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  To my husband, Roby,

  with love, as we learn

  how to live this out together.

  To my parents,

  one day may you fully know

  the justice and mercy of God.
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Foreword


Small steps to a better world . . . that is all that Christ calls us to do. Many believers who have come to know Christ live not in fear, but rather put their faith into action by expressing the love of Jesus, sharing the truth of the gospel, and pursuing the justice of God. The love of God is manifested in both his righteousness and his justice. When people stand up on the side of the oppressed and of justice, they decide to trade comfort for concern, apathy for action, violence for nonviolence, and hate for love. Social Justice Handbook is a call for all believers to move from apathy to advocacy for the sake of the gospel of Christ.

I first met Mae when I was the teacher in residence in 2004 for Willow Creek’s Justice Journey experience that she was helping to lead. The mission of the trip was to “experience the past, understand the present, and embrace hope for the future.” In many ways, Social Justice Handbook is just such an experience—looking at past history of injustices in the United States and around the world, attempting to understand what they mean for us today, and embracing hope for the future that comes because of the presence of the Holy Spirit and the work of Christ through his people.

Our understanding of the gospel makes us ready for Christian social action. As we enter into the lives of our neighbors, in their hearts and into their homes, we come face to face with their needs and are compelled because of the love of Christ to respond. It is the responsibility of the body of Christ to live out his life on earth and to make the love of God visible in our time. That’s why I highly recommend this book. This book is an attempt to give practical tools and valuable information to help individuals, churches and other groups take small steps toward making a difference in the lives of people in their surrounding communities and around the world.

This handbook will help you find your place in God’s global work of social justice. The first half provides a biblical and historical overview of what the God of justice has been doing throughout Scripture and church history. The second part highlights dozens of specific topics in handy alphabetical order, explaining what you need to know and what you can do about them. The issues might be as personal as domestic abuse or as global as genocide. But in every case, we have hope for the oppressed and good news for the world, because God cares about justice and works through his people to make things right. I pray that this book will give you ideas for living out God’s call on your life in ways that are surprising and unexpected.

I am encouraged that a new generation is joining God on this courageous adventure of transforming a fallen and hurting world. Many are joining Jesus in preaching good news to the poor, proclaiming freedom for the prisoners and releasing the oppressed (Luke 4:18). May this book be a companion on your journey, and may you discover new frontiers of justice and service that previous generations have never imagined.

John Perkins









Introduction


During the past several years of my ministry at both Willow Creek Community Church and Hillside Covenant Church, I continually come into contact with the needs of the poor. Time and again I am amazed at the material needs present. I am also amazed at the wealth of Christian life and experience found by faithful believers who were serving others, living faithfully and trying to overcome the challenges of poverty.

My ministry experience has provided me with personal encounters and a glimpse of problems and struggles that are outside of my normal everyday paradigm: a little boy who suffers from such severe asthma that his medicine takes more space in his home than all of his other material possessions; a young mother who continually struggles to hold down a job without having the resources to provide childcare for her three young children; a grandfather who lives in the basement of an abandoned building because he isn’t able to garnish enough social security to pay for rent. These encounters propelled me on a journey of trying to grasp what it means to respond to these kinds of needs through Christian ministry. The church so often has solid theology and teaching, but sometimes neglects to respond to the physical needs that present themselves right on our doorstep and beyond.

In January 2005, I began a ministry at Willow Creek Community Church that focused on social justice. Of course there had been and were others at Willow who were knowledgeable about and valued social justice, but I wanted there to be an organized movement within the church that not only extended compassion but started to get at the root of the issues that cause poverty, oppression and injustice.

At the same time there seemed to be a movement sweeping through the evangelical church on a national, if not global, front. I began to notice articles on social justice appearing in Christian magazines. Other partner churches were beginning to ask similar questions about the church’s role in shaping society and leading reform. Over and over I heard talk in Christian circles about what it means to live out Matthew 25, what it means to put faith in action as described in James 2 and Isaiah 58. Everywhere I turned it seemed people were asking what it means to respond to the poor and the oppressed in society. I was caught up in the excitement, but deep in my soul I also believed that there was an impending need not yet being met by the church.

Of course, this conversation wasn’t really new. Believers in the early church (Acts 2) were attentive to the needs of the orphans and the widows. From early antiquity the church often carried the responsibility of meeting the needs of society’s most unfortunate. As I began this journey in pursuit of social justice, I longed to understand the deeper meaning of biblical justice and its relationship to the more familiar concepts of compassion, mercy and charity.

I began to search. I read books. I went to seminars. I met individuals who will be crowned with many jewels in heaven because of their activism and efforts on behalf of the gospel. I was exposed to some of the greatest leadership and wisdom about the questions of social justice. I have been blessed by the wisdom and council of experts in the field: John Perkins, the founder of the Christian Community Development Association; Jim Wallis, the leader of Sojourners magazine and Call to Renewal; Brian McLaren of the Emergent Village; Gary Haugen, founder, president and CEO of International Justice Mission; just to name a few. While I am greatly indebted to these leaders, I still came away from these encounters feeling somewhat discouraged—there didn’t seem to be a place where the questions I was asking for myself and on behalf of my church were being addressed. I was inspired by churches and individuals, but was left with little guidance as to how to apply what I was learning to ministry at Willow Creek. It seemed that no one could tell me how, in the context of my leadership, to implement the many new things I was learning.

I went to all of these events asking questions, and no one seemed to have the specific answers that I was looking for. I wanted to know the down and dirty pragmatics—the very basics of social justice, beyond academic articulation and systematic theology. I wanted to know how to define social justice. I wanted to understand the difference between social justice and biblical justice. I wanted to know at the core of my being what it means to live out social justice individually and corporately as the body of Christ.

To a degree every Christian and every church leader will come to the point where he or she personally grapples with an issue. By the grace and direction of God’s prompting, it is the leader’s responsibility to define what it means to fully embrace this problem in the context of their ministry. That has been my journey. This book is a compilation of the basic fundamentals that I have learned the past few years as I wrestled with these questions. My hope and desire is that all of the struggles our ministry has experienced might provide support and encouragement for others who are asking the same questions. This book is Social Justice 101. The basics. The fundamentals. These are what have been the core tenets of our journey, though they by far are not comprehensive.1

In the past Willow’s evangelism ministry hosted conversations around the “big questions” of life. During the summer of 2005, we held a five-week series called “Biggies Unplugged.” This series broke big issues down into small discussion groups. My group led one of these unplugged conversations. The basic outline for this book was developed during that event. Our conversations were certainly unplugged. We had the biggest table. On a given Sunday we had anywhere between fifteen and twenty people. We argued and wrestled and disagreed and prayed and began the spiritual process of asking some hard questions. I hope this book will provide a similar opportunity. Read with the desire to engage. This book is a “doing” book—calling the church into action. The evangelical church has strayed from its original roots. We must return to our twofold purpose of a contemplative tradition reflecting good theology and a church that put its beliefs into practice through action.

Social justice is complicated. People have strong ideas about it! Say “social justice” to one person, and he or she will think you are a saint, following in the footsteps of Mother Teresa. But someone else may throw a fit and declare that you are a liberal activist who has abandoned the true fundamentals of Scripture. There is a broad spectrum of history, beliefs and perspectives about social justice. This book is designed to explore the basics of social justice from a biblical perspective, rooted in Scripture and the core tenets of the Christian faith.


How to Read This Book

Social Justice Handbook is divided into two main parts. Part one, “Foundations of Social Justice,” is meant to be read chapter by chapter and provides a biblical and theological framework for justice, and addresses how individuals and the church can get involved. Chapters include information about the historical context of the evangelical church and its involvement in social justice. The movement from apathy to advocacy is one that should be pursued by all Christ followers. Part one addresses different types of advocacy and what involvement can look like for individuals and for the church.

Chapter one, “God’s Heart for Justice,” is a broad brushstroke of the theological foundation for social justice. What is biblical justice? What does the Old Testament have to say about it? How about the New?

Chapter two focuses on definitions and questions about social justice. What is social justice? In order to become an advocate of justice, we first need to understand some of the basic issues surrounding social justice. This chapter addresses whether or not there is a difference between social justice and charity or compassion. Some people think they are all the same thing. I would suggest that they are correlated, related and a part of the same family, but they are very different ideas and involve different actions. Most evangelical churches do a decent job at compassion, but in general they do a poor job of exercising justice.

Chapter three provides a history of Christian social justice in the Americas. Words and works are both vital modes of ministry. This chapter gives a brief summary of the history of how people who embraced one or the other came to be so opposed and differentiated. Few would disagree that the church of the future must find a balance between the two, living out holistic Christian ministry in a balance between works and words, actions and study of the Word.

Chapter four addresses the process people must embark on to allow their hearts to be opened and broken toward those who are most affected by injustice and oppression. God has called his people toward a radical transformation that involves not only the mind and heart, but the feet and the hands as well. In Jesus’ inaugural address he called his followers to preach good news to the poor, proclaim freedom to the captives and proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. This chapter examines what it means for apathetic Christians to become individual and corporate agents of justice.

Chapter five focuses on the roles individuals, church, community and government can play in advocating social justice. Individuals, moved to respond to issues they have encountered, possess the energy and conviction that can be used to start a movement in their small groups, churches and communities. As individuals move from apathy to advocacy and invite others to join on the journey, social justice will be lived out and the kingdom of God will enter in!

Part two, “Social Justice Issues,” is arranged alphabetically. It can be read front to back but is designed to be used more topically, as both a reflective tool and a reference guide. This part of the book wrestles with the nitty-gritty. Since social justice can be so nebulous and hard to define, it is important to understand the “core issues”—AIDS, the death penalty, education, the environment, health care, housing and poverty—of social justice. These topical entries are not comprehensive. They do, however, represent fundamental issues that are deeply seeded with pain, suffering, oppression and the lack of justice. These core issues, and many more, must be understood so that the church can respond with the strength and power of the Christian faith.

Many of the topics discussed are overwhelming. Do not be discouraged! My hope is that this book will serve as a resource and provoke questions that you might not have otherwise considered. It might even encourage you and others around you to take action, to step out in faith, preparing the soil with the hope that God will make it grow. The material includes descriptions of the topics, relevant statistics and other basic information, potential action steps, and resources for further study. In addition, the following features are found throughout the book.

Profiles. There are several people and ministry profiles that provide firsthand accounts of a ministry or person involved in social justice advocacy.2 Learning about the advocacy efforts of others can be a great encouragement in our own pursuit of justice.

Spiritual reflection exercise. While this book is full of action items, it is important to take time to reflect on how God is moving in your own life. How is he calling you to personally respond? Spiritual reflection exercises encourage us to take the time and space to reflect about how God is personally leading us.

Awareness exercise. Much of the injustice that is perpetrated around the world stems from ignorance about the ways power, privilege and resources affect those who have limited opportunity and wealth. These exercises are a first step to raising awareness among individuals and the larger community about the stories of people groups who have experienced injustice in the United States and around the world.

Take action. This book provides practical first steps for getting involved and becoming an advocate of social justice. Many of the action items listed are small but important attempts to make a difference in the world. As each person progresses in the journey, I encourage strategic thinking about what action could and should be taken as the Christian community rises up in response to injustice around the world.

For further study. Each section includes references “For Further Study.” Though some of the suggested readings come from a Christian perspective, the Christian community has not done enough scholarship in some topics or fields. Thus many of the readings are written by secular authors. I do not personally endorse the teachings in all of the recommended readings. I do, however, believe that the church should be informed and should engage with secular scholarship. My hope is that these readings will expand our understanding and help inform a Christian response to the issues being discussed.

Read this book to discern how God may be moving you to live a little different—or maybe even radically different! God clearly calls his children to be agents of justice:


He has shown all you people what is good.

And what does the LORD require of you?

To act justly and to love mercy,

and to walk humbly with your God. (Mic 6:8)
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1

    God’s Heart for Justice


  
    
      “There is no such thing as personal piety that does not affect society.”

      BARBARA SKINNER,

        WALNUT CrEEK CCDA INSTITUTE
AT HILLSIDE COVENANT CHURCH

    

  

  
    The greatest commandment in the Scriptures is: “Love the Lord your God with all of your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Mt 22:37). Jesus continues with the second directive: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 22:39). For those who call themselves followers of Christ, these commandments may be excessively familiar; they may no longer seem revolutionary. Most Christians believe that the love and worship of God, acknowledging he is Lord, is the highest command for believers. From our love of God and his love for us, we are motivated and inspired to love those around us—even to the extent of loving our enemies. Jesus tells us “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven” (Mt 5:44-45).

    In order to understand biblical justice, we must first understand love. Love is what motivates and compels. Love is complex, yet simple. Love is talked about too much—sometimes in the wrong context and in cheap ways—therefore its value is diminished and its true power is not understood. At the same time the type of love that Christ teaches is talked about too little. Love that comes from Christ is the source of all good actions; it is the source of our true self-worth and identity before God:

    
      Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us. (1 Jn 4:7-12)

    

    This type of love is manifest throughout the world by those who have an intimate relationship with Christ. I see God’s presence on earth through people who choose to sacrifice and give up privilege, power, money and even safety for the sake of someone else. For example, I have learned about this type of love from my friends Dick and Sibyl Towner. Sibyl is the director of Spiritual Mentoring at Willow Creek Community Church and Dick is the executive director of the Willow Creek Association Good Sense Stewardship Movement.

    From the time Dick and Sibyl were married, they have welcomed people who are going through a hard time or just need a place to stay to be a part of their home—some young, some old, some divorced, some grieving, some joyous—people who needed community and a place to live. Over the years they have had over seventy people live in their home as a part of their family for extended periods of time. At some point in my life I hope I grow enough to practice Christian hospitality the way the Towners do!

    When Sibyl meets with someone, she has the ability, in the first few moments together, to remind the person that not only she but also God loves the person more than he or she could imagine. As Christians learn to express this type of love, the love of Christ, there will be an increased desire to respond to people’s needs in immediate circles of relationship and in the community beyond. The love of God is not dormant but is a progressively growing flame that burns powerfully and compels us into action when we submit to it.

    How do we know what this love is and how to live it out? “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for one another. If any one of you has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in you?” (1 Jn 3:16-17). There is a direct correlation between our beliefs and actions in response to the needs of people.

    First John goes so far as to say: when someone does not materially respond to the needs of people around them—they do not have the love of God. Christians must diligently seek to understand and experience the love that God has bestowed upon his followers. As that love is experienced and understood, Christ’s followers will have a better sense how to put it into action in their immediate circles of influence and beyond. This book is an attempt to do just that: provide small steps at understanding the love that God has toward all people and his creation, small steps to learning how to live out the love of God toward others, small steps to a better world. In the pages ahead, please don’t get lost in all of the opportunities and possibilities for action. Instead, continually be reminded that the true motivation for action comes from the love of Christ.

    
      Faith in Action

      Consider the construction of many of the glorious churches throughout Europe. Over the centuries of building the cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, hundreds of men (and even women) slaved for days, weeks, months and years. They died in the hope that their human effort would allow them a place in heaven. The Bible is clear about the source of salvation: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph 2:8-10). The source of salvation is the overly abundant grace of God. No one has done anything to deserve it. Salvation is a gift. No matter how much good someone does on earth, he or she will never be good enough to achieve rightness before God. Instead, all people are offered the gift of salvation. This is the grace of God.

      
        For Further Study

        
          What’s So Amazing About Grace? by Philip Yancey The Discipline of Grace: God’s Role and Our Role in the Pursuit of Holiness by Jerry Bridges

        

      

      Grace is not the end of the story! Grace shows itself in love and responsiveness to the needs of people. As Ephesians indicates, grace is expressed through “good works” in the lives of those who possess it. James goes so far as to say, “Faith without deeds is dead.” We live our faith through what we do. James 2 says it this way:

      
        What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if people claim to have faith but have no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. (Jas 2:14-17)

      

      Faith in action—that is what justice is all about.

    

    
    
      Justice and Righteousness

      Old Testament justice. Justice is the manifestation of right action. Simply put, the basic concepts of work (or action) and faith (or righteousness) help lay the foundation for what God has to say about justice.1 The Bible is full of God’s concern for justice, from his holding Cain accountable for the murder of his brother (Genesis) to the justice of God expressed in his wrath toward Satan (Revelation). Clearly, God, in both the Old and New Testaments, declares his passion in regard to the rightness of our actions. He also cares about the conditions of our hearts.

      Throughout the Scriptures justice and righteousness go hand in hand. Justice is right action—doing the right thing. Righteousness speaks to the condition of our hearts and is the attribute of being pure (or “right”) before God. In order to better understand the relationship between these two words, it is helpful to look at how many times they are used together throughout the Scriptures.

      In the Old Testament the Hebrew word often used for justice is mišpāṭ.2 This Hebrew word occurs over four hundred times throughout the Old Testament—over sixty times in Psalms, thirty-six times in Deuteronomy. Mišpāṭ, or divine justice, refers to the execution of God’s righteous standards. The Hebrew word for righteousness is ṣedeq, or ṣĕdāqâ, the quality or state of mind of being just, morally upright or without sin.3

      These two ideas—God’s justice and his righteousness—are inextricably linked throughout the Scriptures. Throughout history followers of God have wrestled with what it means to maintain both. In the Old Testament God expressed his frustration when the Israelites were obedient but seemed to be missing the whole point (Is 58). In the New Testament Jesus criticized the Pharisees for focusing on outward actions while missing the inward transformation toward righteousness (Mt 23). It is helpful to study the degree to which these two words are used in parallel throughout the Old Testament. Consider the following verses:

      
        Righteousness [ṣedeq] and justice [mišpāṭ] are the foundation of your throne; love and faithfulness go before you. (Ps 89:14)

         

        Praise be to the LORD your God, who has delighted in you and placed you on his throne as king to rule for the LORD your God. Because of the love of your God for Israel and his desire to uphold them forever, he has made you king over them, to maintain justice [mišpāṭ] and righteousness [ṣĕdāqâ]. (2 Chron 9:8)

        
          The LORD loves righteousness [ṣĕdāqâ] and justice [mišpāṭ];

          the earth is full of his unfailing love. (Ps 33:5)

        

        
          This is what the LORD says:

          “Maintain justice [mišpāṭ]

          and do what is right,

          for my salvation is close at hand

          and my righteousness [ṣĕdāqâ] will

          soon be revealed.” (Is 56:1)

        

      

      It is clear from these passages and many others that justice and righteousness go hand in hand. Righteousness represents the state of God’s character—his goodness, his purity, his character. We inherit God’s righteousness when we have faith and believe in him. Faith and belief in the gift of God’s grace is what constitutes our righteousness.

      Justice is the manifestation of God’s righteous character in the world—the execution of God’s righteousness. Justice is the expression of God’s righteousness through right action. When justice completely exists on this earth, everything will be the way that God intended it to be. The righteous actions of Christ followers is the execution of faith. As believers practice good works, they become agents of justice.

      New Testament justice. In the New Testament the Greek work for righteousness, dikaios, appears over two hundred times. Dikaios has many meanings and connotations, including the observation of right laws, keeping the commandments of God, being virtuous, righteousness or justice. Sound familiar? In the New Testament, dikaios refers to both Old Testament ideas—justice and righteousness. The King James Version translates the word dikaios thirty-three times as being “just” and forty-one times as “righteous.”4 However, other English translations typically translate this word as “righteousness” and not “justice.” For example, the New American Standard Bible only translates dikaios as “just” six times. In many Spanish translations dikaios is translated repeatedly as “justice” (and not “righteousness”). A lot has been lost in the translations of the Scriptures from their original languages to English. Consider the following verses where the word dikaios appears—use the idea of both justice and righteousness in your translation:

      
        Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness [and justice: dikaiosynē].” Then John consented. (Mt 3:15)

         

        Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness [and justice: dikaiosynē], for they will be filled. (Mt 5:6)

         

        For in the gospel the righteousness [and justice: dikaiosynē] of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous [and just: dikaios] will live by faith.” (Rom 1:17)

         

        As it is written: “They have scattered abroad their gifts to the poor; their righteousness [and justice: dikaiosynē] endures forever.” (2 Cor 9:9)

      

      Of the two hundred times that dikaios is used in Scripture, most versions only use the translation justice once (Col 4:1).5 (See “Slavery.”)

      Contemporary evangelicalism has emphasized personal righteousness and piety and has missed much of the intended meaning bursting through the Scriptures about justice. It is critical to understand that righteousness and justice are interconnected in both Testaments. In the Old Testament righteousness was obedience to the law of Moses. New Testament righteousness is received through faith in Christ. The demonstration of righteousness in our lives is just living—living out the justice of God. Social Justice Handbook is about pursuing a life of justice motivated by love for God and love for his people.

      [image: ] Spiritual reflection exercise. Consider the implications of the relationship between justice and righteousness. How might this change your understanding of God? Go through the New Testament and look for references to “righteousness.” (If you have access to a Greek New Testament, find verses that use the word dikaios.)6 Translate “righteousness” (dikaios or dikaiosynē) as both righteousness and justice. How does your understanding of the verse change? How might this affect the way that you live out your faith? Reflect on and journal about your thoughts. Pray that God will reveal his truth to you in your studies.

    

    
    
      The Bible and Wealth

      Almost every time I have been with John Perkins, I have heard him say that “justice is an economic issue.”7 Dr. Perkins’s perspective is that the expression of justice is directly tied to money and resources. Justice is about the righteous and fair access to and distribution of resources. Injustice is often expressed through access or the lack thereof to financial resources and is discernable in both poverty and wealth.

      In his book Quiet Revolution John Perkins says, “God meant for equality to be expressed in terms of economics.”8 God’s economic system was first introduced in the Garden of Eden. He created man and woman and gave them the resources they needed to survive. They were told they could eat from every tree but the tree of life. They were to act as stewards of creation: “God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground’” (Gen 1:28). God created humans to steward creation and to model the way that God wanted things to be on earth.

      The Old Testament is clear that if people were obedient to God, he would provide for their needs. In Deuteronomy, the Bible says: “There need be no poor people among you, for in the land the LORD your God is giving you to possess as your inheritance, he will richly bless you, if only you fully obey the LORD your God and are careful to follow all these commands I am giving you today” (Deut 15:4-5). The resources that God provides were made available to his people from the very beginning. Justice is expressed when God’s resources are made available to all humans, which is what God intended. Biblical justice is the scriptural mandate to manifest the kingdom of God on earth by making God’s blessings available to all.9

    

    
    
      God’s Economy

      
        Keep falsehood and lies far from me;

        give me neither poverty nor riches,

        but give me only my daily bread.

        Otherwise, I may have too much and disown you

        and say, ‘Who is the LORD?’

        Or I may become poor and steal,

        and so dishonor the name of my God.

        (Prov 30:8-9)

      

      God’s economy not only relates to his provision of fundamental needs but also to the way humans consume resources. The Bible is very clear that people should only take what they need. Consider when the manna fell from heaven. The Israelites were clearly instructed by God: “The people are to go out each day and gather enough for that day” (Ex 16:4). If they gathered more than they needed, the manna became full of maggots and began to smell (Ex 16:20).

      Certainly contemporary overconsumption would be tempered if modern-day indulgences turned into stinky bugs. The provision of manna in the desert was in sharp contrast to the conditions of oppression and need Israel experienced in Egypt: “The Israelites did as they were told; some gathered much, some little. And when they measured it by the omer, the one who gathered much did not have too much, and the one who gathered little did not have too little. Each one had gathered just as much as they needed” (Ex 16:17-18).

      In God’s economy, everyone has enough. There is no such thing as “too much” or “too little” because God provided each family with just what they needed.10 God’s justice is manifested by his provision for all people to have equal access to the resources he provides—be it manna or quail in the dessert, or the things people need to survive today (see “Consumerism” and “Poverty”).

    

    
    
      The Problem of Evil

      Pastor Mark Labberton aptly says:

      
        To live lives of faithful worship, to cultivate God’s imagination for justice, to trust Jesus Christ to do a work of liberation and transformation means there will be times when our noses will be filled with the stench of human need and evil. But far more profoundly, we will also have glimpses of the glory of God that can set the captives free. That’s God’s imagination.11

      

      Looking around the world today, anyone can see that resources are not distributed equally. Not all people have access to the fundamental things they need to survive. But Jesus told his followers not to worry, for God takes care of the birds of the air and the lilies of the field—how much more would he take care of those who follow him (Mt 6)? Has God not fulfilled his promises? Why is there so much disparity in the world today?

      These questions may cause God’s followers to despair. The world is clearly not the way that God intended it to be. He is allpowerful (omnipotent) but allows his creatures to choose whether or not to obey him. This choice is clearly seen throughout Scripture. Consider God’s invitation to the Israelites in Deuteronomy 30: “This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the LORD your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him” (Deut 30:19-20).

      The first time humans chose to disobey God is recorded in Genesis 3: Adam and Eve ate fruit from the tree that was forbidden. The punishment for their disobedience was exclusion from the Garden of Eden and separation from God.

      Some might ask how things came to be the way they are today? How can God be good and allow such devastation to be occurring around the world? Thousands die of hunger and preventable diseases every day. Little girls and boys are sold into slavery to be used as mere objects for sexual pleasure. People who are weak because they are disabled or developmentally challenged are abused and forced to do manual labor. These are only a few of the travesties in the world today. To understand and pursue biblical justice, one must grapple with the reality of evil in the world.

      The manifestation of evil is the antithesis of justice. N. T. Wright’s book Evil and the Justice of God speaks directly to the theology behind this question. Throughout history thinkers have wrestled with why God chooses to not stop the evil in the world. While there are no easy answers to this question, God’s promises assure his followers that one day all evil will be defeated and the injustices in this world will be brought to an end.

      
        For Further Study

        
          Evil and the Justice of God by N. T. Wright

          He Is There and He Is Not Silent by Francis Schaeffer

        

      

    

    
    
      The Goodness of God

      Gary Haugen, founder and president of International Justice Mission, says:

      
        When falling into the well of doubt about why God permits injustice on the earth, I scrape my way out by standing first on the limits of my human knowledge. I grab on to the character of the compassionate Creator revealed on the cross. I step up to the mysterious foothold offered by the terrible gift of free will, and lunge up to the dusty ground onto the hope of eternity.12

      

      The other huge theological question related to injustice is the character of God. How can a good God allow such horrible things to happen in the world? It is often distressing to know that God is perfectly powerful and present in all things but still allows them to happen. All believers must wrestle with this question, both personally and on behalf of those who suffer. Certainly some suffering is the result of disobedience, but not all. Why do bad things happen to good people?

      This question is too big to tackle here—but the justice of God cannot be discussed adequately without making reference to his goodness. Scripture assures us that God cares deeply for those who are suffering and suffers with them. Pastor Jeff Reed of Hillside Covenant Church in Walnut Creek, California, observes, “Such is demonstrated in God’s prophecy through Isaiah of the Suffering Servant who would one day come and vicariously bear suffering on behalf of his people [Is 52:13-15]. That these prophecies were fulfilled in the divine Messiah himself makes the point stunningly clear.”13 The Scriptures also declare that the Holy Spirit groans on behalf of the followers of Christ (Rom 8:26). And the psalmist said the promise was made that God’s goodness would be revealed in the land of the living (Ps 27:13).

      
        For Further Study

        
          Disappointment with God by Philip Yancey

          A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss by Gerald Sittser

        

      

    

    
    
      The Prosperity Gospel

      Some Christians believe in the “prosperity gospel”—the idea that the more authentic our religious belief and faith, the more that God will bless us with material things. A Scriptural view of wealth precludes this possibility. God is not pleased when some people have too much and others have little. For example, the Israelites who horded manna in the desert were punished and did not please God. And Jesus said: “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal” (Mt 6:19-20).

      Over one billion people around the world live on less than $1 a day. In 2006, the median income for an individual in the United States was over $75 per day.14 Is it possible that the citizens of developed countries are hoarding manna? Our understanding of kingdom economics should inform the way we accumulate wealth, invest assets and spend money—all issues very close to God’s heart for justice.

    

    
    
      Shalom: The Peace of God

      Martin Luther King Jr., a Baptist minister and civil rights activist, said, “True peace is not merely the absence of tension: it is the presence of justice.”15

      The biblical idea of peace (shalom) is the condition that exists when justice is fully expressed. In early antiquity the philosophers believed that peace and justice were two sides of the same coin. The early Greek philosopher Plato argued in the Republic that justice was “peace” or harmony. Justice was expressed when harmonious relationships existed between warring parts of the city. Martin Luther King Jr., expanded the idea of shalom even further when he said: “True peace is not merely the absence of tension; it is the presence of justice.”16 Peace is not merely the lack of physical conflict; it exists only when the justice of God is fully present.

      Christian philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff said:

      
        The state of shalom is the state of flourishing in all dimensions of one’s existence: in one’s relation to God, in one’s relation to one’s fellow human beings, in one’s relation to nature, and in one’s relation to oneself. Evidently justice has something to do with the fact that God’s love for each and every one of God’s human creatures takes the form of God desiring the shalom of each and every one.”17

      

      As Wolterstorff describes, the Hebrew concept of shalom is much more than peace—it means wholeness, completeness, harmony—the total sense of well-being, what God initially intended before the Fall—for both individuals and for community. When shalom exists, it is expressed in blessings in every area of life—spiritual, social, economic and physical.18 Shalom is unable to exist when God’s people are limited by a natural or supernatural force in their ability to live as God desires for them. The limitation of shalom is oppression.

    

    
    
      Oppression: Theology of Power

      
        The Almighty is beyond our reach and exalted in power;

        in his justice [mišpāṭ] and great righteousness [ṣĕdāqâ], he does not oppress.

        (Job 37:23)

      

      Oppression, the absence of justice, impedes shalom.19 This is the use of power to subjugate an individual or group of people. Oppression is seen throughout the stories of the Bible: Cain’s murder of Abel (Gen 4), the captivity and slavery of the Israelites in Egypt (Ex 1), Esther’s sexual exploitation in the harem of King Xerxes (Esther 2), Tamar’s rape by her brother Amnon (2 Sam 13), to name a few. Oppression is the use of power or authority in an abusive way. Likewise, injustice is the violation of the rights of another in an oppressive way.

      According to Gary Haugen, “Injustice occurs when power is misused to take from others what God has given them, namely their life, dignity, liberty or fruits of their love and labor.”20 Often the victims of injustice and oppression are women and children who are poor, widows, orphans, and foreigners (see “Children,” “Immigration,” “Sex Trafficking,” “Slavery” and “Women”). The people in society who have less power than those around them are more vulnerable to oppression. Their safety often depends on the societal structures that are in place and whether or not laws or other measures exist to protect them.

      God hates oppression: “This is what the Sovereign LORD says: You have gone far enough, princes of Israel! Give up your violence and oppression and do what is just and right. Stop dispossessing my people, declares the Sovereign LORD” (Ezek 45:9). Throughout the Old Testament there are severe consequences for those who oppressed others. In Genesis, Cain was sent into exile. Amnon, who had raped his sister, was killed by his brother Absalom. In Jeremiah, God declared that the city of Jerusalem must be punished because it was “filled with oppression” (Jer 6:6). Clearly, oppression will be punished.

      Shalom, the peace of God, is in direct contrast to oppression. God hates oppression but loves justice. When all is in a state of justice, shalom exists. Shalom brings wholeness, completeness, safety, tranquility and restoration to creation—the way God intended things to be.

      John Perkins says, “Not until we are all free will any of us be free.”21

      Sometimes oppression is overt and easily seen; other times it is covert and hidden. Oppression can have devastating effects on people. Thomas Hanks, the author of God So Loved the Third World, describes the effects of oppression: “It crushes, humiliates, animalizes, impoverishes, enslaves, and kills people created in the image of God.”22 Oppression not only affects the recipients of abuse but can devastate persons in power. “As the oppressors dehumanize others and violate their rights, they themselves also become dehumanized.”23 The entire community is affected when shalom is not present.

      Rest assured that God hears the cries of the oppressed and desires to deliver them from bondage—from both the physical bondage of oppression and the spiritual bondage of sin. One of the most powerful accounts of God’s heart for the oppressed is found in Exodus 3: God’s encounter with Moses at the burning bush.

      
        The LORD said, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey—the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites. And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.” (Ex 3:7-10)

      

      God cares about those who are vulnerable and weak. Lowell Noble, retired professor of sociology and anthropology, claims that the Old Testament theology of oppression has been largely ignored by evangelicals.24 The people of God can no longer afford to ignore what God has to say about those who are oppressed. Instead, Christians are called to seek justice and to play a part in setting the oppressed free.

       

      [image: ] Spiritual reflection exercise. Take some time to look for stories of oppression in the Bible. What stories did you find? If you are having trouble, consider the book of Esther, Israel’s exodus from Egypt (Ex 3–6), the story of Amnon and Tamar (2 Sam 13). What do these stories tell you about the things that are important to God? What happened to the people who were oppressed? What happened to the oppressor? Did justice occur in the story? Do you relate most to the victim or to the person in power? Reflect or journal about how God desires us to respond to those who are hurting and suffering. Ask God to speak to you and to give you a better understanding of his heart for justice.

    

    
    
      Sabbath and the Year of Jubilee

      Throughout the first five books of the Bible, there are laws about the way the Hebrews were to relate to God and to one another. The most important laws are known as the Ten Commandments. The first five commandments direct how the people should relate to God. The second five address how God’s people are to relate to one another. These laws defined justice for the people of Israel.

      One of the commandments about living in community regards the sabbath: “Observe the Sabbath day by keeping it holy, as the LORD your God has commanded you” (Deut 5:12). The idea of a sabbath is relatively familiar: the people of God were to have a day of rest, a day dedicated to God, once a week. Christians often observe the sabbath on Sundays. God established three different types of sabbaths for the people of Israel in order to teach them how to relate to one another.25 These sabbaths are important to the study of biblical justice because they were the foundational laws that affected the poor.

      The weekly sabbath. The last day of the week the sabbath was to be observed as a day without work. This was to remind people of God’s creation, when he rested on the seventh day. At the time these laws were given, Israel was an agricultural society. Taking a day off from farming the land could have significant consequences if the people did not believe that God would provide for and take care of them.

      The sabbath year. The people would work for six years and then would rest during the entire seventh year. This sabbath is described in Leviticus: “When you enter the land I am going to give you, the land itself must observe a sabbath to the LORD. For six years sow your fields, and for six years prune your vineyards and gather their crops. But in the seventh year the land is to have a year of sabbath rest, a sabbath to the LORD” (Lev 25:2-4). There were several aspects to the observance of the sabbath year: (1) there was no work for the entire year and the people were to live off of the produce of the land; (2) all debts were forgiven; (3) those who were in slavery were set free; (4) and the law of the Lord was read to the people of Israel so they would be reminded that he was their provider and the land belonged to him. Again, the only way the people of Israel could obey the sabbath law was if they trusted that God would provide for their needs.

      The year of Jubilee. After forty-nine years, a year was consecrated as a year of freedom, the year of the Lord’s favor. Jubilee was the year following seven sabbath years. It was the year that proclaimed freedom for the captives, the restoration of land to its original owners, the forgiveness of debt. The Jubilee year was holy, set aside to honor God. The year of Jubilee celebrated holistic renewal for the entire community.

      In ancient times, during the normal course of events, people who experienced hardship often went into great debt and some sold themselves into servitude to their family members or others, and some sold their land. In fifty year’s time, these types of transactions would have led to a terrible disparity between the rich and the poor. But Jubilee rectified this problem. The debt of the people was to be completely wiped away. A relative state of equality was brought back to society. Israel was dependent on the land, which was not to be used as a possession to exploit but to be shared equitably.26 These sabbath principles taught the people of Israel that the land and everything in it belonged to God. Jubilee “is God’s comprehensive unilateral restructuring of the community’s assets” and reminded the people “that they were an exodus people who must never return to a system of slavery” (Lev 25:42).27 The people of Israel were freed from captivity and were called by God to extend to others around them the same kind of deliverance and compassion that he showed them.

      There is debate by historians about whether or not Jubilee ever occurred. Most think it was never celebrated. It is easy to understand why, because it would have demanded complete dependence on God. It is hard to imagine what it would be like to wipe away every debt that exists in society and to start over with a fresh economic system.

      Some suggest that God expected Israel to observe the sabbath years and the year of Jubilee for 490 years. During that time, they would have had seventy sabbath years—70 x 7. Does that sound familiar? Jesus tells us to forgive one another seventy times seven (Mt 18:22).28 Although we are not certain of the dates, one person suggests that the king of Babylon captured Israel 490 years after the sabbath laws were given to Israel, and the people were taken into captivity for seventy years. Seventy sabbath years had been missed. Israel’s time in captivity gave the Promised Land the rest it had been denied because the sabbath years were not observed. Since the people would not practice God’s sabbath laws, he forced it on them. After the seventy years in captivity, God restored the people of Israel to their land and they were forgiven.29

      In this context, what would the people of Israel have been thinking when Jesus began his ministry, centuries later, with the proclamation of Isaiah declaring the year of the Lord’s favor?

      
        The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

        because he has anointed me

        to proclaim good news to the poor.

        He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

        and recovery of sight for the blind,

        to set the oppressed free,

        to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Lk 4:18-19)

      

      Jesus was declaring that his presence carried the same significance as the year of Jubilee—he came to earth to preach good news to the poor and to set the captives free.

      The freedom that Jesus proclaimed was meant both literally and spiritually. He responded to the physical needs of those who were hurting and suffering, but also to the depravation of their souls by forgiving them of their sins. Consider Jesus’ interaction with the paralyzed man. He first said, “Your sins are forgiven” and then continued by saying “Get up and walk” (Mt 9:1-8). Even when someone is not physically in captivity, he or she is captive to sin. Jesus came to bring both physical freedom to those who were sick, poor and in need—and spiritual freedom to all who might believe in him.

    

    
    
      Biblical Justice and the Gospel

      Gary Haugen observes: “Seeking justice is the task of bringing truth and power to bear on behalf of those who are oppressed, and here the diverse gifts of the body are called out in glorious array.”30

      Jesus’ declaration of Jubilee proclaimed freedom that would bring complete shalom—both righteousness and justice. This brings us back to where we began: what does it mean to wholeheartedly love God and our neighbors? In order to do so, righteousness and justice must be pursued. Faith can no longer be dichotomized. Christians must learn what it means to care about people’s souls as well as their physical needs.

      Comprehensive biblical justice is the scriptural mandate to manifest the kingdom of God on earth by making God’s blessing available to all humankind. The blessings of God are both corporeal and spiritual. Matthew 5 mentions the poor in spirit and Matthew 25 addresses the poor in material goods. God’s expectation is that when biblical justice is lived out, followers of Christ will respond to those who are hungry, thirsty, naked or in prison while also sharing the gospel with those who are spiritually lost. The gospel cannot be dichotomized into spiritual provision or material deliverance. Both are necessary components of the good news of salvation. Biblical justice is the manifestation of the full gospel of Christ. The gospel explicitly proclaims the need to evangelize the lost (Mt 28). Another, and sometimes neglected, component of the gospel is the promise of freedom and deliverance, as described by the year of Jubilee, for the poor and oppressed (Lk 4). Therefore, the proclamation of Christ, without responding to the needs of those who are poor and oppressed, is inadequate. When both components—compassion and evangelism—are expressed, the kingdom of God is manifested, biblical justice is exemplified, and the good news of the gospel of Christ is proclaimed.31

       

      [image: ] Spiritual reflection exercise. Read Leviticus 25. What characteristics do you see described in the sabbath year and the year of Jubilee? Read Luke 4:14-30? What in Jesus’ message is similar to the characteristics described in Leviticus? Do you think the sabbath laws are relevant to our faith today? If so, how? Find where 70 x 7 is mentioned in Scripture. What do you notice? Reflect and journal about your study. Is there anyone you need to extend forgiveness for a debt—either material or otherwise? Do you believe that all your possessions belong to God, and do you trust God to provide for your life? Ask God to increase your faith and dependence on him.

    

    
    
      Jesus and Justice

      
        Here is my servant whom I have chosen,

        the one I love, in whom I delight;

        I will put my Spirit on him,

        and he will proclaim justice to the nations. (Mt 12:18)

      

      Jesus’ entire life is an example of what it means to live the gospel—living and requiring righteous behavior, expressing compassion and care, and embodying justice. Jesus cared deeply for the souls of his followers. In Matthew 5, Jesus expected righteousness from his disciples and described a fulfillment of the law that went beyond mere obedience, and instead addressed the condition of their souls. It is no longer enough to not kill; anger is now unacceptable (Mt 5:22). The law says that adultery is unrighteous; Jesus declared that it is also unacceptable to have impure thoughts (Mt 5:28). Jesus redefined righteousness by calling us to obey the law in both action and spirit. He commands, “Come, follow me” (Mt 4:19).

      Jesus not only called his disciples to righteous perfection (Mt 5:48), he also expressed care and concern toward those who followed him and toward others he encountered along the way. At Lazarus’s tomb, Jesus wept ( Jn 11:35). In Jerusalem, he grieved when his people did not respond to his message (Lk 13:34-35). He expressed his love when he told Peter to care for and love his followers ( Jn 21:15-17). When Jesus encountered the woman at the well and offered her living water, he called her to righteousness but also expressed compassion ( Jn 4:1-26). These verses, and many others, reveal that Jesus compassionately cared for people.

      In addition to Jesus’ concern for his followers’ souls, he also sought justice by responding to their physical needs and working to overturn the systems that caused their impoverished conditions. He healed the sick (Lk 5). He blessed the poor, the hungry, the sorrowful and those excluded from society (Lk 6). As a result of Jesus’ ministry, the blind could see, the lame could walk, lepers were healed, the deaf could hear, the dead were raised, and the poor received the good news of the gospel (Lk 7:22).

      The Pharisees, the religious leaders of Jesus’ day, cared more about the legalistic observations of the law than responding to the needs of the poor and hurting. Jesus confronted them and revealed how their legalism hurt people who were suffering (Mt 12). Jesus’ entire ministry challenged injustice and overturned the brokenness of the world. Ultimately, Christ was willing to endure suffering on the cross in order to demonstrate the justice of God in response to human sin (Rom 3:25-26).

      
        For Further Study

        
          Justice: A Biblical Perspective by Carol J. Dempsey

          The Hole in Our Gospel: What Does God Expect of Us? The Answer That Changed My Life and Might Just Change the World by Richard Stearns

        

      

       

      [image: ] Spiritual reflection exercise. Choose one of the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke or John). Read it through and look for passages that talk about Jesus’ encounters with others. Where do you see him teaching or exemplifying righteousness? Where do you see him showing care or compassion for the hurting? What did Jesus have to say about the poor? Which verses address how his ministry was changing a system of oppression or injustice? Write your responses in a journal or notebook. Reflect about what you discover. Pray that God will reveal himself to you through the encounters you have read about Jesus.
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    Social Justice

    Defining the Issue


  
    
      “My basic commitment as a Christian has not changed, nor has my view of the Gospel, but I have come to see in deeper ways the implications of my faith and the message I have been proclaiming. I can no longer proclaim the Cross and the Resurrection without proclaiming the whole message of the Kingdom, which is justice for all.”

      BILLY GRAHAM, APPROACHING HOOFBEATS

    

  

  
    At the beginning of the twenty-first century the evangelical church is once again asking what it means to live out biblical justice. Social justice is so poorly understood! Sometimes, in a fervor to honor God and pursue biblical justice, the church causes more harm than good. Once a biblical foundation of justice is firmly grasped, other important questions must be addressed: How does social justice relate to biblical justice? What is the difference (if any) between compassion and justice? What is the source of justice? Is there more than one type of justice? What do power and authority have to do with justice? What are issues of injustice?

    
      For Further Study

      
        Approaching Hoofbeats: The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse by Billy Graham

        Living Faith: How Faith Inspires Social Justice by Curtiss Paul DeYoung

      

    

    
      Social Justice and Biblical Justice

      Chuck Colson notes: “Biblical justice recognizes that both punishment and meeting social needs are essential to a just society” (see “Chuck Colson”).1

      Is there any difference between social justice and biblical justice? Social justice has to do with the way that material resources and social advantages are distributed and made accessible in society. Social justice is manifested when all people have equal access to resources and opportunities, such as health care, employment and education. For example, social justice is violated when children in city schools are given a substandard and underfunded education (see “Education—Domestic” and “Education—Global”).

      J. Philip Wogaman, a retired Methodist minister, helps Christians properly frame social justice: “Does justice . . . have to be preceded by the adjective social? Is there a difference between justice and social justice?” His response is very helpful: “Perhaps not. But since justice is so often taken at the narrower, more individualistic sense of giving people what they earn or deserve, the adjective social is a reminder that justice is about community.”2

      I have sometimes found conversations about social justice to be frustrating because it is hard to understand what is being talked about. There are so many different ideas about what justice means that many conversations may seem pointless. It may be helpful to first try to understand what the basic term justice means before attempting to define social justice. As mentioned in chapter one, justice is the expression of God’s righteousness through right action. Jeremy Del Rio, organizational strategist and justice advocate, says, “Deep justice is about righting wrongs.”3

      Sometimes justice is described as the right use of power and injustice as the abuse of power. Social justice wrestles with questions about power systems within society and how they affect people. Sometimes severe harm is caused by unjust systems or because an individual injustice has taken place. If God commanded all people to be stewards of the earth, we can assume he desires all people to have access to the earth’s resources. When access to those resources is unequally distributed or abused by those in power, social justice is impeded.

      
        For Further Study

        
          Deep Justice in a Broken World: Helping Your Kids Serve Others and Right the Wrongs Around Them by Chap Clark and Kara Powell

          I Am Not a Social Activist: Making Jesus the Agenda by Ronald J. Sider

        

      

    

    
    
      Moving Beyond Compassion

      One of the first questions people ask me about justice ministries is, What does all of that mean? I think that understanding and talking about compassion is a good place to start, because compassion, the way that we comfort those who have been hurt or harmed, is core to the Christ’s gospel.

      The great Catholic theologian Thomas Aquinas wrote: “I would rather feel compassion than know the meaning of it.”4 Compassion means to suffer with or to walk alongside someone by empathizing with their needs and experience. The church is clearly called to be compassionate to those around us. Christ was the greatest example of compassion as he took our pain and the consequences of our sin completely upon himself. We know that God showed us comfort and compassion “so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God” (2 Cor 1:4).

      The contemporary church actively seeks to respond to people’s immediate needs. There are compassion ministries (also called mercy ministries) for people suffering from the loss of a loved one, for those going through divorce and for people going through other personal crises. There are also compassion ministries that extend benevolence to those who are in need by distributing food and clothing, providing homeless shelters, and other acts of charity. These are all wonderful things! However, these ministries often are only responding to the consequences of injustice rather than working to fix the source of the problem.

      The church must learn to move beyond acts of compassion and ask, Why are so many people homeless? Why are so many people getting divorced? Why are so many African Americans incarcerated? Compassion responds to the effects of these problems. Social justice seeks to address their systemic causes. When we work to solve the roots of these problems, a Band-Aid is no longer being put over the wound. Instead, the emphasis is on getting rid of the disease that caused the wound in the first place. When the disease is eradicated, social justice is being lived out.

      A story about a group of people drowning in the river is often used to explain the difference between justice and compassion.5 A man went to the river one day and noticed that someone was drowning in the middle of it. He quickly swam out to save the drowning person. He brought the person to safety and attempted to catch his breath. A short while later, the man noticed another person drowning in the river. He mustered up all of his strength and dove back into the river water to save the second drowning victim. The second person was brought safely to shore. By this time, the man was exhausted and had a hard time breathing. Several minutes later, as he looked up, to his dismay, he noticed a third person floating down the river, crying for help. Once again, feeling he didn’t have a choice, he dove into the water to save the third person. However, the man was so tired from having saved the first two victims that he wasn’t able to continue swimming and he drowned.

      The man’s response to the drowning people was one of compassion. His efforts were based on his love for them and his desire for them not to suffer. And his efforts made a huge difference to the first two people! The rescuer was certainly a compassionate man. However, if the man had driven up the road along the bend in the river, he would have noticed someone at a factory who was throwing people into the river. The abusive man was the source of the problem. If the compassionate man had intervened at the factory, that would have been an act of justice.

      My friend Dan Schmitz, a pastor in Oakland, California, puts it this way: “Compassion is about effects. Justice is about causes.”6 The church must learn to address systemic issues of injustice. If we learn how to solve the problem at the factory, no one else will be thrown into the river!

      The current buzz around social justice concerns me. In the Christian subculture, people have a tendency to jump on the bandwagon without really understanding the cause. Churches that have been doing amazing works of compassion for the past several decades have declared they are committed to social justice, but instead of extending their works of compassion to fighting for institutional change, they have simply redubbed their compassion ministry a justice ministry. This is incredibly dangerous!

      The twenty-first-century church might be doing a lot of good things to help those who are hurting, but will never be able to dig beneath the surface to tackle the root causes unless it understands the systemic issues deeply rooted in modern society. Systemic issues of injustice must be identified and fought against in order for Christians to be the agents of justice that God desires them to be.

      Bono, the lead singer of the rock band U2, made a similar point at the 2006 National Prayer Breakfast: compassion (e.g., charity) is not enough:

      
        Finally, it’s not about charity after all, is it? It’s about justice. Let me repeat that: It’s not about charity, it’s about justice. And that’s too bad. Because you’re good at charity. Americans, like the Irish, are good at it. We like to give, and we give a lot, even those who can’t afford it. But justice is a higher standard. Africa makes a fool of our idea of justice; it makes a farce of our idea of equality. It mocks our pieties, it doubts our concern, it questions our commitment.7

      

    

    
    
      
        
          From Compassion to Justice

          Charles Dickens famously quipped, “Charity begins at home and justice begins next door.”8 In some ways, it isn’t so hard to be compassionate—bake lasagna for a family member who is sick, give a few dollars to the homeless man on the corner or visit someone who is lonely in a nursing home. These are all good acts that show care and compassion for those who are hurting! Justice, however, is harder, more costly and more painful, but has farther reaching effects. Justice means being willing to go next door and step out of your comfort zone. Justice demands that we step into the story and experience of others, that we learn from them and walk alongside them in overcoming challenges and fixing external causes.

          Kara Powell uses a helpful comparison of “not-so-deep service” and “truly deep justice.” I would not say—by any means—that all compassionate serving is not so deep. But I do think we need to be careful that it doesn’t become that way. It is sometimes easy to scratch the surface and because the surface is rough and may seem impenetrable to then feel like we are doing something significant. Powell’s comparison can be a very helpful one at raising awareness.

          Kevin Blue, author of Practical Justice, describes a threefold progression in response to injustice. First, we are called to provide direct relief when people are hurting—in other words, we should “give a man a fish.” This is compassion ministry and responds to the immediate need. Second, we must fight injustice by teaching a person to fish or some other skills ( job training, education, equipping). Distributing skills is a direct way to help people learn to be able to help themselves. Third, we learn to deal directly with the system—fixing the pond. If the fish are unhealthy or inedible, it probably means that the pond is polluted. Fixing the pond gets to the source of the problem, the root cause.

        

        
        
          Not-So-Deep Service

          
            	
              Service makes us feel like a “great white savior” (or black or brown or some other skin color) who rescues the broken.

            

            	
              Service often dehumanizes (even if only subtly) those who are labeled as the “receivers.”

            

          

           

          
            	
              Service is something we do for others.

            

            	
              Service is an event.

            

            	
              Service expects results immediately.

            

          

           

           

          
            	
              The goal of service is to help others.

            

          

           

          
            	
              Service focuses on what our own ministry can accomplish.

            

          

           

          
            	
              Service is serving food at the local homeless shelter.

            

          

        

        
        
          Deep Justice

          
            	
              Justice means God does the rescuing, but often he works through the united power of his great and diverse community to do it.

            

            	
              Justice restores human dignity by creating an environment in which all involved “give” and “receive” in the spirit of reciprocal learning and mutual ministry.

            

            	
              Justice is something we do with others.

            

            	
              Justice is a lifestyle.

            

            	
              Justice hopes for results some time soon but recognizes that systemic change takes time.

            

            	
              The goal of justice is to remove obstacles so others can help themselves.

            

            	
              Justice focuses on how we can work with other ministries and accomplish even more.

            

            	
              Justice means asking why people are hungry and homeless in the first place—and then doing something about it.9

            

          

        

        


    

    
      For Further Study

      
        Practical Justice: Living Off-Center in a Self-Centered World by Kevin Blue

        Faith Works: How to Live Your Beliefs and Ignite Positive Social Change by Jim Wallis

      

    

    
      Philosophies of Justice

      There are a few main philosophical perspectives about the source of justice. I will review two of them here.

      Divine command theory. Christians believe that justice is ultimately the manifestation of the righteousness of God. God is the source of justice. The laws and will of Yahweh, the God of Israel, defines what is right and what is wrong. His laws are expressed throughout the Old and New Testaments. God is the defining source of virtue, truth and justice. The source of justice is divine.

      Authoritative command theory. Many secularists believe that God is not the source of justice. The authoritative command theory suggests that justice is expressed in adherence to the rules and laws of society; injustice is disobedience to those public principles. The laws and principles of society are imposed by the public and the leaders of the community. Some philosophers espouse this view, claiming that the public establishes rules that define the parameters of justice. Thus justice is created by the command of an absolute sovereign power. The source of justice is not divine but human.

      Christians believe that the source of justice is God. This is reassuring. Because the nature of God is unchanging, the nature of justice is unchanging. Christians believe that God’s character is permanent, consistent and true:

      
        God is not a human, that he should lie,

        not a human being, that he should change his mind.

        Does he speak and then not act?

        Does he promise and not fulfill? (Num 23:19)

      

      Nietzsche, who may be most known for the statement “God is dead,” also claimed that “There is no eternal justice.”10 It is good to be reminded that the opposite is true. For the source of justice is God, and he is eternal and unswerving.

    

    
    
      Different Types of Justice

      Many times when Christians talk about justice they are referring primarily to retributive justice. In addition to retributive justice, there are some other justice terms that contribute to the conversation: distributive justice, restorative justice, and redemptive justice.

      Retributive justice. Retributive justice is what lies behind “eye for eye, tooth for tooth” (Ex 21:24). Retribution is the idea that someone should get what they deserve, especially that when someone does something wrong, they should be punished. This Old Testament concept suggests that reciprocity demands a response equal to but not greater than the wrong suffered, “life for life . . . wound for wound, stripe for stripe” (Ex 21:23, 25 KJV). Retributive justice responds to a lawbreaker with action that is justly imposed, morally correct and fully deserved. Military justice is often retributive.

      Some have argued that the United States’ use of the atomic bomb on Japan during World War II was an act of retributive justice. In 2007 Max Hastings, a popular historian, wrote a book called Retribution: The Battle for Japan (1944-45). Hastings argued that the brutality of the Japanese and the bombing of Pearl Harbor demanded retributive justice and thus justified the use of atomic weapons (see “Asian American History” and “War”). The use of atomic weapons is highly debated among historians. Christians must ask the moral question of whether or not retributive justice is what God demands.

      Retributive justice was common throughout the Old Testament. Jesus, however, redefined the Old Testament law:

      
        You have heard that it was said, “Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. (Mt 5:43-48)

      

      Jesus calls us far beyond retributive justice and giving people what they deserve. Instead, Christians are told to forgive seventy times seven, to love their enemies, to bless those who persecute them (see “Sabbath” and “Year of Jubilee”). When we respond with grace and forgiveness, the grace that was extended through Jesus’ death on the cross invites others to join the mysterious journey of faith.

      
        For Further Study

        
          Punishment vs. Reconciliation: Retributive Justice and Social Justice in Light of Social Ethics by Patrick Kerans

          Early Christian Historiography: Narratives of Retributive Justice by G. W. Trompf

        

      

      Distributive justice. Distributive justice specifically addresses the allocation of resources such as wealth, power and reward. There are three relevant questions to distributive justice: (1) What are the resources being distributed (e.g., wealth, power, opportunity); (2) To whom are the resources being distributed (e.g., individuals, communities, cities, countries); and (3) By what means are they being divided within society (e.g., equally, divided by merit, according to status or some other delineation).11

      Leviticus 25 and the year of Jubilee are examples of distributive justice in the Old Testament. There are also glimpses of distributive justice in the New Testament: “Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who has none, and anyone who has food should do the same” (Lk 3:11), and “All believers were together and had everything in common” (Acts 2:44; see Acts 4:32). In the early 1990s the reallocation of resources in South Africa after the end of apartheid operated within the framework of distributive justice (see “Racism—Apartheid, South Africa”). Different philosophies of distributive justice are informative in understanding social justice.

      
        For Further Study

        
          Summa Theologica by Thomas Aquinas

          A Short History of Distributive Justice by Samuel Fleischacker

        

      

      Restorative justice. Restorative justice uses problem-solving techniques that emphasize reconciliation and the rebuilding of relationships between victims and oppressors. Restorative justice is often applied in the criminal justice system. According to Prison Fellowship International, restorative justice is a “theory of justice that emphasizes repairing the harm caused or revealed by criminal behavior.”12 Howard Zehr, professor of sociology and restorative justice at Eastern Mennonite University, is the grandfather of the restorative justice movement.13 In restorative justice, the concerns and needs of the victim play a significant role in the process of reconciliation.

      An example of restorative justice in the Scriptures is the story of Mephibosheth, a son of Jonathan and a descendent of Saul. Although David was the victim in this story, he was willing to practice restorative justice and be reconciled to the house of Saul. David said to Mephibosheth: “Don’t be afraid, . . . for I will surely show you kindness for the sake of your father Jonathan. I will restore to you all the land that belonged to your grandfather Saul, and you will always eat at my table” (2 Sam 9:7). Saul had committed a grave injustice against David, the anointed king of Israel. Although David had been treated unjustly, he was willing to be reconciled to the family of his oppressor through his treatment of Mephibosheth.

      
        For Further Study

        
          The Little Book of Restorative Justice by Howard Zehr

          Restorative Justice, Self-Interest, and Responsible Citizenship by Lode Walgrave

        

      

      Awareness exercise. There are some wonderful online resources with much information about the strengths and weaknesses of the restorative justice. Go to www.restorative justice.org, a branch of Prison Fellowship International, and read some of the articles posted on their website.

      Redemptive justice. Restorative justice is rooted in the biblical concept of redemption. Redemptive justice is very similar to restorative justice, but places less emphasis on the needs of the victim and instead focuses on the redemption of the oppressor. One of the ways that Christians are called to respond when people violate principles of justice and hurt those around them is by practicing redemptive justice. Redemptive justice, like restorative justice, tries to find balance between forgiveness (e.g., wiping out debt) and consequence (e.g., the deserved response for the wrong that was committed). This satisfies both justice and peace and makes room for the work of reparation.14 It does not demand complete repayment or retaliation for a wrong done, nor does it offer complete forgiveness of debt so that right consequences are abdicated.

      
        Chuck Colson

        
          From 1969 to 1973, Charles (Chuck) Colson (b. 1931) was the chief counsel for President Richard Nixon and was one of the “Watergate Seven” arrested and sent to prison. In prison, he had a conversion experience and became a follower of Christ. Once released, he started the organization Prison Fellowship, whose primary mission is to “mobilize and assist the Christian community in its ministry to prisoners, ex-prisoners, victims, and their families; and in the advancement of restorative justice.”15

          Colson is one of the best-known proponents of restorative justice, a notion being practiced all over the United States throughout the prison system.

          
            Restorative justice holds that crime is committed not against the state but against a victim and against God. In restorative justice, nonviolent criminals stay out of jail, remain in the community where they committed their crime, and work to support their families and pay restitution to the victim. Ideally, the criminal seeks reconciliation with the victim, too.16

          

          Restorative justice promotes the idea of bringing together the perpetrator of a crime and the victim. Theologian N. T. Wright explains: “[Restorative justice] has about it both the mark of the cross (looking evil in the face and letting its full force be felt) and the hope of a world in which all is known and all is put to rights.”17

          
            For Further Study

            Charles Colson: A Story of Power, Corruption, and Redemption by John Perry

            Justice That Restores by Chuck Colson

          

          


      

      The story of Saul is an example of redemptive justice in the New Testament. Saul was present at the stoning of Stephen and was one of the leaders of the persecution of the early church (Acts 7:58; 8:1-3). Scripture says that Saul began to “destroy the church.” Saul’s actions were horrific and unjust. One day, on the road to Damascus, Saul had an encounter with the risen Christ, who spoke these words: “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” “Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked. “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” was the response (Acts 9:4-5). After his encounter on the road, the Christian leaders of the early church were wary of this man who had been one of their chief persecutors. The Lord paved the way through Ananias, and eventually the others slowly welcomed Saul into their community (Acts 9:13-15). The story of Saul’s conversion and subsequent purpose as a minister of the gospel who preached all over the Roman empire is an example of redemptive justice.

      Awareness exercise. By yourself or with a group of friends, watch the movie The Shawshank Redemption (1994). What themes of justice do you see in the movie: retributive, distributive, restorative or redemptive? Is there more than one theme present? Consider, or discuss with your friends, which aspects of these theories do you think are biblical? Why or why not?

    

    
    
      Justice, Laws and Society

      To some degree, we can’t understand the types of justice without further exploring the role of people in the creation and execution of laws in society. As the authoritative command theory of justice implies, in society the public often play a role in determining what is just or unjust. This raises the following questions: What is the role of the church in government and society? Where do laws come from? What makes moral or good laws and what makes unjust ones? These questions are beyond the scope of this book, but they are wonderful topics to be explored.

      
        For Further Study

        
          A Theory of Justice by John Rawls

          Church, State and Public Justice: Five Views edited by P. C. Kemeny

        

      

    

    
    
      Power and Authority

      We can’t talk about justice without talking about power and authority. Injustice can be defined as the abuse of authority. Gary Haugen says: “Justice is the right exercise of power—God is the ultimate power and authority in the universe, so justice occurs when power and authority is exercised in conformity with his standards.”18 When power and authority are exercised outside of the will of God, an injustice has occurred.

      Identifying when injustice occurs is pretty simple. Consider two three-year-old children playing in the sandbox; one is bigger than the other (size is a legitimate source of power). The bigger toddler grabs the toy that the smaller child is playing with and makes her cry. An injustice has occurred—it might be a little one, but the action of the larger child was still unjust.

      Consider a larger scenario where more drastic injustice occurred. For ten years, from 1935 to 1945, Adolf Hitler led the German army, which was called the Wehrmacht. The total number of soldiers who served in the German army during that period is believed to be close to eighteen million. The power that Hitler controlled as the commander of those troops was extraordinary. Many of the officials under his leadership in the army were tried for the massacres of civilians, rapes, executions of POWs, summary executions of foreign army officers, the rounding up of Jews and others to be sent to concentration camps, and ultimately the extermination and execution of over six million Jews.19 The Jewish Holocaust, or Shoah (Hebrew), is one of the greatest injustices of the twentieth century.

      Power can be distributed in a variety of ways. Size can determine power. Political and societal structures can determine power and denote authority. Gary Haugen identifies several sources of power distribution: political, economic, social, moral, religious, cultural, familial, coercive and intellectual.20 Power is sometimes innate, sometimes achieved, sometimes inherited, and other times grasped or stolen. The source of earthly power, to some degree, is insignificant; how power is used is profound.

      It is good to be reminded that God is the source of all power and authority. Before Jesus gave the Great Commission to make disciples of all nations, he made a tremendous statement: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Mt 28:18). A glimpse of his authority and power is seen in 1 Corinthians: “Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet” (1 Cor 15:24-25). When all other authority is fully submitted to the will of God the Father, earth will be in a state of shalom, just as it is in heaven.

      Kevin Blue makes the claim that “All God’s people are called to deal with power.”21 In order to engage successfully in battles that are not against flesh and blood, which are talked about in Ephesians, there must be a power in us that is greater than the powers that are being fought against. There are many different ways to engage the power structures of this world. The different types of engagement depend on one’s call and gifts and on God’s purposes for individuals and communities to help live out his purposes.

      One way we can change systems is by being reformers. Blue says, “Reformers occupy a key position within a power structure and wield power in ways that bless many people and move forward God’s purposes in the world.”22 Another way to handle the powers of the world is to isolate ourselves. This is seen historically in the tradition of the Pilgrims and Puritans.23 Some groups separate from the world to preserve their culture, language and identity rather than being consumed by the dominant culture. Other groups feel threatened by the powers at work in the world and isolate themselves so the world cannot penetrate their communities. Regardless of how we choose to engage with the powers and authorities on this earth, it is clear that Christians are biblically called to struggle against them and to be equipped in battle with the armor of God: “Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power” (Eph 6:10).

      
        For Further Study

        
          The Social Justice Agenda: Justice, Ecology, Power, and the Church by Donald Dorr

          Love, Power, and Justice: Ontological Analysis and Ethical Applications by Paul Tillich

        

      

    

    
    
      Justice and a Theology of Society

      Lowell Noble’s book The Kingdom of God Versus the Cosmos is a hidden treasure for anyone wrestling with the theology and social implications of justice. Noble calls the church to develop a theology of society that transforms it from a place of social evil to a more centered place of biblical (social) justice.24 His progression is as follows:

      

        
          
            
            
            
            
            
              
                	
Social Evil


                	
Social Justice


              

              
                	
Satan


                	
God/Jesus Christ


              

              
                	
Principalities and Powers


                	
Holy Spirit


              

              
                	
Cosmos


                	
Kingdom of God


              

              
                	
Ethnocentrism


                	
Justice


              

              
                	
Oppression


                	
Shalom


              

              
                	
Damaged Individuals


                	
Liberated Individuals25


              

            
          

        

      

      Noble juxtaposes oppression and shalom. The fallen world has not yet been fully released from the oppression of the evil one (Satan), but when Christ returns, complete shalom (peace) will be experienced and social justice realized because all things will be under the authority of the Father.

      The Scriptures talk about the principalities and powers. Ephesians 6:12 says, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” The Holy Spirit equips believers to respond and be strong in battles.

      For Noble, the cosmos is the entire creation under the rule and authority of the kingdom of God. Ethnocentrism, Noble claims, is the antithesis of justice. Ethnocentrism is the belief that our own views, cultures and perspectives are superior to that of others. Justice, for Noble, is the idea that all people, groups, races and ethnicities are equally equipped with access to God and the ability to pursue righteousness.

      In an unjust society individuals are damaged and broken. The unrighteousness of sin manifests itself in personal failure and in social oppression. In a just society, on the other hand, individuals are liberated and live in freedom. Righteousness in the kingdom of God reveals itself in personal salvation, social justice and freedom.

      Noble’s parallelism is easy to understand and sheds light on the battle between good and evil (Eph 5:12). A weakness, however, is that it is overly dualistic. The power of Satan is certainly not on par with the power of God. In addition, Noble places a strong emphasis on ethnocentrism as the greatest abuse of power experienced around the world. While significant and one of the leading contributors toward an unjust world, ethnocentrism is not the sole injustice (see “Poverty,” “Racism” and “Women”).

       

      [image: ] Spiritual reflection exercise. Several of Lowell Noble’s workshops from the Christian Community Development Association (CCDA) are available online at <www.urbanministry.org/lowell-noble-0>. Download one of the talks and listen to Lowell Noble’s teaching. Look up the Scripture passages that Nobel references. Do you agree with his interpretations? What other verses can you find in Scripture to either affirm his point or discredit it? Share your reflections with a friend or mentor. Pray that God would reveal his truth to you about the topic that is being addressed.

    

    
    
      Issues of Injustice

      Many multifaceted and complex issues contribute to the injustice that exists around the world. Issues like health care, fair housing and living-wage jobs can contribute to social injustice. We must never forget that the issues are so important because of the people they affect. When injustice occurs, people’s lives are damaged and destroyed. God is jealous for justice to be achieved in the world, and he cares deeply for those who are affected by the abuse of power and unjust systems.

      Issues of justice are addressed throughout this book because we must be able to identify, understand and work through these complex and painful problems in order to work toward systemic solutions. We are compelled to delve into the muck and the mire because people’s lives are affected. As 1 Corinthians 12 says, when one part of the body suffers, the whole body suffers. All believers suffer alongside those who are harmed and hurt by injustice. We struggle to understand issues of social justice because Christ’s love drives us to care for our neighbors.

      Awareness exercise. Spend fifteen minutes a day for at least four weeks reading the local, national or world news. Use an international source such as BBC News (news.bbc.co.uk) or The Guardian (www.guardian.co.uk), which will provide a more holistic perspective of U.S. foreign policy than American sources. Consider the events that you are learning about around the world. See if this makes any difference in your views about justice and poverty.26

    

    
    
      Direct and Indirect Injustice

      One day I was having coffee and discussing social justice with my friend Mark who formerly worked for International Justice Mission (IJM) (see “Sex Trafficking”). We were talking about concept of justice and more specifically about the perspective that IJM takes in defining injustice. IJM speaks of injustice as an “abuse of power;” a person with more power directly exerting power over a person with less power. IJM’s understanding of justice is very poignant and very focused. Their work has a fourfold purpose: (1) victim relief, (2) perpetrator accountability, (3) victim aftercare, and (4) structural change.27 IJM does amazing ministry around the world working through public justice systems to rescue victims of abuse and oppression.

      As Mark and I were talking about definitions of justice, I started to recognize some of the restrictions in IJM’s choice of language. They focus on only “direct injustice.” Their work is critical, vital and certainly effective toward ending direct perpetrator violence. However, because their scope is so focused, there are aspects of justice that are not included in their descriptions or actions. In addition to direct injustice, there are many forms of indirect injustice—the indirect abuse of power to oppress others, which I believe is prevalent in the United States.

      Consider the city school system in Chicago, Illinois (see “Education—Domestic” and “Education—Global”). The Chicago Public School (CPS) system does not directly violate the rights of any of the students under its care. However, students who attend schools in Chicago certainly do not have the same access to quality education as their counterparts in the suburbs.28 Though CPS does not intentionally abuse students, I believe its students experience injustice. They are participating in a system that is not fair. This type of injustice can be terribly damaging and needs to be addressed just as much as the direct injustices. Indirect injustices must not be overlooked. Justice advocates seek ways to increase awareness and respond to all types of injustice, direct or indirect.

      
        For Further Study

        
          Good News About Injustice by Gary Haugen

          What If You Got Involved? Taking a Stand Against Social Injustice by Graham Gordon
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