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Bible study

INTRODUCTION (3 minutes)

Theologian and public intellectual Dr. Cornel West 
once said, “Justice is what love looks like in public.” 
Christians often imagine that if we had enough love, 
we would be able to solve the world’s problems. But 
love by itself has been insufficient in eradicating the 
many forms of injustice that keep our world from 
being what God wants it to be.

We hear a lot about justice in Scripture. The 
prophets are vigilant in reminding us about God’s 
vision for a just world, one in which we welcome the 
stranger and feed the hungry and make sure no one 
suffers from poverty, war or violence. Amos chastises 
God’s people for pushing aside the needy (5:12) and 
gives us a breathtaking image of God’s justice: “Let 
justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like 
an ever-flowing stream” (5:24).  Micah tells us exactly 
what God expects of us: “To do justice, and to love 
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God” (6:8).

How do justice and love shape each other? 
It’s not a simple question. Justice born out of love 
is more than a detached sense of morality or an 
objective pursuit of what is right. It is visceral and 
personal. Over the next three sessions we will look 
closely at three stories that embody God’s love for 
humanity and God’s longing for justice in the flesh.

Session 1 begins close to home. For better or 
worse, most of us first learn about “just love” in our 
families. This session will explore what happens 
when a loved one has disappointed us. How do we 
hold each other accountable for loving in just ways 
within family systems?

OPENING HYMN

“God, We’ve Known Such Grief and

Anger” by Carolyn Winfrey Gillette

(see Leader guide, p. 27)

THEME VERSES

John 11:1-6, 17-36

OPENING PRAYER

Holy One, we thank you that you are 

a God of love and a God of justice. In 

this time together open our hearts, 

minds and spirits to the wisdom of 

your word, that we might receive 

new insight for our lives and a new 

way forward in times of conflict and 

challenge. In the name of Jesus. Amen.

MATERIALS NEEDED

	■ Bibles (NRSV)

	■ Copies of opening hymn

EDITORS’ NOTE: 

This Bible study offers time estimates 

for each section. While some groups 

will complete the entire Bible study, 

others meet for a shorter period 

of time and may appreciate the 

flexibility to designate some sections 

for individual use at a later time. 

Just love
Session one
In the family: What’s love got to do with it?

BY CHRISTA COMPTON AND GLADYS MOORE 
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In future sessions we’ll expand our scope. 
Session 2 will consider just love at the level of the 
community. Using the story of Zacchaeus, we’ll 
examine what happens when people who have 
harmed the community turn in a new direction. 
Are we able to embody just love in response to that 
transformation, or do we cling to old resentments 
and recriminations? Session 3 lifts up the story 
of midwives Shiphrah and Puah in the Book of 
Exodus and grapples with just love at the level 
of our nation or world. What risks does just love 
require of us, and what do we do when our under-
standing of justice differs from the demands of 
those in power?

Taken together, these sessions flesh out a deeply 
relational vision of just love, toward the flourishing 
of all people—in our families, in our communities 
and in our world. As we grapple with God’s Word 
we look to Jesus, the One who became flesh and 
lived among us, to show us what just love truly is. 
The cross is the deepest expression of just love— 
a love that would rather die than retaliate, a love 
that is powerful enough to defeat death itself.

SECTION 1: EXPECTATIONS (12 minutes)

Being part of a family brings expectations. Parents, 
for example, expect children to do their best in 
school and help with household chores. Children 
expect their parents to provide food, clothing and 
often entertainment. Family values can be expecta-
tions: “Our family looks out for each other” or “In 
this family we tell the truth.” Some expectations we 
welcome; others we may find to be a burden. 

Share aloud or reflect:

1. What are some of the expectations of a 
family to which you belong—the family 
in which you grew up, the family to 
which you belong now, or a family 
you have chosen along the way?

2. How are those expectations 
communicated?

3. What happens when people fall 
short of those expectations? 

Our biblical text for this session is a familiar one, 
focusing on the events that lead up to Jesus’ raising 
of Lazarus in John 11. Here we encounter a family 
in crisis. Lazarus is seriously ill, and his sisters 
Mary and Martha are desperately looking for a way 
to help him. So they send for their friend Jesus. 

 Read: John 11:1-6

We can see in this passage how close Jesus is 
to this family. Much of what we remember about 
Mary and Martha comes from Luke’s Gospel 
(Luke 10). Many of us have struggled to reconcile 
the tension between Martha’s busy hospitality and 
Mary’s quiet stillness. Even as we flinch when Jesus 
chastises Martha for being distracted by many 
things, we recognize that it requires a certain close-
ness to speak in that way to another person. Here 
in John’s account we are reminded that Mary has 
anointed Jesus’ feet and wiped them with her hair, 
an act that reflects the tenderness and intimacy 
they share. The sisters refer to Lazarus as the one 
whom Jesus loves. There is clearly a history here, 
a history born of love.

Put yourself in the position of Martha and 
Mary. They expect some kind of response from 
Jesus. Their message isn’t the kind you send every 
day. Surely Jesus will come when he realizes how 
desperate the situation is and how worried they 
are. As the sisters take turns tending to their dying 
brother, perhaps they also take turns standing at 
the window, gazing into the distance as they wait 
for Jesus to show up. They wait, and then they 
wait some more.
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Share aloud or reflect:

4. What expectations might Mary and 
Martha have for Jesus in this situation?

5. What do you think motivates Jesus’ delay?

6. As one day and then another unfolds 
without Jesus showing up, what do 
you imagine Martha and Mary say?

SECTION 2: IF YOU HAD BEEN HERE… (15 minutes)

 Read: John 11:17-27

Share aloud or reflect:

7. Martha does not wait for Jesus to arrive 
at the house. What do you think is going 
through Martha’s mind as she goes out to 
meet Jesus on the road?

8. “If you had been here, my brother would 
not have died.” How do you imagine 
Martha saying those words to Jesus? 
What is the tone and volume of her 
voice? What does her face look like? 
What is the posture of her body?

Some families lean in to confrontation; others are 
conflict-averse, pretending everything is fine even 
when it isn’t. Whatever Martha might be feeling in this 
moment, it’s hard not to imagine her words in a spirit 
of confrontation, even anger: “If you had been here, 
my brother would not have died.” Martha knows that 
her relationship with Jesus is strong enough to with-
stand her criticism. Her challenging statement (“If you 
had been here…”) is a faithful one. She believes in what 
Jesus is able to do in the most dire circumstances. She 
communicates her frustration that he hasn’t yet done 
anything more than delay his arrival. And she doesn’t 

leave it there. “But even now...,” she adds, revealing 
that even now, even in the face of death, she believes 
Jesus can intercede on behalf of her family. She trusts 
that Jesus can bring hope in the midst of despair.

Note that Martha is the one who confesses: “Yes, 
Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah.” However 
much she might be stewing in her frustration and 
disappointment, she remains steadfast in her proc-
lamation. Anger does not negate her faith. Martha 
invites us to consider that it is possible to be at once 
angry at God and to trust in God. It is in the rela-
tionships of deepest trust that we are sometimes 
able to express anger in safe and productive ways. 

Of course we don’t always express anger directly. 
We often swallow it, turning it inward, which can 
eventually become despair or depression. We let 
resentments fester over time until they burst forth 
in unexpected ways. We are sometimes afraid to 
speak from a place of anger because we fear rup-
turing a relationship, even though we know that 
relationships can be strengthened when people trust 
each other enough to share what they are feeling 
and to hear what others are feeling in return.

Share aloud or reflect:

9. How are you with conflict or confronta-
tion? What has shaped your approach?

10. Can you imagine confronting Jesus 
in the way that Martha does?

11. Have you ever been angry at God? How 
did you express that anger—or did you?

SECTION 3: COME AND SEE (15 minutes)

 Read: John 11:28-37

Here we find Mary surrounded by a community that 
has gathered to console her. Their presence might 
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very well be a comfort, but it does not take away her 
grief. Mary’s response to the death of her brother is 
a tearful one. Her companions follow her, thinking 
that she is headed out to the tomb to cry some more. 
Instead she, like her sister before her, goes out to 
confront Jesus. She does so with tears running down 
her face, but she uses the same forthright words 
that Martha has already offered: “If you had been 
here, my brother would not have died.” Mary's tears 
are surely tears of sorrow. She is feeling that grief in 
its most raw and disorienting form.  But what else 
might her tears reveal? Perhaps they indicate her 
disappointment in Jesus. Perhaps she is angry at his 
inexplicable delay. He had not been there when she 
and Martha needed him the most. What was just or 
loving about that? Why shouldn’t she be angry?

Notice how Mary’s tears are contagious. They 
lead the people around her to weep. They cause 
Jesus to weep too. Her vulnerability and her open 
expression of her grief invite others to join her in 
expressing anguish. We hear that Jesus “was greatly 
disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.” 

In the end Mary’s tears are both a catharsis and 
a catalyst. They provide a release for the depth of 
what she is feeling, but they also seem to provoke 
Jesus to raise Lazarus from the dead. Mary and 
Martha demand a just and loving response from 
Jesus, and Jesus in turn brings life out of death. 

Notice that Jesus does not turn away from 
Mary’s feelings.  His own response is one of deep 
empathy—understanding not only what she feels, 
but entering into it, as evidenced by his tears. That 
kind of empathy is foundational to the pursuit of 
just love. We cannot begin the process of healing 
without first understanding the situation from 
the perspective of someone we feel has wronged 
us. Let’s be clear: Such empathy does not mean 
that we seek to justify or excuse abusive behavior. 
Sometimes we have to set clear boundaries for our 
own safety and the safety of people in our care, 
including children. But in Jesus’ interactions with 

Mary and Martha, we see that he meets us in our 
suffering. Jesus receives whatever we are feeling. 
He walks with us as we find a way forward and seek 
outcomes that are both just and loving. 

Share aloud or reflect:

12. “If you had been here, my brother would 
not have died.” How do you imagine 
Mary saying those words to Jesus? 
What is the tone and volume of her 
voice? What does her face look like? 
What is the posture of her body? In what 
way, if any, do you imagine her delivery 
of the line to be different from Martha’s?

13. What causes you to cry? Do you ever 
cry when you’re angry? How do others 
respond when you do?

14. What situations can you recall in which 
one person’s anger or anguish brought 
people together and/or led to a more just, 
more loving outcome?

15. Think of a person with whom you have 
been in conflict. To what extent can you 
empathize with that person?  What kind 
of pain might they be carrying that has 
caused them to behave in hurtful ways?

Before we can pursue just love in any situation, 
we must first be able to understand how people are 
hurt or suffering. Sometimes it’s hardest to grasp 
the suffering of those who are closest to us. But for 
just love to unfold in any situation, we must first 
weep with those who weep. We must have empathy 
for those who suffer from injustice. Richard Rohr 
has written: “I think your heart needs to be broken, 
and broken open, at least once to have a heart at all 
or to have a heart for others” (Wounded in Spirit: 
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Advent Art and Meditations by David Bannon, 
p. 25; quoting from Rohr’s Breathing Underwater: 
Spirituality and the Twelve Steps). While we wish 
there were a different path to such empathy, it is 
true that our own grief and anger can often help 
us access the grief and anger of others.

Share aloud or reflect:

16. What injustices in your family, close circle 
of friends, or community disturb your 
spirit and greatly move you? What about 
those injustices might lead you to weep?

17. How might you respond to those 
injustices with a spirit of just love? 
Who might need to hear your anger 
and frustration? How could you 
communicate those feelings?

SECTION 4: RIGHTEOUS ANGER (15 minutes)

In 1981, writer and activist Audre Lorde delivered a 
powerful address at the National Women’s Studies 
Association conference. Her keynote, titled “The 
Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism,” 
lays bare her anger at what women of color have 
experienced and challenges white women to be 
stronger allies in the fight against racism 
(blackpast.org/african-american-history/speech es- 
african-american-histo ry/1981-audre-lorde-uses- 
anger-wom en-responding-racism/). Lorde also 
acknowledges that women’s anger is judged differ-
ently than men’s anger. Women are often made to feel 
that our anger is inappropriate, should make us feel 
guilty and should be held back.

In the pursuit of justice, Lorde reminds us, we 
cannot be afraid of anger. It is a necessary part of 
the honest communication that will help us see 
what needs to be done and find a way forward 
together. She says, “Any discussion among women 
about racism must include the recognition and the 

use of anger. This discussion must be direct and 
creative because it is crucial. We cannot allow our 
fear of anger to deflect us nor seduce us into settling 
for anything less than the hard work of excavating 
honesty.” Lorde goes on to remind us that anger 
can be transformative: “The angers of women can 
transform difference through insight into power. For 
anger between peers births change, not destruction, 
and the discomfort and sense of loss it often causes 
is not fatal, but a sign of growth.”

More recently Rebecca Traister’s 2019 book, 
Good and Mad: The Revolutionary Power of 
Women’s Anger, traces the role of anger in many 
social movements that have sought more just and 
loving outcomes for women, including the right to 
vote and the right to a life free of sexual harassment 
and assault. She also examines how society con-
demns and attempts to restrict women’s anger. 
In the book’s introduction Traister writes: 

We must come to recognize—those of us who 
feel anger, who have in our lives taken pains to 
disguise it, who worry about its ill effects, who 
rear back from it and try to tamp it down in 
ourselves for fear that letting it out will hurt our 
goals—that anger is often an exuberant expres-
sion. It is the force that injects energy, intensity, 
and urgency into battles that must be intense 
and urgent if they are to be won. More broadly, 
we must come to recognize our own rage as 
valid, as rational, and not as what we’re told 
it is: ugly, hysterical, marginal, laughable 
(Good and Mad, pp. xxvii-xxviii).

Most of us have not considered anger as “an 
exuberant expression,” nor are we always comfort-
able with the idea of going into battle. But as we 
will explore in the next two study sessions, just love 
sometimes demands taking risks to make our 
communities stronger and safer for all people, 
including the most vulnerable among us.
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Think back to Mary and Martha. We don’t know 
enough to determine whether their willingness to 
confront Jesus was typical for them or a departure 
from their usual behavior. What we do know is that 
they loved their brother, and they loved Jesus, and 
from that place of love, they did what they had to do 
to find justice.

Share aloud or reflect:

18. How might Mary and Martha respond 
to these ideas about the power of 
women’s anger?

19. What gender stereotypes and 
expectations have you observed 
that we attach to anger?

20. How do you see the role of righteous 
anger in the pursuit of just love? 
To what extent do Lorde’s and Traister’s 
assertions support, challenge or unsettle 
your understanding of anger?

21. What situations of injustice make you 
mad? Within systems of oppression, 
who do you see as most misunderstood 
or marginalized?

SECTION 5: CRYING OUT TO GOD 

(Optional, 20 minutes)

On your own, or with one or two others, try 
writing your own psalm of lament to demand 
God’s attention to a situation in need of just love. 
Use your psalm(s) of lament as a closing prayer.

1.  Decide what name you will use for God. 
Address the psalm to God using that name. 
For example: O God…Lord…. Creator God...
Our refuge and strength…or another name.

2.  Identify an injustice that has affected 
people in your families, schools, 
communities, country or world. 
Use vivid details and descriptions.

■			You have made us the taunt of our 
neighbors…a laughingstock among 
the peoples. (Psalm 44)

■			The nations…have defiled your holy 
temple…[and] have laid Jerusalem 
in ruins. (Psalm 79)

3.  Add the lament: Tell God how you feel 
about this injustice. Be honest about your 
emotions—anger, sadness, despair, etc.

■			Why do you cast us off forever? 
Why does your anger smoke against 
the sheep of your pasture? (Psalm 74)

4.  Add a plea for help: How do you want God 
to respond? Suggest what could be done to 
improve the situation.

■			Give victory with your right hand, and 
answer us, so that those whom you love 
may be rescued…Grant us help against 
the foe, for human help is worthless 
(Psalm 60)

■			Rise up, come to our help. Redeem us 
for the sake of your steadfast love. 
(Psalm 44)

5.  Conclude by thanking or praising God 
for hearing you and being present in 
this situation.

■			We, your people, the flock of your 
pasture, will give thanks to you forever; 
from generation to generation we will 
recount your praise. (Psalm 79)

CONCLUSION (10 MINUTES)

Just love thrives when it is built on foundations 
of faith, courage and community. Just love in the 
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con text of our families and closest relationships 
often demands an extra dose of courage, especially 
when someone has left us feeling betrayed or angry.

Consider Phyllis and Marty. Early in their 
marriage, Phyllis discovered Marty’s alcoholism. 
His behavior grew increasingly erratic when he had 
been drinking, and as things got worse, he became 
verbally abusive. Phyllis reached a point where she 
had to confront Marty about the consequences 
of his drinking. She made it clear that she loved 
him, and she also made it clear that they could not 
continue to live together unless he committed to a 
recovery process. Marty found a local 12-step group. 
Though it took time and involved several relapses, 
he eventually was able to maintain his sobriety. 
Meanwhile Phyllis joined an Al-Anon group and 
found mutual support among others whose loved 
ones were struggling with addiction.

The story of Phyllis and Marty is one of just 
love. Because of her love for Marty, Phyllis held him 
accountable for pursuing recovery. Because of his 
love for Phyllis, Marty used the resources available 
to him to get sober. Many stories of family conflict 
do not have such a happy outcome. Sometimes they 
remain unresolved and cause ongoing pain to those 
enmeshed in the struggle. In those situations, faith 
can be an especially vital source of hope.

As we’ve seen in the story of Mary and Martha, 
Jesus knew what it was like to be challenged by his 
closest friends. He also knew what it was like to be 
betrayed by his closest friends. Despite the agony of 
betrayal, he refused to distance himself from those 
whom he loved. This is ultimately what the cross is 
about: arms outstretched on a tree, our sins nailed 
forever into Christ’s flesh in order to forgive and 
save us; and arms holding us in love, embracing 
the whole world with God’s justice. For us, justice 
would have meant revenge. For Christ, just love 
means empathy, compassion and hope for our 
reconciliation with God and with each other. Our 
human relationships don’t always reflect the just 

love Jesus offers, but our faith compels us to keep 
pursuing it when possible.

What will you carry with you from this time of 
Bible study and reflection? Share those reflections 
with each other. If time permits, pair participants 
up and have partners share with each other one 
tangible step that they hope to take in support of 
just love within their families or other circles of 
close relationships. Promise to pray for each other 
as you take those steps and to check in with each 
other later to see how it’s going.

Remember that you are never alone as you seek 
to make your corner of the world reflect God’s vision 
of just love. God is with you always. 

Bible study
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The Florida retirement lifestyle 
you’ve always wanted starts with a 
spacious home at Lutheran Haven, with ample 
amenities and exciting local attractions just  
outside your door. Enjoy shared values and new 
experiences with fellow Lutherans—live your 
dream at Lutheran Haven!

Join us for lunch, a tour, and learn about 
future events!  

Call Today 1.800.272.5676
Grace-full retirement living since 1948 
LUTHERAN HAVEN 
426 West State Road 426
Oviedo, FL  32765
www.LutheranHaven.org/Portals
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