Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2019
Only Justice

Welcome

18–25 January

Last year we were invited to reflect upon the continuing impact of the Transatlantic
Slave Trade upon Caribbean society and upon Christian unity and witness. This year we
are reminded again that our prayer for unity is offered up amidst injustice and that
Christian disunity is in so many ways related to the divisions in our world.
The Churches of Indonesia, from whom the material comes, speak out of a context of
ethnic and religious diversity, and where there is a strong emphasis upon the need for a
unity that is found in diversity, and one built on solidarity and collaboration. Yet they
also highlight issues of economic injustice and how religious pluralism can face
challenges in the face of radicalization.
This gives us an opportunity to reflect upon the context in which we pray for Christian
unity. How do divisions in our society contribute to divisions in the Church? How does
injustice in our Irish context create challenges in pursuit of our shared life together?

Introduction to this year’s theme
Our prayers for Christian unity are offered within a context of a world where corruption, greed and injustice bring about
inequality and division. We ourselves are often complicit in injustice, and yet called together to form a united witness for
justice and to be a means of Christ’s healing grace for a fractured world.
The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2019 material has been prepared by Christians from Indonesia, which is the
largest country in South East Asia, made up of more than 17,000 islands, 1,340 different ethnic groups and over 740 local
languages. It is united in its plurality by one national language Bahasa Indonesia. With some 86% of its 260 million people
estimated to be Muslim, Indonesia has the largest Islamic population of any country. About 10% of Indonesians are
Christian from various traditions, as well as Buddhist and Hindu communities. The nation is founded on five principles
called Pancasila, with the motto Bhineka Tunggal Ika (Unity in Diversity). Across the diversity of ethnicity, language and
religion, Indonesians have lived by the principle of gotong royong which is to live in “solidarity and by collaboration”. This
means sharing in all aspects of life, regarding all Indonesians as brothers and sisters.
This harmony can be fragile at times and is threatened in particular ways. Gotong royong sits ill at ease with the
neo-liberal approach to economics that has led to Indonesia’s economic growth - with that has come corruption that
infects politics and business, often with devastating effects on the environment. Meanwhile those who are supposed to
promote justice and protect the weak fail to do so. As a consequence, a country rich in resources bears the burden of
many people living in poverty. This is reflected in a traditional Indonesian saying, “A mouse dies of hunger in a barn full
of rice”. Particular ethnic and religious groups are often associated with wealth in ways that have fed tensions. As a
result the radicalization that pits one community against another has grown and is exacerbated by the misuse of social
media to demonize particular communities.
A common Christian response to such a reality whilst acknowledging our own complicity, heeds Jesus’s prayer “that they
all may be one”, and enables us to combat injustice.
Moved by these concerns the Christians of Indonesia found that the words of Deuteronomy, “Justice, and only justice,
you shall pursue...” (see Deut. 16:18-20) spoke powerfully to their situation and needs. Before the people of God enter the
promised land they renew their commitment to the Covenant. The passage comes in a chapter whose central theme is
the festivities to be celebrated by the Covenant people. After each festival the people are instructed, “Rejoice during
your festival, you and your sons and your daughters, your male and female slaves, as well as the Levites, the strangers,
the orphans, and the widows resident in your towns” (Deut. 16:14, see also 16:11).Indonesian Christians look to recover
this same spirit of inclusive festivities across communities, which they previously enjoyed. This is rooted in justice, which
is why we have a verse about appointing judges.
Jesus reaffirms this when he says that the Kingdom of Heaven belongs to those who hunger and thirst and are
persecuted for justice (cf.Matt. 5:6, 10), and the Church is called to be a foretaste of this kingdom. However, in this
disunity Christians fall short and fail to be a sign of God’s love for his people. Just as injustice has widened the divisions
that have riven Indonesian society, so injustice has also fed the divisions of the Church. Indonesian Christians speak of
the need to repent of the injustice that causes division, but also believe in the power of Christ to forgive and heal. They
speak of finding themselves united under the cross of Christ, calling both for his grace to end injustice and for his mercy
for the sin which has caused division.
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