
Build Right Relationships

Micah 6:6-8

Micah 6:6-8 ‘With what shall I come 
before the Lord, and bow myself 
before God on high? Shall I come 
before him with burnt-offerings, with 
calves a year old? Will the Lord 
be pleased with thousands of rams, 
with tens of thousands of rivers of 
oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my 
transgression, the fruit of my body 
for the sin of my soul?’ He has told 
you, O mortal, what is good; and what 
does the Lord require of you but to do 
justice, and to love kindness, and to 
walk humbly with your God?’

The notion of ‘right relationships’ is 
an ancient idea central to the biblical 
understanding of justice. Hebrew 
Scriptures show that the Jewish 
people had a heightened sense 
of concern for the poor, growing 
out of their historical experience 
of slavery and liberation. They 
believed God had intervened directly 
in their liberation which led to a 
deepening sense of who God is and 
what God asks of them. They were 
committed to living in the spirit of 
a liberating God and treating others 
with this same spirit. Justice in the 
bible is fundamentally grounded in 
relationship with God, manifested 
especially in how the poor are 
treated. It is not distinguished from 
charity or mercy, but includes them.

Justice in terms of ‘right relations’ is 
the virtue by which we organise life 
for a peaceful and harmonious order, 
governing all social relationships. It 
is not an arbitrary notion but arises 
from reflection on what sustains 
our being. Some key elements of 
Catholic Social Teaching reflect this 
understanding:

solidarity: the call to join in with the 
promotion of human freedom and 
dignity, the recognition of others 
as persons with needs and rights 
like ourselves, and the sustained 
effort to see others as God sees them, 
committing ourselves to supporting 
their wellbeing;

subsidiarity: power and 
responsibility exercised at the lowest 
possible level, recognising that those 
most closely involved with various 
functions are often the best placed to 
make decisions;

human rights: these arise directly 
from the demands of human nature 
and thus exist independently of 
governments although they should 
be reflected in legislation, entailing 
obligations to others and leading to 
mutual collaboration;

participation: people have the right 
to shape their own future as far as 
practicable and to participate in 
community life – not restricted to 
political rights but also the right to 
employment and social services such 
as healthcare;

preferential option for the poor: 
reflects particular concern for the 
marginalised, grounded in Scripture 
and challenging us today not only 
to aid the poor but to address 
conditions that cause poverty and 
distress, empowering people to 
find their own voice and agency for 
change.

2 live well, 4 give well

In 1997 John Steward travelled to 
Rwanda to work with communities 
torn apart by the 1994 genocide. His 
experiences are chronicled in the 
work From Genocide to Generosity, 
sharing stories of healing formed 
from a focus on building right 
relationships rather than retribution. 
In his work in Rwanda, John was 
confronted with deep rooted hatred 
formed over generations of prejudice 
and ignorance leading to conflict 
among ethnic groups. Traditional 
methods of bringing perpetrators 
to justice were only leading to an 
escalation of violence – a shift in 
thinking was needed. John and 
his team developed a process of 
working with communities, centred 
on forgiveness and healing (see 
www.2live4give.org) 

Forgiveness is not a unique act, but 
more a kind of inner pilgrimage, to:
1. Not take revenge and to cease 

offensive actions. There is no 
point in wanting to forgive if the 
offensive situation is going on.

2. Recognise our inner wounds. 
Denying, minimising or avoiding 
are defence mechanisms that 
prevent us from reaching real 
forgiveness. They hold the energy 
inside us.

3. Share our inner wound with 
someone. Rather than bear the 
wound all by ourselves, tell the 
story to someone who will listen 
and not judge, or moralise or give 
advice. This allows us to see the 
situation in a larger perspective.

4. Identify the loss and grieve it. 
List all the losses caused by the 
offence and grieve for what you 
have lost. Weep, wail, mourn, and 
reminisce.

5. Accept the anger and the desire 
for revenge. It is natural but does 
not have to push us to destructive 
actions. Anger is there to express 
the need for justice.
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6. Forgive myself. We feel guilt, 
shame and blame, a desire for 
revenge – these feelings affect 
our inner harmony and they need 
forgiveness as do our mistakes. 
To forgive myself is the first 
condition allowing me to forgive 
others.

7. Understand our offender. Put 
aside blame and place oneself in 
the other’s position – imagine 
their suffering, realising what 
they did is irreversible. Recognise 
their value as a human being; 
accept their mystery.

8. Find some meaning for the 
offence in our life. With time we 
might see some positive value or 
meaning to what happened. But 
this cannot be felt straight after 
the vent.

9. Know that we are worthy of 
forgiveness, which gives us 
dignity and a sense of value. 
For those who accept the idea 
of a God who forgives, there 
is possibility to feel accepted 
unconditionally. 

10. Stop pursuing forgiveness. 
Forgiveness is not a moral 
obligation. We cannot demand 
it from others. Not all people are 
ready to forgive – they do not 
respond to pressure. The process 
takes time and everyone has their 
own process. Pressure adds guilt 
and builds the wall of resistance 
and resentment.

11. Open myself to the grace 
to forgive. It is beyond 
comprehension – we don’t 
understand in advance how we 
will forgive.

12. Decide to end the relationship 
or renew it. If forgiveness leads 
to reconciliation, it is impossible 
to meet each other in the way 
it was before the offence. The 
relationship will begin on a 
new basis. Forgiveness may be 
given and the relationship ends, 
for different reasons. It is still 
beneficial for the offended and 
the offender.

The story of Deborah Niyakabirika:

“We came back to Rwanda in 1996 and 
found the government had changed. 
The majority of the politicians were 
now Tutsi, but I thought that was 
okay. In March 1997, some soldiers 
came into my house. They found us 
praying, they sat down, and they told 
me they wanted my son, my seventh 
child. They took him outside, and 
after twenty minutes I heard shots. I 
went out and found they had killed 
him. I felt hatred for Tutsis. But 
more than that, I thought the Hutus 
were my friends, but no Hutus came 
to help me during the burial. Only 
Tutsis helped. I started thinking, 

“Which group should I trust?” So I 
took time to pray. I asked God, “How 
should I live with peace in my heart?” 

I thought I was being asked to forgive 
the person who killed my child, and 
I was not happy about it, so I stopped 
my prayers. Then one day in a dream 
I saw a house built on a platform 
which stood above Rwanda, and I 
saw these words written: ‘The path to 
heaven passes through your enemy’s 
house.’ I tried to figure out a way to 
get there without passing through 
that house of my enemy – but there 
was no other way. I kept thinking 
about it and kept dreaming about 
that house, my enemy’s house. It was 
like a puzzle to me, but gradually I 
learned the lesson: In the house of 
my enemy is where I will begin to 
find real peace. To have peace one 
must go and sit inside in the room of 
our enemy’s house.”

We seek your presence, O God, 
not because we have managed to see clearly 
or been true in all things this day, 
not because we have succeeded in loving 
or in reverencing those around us, 
but because we want to see with clarity, 
because we long to be true, 
because we desire to love as we have been loved. 
Renew our inner sight, 
make fresh our longings to be true 
and grant us the grace of loving this night 
that we may end this day as we had hoped to live it, 
that we may end this day restored 
to our deepest yearnings, 
that we may end this day as we intend 
to live tomorrow, 
as we intend to live tomorrow.

From Sounds of the Eternal by John Philip Newell 
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