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The prospect of divine justice may trigger mixed feelings. Is God’s justice 
something to fear or something to hope for? We often talk of mercy and justice. 
The two are often coupled and I have no doubt that most of us think we would fare 
better under God’s mercy than God’s justice. While the apostle Paul wrote to 
Timothy saying that Christ Jesus is to judge the living and the dead and Jesus 
assures his listeners in our reading from Luke that God will speedily grant justice 
to those who plea for it, our own inner notions of what divine justice may mean 
cause us anxiety. 
 
Why? Because, while the Israelites are portrayed in the Old Testament as 
hungering for justice, they often sought cruel vengeance against their enemies. 
They often suffered devastating hardships themselves. God is portrayed is visiting 
ruin upon those who fail to follow his laws. In the story of Noah, all humankind 
other than Noah and his family were destroyed. In the story of Moses, all the first-
born of Egypt were killed. The prophets foretell the destruction of Jerusalem and 
mass exile at the hands of Babylon as a consequence of Judah’s unfaithfulness. 
 
Many parishioners over the years have expressed to me their difficulty accepting 
the God of the Old Testament. This God is often portrayed as unyielding and 
harsh. Yet, even if we discount those stories, we still are anxious and uncertain 
about God’s justice. 
 
Why? Because we are our own severest judge. In our secret hearts, we know how 
compromised and ambivalent our thoughts and words and actions have been 
throughout our lives. We see the truth within ourselves and we are rightly troubled. 
We pray every Sunday to the God from whom no secrets are hid and we are on 
edge: what might God’s judgment mean for us if God knows what we know? 
 
While I believe that God’s justice is beyond our complete understanding, we can 
begin to discern its outlines. We can discover God’s intentions, if only imperfectly 
and partially. It may be helpful if we can explore this question by entering from a 
side door, if you will. We can open this inquiry by considering our relationship 
with God in terms of environmental justice. This may be a good place from which 
to begin understanding what God’s justice might mean for us overall. 
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One of the blessings of living on this remote coastland is that every day we are 
mindful of the sea and air and rivers and forests that surround us. We are not 
suffocating in a world of malls and office towers and automobiles. Our souls are 
fed and our intimacy with God is nurtured by our closeness with the natural world. 
Yet, even here amidst this natural beauty, we are mindful that the health of our 
planet is not good. Off our shore, the kelp beds have struggled. There have been 
imbalances in families of fish and sea animals, infestations and devastations. The 
salmon runs are nothing like they were a century and more ago. The diversity of 
life in our forests is diminished. Warming seas shift the habitat of everything that 
lives in them. Even the air off our coast is not as crisp and pure as it once was. 
While the weather does cross one of the greatest spans of open ocean on earth 
before it comes ashore, even these waters are not so pristine as they once were, 
with gyres of garbage and plastic waste churning a thousand miles from any coast. 
If humankind is responsible for the diminished health of this planet, what would a 
just consequence look like? How will God judge us? 
 
I can imagine that the animals in the forest, the birds in the air and the fish in the 
sea, with a few exceptions, might tell God that the right thing to do is get rid of this 
beast called homo sapien and get rid of all the machines that clutter the land and 
pump fumes into the sky and poisons into the waters. (The exceptions, of course, 
would be house cats and other domesticized critters who have grown dependent on 
human life. They need someone who can operate a can-opener.) God’s option 
would be to visit another great flood upon the face of the earth and not leave a 
Noah loophole. 
 
Or, God might reply to the animals: “No, I don’t think I will do that. I like humans. 
Unlike any other thing I have created, they have a capacity to love in a way no 
other being can love. They provide me an intimacy and joy that nothing else quite 
does. They in turn create beautiful music, and art and poetry that explore the 
depths of who I am. I don’t think I can bring myself to erase them from the earth.” 
So, the question remains: what should be the consequence for mankind’s neglect 
and ruination of this garden planet that God has provided. 
 
One answer would be that mankind is tasked with restoring what has been 
destroyed. This would be an acknowledgement of responsibility and an act of 
repentance, a form of atonement – making whole again. Not only would the 
animals and plants and birds and fish rejoice. Not only would God smile. The souls 
of every human creature would be lifted. The relationship between human and 
divine would be profoundly nurtured. In the end, this response provides a template 
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for divine judgment and justice for humans in all aspects of their living. This is 
how I imagine Jesus’ judgment for each of us. 
 
There is a powerful example of how this looks in the work of Mennonite 
Christians, a Dutch and German sect of Anabaptists, who came to Pennsylvania in 
the 17th century with aid from William Penn and local Quakers. The Mennonites 
can be found all over the world today, but they are especially numerous today in 
northern Indiana. They have evolved a process for reconciliation called Restorative 
Justice. Simply described, where one individual has done harm to another and the 
social fabric has been torn, if they are both willing, they are brought together. The 
victim is allowed to describe to the perpetrator just how it felt and what difficulties 
resulted from the perpetrator’s actions. This may be all that happens, and results in 
some healing for the victim. But, if the parties wish they can continue the 
conversation to explore what the perpetrator might do to make amends. At best, 
they reach agreement on how to mend this tear in the social fabric. This process 
has been employed in many of our schools to address bullying, fights and other 
disputes. The process has been widely employed in the juvenile justice system and 
even, at an extreme in cases of homicide. This is how I begin to imagine God’s 
justice.  
 
The peace of God is not merely the absence of violence among human societies or 
individuals. It is not sending boxers to their corners is sit on a stool and eye their 
opponent across the ring through swollen, bloodied eyes, full of malevolence. The 
peace of God is contained in the Hebrew word shalom which signifies something 
much broader than a cessation of hostilities. It is a wish for health and blessing, a 
signal of respect, even reverence. Likewise, the justice of God is not merely the 
balancing of a set of scales, it is not just some attempt at making injuries even-
steven. God’s justice as I imagine as with our physical environment is an act of 
healing, a restoration of respect, and an acknowledgement of our 
interconnectedness. We need one another. As such, it is not anything to be anxious 
or ambivalent about. It is something to be hoped for. It is something to be desired. 
Even in the Old Testament we hear that God’s wrath is short-lived and God’s 
mercy is without end. God’s justice is born of love, a redeeming and beautiful love. 
Why would we ever turn away from such a promise? 
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