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To Seek Justice and Resist Evil

By Rev. Wanda Winfield

The words from Micah 6:8 have been called the whole of the law in
one verse. Justice is essential to our Judeo-Christian tradition. It is in
the words of the profession of faith in our baptism liturgy when we ask:
“Desiring the freedom of new life in Christ, do you promise to resist evil
and to live in love and justice?”
It is in our New Creed: to seek justice and resist evil, and in our
Lord’s Prayer, “deliver us from evil.” We follow the rule of love, to
“overcome evil with good,” (Romans 12:21) and the Golden Rule, in the
gospel of Luke, “Do to others as you would have them do to you.”
(6:31).
So why does our society insist on a retributive system of justice, even
when it has been proven ineffective and costly? Ironically, it was the
Quakers who first proposed the penitentiary system, based on the belief
that instead of physical punishment, convicts would eventually become
penitent if they were given time to consider their crimes. The
Mennonites are one of the few Christian denominations to take a stand
against the current judicial system and call for a system of restorative
justice.
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Restorative justice is practiced in over forty countries around the
world, from Australia to Zambia but it is often misunderstood, or not
even known at all. Restorative justice is not about letting offenders off
the hook easily, by just asking them to say, “I’m sorry.” It is a system in
which victims are given priority, and the goal is to redress the wrong. It
is based on a theory of justice that a crime is committed against an
individual or community, and not against the state. It became more
widely known when it was proposed in a book by Howard Zehr,
“Changing Lenses: A New Focus for Crime and Justice,” in 1990. It is
based on the practices of the First Nations of Canada, and the Maori of
New Zealand. It is the model for the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission in Canada, and was used in South Africa after the era of
apartheid.
Restorative justice is not about being soft on crime, but about being
smart on crime. It is supported by Correctional Services Canada, the
Canadian Resource Centre for Victims of Crime, Public Safety Canada,
the RCMP and the Department of Justice.
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Restorative justice practices take many forms. They may consist of
victim/offender mediation, family group conferencing, restorative
conferencing, and community restorative boards.
One of the innovative means of restorative justice is through a
program in Australia called the Sycamore Tree Project. This program
brings together victims of crime and unrelated offenders. The victims
are able to tell their stories and the offenders may understand for the first
time the effects of their crimes. It is often a life-changing event. (Read:
Listening to these people.)
Our legal system is based on retribution and punishment but it often
does not result in the desired outcome. In fact, the opposite is true, as
criminals become more adept at criminal behaviour as a result of
incarceration. Some call prisons a school for criminals.
There is a high cost to society in the incarceration of criminals. In
Canada, the government spent $4 billion in 2013/2014. That’s $130 for
each member of the population of Canada. The cost of keeping an
inmate in a federal institution is $298 per day, and in provincial custody,
$196 per day.
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Canada is not the leading country in rates of incarceration. The
United States has by far the leading rate of incarceration by population.
It is followed by China, the Russian Federation, Brazil, India and
Thailand. The U.S. has 22% of the world’s prison population, and
spends $74 billion annually.
Canada ranks 46 out of 223 countries. Our total number of
incarcerated people was 37, 864 according to Statistics Canada. The
total number of people under supervision by the Correctional Service of
Canada is 139,337, of whom 82% are in the community, and 18% in
custody. There are more people in jail who are in remand than there are
serving sentences. People who are remanded are waiting for trial, bail
hearing, or sentencing. Most of them have not yet been convicted of a
crime.
It probably shouldn’t be surprising that the aboriginal population is
over-represented in our jails, given the poverty and lack of opportunities
that exist for many of them. Although people of aboriginal descent
account for 2.7% of the general population, they comprise 17% of the
people in jail.
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The states that have the highest levels of incarceration are in the
southern United States: Louisiana, Georgia, Mississippi, Oklahoma,
Texas and Alabama. These are the so-called Bible belt states of the U.S.
Unfortunately, many people support retributive justice by quoting the
older Hebrew testament that called for “an eye for an eye.” (See various
references in Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers.) But in Luke 6:27, Jesus
says, “But I say to you that listen, Love your enemies, do good to those
who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse
you.”
The scripture from Micah 6:8 tells us to do justice. It won’t happen
by itself. But the first requirement is love. How can love overcome evil?
Let me tell you about an inmate I knew, who I’ll call John. He was a
repeat sex offender, which meant that if he reoffended, he could be
declared a dangerous offender and sentenced to life in prison. Some
would say that’s exactly what he deserved. But as I got to know John, I
saw him as a human being, one who had been deeply hurt in his own
childhood, and who desperately wanted not to reoffend. It was my job
to find him housing and supports in the community. The church group
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that I found willing to work with John was a Seventh Day Adventist
church. As I met with them, I kept advising them that John would
always be a pedophile. Their role was not just to support him but to
keep him accountable to the community. They knew his restrictions on
not being around parks, schools and playgrounds and that it was their
obligation to report any infractions to his probation officer and me.
The real breakthrough with John was when they had a birthday party
for him. Never in his life had he been given a birthday party. This big,
hefty man sat there crying while eating his piece of cake.
I know the statistics on reoffending for child molesters, but I believe
that the best way to prevent this and protect future victims is by
involving the community. Probation and parole officers can’t be
everywhere, and volunteers act as their eyes and ears in the community.
Similarly, restorative justice depends on community involvement
because it is about the community.
I believe that Jesus practised restorative justice, not just by what he
said but by what he did. The story about his meeting with Zacchaeus is
about restoring him to his community. As a tax collector, he would be
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most hated because of his extortion of his own people, and his
collaboration with the enemy, the Roman occupiers. When Jesus sees
him, he calls to him and invites himself to dinner at his house. This sets
the usual tongues to wagging. But the effect on Zacchaeus was
amazing, as he admitted that he had defrauded people and pledged to
pay back four times as much. He based this on the requirement in the
Hebrew law to repay four sheep for one stolen one. He must have
realized that he had wronged the people of Israel, who were God’s
sheep, and Jesus as the good shepherd. Jesus says Zacchaeus is too “a
son of Abraham.” (Lk 19:9.)
As brothers and sisters of Jesus, we too are children of Abraham. We
are the heirs to all of the promises of God. There are obligations that
come with this; that we can only ask to be forgiven, “as we have
forgiven those who have trespassed against us.” Let us not rush to
judgment on others, but pray for a restored relationship. This is the rule
of love. Amen.
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