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SOCIAL JUSTICE SUNDAY. 27.9.09
Deut: 24. 14-15, 17, 19-22; Micah 6. 1-8, 

James 2. 14-17.

Social Justice. Where do we begin?

We could begin by reminding ourselves of the tradition we inherit as Methodists from John Wesley. For 50 years he travelled around Britain, mostly on horseback, preaching at every opportunity to all who would listen and forming small groups which became the Methodist societies. But he also tried to meet people’s practical needs. 18th Century Britain was a harsh, even cruel environment for people to live in. This was the time of the industrial revolution, and many were crammed into the new factory towns that were springing up. Unemployment and poverty were common. There was no such thing as social security, or free health care. Wesley tried to meets peoples’ needs by setting up such things as basic pharmacies, work cooperatives and credit unions. He did his best to combat the appalling social conditions of the time. At the end of his life, from his death bed, he wrote a famous letter to the young William Wilberforce, encouraging him in his battle against the slave trade.

The concern for social justice that has been so much part of the Methodist movement goes back to those early roots.

But they go back much, much further than that.

The first scripture reading I chose for this morning is from the Hebrew Scriptures, from the Book of Deuteronomy, one of the great books of law, which prescribed how the ancient Hebrew people should live.

The verses we heard make interesting reading. They lay down laws for protecting the weakest and most vulnerable members of society, - poor and needy labourers, aliens, orphans, widows. When farmers harvested their fields, sheaves of grain that were forgotten, olives that remained on the trees, grapes that remained on the vine, were to be left for the alien, the orphan, and the widow.

And note the reason given for these laws:

“Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; there fore I am commanding you to do this.”

The social ethics of the Hebrew people were grounded in their history as the people of God. They had a special covenant relationship with their God. As God had acted in mercy towards them, so they were to act in mercy towards their fellow human beings, and that included foreigners.
The second reading I chose is a famous passage from the little book of Micah, the prophet. Its focus is on true worship and its consequences.
“With what shall I come before the Lord,

and bow myself before God on high?

Shall I come before him with burnt offerings,

with calves a year old?

Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams,

with ten thousands of rivers of oil?

Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression,

the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good;

and what does the Lord require of you

but to do justice, and to love kindness,

and to walk humbly with your God? 
The worship of the Hebrew people of those times was based on sacrifice, - of animals, of grain, of olive oil. That came to an end with the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem 2000 years ago. (The one vestige of sacrifice we have in our worship is the offering).

What the passage from Micah says to us in our day and time is that no amount of worship, however beautiful, however meticulously planned, however fine the music or the prayers or the sermon, - none of this is worth anything, if it has no consequences in right and just  living.

It’s important to understand a little more precisely what is meant by “to do justice.”

It means, in particular, to do justice to the poor and the weak in society. So it follows on from the rules laid down in the Deuteronomy passage we looked at earlier.

And, “to love kindness”?

This means having reliable and friendly relationships with relatives, friends, guests, - with everyone in society, and not in any calculating way. These things must come from the heart.

And lastly, “To walk humbly with your God”: this means, not bowing our kneeling before a distant, mighty God. It means something much more dynamic: a partnership with God, who is the source of justice and kindness; a partnership between God and humanity as we work together on the issues of our time and place.
When we come to the New Testament, the Christian Scriptures, there are many passages to choose from. To carry out social justice we take Jesus as our example, - the one who cared deeply for the people around him, - the poor, the blind, the lame, the sick; those who were despised by the rest of society, and pushed to the edges of it: tax gatherers (regarded as traitors because they supported the Roman rulers) prostitutes, lepers. 
The passage I chose is from the Letter of James: “Faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.” There are strong parallels there with the reading from Micah.
Equally, there are parables of Jesus that speak to us powerfully of social justice. The hymn we sang earlier, by Sydney Carter, is based on the parable of the last judgement in Matthew’s Gospel:

remember, - “When I needed a neighbour, were you there, were you there . . . I was hungry and thirsty, were you there, were you there . . . When I needed a shelter, were you there . . .
Now, there are many people in our society who are passionate about social justice, but have no connection with the Christian Church. In fact there are many who leave us in the shade with their levels of commitment to their fellow human beings, and their basic human compassion and love. We delude ourselves if we think Christians somehow have a mortgage on compassion.
But that doesn’t mean that we should just forget our Christian and Jewish roots. In fact, the influence of the Judaeo – Christian heritage is huge, - much greater than we realise. So I think it’s vital that we as a church continue to teach the basics of our faith: the love of Jesus for people of all kinds, the great parables that show us how we are to treat our fellow human beings. If these are not taught, generation to generation, they may well be forgotten. And society will be much the poorer, and possibly much more selfish and uncaring.
Thank God there are many people, whether they work from a specifically Christian standpoint or not, who are trying to live justly and kindly; many organisations that are trying to make a difference in the lives of those who struggle to survive, to get an education, or even to get just the basic necessities of life.

There are many examples of the need for social justice, both close at hand in our immediate society, and further afield in the world.

I think first of all of the work of our Methodist Mission here in Dunedin, helping mostly lower income families with child care (our Child Care Centre has 70 children enrolled); the work of ‘Approach”, offering second chance education for those who have come through the school system lacking in literacy and numeracy skills; then there’s the ‘Story Book Dads” programme for men is prison. They read stories, on audio-tape, soon to be on video tape, for their children, the men getting practice in reading, the children gaining a little bonding with their absent fathers.

Reading through a Social Work publication just yesterday, I discovered that the Catholic Church had observed the past week as Social Justice Week. The particular emphasis of the week was a call to New Zealanders to re-examine attitudes to crime and punishment, with a call to the wider community for a justice system focussed on reconciliation rather than revenge.

I think that call is very timely.

We can have only the deepest sympathy with families whose lives have been devastated by murder, assault and other awful crimes. But serious questions have to be raised about the practice of keeping people in prisons with very little attempt at rehabilitation. And politicians who jump on the bandwagon of advocating ever harsher sentences need to be called to account.

Another area of Social Justice referred to in the same publication was the recent referendum on the so-called Anti Smacking legislation.

As one of the 11.81% of voters who voted “Yes”, I was pleased to see that the advice of the Children’s Commisioner, Dr. John Angus,

“will continue to be that the current law is good for children. At its heart this law gives children, like the rest of us, protection by law from assault. The change to the law in 2007 was an important step towards keeping children in New Zealand safe and secure.” (Note: the point of the law change was to remove the possibility of parents assaulting children, and many people, including a majority of voters, were unhappy at the removal of what they saw as their “right” to smack children).
Another example: some months ago our Leaders’ Meeting voted to become a Fair Trade Faith Partner. It’s not a huge ask to meet the criteria for being a Partner. All we do is undertake to purchase Fair Trade tea and coffee for our after church gatherings. Our family also buys fair trade Chocolate, and on Friday I happened to read the words on one of the packets. 

“Justice has never tasted so sweet . . . By buying this fair trade drinking chocolate you:
- Bring positive change to cocoa and sugar farmers’ lives

- Provide them with hope for a brighter future

- Bring justice to international trade

- Are simply making a sweet choice!

The packet also told me about Pedro Santo, a farmer in the Dominican Republic and a Trade Aid trading partner. He says:
“We find ourselves a thousand times better since we joined our co-operative. I have children and grandchildren and they are now able to attend school and I can feed them a better diet. Last year, we built ourselves a new house.”

I also looked up a website, Sweetjustice, which informed me that almost half the world’s chocolate is grown in the Ivory Coast, where thousands of children are tricked or sold into slavery to work on the cocoa plantations. The Fair-trade organisation challenges chocolate producers to ensure that their chocolate is slave free.
Lastly, I'd like to refer to a comment Joan Robertson made in her “Connections” article in today’s bulletin (27 September).
Joan writes: “Churches in Dunedin are going to ring their bell 350 times on 24 October in support of caring for God’s world (in particular reducing our carbon footprint) in a lead up to the United Nations Climate change Conference this December in Copenhagen.” Why 350 times? Because scientific analysis shows that atmospheric carbon dioxide of 350 parts per million is the safe upper limit for humanity. We have a bell here in Mornington church, which has probably not been rung for many a year, but there are plans afoot to ring it, and invite people from around the neighbourhood to help with the ringing. We plan to warn the neighbours beforehand!

 First Church and Knox Church, in the city also plan to ring their bells. 

We ma sometimes feel that as individuals, or as a little church, there is not much we can do to help right at least a few of the many injustices that exist in our communities and our world. But it is surprising what can be done when people take their faith seriously and bring it to practical outworkings.
So let’s remind ourselves that we have an ancient and honourable tradition behind us that we have inherited from our Jewish and Christian roots. Social justice is, and must continue to be, part of who we are.
So let us continue to pray and work for it in whatever way we can.
