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And will not God vindicate his elect who cry to him day and night? 

Justice! It’s something which gets everyone engaged. We all want justice especially if it’s for us. The me-
dia fall on the word and stir everything up, especially if there is a case of perceived injustice, either in 
the outcome of a court case, or in the sentencing that follows. Where justice stops being an issue is 
when the person is behind bars. Then at long last justice has been seen to be done. So it is with that as 
our background that the reaction to Bishop Justin’s vigil for this week designated Penal Reform Week.  

Here is an invitation to reflect on how we approach justice beyond sentencing. Our current NZ prison 
situation demonstrates only too well New Zealand’s punitive tendency, the lack of in-prison resources 
for treatment, education and work, and limited resources for reintegration programmes even though 
there have been a few recent improvements in these areas. I invite you to explore some of this on 
justice.net.nz which has a whole wealth of resources available to us. So what might penal reform have to 
do with today’s readings. 

For a start, here is a parable which Luke has preserved without any clear setting, so we need to go to 
work on it to try and get what Jesus is highlighting. In general, parables are told to challenge a particu-
lar point of view, to offer a new perspective on something. They aren’t the same as fables or allegories. A 
fable is a story told to illustrate  some general moral which could quite easily stand apart from the story, 
while allegories are stories used to teach already accepted principles, where each element has a specific 
meaning. A parable is complete in itself with no nice moral at the end and it helps to open our eyes to a 
facet of existence to which we may be blind. 

There is another thing too. The parables are true to life in Jesus’ situation, but often the gospel writers 
get the situation wrong or don’t know it. So there’s a double situation – Jesus’ setting, then the early 
Church’s setting as it tried to apply the original challenge. 

Let’s clear the decks then. The parable starts: There was once a judge who neither feared God nor had 
respect for people…” and finishes with “I will grant her justice, so that she will not wear me out by con-
tinually coming.” (although that literally translates as “lest she blackens my eye” but I’ll come back to 
that later.) The point seems clear then, where justice is blocked persistence clears the way. 

The story is concerned not with the problem of asking, but with the problem of asking and being re-
fused. Luke says the general situation is that of prayer and he is right in that prayer can be understood 
as the request one makes to one’s superior. In a religious context that is obviously God, but a common 
secular context is placing a petition before Parliament where we use language like “This is the prayer of 
our petition.” However, a caution here, is God really like an unjust judge? 

When we need to ask for something it is often necessary to nerve ourselves to ask, so the blow of a re-
fusal is often enough to break the will of the pleader and cause them to fold and give in. What do you 
do when you’re met with “Sorry, it’s not my job.” or “We don’t normally do that here even though we 
can.” Faced with these barriers more often than not the pleader gives in, and further often finds some 
excuse why they responded like that, which puts the fault back on themselves. 

But we need to fill in some more gaps. The justice system of Palestine at the time was a bit of a mixed 
bag. There were local tribunals which were certainly found in the large cities, often with up to seven 
judges. In this case we have one judge, possibly set up in a small town. It was the function of the judge 
to not only be an impartial arbiter, but also to champion the helpless and the oppressed – widows, 



orphans, the poor, and foreigners. The judge was supposed to ensure that these at least received their 
rights. The system, however, used to get bogged down with cases and so people would bribe the clerks to 
get their cases heard. 

In this parable, the widow, who is the very one the system was set up to protect, cannot get her case 
heard so she keeps coming. The judge gives in because she will… she will what? Literally it says “strike 
me under the eye,” or “blacken the eye.” Usually it is translated ‘wear me out,’ or ‘wear me down’ which 
focusses on the continual coming which seems rather weak and misses the point. Obviously she cannot 
come to the court and thump him one, so perhaps we need to look in another direction. Scholars have 
found places where the phrase is used as a metaphor for soiling someone’s reputation. So that could 
mean that by her continual appearance and the judge’s inaction he will have his reputation damaged. 
He will no longer be seen as the one who upholds the rights of the poor and the downtrodden, and if 
that is the case he will lose his position and status – even though he fears neither God nor man. 

The widow it must be said is coming for vindication, not for punishment. It appears that judgement has 
already been given but her adversary has not given what was required, not giving her her rights. Where 
justice is blocked, persistence clears the way! 

Luke then adds the application “Will not God grant justice to his chosen ones.” But who are these 
chosen ones? On the one hand they appear to be the early church, but in Luke’s gospel there are clear 
links to the Old Testament tradition of God giving justice to the poor and oppressed, those who cry out 
to God. Here then, the chosen ones are those who wait upon God for justice, those whom God has 
already chosen as being under divine protection. 

The context is widened into prayer for the coming of God’s kingdom where these conditions will no 
longer exist, a prayer that is being fulfilled with the presence of Jesus who is there, who is announcing 
the arrival of God’s time, the time of Jubilee. It is also a reminder for the Christian community to live as 
if the kingdom is here in its entirety. “Will the son of man find faith on earth?” It allows us to draw 
from the words of Jeremiah about taking the Torah into our hearts so that we live out the precepts 
without needing to think. Justice, love, and faithfulness are at the heart of the new covenant that God 
makes with the people. As the prophet describes the covenant that leads the people out of slavery, but 
was eventually broken by their unfaithfulness, the writer distinguishes the nature of this new covenant 
written on their hearts. God empowers the people, engraving justice and the promise of Godfaithful-
ness into the very core of their being. 

So what of our community in Aotearoa New Zealand. It would be easy to make this into an allegory 
with all the bits lined up, the widow, the Maori and so on. There is an argument about justice, but under 
whose terms? Whose face is being blackened? Whose reputation besmirched. For those who want hon-
our without actions, peace without justice, justice without restitution this is a parable of judgement, “…
will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long in help-
ing them? I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them.  

It is interesting and telling to look at the political response. The immediate one was that the bishop’s 
protest is all wrong, he’s out of date. Yet the bishop stated clearly that this was not a protest but an in-
vitation to think about what we are doing in New Zealand about crime, punishment, rehabilitation and 
restoration. The parable is about one of the voiceless ones in Palestine finding a voice. We know that the 
voiceless ones behind bars have families living in our neighbourhoods and maybe even our streets, who 
are also kept voiceless by our penal system. Who is there who will stand up for them?  

Perhaps there is a challenge to the Christian community too asking where we stand. How we adminis-
ter justice reflects how we view God. God is rightfully angry about sin but does not remain angry – 
God moves from anger to restoration. We are invited to experience justice through living with one an-
other in nourishing and supportive relationships. Crime wounds but restoration heals. And even the 



judge in the parable inadvertently allowed restoration to happen, so that the weakest person in the city 
was made whole.


