THE WEEK OF PRAYER FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY 2023

BIBLICAL REFLECTIONS AND PRAYERS FOR THE EIGHT DAYS


DAY 1: Learning to do the right thing

Readings 
Is 1:12-18	Learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan; plead for the widow.
Lk 10:25-36		He asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbour?”

Reflection According to Isaiah, God wants Judah not only to practice justice but to embrace the principle of always doing the right thing. God wants us not only to care for orphans and widows but to do what is right and good for them and anyone marginalised by society. The Hebrew word for good is yaw-tab' and it means to be glad, joyful, pleasing, to do well, to make something beautiful. To be Christian means to be a disciple. All Christians sit under the Word of God, learning together what it is to do good, and who it is that stands in need of this solidarity. As society becomes more indifferent to the needs of others, we, as the children of God, must learn to start the cause of our oppressed brothers and sisters by speaking truth to power and if necessary, plead their case so that they may live in peace with justice. In doing this we will always do the right thing! Our commitment to eradicate and to be healed of the sin of racism requires us to be prepared and willing to be in relationship with our Christian sisters and brothers.

Christian Unity A lawyer asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbour?” Jesus’ response asks us to see beyond the divisions of religion, tribe, and nationality to recognise our neighbour in need. Christians likewise must see beyond these divides and the divisions within the Christian family to recognise and love our brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Challenge Who are the marginalised or oppressed in your society? How might churches together walk with these brothers and sisters, respond to their need and speak up on their behalf?

Prayer Lord, you called your people from slavery into freedom, Give us strength and courage to seek out those who are standing in need of justice.  Allow us to see this need and provide help, and through your Holy Spirit gather us into the one-fold of Jesus Christ, our Shepherd. Amen.

DAY 2: When justice is done

Readings 
Prov 21:13-15	When justice is done, it is a joy to the righteous, but dismay to evildoers
Mt 23:23-25	Justice and mercy and faithfulness. These you ought to have done

Reflection From the beginning the Book of Proverbs sets out to provide wisdom and instruction in “wise dealing, righteousness, justice, and equity” (1:2). Throughout its oracles of wisdom, the call to act justly and to pursue righteousness is a constant refrain, relentlessly shared and affirmed as more acceptable to God than sacrifice. In a one-sentence pearl of wisdom, the speaker testifies that the righteous rejoice when justice is done. But justice upsets the workers of iniquity. Christians, across their separations, should be united in joy when justice is done, and prepared to stand together when this justice brings opposition. When we do what the Lord requires and dare to pursue justice, we may find ourselves in a whirlwind of resistance and opposition to any attempt to make things right for the most vulnerable among us.

There is joy in seeking reconciliation with other Christians so that we may better serve the proclamation of the kingdom. Let that joy manifest itself through our shared experiences of God’s presence in community in the known and unknown spaces where God journeys with us toward healing, reconciliation, and unity in Christ.

Christian Unity The religious leaders Jesus addresses in the Gospel passage have grown accustomed  and comfortable with the injustices of the world. They are happy to perform religious duties such as tithing mint, dill and cumin, but neglect the weightier and more disruptive demands of justice, mercy and faithfulness. Similarly Christians have grown accustomed and comfortable with the divisions that exist between us. We are faithful in much of our religious observance, but often we neglect the Lord’s challenging desire that all his disciples be one.

Challenge How can local congregations support one another to withstand the opposition that may follow from doing justice?

Prayer God, you are the source of our wisdom. We pray for wisdom and courage to do justice, to respond to what is wrong in the world by acting to make it right; We pray for wisdom and courage to grow in the unity of your Son, Jesus Christ, who with you and the Holy Spirit, reigns forever and ever. Amen.

DAY 3: Do justice, love mercy, walk humbly

Readings 
Mic 6:6 –8 	And what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? 
Mk 10: 17-31	Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?

Reflection We –not me. The prophet warns the people what faithfulness to God’s covenant means: “...and what does the Lord require of you? To do justice, and to love kindness and to walk humbly with your God?” In Biblical Hebrew justice and kindness (mercy) are not different or opposite from each other.  They are in fact bonded together in a single word, mishpat. God has shown us what is good, asking us to do justice by loving kindness and walking humbly with God.  Walking humbly with God means walking alongside others and therefore it is not just about the individual: my walk, my love.

 The love that God invites us into is always a love which gathers us into communion: we –not me. This insight makes all the difference in how we “do justice”. As Christians we act justly to manifest something of God’s kingdom in the world, and therefore to invite others into this place of God’s loving kindness. Within God’s kingdom we are all loved equally as God’s children, and as God’s Church we are called to love one another as brothers and sisters and to invite others into that love.

To do justice, to love kindness and to walk humbly with our God, calls Christians to act together in bearing a united witness to God’s kingdom within our communities: we –not me.

Christian Unity “Walking humbly” was challenging for the rich young man who asked Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life. He had obeyed all the commandments from his youth, but he could not take the further step to join Jesus’ disciples because of his wealth; he was beholden to his possessions. How difficult it is for Christians to let go of that which we perceive as riches, but which keep us from the greater wealth on joining Jesus’s disciples in Christian unity.

Challenge How can our churches better respond to the needs of our most vulnerable neighbours? How can we honour every voice in our communities?

Prayer Gracious and loving God, Expand our vision that we might see the mission we share with all of our Christian brothers and sisters, to show forth the justice and loving kindness of your kingdom. Help us to welcome our neighbours as your Son welcomed us. Help us to be more generous as we witness to the grace that you freely give us. Through Christ Our Lord. Amen.

DAY 4: Look, the tears of the oppressed

Readings 
Eccles 4:1-5 	Again I saw all the oppressions that are practiced under the sun. Look, the tears of the oppressed –with no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was power with no one to comfort them
Mt 5:1-8 	...Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted...

Reflection “Look, the tears of the oppressed.” One can imagine that the writer has witnessed atrocities like this before with sickening regularity. And yet perhaps this is the first time the writer has truly seen the tears of the oppressed, has fully taken in their pain and their subjugation. While there is much to lament, in a new looking and a new seeing there is also a seed of hope:  maybe this time this witnessing will lead to change, will make a difference.

Christian Unity Matthew’s account of the Beatitudes begins with Jesus seeing the crowds. In that crowd he must have seen those who were peacemakers, the poor in spirit, the pure in heart, men and women who mourned, and those who hungered for justice. In the beatitudes Jesus not only names people’s struggles, but he also names what they will be: the children of God and inheritors of the kingdom of heaven. As Christians we are called to see the holy struggles of our brothers and sisters in Christ.

Challenge How have you engaged with Christian groups addressing oppression in your neighbourhood? How can the churches in your locality come together to better show solidarity with those suffering oppression?

Prayer God of justice and grace, remove the scales from  our  eyes  so  we  can  truly  see  the  oppression around us. We pray in the name of Jesus who saw the crowds and had compassion for them. Amen.

DAY 5: Singing the Lord’s song as strangers in the land

Readings 
Ps 137:1-4	For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked us for mirth, saying, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
Lk 23:27-31	Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but weep for yourselves and for your children

Reflection The lament of the psalmist originates in the exile of Judah in Babylon; however, the pain of exile is one that reverberates across time and culture. Perhaps the psalmist shouted this refrain towards the heavens. Perhaps each verse was given voice between deep sobs of grief. Perhaps this poem emerged with a shrug of indifference that can only come from living within injustice and feeling powerless to effect any meaningful change. However the words were brought forth, the heartache of this passage finds resonance in the hearts of those who are treated as strangers in other lands or in their own lands.

In this psalm generations of the oppressed are given their voice. How could we sing the Lord’s song when we are strangers in our own land? We sing not for our captors but to praise God. We sing because we are not alone for God has never abandoned us. We sing because we are surrounded by a cloud of witnesses. The ancestors and saints inspire us. They encourage us to sing songs of hope, songs of freedom, songs of liberation, songs of a homeland where a people is restored.

Christian Unity Luke’s Gospel records that people, many of them women, follow Jesus even as he carries his cross to Calvary. This following is faithful discipleship. Furthermore, Jesus recognises their struggles and the suffering that they will have to endure in faithfully carrying their own crosses.

Thanks to the ecumenical movement, Christians today share hymns, prayers reflections and insights across traditions. We receive them from one another as gifts borne of the faith and loving discipleship, often enduring struggles, of Christians from different communities than our own. These shared gifts are riches to be treasured and give witness to the Christian faith we share.

Challenge How do we raise up the stories of ancestors and saints who lived among us and have sung songs of faith, hope, and liberation from captivity?

Prayer God of the oppressed, Open our eyes to the harm that continues to be inflicted On our sisters and brothers in Christ. May your Spirit give us the courage to sing in unison and raise our voices with those whose suffering is unheard. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

DAY 6: Just as you did it to one of the least of these...you did it to me.

Readings 
Ezek 34:15-20 	I will seek the lost, and I will bring  back  the  strayed,  and  I  will  bind  up  the injured, and I will strengthen the weak.
Mt 25:31-40 	I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.

Reflection In the Gospel of Matthew, we are reminded that we cannot separate our love for God from our love for others.  We love God when we feed  the  hungry,  give  the  thirsty  something  to  drink, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, care for the sick and visit the prisoner. When we care for and serve “one of the least of these,” we are caring for and serving Christ himself.

God calls us to honour the sacredness and dignity of each member of God’s family.  Caring for, serving and loving others reveals not who they are, but who we are.  As Christians, we must be unified in our responsibility to love and care for others, as we are cared for and loved by God. In so doing, we live out our shared faith through our actions in service to the world.

Christian Unity The prophet Ezekiel describes  the  Lord  God  as  a  shepherd  who  makes  the  flock  whole  by gathering in those who have strayed and binding up those who are injured. Unity is the Father’s desire for his people, and he continues to bring about this unity, to make the flock whole, through the action of his Holy Spirit. Through prayer we open ourselves to receive the Spirit which restores the unity of all the baptised.

Challenge How are the “least of these” invisible to you or your church?  How can our churches work together to care for and serve “the least of these?”

Prayer God of Love, We thank you for your unending care and love for us.  Help us to sing redemption songs. Open wide our hearts to receive your love and to extend your compassion to the whole of the human family. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

DAY 7: ‘What is now does not have to be’

Readings
Job 5:11-16	So the poor have hope, and injustice shuts its mouth
Lk1:46-55	He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly

Reflection	Job was living the good life and unexpectedly suffered the loss of his livestock and servants, and endured the devastation of the death  of  his  children.    He was suffering in his mind, body, and spirit. We all have suffering that is manifested in our minds, bodies, and spirits. We may pull away from God and others. We may lose hope. Yet, as Christians, we are unified in our belief that God is with us in the midst of our suffering.
It is easy to feel hopeless when we are once again reminded that we live in a fractured society that does not fully recognize, honour, and protect the human dignity and freedom of all human beings.  According to Fr. Bryan Massingale, a leading Catholic social ethicist and scholar in racial justice, “Social life is made by human beings. The society we live in is the result of human choices and decisions. This means that human beings can change things. What human beings break, divide and separate, we can with God’s help, also heal, unite, and restore. What is now does not have to be, therein lies the hope and the challenge.”

In prayer, Christians align their hearts to the heart of God, to love what he loves and to love as he loves. Prayer with integrity therefore aligns the hearts of all Christians beyond their divisions, to love what, whom and how God loves, and to express this love in our actions.

Christian Unity The Magnificat is Mary’s song of joy for all that she sees God is doing: restoring balance by raising up the lowly; righting injustice by feeding the hungry;  and  remembering  Israel,  his  servant.  The Lord never forgets his promises or abandons his people. It is easy to overlook or undervalue the faith of those who belong to other Christian communities, particularly if those communities are small. But the Lord makes his people whole by raising up the lowly so that the value of each is recognised. We are called to see as He sees and to value each of our Christian brothers and sisters as He values them.

Challenge How can we come together in Christ with hope and faith that God will “shut injustice’s mouth?”

Prayer God of Hope, Help us to remember that you are with us in our suffering. Help us to embody hope for one another when hopelessness is a frequent unwelcomed guest in our hearts. Grant us the gift of being grounded in your loving Spirit as we work together to eradicate all forms of oppression and injustice. Give us the courage to love what, whom and how you love, and to express this love in our actions. Through Christ Our Lord. Amen.

DAY 8: The justice that restores communion

Readings
Ps 82:1-4	Give justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute
Lk 18:1-8	Will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?

Reflection	The Book of Psalms is a compilation of prayer, praise, lamentation, and instruction from God to us. In Psalm 82, God calls fora justice that upholds the basic human rights to which all people are entitled: freedom, safety, dignity, health, equality, and love. The Psalm also calls for the overturning of   systems   of   disparity   and   oppression, and   fixing   anything   that   is   unfair,  corrupt,   or exploitative. This is the justice that we, as Christians, are called to promote. In Christian community we join our wills and actions to God’s, as he works his salvation for creation. Division, including that between Christians, always has  sin  at its  root,  and  redemption  always  restores communion.

God calls us to embody our Christian faith to act out of the truth that every person is precious, that people are more important than things, and that the measure of every institutional structure in society is whether it threatens or enhances the life and dignity of each person. Every person has a right and responsibility to participate in society, seeking together the common good and wellbeing of all, especially the lowly and the destitute.

In Jesus and the Disinherited, Revd Dr Howard Thurman, who was spiritual adviser to the Revd Dr Martin Luther King Jr. states that: “We must proclaim the truth that all life is one and that we are all of us tied together. Therefore, it is mandatory that we work fora society  in  which  the  least person can find refuge and refreshment. You must lay your lives on the altar of social change so that wherever you are, there the Kingdom of God is at hand.”

Christian Unity Jesus tells the parable of the widow and the unjust judge in order to teach the people “about their need to pray always and not to lose heart” (Lk 18:1). Jesus has won a decisive victory over injustice, sin and division, and as Christians our task is to receive this victory firstly in our own hearts through prayer and secondly in our lives through action. May we never lose heart, but rather continue to ask in prayer for God’s gift of unity and may we manifest this unity in our lives.

Challenge As the people of God, how are our churches called to engage in justice that unites us in our actions to love and serve all of God’s family?

Prayer God, Creator and Redeemer of all things, teach us to look inward to be grounded in your loving Spirit, so that we may go outward in wisdom and courage to always choose the path of love and justice. This we pray in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ, in the unity of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
