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Praise for Justice Calling

“An insightful look into how we’re wired to think, what we’re meant to do, and how to live out the kind of faith that, until now, a lot of us have just been talking about.”

—Bob Goff, New York Times bestselling author of Love Does

“Given the long struggle we have had in the U.S., to live to see justice return to the evangelical church, to have young pastors such as Palmer Chinchen calling for justice, is good news for the church in our day. I encourage you to read Justice Calling.”

—John M. Perkins, cofounder of the Christian Community Development Association (CCDA), founder of the John M. Perkins and Vera Mae Foundation, and coauthor of Making Neighborhoods Whole: A Handbook for Christian Community Development

“Palmer Chinchen carries us far more than halfway toward the heart of God, in the pursuit of a world that loves mercy, does justice, and walks humbly.”

—Erwin Raphael McManus, bestselling author and cultural architect

“Justice Calling is a challenge to leaders, the church, and our generation. To both ‘be’ and ‘do’ in a day when it’s more important than ever that our actions, as followers of Jesus, line up with our thoughts and words. This book is a practical and helpful resource for understanding the importance of Justice.”

—Brad Lomenick, founder of BLINC, author of H3 Leadership and The Catalyst Leader

“Justice Calling is a fresh reminder that we are called as followers of Jesus to make earth look more a little more like heaven. The words ‘social justice’ might sound intimidating to some, but that is truly what we get when we commit to serve others, and allow Jesus to shine through us.”

—Jon Steingard, musician and frontman of Hawk Nelson

“Not only am I proud to call Palmer my friend, but his book Justice Calling is also a must-read for anyone who cares about social justice and growing their faith.”

—Larry Fitzgerald, NFL wide receiver for the Arizona Cardinals, nine-time Pro Bowler

“Justice Calling is full of incredible stories of what God can do through us if we are willing to trust Him and go! We are called to take care of the widows and orphans, and those who cannot take care of themselves. I found this book not only encouraging but a challenge to authentically and passionately live out my faith through service.”

—Adam Agee, musician and frontman of Audio Adrenaline

“This is a fearless book, and Palmer Chinchen is an authentic and courageous voice calling Christians not just to the journey inward but to the journey outward as well.”

—Dr. Todd Pickett, Dean of Spiritual Development at Biola University

“Palmer Chinchen is a dear friend in Christ. I had the honor to be a part of Barefoot Tribe, and truly feel Palmer has knocked it out of the park with Justice Calling! Live, Love, Show Compassion, Be Changed—Justice Calling is a book for the ages!”

—John R. Lott, former head strength and speed development coordinator for the Arizona Cardinals, and NFL Strength Coach of the Year

Praise for The Barefoot Tribe

“The Barefoot Tribe is a call to rediscover Jesus and His way in a manner that will change the world—as it always has. Palmer’s writing is as clear as it is compelling, and convicting in the best sense of that word. After reading his book, I have decided to take off my shoes and join the tribe.”

—John Ortberg, bestselling author, Who Is This Man?; senior pastor, Menlo Park Presbyterian Church

“Nothing great for God happens without passion, and you can feel Palmer Chinchen’s passion on every page of this rallying cry for the church. Far from the usual diatribe on the church’s impairments and plights, The Barefoot Tribe is a call to arms toward a new kind of tribe that hears the cries of the world in everyday life and responds with passion to its hurts. The author’s vision is not a church in pain but one that feels the pain of the world and salves its wounds. Chinchen changes each word of ‘Here I Stand’ to ‘There We Go.’ Painstaking and passionate, The Barefoot Tribe shows us how to ‘Take a Hike.’ ”

—Leonard Sweet, bestselling author, The Gospel According to Starbucks; professor, Drew University, George Fox University; and chief contributor to sermons.com

“Palmer Chinchen is a prophet to our generation, and The Barefoot Tribe is his call to all who have ears to hear. Through fluid prose and captivating stories, Chinchen illuminates the true work of transformation and freedom for which we were all born. The Barefoot Tribe is as much a movement as a manifesto, drawing us back to the heart of the Christ whose name we bear. A must-read for all who would follow the Way of the Master. Bravo! May we all heed its beautiful and haunting call.”

—Ted Dekker, New York Times bestselling author

“Palmer is a modern-day prophet. In this manifesto, he delivers an impassioned challenge to live like Jesus, love like Jesus, and to be—not just go to—the church that our Savior founded with His own blood. If you want comfort and confirmation, then don’t read this book. But if you want to be confronted and stirred up, then you can’t afford to pass up The Barefoot Tribe. Let’s get back to the heart of the gospel. Let’s take pieces of heaven to places of hell on earth. Let’s join the tribe!”

—Preston M. Sprinkle, author, Fight, Charis, and Erasing Hell; director of Eternity Bible College’s Boise extension site

“Palmer helped me to imagine a world where the reality of the kingdom is evident in the followers of the king. He gives examples of where he sees followers of Jesus taking up the call to live selflessly, and he gives countless practical areas for me to do so as well. He does all of this in a way that disarms me of my cynicism and hesitancy to believe in the organized institutions that looked the other way on issues of compassion and justice. This book has helped me to dream again of a day when the righteous rise up from indifference, of a movement that is truly known by love—and after reading it I feel compelled, not by guilt, but by inspiration, to get involved.”

—David Zach, Remedy Drive

“I’ve had the pleasure of calling Palmer a friend for years and can say that he truly lives these words. His passion is authentic and contagious. This manifesto was a game changer for my wife and me. It was as if the things God was impressing on our hearts was put into words. It’s a message that we needed to hear and a message that I believe all of us in the church need to hear. I’ve never been more excited to be a part of the Tribe!”

—Josh Havens, lead singer of The Afters

“If you care about the world we live in, desire to positively impact this world, and have a faith that guides you, The Barefoot Tribe is a must-read.”

—Jay Feely, NFL kicker, 2014 NFL Man of the Year Nominee

“I’ve known Palmer for many years and have experienced firsthand that his passion for justice is genuine and infectious. In Justice Calling, Palmer reminds us that there is no separation between spirituality and justice. It’s an inspiring and motivating call for the church to live compassionately, love generously, and put its faith into action.”

—Josh Havens, lead singer of The Afters
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For anyone who has ever felt less than.



Introduction

LOVE AND JUSTICE

“Take their order! What kind of order?” the deputy sheriff with the shotgun demanded.

This was the third time I had stopped to talk with the deputies holding the guns, guarding the women in the chain gang. And it wasn’t going much better than the first time.

When I moved to Arizona I had heard of the sheriff’s chain gangs, but I was certain it was an urban legend. Then I drove past one. I could hardly believe what I was seeing: young women chained at the ankles, in striped uniforms hoeing weeds, under the watch of shotgun-toting deputies. The entire scene was surreal.

Just because the women are prisoners does not mean they can be chained like circus animals and put on display. This kind of disrespect and dehumanizing of any person is wrong at every level, for any reason. Being incarcerated does not rob a person of their right to dignity and respect. We are not some medieval, barbaric society. We are an educated people with a moral bearing who know deep in our soul when something is wrong, yet we allow a single bully sheriff to make a mockery of women and justice.

I couldn’t just drive on by. I hung a U-turn, parked, and approached the deputy. He lowered his gun at my chest.

“Can I talk to you?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Could you give a message to your sheriff?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“Please tell your sheriff that in Chandler we do not want women humiliated and put on display like this. Please tell him that in Chandler, we believe every person should be treated with dignity and respect. In Chandler, we don’t want women shamed in his chain gangs.”

The deputy said he would pass along my message.

A few months later, the chain gang was back, this time even closer to our church. I stopped again. Same routine, gun lowered and pointed at me as I approached.

“What do you want?” a deputy demanded.

“I’m sorry to say, I’ve asked your sheriff to not shame women and put them on display in Chandler.”

“Well, what do you want me to do about that?” the deputy pressed.

Caught a bit off guard, I blurted, “It’s time to leave now.”

“And who are you?” he questioned.

“I am a pastor,” I answered with all the authority I could muster.

“Okay,” he mumbled amiably.

Without saying anything more to me, he turned to the women and announced, “Load up, we have to go now.”

To be honest I was fairly surprised, but I felt pretty good about stopping the madness in Chandler . . . until I shared the encounter with a few friends. They said things like, “Palmer, you robbed the women of their opportunity to escape for a day from the confines of Tent City [the dusty, stifling-hot chain-link and barbed wire concentration camp where the sheriff insists on keeping his DUI prisoners].” Or, “Palmer, maybe you shamed the women and made them feel like we don’t want them in Chandler.”

Now I felt terrible! I couldn’t win for losing. Prisoners’ rights and prison reform are complex issues, and we need more good people at work on them. But there had to be something I could do now to express my desire to give these women back their dignity—no matter what they had done in the past.

That’s when I decided the next time I passed the prisoners, instead of asking them to leave, I would take their orders.

And that’s what I did the third time I approached the chain gang.

Lawrence, our coffee shop barista, burst into my office out of breath and blurted, “There’s a chain gang down the street!” He knew my passion for ending the insanity.

“Grab your notepad and pen, Lawrence.”

“Why?” he questioned.

“We’re taking orders!”

We parked and approached the deputy—this time a female—with her gun pointed our way. “Are you reporters?” she questioned.

I don’t think she liked the pads and pens.

“No, I’m a pastor,” I said, smiling.

“What do you want with the notepads and pens?” she wondered sternly.

“We’re here to take the women’s orders.”

“Orders! What kind of orders?”

“For lattes!” I answered with a smile. “Lawrence here is the best barista ever and he can make the girls any drink they want: vanilla latte, mocha latte, caramel macchiato latte, you name it!”

“I don’t know if I can let you do that. I’ll need to call headquarters.”

She dialed her office on her cell phone, and as she explained our request she looked our way and started shaking her head no.

“Wait—ask them why not!” I pressed.

She asked for an explanation, then hung up. “They said you might put a weapon—a shank—in the coffee.”

“What? I’m a pastor, I don’t even know how to make a shank!”

That was it. No can do.

Before we left the deputy wondered, “Why do you want to bring lattes to the women anyway?”

“Because we want them to know that somebody cares, somebody loves them. And that they are treasured by God Himself, and He loves them too. And they are beautiful.”
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Why do I share this story? What was really going on there? This book is not really about prisoners’ rights—at least, not in particular. It’s about the motivation behind my meager coffee gesture, behind any work on immigration reform, or against human trafficking, or even to end extreme poverty: to champion the value and worth of every person. This may seem like a list of disparate issues, but they share a common root of the mighty tree of justice for all. And that root is shalom.

People of Shalom: Peace with Justice

The Hebrew idea of shalom saturates Scripture. Writers like David used the word often, “Peace [shalom] be within you.”1 We usually connect the idea of shalom with peace, but that definition of shalom is only half right. In its fullest context shalom means peace with justice.

We often hear shalom translated as peace, but the English word peace is inadequate for this powerful Hebrew idea of shalom. Shalom means much more than to simply have internal peace, it includes justice for all of society. Justice and shalom are tightly connected, because justice is how shalom is restored when it is absent. For example, when the Jewish people are in captivity in Babylon God tells them to “Seek the shalom of the city to which I have sent you.”2 In other words, they are to pursue the flourishing of the whole city, not just have internal personal peace.

I hear a lot of Christians chafe at the words social justice. I think they miss that social justice is most about being for the least, and no one can argue that of all the people Jesus was for, he was for the least and the last.

Unfortunately, many people now associate the term social justice with a political platform or political party. I invite you to undo your thinking on this and see how deeply biblical it is to meet a society’s daily needs.

“Truly, I say to you,” Jesus says, “as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers or sisters of mine, you did it to me.”

I think we miss that as followers of Jesus—disciples—we are his means of spreading peace with justice in our neighborhoods, cities, and the world. We—you—are meant to be a blessing in the world. What do I mean by that?

The Old Testament prophet Jeremiah sent the most interesting message to God’s people who lived in exile in Babylon: “Build homes, and plan to stay. Plant gardens, and eat the food they produce. Marry and have children. Then find spouses for them so that you may have many grandchildren. Multiply!”3

So God says bless the city you live in. Do not remain separated and segregated.

The Jewish captives in Babylon were mostly from Jerusalem. In Hebrew, Jerusalem comes from two words, Ir and shalem. Ir means city, shalem comes from shalom, which means “peace with justice.” So the very name of their prized holy city, Jerusalem, means “city of peace with justice.” Isn’t that beautiful?

Through the prophet Jeremiah, God is asking the Jews from the “city of peace with justice” to actively work for the shalom of their city of exile, Babylon. It’s as if God sent them to bring shalom to a new city. The message is the same for us in our city, in our neighborhoods, in our country, and in our world.


People of Peace with Justice Hear Their Neighbors

When the signs that read Black Lives Matter and No Justice, No Peace filled the suburban streets of a large midwestern city, I called a longtime friend who lives in a neighboring community to ask, “So, have you been out on the streets to walk with the people who are marching?”

“No,” he said, laughing. “I haven’t thought much about that.”

“Have the pastors from your church been there? What did they say on Sunday morning?” I know the church well, with its redbrick facade, white columns and steeple, and polished cars filling the parking lot out front.

“No, they haven’t been there, either, and no, they have not said anything from the pulpit,” he answered soberly.

Do you see the irony? Do you see the inconsistency? In the same city, people in one neighborhood walk the streets holding signs overhead reading No Justice, No Peace, while in another, people gather to sing songs about Jesus, read Bible verses about God, and pray prayers—without saying a word about the oppression of a people in the neighborhood next door.

The silence is deafening.

The absence of words on justice in our worship is glaring.

I don’t say this to judge one church and its pastors. I say this because the silence is epidemic.

Recently, when a New Yorker named Eric Garner cried out, “I can’t breathe,” no one seemed to listen. He died because his cries fell on deaf ears.

Today, entire communities are crying out, I can’t breathe. My question is, are the people of God listening? When we fail to hear our neighbors, we have a problem.

At the root of the problem is our separation of spirituality from justice. In the church today, we tend to view these concepts as belonging in two separate arenas. Most consider “doing justice” as a nice thing to tack on to our spirituality, a kind of afterthought to our spiritual formation—or else a pernicious proof of “works-based salvation.”

For the most part we have made spiritual formation about personal piety a gospel of morality. If I don’t smoke, don’t drink too much, don’t curse, and don’t watch South Park, then I’m doing pretty good at being a Christian.

That is not even close to what following God is truly about.

When the ancients of Scripture spoke clearly of authentic spirituality, they saw no separation between spirituality and justice:

Solomon—Speak up for the poor and helpless, and see that they get justice.4

Isaiah—Break the chains of injustice . . . set the oppressed free.5

Micah—Do justice, love mercy.6

Amos—Let justice roll like a river.7

Jesus Christ—He has sent me to proclaim freedom for prisoners and . . . set the oppressed free.8

I believe what is missing in our spirituality today is a passion for justice, a deep desire to see the world made right—as good and beautiful as God intended. I believe what is needed most in the personal lives of Christians and in our churches today is a turn toward justice.

This book is a call for a justice conversion in the church.

We talk a great deal of the need for a personal conversion, a right apologetic, but that language implies a kind of intellectual transaction with God. It stops short of us becoming the kind of people God calls us to be to a broken world. The great need today is a justice conversion.

We need a confession and conversion away from our spiteful attitudes toward immigrants and the poor and our racial stereotypes—toward a spirituality drenched with compassion and love for all.

In this book, I want to explore what it looks like for the people of God truly to live together in shalom—peace with justice. I want to explore what justice has to do with our sense of purpose, our deep longing for authenticity as humans and as followers of Christ, and our mission of justice in this world. Issues of injustice break the heart of God and should break ours. Because maybe love and justice, and the way we live every day, is our finest apologetic—the best proof of authentic spirituality of all.



Chapter 1

WHY SOCIAL JUSTICE MATTERS

“Stop using that phrase social justice when you preach,” the man steamed. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He was a church leader, and he wanted to silence me on justice? The trouble is, I’m a bit of a rebel. So all his bad attitude did was make me read a pile of Scripture on the next Sunday that demands we be people of justice.

This man wasn’t alone, though. When I speak on college campuses, at Christian conferences, or in churches, I know the one phrase that always makes people squirm uncomfortably in their seats is social justice.

People don’t seem to mind the word justice. It’s the social part that vexes them. That’s a bit odd, because when the prophets like Amos or Isaiah or Moses—or Jesus Himself—talked about justice, it was always social.

Why do some flinch at the word, I wonder? Is it because we might actually have to do something tangible with our spirituality? Is it because we must speak up for or defend a population that we have been conditioned to be biased against? Is it because a political party or a news channel has told us this is an evil thing? Is it greed, because we might have to share what we have with the poor or the immigrant?

I wonder.

The Christian community stands divided on the issue of spirituality and justice. Large camps of evangelicals have dug their heels into the ground on one side to say our gospel is not about social justice. On the other side of the line stand those who reject a gospel sans justice and demand options for the poor, a response to oppression, and a spirituality that embraces mercy.

Does social justice matter? Is it critical to the life and growth of God’s people after all? The answer from the Bible is clear: God is disturbed by injustice, He wants it stopped, and you are His plan for making things the way they’re supposed to be.

At the root of understanding the why of social justice are three foundational principles: the image of God, the common good, and the good news of Jesus.


Image of God

When we understand the idea of the imago Dei, the image of God, as spoken from the opening lines of the garden story, we begin to understand justice.

The concept of imago Dei presented in Genesis makes clear that all people, for all time, have innate value, worth, and beauty, because all people are made in the image of God. Some act as though this is a theological identity limited to those who call themselves Christians. It’s not. The imago Dei resides in every person who walks planet earth. And because of this, every person has innate value and is worthy of equal dignity and respect—regardless of race, gender, wealth, ethnicity, immigration status, background, or any other factor.

Common Good

Social justice is a reclaiming of God’s original intent for humankind: to make the world a place where basic needs are met, people thrive, and there is shalom—peace with justice. One of our great godly responsibilities on earth is the remaking and healing of society so that all people—especially the disadvantaged and marginalized—can flourish.

To do this, we must identify the root causes of poverty, hunger, and oppression; then give our lives—our best abilities and resources—to changing those structures and practices that create discrimination and hunger, for example.

Tribal people understand the common good and the power of collaboration. Liberians where I grew up say, “Three rocks can cook rice.” In other words, you cannot balance a pot over a fire on one rock or even two rocks; you need three rocks to hold the pot. They say this because everything in the village requires collaboration by the tribe. When rice is planted, one person does not plant the rice; not even two. When it’s time to plant, the entire village comes to your farm to hoe and scatter seed. Because they know when the time comes to plant their farm, you will be there, too.

No one in the village plants alone, repairs their roof alone, or makes mud bricks alone—or cries alone.

The tension facing the church as we know it is that we have privatized our faith. Knowing God, for example, has become a personal decision. And sometimes we talk about personal quiet times as the pinnacle of spirituality. The problem is, when Jesus lays out this great command, He explains that the best form of spirituality is to care for your neighbor. All the inner pursuit of good is not the best we can do: pursuing good for all is.

In his brilliant voice in the conversation on justice, Walter Brueggemann describes the Christian dispassion toward the common good as “the great crisis among us.”1 He explains how the disadvantaged live in a state of anxiety, without justice, without peace.

Social Justice Is Good News

My experience is, when church people talk about the gospel they infer a message that is preached—something to be spoken. And the evangelical has been very good at this for the past fifty years.

The trouble is, this is not the only way Jesus talked about good news. When we read His words in Matthew or Luke, we realize the gospel includes a clear doing component: feed the hungry, end the oppression. So when Christians remain silent on issues of injustice, we minimize the good news as Jesus presented it.

When Jesus talked about good news, it always included a social component—of justice, healing, equality, and love. When we present a gospel as something that is only for our mind and heart, we halve the gospel. We truncate it, and very often we make it something so ethereal it never changes the world we live in.

I invite you to expand your idea of “good news” and see the whole gospel—something we speak as well as something we must do. The good news of Jesus includes social justice; there is simply no getting around that. You would have to tear pages out of your Bible to miss this.

Today I see more and more Christ followers realizing the biblical value of social justice and how living out Jesus’ commands to love the least and last, share with the poor, and care for sick are actually clearer and often the best presentation of the good news.

Sometimes I hear people say doing justice is a nice thing to do after we preach. Or, social justice is a nice way to attract people to the gospel. But that’s just manipulation—cheap marketing of sorts. And it misses the point. Social justice is much deeper than an add-on or a marketing ploy. It’s to be an intrinsic part of our identity in Christ.

You cannot separate Jesus from justice. Read the miracle stories of the Gospels. Notice that Jesus never healed or gave dignity in order to trick someone into believing. Rather, someone was desperate, so He met the need.

Following Christ requires a life intertwined with social justice. If we fail to do the good news—end prejudice, embrace the immigrant, for example—then we are simply not living the Jesus kind of life.

The Long Story of Christian Social Justice

The story of social justice is long, stretching for centuries. The impression of some seems to be that social justice is either a nouveau trend of the next generation or a remnant of mid-twentieth-century liberal theology.

Not so. The story begins before Jesus, with ancient prophets like Amos, Isaiah, and Micah calling for justice and compassion for the poor. Jesus, who fulfilled the law, and the prophets took up the same call. Then, two thousand years ago, the first church shared all they had with each other and with the poor.

By the third century, Christianity was spreading wildly through the Roman Empire; so did the reputation of Christians as being the saviors of babies. At the time, Romans and pagans of all ethnicities widely practiced exposure, the abandoning of unwanted infants. Infanticide was an acceptable option for the poor, who could not afford an extra mouth to feed; for the Romans, who prized boys and discarded unwanted baby girls; and for any parents with a child born with a deformity. Christians were different. Because Jesus loved children, they valued the infant and regularly rescued abandoned babies. The homes of Christians turned into safe havens, and the first monasteries become sanctuaries for unwanted babies and children.

Of course every child has heard of St. Nicholas, but what most do not know is that he was actually a third-century historical figure—often described as the first abolitionist. Nicholas served as the bishop of Myra, in present-day Turkey, and was widely known for being passionate about charity and social justice, caring for the neglected in his community, and being the protector of children.

A story is told of one poor man with three daughters. The man would never have the required dowries for his daughters to marry, so they would certainly be sold into slavery. The story goes that St. Nicholas tossed a bag of gold through an open window into the poor man’s house, enough money to save each girl from slavery. One bag landed in a stocking drying by the fire . . . of course.

Much more recently, in the mid-nineteenth century, when the American South was plagued by slavery, dozens of churches from Savannah to Detroit helped form the Underground Railroad, which carried slaves to freedom. This critical social justice movement—fueled primarily by Christians and churches—became a key factor in ending slavery.

Compassion and generosity were prominent values among every early American denomination, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Anglicans alike. The popular eighteenth-century founder of the Methodist movement, John Wesley, famously instructed, “Put yourself in the place of every poor man and deal with him as you would God deal with you.” As a result of his influence Methodists became leaders in many social issues of the day, including prison reform and abolishing slavery.

My point is, in years past the church actually led the way on social justice issues. However, in the 1920s a disconnect grew when the modern evangelical movement began to swell. In reaction to the “liberals,” who were building hospitals and schools, some chose a “personal” gospel over a Jesus kind of gospel.

The focus turned highly individualistic: “I have my personal quiet time.” The emphasis was on being saved from hell and making it into heaven after we die. The entire salvation process was internal, personal, transcendent, of the heart and soul, to the exclusion of the world around.

Growing up, I heard that caring for people’s basic needs was for the Catholics and liberals. Ironically, evangelicals are known for our reverence of the Bible, but we seem to have missed the parts of the Bible on which the theology of social justice is based. Like the part when Jesus’ brother James says, “How can you show me your faith if you don’t have good deeds? I will show you my faith by my good deeds.”2
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