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“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted”
Every day this week, as duty bishop in the House of Lords, I’ve found myself praying Cranmer’s sonorous and elegant prayers for Parliament with which every working day in that Chamber begins: “Almighty God, by whom alone Kings reign and Princes decree justice ….”  The prayer goes on to ask that we should lay aside “all private prejudices and partial affections so that the result of all our counsels may be to the glory of thy blessed Name, the maintenance of true Religion and justice, the safety, honour and happiness of the Queen, the public wealth, peace and tranquillity of the Realm, and the uniting and knitting together of the hearts of all persons and estates within the same”.  The prayers are clear in their implications – the source and origin of Parliament’s authority is the Queen under God.  And the purpose of the law making is to unify the people on the principle of equality before the law.

No sooner, of course, are the prayers complete than a show of what looks very much like prejudice and partiality can very easily break out, especially as we make our way through the biggest reform programme any Government has attempted since Atlee.  Nevertheless the high ideals are clearly expressed in the prayers and in the traditions of Parliament.
It is those high ideals which we are here to celebrate and give thanks for today, embodied and symbolised as they are by the office of High Sheriff in the counties of Leicestershire and Rutland.  The office is an ancient one, but as valuable now as ever in changing and difficult times, and so many people here today (and those represented here today) have reason to be grateful to Resham and Peter and their predecessors for their encouragement and support to those involved in the administration of justice and public order and in wider civil society.

The closure this week of St Paul’s Cathedral for the first time since the Blitz, serves as a reminder, if any were needed, that we are living through difficult and dangerous times.  It may be just a manifestation of a world-wide movement of concern about the deep injustices of our present global financial systems which leave the unemployed and the school leavers paying the price for a banking crisis in loss of self-confidence, loss of skills and damaged future careers.  The inequalities which all this leads to are intensely local and contemporary as the Leicester Mercury reminded us this week, pointing out on its front page that life expectancy for men here in Leicester is 6 years less than Rutland.

Meanwhile further afield in Libya a dictator is put to death in public without due process and the US Government, as leader of the free world feels at liberty to target US citizens in Pakistan by unmanned drone aircraft.

What does it mean to serve the purposes of justice in a world like this?  The Bible has a remarkably exalted view of the Law – as the way in which God reveals his will.  Properly understood it is the expression of a universal love as St John’s Gospel makes clear – “If you heed my commands, you will dwell in my love, as I have heeded my Father’s commands and dwell in his love.”

And that makes for a very special emphasis on the meaning of the Law in the Christian tradition.  In our Western secular legal theory, the Rule of Law is an objective state of affairs.  It is about what happens when a government acts according to a scheme of justice expressed in settled rules, clear and well publicised, applied and enforced by an independent judiciary.

But by contrast the Bible emphasises the law as rooted in individual character and motivation.  Jeremiah says: “I will set my law within them, writing it on their hearts.”  The people were to impress the law on their children, to talk about it at home and abroad, on sleeping and rising, binding it to their hands and heads, their doorposts and gates.  That may seem a bit far fetched for us – but just think what a difference that would have made to some of this summer’s riots and disturbances!!
Yet law in the Bible is not just something to be internalised – it is also something to be ‘done’.  Law is to be grounded in daily practice and experience: “Blessed are they whose ways are blameless, who walk according to the Laws of the Lord” says the Psalmist.  So law is as much about my obligations and duties to my neighbour as it is to do with the constraints of government.

This is why Isaiah’s lament for justice read for our first reading today, is rooted not primarily in the failure of government, but rather in what we might call the people’s loss of a moral compass: “We wait for justice and there is none” (he writes) “For our transgressions before you are many, and our sins testify against us”.

Of course, in our secularised and plural society it is much harder than it once was to arrive at a general understanding of what we owe each other – what we might call the common good.  Our culture prizes individualism and competitiveness in ways which make attention to each others’ needs harder to achieve.  But perhaps those camping outside St Paul’s and in a hundred other cities around the world are trying to find a new way , however inarticulately, of pointing in that direction.  Perhaps they are seeking to put truth back into the public square – however confused and irritating they may sometimes seem to be.
On Wednesday evening this week, as the chill of mid October was felt by the rush hour crowds in Trafalgar Square, the queues for food parcels from the Social Service Unit at St Martin in the Fields were snaking down the Strand.  It’s nearly 40 years since I’ve seen so many.  Those queues are mirrored by the increasing numbers here in Leicester of people reliant on our own FairShare food parcels in the city.  And they are the visible part of a longer hidden section of our society to which The Children’s Society drew attention this week pointing out that 75% of those most affected by the cap on social security will be children.

Justice then has to do with how we insulate those who are most at risk from, but least to blame for, the economic crisis.

The psalmist writes:

“I shall lift up my voice to extol the Lord,

before a great company I shall praise him,

For he stands at the right hand of the poor

To save them from those who bring them to trial.”
The connection between having riches and acting justly is present through all our scriptures.  For all wealth belongs to God and justice requires that it be shared with the poor.  The prophets Amos and Isaiah go even further than that with passage after passage sounding revolutionary even subversive in today’s world:

“Hear this you that trample upon the needy, and bring ruin to the poor of the land ……The Lord has sworn by the pride of Jacob: surely I will never forget any of their deeds.”

These are themes which are present in all the great world faith traditions and come to us from the Christian and Sikh scriptures read to us today.  True justice requires all of us to attend to the common good: to put the needs of others above self interest, to find the highest status in life by serving the needs of the lowest, “for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”  The Gospel echoes the words of the prophet Micah: “Do justly, love mercy, walk humbly with your God.”
As we give thanks today for the infinite mercy and justice of God, we pray that each one of us may become instruments of that peace which he alone can give.
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