Justice service – 12th October 2025

John 15: 12-end

It’s a great privilege to host this service once again at Leicester Cathedral. It gives us a wonderful opportunity to thank all those who work in justice system – from judges (lovely to see so many of you here today) to High Sheriffs (so grateful that many High Sherriffs from neighbouring counties have come to support our own here in Leicestershire) to police and others who support their work. Thank you for all that you are and all that you are doing.

It may strike you as slightly odd that in this Justice service, we have a reading from the Bible all about love – John 15: “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you” and “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” And “I am giving you these commands so that you may love one another.” It rather begs question: what is the relationship between love and justice?

Now many philosophers have written books on this subject so I am not going to attempt a detailed exploration of the relationship. But rather, I want to offer a short reflection – one which I hope will be relevant to some of the big questions being faced in our nation and between nations. 

Quite often, love and justice pitted against one another - particularly by Christians. So you will hear people say that the OT is all about justice, while the NT all about the way love supersedes justice. So people wil point to the fact that when Jesus was asked about most important a law, he spoke of love for God and neighbour - surely this is triumph of love (as if agreeing with Beetles “all you need is love”).

But in reality, Jesus is quoting from the OT – the book of Leviticus. In that context, love your neighbour as yourself comes after long list of laws – in efct it provides a summary of the law. Here’s some examples from the passage -  note how practical and down to earth they are, as well as how wide ranging:

“You shall each revere your mother and father, and you shall keep my sabbaths…
When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not strip your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the alien…
You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; and you shall not lie to one another. And you shall not swear falsely by my name, profaning the name of your God…
You shall not defraud your neighbour; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep for yourself the wages of a labourer until morning… 
You shall not revile the deaf or put a stumbling-block before the blind…
You shall not render an unjust judgement; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great: with justice you shall judge your neighbour. You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people, and you shall not profit by the blood of your neighbour… 
You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbour, or you will incur guilt yourself. You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbour as yourself.” 

Love and justice are intertwined. We could say that justice gives practical expression to love or is one type of love. But I’ll leave the more precise definitions for philosophers.

Why is this relevant? Because in society and in the media the two often get confused. Let’s take a couple of examples. 

Nigel Farage recently accused church leaders of being out of touch with real people’s concerns. So when he hears church leaders saying we should be more compassionate towards refugees and asylum seekers - we are, in his interpretation, talking about a wishy washy form of love which says be nice to everyone, welcome everyone, tear down our borders so anyone who wants can come and live in this country. 

Farage, according to his own analysis is prioritising justice which is what the people of this country want. Strong borders to limit the numbers coming in so that jobs and health care and social care can be provided for British people who feel the injustice of current systems. 

Now the problem with this is that it pits love and justice against one another. Whereas, as we’ve seen they sit together. So when I talk about being compassionate towards refugees and asylum seekers, I’m not talking about open borders and allowing anyone in - I’m talking about a just system which both provides for people already here and offers safe routes into this country for those who are genuinely being persecuted and living in fear of our lives. 

It isn’t one or the other, it can be both. But it’s hard to hold both together in today’s era of media sound bites and confrontational politics. 

And while I’m on the subject, I’m pleased that so many of our church fly the St George Flag - because in so doing, they make it clear that this is a national flag with a Christian symbol incorporated - and it is not something that far right nationalists can claim for themselves. We do need to proclaim loudly and clearly our Christian heritage which includes our Christian duty to love our neighbour and work for justice in society. 

And a second example of the importance of holding these things together is that of Gaza. Again, the debate has become so polarised with such strong feelings, that it is implied that to question the actions of the Israeli government is somehow to be anti-semitic, just as expressing support for suffering people in Gaza is to support terrorists. Neither is true. 

Justice demands that Israel has the right to defend itself against attack. That is the first duty of any government. But love also demands that the response from any nation which is attacked is proportionate and does not target innocent civilians, particularly children and health care workers. So, I rejoice that peace is returning to Gaza but let it be with justice and with genuine love. 

There is so more that could be said on all these topics, but let me close with one final reflection from our Bible passage. For Jesus said “love one another as I have loved you.” One commentator has said that the little word “as” is the most important word in the Bible. For this is not just a general appeal to be more loving, or to do more work for justice. This comes with a lived example - that of Jesus Christ who laid down his life for others, and it comes with the gift of God’s Holy Spirit to enable us to love as God loves us.

So love and justice meet in sacrifice - the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, and the call to us to sacrifice our needs for the good of others. Every mother or father knows what that means - we make all sorts of sacrifices for our children. But this is a call to go beyond our own family to be willing to make sacrifices for others in our society and our world. 

That well know phrase “charity begins at home” is not the full quote. Rather the full quote - attributed to a clergyman more than a century ago said, “charity begins at home but does not end there”. 

So family is where is learn how to love and how to work for justice. But then it must flow out from us to our society and our world. Only in this way, can we build a better future - one where love and justice are intertwined. 

