), p. 99.
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Prayer for Justice

Identify prayer leaders (up to four voices) and, 
noting the opportunity for group offerings, pray 
together the following prayer for justice:

  Loving God,

  help us to be true:

  to see the truth of our brokenness,

  hear the truth of our pain,

  and speak the truth of our violence,

  regardless of the cost.

 Loving God,

 help us to be merciful:

 to open our hearts to everyone we meet,

 to reach out our hands with compassion,

 and offer love without condition.

 Loving God,

 help us to be just:

 to transform our violent world -

  overturning the systems and structures of 
oppression

 and bringing justice to all creation.

Participants are invited to offer a word or phrase 
or sentence that reflects their identified insights 
and commitments. It may be, for example, a word 
of thanks, a word of discovery/insight, a word of 
commitment, or perhaps a word of hope.

  Loving God,

  help us to be community:

  to live together in trust -

  all people and all creation,

  reconciled and renewed in your grace,

  a world of peace.

  Now and forever. Amen.

 assembly.uca.org.au/40prayers
 Prayer #10 - Prayer for our justice work.

Closing prayer (by Rev Jennie Gordon)

After a time of silence, conclude the group time by 
praying together:

  We go on,

  in the compassionate community of love,

	 	 finding	wonder	and	wisdom

	 	 in	all	we	encounter,

	 	 being	bearers	of	hope,	kindness	and	grace

	 	 in	the	name	of	Christ,

  Amen 

http://assembly.uca.org.au/40prayers
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Additional prayer 
resources
Response to ‘Justice as contract’ 

Lord God, 
in times of distress and pain, we seek answers; 
we seek to find someone or something to blame 
for our troubles; we seek a ‘justice’ that confirms 
our hopes and desires. Where we need hope, we 
seek power; where we need trust, we crave self-
determination. 

In your absolute sovereignty, O Lord, walk with 
us in our moments of distress; not that we might 
overcome circumstance under our own power, 
but that we might know all circumstances are 
subject to your love. Grant us the courage to be 
companioned by you, that we in turn might have 
the heart to accompany others, each helping the 
other to bear their load. In Jesus’ name we pray.

Amen.

Response to ‘Justice as solidarity’ 

Loving Lord,
in the face of injustice to ourselves we are swift 
to complain; but in the face of injustice to others, 
we frequently prefer safety and security over 
solidarity. We don’t want to rock the boat. We 
don’t want to make a fuss. As Christ cried from 
the Cross, so those we ignore cry out for someone 
to stand with them in their suffering. 

But Lord, we cannot be everywhere at once; 
we cannot resist every evil; we cannot stand 
with every good cause. Help us to be brave 
when we need to be; help us to have integrity 
when the allure of convenience stirs; help us 
to not be overwhelmed by despair when the 
world’s suffering seems too great. And help us 
to understand that what power seeks to destroy, 
powerlessness can make grow and flourish, love 
and light for all the world. This we pray in Jesus’ 
name: 

Amen

Response to ‘Justice as the Kingdom of God’ 

Gracious God,
in times of discord and disagreement, we can 
forego the call to build one another up in love. 
When we are anxious and afraid, the desire to 
emerge triumphant is strong; the temptation to 
impose our will holds out to us the siren song of 
security and stability. Sometimes we fail to listen 
to one another; sometimes we are so concerned 
with ensuring others understand our pain and 
suffering that we fail to heed the hurt and distress 
of others. 

Merciful Lord, enable us to forgive and be 
reconciled; enable us to seek forgiveness and 
reconciliation. Where we have not listened let 
us pause to hear others’ voices; where we have 
imposed, let us cede control. And in all things, let 
us be and embody your Kingdom of justice, of 
community and life, which is and is to come. 

Amen.
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