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Years ago when | was first in Rome as a studemad greatly
iImpressed that the Italian Ministry of Justice wasn called the Ministry of
Grace and Justice. This struck me as a profoumdlical and Catholic
understanding of the law. Not only justice Qudce; and grace came first. |
was also impressed by the fact that every countarooltaly had in it a
crucifix as the great emblem of grace. In the rtiean “Grace” has been
dropped from the Ministry’s name and in recent 8rtigere has been a move
in Italy to have the crucifix removed from the cerooms. Something has
been lost with the demise of the word and the Vessld be still greater if

the crucifixes were taken down.

By celebrating Mass here this morning, we set thedwgrace” and
the sign of the Cross over the legal year thatdlesad. Most in the legal
profession, | imagine, mark the opening of the lgigar. Yet not all mark it
in quite this way. We gather in a cathedral, aedgather for Mass — we
gather, that is, to celebrate the sacrifice of §&&which sets the courts in the
shadow of Calvary, which is a radical thing to dowever traditional and
conventional this celebration may seem. The ratdives the Mass its

name is certainly a sign of the Holy Spirit as bitgical readings have made



clear. But it is also a sign of blood — the blebed by Christ on the Cross

to reveal the absolute justice of God.

In some ways, biblical Law and common law, catheana court-
room, seem miles apart. Yet what we do here tlising suggests that
they may not be as far apart as they seem. Thirdly surprising, given
that the world in which common law emerged and es@iwas a world
shaped in many ways by Scripture, even if now viralint a culture which,

to its great impoverishment, has taken leave oBilxée.

The common law that you administer is often seea ascessary evil.
No-one — apart from lawyers — likes going to coltit courts are necessary
in order to restrain wayward human passions amadtect fragile human
rights. The law may be an ass, but it is an asstibars a heavy and

important burden if society is not to descend gtiaos.

For the Bible, however, the Law — with a capitathhe Torah — is
neither ass nor necessary evil. Itis God’s gstajit to the people he has
made his own. God'’s eye fell upon a rag-tag motunéway slaves, and he
chose to set them in the world as a counter-soofetjaves set free — the
logic of God to contradict the logic of Pharaohnte a slave always a
slave”. The Law given to this people on Sinai edibed their God-given
identity, and it set before them a royal road obd#ixs which nothing and no-

one could take away.

The Exodus was the great liberating act of God tlreiquestion was

always: How in our own time and place can we coaonthffrom the Egypt



in which we find ourselves oppressed? The Exodas warvellous but it
was long ago: what of us here and now? The hrtlifeoriginal answer to
which the Bible comes is this: obey the Law God dpasen and you will

know true freedom. This is a vision of liberatilgedience; and that
paradox lies at the heart of biblical religion,jtdges at the heart of the Cross

of Jesus who was obedient unto death (cf Phil 2:8).

According to Scripture, the human being was creatgdor slavery
but for freedom; and biblical Law is all about dafe of that freedom in a
world where it is always threatened. For the Bililes a freedom which
depends not upon the human exercise of power tdumditical, ideological
or financial. Itis a freedom which depends upanae than human power.
That is the transcendent horizon of all law, ineshele of which Thomas
More shed his blood. There has to be more toatehan the ruler’s will to
power. If there is not, then we are caught uplmual power-struggle in
which the legal process serves the interests déttiomg and casts the weak
aside. Itis precisely this abuse of the legatpss against which the
biblical prophets rail consistently — the use & llw by the powerful to

promote their own interests at any cost.

The Bible does not doubt that we need laws — teeqgiptions and
penalties of a legal code. But that is not enobglause laws need to be
interpreted and administered in a way that looksigtice. For Scripture,
justice involves more than what transpires in #we-tourts. Justice looks
further to a world of right relationship, not orlgtween human beings but
also between the human being and God. The Bilgle 19ght relationship

with God and right relationship between human bemgstrictly correlated:



if you get one wrong, then you get the other wrohga culture like ours
which often gets the relationship with God wrongs ihardly surprising, as
Scripture sees it, that we so often get relatigpgsshetween human beings

badly wrong, as you know only too well.

But law and justice look to a further horizon stitiey look to mercy.
This is a delicate point when addressing thoseyldee who are charged with
the administration of the law. The world in whigbu are immersed from
day to day is the world of crime and punishmentit tBe Mass we celebrate
says that the administration of justice finds itsger place within the larger
context of mercy. For this community, and for yoyparticular, the
challenge is to find the point where law, justicel anercy meet in a way

that respects both the needs of society and thetgigf the human being.

The mercy of God knows of crime and punishment,itiobks
beyond to see more. Within the logic of crime gndishment, the penalty
must fit the offence. Often enough, this is aung@twhich identifies the
offender wholly with the offence. There is, it Be&e nothing more to the
offender than the offence, and the punishment masth that perception.
Mercy, however, looks at the offender, sees theri¢ as it really is, but
sees more. It sees that there is more to the ddfethan the offence. This is
to see as God sees. The God of mercy sees theofreach of us in ways
beyond imagining. He sees our sin, but he sees.nde knows that we are
more than our offence, and he loves the more thaeles. In looking at the
human being, what God sees in the end is the flalels &on. However
disfigured it may be on Calvary, it is still thec&aof the beloved Son that

God sees; and here at this altar we too look oot whom we have



pierced (cf.. Zech 12:10; John 19:37), and we géenghe full truth of the

human being.

This morning we stand in the shadow, indeed irbtiieant light of
Calvary and we invoke the Holy Spirit. This is Base without the Holy
Spirit, according to the Book of Genesis, the huimaing is no more than a
lump of soil in the hand of God (cf. 2:7). Withdbe Holy Spirit, Jesus
remains dead in the tomb and the Church is a cogter than the Body of
Christ radiant with the fullness of life, the Chiraf Pentecost. Without the
Holy Spirit, the law becomes an earth-bound exerofspower where we
may have prescriptions and penalties but littiéigesand no mercy.
Therefore: may the Spirit of God come upon youthsd the law-courts will
be places not only of justice but also of gracaces where the crucifix may
not be found but where the truth of the Crossssribed on the hearts of

those, like you, to whom the work of the courtemrusted. Amen.



