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COGIC Endorses Human Rights in The Hague 
 

Brian K. Pipkin 

Lititz, Pennsylvania 

brian_pipkin@pcpj.org 

 

Bishop Charles E. Blake, Presiding Bishop of the Church of God in Christ, was one of 

ten world religious leaders invited to sign the Faith in Human Rights statement on December 

10th 2008, the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in the Peace 

Palace, The Hague, the Netherlands, in the presence of Her Majesty Queen Beatrix of the 

Netherlands.  Bishop Blake sincerely supported the statement and sent an emissary and personal 

video greeting and endorsement that was viewed by the religious leaders representing the world 

religions and spiritual traditions.  Bishop Blake‘s ambassador, Rev. Dr. David Hall, an active 

member of PCPJ and pastor of C.H. Mason Temple COGIC in Memphis, TN, signed the Faith in 

Human Rights statement for Bishop Blake.  Many Pentecostals around the world have long 

worked for justice and peace, but this marks a historic moment as the largest American 

Pentecostal denomination joined with other Christians and other faiths to affirm together the 

importance of human rights.   

Hall reports that he thoroughly enjoyed witnessing as a Pentecostal Christian among the 

many other faith groups represented – Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu, Taoist, and indigenous 

faith communities – for the goal of the meeting was to promote human rights through religious 

cooperation, regardless of religious affiliation. It was not a concession to any particular faith 

tradition, but a commitment to organize around the cause of advocating social justice and basic 

human rights. Some might argue that Christians should not participate in ecumenical dialogue or 

cooperation with other religious traditions because we are at odds in terms of correct belief. 

However, although God desires correct belief God also desires right action.  James said that even 

those who ‗believe‘ in God may still not be living the way God wants, for pure religion cares for 

the widows and orphans.  This meeting and statement show that orthopraxy – right action 

regarding justice and peace – can be supported by those who disagree theologically.  This 

agreement is significant and need not be seen as an inappropriate compromise; it is rather a 

public witness that is consistent with the personal and social holiness that Bishop Blake feels 

called to affirm.  Dialoguing with those who are different and finding points of agreement 

strengthens the human community and certainly flows from the belief that Jesus Christ is Lord. 

The hope of many who attended this historic meeting is that it will spark greater 

ecumenical and inter-faith dialogue and encourage faith communities to champion the cause of 

society‘s ‗disposables.‘ This realistic vision includes foreseeing a better world that slowly 

emerges through nonviolent protesting of a global system that often values the concentration of 

power and wealth in the lives of a few. 

Dr. Hall not only represented Bishop Blake.  He also represented Pentecostals who are 

actively engaged in reclaiming the Pentecostal heritage of nonviolence, peacemaking, and justice 

seeking. This is an example to all Pentecostals and Charismatics who continue to live and 

minister in a faith tradition that cares deeply about following Jesus concretely.  In harmony with 

the gospels, Pentecostals who interpret life from the margins seek virtues designed around social 

harmony and relational equality. Like any experiment in community and the art of reorienting 

our values, assumptions, virtues, and practices around the way of Jesus and the value of 

humanity, we will inevitably make enemies. That is the promise, not the exception. Nevertheless, 
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the highest virtue of love can help us forgive shortcomings, re-evaluate and overcome prejudices, 

and acknowledge social biases so that we can work for the good of others.  

Dialogue must continue to play a central role both in the shaping of Pentecostal identities 

and in the formation of more just states within this world of overwhelming and competing 

images that stand in sharp contrast to the nonviolence and generosity of Jesus.  As they advocate 

for justice, Pentecostals like David Hall continue to reject both the goal and means of preserving 

empire; in so doing their theology engages reality and they advance human dignity. This witness, 

thanks to David Hall and Bishop Blake, flows from the Lordship of Christ and the power of the 

Spirit, and it even sometimes makes sense to the world. The world needs tangibles, not simply 

talk, and here is where true Pentecostal identity and witness perhaps lie.  What follows are some 

press releases regarding the conference, as well as the statement itself. 

 

The International Inter-religious Conference Faith in Human Rights 

 

On last year‘s International Human Rights Day - 10 December 2008 - all over the world 

the 60
th

 anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was commemorated. The 

United Nations‘ General Assembly adopted this revolutionary document on the 10
th

 of December 

1948. An International Inter-religious Conference Faith in Human Rights took place in The 

Peace Palace in The Hague, The Netherlands on the 9
th 

and 10
th

 of December 2008.  

At the International Inter-religious Conference on the 10
th

 December 2008 ten invited 

supreme authorities of the different world religions signed a Faith in Human Rights Statement. 

They did so in the presence of a large gathering of national and international dignitaries and 

human rights activists including several Ministers, high level UN officials, and Nobel Peace 

Prize laureates.  

 

The Purpose of the Conference 

 

More than ever, in this world threatened by racial, economic and religious divide, a 

strong moral voice against violence and injustice is needed. With their signature to the Statement 

the supreme representatives of the world‘s largest religious communities jointly pronounce and 

confirm that true religion defends the human rights and fundamental freedoms of every human 

person.  

They thus symbolically declare to their own communities and the world at large that, in 

their moral guidance, they are committed to strengthen human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

Thereby they counter accusations that religion causes violations of human rights. 

The Statement Faith in Human Rights may thus initiate a widening process of joint 

religious responsibility and commitment to uphold human rights.  

This may stimulate human rights awareness within religious communities and can serve 

as a basis for further debate on common principles and practices. It may also inspire believers to 

be engaged to promote human dignity and human rights. 
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Faith in Human Rights Statement 

(i) Preamble 

On the occasion of the 60th anniversary of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

10 December 2008, we, representatives of various world religions, are gathered at the Peace 

Palace, seat of the International Court of Justice, in The Hague, The Netherlands, to pronounce 

and confirm that our religions recognise and support the human rights and fundamental freedoms 

of every human person, alone or in community with others. 

It must be acknowledged that sadly enough religion sometimes is being misused in a way which 

violates human rights. But now, while representing different faith traditions, we come together in 

unity to stress that religion has been a primary source of inspiration for human rights as our 

sacred writings and teachings clearly show: 

―Someone who saves a person‘s life is equal to someone who saves the life of all.‖ (Qu‘ran 

5:32); 

―A single person was created in the world, to teach that if anyone causes a single person to 

perish, he has destroyed the entire world; and if anyone saves a single soul, he has saved the 

entire world‖ (Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5); 

―You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and with all your 

strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbour as yourself‖ (Luke 10:27); 

―Let us stand together, make statements collectively and may our thoughts be one‖ (Rigveda 

10:191:2); 

―Just as I protect myself from unpleasant things however small, in the same way I should act 

towards others with a compassionate and caring mind‖ (Shantideva, A Guide to the 

Bodhisattva's Way of Life); 

―Let us put our minds together to see what life we can make for our children‖ (Chief Sitting 

Bull, Lakota). 

We recognise our responsibility towards our believers and to the world at large and reaffirm our 

intention to take all necessary steps both within our communities and in co-operation with others 

to promote and protect human rights and fundamental freedoms for each and every person, 

irrespective of religion or belief. 

Therefore, we solemnly state to take to our heart the following achievements, challenges and 

commitments: 

(ii) I Human Rights: Achievements 

1. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights celebrates the dignity of the human person, 

irrespective of religion, race, sex or other distinctions. As such it helps realise our shared vision 
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of a religiously and culturally diverse world community striving together to promote and defend 

the rights and dignity of all. The Declaration has stimulated and inspired a new standard setting 

and good practice at national and international levels. We wish to emphasize the importance of 

two of its principles: that every person enjoys the freedom of thought, conscience and religion, 

and that no one should be discriminated against on the basis of religion or belief. 

2. States bear the primary responsibility to promote and protect human rights. However, we wish 

to underline that everyone has duties to the wider communities of which they form a part and 

only in which the free and full development of one‘s personality is possible. It is therefore 

important to make all people aware, through information and education, of their human rights 

and also of the common responsibility to make human rights a reality. In this regard we 

commend the valuable contribution of many religious and civil society organisations. 

(iii) II Human Rights: Challenges 

3. We express our deep concern that despite all achievements, the enjoyment of human rights in 

today‘s world remains a distant reality for many. Human rights violations cause innocent people 

to die or to be seriously harmed resulting in untold suffering, loss and hardship. More than ever, 

in this world threatened by racial, economic and religious divisions, we need to defend and 

proclaim the universal principles of dignity, equality, freedom, justice, and peace, which are 

enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

Challenges to the acceptance of human rights and fundamental freedoms 

4. The rights, freedoms and obligations laid down in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

are recognised all over the world. Nevertheless, they are not fully accepted everywhere. We 

observe tensions with regard to a number of specific rights, such as the freedom of religion or 

belief, the principle of equality and the prohibition of torture. We wish to state clearly that the 

Declaration should not be regarded as a ‗pick-and-choose‘ list. There is an urgent need for a 

thorough reflection on the integral acceptance of each right.  

Challenges to the interpretation of human rights and fundamental freedoms 

5. Human rights are open to a variety of interpretations. The argument of cultural relativity of 

human rights is at times used to justify grave violations of human rights and fundamental 

freedoms. We therefore recall the 1993 Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action on Human 

Rights, wherein all States of the world agreed that ―all human rights are universal, indivisible 

and interdependent and interrelated. (..) While the significance of national and regional 

particularities and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds must be borne in mind, 

it is the duty of States, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems, to promote 

and protect all human rights and fundamental freedoms.‖ This implies that a continued dialogue 

is necessary among government representatives, religious communities, indigenous peoples and 

independent experts based on a dynamic interpretation of human rights. 
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Challenges to the implementation of human rights and fundamental freedoms 

6. Peace and security are essential conditions for the enjoyment of human rights and fundamental 

freedoms. Whilst States are entrusted to guarantee the peace and security of their societies and 

their citizens, this should not lead to curtailing basic human rights. We denounce the 

development of security measures and means that endanger human life rather than protect it, for 

example the tremendous worldwide expenditures on weapons. This life-threatening devastating 

power makes it imperative to look for peaceful means of resolving tensions. 

7. The prevalence of violence within the international and national communities remains a source 

of serious concern and impedes the realisation of human rights. We call on all concerned to 

pursue all peaceful means of redress and to refrain from a misuse of violence. In addition, we 

wish to highlight the problem of structural violence within society and of domestic violence in 

particular. It is of utmost importance to counter this and to save by so doing the lives of the most 

vulnerable among us.  

8. We note with serious concern the increase of intolerance in matters relating to religion or 

belief, of cases of incitement to religious hatred, overt or covert. While emphasising the 

importance of the freedom of expression, we deplore portrayals of objects of religious veneration 

which fail to be properly respectful of the sensibilities of believers. We consider the freedom to 

have, to retain and to adopt a religion or belief of one‘s personal choice, without coercion or 

inducement, to be an undeniable right. Furthermore, the freedom to manifest one‘s religion or 

belief in any form of worship, observance, practice and teaching may only be subject to carefully 

defined limitations consistent with generally accepted principles of international law. 

9. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights demands meeting basic human needs. The abject 

and dehumanizing conditions of extreme poverty to which more than a billion people are 

currently subjected, must be decisively altered. The human destruction of the environment has to 

be stopped. The process of achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (eight targets that 

189 countries have pledged to meet by 2015) represents a key indicator of the commitment of 

States to realise human rights for all. 

(iv) III Commitments 

10. Adherents of various faith traditions have striven to protect human dignity. Religion has to 

stand for peace, reconciliation, universal values, mutual respect and upholding human rights and 

fundamental freedoms. Our faith traditions have been and are capable of providing inspiration 

and guidance towards realising these aims. We wish to reiterate our commitment to respect all 

human rights for all, as enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

11. The contributions that may come from religious inspiration and from the structures of 

religion or belief towards a fuller implementation of human rights include the need to: 

1. study carefully our holy scriptures and teachings and to explore the theological rationale 

in defence of human rights; provide responses where harm has been done in the name of 
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religion and seek ways of forgiveness and reconciliation in order to foster mutual respect 

and understanding among our communities;  

2. address major threats to the full realisation of human rights by fostering concepts of 

peace, security and development that advance the full realisation of the Millennium 

Development Goals and make our shared world a safe place to live;  

3. listen to the suffering of individuals, families and communities and assist them to tell and 

visualize their stories so that empathy may lead to solidarity and action;  

4. encourage religious communities to become further engaged with human rights issues, 

both within and outside their community, and stimulate interfaith co-operation with 

mutual respect. 

(v) Conclusion 

12. Humbled by the authority that is vested in the religions of the world and conscious of our 

shared responsibility to defend human rights, we fervently desire that this Statement will initiate 

a wider process, and will become a catalyst for transformation and change. In order to widen and 

deepen the support for human rights by religious communities we invite religious leaders around 

the world to endorse this Statement. We call upon believers everywhere to disseminate this 

Statement as widely as possible and act upon it.
1
 

                                                 
1
To endorse this statement, view pictures, or read more about the participants and work please visit 

www.faithinhumanrights.org.  To read the speech delivered by Paul Alexander in The Hague at the Expert Meeting 

where this statement was drafted, please see page 11 of this journal. 
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Toward Particular Declarations of Human Gifts: 

A Christian Reflection on Religions, Stories, and Untold Suffering
1
 

 

Paul Alexander 

Azusa Pacific University 

palexander@apu.edu 

 

Introduction 
 

Atheism is the best thing that ever happened to my faith in God, for I was a Jesus-lovin‘, 

tongue-talkin‘, gun-totin‘, American-flag-wavin‘ Pentecostal Christian farm boy from Kansas. I 

was a Christian who cheered as the missiles flew and enthusiastically sang, ―Bomb, bomb, bomb, 

bomb, bomb, Iraq‖ in January 1991. I told racist jokes, was a hardcore Christian Zionist, and 

supported torture. 

All in the name of God; in the name of Jesus specifically. But I quit believing in that 

God, any God actually, for several years and I journeyed along as a convinced atheist. Along the 

way I discovered nonviolent peacemaking and restorative justice seeking in my religious heritage 

and I slowly journeyed my way back to Christian faith. And I am a believer again. I am a 

Christian. Yet I am following a different Jesus than the one I knew as a child. So I am not going 

to approach this task I have been given as a methodological atheist, because I am not an atheist. I 

believe in God. I have close friends who are atheists and unbelievers, and I love them; I know 

what it‘s like not to believe in God. But the question before us today is the role of religions, 

religious leaders, and religious communities in supporting human rights. You and I know that 

some religious leaders may not believe in God, but most of the people who practice the religions 

do. So today, I‘m going to say ―God‖ and mean it, because that is what most religious people do.  

I have also been asked to reflect on this as a Pentecostal Christian. Pentecostals are (if 

you allow me a loose comparison) the Sufis, the dervishes, the Hasidic, mystical version of 

Christianity. Pentecostals dance and sing with enthusiasm and believe in healing, hope, and 

miracles; it‘s a religion of signs and wonders – and the world needs healing, hope, miracles, 

signs, and wonders. I am painfully and intimately aware of the failures, greed, nationalism, and 

violence perpetrated by my Pentecostal Christian family. Pat Robertson, an internationally 

known Pentecostal with millions of television viewers, called for the assassination of 

Venezuela‘s President Hugo Chavez. Yet despite all the problems of my religion, and of all our 

religions, I think we all have some gifts to bring to the party (or to use a different analogy, if the 

world is a flower garden and human rights are flowers, we have some manure to provide as 

fertilizer to help the flowers grow).
2
 Or perhaps a better analogy for today, we all have some 

light to shine into the darkness.  

The tower of Babel is a biblical story in Genesis 11 that Muslims, Jews, and Christians 

may recognize. It tells the story of an imperial project, an ethnocentric and lingua-centric quest 

for domination. But God diversifies the languages and the peoples – giving the gift of diversity, 

plurality, and particularity. This is only a curse if you don‘t like diversity; if you value 

                                                 
1
Paper first presented at the Expert Meeting of ―Faith in Human Rights,‖ The Hague, The Netherlands, held 

2–4, June 2008.  It first appeared in Religion and Human Rights 3 (Fall 2008): 235-247 and is reprinted here by 

permission. 
2
I appreciate Terry Cross describing Pentecostal theology positively as manure/fertilizer in his presidential 

address to the Society for Pentecostal Studies, March 2008. 
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particularity, it is a blessing. The same is true of the Day of Pentecost, from which 600,000,000 

Pentecostal Christians derive their name. According to Acts 2, this was the day God poured out 

the Holy Spirit and empowered God‘s followers to live justly, peacefully, faithfully, and ―speak 

in many different tongues.‖ At Pentecost, the unschooled Palestinians spoke in diverse languages 

they had not learned, and the story says that those from around the world ―heard them glorifying 

God in our own languages.‖ 

Although this is not the traditional understanding of these narratives, perhaps the Babel 

and Pentecost stories can show us that religions can glorify God in their own languages without 

having to speak exactly the same language. We can glorify God by being our own best selves (as 

enabled by the Spirit). The story of Pentecost proclaims, You have a voice, use it. You have a 

tongue, speak. You‘ve been gifted with a language and a life; glorify God with it. This allows us 

to support the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) through our own Particular 

Declarations of Divine/Spiritual and Human Gifts; our diversity and plurality is not necessarily a 

curse, it can be a blessing and a gift to the world.  

 

Speak Freely of Faith in God and Spirituality: Religions as Gifts 

 

I know to be careful not to take God‘s name in vain, but religious leaders must be willing 

to say what they think God thinks about human dignity and human gifts. God is not simply a big 

exclamation mark agreeing with what we think is right or good; we should not use God to get 

what we want. However, God should use us to get what God wants – peace with justice, 

restoration of health, reconciled relationships. Invoking the God you believe in (or the 

spirituality or philosophy, for religions that don‘t refer to God) is a truthful, storied approach 

rising from your tradition; it is not a gimmick. Since God‘s name is invoked in vain to support 

war, suppression of human rights, exploitation, and destruction of humanity – we should use 

God‘s name not in vain but with honor as we nonviolently and redemptively promote human 

rights and gifts.  

For instance, I can declare that Jesus does not want anyone torturing anyone for any 

reason. You can say, ―I don‘t have to listen to your Jesus.‖  You‘re right, you don‘t have to, and 

some Christians say they don‘t have to listen to the UDHR. So I should say to Christians who 

are supposed to listen to Jesus that torture is not okay, ever. Citing the UDHR is not authoritative 

for believers because it is not a sacred text; but their scriptures are, their God is, and their leaders 

can be. Preaching from a pulpit that ―the Universal Declaration of Human Rights says we should 

not torture‖ could evoke a response of ―So what?  Why should I care?‖ from many religious 

people I know. They‘re not convinced. We need to be able to take a microphone and in a church, 

mosque, synagogue, or temple tell why God cares, based on our scriptures and traditions, about 

the peoples whose lives are being destroyed and what God thinks can and should be done.  

When I preached in a little Pentecostal church in Texas that had an eight-feet-wide Israeli 

flag hanging in their foyer and a sign out front saying, ―The Bible says the Land Belongs to 

Israel‖ – I started with Jesus and his love for the outsiders (Luke 4), complexified the situation a 

little by talking about Palestinian Christians, simplified it by telling stories of how some Muslims 

and Jews are working together in the Bereaved Families Forum, and had an altar call where we 

all got on our knees together and prayed for the Jews, Muslims, and Christians in the West Bank, 

Gaza, and Israel. This approach may not work in every situation, but it‘s the language they 

understood, and that I believe, and the pastor thanked me and took down the sign. 
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In the UDHR there is no appeal to God, just an appeal to each other for us to have faith in 

human rights. It is fine that it does not mention God; I understand that‘s the way it needs to be, 

but that is not how most religious people reason. It is okay for us to appeal to God for justice, 

peace, and human rights. What should religious leaders do?  We should say what we think God 

thinks about the suffering and injustices in this world. Is God disgusted at human rights abuses?  

Yes. Does God want God‘s creation, all humans, to be valued as gifts, regardless of their status?  

Absolutely!  Muslims believe this, say it loudly!  Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Baha‘i, and 

indigenous peoples believe this, speak it powerfully!  It is okay to ground our claims in 

transcendent authority, especially since we believe in transcendent authority.  

The UDHR is one particular pointer to the greater ultimate reality of God that is revealed 

in our religions. Dignity is rooted in a transcendent claim for believers, not just in the fact that 

some people declare, ‗we say so!‘
3
  ―Human dignity‖ is not just rhetoric or a human-concocted 

decision for religious people; it‘s the deepest most profound truth from God. Religious people 

must say this, be allowed to say this, encouraged to say this – in their local and particular ways. I 

learned while doing a Ph.D. not to talk about God, to be ashamed of my religious heritage, and to 

found philosophical claims in other places. But I found my faith again, and I believe, and I know 

that religious people are not as impressed with ‗godless talk‘ as they are with hearing what God 

thinks.  

The law of human rights should, for believers in God and practitioners of religious faith, 

flow from the centrality of faith in God – this grounds it more firmly, not less. And when we 

each see support for human rights flowing from other religions too (a Hindu seeing a Muslim 

promote human rights for Baha‘i based on the Qur‘an), this invites us all to unity, not a religion-

less unity, but religion-full unity with us being ourselves while fulfilling and exceeding human 

rights from within our traditions and in our communities. 

Religious leaders can and should teach our people to stand especially for the human gifts 

of those of other religions than our own. Christians should commit to defending and speaking for 

the human gifts of Muslims, Muslims for Jews, Jews for Buddhists. . . .  I want to trumpet the 

beauty of Islam (and other religions) among my Christian brothers and sisters in America for we 

certainly need to hear it, and religious leaders should specialize in arguing for the giftedness and 

rights of the ―other.‖   

Some use religion, theology, and talk of ―God‖ to avoid human rights; so religious 

support of human rights is a thick identity issue related to how we understand the teachings of 

our religions. This is a theological issue – we argue within our religions about the good, the true, 

the way of God. I disagree with other Christians about torture, for some say that because God 

tortures it is okay for America to torture to get information that saves American lives. I argue 

that God does not torture and that believing that God does is less than faithful Christian theology. 

I have to do the hard (and rewarding) work of hermeneutics and discipleship, of calling a 

community to be faithful to its God, its scriptures, and the best of its tradition. This is what 

                                                 
3
John Howard Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 168. ―In 

sum, we can contribute to democratization either by using the tyrants‘ legitimation language against them, or by the 

ripple effect from faith community forms. Neither of these approaches is the Enlightenment affirmation that ‗the 

people‘ can have the same voice as God, that the majority is right, or that the structures of oppression can be used 

for good if taken over by the other side. Those views hold that there is some such thing out there as a demos, which 

is capable of ruling, and that if the demos were to rule we would be well governed. There is no such animal. The 

demos is a mental construct, a useful cipher to stand for the claim of an insightful minority to express some pertinent 

criticism of the injustice of the present ruling minority and some credible projects for the alleviation of that 

injustice.‖  
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religions and religious leaders must do: commit to the challenging and inspiring work of 

exploring the depths of our religions to create communities that can‘t help but surpass the 

expectations of the UDHR.
4
  Religion is not going away and it‘s not becoming less influential, so 

interpreters of our scriptures, our preachers, teachers, clerics, priests, and rabbis must put forth 

arguments that make sense in our particular contexts and that support human gifts.  

We should appeal to the thick identity of who we be (sic) as believers – ―I am a Christian 

(or Hindu, Jew, Muslim….); therefore, I act for human rights and protest abuses.‖  For the 

―common standard‖ of rights is less than what our religions actually call us toward and teach us 

to be and do. Christianity calls for love of neighbor and enemy, not because they have a right to 

my love, but because that‘s who we are to be, to reveal the love and restorative justice of God. I 

dare not speak at length for those within other religions, but I see Islam as a religion of mercy 

and compassion. Judaism is a religion of forgiveness and prophetic truth-telling. Buddhism is a 

religion of the noble eightfold path. Baha‘i is a religion of peace and justice. These are gifts to 

the world that support and surpass rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is 

wonderful and powerful, but it is less than what our religions teach and call us toward. The 

UDHR names lower objectives than what our religions can actually produce.  

We do not expect too much when we ask religions and religious leaders to promote and 

teach and uphold human rights, we expect too little. Here‘s a slogan, ―Do less than what you‘re 

called to do: support human rights.‖  Human rights should be easy; love, mercy, compassion, and 

forgiveness are greater challenges and greater gifts. So religious leaders can do the powerful and 

divinely bestowed task of calling our people to faithfulness, and this will help us accomplish the 

easier task of promoting human rights for all of us. 

For instance, I don‘t feed my son and daughter because they have a right to be fed; I feed 

them because I love them. If I just fed my children because they have a right to food, something 

would be missing from our relationship. We would be unhealthy, less than whole, incomplete. 

Rights are the bare minimum.  But I receive my children as gifts from God and I do more than 

feed and clothe them – I play with them, and read to them, and learn from them. Religions can 

produce people who do so much more than respect rights – we can produce people who love and 

sacrifice and dedicate their lives to helping others above and beyond what is expected by law. 

So we should not gloss our religious differences; the particularity should be accepted and 

empowered for our strength is in our diversity. There are Sunni, Shia, and Sufi Muslims. There 

are Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform Jews. There are Protestant, Roman Catholic, and 

Orthodox Christians.  Hinduism has Shaivism, Shaktism, Vaishnavism, and Smartha. Buddhists 

might be Hinayana, Mahayana, or Vajrayana. Sikhs might be Nirankaris, Nam-Dharis, or 

Akhand Kirtani Jatha. Taoists might be Zhengyi or Quanzhen. Baha‘i might be World Faith or 

Tarbiyat.  

What does this mean for religious leaders and human rights?  It means none of us are 

leaders of religion, or even an entire religion, but at the most small parts of a part of a religion. If 

you are a Shiite Muslim, or an Orthodox Jew, Smartha Hindu, Mahayana Buddhist, Nirankari 

Sikh, Zhengyi Taoist, or a Pentecostal, tongue-talking, hand-raising, all-night-dancing Christian 

                                                 
4
An example within Islam is Javaid Rehman, ―Conflicting Values or Misplaced Interpretations? Examining 

the Inevitability of a Clash between ‗Religions‘ and ‗Human Rights‘‖ in Does God Believe in Human Rights?  

Nazila Ghanea, Alan Stephens, Raphael Walden, eds. (Leiden/Boston: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2007). ―A 

contextualised, methodological interpretation of Islam and Sharia brings out the central message, which is one of 

peace, reconciliation, and protection of human rights.‖   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaivism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaktism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vaishnavism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smartha
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– be who you are, speak to and with your own people (and others), and develop the practices, 

attitudes, and actions that promote human gifts.  

And although religions make serious mistakes, even a broken mirror reflects the sun. And 

broken mirrors, like religions, are sharp around the edges and can inflict damage, so be careful. 

Religions exist not for themselves, but for the world. Like mirrors, they are to reflect the will of 

God to the world to shed light by which humanity can walk more justly, more faithfully.  

When we see religions as gifts, even as the gift of a broken mirror, we can better receive 

what they have to offer. Religions have a right to exist, but religious leaders should help reveal 

the gifts of their religion to the world by reflecting the light of God‘s truth and justice in the 

darkness. And when two of us together shine God‘s light on the same problem, the light is 

brighter – An Islamic community illuminates human trafficking, a Christian community joins in, 

now there are two broken mirrors working together to bring more light. 

One way to do this is for religious leaders to provide theological/scriptural justification 

for each of the thirty human rights, showing how our religions fulfill and surpass the UDHR. The 

Bible says, ―Love does no harm to its neighbor; therefore love is the fulfillment of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights [law]‖ (author‘s paraphrase). Each denomination of each religion 

should do the theological work necessary to place the UDHR in its own theological context. As 

possible, Christians should provide Christian scriptural explanations for each of the articles; 

Muslims should provide explanations from the Qur‘an for each of the thirty articles;
5
 Hindus 

should correlate the teachings of the Vedas and Bhagavad Gita to the thirty articles. Jews should 

show clearly how the Hebrew Scriptures surpass the thirty articles of the UDHR.  

 Let us reveal how the intent and importance of the UDHR is surpassed by our traditions, 

scriptures, and prophets. And then show contemporary examples of human rights/gifts violations 

and link them to specific actions that can be done immediately and continually. I may have little 

success telling certain Conservative Jews that based on their very own scriptures they should 

stand for the human rights of Palestinians in the West Bank. But I can tell American Pentecostal 

Christians that a good way to reflect the light of Jesus, and not cover it up, would be to work for 

a better Palestinian/Israeli situation. 

 

Tell Stories: People as Gifts 

 

Religions can support the Universal Declaration of Human Rights through Particular 

Declarations of Human Gifts. We religious people are storytellers – we can tell of Abraham and 

Sarah, Buddha, Jesus, Muhammad – let us also tell the human rights stories of pain and victory, 

of lament and praise, of protest and testimony, of murder, rape, and deliverance. We must tell the 

untold stories of the untold suffering; we must reveal it to the world – the despair, the 

destruction, the hope, the tears, the love, the emotion.
6
   

Every baby, every child, every woman, every man, every victim, every oppressor, is a 

gift – religions must teach people to see the humanity of every person. For Christians, this 

formation of people is called ―discipleship,‖ and one of the most powerful ways to transform 

people and help them see the world well is through stories. In our speaking of God, and telling 

stories, and being our unique broken religious selves, we shine the light of divinely bestowed 

dignity on the giftedness of individual people and situations.  

                                                 
5
An example of this is http://www.submission.org/unhmnrights.html. 

6
http://www.humanrightsproject.org/; http://www.mediathatmattersfest.org/; 

http://www.youthforhumanrights.org/. 
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We need religions producing religious believers and communities who have the virtues 

that sustain the practices that limit, reduce, and eventually eliminate human rights abuses. We 

should not try to make a better world without us needing to become better people.
7
  From a 

religious perspective it would be inappropriate to try and impossible to accomplish. So God 

instead chooses for us to form particular peoples and communities who can see the gifts in 

people both near and far. This is moral and spiritual formation that leads to community 

transformation.  

The words of our scriptures, prophets, and leaders are powerful, but we have and need 

more than words – we need communities that cultivate persons of character and conviction, who 

through habits, practices, and actions live out the core of our faith. We then become the stories 

we tell that continue to shape our communities of faith and empower human rights. We have 

proverbs, parables, stories of others, and the stories of our lives. 

You should tell your story of why you, as a religious person, think humans matter, why 

rights matter. This is called a ―testimony.‖  I tell my story of my relationship with God, my 

understanding of God‘s will, and my actions in the world; I am ―always ready to explain the 

hope that is within me.‖
8
  This helps us lift the wisdom of our traditions to the surface through 

our own witness so that it can be light to the world.  

Hinduism produces Nameera Saleem, a teenager who wrote this story.  

 
Veeraiah had never, in their 15 years of married life, argued with his wife Laxmi as vehemently as he had 

today. The two had made it wonderfully through the thick and thin of life. He worked at the factory: he got 

no wages but a tin-shack which was their home. Laxmi did household work which fetched them their 

twice-a-day meals of leftovers and old clothes. Despite their needs being very low, they seldom had 

enough. Yet they thought the sahib gracious. After all, he had not shunned them to the outskirts of the 

village where their community lived in make-shift shelters baring the vagaries of both nature and men.  

They lived in contentment, until one day Veeraiah learnt about the free education for children, especially 

girls, of school age. Their eldest daughter Chanda was now ten years old and earning money by babysitting 

the sahib's foreign grandchildren. Veeraiah had learnt that education could wash away the stigma of low 

birth. He felt change was knocking at their door. But even before he could fully appreciate the beauty of his 

dream, he was knocked down by the harsh winds of reality. The sahib wasn't pleased about sending Chanda 

to school. "What would books give her?" He had asked. "They could give her a better life", Veeraiah had 

argued. The sahib was offended at his adamancy and called him ungrateful. If he was foolish enough to 

lose Chanda's job, he would have to find a new place to live. Veeraiah felt a swell of rage rise within him. 

But Laxmi thought differently. Much to Veeraiah's annoyance she felt the sahib was right. "Books couldn't 

pay for food or clothes or medicines. Then, where will you find her an educated husband. Look at 

Ramayyah's daughter; she's been to school for a year and now doesn't want to work like her sisters. What 

good are books if they keep you from work" she scorned. "Besides, we cannot displease the sahib. If 

Chanda has her books, we'll have no food. Why add to our problems?" The argument continued well into 

the night and by dawn, the more practical of them had won. The next morning Chanda was seen playing, 

not with books but with babies in the sahib's garden.
9
  

 

Women, minorities, and children are violated – we must tell the local, particular, small stories 

like that of Elosy, a little girl who is disenfranchised in Meru, Kenya. 

 
After losing both parents to … AIDS … Elosy, who was just 10, was left with her crippled grandmother 

Rael … who only has one leg and is very poor. She can't work on her small farm because of her handicap 

                                                 
7
Stanley Hauerwas and Samuel Wells, The Blackwell Companion to Christian Ethics (Oxford, UK: 

Blackwell, 2006), 13.  
8
1 Peter 3:15 (author‘s paraphrase). 

9
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/hfhr/story1.htm.  
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and getting food for Elosy was difficult. Through helpful religious people in the area, Elosy's grandmother 

got some food and clothing, but the young girl sometimes had to beg for help. Her grandmother wanted 

Elosy to go to school but could not regularly afford the expenses…. Elosy confesses that she didn't have 

decent clothing, bedding, or food. She often felt lonely, especially when the other children would tease her 

about both her parents dying of AIDS and her grandmother being a crippled older wom[a]n living in 

poverty…. Today, Elosy is happy [and living in a religious children‘s home and] she has friends to play 

with … in an environment where she is not teased…. She is able to attend school regularly and feels equal 

with other children. She works for a better life to help her grandmother and others who are less fortunate.
10

 

 

I am not one, but we must become experts at showing the faces and telling the stories that reveal 

the giftedness and dignity of specific people, not the mass of humanity – but Elosy and Chanda. 

Two billion people suffer in poverty – that‘s too much to comprehend. But religions can tell the 

stories, in the name of God, and evoke empathy and action. There are millions of stories like 

Elosy‘s and Chanda‘s, and I will not attempt to do the math to calculate whether there are more 

bad ones or good ones. There are plenty of both, and often one story is both bad and good. 

All of us suffer without the stories.
11

  We all need stories and testimonies of the good, the 

improved or enforced laws, the restored families, the human gifts that bloom, the lights that 

shine. We also need complaints and stories that protest abuse, exploitation, and oppression. 

―Testimony and lament are two sides of the same coin.‖
12

   

The stories of the sufferers must be told, the despair and frustration must be expressed. 

For hearing the voices and seeing the faces of the suffering can evoke empathy,
13

 and empathy 

can lead to calling, and calling can lead to action, and action can lead to healing, and healing can 

lead to hope.
14

  I believe that God works through the religious practice of sharing testimonies, of 

telling stories, and this can bring healing and hope to the world by evoking empathy, calling, 

action, and transformation.  

We should tell stories of our religion‘s successes, of a Muslim teenager named Khalil 

who struggled and succeeded in changing the city‘s zoning laws to reduce discrimination. We 

should tell the stories of different religious people working together for justice, peace, and 

reconciliation – like the Jews and Muslims in the Bereaved Families Forum – The Parents Circle 

in Israel-Palestine.
15

 

 Religions and religious leaders can help us Visualize Particularity. They can move from 

the overwhelming numbers of 6.6 billion people, 2.2 billion Christians, 600,000,000 Pentecostal-

Charismatics, 14,000 denominations, 50,000,000 Assemblies of God people, 2,000,000 

Assemblies of God in the USA, and 440 churches in Southern California to the neighborhood 

church on San Bernardino Road in Covina, California and a classroom with nine-year-old Brian 

                                                 
10

http://www.saveafricaschildren.com/site/PageServer?pagename=reality_hope_5_elosy.  
11

Scott A. Ellington, ―The Costly Loss of Testimony,‖ 16 Journal of Pentecostal Theology (2000): 48-59. 
12

Ellington, ―The Costly Loss of Testimony,‖ 50-51.  
13

Christine S. Davis, ―Sylvia‘s Story: Narrative, Storytelling, and Power in a Children‘s Community Mental 

Health System of Care,‖ vol. 12 issue 6 Qualitative Research (2006): 1220-1243. ―Authority and power are based 

on whose story is told, and whose story is seen as the moral one…. It is moral for all of us to see our responsibility 

in forming each other‘s stories.‖  Ibid., 1228, 1234. 
14

Nicholas Wolterstorff, a philosopher at Yale, recently shared his testimony about the philosophy of justice 

as a calling. He testified that when he met South Africans struggling against Apartheid and heard their stories he felt 

―called‖ by God to work with them against the injustice of the Apartheid system. Later when he met Palestinians 

and heard their stories he again felt ―called‖ by God to work against the occupation and for a just peace in Palestine 

and Israel. Nicholas Wolterstorff, ―Speaking Up for the Wronged‖ at the Sophia Forum, February 12, 2008 at Azusa 

Pacific University, Azusa, California. Personal files of the author. 
15

http://www.theparentscircle.com/  
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in it. What can religious leaders do?  Affect what‘s going on in this classroom with that nine-

year-old boy. 

How?  Show the stories and faces of those who need human rights advocacy, so Brian 

can care, and connect it to what it means to be a Pentecostal Christian in Covina, California. Or a 

Sunni Muslim in the West Bank, in Hebron, living near Shuhada Street. Or a Baha‘i in Mashhad, 

Iran working on the second floor of a carpet factory at 656 Sanabad Avenue.  

The UDHR is a wonderful, beautiful, and powerful list of human rights, but it won‘t 

preach. And in my Christian tradition, if something won‘t preach then it‘s dead in the water. A 

sermon needs fire, pizzazz, and emotion to bring the substance to life.  So we must find the 

people with the passion who speak the languages of our religions and empower them!  Empower 

and enable our communities to shine the light of God, in the name of God, on specific subjects 

and issues. 

Imagine a fundamentalist Christian televangelist, with millions of viewers around the 

world, preaching powerfully on the rights, gifts, and humanity of Muslims in Palestine. Imagine 

a ‗jihadist‘ imam or mullah preaching a fiery sermon on the rights and humanity of Jews and 

Israelis. We need people with the televangelist‘s mass appeal preaching the message like that of 

the Dalai Lama. 

Imagine a twenty-four hour television channel with religious leaders and practitioners 

telling stories, showing the gifts of humanity to the world. Online TV channels, YouTube, 

websites, radio, skits, drama teams, curricula; with stories, testimonies, preaching, teaching – 

real religious people, free to refer to their God and use their religious language. Not translating 

Christianese into Muslimese, but connecting the deep core of their own religious expressions and 

traditions to concrete human rights stories.
16

   

For instance, there could be a South Korean Pentecostal-Charismatic show on human 

rights, justice, and peacebuilding that uses their particular Christian language – and this should 

be done by authentic Pentecostals and Charismatics who are passionate about the issues related 

to the UDHR. The same could be done by Sudanese Muslims, Russian Jews, or Sri Lankan 

Buddhists. 

Religious leaders of all religions can create space and opportunity for their people in 

different places around the world to do this, because we know that believers can generally detect 

inauthenticity and falseness. A lot of my Christian friends and family are not ready to hear a 

Buddhist teach them about the importance of human rights, but they‘ll listen to a Christian 

preacher or teacher.  

 

Conclusion: God & Stories – A Cautionary Warning of Dangerous Peril 

 

Christians should have cared as Christians for the plight of the Marsh Arabs in Iraq, but 

not in order to support the invasion of Iraq by the US. Jewish believers should care about the 

treatment of the Baha‘i in Iran, but not to goad the US into starting a war in Iran. This concerns 

me for it has been and continues to be a real danger – human rights, like God, are vulnerable to 

political seizure. When we combine our religious compassion and God-language against their 

human rights abuses with the political and economic desire for war, we have a volatile 

                                                 
16

Our religions can preach the message of universal human gifts. Through stories and sermons we can and 

should invite God‘s people to become communities who in greater or lesser ways can embody the ideals of the 

UDHR. We should encourage and empower local and particular expressions so that we can speak to our own people 

in our own languages.   
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combination that creates terribly worse human rights abuses in the name of stopping human 

rights abuses. A case in point is Iraq, right now. ―Christianity‖ is used by some in the US to 

justify terrorizing others and abusing human rights. Christian leaders must distance themselves 

from these policies and prophetically criticize them openly and in their churches.
17

   

What can religious leaders do to promote human rights? Don‘t get in bed with 

warmongers when they co-opt human rights language to promote war and invasion – we will not 

have peace, justice, and enhanced human rights through violent regime changes. Religious 

leaders must stand against this and provide creative and wise alternatives. 

Religious leaders should form coalitions of clergy, travel to the countries in question, and 

meet with their religious and political leaders. Implore them to change their ways, and challenge 

and invite our own country‘s leaders to respond redemptively to the concerns. We can do this by 

teaching and encouraging Just Peacemaking practices among our own believers and government 

officials. 

 

Peacemaking Initiatives 

1) Support Nonviolent Direct Action 

2) Take Independent Initiatives to Reduce Threat 

3) Use Cooperative Conflict Reduction 

4) Acknowledge Responsibility for Conflict and Injustice and Seek Repentance and 

Forgiveness (religious leaders should especially lead the way on this) 

 

Justice 

5) Advance Democracy, Human Rights, and Religious Liberty 

6) Foster Just and Sustainable Economic Development 

 

Love and Community 

7) Work with Emerging Cooperative Forces in the International System 

8) Strengthen the UN and International Efforts for Cooperation and Human Rights 

9) Reduce Offensive Weapons and Weapons Trade 

10) Encourage Grassroots Peacemaking Groups and Voluntary Associations
18

 

 

Religious leaders and communities must also be humble and open to critique of the 

mistakes we often do make; we must be willing to confess and repent of our failures. All 

religions can and should connect inward journey spirituality and prayer with outward journey 

action, finding local justice issues to work on and international issues to address while also 

praying together and becoming better believers.  

We should find ways of asking religious leaders, even and especially ‗lower level‘ 

pastors, imams, rabbis, etc., to come together just to think about the UDHR. Ask, ―You‘re a 

Christian, a follower of Jesus. Evaluate the UDHR.  How does it compare or contrast with your 

understanding of Christianity?‖  Religions need to facilitate interaction with the UDHR before 

they can ask for aggressive promotion. Create reflection opportunities at religious conferences 

that leaders attend to provide occasion for genuine feedback and conversation. 

                                                 
17

The National Association of Evangelicals (a Christian organization in the USA) adopted a statement 

against torture that is a good start, but much more must be done (www.nae.net). 
18

Glen Stassen, ed., Just Peacemaking: The New Paradigm for the Ethics of Peace and War (Cleveland, 

OH: Pilgrim Press, 2008).  
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Religious leaders should develop curricula for children, youth, and adults for our 

mosques, synagogues, churches, temples, and other places of worship and fellowship to reveal 

the deep theological support for peace with justice. Religious leaders could establish peace with 

justice commissions within their respective denominations that facilitate this work. If there was 

no UDHR, religions should produce communities that act courageously for these causes anyway.  

I honestly believe that if our religions lived up to our own highest and best teachings, 

there would be no need for the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The UDHR is a means to 

an end – the goal is nations, states, cities, towns, communities, villages, work places, classrooms, 

and homes where people are healthy, kind, and generous. 

I am suggesting that religions should glorify God and support human rights by being 

prophetic. Prophets ―speak for God to the world‖ – pointing out evil and calling us to justice, 

risking their lives by telling the truth and challenging injustice. We need religious leaders who 

humbly risk their careers and their safety to stand in solidarity with the suffering and tell their 

stories in the name of God, and to carry their words and stories to the streets and to the halls of 

government and become part of the story as they risk it all for the glory of God and the health of 

humanity. The prophet Joel said, ―Your sons and your daughters will prophesy,‖
19

 and the time 

has come in human history for religions to speak and act prophetically and not relent no matter 

the cost, and to use every nonviolent weapon in our arsenal – stories, preaching, teaching, 

persuasion, music, movies, marches, jail, drama, patience, and even the giving of our lives. 

My Pentecostal recommendation is for religious leaders and communities to speak freely 

of God and spirituality in their own particular ways and tell stories that prophetically protest, 

testify, and inspire to action; for the stories of painful protest and the stories of thankful 

testimony are the same story, the story of Immanuel - ―God with all of us.‖ 

 

                                                 
19
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The Agenda 

 

Jesus' inaugural sermon in his hometown sets the agenda for his ministry, which builds 

upon Isaiah's Servant Song (Isa. 61:1-2a).  When he affirms his identity as the Spirit-filled 

Servant, he announces his broad concern for social justice through the plight of numerous 

victims.  

 
  The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
  because he has anointed me 
  to bring good news to the poor. 
 He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
  and recovery of sight to the blind, 
  to let the oppressed go free, 
  to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor (Luke 4:18-19). 
 
Jesus then preaches a one-sentence sermon, "Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 
hearing" (Luke 4:21).  Jesus' message invites people to participate in the "good news" as it bears 
upon the weak and marginalized.   
  
  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. 
  He will not quarrel or cry out: 
  No one will hear his voice in the streets. 
  A bruised reed he will not break, 
  And a smoldering wick he will not snuff out, 
  Till he leads justice to victory. 
  In his name the nations will put their hope (Isa:42-1-4; Matt. 12:18-21). 
 

Another Servant-Song affirms Jesus' empowerment, which explains the silence Jesus 

imposes on individuals whom he heals (Matt. 12:16).  The quiet and unobtrusive nature of Jesus' 

ministry fulfills the expectation of the Spirit-filled Servant.  The Servant does not follow the 

custom of crying aloud in public and thereby imposing upon his hearers with his message.
20

  Nor 

will the Servant use violence and harshly treat the weak, bruised, and dimly burning.
21

  Instead, 

the Spirit-filled Servant will express God's own compassion for the poor, oppressed, naked, 

hungry, blind, and imprisoned (blind—Isa. 42:7; weary—Isa. 50:4; prisoners in a dungeon with 

no hope of freedom—Isa. 42:7), and will be successful in His mission of justice (42:4).   

                                                 
20

 Claus Westermann, The Promises to the Fathers (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1980), 96. 
21

 In the original setting, the prophet regards Israel in the weakened condition which needs to be enlivened, 

not crushed or snuffed out.  The Servant Songs exhibit a creative ebb and flow between the individual and corporate 

Servant. 
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The unique feature is the quiet, non-aggressive, and compassionate manner in which 

Jesus, the Spirit-filled Servant, goes about his task of restoration.  The world-system often 

reflects the "law of the jungle," wherein violence and aggression "pay off" and conquerors 

proclaim victory over the weak, bruised, helpless, vulnerable, and alienated; "to be weak and 

helpless was to be destined for destruction."
22

  Jesus demonstrates compassion for the bruised 

and the ones who are like smoldering wicks; compassion counters the violence, which the 

powerful express at the expense of the weak.  Needy persons follow Jesus in his withdrawal 

while the powerful and aggressive authorities remain in the synagogue and plot his murder on 

the hallowed Sabbath, a day set aside for life and doing good (Matt. 12:12)—not the violent 

taking of life.  Jesus' teaching on social justice deals with personal transformation as well as 

corporate and structural good and evil.  Individual moral agents are to be transformed through 

their faith-association with the Spirit-Filled Jesus, which then clears the path for social change 

and transformation.   

The new age of salvation is present in Jesus, who is concerned for the whole of life in its 

physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, relational, national, and international dimensions. Jesus is 

not merely interested in one part of the human person, i.e., the soul, but is concerned for the 

well-being (shalom) of people in all of their concerns.  Jesus adopts the holistic Hebrew view 

that treats the human person as a whole, looked at from different aspects—not parts.  Psa. 146 

links opening of the eyes (v. 8) with justice for the oppressed (v. 7), protection for the strangers 

(v. 9), support for the fatherless and the widow (v. 9) and food for the hungry (7).  Later, when 

John sends messengers to ask if Jesus is the Coming One (Luke 7:20), Jesus responds with a 

narrative that occurs before the messengers' eyes—healings, exorcisms, people raised from the 

dead, climaxed with the statement that the "poor are having good news preached to them" (Luke 

7:21-22).  Jesus makes salvation real to the poor and despised, mourners, and those who are 

physically, socially, and religiously disadvantaged.  Thereby, Jesus summarizes both his verbal 

proclamation and his messianic activity as a fulfillment of his stated platform as the Spirit-filled 

Servant.  He intends that his concerns become the concerns of his people.    

 Unfolded in story and parable, Jesus states that God's mercy and justice for the 

marginalized is for all; however, God's offer is made real through the human response to God 

and to others.  God is personal and does not order the human response by divine fiat; a gracious 

invitation can be turned down (Luke 14:18-20).  God's reign of justice breathes hope into lives 

that are oppressed, fractured, and alienated.  Repentance not only means turning to God but 

conversion towards the poor (Baptist's message in Luke 3:11).   

Other texts echo Jesus' alignment with the poor.  Mary's Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) 

affirms God's vested interest in the poor and lowly (Luke 1:48, 51-53).  Her song reflects a 

reversal of socio-economic conditions when she recalls Hannah's Song (I Sam. 2:4-5).  West 

suggests, "The Magnificat could be suggesting a reversal of conditions for our leaders who 

proudly create policies rewarding the rich and powerful with ever-increasing benefits so they can 

acquire more wealth and power, while endlessly studying, negatively labeling, and disciplining 

the morality of those struggling with the least resources and under the most desperate of 

conditions."
23
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Becoming the Neighbor 

 

 Is there a parable in Luke's gospel that is more focused on Jesus' mission on earth than 

the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:25-37?  His mission emerges originally in a crisp 

form through his inaugural sermon in the Nazareth synagogue that noted the Spirit's anointing of 

Jesus for the cause of social justice.  Of the four unfortunate groups of sufferers to whom Jesus is 

sent (Luke 4:18-19), the fourth class (poor) is paramount.  They are "the broken victims" 

(RNEB), vividly depicted in the wounded victim on the Jericho road whose wounds the 

Samaritan stranger cleansed and bound up (10:34).  

The Parable of the Good Samaritan is one of the most famous story-parables in the Bible; 

the influence of its chief character is reflected in the names of countless hospitals and relief 

agencies throughout the world.  Over the years a connection has been made between "good" and 

"Samaritan," a quantum leap from the apartheid society of the first century. 

The lawyer asks the question, "Who is my neighbor?" (Luke 10:29).  Implicitly, the 

question about the neighbor's identity also implies a double-standard of treatment or rules that 

apply to one's own group while a different set of rules is applied to outside groups.  The parable 

is intended to transform narrow presuppositions and categories and translate Christian thought 

into Christian compassion and activity.  Jesus' followers are not meant to ask about identity but 

to see and respond to human need with mercy. 

But what is the essence of true discipleship?  It consists, says the evangelist, in love for 

the neighbor by becoming the neighbor (10:25-37), utter dependence on the words of Jesus 

(10:38-42), and persistent intercessory prayer (11:1-13).  In brief, the successive paragraphs 

affirm that the disciple is one who shows compassion and care for the "broken," yet one who 

always needs to be fortified by the word of Jesus and prayer. 

The parable is essentially Jesus' answer to the insistent question of the lawyer, "Who is 

my neighbor?"  Yet, as one expositor has noted, since the parable portrays an example that is to 

be followed (10:37), "it is legitimate exegesis to say that Jesus was the supreme example of the 

virtue inculcated."
24

  At the same time, the word "example" claims that the action that is shown 

by the Good Samaritan reveals the beating heart of discipleship of sterling caliber.  It is a 

discipleship that cuts through the barrier of apartheid and demonstrates how compassion—not 

only in word but in deed (I Jn. 3:18)—disregards matters of personal danger and convenience in 

order to care for a suffering stranger.   

The paragraph which contains the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) 

reveals the fundamental contrast between the question, "Who is my neighbor" (v. 29) and the 

counter-question, "Who proved to be the neighbor?" (v. 36).  There is a difference between the 

verb to be and the verb to become.  Jesus directs his hearer away from identifying the neighbor to 

becoming the giver of mercy.  The lawyer wishes to exclude others by his question, while Jesus' 

response is all-inclusive, to anyone who is in need.   The spokesman is a lawyer who asks the 

pointed question about eternal life (Luke 10:25).  The purpose of the question is a test or trap;
25

 

the lawyer challenges Jesus and his qualifications to thereby entrap him, since he wishes to 

justify himself (v. 29).  The lawyer's question reveals the notion that eternal life is a reward for 

                                                 
24

 A. B. Bruce, The Parabolic Teaching of Christ (Minneapolis: Klock & Lock Publishers, 1980 repr.), 344. 
25

 The Greek verb peirazō is capable of both a positive sense of to test what is in a person or a negative and 

hostile sense of tempt, try, challenge, put to the test. 



Pax Pneuma Vol. 5, No. 1 (Spring 2009) 

24 
 

works or merit.  Jesus refers the questioning lawyer back to the Law, of which he is the 

expositor.  Jesus will not be caught in the carefully prepared net.  If Jesus says that eternal life is 

a gift which is independent of the Torah then he will be easily dismissed by the religious 

hierarchy as a heretic.  Jesus instead chooses to lead the discussion to the major content and 

purpose of the Torah.  Initially, he does not offer his own view but solicits the lawyer's opinion.  

The lawyer is not directed to the many commands and prohibitions (613), but to the fundamental 

goal of human life.  Through his question, "How do you read it?" Jesus intimates that he was 

asking about a question that he should have known long ago. The lawyer gives an answer which 

Jesus himself gives in Mk. 12:28-31.  The answer combines two OT texts: Deut. 6:4 "Hear, O 

Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD; 5 and you shall love the LORD your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.‖ Lev. 19:18, ―You shall not take 

vengeance or bear any grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your 

neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD.‖ 

The answer parallels the teaching of Rabbi Hillel, "What is hateful to you, do not do to 

another" (Shabbat 31a).  Similarly, Rabbi Akiba argued that Lev. 19:18 was the principle rule for 

conduct (Talkut I. 174a). Jesus wholeheartedly affirms the rightness of the lawyer's response 

through a rabbinic phrase, you have judged rightly.  Jesus supports the lawyer's answer and says 

that it only remains to translate correct theology into practice in order to experience the life of 

the coming age.  "The reply of Jesus is not so much praise for the questioner as acknowledgment 

that he has hit upon Jesus' view."
26

  That is to say, eternal life comes in the practice of life.   

The lawyer requires further definition of the neighbor so that he would be assured of his 

own "love of his neighbor"; thus, possessing eternal life (v. 29).  He poses problems and raises 

questions hoping to find a reprieve from action through his religious questions.  He wants Jesus 

to discuss the meaning and nature of the term neighbor.  Once the term is defined, then one can 

both include some and exclude others.  According to the one strand of Jewish tradition, the term 

neighbor applied to every Jewish fellow-countryman, but did not extend to a non-Israelite.
27

  

The text of Lev. 19:17-18 indicates that neighbor means fellow-Israelite, "sons of your people." 

Implicit in the question about the identity of the neighbor is the pragmatic concern, 

"What is demanded of me by way of response?"  The lawyer wishes to narrow the circle that 

encompasses neighbors so that less will be demanded of him.  The subtle and surprising message 

that emerges from the parable does not outline the parameters for the question.  The question is 

unanswerable in that love does not begin by defining groups and objects, but discovers them.   

The parable begins with an extreme life and death crisis, with a victim, stripped, robbed, 

beaten, and left half-dead on a lonely, rocky, and dangerous road covering seventeen miles, from 

Jerusalem to Jericho.  Nothing except time stood between the victim of our parable and certain 

death. 

In the story, priest and Levite each rides by in turn, sees the prostrate victim, and steers 

his mount to the other side of the road once the half-dead victim is seen.  The religious leaders do 

not see with compassionate vision.  Thielicke says, "None of us really wants to see.  For to look 

at our neighbor's misery is the first step in brotherly love.  Love always seizes the eyes first and 

then the hand.  If I close my eyes, my hands too remain unemployed.  And finally my conscience 

too falls asleep, for this disquieting neighbor has disappeared from my sight."
28

  Are they on 
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their way home after serving in the Temple or are they afraid of incurring a ritual defilement by 

touching a corpse?  Was there any visceral response (compassion) that they felt?
29

   

The lawyer must have been surprised and even shocked as Jesus introduced the 

Samaritan traveler—a hated half-breed who is responsive to suffering.  A layperson in contrast to 

the religious clerics perhaps, but not a heretical Samaritan.  The Good Samaritan would have 

been ―as palatable as ‗the good terrorist‘ or the ‗good crack-dealer.‘‖
30

  How can the Samaritan 

be a neighbor?  Jews publicly cursed the Samaritans in the synagogues, prayed to God that they 

would have no share in eternal life, and refused to accept their services or their witness in a court 

of law.  But this Samaritan traveler, the victim of apartheid, does not ask the "neighbor-question" 

but simply responds to human need and thereby becomes the neighbor.  

The Samaritan, feeling compassion, approaches the victim.  The verb "I have 

compassion" (splanchnizomai) has at its root the word, inward parts, inward seat of feeling, and 

is used for the depth of one's entire emotional life.
31

 Compassion is that force which moves him 

not only to see the condition of the victim, but immediately to seek to alleviate his condition.
32

  

Compassion is then expressed by simple acts of first-aid:  caring for the wounds (wine and oil), 

and for the victim himself as they travel to the inn.  The Samaritan traveler assumes fiscal 

responsibility for the care that the innkeeper will provide until the victim is completely healed.  

He does what is needed for life, assuming a subservient position as a walker with respect to the 

half-dead traveler, who is a rider.  No financial burden is imposed upon the innkeeper.  He will 

not be "out-of-pocket" for helping the wounded man.  If the tab is higher, the Samaritan will 

return and pay the balance.  Very simply, he does what is needed for the wounded man.  His will 

to see is translated into action; "he embodies the prophetic call to true religion."
33

  He 

demonstrates an unexpected love to the one in need—the kind of love that God offers through 

Christ in the gospel. 

According to the Law (Lev. 19:18), the neighbor is a person to be loved as one's very 

self.  Jesus takes the Levitical law a giant step forward.  According to Jesus, "I do not define the 

neighbor simply as a fellow human being out there somewhere—belonging to one race or 

another, one culture or another—whom I am to love.  No, I myself am the neighbor as I become 

the neighbor to those in need, and give them help wherever and whoever they may be."  Thus, it 

is wrong to construe Lev. 19:18 in terms of a neighbor who needs definition.  Rather, the 

neighbor shows himself through love.  The undefined object of love is inverted to become the 

subject of loving.  The answer to the question is clear; the neighbor (v. 29) is defined as the one 

who proved to be neighbor (10:36) and the one who showed mercy on him (v. 37).  The lawyer 

cannot bring himself to mention the word Samaritan but distances himself by avoiding the term. 
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The lawyer's answer is met by the pointed application, Go, and do likewise.  That is the 

final answer to the lawyer's original question (v. 25).  The command is not fulfilled by a careful 

and legal definition of the neighbor or even in the acknowledgment of the neighbor, but in an act 

of compassion.  When Jesus tells the lawyer, "Go and do likewise" (Luke 10:37), he intends that 

the man use his imagination in analogical fashion to his own sphere of influence.
34

 Just as Jesus 

applies the message (A) to his world (B), so his followers must apply the message (A') to their 

sphere (B'), including the audience in the 21
st
 Century.   

The command directly relates to the Golden Rule (Matt. 7:12).  It is the willingness to see 

and the readiness to respond to the one in need.  Jesus calls his Jesus-people to move beyond the 

narrow confines of their social and religious boundaries; it forces them to think in broader 

categories than the "insider" and "outsider."  The lawyer, along with the people of God, are to be 

profoundly affected by the needy, feel compassion for the broken and hurting, feel their pain, and 

then translate that passion into positive action for the well-being of victims of social injustice.  

Jesus speaks of a transformation of compassionate vision that enables people to respond in love 

to communities and institutions.  Such perception is the ability to notice the morally relevant 

features of a situation and the readiness to respond appropriately.  The parable speaks to the 

evangelical, Pentecostal, and charismatic communities that are prone to "demonize" the world in 

whole or in part, and to treat it as an enemy instead of an object of God's supreme love.   

 

Implications 

 

Evangelical, Pentecostal, and charismatic communities of faith need to understand the 

identity and incarnate the mission of the Spirit-filled Servant, who is profoundly concerned with 

how people live in social relationships.  Jesus' anointing with the Holy Spirit directs his mission 

towards justice, i.e., taking the side of the weak, poor, oppressed, and broken victims.  The Spirit 

points Jesus towards alignment with the prophetic call to justice (sedeqah).  He advocates no 

mystical ecstasy or a cloistered community, which only emphasizes charismatic experience and 

teaching concerning the gifts of the Spirit to the exclusion of social concern.  Through narrative 

and teaching, he argues that compassion is not to be "doled out" by determining which persons 

are suitable objects or recipients of love.  Love discovers those in need and moves to meet those 

needs.  The Parable of the "Good" Samaritan affirms the need of genuine compassion and 

benevolent action toward those in need.  It summons the Spirit-filled communities to respond 

with social justice by becoming the neighbor.  It concludes with the words, "Go and do the same 

thing" (Luke 10:37).  In so doing, communities become aware of the wonderful truth that in the 

person of the Spirit-filled Jesus, this very God became the neighbor to a broken and hostile 

humanity (Rom. 5:8), at the cost of all that God possessed.  The message requires the will to see, 

to sense the heartache and injustice of various victims, and to embody the Spirit's concern for 

restoration and reconciliation.  Having become the object of the supreme love of God, the 

Church has been given the person and dynamic of the Holy Spirit to bring life, healing, justice, 

and a new lease on life. 

The parable intends to remove Christian communities from narrow vision and personal 

security to "see" the inclusive love of God for all.  "Jesus loves us and therefore he finds us.  And 

therefore, he also knows us.  He knows us better than we know ourselves and still he does not 
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drop us, still he remains our friend, the nearest friend."
35

  In this certainty, we find the initiative 

to make others the objects of our concern by becoming the neighbor.  We express our 

thanksgiving by loving others, the proper objects of our concern, which heals us from our own 

self-centered living.   
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Introduction 

 

What some might call either inevitable evolution or quiet revolution seems to be 

currently underway in Evangelical politics in America. The cultural condition is complex. 

Religion and Western society, including economics and politics, are neither entirely separate nor 

synonymous.
1
 Historian Jon Meacham eloquently declares that, ―The great good news about 

America—the American gospel, if you will—is that religion shapes the life of the nation without 

strangling it.‖
2
 From early times until the present, the United States government has labored to 

balance faith and freedom. It has thus adopted a kind of generic public religion. This allows 

individuals to choose and practice the specific religion their conscience dictates. Many early 

Americans were fleeing from the carnage of European religious wars. Nevertheless, they chose 

not freedom from but freedom of religion. This step set something of a pluralist tone.  

Yet Philip Jenkins argues that, ―America remains today substantially what it has always 

been, a Christian country.‖ That does not translate into ―partisan or intolerant‖ views of ―some 

extremists‖ regarding government-controlled religion. Rather, though ―the United States is home 

to a remarkable number of religious denominations, overwhelmingly, these are traditions within 

the broader stream of Christianity.‖ Immigration has brought into the USA people of non-

Christians faiths, but it has also brought in many Christians. Consequently, percentage wise 

Christianity is still by far the most common religion.
3
  

In this mixed milieu, based on religious values, Evangelicals have traditionally 

championed conservative versus liberal political points of view. However, a recent spate of 

books attempts transcendence of the debilitating conservative-liberal divide.
4
 Neither do these 

appear isolated incidents. Numerous Evangelicals are moving in similar directions.
5
 An 
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expanding horizon of concerns is conspicuous. Evangelicals are not continuing to focus only on 

one or two issues such as abortion and same sex relations. They are increasingly involved in 

issues of peace and justice, poverty, ecology, and so on, as well—though without diminishing 

concerns over the former.   

What role, if any, is Pentecostalism to play in the broader Evangelical political 

revolution? Sociologists of religion Donald Miller and Tetsunao Yamamori have coined a new 

term for what they see as a special brand of Pentecostals: ―Progressive Pentecostalism.‖ The 

term describes members of the movement who continue to affirm the apocalyptic return of Jesus 

but also are concerned about social issues and compassionate service in the present.
6
 Miller and 

Yamamori tested churches according to the following five criteria: churches must be fast 

growing, located in the developing world, active in social programs, they must be indigenous, 

and they must be self-supporting congregations. They were initially shocked to discover that 

85% of their sampling turned out to be Pentecostal congregations. Now they unabashedly 

propose the startling thesis that Progressive Pentecostalism is emerging as one of the most 

important global social movements rooted in religion.
7
  

The existence of activist groups like Pentecostals & Charismatics for Peace & Justice and 

―The Crossroads Community‖ indicates at least some American Pentecostals are becoming 

intentionally and intensely involved in this social evolution/revolution of political and 

theological dimensions.
8
 This essay specifically explores how Pentecostal spirituality itself may 

further inform and affect the future of Pentecostal politics. As the title suggests, an underpinning 

assumption is that politically applying Pentecostal spirituality is appropriate. Accordingly, it will 

first briefly explore the practical structure of Pentecostal spirituality. Then it will suggest putting 

it into practice politically speaking.  
 

Structuring Pentecostal Spirituality Practically 

 

An insightful summary of Pentecostal spirituality by Garnet Parris is helpful at this point. 

Parris is Director of the Centre for Black Theology at Birmingham University, England. He 

describes Pentecostal spirituality as emphasizing a piety of divine immanence penetrating and 

permeating all of life with ―the personal and direct awareness of and experiencing of the Holy 

Spirit.‖ The significance of experiencing the Holy Spirit of course includes the centrality of the 

Spirit‘s charismatic gifts and the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. Parris focuses on Spirit 
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baptism and speaking in tongues for the empowerment of individuals for the edification of the 

whole church in a context of the priority of worship.
9
  

Accordingly, I suggest Spirit baptism and speaking in tongues are key elements of 

Pentecostal spirituality; empowerment and edification are key effects; and worship is its key 

ethos. Unpacking this concise statement is informative. First, Pentecostal spirituality bases itself 

on distinctive pneumatic experiences substantiated in Scripture. Yet these experiences are more 

than exciting individual esoteric encounters. They are lived-out in corporate contexts.
10

 

Therefore, second, these pneumatic experiences consistently create an environment conducive to 

positive social transformation. There is a sense of enabling the heretofore disenfranchised and 

marginalized to achieve full human potentiality. Finally, observe a causative sequence. There is a 

process of experiential pneumatic encounter followed by invariably egalitarian development of 

full human ability, integrity, and potentiality. This then is conceptualized and conducted—not as 

part of an arrogant anthropological enterprise alone—but in a doxological context of offering 

both the process and its results to God in humble adoration for gracious provision according to 

sovereign purpose.  

Critics often accuse Pentecostals of being extremely individualistic. It seems more 

accurate that a legitimate application of Pentecostal spirituality entails corporate—even social or 

political—involvement. Significantly and practically speaking, this liberating, uplifting, 

redemptive reality in Christ‘s Spirit bridges and embraces gender, economic status, ethnicity, 

partisanship, and race. As the work of Cheryl Bridges Johns
 
shows, Pentecostals engage in a 

process of ―conscientization.‖ There is a journey of self-discovery in the Spirit of one‘s gifts and 

callings apart from societal or structural impediments. This becomes a resource for Spirit-filled 

believers for divine service in the Church and in the world.
11

  

For Pentecostals, political interest and activism does not arise out of ideological avenues 

or philanthropic sentiments. These arise out of an individual experience of the Spirit impelling us 

beyond ourselves. A dialectically and simultaneously concentric and centrifugal movement 

manifests itself. Concentrically, the Spirit first draws believers into the shared center of an all-

consuming experience with Christ. Then the Spirit thrusts them outward into an all-embracing 

expression of multidimensional, even omni-dimensional, redemption for a waiting world (cf. 

Acts 1:8).
12

 Ultimately, this forceful centrifugal movement directs itself toward God in deliberate 

doxology.  

Ardent, expressive worship is a well-known feature of Pentecostalism. Yet Pentecostal 

worship is so much more than clapping or lifting one‘s hands while singing and swaying with the 

church crowd. It is also a life offered as sacred liturgia to God through service to others in the 
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world. This places Pentecostal politics in direct contradistinction to the ego satisfying, power 

seeking politick of the nations (Mark 10:41-45). A Pentecostal politick is rather God-directed 

worship humbly offered up in spirit and in truth (John 4:24).  

 

Practicing Pentecostal Spirituality Politically 

 

Isaac Rottenberg is a Reformed Christian minister of mixed Jewish ancestry and an avid 

ecumenist and interfaith dialogue participant. He makes the interesting and insightful observation 

that ―the spiritual life always has political consequences.‖
13

 How might this principle play out 

among contemporary Pentecostals?  

As Pentecostals, we predicate our distinctive belief and practice on an experience of the 

Holy Spirit through faith in the crucified and risen Lord and Savior Jesus Christ as taught in the 

Holy Scriptures and as still encountered in sanctified lives today. A primary paradigm is the 

Book of Acts, especially chapters 2, 8, 9, 10, and 19. Here God dramatically filled individuals 

and groups with the Spirit. These passages suggest uncompromising commitment to Christ in 

contexts of bold obedience to the Holy Spirit amidst amazing interest in and openness to others. 

Without giving ground concerning Christ, and without stifling the Spirit, a Pentecostal politick 

will interact with others in our shared world setting in a way that is conducive to justice, peace, 

and tolerance for all in bearing witness of the gospel. These values, energized and applied in the 

Spirit, concretely conform to the basic biblical definition of the good in a God-fearing society 

(Micah 6:8; cf. 3:8).  

Renowned Methodist missionary to India, E. Stanley Jones, was himself pronouncedly 

―pentecostal‖ in much of his belief and practice. He contributes to the discussion at this point, 

albeit, from an early twentieth century perspective. Jones recounts a conversation he had with the 

illustrious Indian political and religious leader Mahatma Gandhi. He had asked Gandhi how 

Christian missionaries might be more effective in India. He wished for Christianity to become 

―naturalized,‖ or at home in India rather than always appearing as a foreign faith. Gandhi of 

course was a Hindu well known for his admiration of Christ and the New Testament. He replied 

to Jones frankly and without rancor. First, ―all of you Christians, missionaries and all, must begin 

to live more like Jesus Christ.‖ Second, ―you must practice your religion without adulterating or 

toning it down.‖ Third, ―you must put your emphasis on love, for love is the center and soul of 

Christianity.‖ Fourth, ―study the non-Christian religions and culture more sympathetically in 

order to find the good that is in them, so that you might have a more sympathetic approach to the 

people.‖
14

  

Jones agreed. This led him to sum up thus, ―Here then is the epitome of the whole thing: 

From every side they say we must be Christian, but Christian in a bigger, broader way than we 

have hitherto been.‖ He added, ―We cannot be Christian and concentrate on ourselves.‖ Then he 

really brought it home: ―America can never be Christian apart from its world task.‖
15

 Taking this 

advice and its implications seriously helped Jones become one of the most effective and accepted 

missionaries in history. His work led to broad and deep spiritual and political influence with 

lasting consequence.  

                                                 
13

 Isaac C. Rottenberg, The Promise and the Presence: Toward a Theology of the Kingdom of God (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 85.  
14

 E. Stanley Jones, The Christ of the Indian Road (New York: Abingdon, 1925), 118-20.  
15

 Jones, The Christ of the Indian Road, 120-21. 
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There are several implications for the present discussion in what Gandhi and Jones were 

saying. They are crucial for the missional Church. For example, ethics, evangelism, and 

ecumenical and interreligious dialogue belong together.
16

 For another, religious belief and social 

practice cannot be effective in isolation. Underlying all of this is an assumption that spirituality 

and politics are, for better or for worse, partners after all. They become mutually dissatisfactory 

and detrimental partners when religious people conduct their political lives in ways inconsistent 

with their own inner commitments. They become mutually satisfactory and supportive partners 

when people of faith conduct their daily political lives out of the resources and wisdom of their 

ultimate commitments. For Pentecostals, this means political behavior shaped and sustained by 

commitment to God through Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit.  

Though realistic in its assessment of societal sin, this is ultimately a powerfully optimistic 

vision for the present and for the future. Christ faced and overcame the sufferings of this present 

sinful world in his Incarnation, Cross, Resurrection, and Ascension (Col. 2:15). Further, the vital 

power to begin sharing in that victory in this present age is transmitted to believers in the 

voluminous outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost until the full realization at Christ‘s coming in 

the veritable establishment of God‘s eternal Kingdom (Mk. 9:1; 1 Cor. 15:20-28). Politics arising 

out of Pentecostal spirituality believes miracles are still possible. Moreover, miracles are not 

only possible individually but institutionally in the structural systems of today‘s society.  

 

Conclusion 

 

A few years ago, I received a gentle but telling rebuke regarding my habitually and 

insistently sharp separation between religion and politics. I was at dinner with a friend, a national 

Christian leader who is not specifically Pentecostalist, but somewhat of a ―Bapticostal‖ type. As 

usual, he went straight from ―spiritual talk‖ to political talk and, again as usual, I challenged him 

for mixing religion and politics. However, this time he calmly replied, ―Tony, can you 

understand that I cannot but apply my religion to my politics, and to all the rest of my life?‖ I 

was, of course, quite (uncharacteristically!) speechless.  

Yes, an inevitable evolution or quiet revolution is underway in Evangelical politics in 

America. Additionally, Pentecostals are or ought to be actively involved. Arguably, Pentecostal 

spirituality and theology have inherent within them elements that lend themselves well to a 

unique individual experience with untold social applications. Individual and ecclesial recovery of 

the charismata has been an indescribable boon to contemporary Christianity through the modern 

Pentecostal and Charismatic movements. 

So political and social recovery of a Spirit-inspired and Spirit-impelled politick may also 

bring reconciliation and renewal to a broader spectrum of society. 

Social justice, peace, and tolerance are values meshing remarkably well with a tradition 

of world evangelism and individual discipleship or spiritual formation. Social ethics are not 

contra personal morality emphases; rather, they are complementary. Individual spirituality 

invites and fosters social responsibility. A Pentecostal politick applied from Pentecostal 

spirituality appears to be characterized by a strong pneumatic element and an egalitarian and 

liberating impulse. It empowers. It edifies. Moreover, it addresses itself primarily in doxological 

adoration to the Source, Way, and End of all its endeavors (cf. Rom 11:36). It is an act of 

                                                 
16

 Cf. Tony Richie, ―A Threefold Cord: Weaving Together Pentecostal Ecumenism, Ethics, and Evangelism 

in Christian Conversion,‖ Current Dialogue 50 (February 2008), 47-54.  
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worship. Like an eagle that stirs up her nest, hovering over her young and urging them into 

flight, the Holy Spirit is even now stirring up Pentecostal people to leave the safety, and the 

mediocrity, of their churches to launch out into the wide, open spaces of the heavenly calling of 

an earthly concern (cf. Deut 32:11). 
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There are few realities of the human existence that cause as much confusion, joy, pain, 

satisfaction, divergence, or convergence as the sexual relationship. The ability to reflect upon 

and practice well these dynamic relations is a continuous struggle for the television producer, 

schoolteacher, or blue-collar worker no less than the Christian ethicist. The problems associated 

with sexuality and the ability to navigate interpersonal relationships is one of the common 

features across time and place. Each people-group in all times has experienced the various 

nuances of sexual and marital realities. This is no more clearly seen than in the current world in 

which we find ourselves. As Christians within the current American milieu, our thoughts about 

marriage have been capitalized by the politics of empire, making most of our imaginative work 

revolve around debates of homosexual marriage and the potential of one or more candidates to 

be elected based on single dimension reflections upon the myriad possibilities within the realm 

of sexual and family ethics. Within this milieu I propose revisiting the complex but highly 

evident problem of divorce. 

Most evangelical reflections on divorce have surrounded different interpretations of the 

―exception clause‖ from Matthew‘s gospel (Matthew 5:32) or the ramifications of divorce and 

remarriage (especially as remarriage relates to the ordination of ministers). Instead of adding yet 

another voice to the cacophony, in this paper I will propose divorce as a practice of the church: a 

practice of the polis that is rightly inherited from the biblical narrative, and to be explicated in 

the life of the community. 

Marriage is a practice of the church: without it the church is not the church, just as 

Stanley Hauerwas points out, that without the practice of singleness the church is not the 

church.
2
 Unfortunately, while the evangelical churches have done an all too thorough job of 

telling the single members of their congregations (and whoever else would listen) to refrain from 

sex outside of marriage, they have done an all too poor job of speaking about marriage in 

imaginative ways, giving language to a practice that has lost most meaningful definition in a 

world that has increasingly used it as fodder in a national political debate, failing to see the 

political reality of Christian marriage on its own terms. In other words, instead of giving single 

people and the ―watching world‖
3
 a robust dialog regarding the hopeful marriage as much more 

than a place of romantic and sexual attraction, but rather a political statement of communally 

                                                 
1
 This paper was originally Presented at the 37th Annual Meeting of the Society for Pentecostal Studies at 

Duke Divinity School in Durham, NC on March 13, 2008. 
2
 Stanley Hauerwas, ―Family Grace: The Christian Family and the Difference It Can Make for the 

American Family.‖ In Grace upon Grace: Essays in Honor of Thomas A. Langford, ed. Robert K. Johnston, L. 

Gregory Jones, and Jonathan R. Wilson (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 224. 
3
 This is John Howard Yoder‘s language regarding the five practices within his Body Politics. I am not 

trying to infer that Yoder would agree with my thoughts regarding marriage and/or divorce (I briefly interact with 

his ongoing thoughts regarding divorce later in this paper). Nor do I think that he would have included divorce 

within a ―list‖ of Christian practices, but his treatment of the witness of the practices of the church to the watching 

world, if correct, lead me to conclude that the church must have a ―politics‖ regarding divorce. John Howard Yoder, 

Body Politics: Five Practices of the Christian Community Before the Watching World (Scottdale: Herald Press, 

1992), vi-viii. 
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held justice and love, a union of the self and the other, and a place where the Christian learns to 

inhabit the space of her or his body well in relation to the other,
4
 the church has opted for single 

dimension moralisms that give little direction for a just life in a consumer world.  

While any number of factors may be responsible for the rate of divorces, I think that the 

lack of prophetic imagination from the church in regard to what makes a Christian marriage is a 

primary one (at least within the church). How then to re-imagine, and find ―new language‖ in a 

debate that has grown stale?
5
   

 

Communal Marriage and Biblical Divorce 

 

I suggest that communal divorces will make communal marriages stronger. To consider 

this though, consider first that the marriage ceremony, like all other ceremonies, stands not in a 

vacuum, but rather as a marker: a place in time that holds all that has come before in tension with 

the hope and promise of all that will come after. The community gathers and ratifies in one 

moment what has developed between two persons
6
 and allows them to commit themselves to 

each other and the community. Those concerned are far more than the two individuals, but rather 

the sexual lives of the couple are to be both informed by the life of the community and to extend 

a sexual ethic to the community, and thus flow outward to the world from the community. As 

Wendell Berry says, ―speaking joyfully and fearfully of the self‘s suddenly irresistible wish to be 

given away.‖ This wish to be ―given away‖ to the beloved is faithful, though, only since the 

lovers ―must finally turn from their gaze at one another back toward the community.  If they had 

only themselves to consider, lovers would not need to marry.  But they must think of others and 

of other things.  They say their vows to the community as much as to one another, and the 

community gathers around them to hear and to wish them well, on their behalf and on its own.‖
7
   

This is the ―missional‖ living of the church: that it is to incarnate the good works of God 

in every instance of practice and theology; but imaging this in sex is a task seldom done, or never 

done in our public conversations.  Berry further contributes to this discussion in his consideration 

of the ―free-market sexuality‖ which he defines as ―the nakedness that is possible only in a 

society in which price is the only index of worth.‖
8
 In contrast, the church stands over against 

that idea of worth to proclaim that God‘s whole creation is good, even when flawed or marred, 

and that the economics of the cross and its community, as reflected in the household economy 

and the hospitality of the marriage bed, are superior to the economics of the powers that be.  

                                                 
4
 On the communal nature of marriage one may reference any number of sources. I am specifically thinking 

of Hauerwas‘ ―Sex in Public: How Adventurous Christians Are Doing It‖ in Stanley Hauerwas, The Hauerwas 

Reader, ed. John Berkman and Michael Cartwright (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 481-504, and ―Family 

Grace,‖ along with Wendell Berry, Sex, Economy, Freedom & Community: Eight Essays (New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1992). 
5
 The idea of a new language for the conversation regarding sexual practice in the church is drawn from 

Lauren Winner, Real Sex: The Naked Truth About Chastity (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005), see especially 25; 

and Berry, Sex, Economy, Freedom and Community, 119-125. From a Pentecostal perspective, this is exactly what 

the Spirit empowers the church to do: speak in languages unfamiliar – giving the ability to be poetic/prophetic in our 

speech and imagination. See Walter Brueggaman Finally Comes the Poet: Daring Speech for Proclamation 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 1-22. 
6
 I will not discuss the issue of homosexual marriage in this paper. I am sure that any gay reading of the 

marriage/divorce texts would enliven and enrich the conversation, but that topic deserves its own space and dialog. 
7 Berry, 136-137. 
8 Ibid., 166. 
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Nevertheless, it is a political reality and a practice of the church that witnesses to the 

community and to the world of the faith of the Church in the God of Jesus, by the fidelity that it 

has learned from the community of the Spirit. Despite all the current debate, marriage remains 

quite undefined. The stories that come to us in the larger biblical narrative are gruesome and 

many times detestable. Polygamy, rape, murder, incest, betrayal, deception, and greed are the 

elements that make up the bulk of the marital stories in the Judeo/Christian canon. There is 

nothing that succinctly gives marriage a full definition. Instead, the biblical stories simply 

assume marriage. Marriage has only a few internal practices that are universal, and more or less 

measurable to give definition.
9
 

I propose that marriage is a public political practice of the church that witnesses to the 

good works of God in the world, the chronological end of which is death. It is not a contractual 

agreement ratified by the state on a piece of paper. To promise fidelity in life-long commitment 

to the other is like baptism, to promise to die. It is the church‘s responsibility then to help those 

promising to learn how to live in the newly constructed community of Christ and to learn how to 

die there.
10

  

But what about the situations in which people have not learned how to live together, die 

together, and do not then know how to remain together? Can the church find new language for 

divorce?  

An overview of the biblical witness of divorce is obviously necessary. However, the hard 

work of biblical studies on only the passages that deal directly with divorce have yielded 

innumerable books, and the space for that kind of work is simply not given in this paper. There 

is, however, room to look at the biblical narrative in search of the practice of divorce. In 

Kingdom Ethics, David Gushee argues that the Bible ―assumes‖ divorce.
11

 The focus of 

Kingdom Ethics is the Sermon on the Mount and Gushee obviously begins with the Matthean 

directive of Jesus regarding the practice of divorce. This is a welcomed change in the direction of 

Evangelical Christian Ethics, in that Jesus is taken seriously, and the Sermon has import on the 

lives that we live in the current world, shaped by Jesus‘ prophetic wisdom. However, neither 

Gushee nor others treat the ―writing of divorce‖ in the scope of the Jewish religion.  

 God allowed divorce. The first and obvious place to start the discussion biblically is with 

the Mosaic commands regarding divorce in Deuteronomy 22. It was a legal document, but also 

deeply spiritual: there was no separation in the Jewish faith between the secular and the spiritual 

law. Problematizing this passage are the other ―laws‖ that Christians do not take as binding. 

Within the same pericope there are laws commanding those in the community to wear tassels and 

gendered apparel. 

More interesting for the sake of this paper is the fact that God identifies himself as having 

―divorced‖ his people.
12

  Considering this poses a new dilemma.  God is guilty of committing 

the same action that he later condemns.  Jesus specifically states that divorce is because of 

                                                 
9
 ―Fidelity,‖ a ―household economy,‖ and ―hospitality‖ are three practices that, I take it, help define 

marriage within the Christian tradition, but the definition of marriage is not my aim here; so, the distinct practices, 

and definition, of marriage must be held only provisionally for the purposes of this paper. 
10

 Regarding the place of marriage within the life of the baptized see, among others, David Matzko 

McCarthy, ―Becoming One Flesh: Marriage, Remarriage, and Sex‖ in The Blackwell Companion to Christian 

Ethics, ed. Stanley Hauerwas and Samuel Wells (Malden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2004), 282-284. 
11

 Glen H. Stassen and David P. Gushee, Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in Contemporary Context 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 278. (Emphasis original). 
12 Both Isaiah 50 and Jeremiah 3 use this language.  I retain gendered language in this reference for the 

ease of ―husband,‖ ―wife,‖ and ―divorce‖ language, not to infer something about God as gendered. 
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―hardheartedness.‖  However, God identifies with the unsatisfied or betrayed husband and puts 

his wife.  The interesting concept is the indication (at least in the passage from Jeremiah) that 

God is acting in this way for the sake of redemption.  If this is the case, it can be assumed that 

divorce, like other issues that result from broken relationships, can be worked-out correctly 

within the community of God with a broader, more holistic, purpose.   

The prophet Malachi speaks on behalf of God saying: ―For I hate divorce, says the 

LORD, the God of Israel, and covering one‘s garment with violence, says the LORD of hosts. So 

take heed to yourselves and do not be faithless‖ (2.16 New Revised Standard Version). In this 

passage, the faithlessness of the husband to his wife is transposed with violence, and the action 

of divorce is despised.  

In The Moral Vision of the New Testament, Richard Hays shows the egalitarian emphasis 

of Jesus‘ teaching on divorce in Mark.
13

 Though the Matthean context is more ―androcentric,‖
14

 

by radicalizing the command against divorce Jesus demands a ―higher righteousness from his 

followers: a righteousness that will not cause the wife to sin or to starve.‖
15

 Divorce then, within 

the gospels, surrounds the issues of economics and justice, that is, a household economy held 

graciously within the community, and any breaking of this justice is condemned.  

Finally, Paul also contributes to the discussion, and once again turning to Hays, one sees 

Paul‘s attempt at radicalizing the call to discipleship, and creating a community of egalitarian 

grace within the context of divorce. He is addressing ―a new topic not envisioned in Jesus‘ 

teaching.‖
16

 In so doing, Paul finds it faithful to work within Jesus‘ condemnation of divorce to 

address situations in which divorce can be warranted. Hays reiterates this, saying, ―Paul goes on 

to elaborate some more rules of his own, covering a situation that is deemed to fall outside the 

intended range of application of the original rule.‖
17

 

How does a quick sketch of the biblical divorce give shape to the current Christian 

community seeking to faithfully embody marriage? It is impossible to make a one-to-one 

correlation between the ―divorce‖ referenced in the Biblical narrative and the current ―divorce‖ 

within a liberal democracy governed by laws of humanity, and not the rule of God. What is 

obvious, however, is that divorce was an assumed reality. The practice of divorce, though 

granted because of hardheartedness, did not invalidate it as a practice. Further, the reflection 

upon divorce was contextual. Jesus, as expected, called his followers to a life of discipleship, 

marked by love, justice, and forgiveness, in which case the practice of easy divorces must be 

roundly condemned.
18

 Paul used this ―rule‖ of Jesus to further explicate the life of the disciple 

within the life of the community. The ―rule‖ as such was then a prophetic call to a life within the 

re-constituted people of God,
19

 allowing for contextual reflection and practice. 
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 Richard B. Hays, Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation; A 

Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 352. 
14

 Ibid., 357. 
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16
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 Ibid., 367. 
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 John Howard Yoder, The Original Revolution: Essays on Christian Pacifism (Scottdale: Herald Press, 
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The Christian Practice of Divorce 

 

The issues surrounding the legitimacy of divorce must address the legitimacy of rule. 

This is why marriage must be understood as a daring political act of the community of Christ. If 

the right to ordain, sanction, sanctify, define, and practice marriage belongs to the church, as one 

of the practices of the church, then divorce must also be a practice of the church. To concede the 

sanctioning, practicing, and defining of divorce to the nation-state, is for the church to lazily 

concede its political reality.  

The church is a polis.
20

 Its existence is marked by practices that both give definition to 

the community as they are practiced, and witness to the world regarding the nature of God‘s way 

of being and ruling in contrast to that of the ―principalities and powers.‖
21

 Since this is the case, 

and marriage is a practice (even a sacrament in the Catholic church), it follows that the ending or 

dissolution of a marriage is the responsibility of the community in which the marriage was made.  

If the church is the performing community for the practice of marriage, and if the 

ceremony is jointly reflective of the couple getting married, and the community itself, then the 

dissolution of the marriage is the business of the community in that it is a failure of the couple to 

keep their vows, and a failure of the community to either shape the character of their members 

into those who know how to keep their vows, or to hold them to the vows. In either case, divorce 

is just as much a communal reality as is the marriage. As such, the church capitulates to the 

nation-state by abdicating the responsibility to rightly imagine and practice the process of 

divorce within its communal setting.  

The divorce procedure, as noted above, was assumed within the life of the People of God, 

within the biblical narrative. The ways in which it was reflected upon proceeded from that 

assumption towards the desire to strengthen the community in the ability to practice marriage 

rightly (within the New Testament it was specifically to follow rightly the leading of Jesus in 

forming a newly constructed egalitarian community).
22

 Can we do the same? Can we assume the 

practice of divorce, and rightly imagine it within the community as we attempt to follow the 

leading of the Spirit into forming better communities?  

Assuming that divorce will take place is the easiest task done. Most people cite a divorce 

statistic of roughly half of all marriages,
23

 and according to the Barna group, the statistic is the 

same for people within the church.
24

 Personal anecdotes of divorce, remarriage, and the children 

involved in break-ups are common to anyone in America. So the easy task of assumption leads 

quickly to the harder work of imagination within the community.  

If divorce is the responsibility of the People of God: if the church should realize its own 

place in the marriage narrative, not just as sanctioning community for the ceremony of marriage, 

                                                 
20

 Yoder, Body Politics, vi-viii.  
21

 James W. McClendon, Ethics: Systematic Theology, Volume I (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 162-

170.  

Yoder, in his essay, ―The Otherness of the Church,‖ describes the church in its ―Pre-Constantian‖ 

understanding as ―over against‖ the world ―visible; identified by baptism, discipline, morality, and martyrdom.‖ 

John Howard Yoder, The Royal Priesthood: Essays Ecclesiological and Ecumenical, ed. Michael G. Cartwright 

(Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1994), 55-56. 
22

 McClendon, 216. 
23

 National Center for Health Statistics, ―Marriage and Divorce,‖ 

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/divorce.htm (accessed 4 January 2008). 
24

 The Barna Group, Ltd., ―Born Again Christians Just As Likely to Divorce As Are Non-Christians‖ 

http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=BarnaUpdateNarrow&BarnaUpdateID=170 (accessed 4 January 2008). 
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but as active player
25

 within the practice of marriage, and thus an active player in the dissolution 

of marriage, then the church must find a way to reflect upon that practice
26

 as well. What is 

divorce? What does it entail, and further, how can those parts be made into a workable whole 

that is practiced within the community? 

Divorce dissolves a marriage. Within the Christian community, this is the dissolution of a 

covenant relationship that was made before God and the community. Within the legal system, the 

divorce is a legal procedure dissolving on paper a union that existed on paper. So then, what are 

the marks of a divorce, and how can the Christian community witness to the ―watching world‖
27

 

in the practice of divorce? Divorce within the Christian community should reflect the marks that 

other Christian practices reflect, and most specifically the marks that marriages reflect—

forgiveness, reconciliation, hope, peace, and redemption,
28

 along with a confrontation to the 

―principalities and powers.‖
29

 All of these are to be worked out within the gathered community, 

and the community‘s larger life together. Given the political nature of marriage, and its economic 

emphasis, the political statement of a Christian divorce should be a political statement of 

economic justice among the people of God even in a place where the people of God have failed 

to live up to their name. 

How is this accomplished? It is first accomplished by avoiding the possibility of divorce 

by avoiding bad marriages. The community should be responsible for training people to enter 

marriage better prepared. This is rudimentary, perhaps, but is a lost way of life within many 

churches. The practice of hospitality, better reflected upon within congregations in both larger 

social spheres and interpersonal relationships, would make space for better marriages, as 

marriages are a way of life in which the kitchen no less than the bed is a shared space invaded by 

the other (this being only further extenuated by the radical hospitality to be practiced by both 

wife and husband as they become mother and father). The journey to marriage should be worked 

out within the context of the community, so those witnessing to the marriage vows can both 

witness joyfully (as those who are blessing the union) and in promise (to hold the couple to their 

promises). If the community has the ability to speak to a couple about the rightness or wrongness 

of their relationship, bad marriages should be avoided much more consistently. 

When a couple gets married with the blessing of their community—the community 

witnesses their vows joyfully. What can that couple do to be faithful even in the process of 

divorce? I propose that they should do exactly the same thing as they did for the marriage: go 

                                                 
25

 I use the term ―player‖ to infer the motif of ―games‖ from McClendon‘s usage of ―games‖ within the 

discussion of communal practices. Ethics, 162-166. 
26

 Regarding ―reflection‖ on ―practice‖ see, Dorothy C. Bass introduction to Practicing Theology: Beliefs 

and Practices in Christian Life, ed. Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Co., 2002), 1-3.  
27

 Yoder, Body Politics, vi-viii. 
28

 I understand the practice of divorce within the Christian community to emphasize specifically the 

practice of reconciliation. At the first level I understand this reconciliation to be the reconciliation of the individuals 
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back to the community and ask to be divorced. If the community is responsible for holding the 

couple to their vows, then only the community should be able to dissolve those vows. Further, as 

people of the Spirit, the church should be more equipped to handle the process and results of 

divorce than is the state.  

If the couple requests a divorce from the community, it becomes the job of the 

community to judge on the validity of the case.
30

 This seems to make sense of the communal 

directive of the Matthean ―exception clause,‖ especially when the linguistic meaning of the 

exception is now buried under millenia of speculation and writing. If it was originally intended to 

function as a guide within a community, then restoring the ability of the community to function 

as a divorcing body would make the exception clause less ethereal and more grounded in the 

lived politics of the church.
31

 

 

The Marks of Christian Divorce 

 

In this section I will explore the marks of a Christian divorce. I will do this by examining 

the marks themselves, as Christian practices which stand behind the practice of divorce; as such, 

I am attempting to re-construct divorce in the image of the church, instead of having the church 

re-constructed by each divorce that separates members of the community. I will also attempt to 

address the potential questions regarding the practice and process of divorce by creating a 

hypothetical case study in which the various facets of a divorce would arise in a community 

attempting to navigate these problems well.
32

 

The mutually informative practices of forgiveness, reconciliation, and redemption help to 

define the entire Christian ontology and identity. Systematic theology has been busily 

preoccupied explicating the realities of each of these for hundreds of years, taking up volumes 

upon volumes. I do not intend to add a new voice to this endeavor, but rather to point to the 

social value and ―politics of forgiveness‖
33

 or ―embrace‖
34

 that define the church‘s existence in 

                                                 
30

 While I do not have time or space to consider the ramifications of such a claim directly in this paper, I 
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Hays, 365. See also, 366-367. 
32

 Because of the controversial nature of divorce, remarriage, and the numerous overlapping factors, I 

should be clear here that I am not condoning divorce as normative. I consider divorce to be both sin (it is a breaking 

of vows, and entails some innate violence, as evidenced in the Malachi passage, along with various other failures by 

the couple and the community), and a result of sin (as humans we live in relation to principalities and powers, we are 

still ―becoming‖ in light of the cross, and practically, it is presumably the actual sin of one spouse against the other 

that will prompt the desire for divorce). 
33

 ―…the practice of community establishment and maintenance was at the center of the social ethic of 

earliest Christianity; if its Apostolic Writings speak authoritatively to us, it is such community practice that they 

require. This practice was for them no mere social convenience; the risen Christ was at the center of their meetings; 

their assemblies were his ―body‖; their nourishment was his proffered selfhood. Just such a practice of community is 
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the world. As these are definitive of the church‘s existence, whatever practices the church 

undertakes must be Spirit empowered so the church can live out these formational politics; 

indeed, any practice in which the church engages that does not live in forgiveness is a practice 

that is against the church‘s ontology.  

If divorce within the life of the church is to be faithful to this ontology, it must have as its 

goal the restoration of the people involved. As mentioned above, the restoration will first be that 

of the individuals within the community. The couple who is divorcing, as a married couple 

within the community, is now splitting, but the individuals remain part of the community and 

will need the support of the community to be made whole again, in the face of brokenness. This 

forgiveness is part of the drama of salvation: it is the process by which the cosmos is reconciled 

to God, and by which humanity is made whole.
35

 I will attempt to further address the practice of 

forgiveness within the constructed ―case study‖ below. 

Re-crafting the process of divorce to rightly fit within the social politics of the church 

requires, as mentioned above, the church to be imaginative in its life.
36

 This means that much of 

the way that the church thinks about itself must fall under the scrutiny of its own imagination. 

Because of the necessity of imaginative work, and because of the narratival nature of divorce, 

that is, that every divorce takes place within the overlapping narratives of individuals, 

communities, marriages, and children, I will thus attempt a narratival approach to consider the 

practice of divorce. I know of no case studies in which the drama of divorce as a Christian 

practice is considered, thus in the following, I am crafting an admittedly hypothetical marriage 

and divorce within a community. The benefit of such a creation is the possibility of isolating 

specific practices within the narrative. The drawbacks are the obvious reality that each narrative 

of marriage and divorce will include multifaceted differences and nuances, which cannot be 

taken into account. Aware of the problems, what follows is what I imagine marriage and divorce 

could be (nuances and differences within narratives withstanding) within the life of a Christian 

community. 

Because the life of the Christian is one that is to be lived in community, the romantic life 

of the individual is to be lived vis-à-vis the community.
37

 For our purposes here, let us consider 

the romantic relationship of two individuals who are both part of a congregation that practices 

life together. As the relationship moves towards marriage, the couple asks the community to 

bless their union. They choose close friends to be the witnesses at the ceremony, and the minister 

                                                                                                                                                             
the social norm for Christian existence. So the second lesson is part of the first: For us, too, a central skill for this 

community maintenance is forgiveness of one another, based upon and empowered by our own forgiveness from 

God through Jesus Christ.‖ McClendon, 229. See 209-239. 
34

 Volf, 99-166. See especially, 140-147. 
35

 I understand forgiveness to be caught up in the larger drama of God‘s salvation of the cosmos, and while 

it might be an end to itself in some cases, it is not just a metaphysical idea, but, rather a social practice that includes 

the making right of economic injustices as evidenced in the Lord‘s prayer, ―forgive us our debts…‖ This is 

especially important in the drama of divorce, as one of the issues that must be addressed is the economic justice 

required in the division of property. See John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus: Vicit Agnus Noster, 2d ed. 

(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1994), 62. 
36

 I am using the well-known language of Walter Brueggemann in The Prophetic Imagination, 2d ed. 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), as well as Berry, Sex, Economy, Freedom & Community, who uses the 

language of imagination frequently in this essay.  
37

 There have been numerous popular books written about dating, and the variants thereof, within the life of 

the Christian over the past several decades. While I do not greatly appreciate most of these, I do think that the nature 

of ―dating‖ relationships within the Christian community is a conversation in need of a re-imagination, and a 

discourse infused by a new common language, as referenced above.  
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leads the couple through their vows before God and the gathered congregation. Prior to the 

marriage, those who are to be witnesses to the marriage should have the ability to speak to the 

couple regarding the marriage. If there are problems that the community has recognized, the 

community should be responsible for helping the couple work out these problems before the 

marriage or to help them graciously end the relationship before they say their vows. 

Assuming that the community has witnessed the coming-together of two individuals, and 

the gathered congregation witnessed to the ceremony, what happens when one person (let us 

assume it is the wife
38

) becomes aware of a situation that makes her want to divorce her 

husband?
39

  

This is where the variants are obviously important. If her husband has engaged in some 

activity that is harmful, or potentially dangerous (like abuse), then the community should be the 

group to which she turns first,
40

 knowing they will accept her and attend to the immediate needs 

she faces (and those of the children, if there are children). This is obviously complicated by the 

legal ramifications of violence.
41

 She approaches the community and explains her concerns. The 

community hears her ―case‖ and judges the possibilities of response. It is at this point that the 

practice of discernment, referenced above, is of utmost importance. Discernment is, according to 

Yong, ―…a hermeneutics of life that is both a divine gift and a human activity aimed at reading 

correctly the inner processes of all things—persons, institutions, events, rites, experiences and so 

on.‖
42

 He points to the ―phenomenology‖ that is required for the process of spiritual 

discernment: ―In short, only sensitive observation of the behaviors and manifestations of the 

thing in question enables one to pierce through its outer forms into its inner habits, dispositions, 

tendencies, and powers.‖
43

 

This is also where the reflection on practice of the community is important in developing 

a teleological understanding of the process in which it is engaged: the goals of forgiveness and 

reconciliation should form the discernment process. If the stories of the wife and husband lead to 

the conclusion that the wife‘s complaints are true, then the community
44

 is faced with the further 

deliberative process of response to the problem. Is there a way in which the couple can remain 

together, remain faithful to their vows? Can the community strengthen the marriage? Are there 

                                                 
38

 I am intentional with the choice of gender here. I am attempting to follow the biblical norm of divorce in 

a consistent trajectory towards egalitarianism. I do not think that women are innocent in all divorces; I am simply 

creating a narrative in which the possibility for egalitarianism seems more obvious. 
39

 John Howard Yoder‘s chapter on ―Binding and Loosing,‖ in Body Politics, 1-13, is a great treatment of 

the Matthew 18 directive regarding community reconciliation. This practice is one that would be important in the 

life of a Christian marriage that is moving towards divorce in much the same way it is important to the members of a 

community who are at odds with each other. 
40

 I am not saying that a person could not go to their immediate family for support or care, but rather am 

pointing to the hope that the family of God is to be even stronger than the biological family, though for some, their 

biological family is an intricate part of their Christian community, and will be even more equipped to care for the 

hurt spouse. Hauerwas‘ ―Grace Upon Grace‖ is specifically about the relationship of biological family and the 

Christian family.  
41

 I affirm the need for a legal system to retain order in the world. How the community engages this system 

(especially in its violent nature) is, however, a matter that deserves the direct attention of the Christian community. 
42

 Yong, 129. 
43

 Ibid., 151. 
44

 By community I do not mean a group over against the main players in the drama. I assume that the 

couple is part of the community that is mutually submissive to each other: the wife and husband are both actively 

contributing to the process of discernment regarding their own situation. If the community simply sits in judgment 

of the couple, the possibility of the misuse of power and the potential of injustice are multiplied greatly.  
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extenuating circumstances that can be addressed? For instance, can the abusive spouse receive 

therapy for issues that are motivating him to violence? If this is a possibility, the community can 

offer economic support, by paying for the therapy, or helping with other bills.
45

 

What happens, though, if the community determines that divorce is indeed the end? It is 

still important for the underlying issues of forgiveness and reconciliation to have primacy. The 

community should retain this narrative in approaching the actualization of divorce. Because of 

the community‘s role within the drama of the marriage, it shares in the guilt associated with the 

breaking of the covenant.
46

 This shared guilt makes the emphases of forgiveness and 

reconciliation easier to retain: the community is seeking the same salvation that is attempting to 

mediate to the struggling couple, in which case the burden of guilt is held by the community 

making the shared burden lighter.  

Since the congregation has decided that divorce is indeed the necessary end, it now falls 

to the community to work this out in reality. There are the spiritual issues associated with 

reconciliation and the continued life of the couple, as divorced persons, within the community. 

There is also the hard business of property rearrangement. The community cannot simply divide 

the property without considering the economic justice it is to moderate. If the woman has not 

been the one with the primary income (as is still often the case in rural areas), and will struggle 

to have food and money, it becomes imperative for the community to rightly care for her in the 

disbursement of monies. This does not mean; however, that alimony is an immediate answer to 

be borrowed from the legal system. If there is not enough money between the two of them to 

support two households, the church has the responsibility to care for each party. The church can 

offer housing to one or both of the individuals. They can help financially by collecting money to 

help pay bills. In this way the community is actually circumventing the economic hardships 

presented by the normal process of divorce.
47

 

It is specifically in the economic care for the divorcing couple that the Christian practice 

of divorce is a challenge to the ―powers that be.‖ Because of the nature of divorce within the 

normal legal system, it falls to the ―principalities and powers‖
48

 to disburse the common 

household goods between the two separating individuals. Precisely because they are not the 

                                                 
45

 Is it possible that the community can function as ―therapy‖ for such an individual? This question is 

beyond the scope of this paper, but as a people who are engaged in the larger drama of God‘s redemption, it should 

be that engagement in the life of the community would be ―therapeutic‖ (I use this word knowing its loaded 

theological nature). 
46

 John Howard Yoder thought that the biblical witness of divorce demanded that covenant is in fact 

indissoluble. ―Bigamy is certainly not as healthy as monogamy, but this does not keep it from being possible that it 

might be real marriage, before God, with (in each pair) both partners permanently bound together before 

God…Then it cannot follow that the second union ipse facto invalidates the first or vice versa.‖ ―One Flesh Until 

Death: Conversation on the Meaning and Permanence of Marriage‖ (Unpublished, 1968-1984) [collection on-line]; 

available from http://theology.nd.edu/people/research/yoder-john/index.shtml#writings; Internet; accessed 20 June 

2007. I do not disagree, in fact, with Yoder‘s assessment. However, I do not agree with what he seems to assume is 

the legal nature of divorce as normative. I also think that he retains a too androcentric view of divorce within the 

scope of this paper. Because of these two main differences in the nature of divorce, I refrain from agreeing 

completely with his assessment of the biblical nature of divorce. 
47

 At this point I would like to suggest that the gathered community participate in a ceremony of divorce. 

John Shelby Spong tells of a ceremony of divorce, but I am not advocating this type of endeavor. ―Can the Church 

Bless Divorce?,‖ Christian Century,101, 1126–1127. It seems to me, that his story is lacking the real business of 

repentance for the collective failing of the couple and the community to keep its vows, and accepts all too readily the 

modern idea of the individualized self. However, I do think that the congregation should gather to be both repentant 

and hopeful in granting a divorce. Hays offers an excellent critique of Spong in Moral Vision, 348, 349, 370-372. 
48

 McClendon, 161-162. 
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church, they must judge by different means. Though they might render a just judgment, forcing 

an offending party to pay the offended, they cannot be concerned with ―community-restoring 

justice.‖
49

  

To say it a different way, within a Christian social practice of divorce as I am here 

suggesting, it is a disarming act to the powers that a woman would have the same ability to 

approach the community and request a divorce.  The community would respond to a female with 

the same affection and care as it would a male, and thus practice discernment based on the work 

of Jesus instead of preconceived ideas of lordship.  In the case of abused women this becomes a 

very strong social ethic, and allows for much more ―prophetic imagination‖ in the working out of 

this process: the woman would have housing, care, training, work, child-care, etc. within the 

household of God, instead of being just another statistic of divorce: a single mom in a male 

dominated economy.  

Conversely, if the husband is the one to approach the community, and the community 

practices discernment leading to a divorce, and rightly divides the household economy, the man 

is less likely to suffer the economic injustices related to alimony and child support. The 

community can help him care for his children, afford to continue living, and stop a cycle of 

poverty and injustice before it starts. 

Further disarming to the principalities and powers is the fact that the church does not 

need the state.  In reality it is standing, once again, over against the empire and inviting the 

citizens of the empire into its graceful community that works in the lives of the citizens of this 

community to bring healing and restoration in even the worst of offenses.  Everyone then lives in 

light of the redemption granted them at the cross of God, practicing this forgiveness one to 

another.   

The state need not worry about redemption as the split household creates differing tax 

brackets, different income producers, the need for what was once a single household to now 

supply double the living supplies for two households, and for divorced ―daddies‖ to buy their 

children‘s affection through weekend visits that include new toys, trips to the mall, etc.  Thus, 

dissolution of marriage within the empire furthers the fragmented economy and perpetuates 

corporate greed and parity: the hurting single moms, and the dads who are forced to give in child 

support a large part of their income – a vicious process which breeds poverty, bitterness, and 

further hurt. 

Finally, I have yet to discuss the possibility for emotional support offered by a practice of 

divorce within the Christian community. I have used the word reconciliation several times during 

the course of this article, and I think that the church‘s politic of forgiveness informs the process 

of divorce. This being the case, I also think that the community, in seeking to restore the 

individuals to wholeness, makes space for them to continue dialog with each other. I draw this 

from the passage cited above, in which it is claimed that God divorced his people. The 

movement towards reconciliation between God and God‘s people is implied. Beyond this, there 

are biblical laws prohibiting the remarriage of the two individuals to each other after subsequent 

marriages to others (Deut. 24:1-4). I cite this not to discuss the problems associated with multiple 

marriages, but to point to the assumption that remarriages of divorced persons were happening: if 

divorced couples had not been re-marrying each other there would have been no need for laws to 

govern the practice.  

                                                 
49

 Stassen and Gushee, 42. 
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The community is not focused on having the couple remarry each other, however. It is 

instead focused on ministering to the individuals, supporting them, and offering the wholeness 

associated with God‘s salvation. By offering this care, the community also helps the individuals 

through the problems associated with rejection and disillusionment. The individuals have a safe 

place within which they can explore the possibilities of romantic relationships again, and have 

the community to protect them from unhealthy relationships that might present themselves at 

points when the individual is weak. For instance, if the abusive husband of our case study goes 

through therapy, and is still surrounded by the community that he wronged, he is less likely to 

begin another relationship while still struggling with those problems. Instead the community can 

offer him a place where he need not experience the loneliness associated with divorce, and offer 

him correction if he does begin a ―rebound‖ relationship, or some other relationship in which he 

is not able to participate rightly. In the same way, the abused wife might be drawn to a 

relationship and she has the community there to offer her a safe space to explore the possibility 

of a relationship again. 

If the couple has children, the church is there to give support to them as well. Instead of 

being divided like other forms of property in a legal divorce, the children are part of a 

community that is mediating between their parents, and giving space for them to be angry, hurt, 

and confused, and also a place for them to find healing. Their place as active players in this 

drama is affirmed, and instead of being innocent bystanders caught in the crossfire of a violent 

divorce, they are cared for and nurtured by the Christian community that grieves with them. 

 

Conclusion 

 

I do not think that I have exhaustively considered the possibilities associated with divorce 

in the Christian community. In fact, I am struck at the myriad of possibilities that I cannot 

address in a paper of this length. Instead I have sketched a preliminary view of divorce as it 

could be in light of the nature and practices of the church, instead of within the system that is 

governed by the principalities and powers. The church is the hopeful body of God, and as such is 

equipped to practice peacemaking, reconciliation, and hope. These are practices that seem 

achingly absent from the process of divorce in the lives of Christians as it is now. While it might 

be nice to imagine a world in which there are no divorces, the fact remains that they are 

happening. It comes to the church, then, to navigate this reality well, instead of abdicating 

responsibility for it to the empire. By practicing divorce within the gathered community, the 

church witnesses to the reign of God as having come into its midst even in the places where it is 

broken, hurting, and lacking. The church is witness to the hope that it has found in the 

reconciliation that God gives the cosmos in Jesus of Nazareth. 
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Abstract 
This paper investigates whether Luke‘s use of ―Savior‖ and ―Lord‖ in Luke 2:1-

11 in reference to Jesus‘ birth would have been heard as a challenge to the living 

Roman emperor. In order to determine if such is the case, this paper proceeds 

inductively, employing the historical critical method to detail the rise of the 

Roman Imperial Cult and construct from the historic and linguistic convention 

of the time a cognitive environment likely held by hearers of the Lukan Gospel. 

Then employing principles of relevance communication theory; the conclusion 

is reached that the hearers of the Lukan birth narrative would likely have heard 

Jesus‘ birth story as a challenge to Caesar.   

 

Key Words: Jesus, Empire, Imperial Cult, Luke, Birth, Relevance Theory  

 

In the midst of the second century of the Common Era a conflict erupted for the 

allegiance of individuals in the Roman Empire. At the crux of the conflict lay the issue of 

conflicting claims of lordship. Fledgling Christian communities faced the machinations of the 

imperial cult(s), which demanded the confession of Caesar‘s lordship—something they evidently 

considered a violation of their confession of Christ‘s lordship. Conversely, the Christian‘s refusal 

to confess Caesar‘s lordship was perceived to be offensive to the point of outright insurrection—

resulting, at times, in a death sentence as in the case of Polycarp. In the Martyrdom of Polycarp 

narrative, his imperial examiner queried, ―What harm is there to say, ‗Caesar is Lord‘ and to 

offer incense (and other similar things) and [therefore] to save yourself?‖
2
 Polycarp refused to 

merely articulate the lordship of Caesar and was put to death. As Fantin has rightly identified, 

two important observations may be made from this; namely, that roughly a hundred years
3
 after 

Paul and even less distant from the advent of the Luke–Acts corpus, followers of their message 

perceived the social convention of affirming Caesar‘s lordship to be in fundamental conflict with 

their lordship commitment to Jesus of Nazareth.
4
 Thus, the religious affections of the Christus 

cult and the affections of the imperial cult(s) became engaged in outright ideological combat to 

the point of bloodshed. Secondly, the circulation of this material likely functioned as religious 

propaganda to perpetuate resistance against syncretism on the part of Christians with respect to 

the claims and demands of the imperial cult(s). If these conflicts were present within seventy to a 

                                                 
1
 Special thanks are due Joseph Fantin for his keen insight, critical eye, and graciousness to read and reread 

this paper as well as Darrell L. Bock, David Hionides, Dallas Gingles, and Paul Alexander. This paper was 

originally presented at the 37th Annual Society for Pentecostal Studies meeting at Duke Divinity School in Durham, 

North Carolina on March 15, 2008. 
2
 Ti/ ga\r kako/n e0stin, ku/riov Kai=sar, kai\ e0piqu=sai (kai\ ta\ tou/toiv a0ko/louqa) kai\ diasw/zesqai; 

MartPol 8.2 All translations are my own unless otherwise noted. Here we are following the Greek text of Michael 

W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and Translations, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2007). 
3
 Polycarp‘s death likely occurred in the middle of the second century CE. Cf. Ibid., 301–2. 

4
 Both this and the subsequent observations are drawn from Joseph D. Fantin, ―The Lord of the Entire 

World: Lord Jesus, a Challenge to Lord Caesar?‖ (Ph.D. Thesis, University of Sheffield, 2007), 1–2. 
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hundred years from the time that the Luke–Acts corpus began circulating, might the seeds of 

conflicting religious affections have been sown early in the tradition?  

Peering just below the surface of this conflict unmasks a more complex issue hindering 

the historiographical (re)construction of the period and analysis of the documents.  The crux 

interpretum of religion is the problem of the nature and referentiality of religious language.
5
 The 

essence of this theoretical problem lies in the very bedrock of the historical and interpretive task 

of exegesis. How can one frame a text, written in religious language, in a cognitive environment 

of old, take seriously the historic-political concerns of the period in which it was originally 

written, and attempt to reconstruct the meaning of a text to its receptor audience? This is 

precisely the task taken up here with specific focus on the Lukan birth narrative (2:1–11) and the 

religio-political phenomena of the Roman imperial cult. Is there any warrant to understand a 

relation of the two? If so, how do these aspects relate? Moreover, how does this inform the 

project of interpreting the birth pericope and Luke-Acts? With these questions in mind, the 

present study turns to examine the possibility that the Lukan birth pericope could include a 

polemic aspect against the imperial cult and her imperator. In what follows we shall articulate 

our limitations, delimit terms, identify the methodological framework employed, and then turn to 

(re)construct the historical rise of the imperial cult(s) and engage the Lukan pericope 2:1–11.  

 

Limitations, Definitions, and Methodological Framework 

Investigating the Luke-Acts material is a task that itself is vexed with difficulty. There is 

a genuine hindrance to ascertaining answers to many vital questions concerning Luke-Acts, 

which stands as a formidable barrier to recasting specific socio-political aspects coloring the 

milieu of the first century. Therefore, setting the Luke-Acts corpus in line with the imperial cult, 

though a quite appealing prospect, is fraught with seemingly insurmountable obstacles.  

Rowe has detailed these problems as follows: (1) the provincial nature of the Roman 

Empire, (2) the cult‘s lack of homogeneity in expression at various locales, (3) the dating 

problem of Luke-Acts with reference to the Emperor(s) and Reign(s) during which the cultic 

praxis evolved, and ultimately (4) the present state of ignorance regarding the place or 

destination of Luke-Acts.
6
 Here two isolated historiographical reconstructive highways intersect, 

slowing traffic to a near standstill. That is, not only must an inquiry of this nature be concerned 

with the history of the Roman Empire during the Koine period (ca. 330 BCE–330 CE), the 

succession of emperors, and the multiform and divergent religio-political developments of the 

imperial cult in varying degrees and localities.  It must also be concerned with documentary 

issues of authorship, date, and destination of the document in which the pericope is situated. 

                                                 
5
 For Ludwig Feuerbach, in the nineteenth century, religious language disguised what at bottom was 

language about our own moral ideals. Cf. Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, 2d ed (trans. Marian 

Evans; London: Truebner & Co., 1881), 9. Karl Marx posited a similar, but distinctive theory that religious language 

was inherently classist—an ideological tool or power structure of the ruling class wielded to subject the shivering 

denizens to the whims of the ruler class. Cf. Karl Marx and Freidrich Engels, On Religion, Classics in Religious 

Studies, vol. 3 (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1982). See also Talbert‘s discussion of this in Charles H. Talbert, 

Reading Luke-Acts in Its Mediterranean Milieu (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2003), 79–80. 
6
 C. Kavin Rowe, ―Luke-Acts and the Imperial Cult: A Way through the Conundrum?,‖ Journal for the 

Study of the New Testament 27, no. 3 (2005): 279-83. Although others have engaged the question of Luke–Acts in 

the imperial context such as Richard J. Cassidy, Jesus, Politics, and Society: A Study of Luke‘s Gospel (Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis, 1978) and R. J. Cassidy and P. J. Scharper eds., Political Issues in Luke–Acts (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 

1983). 



Pax Pneuma Vol. 5, No. 1 (Spring 2009) 

48 
 

Compounding this is the literary-critical task of determining the function of the pericope in the 

narrative and thereby moving to construct a plausible theory of how that narrative might be heard 

by its readership. Amidst this veritable mine field the researcher must tip-toe through in order not 

to fall prey to the aforementioned difficulties is the linguistic quagmire of which the entire field 

is composed—how is religious language used in terms of human psycho-social reality?  

The magnitude of these collective barriers is far too great for the critical analysis that 

each point deserves. The limited scope, though preventing such due attention, necessitates a brief 

interaction with the pertinent issues so as to formulate footing upon which the present study may 

rest. Inverting the order of issues as presented above, starting first with literary concerns, in light 

of the veiled existence of the explicit date and destination of Luke couched in historical 

uncertainty, a way must be forged to span this gap. Secondly, due to the fluctuation in cultic 

praxis, taking seriously both the degree of religious affection and diversity in local expression, 

the aim of movement into authorial intention in relation of the text to historical-religious 

phenomenon must redirect its efforts toward a common denominator as it were. That is to say, so 

formidable is the opposition to a study such as the present one, that a different road altogether 

must be traversed. This road is offered by employing a few principles of relevance 

communication theory in order to construct a cognitive environment that is firmly situated in the 

historical socio-linguistic realm.  It is necessary and equally stratified to provide for movement 

geographically and chronologically through the first century.  This transcends, in a sense, the 

chronological difficulties of the cult, its multiform expression and location, and similar issues 

with the Lukan text thereby enabling a serious inquiry as to whether readers in divergent 

locations would have heard the text as including an aspect of challenge to the imperial cult and 

the Emperor. Stepping back from the table with reference to determining whether Luke wrote 

polemically first and focusing on how readers may have heard the text, provides an attainable 

goal, which may indeed have implications retroactively into the former concern.
7
  

Furthermore, the present work will employ a few salient principles from communication 

theory. The first of which is cognitive environment, which should be understood as ―…the set of 

                                                 
7
 This methodology has been adapted in dialogue with Rowe‘s article identifying the problems as well as 

the method set forth in Fantin‘s ―Lord of the Entire World.‖ The former provides the broad stream directing 

attention toward readership generally and then moving backward in terms of what Luke might have meant. In this 

vein he states: ―[avoiding reading Luke‘s intentions in light of our own constructions] if we move away from the 

time being from what Luke might or might not have thought and toward the likely effect of the text in a given 

location, may we not divine something of the relationship between Luke–Acts and the imperial cult? [286]... 

[subsequently he streamlines his study‘s purview saying:] there remains the possibility that elements in the text of 

Luke–Acts by virtue of their clarity and/or audacity would have been heard in connection to the imperial cult 

irrespective of chronological difference [287].‖ This study is inclined to agree, but sees a missing component to 

Rowe‘s method, namely, the addition of the penetrating force of relevance theory to the case, a methodology 

championed by Fantin, ―Lord of the Entire World.‖ This latter study mounts a formidable case for some instances of 

the term ku/riov in the corpus Paulinum as polemic of the living Caesar. We are also familiar with Rowe‘s 

published doctoral dissertation Early Narrative Christology: The Lord in the Gospel of Luke (Beihefte zur 

Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft; Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2006). His exegesis is 

outstanding and he offers a good case to identify this usage of ku/riov intimately with hwhy in view of the broader 

narratival development of the ku/riov theme within the gospel‘s theological framework (so 52–54; cf. 54 n67, et al.). 

My argument in this paper pertains to whether the usage in Luke 2:11 specifically may possess an aspect of polemic 

against the imperial cult/imperator. Further, I distance myself by querying whether it would have been heard in this 

way. Thus, Rowe‘s exegetical thesis pertaining to the usage of ku/riov in the Gospel does not preclude, in my 

estimation, an aspect or secondary sense in which this specific passage may have been heard in light of the Sitz im 

Leben of various reading communities in the late first century/early second century CE. 
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assumptions which [a person] is capable of constructing and accepting as true.‖
8
 Therefore, the 

first aim of this study will be to construct a cognitive environment in the shadow of the imperial 

cult in the Roman Near East, with special emphasis upon the key term Swth/r in tandem with 

Ku/riov. For present purposes, cognitive environment will be used to refer to the general, 

communal cognitive environment of people living in a specific milieu—that of the Roman 

provincial areas of the East. What is more, the current study is exclusively interested in the 

cognitive environment pertaining to religious loyalties and affections, though that bears 

significant overlap with socio-political aspects, as will be obvious below. Secondly, operating 

upon the principle of relevance
9
 a default referent must be established for the term Swth/r so as 

to ground the evidence for a polemic against the emperor. Third, in order to move in this 

direction, polemic also must be defined.  This study understands polemic as ―a communicative 

act which challenges and/or gives offence in the form of a challenge to another‖ person or ―claim 

to a role.‖
10

 Thus, here the concern is whether Luke‘s use of Swth/r and Ku/riov in some way 

challenges the position of the living Caesar. Therefore, having cast the contours of the present 

scope of inquiry in light of its limitations, cleared away ambiguity with reference to definitions, 

and framed a plausible methodology, the focus moves now to executing the method upon the 

data.  

 

Towards a Cognitive Environment in the Roman Near East 

 

Here we are concerned with an articulation of those primary assumptions related to one‘s 

religious loyalties and affections within the context of the Roman Near East in the first century 

CE. Two aspects of central importance to this enterprise are the rise of the imperial cult and the 

political ideology of the Empire. On the first score, we now move to trace the emergence of the 

imperial cult diachronically. Ruler worship, in its heightening expression in Rome, was not a 

derivation exclusively of the Romans. Rather the practice had historical precedent in varying 

forms and degrees in Babylonia, Persia, China, Japan, Egypt, and among the Greeks.
11

 The 

Empire of Rome was long in existence prior to the advent of an emperor of its own. Indeed, more 

than seven hundred years prior to Augustus (Octavian), Rome existed.
12

 In 510 BCE, Rome 

became a Republic. The Empire increased exponentially in regard to both land and population, 

while it perpetually dealt with the struggle to ground its governmental locus of authority. 

Eventually, by way of broad historical strokes, there ensued a political tension between Julius 

Caesar and Pompey ―the Great‖ around 50 BCE. Julius Caesar defeated Pompey and became the 

sole, supreme ruler of Rome. This unification under Julius demarcates the most fundamental 

                                                 
8
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Markers, Cambridge Studies in Linguistics: 99 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 69. 
9
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Cognition, 2nd ed. (Oxford, UK; Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995), 46-50, 118ff. There is much to articulating this 
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paradigmatic shift in Roman history, solidifying the most ominous of ancient civilizations as the 

world superpower.   

This victory marked the inception of the Julio-Claudian dynasty (31 BCE–68 CE). Julius 

was murdered, which eventually led to the rise of Gaius Octavius (later called Augustus). After 

Julius‘ death, Octavian was thrust into a great conflict with Marcus Antonius (Antony), which 

prevented his immediate rise to supreme power. During the period of this struggle, Julius was 

officially deified; that is to say, he was ―recognized as a god of the Roman state…,‖ thus making 

Octavian ―son of a god.‖
13

 The architecture of Roman religion was broadly polytheistic. Thus, 

the addition of a god or gods was not inherently detrimental to the larger landscape. Nor does 

this necessarily imply that Julius was thought of in the post-Enlightenment sense of divinity; 

rather, divinity was a loose term semantically, which bore senses ranging from transcendental 

deity to a great human hero bordering on superhuman in character or power. Thus, whatever 

emperor worship in Rome became in the end, the events here with Julius provided a starting 

point for a religio-ideological development that would continue to expand. 

While it is probable, though uncertain, as to whether Julius received divine worship 

during his lifetime, the same cannot be said of Augustus. Octavian was given the ―official‖ 

divine title ―Augustus‖ in 27 BCE.
14

 This was conferred upon him largely in the shadow of his 

conquest of Actium (ca. 31 BCE) and Egypt, that is, in his pursuit of Antony and Cleopatra, who 

both committed suicide in 30 BCE. Probably bearing significant import from the Egyptian 

understanding of the emperor‘s status as divine-human, Augustus was cast in this light by the 

Egyptians first. Through these events, nationalistically, the Roman Empire was being unified 

under the Caesar politically, militarily, and most notably, religiously.  

The landscape of the rise of the cults was diverse.
15

 For instance, there were provincial 

cults, established by the government, which were less explicit in their rhetoric for the living 

emperor in so far as they were restrained from using the term qeo/v explicitly of the emperor.
16

 

From the outset of established provincial cultic temples, honors were required of the citizens to 

both Rome and Julius Caesar under Octavian; however, a separate cult to the emperor was 

distinguished from the honors given to these two.
17

 Thus, many cities were physically altered 

with evidences of the prominence of the cultic praxis. Enshrined in Ephesus was the seven-

meter-high colossus of Titus.
18

 In Caesarea Maritima there were two colossi, which Josephus 

mentioned, in the temple ―at the mouth of the harbor.‖
19

 In Athens at the Acropolis stood the 
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476 (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1985), 10. 
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 Ibid., 13.  
15

 The complexities of the cults are magnified by its various geographic manifestations (already mentioned) 

and further by the types of cults. For a discussion of cults primarily in the East see S. R. F. Price, Rituals and Power: 
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Roma-Augustus temple near the Parthenon. Thus, towering in the midst of the ancient world 

were the trappings of imperial ideology penetrating the common areas of the peoples.
20

 For 

present purposes several salient points have been established. First, with the unification of the 

Empire under Julius, a central figure took the world-stage. Second, the veneration of Julius 

quickly transformed, by the melding of religious affections and nationalism, into worship 

subsequent to his death. Octavian being Julius‘ successor and son was elevated immediately and 

coupled with the religious reform and revitalization of Roman religion he championed. A cult 

formed for him. Tacitus polemically charged him with leaving ―small room for the worship of 

heaven‖ because of the temples and worship of himself.
21

 Finally, the cult was perpetuated 

throughout the Julio-Claudian dynasty and well into the Flavian era.
22

 Therefore, the prominence 

of the emperor was encroaching upon centrality within the Roman religious experience. Having 

looked ever so briefly at the rise of the imperial cult, we now turn to look at the role of the 

emperor and his cult within the Empire. 

The emperor permeated every aspect of Roman life. Though the Roman Empire was 

extraordinarily vast in size, its economy was largely agrarian and outside its metropolitan areas 

its peoples were intrinsically poor. Thus, the Caesar was the ―savior‖ (Swth/r) in so far as he 

―wrought good works for the mass of mankind‖ and brought peace to the world.
23

 As divine-

savior he provided food and coinage; moreover, it was the savior that sustained an economy in 

which individuals could make use of these goods for their purposes.
24

 Therefore, salvation, in the 

context of the era, was not a distant metaphysical event through which an individual was 

―pronounced righteous‖ before a holy deity; rather, it was more pragmatic, pertaining to health, 

protection, and provision. Thus, shrouded in a mystical veil was a soteriology of life and 

provision intimately connected to the emperor. It was this type of meaning that was evoked in 

the minds of the populous pertaining to a ―savior‖ and the ―salvation‖ which that figure would 

offer. Indeed, as the ―savior‖ he was the liberator of the oppressed, even over the whole world:  

 

This is he who not only loosed but broke the chains which had shackled and pressed so 

hard on the habitable world. This is he who exterminated wars … He was the first and the 

greatest and the common benefactor … The whole habitable world voted him no less than 

celestial honours. These are so well attested by temples, gateways, vestibules, porticoes, 

that every city which contains magnificent works new and old is surpassed in these by the 

beauty and magnitude of those appropriated to Caesar, and particularly in our own 

Alexandria.
25
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All of these aspects were subsumed under the role of Augustus.  

At the deification of Julius a new class was born—the imperial priesthood. This further 

developed into priestly colleges and an entire sacerdotal system, of which Augustus was named 

pontifex maximus—the controller of all sacred and religious matters.
26

 The Augustan cult 

reached its zenith while he lived. In fact, ―The machinery of the cult was very complete and 

elaborate from the start. The whole system of worship was imperialized just as it stood. The 

Senate established the Augustalia or Augustan celebrations.‖
27

 Thus, the divine-emperor became 

the locus of national and religious identity around which the people‘s lives in the Empire were 

oriented, even brandishing the festive life (games) of the people—in honor of the ―great god.‖ 

Sweet concurs: ―The emperor-cult was the only available religious instrument for promoting the 

unification of the Empire.‖
28

  

Equally important to present purposes concerning the imperial cult were the economic 

factors. Primarily, there are two aspects through which the cult was enmeshed in the economic 

landscape of the Empire and its provinces. The first is that at the imperial games on the basis of 

the gratuitousness of the emperor, food was given to all. Beyond simply unifying the Empire 

under supreme benevolence, it cast the Caesar forth as the provider to the impoverished. Thus, 

the games created an event at which merchants and vast amounts of money were exchanged; this 

sustained and influenced the local economies of the Empire, all by the sponsorship of the 

Imperator. All of this worked to knit the fabric of Roman society together. Secondly, imperial 

worship necessitated temples. This caused movement toward constructing temples across the 

Empire, which catalyzed the greater movement toward the extraction of monies from the whole 

populous. Hence, the immense construction movement had multiform influences upon both 

economics and politics within the Empire and her outlying territories. Much could be said here 

regarding the oppression of the poor as a result of this economic practice, though unfortunately 

that falls outside the present focus. In drawing these two aspects together, the festivals and 

imperial worship established an economy, by way of imperial tribute and taxation, to support the 

Empire and her cultus. From all this activity, two taxes drew to the fore—the poll-tax and the 

land-tax.  ―The latter was crucial because the economy of the world was still founded in 

agriculture.‖
29

 So the economic injustices were acutely felt in the agrarian areas; a point that is 

crucial when one considers the land of Palestine.  

Another important facet of cultic practice, informing the cognitive environment of those 

during the time, occurred when Augustus began demanding ―oaths‖ to be sworn by his divine 

Genius,
30

 that is, ―…some type of life force, a divine aspect of an individual, possibly even a 

protective spirit.‖
31

 These oaths in the context of the expression of Christianity, likely 

contemporary with the writing of Luke (i.e., the Pauline or late Pauline era), were of such a 

worshipful and religious character that Christians refused, sometimes to their own martyrdom, to 

profess allegiance to Caesar.
32

 It is clear that the Jews and those Christians who rose out of 
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Jewish contexts, especially during the period under consideration, being staunch monotheists, 

surely would have reacted with equal disdain. Hence, the religious and political aspects of the 

Roman society, and virtually all societies of the ancient world, cannot be bifurcated, for they 

were intimately wed together. It is, therefore, quite lucid that there existed a progressive 

deepening in the relationship between imperial worship and socio-economic privilege beginning 

with Augustus (oaths specifically coming to the fore in 12 BCE). As a result, the emperor had 

taken on a central role in the Roman Empire and in the daily, economic, and religious life of the 

populous.  

Not just was the emperor‘s person exalted, but his birth was exalted and special language 

arose around his exaltation. This is of primary importance. There are two evidences that must be 

taken into consideration. First, Paulus Fabius Maximus came up with the notion of changing the 

local lunar calendar with the solar reckoning of the Julian calendar, as it was used in Rome. This 

idea was proposed to the Provincial Assembly, responsible for emperor worship at the provincial 

level.
33

 He writes: 

 

(It is hard to tell) whether the birthday of our most divine Caesar Augustus (h9 tou~ 
qeiota/tou Kai/sarov gene/qliov h9me/ra) spells more of joy or benefit, this being a date 

that we could probably without fear of contradiction equate with the beginning of all 

things (th=| tw~n pa/ntwn a0rxh=i) … he restored stability, when everything was collapsing 

and falling into disarray, and gave a new look to the entire world that would have been 

most happy to accept its own ruin had not the good and common fortune of all been born, 

Caesar Augustus (Lines 4–9).
34

 

 

This letter prefaced the actual reply of the Assembly, which is commonly referred to as the 

Priene calendar inscription (ca. 9 BCE): 

 

[30] Decree of the Greek Assembly in the province of Asia, on motion of the High Priest 

Apolionios, son of Menophilos, of Aizanoi- WHEREAS Providence that orders all our 

lives has in her display of concern and generosity in our behalf adorned our lives with the 

highest good: Augustus, whom she has filled with arete [virtue] for the benefit of 

humanity, [35] and has in her beneficence granted us and those who will come after us [a 

Savior (swth=ra)] who has made war to cease and who shall put everything [in peaceful] 

order; and whereas Caesar, [when he was manifest], transcended the expectations of [all 

who had anticipated the good news], not only by surpassing the benefits conferred by his 

predecessors but by leaving no expectation of surpassing him to those who would come 

after him, [40] with the result that the birthday of our God (tou= qeou=) signaled (h]rcen de\ 
tw~I ko/smwi tw~i di 0 au0to\n eu0angeli/wn h9 gene/qliov h9me/ra tou= qeou=) the beginning of 

Good News for the world because of him; . . . [47] . . . (proconsul Paul Fabius Maximus) 

has discovered a way to honor Augustus that was hitherto unknown among the Greeks, 

namely to reckon time from the date of his nativity; therefore, with the blessings of Good 

Fortune and for their own welfare, [50] the Greeks in Asia Decreed that the New Year 

begin for all the cities on September 23, which is the birthday of Augustus; and, to ensure 

that the dates coincide in every city, all documents are to carry both the Roman and the 
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Greek date, and the first month shall, in accordance with the decree, be observed as the 

Month of Caesar, [55] beginning with 23 September, the birthday of Caesar.
35

  

 

Here not only is the calendar found to have been organized around the birth of the 

emperor, evidencing the significance of this figure‘s birth bringing joy to the world, but several 

important titular ascriptions are made exposing the rhetoric adorning public places concerning 

the emperor. Several facets of this inscription must be unpacked. First, the presence of Augustus‘ 

person is portrayed as benevolent to all humanity. Second, he is explicitly called swth=ra 

(―savior‖). What is meant by ―savior‖ is colored by the deeds which Augustus‘ presence has 

wrought—the cessation of wars, peace, and prosperity. Moreover, his birth is referred to as his 

appearance (e0pifanei=n) a time that exceeded all good news (eu0ange/lia pa/ntwn). This 

greatness exceeded anyone who had come before and everyone who would follow. Indeed, 

Augustus‘ birth was the birth of ―our god‖ (qeou=). What is more, this birth signaled Good News 

for the whole world—the birth of the god Augustus. This verbose rhetoric was found in public 

view at Priene dating to approximately the ninth year BCE. Hence, the terminology of ―god‖ 

(qeo\v), ―savior‖ (Swth/r), and ―good news‖ (eu0aggeli/on) were intimately bound up with 

imperial ideology, nationalism, and religious expression prior to the dawn of the first century 

CE. 

This inscription stands as a point of penetration through which we may access the 

linguistic environment of those in Priene and the surrounding territories at the dawn of the first 

century CE. This is the most significant aspect to reconstructing a plausible hypothesis as to what 

the cognitive environment of the day might have looked like. The way individuals employed 

terms informs the way in which they viewed reality, and gives great insight into their ideas, 

symbols, and language. Since the Caesar was the most supreme figure in Rome, surpassed in 

importance by no other figure, he may rightly be viewed as the default referent to the terms 

―savior‖ (Swth/r) and ―gospel/Good News‖ (eu0aggeli/on).
36

 The calendar inscription alone 

justifies the notion that by the time of the first century CE, conceptually these terms a priori bore 

semantic stock or normative (default) reference—the living Caesar. Also, there is much to 

commend the notion that this linguistic convention was perpetuated through the line of Caesars 

rather than dropping out of vogue. For instance, Gaius Caligula is referred to as ―savior and 

benefactor‖ by Philo, writing sometime after his death (ca. 41).
37

 Moreover, Josephus records 

that at the ascension of Vespasian to the throne, ―every city kept festival for the good news 

(e9w/rtazen eu0agge/lia) and offered sacrifices on his behalf.‖
38

 Thus, these terms continued to 

be used throughout the Roman world in the first century CE. 

 

The Lukan Birth Narrative: Luke 2:1–11 

                                                 
35

 Here the English of the inscription has been taken from Danker whereas the Greek was supplemented 

from Dittenberger (OGIS): IPriene 105.30-56=OGIS 458.30-56; Frederick W. Danker, Benefactor: Epigraphic 

Study of a Graeco-Roman and New Testament Semantic Field (St. Louis, MO.: Clayton Pub. House, 1982), 217; W. 

Dittenberger (ed.), Orientis Graecae Inscriptiones Selectae (2 vols., Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1903-5; repr. Hildesheim: 

Olms, 1960) 2.48-60. In his commentary on this inscription Danker notes the many semantic parallels between these 

notions with regard to Caesar and the same terms with reference to Jesus in the New Testament (i.e. ―savior, 

gospel,‖ and the notion of beneficence to the whole world), 220.   
36

 Indeed, the default referent of Ku/riov in the superlative sense of ―supreme Lord‖ would also be the 

living Caesar. Fantin, 241. 
37

 De Legatione §§18, 22. 
38

 Bell. IV.618.  



Pax Pneuma Vol. 5, No. 1 (Spring 2009) 

55 
 

The text under present consideration falls within the genre of historical-narrative or, more 

properly, a biography.
39

 Indeed, the gospel of Luke is not, as some have supposed, an entirely 

unique formulation of the day, but rather stands in line with the literary practice of ancient bi/ov 

and in sharpening precision further, the text in question is a birth narrative within a biography. 

As Miller has pointed out, ancient biographies normatively contained a unique and 

foreshadowing birth narrative illustrative of the character of the person about whose life the work 

described.
40

 What is more, often the hero‘s birth was attributed to a god directly impregnating his 

mother, thereby making him a ―son of a god.‖ Indeed, this is the case with Olympic heroes such 

as Theagenes,
41

 Philosophers such as Plato
42

 and Pythagoras, and most importantly, Caesar 

Augustus. The latter‘s birth accounts attribute his birth to the god Apollo.
43

 There is no 

suggestion here being made that the birth account of Jesus necessarily parallels that of Augustus 

or the others mentioned, for many of the details are disparate from the gospel accounts. The 

importance here is that heroic birth narratives played a fundamental part in ancient biographies 

by coloring the character of the hero in terms of divine origin and foreshadowing future 

greatness. As Suetonius records the events surrounding the birth of Augustus, Quintus Catulus is 

shown in a dream that the boy (Augustus) will be ―the savior of his country‖ (94:8). Therefore, 

within ancient biographies the birth narrative functioned literarily to introduce the character, 

person, and authority, whether present or future, of the biographee. With these factors in mind 

we turn to the Lukan birth narrative, 2:1–11.
44

 

Regarding the evidence for the document in question, factors which also intrude into 

questions of author and date, testify the following. No ancient source for the gospel testifies to its 
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authorship by anyone other than Luke.
45

 Though the identity of Luke is certainly an historically 

important aspect of Lukan studies, it does not directly impact the present argument.
46

 Our 

concern is in terms of the final literary composition, which for simplicity‘s sake will be described 

as having an ―author‖ named Luke. Therefore, likelihood exists that Luke accompanied Paul and 

wrote, quite masterfully, Luke-Acts to a predominately Gentile (and thereby Hellenized) 

audience.
47

  

The macro-structure of the piece exemplifies the Lukan movement from birth to 

resurrection, placing the greatest emphasis upon movement toward Jerusalem and climaxing in 

the death/resurrection.
48

 The micro-structure in which the pericope in question is couched stands 

in the midst of the birth narratives of both John and Jesus. Here Luke portrays the collision of the 

divine plan, prophecy, and fulfillment upon the human stage. Luke‘s intention to provide an 

historical account coupled with his attentiveness to the political landscape (viz., 1:5, 2:1) add 

brilliant color to his literary artistry. What is more, Luke emphasized heavily the struggle, 

hostility, and social subversion of the occupiers or ―bourgeoisie‖ of his day—thus, he was 

consciously political.
49

 That is to say, Luke did not perceive the compartmentalization of 

religious and political affections and concerns, as is the norm through post-Enlightenment 

taxonomic lenses. Rather, his account, taken prima facie, must not be so tidily swept under the 

Heilsgeschichte rubric exclusively.
50

 Furthermore, in teasing out the context of the pericope in 

question, the broader banner of the Infancy Narrative 1:5–2:52 may be divided in the following 

                                                 
45

 Evidence for Luke is as follows (all papyri contain various pericopae): P
3 
P

4
 P

7 
P

42 
P

45
 P 

69
 P

75
 P

111
  ) A B 

C D E L P R T W Q C 0171et al. This robust testimony, with extant witnesses firmly in the mid-late second century 

(ca. 150–175) pushes at least one (or more) exemplars back into the late first century. For more see Philip Wesley 

Comfort and David P. Barrett, The Text of the Earliest New Testament Greek Manuscripts, A corrected, enlarged ed. 

(Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 2001), 43, 471, 501, Daniel B. Wallace, ―Luke: Introduction, Outline, and 

Argument,‖  (1998), online: http://www.bible.org/page.php?page_id=1226 database, accessed 8 Aug 2007.  
46

 Regarding the identity of Luke there have been many theories. Due to the scope of the present inquiry the 

views may collapsed into the ―traditional‖ and ―late‖ views. By ―traditional‖ here, we mean the identification of 

Luke as a companion of Paul and the author of Acts. First, the ―traditional‖ view holds that Luke was a companion 

of the Apostle Paul who himself was a Gentile convert to Christianity. However, such a view was not met without 

significant criticism some of which is evident in Pfleiderer, Jülicher, and Wezsacker who each argued strenuously 

for an unidentified late second century ―heathen‖ author (A. T. Robertson, Luke the Historian, in the Light of 

Research [New York: C. Scribner's sons, 1936], 3). Arguments in favor of the traditional view would likely be 

predicated upon: (1) the text critical evidence (e.g. note 45 above), (2) unity and style of the Luke–Acts 

compendium, (3) the ―we‖ passages (Luke 16:10–17; 20:5–15; 21:1–18; 27:1–28:16), and (4) the improbability of 

assuming a virtually unknown name in order to acquire authority for a pseudonymous work (G. B. Caird, Saint Luke 

[Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1977], 16-17); thus, probability lies in Lukan authorship, but such an 

identification still offers us virtually nothing in terms of who this ―Luke‖ was nor does it deal with the issue(s) of 

potential editorializing of the document.  
47

 Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke : Introduction, Translation, and Notes (I-IX), 59. 
48

 The literary flow of the Lukan gospel stands as follows: Prologue 1:1–4, The Infancy Narrative 1:5–2:52, 

The Prelude to Jesus‘ Ministry 3:1–4:13, The Galilean Ministry 4:14–9:50, Jesus‘ Journey to Jerusalem 9:51–19:27, 

Jesus‘ Ministry in Jerusalem 19:28–21:38, the Passion Narrative 22:1–23:56a, and the Resurrection Narrative 

23:56b–24:53. 
49

 See Philip Francis Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts : The Social and Political Motivations of 

Lucan Theology (Cambridge, Cambridgeshire; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 1-2, 201ff. Also: 

James Malcolm Arlandson, Women, Class, and Society in Early Christianity : Models from Luke-Acts (Peabody, 

MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997).  
50

 Without question Luke portrays a ―salvation history‖ and in many ways this grid is vital to the broader 

enterprise of the book on the whole. The assertion here is merely that the Lukan gospel as a document may function 

more elaborately within its milieu. 
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subset sections: John the Baptist‘s Birth Announcement 1:5–25, Jesus‘ Birth Announcement 

1:26–38, The ―Womb‖ Meeting 1:39–56, John‘s Birth 1:57–80, and Jesus‘ Birth 2:1–20.
51

 

Hence, the present passage is situated as the literary capstone or climax to the infancy narratives 

in Luke. They function narrativally to orchestrate the actors in position upon the literary stage. 

Further, the infancy narratives set a distinct and complementary contrast between Jesus and 

John.
52

 The former is set over against the latter in terms of both narrative importance
53

 and 

complementary religious status. That is, John is the spiritual forerunner to the Messiah-King who 

is to come—Jesus.
54

 Thus, the swirling pool of prophetic events and expectations which color the 

outset of Luke‘s gospel essentially lead to the birth narrative of Jesus (2:1–20). Indeed, as Green 

has pointed out: ―in terms of the Lukan narrative, as such the beginning of Luke-Acts is the 

account of Jesus‘ birth and childhood.‖
55

 Therefore, the birth narrative of Jesus could hardly be 

more important to the overall portrayal of Jesus and indeed, to the function of the narrative as the 

foreshadowing of that which is to come; this is a matter that is enunciated when the consortium 

of Luke-Acts is considered.
56

 The matter of what that means in the scope of the broader 

argument is the issue to which we now turn. 

Luke 2:1–11 begins by stating: 0Ege/neto de\ e0n tai=v h9me/raiv e0kei/naiv e0ch=lqen do/gma 
para\ Kai/sarov Au0gou/stou a0pogra/fesqai pa~san th\n oi0koume/nhn (Now it happened in 

those days that a decree was sent out from Caesar Augustus [Gaius Octavian] to register the 

whole world/Empire [for taxes]). Here the transitory conjunction de\ signals the shift to new 

content; that facet is coupled with the constative aorist indicative e0ge/neto which views the 

action from a global perspective.
57

 Gripping the reader at the outset of this pericope is the 

circumstance and indeed, the man in view of this impending circumstance—Kai/sarov 
Au0gou/stou. Note the use of Au0gou/stou, the divine appellation assumed by Gaius Octavius in 

27 BCE, a title conferred upon him by the Senate largely for victories in Actium and Egypt, in 

which Antony and Cleopatra committed suicide.
58

 Of equal importance is the geo-political scope 

                                                 
51

 Properly, the section 2:1–52 could be considered the birth narrative, and thereby subdivided, but that is 

unnecessary here. 
52

 David Lee, Luke's Stories of Jesus: Theological Reading of Gospel Narrative and the Legacy of Hans 

Frei (Sheffield, Engand: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 210-11. 
53

 This is evident in the length of birth treatments; Jesus is given almost twice as much space in terms of 

word count/verses as John at each point of emphasis.  
54

 There is also question as to how the birth narratives parallel the interaction between Abraham and God 

regarding the covenantal promises. See Green, The Gospel of Luke, 51-58. 
55

 Ibid. 
56

 This type of foreshadowing (and elsewhere irony) is a feature of Lukan style. See William S. Kurz, 

Reading Luke-Acts: Dynamics of Biblical Narrative, 1st ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 

19, 20-25, 141.  
57

 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 674, 557. Hereafter referred to as ExSyn. For an extended discussion of Luke‘s 

use of the construction e0ge\neto de\ see Plummer, Luke, 45. Pertinent here also the complementary infinitive 

a0pogra/fesqai is taken with do/gma showing the type of decree, namely, for taxes. A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of 

the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research, 3rd Rev ed. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1919), 

1076. For ajpogravfh see: Frederick W. Danker and Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 

and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 108. Hereafter 

―BDAG.‖ 
58

 For the significance of the title as indicative of apotheosis see Michael Grant, The Roman Emperors : A 

Biographical Guide to the Rulers of Imperial Rome, 31 BC-AD 476 (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1997), 13 and 

James Hope Moulton and George Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek Testament, Hendrickson Publishers' ed. 

(Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997), 91. See also historical reconstruction of this period above. 
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which the narrative draws into purview, which was accomplished by the articular pa~v 

construction modifying oi0koume/nhn. Both the construction and the context support a wholative 

rendering rather than distributive (thus, ―whole Empire‖ rather than ―everyone in the Empire‖).
59

 

The importance of this is Luke‘s emphasis upon Empire.
60

 Indeed, not only does he draw on the 

arrogant imperial idiom, but the context is concerning imperial economic oppression, namely, 

taxation. While issues revolving around the historical evidence for this census, especially under 

or involving Quirinius (Kurhni/ou), are controversial, they are relatively insignificant to the 

present concern.
61

 Another issue of significance, however, is the tremendous contrast between 

the immense political figure and the birth of the lowly figure of Jesus. This is evident in the 

following ways: 1) the infant‘s parents are scrambling as peasants under the imperial edict, 2) the 

infant is e0sparga/nwsen (lit. ―swaddled in strips of cloth‖) and placed in a ―stall‖ (e0n fa/tnh|) 
used for feeding animals, 3) in view of the narrative scene are shepherds, which at least were 

illustrative of the common class of peoples,
62

 4) the infinitival construction dia\ to\ ei]nai 
functions causally,

63
 drawing out the lineal status of Joseph as clearly Davidic—a subtle shade 

filling out the portrait of this child‘s descent. These factors cast a grey, desolate backdrop to the 

infancy narrative in the shadow of the great Imperator Augustus. 

However, at the bleakest moment in the pericope a supernatural manifestation explodes 

across the canvas, breaking through the darkness with the angelic announcement. This movement 

draws to the fore Yahweh‘s messenger angel who announced to those terrified by his presence 

the forceful prohibitive imperatival command mh\ fobei=sqe (―Do not be afraid‖). Here the 

angelic oration begins with the explanatory conjunction ga\r (―for‖) coupled with i0dou= 
(―behold‖), which signals the importance of the subsequent content. There is no little 

significance to the use of the customary present declarative indicative main verb eu0aggeli/zomai 
(―I proclaim good news‖). This verb, while common in the NT, also bore cultural significance, 

especially with reference to the Roman Emperor and his cult.
64

 The content of this good news 

brought u9mi=n xara\n mega/lhn h3tiv e1stai panti\ tw~| law~| (―great joy to you which will be for 

all people‖). Here conceptually, especially in tandem with the lexical stock of the verb, this 

rhetoric is reminiscent of the imperial cult.
65

 Furthermore, as the declaration plays out, the 

causative o3ti introduces the subordinate clause, which focuses attention both on time (viz., 

                                                 
59

 Julius W. Johnston, The Use of PAS in the New Testament (New York: P. Lang, 2004), 118. 
60

 So Burrus: ―…Luke is concerned to place the narrative of Jesus and his followers into the broader 

context of Roman/Judaean politics, in part by appropriating the literary conventions of historiographic prose…From 

the start, then, [speaking of Luke 2] readers are reminded of the political circumstance of early first-century Judaea, 

ruled by the Herodians…The formidable influence of the Romans is marked in Luke‘s text both by the imposed 

power of taxation conveyed by the census and by the presence of a Roman governor (and thus the threat of Roman 

military forces) in the neighbouring province of Syria‖ [Virginia Burrus, ―The Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the 

Apostles‖ in A Postcolonial Commentary on the New Testament Writings, eds. Fernando F. Segovia and R.S. 

Sugirtharajah (London/New York: T & T Clark/Continuum, 2007), 134]. Further the lexical stock Oi0koume/nhn was 

idiomatic of the Roman Empire. So Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek Testament, 443. BDAG, 699.  
61

 Every commentary grapples with this issue. See those listed in note 44.  
62

 Much ink has been spilled concerning the relevance of the shepherd motif in relation to legend and OT. 

See Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke : Introduction, Translation, and Notes (I-IX), 395-96, Marshall, The 

Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 108, et al. 
63

 Friedrich Blass, Albert Debrunner, and Robert Walter Funk, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament 

and Other Early Christian Literature ([Chicago]: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 207; Robertson, Grammar; 

Wallace, ExSyn, 596-97. 
64

 Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, 11ff. 
65

 See note 31 above. 



Pax Pneuma Vol. 5, No. 1 (Spring 2009) 

59 
 

sh/meron) and title/office—swth/r (thus, ―because your Savior was born‖). Hence, the angelic 

message of joy is that a ―savior‖ has been born ―today.‖ That is not all that is compacted in this 

brief statement. Luke fills out the term swth/r by issuing a relative clause introduced by the 

relative pronoun o3v whose nominative case keeps the swth/r in view as the subject of the 

following appellation, namely, this savior is xristo\v (―Christ‖) who is ku/riov (―the Lord‖) e0n 
po/lei Daui/d (―in the city of David‖). These several words could hardly be more hard-hitting in 

terms of key New Testament and first century messianic language. But more than that, recent 

studies have shown cogently that the default ku/riov in the Greco-Roman first century cognitive 

environment, was hardly Yahweh, or the Messiah—rather it was Lord Caesar.
66

 What is more, 

this understanding is validated further by considering other language in the context, which 

suggests that Luke has the Roman Empire in mind, and at least based upon the language extant in 

the document, suggests that he intends to draw the imperial image into purview. This is the case 

with language in Luke 2:13–14. These references note the appearance of a ―heavenly army‖ and 

again employ language normative to the imperial cult, ―peace on earth‖ (e0pi\ gh=v ei0rh/nh).  The 

latter reference harkens back to the Priene calendar reference affirming the birth of the swth/r 
Caesar and the peace which he wrought for ―the whole world‖ (=Empire). Hence, not only does 

the pericope in question support the present contention, but the subsequent context reaffirms that 

such is likely the case.
67

 So in the same brief context, Luke mentions Caesar Augustus and his 

Empire as well as the announcement of Jesus‘ birth in which he is called ―savior, Christ, and 

Lord‖ (swth/r, xristo/v, and ku/riov), clearly setting the latter in juxtaposition to the former. 

 

The Lukan Birth Narrative as a Challenge to Caesar the Savior 

 

In light of the amount of material covered, how do the facts relate to each other in such a 

way as to compose a cogent argument in light of relevance, the text, the cult, and most 

importantly, the readers of the Lukan gospel? We have proposed a tenable shape of the Imperial 

cult whose praxis was grounded in the person of Caesar, a figure worshiped for his greatness and 

provision to ―the whole world.‖ We have noted that throughout the Empire cities were adorned 

with temples, gateways, vestibules, and porticoes all magnifying the wonder and magnitude of 

Caesar Augustus. It seems a strong possibility that the daily life of the peoples of the Empire, 

generally and in specific locals such as Priene, were bombarded with these images and rhetoric; 

indeed, so much so that the very calendar was transformed to honor the birth of the swth/r; this 

day was equated with the beginning of all things, a day of immense joy announcing eu0aggeli/a 

(―Good News‖) to the world—that is, the ―birthday of our God‖ (OGIS 458.30–56).  

Furthermore, the data does not seem to imply that these notions merely loomed in the 

crevices of the Empire far removed from the fledgling Christian sects flourishing in the recesses 

of Asia Minor. Rather, Caesar was the most preeminent figure in the world at the time and 

thereby likely the default referent of the terms ―Lord‖ and ―Savior,‖ especially in a titular 

sense.
68

 Therefore, what is being considered is not whether Caesar was personally challenged by 

                                                 
66

 See our discussion above of this study‘s reconstruction of the first century cognitive environment. Also, 

with reference to ku/riov as default see Fantin, ―Lord of the Entire World,‖ 191ff. 
67

 Burrus identifies the birth narrative as among messages ―strategically veiled in ambiguity‖ though of a less 

ambiguous variety than other Lukan passages (e.g. Lk 20.22–26; 23.2), Burrus, ―Luke–Acts,‖ 141. 
68

 In the form of this article presented at the 2008 annual meeting of the Society for Pentecostal Studies at  

Duke Divinity School I provided a linguistic analysis of swth/r that may be summed up as follows. The term 

swth/r was employed with the sense of either savior or protector virtually always in personal terms. The term 
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the Lukan birth narrative. Rather, by constructing the cognitive environment in which Caesar 

was the default referent of both terms swth/r and ku/riov, we are then seeking to determine 

whether readers of the Lukan birth narrative would have heard the birth story of Jesus as a 

challenge to the authority, character, and role of Caesar as the people‘s supreme Savior and 

Lord.  

The principles of relevance and efficiency state that the communicator adds to the 

communication situation content that is relevant to furthering the communication as well as 

adding only what is necessitated for the intention of the communication, and that communication 

transpires when maximally relevant content is added expending the least amount of processing 

power.
69

 Hence, in the Lukan passage, contextually Caesar Augustus is brought into view 

drawing with him all the relevance of his birth stories as (a) son of Apollo (i.e., divine-man) and 

(b) ―savior‖ of his country. This context coupled with the lexical stock of swth/r and ku/riov, of 

which Caesar was likely the default referent, sets Jesus in Caesar‘s role. In doing so, the birth of 

Jesus heard by Lukan readers as the birth of God‘s son, Savior of the people, Christ, and Lord of 

the world was itself the announcement bringing joy to the world of the Good News.  This 

Savior‘s birth seems to challenge Caesar Augustus‘s heritage and role, as well as that of his 

successors who perpetuated that role.  

The use of these terms would most likely have drawn Caesar‘s image to the fore of 

hearers‘ minds in the first century cognitive environment, at least throughout Asia Minor. But 

they are confronted with another figure in Caesar‘s place, namely, Jesus of Nazareth the Savior 

and Lord who was born. This conclusion seems to transcend the difficulties which Rowe has 

articulated (see note 6 above). The notion of Caesar as Savior would have permeated the Empire 

by the time Luke wrote, whether one takes an early or late date. This is intensified if the date is 

later, for during the latter half of the first century the Imperial cult was even more radical and 

prevalent throughout the Empire. Second, regardless of the place of writing or the destination, by 

the latter half of the first century Luke-Acts would have been circulating throughout Asia Minor, 

and the issue is not where but how it was heard. Third, even if one argued that Augustus was not 

worshipped extensively in his life, by the time of Lukan writing and the circulation of the 

document certainly the legacy and worship of Augustus and his predecessors would have 

promulgated the traditions of his birth in tandem with his worship. Hence, the disparity in cultic 

praxis between emperors and reigns is overcome by virtue of Augustus being the archetypal 

savior, which subsequent ―divine men‖ followed. They likely would have continued to be cast in 

the same light. Therefore, we have argued that it is very likely that the readers/hearers of the 

Lukan birth narrative, in light of the content of the gospel and other factors, would have 

perceived an aspect of challenge to Caesar in the periscope.  Thus it seems possible that whoever 

Luke or the Lukan community was, the narrative was crafted by one(s) who were (1) educated, 

(2) steeped in Hellenistic culture, (3) attuned ―to the political complexity and universalizing 

                                                                                                                                                             
straddled both divine and human spheres throughout the Classical, LXX, Koine, and NT periods. It was typically 

wielded as an appellation attributing honor to the quality of an individual who had provided some type of provision 

whether socio-politically, physically, or spiritually. As time progressed, the term was inducted into Semitic idiom in 

the LXX taken up with reference to God and his agents. This nuance was perpetuated into NT times. However, the 

NT shades the term in a rather explicit way, that is, the term in various contexts bears more than its lexical stock 

provides. This point will guide the subsequent study. 
69

 Fantin, ―Lord of the Entire World‖, 201. Cf. Sperber and Wilson, Relevance: Communication and 

Cognition, 46-50, 155ff. 
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ambitions of …[the] Roman Empire…,‖
70

 and (4) one(s) with a genius for wielding narrative and 

culture.
71

 These factors certainly point towards the cognizance that this may be perceived by 

hearers as a bold and clear move to put Jesus over against Caesar, taking the so-called ―glory‖ of 

Caesar‘s birth and setting forth what was in the document‘s estimation the true Son of God, the 

Savior, Jesus of Nazareth.

                                                 
70

 Burrus, ―Luke–Acts,‖ 153. 
71

 Indeed: ―the political subversiveness of the text has been seriously underestimated by most, though not 

all, scholars‖ (Ibid). 
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Overview  

This is a Christ-centered Sunday School and Bible Study curriculum designed to educate and 

encourage participants to cultivate a global worldview with attention to peacemaking.
1
 It is 

designed as a three-week program. During each class session, participants will learn through 

discussion, activities, case studies, and brief lessons. The program leader should be prepared to 

deliver brief lectures and to guide discussion on the issues surrounding the day‘s topics on what 

theologians, scholars, and activists have said and done regarding these issues, as well as on the 

challenges related to these issues with which we are faced in today‘s world. 

 

The program strives to be practical, but to guide participants in a holistic transformation of mind, 

soul, and behavior. Each lesson is divided into six sections beginning with (1) conversation-

starters, (2) background/context, and (3) Biblical perspectives, followed by (4) a case study. The 

lesson concludes with (5) time to synthesize the material covered and (6) a prayer. 

 

In general, comments in italics are designed for the leader to read either verbatim or to use as a 

reference point for teaching the lesson. Possible responses to italicized questions are included 

below questions that are to be posed to the group.  

 

Goals of the program 

Through prayerful reflection, open discussion, and thorough examination of Scripture, 

participants will consider the following concepts: 

 Lesson 1: The gospel that Jesus preached and lived was holistic, meaning that it 

ministered to multiple aspects of human existence, bringing life to people spiritually, 

emotionally, physically, and socially. As bearers of this gospel, Christians should also 

work to address peoples‘ spiritual and physical needs. 

 Lesson 2: As Christians, we must learn to humbly discern the will of God so that we can 

live out the whole gospel and embody Christ‘s compassion as individuals and as 

communities. 

 Lesson 3: We must love our neighbors, which often means finding ways to work for 

peace as individuals and communities on a local and global level.  

 

Participants 

This Bible-based curriculum is designed for a group of adults committed to three weeks of 

involvement as part of a Sunday School or Bible Study group in a Christian church. Participants 

are not expected to have significant knowledge of the Bible or any previous experience in the 

consideration of social and political issues.  

  

                                                 
1
This curriculum was designed for The Matthew 5 Project: Evangelicals for International 

Cooperation (www.Matthew5Project.org) and is reprinted here by permission.  
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Logistics 

Each session is planned to be approximately one hour long, but may be shortened (or extended) 

as needed. Room space should be configured such that participants can form small groups of 5-7 

people. Each group should have a large piece of easel paper and a marker. All people should be 

able to see the front of the room where there should be a chalk or dry-erase board. 

 

Curriculum Logistics 

The teacher‘s guide contains three different lesson plans. Each session is divided into six major 

sections. There are various activities planned within each segment. At times, the teacher may 

choose one of several activities. Leaders should select the activity that will work best with 

his/her group. If one of the suggested activities will not work for a particular group, the leader is 

encouraged to create an activity better suited for study participants. In addition, session goals, 

recommended preparation, and materials needed for each session are included at the beginning of 

each lesson plan. 

 

 

Lesson 1 

The Good News of the Gospel 
 

Goals  

For participants to learn through Scripture and case studies that the gospel that Jesus preached 

and lived was holistic, meaning that it ministered to multiple aspects of human existence, 

bringing life to people spiritually, emotionally, physically, and socially. As bearers of this 

gospel, Christians should also work to address peoples‘ spiritual and physical needs. 

 

Preparation for the session 

The leader should make copies of student guides/conversation-starters, read through the lesson, 

and be prepared to write notes on a chalk or dry-erase board. He/she should also read through the 

headlines of local, national, and world newspapers to get a general understanding of major 

current events.  

 

Some helpful sources are http://nytimes.com, http://news.google.com, and 

http://www.washingtonpost.com 

 

Materials needed 

Copies of student guide 

Easel pads or large easel size post-it pads (2-3 sheets per group) 

Markers 

Tape so that group responses may be posted around the room 

Blackboard or dry-erase board 

 

 

I. Fellowship and Conversation-starters (15 minutes) 
Understanding the desire of churchgoers to socialize at the start of class, the first portion of time 

each week will be spent in small group discussions. Participants should be divided into groups of 
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five to seven people upon arrival and instructed to answer the conversation-starters as they get 

settled. Each group should record its answers to the questions on a large sheet of easel paper that 

will be posted around the room or on the group tables as the class starts. (It would be best to set 

chairs in circles or around round tables to facilitate division into groups.)  

 

This week‘s conversation-starters: 

1. What news stories have garnered the most attention in the following media outlets: 

a. Local news 

b. National news 

c. World news 

2. What can Christians specifically pray for regarding these issues? 

 

Prayer 
The leader calls participants to order and solicits groups‘ responses to the conversation-starters. 

Each group should respond to the question verbally, but should also post its answers (on the 

sheet of easel paper) around the room.  

 

On a dry-erase or chalkboard, the leader (or assistant) should write news stories on one side of 

the board and related prayer requests on the other side. When all (or most) groups have 

responded to the questions, the leader should ask for additional prayer requests and lead the 

group in prayer. Responses to the conversation-starters should remain on the board and around 

the room for the duration of the class, as they will be referenced later. 

 

II. Background and context (10 minutes) 
The instructor may either read the following section in its entirety, or use the questions as 

prompts for large group discussion followed by his/her own explanation. 

 

Evangelical Christians are often considered to be ―so heavenly-minded they are of no earthly 

good.‖ What does this mean? 

This means that Christians are so concerned by the next world that they do not care for this 

world. For example: since Christians believe there will eventually be a new heaven and earth, 

many Christians see caring for the environment or ―going green‖ as unimportant. They may also 

believe that as temporary inhabitants of earth they do not need to be concerned with aspects of 

worldly matters (for example, hunger, poverty, etc.). 

 

Why might people think this? 

Beliefs about the coming of a new heaven and new earth at the end or culmination of the age 

may lead Christians to disregard ‗this old earth and sky.‘ The importance of proselytism may 

mean that overt evangelism is prioritized over concern for issues in the here-and-now. Further, 

beliefs that the spiritual and physical worlds are separate and opposed may lead believers to 

focus solely on the spiritual world. 

 

Why do Christians place a higher emphasis on the spiritual world? 

Evangelical Christians believe that only those who have confessed Christ as Savior will be 

allowed into heaven; those who have not are destined to hell. This belief, coupled with the idea 

that we are aliens and strangers on this earth, prompts us to concentrate on the spiritual world 
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and spiritual activities, believing them to be in opposition to concerns of physical wellbeing, 

such as poverty, hunger, war, and genocide. 

 

In the Bible we see Jesus employing a holistic approach to ministry that integrates the physical 

and spiritual worlds. The gospel that Jesus preached meant not only spiritual redemption but 

also full bellies, whole hearts, restored relationships, and healthy bodies. The gospel that Jesus 

preached and lived was holistic, meaning that it ministered to multiple aspects of human 

existence, bringing life to people spiritually, emotionally, physically, and socially. 

 

III. Biblical Perspectives (20 minutes) 
Activity 

Assign each group one of the following passages. Allow them approximately five minutes to 

answer the following questions on an additional sheet of easel paper:  

 In each of these stories, what good news does Jesus bring?  

 In addition to or instead of teaching, what else does Jesus do for the afflicted and 

downtrodden?  

 

After the small groups discuss, ask group representatives to share their responses; jot these 

answers on the dry-erase board, or they may post their answers on the remaining wall space. 

(Remember to leave the news stories and prayer requests on the board. You may want to erase 

the group‘s personal prayer requests to make space for these responses). 

 

1. Feeding the 5,000 (Mark 6:30-44) 

In addition to teaching the crowds, Jesus also meets their physical needs by feeding them. 

 

2. Healing the lepers (Luke 17:11-19) 

Jesus brings good news of healing to lepers and to Samaritans, who were in conflict with Jews. 

 

3. Proclamation in the synagogue at Nazareth (Luke 4:16-30) 

Jesus says that his mission is not just spiritual but also to preach good news to the poor and 

freedom for prisoners, to heal the blind, and release the oppressed. 

 

4. Healing the lame man (Mark 2:1-12) 

Jesus forgives the man‘s sins and meets his physical need for healing. 

 

5. Feeding the 4,000 (Matthew 15:29-39) 

Jesus heals the mute, the crippled, the lame, and the blind and feeds the crowds. 

 

Ask the larger group: Whereas Jesus worked miracles in these stories, what resources / natural 

means can the church offer today to people who are hungry, sick, or otherwise afflicted? 

  

(Solicit group responses; you may want to jot them down on the board or a piece of easel paper) 

 

(Transition) 
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So far, we‘ve talked about understanding the gospel holistically which means that Jesus brought 

good news to hurting people…food, health, liberty, and freedom. But how do we live this out? 

What does this mean for how we live out our faith on a day-to-day basis? 

 

Together 
Read Matthew 25:31-46 aloud.  

(Note to the leader: Be careful not to allow this conversation to move to a debate about the 

Pauline doctrine of justification by (grace through) faith. Emphasize the importance of these 

types of good works in Jesus‘ preaching about the end of time.) 

 

Ask: What does Jesus say separates the sheep from the goats? 

 I was hungry and you gave me something to eat 

 I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink 

 I was in prison and you came to me 

 I was a stranger and you invited me in 

 I was naked and you clothed me 

 I was sick and you visited me 

 

In this passage, we see that actions matter. People who profess Christ but who do not offer 

tangible assistance to ―the least of these‖ are sent into ―the eternal fire which has been 

prepared for the devil and his angels.‖ People who do these good deeds even without knowing 

Christ are rewarded. 

 

There are no qualifiers. Jesus doesn‘t say that we are only to help the deserving poor, the 

righteous hungry, the wrongfully convicted prisoners, the good-looking strangers, or the sick to 

whom we have preached the gospel…we are simply to do good deeds to the ―least of these‖ – 

wherever they are found.  

 

IV. Case Study (10 minutes) 
Note to the leader: You may want to show a clip of this movie; particularly compelling is the 

scene in which Wilberforce wrestles with whether he should remain in politics or enter into 

vocational ministry. 

 

The movie Amazing Grace brought the story of William Wilberforce to the big screen. As a 

member of British Parliament, Wilberforce was uniquely positioned as a social reformer and 

was very influential in the abolition of the slave trade and eventually slavery in Great Britain. 

For nearly 20 years Wilberforce regularly proposed anti-slavery motions in parliament. Finally, 

in 1807, the slave trade was abolished and, in 1833, all slaves in the British Empire were freed. 

It was not until 32 years later 1865 that the United States freed slaves.   

 

Wilberforce‘s conversion to evangelical Christianity led him to question whether he should 

remain in politics. He sought counsel from John Newton (an Anglican clergyman and writer of 

the hymn ―Amazing Grace‖) and William Pitt (his long-time friend and future prime minister). 

He resolved to stay in politics and to promote Christian ethics in private and public life. He 

called the slave trade morally reprehensible and abolition a matter of natural justice. 
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Throughout his life he drew attention to the horrors of the slave trade through his work in 

politics, writing, and reform. 

 

Wilberforce and his fellow reformers embodied the idea of a holistic gospel that literally worked 

to set slaves free. Seeing slavery as a moral problem, believers joined together to fight for justice 

for ―the least of these.‖ They fought to eliminate slavery—and were successful at doing so. 

 

Activity 

Looking at the news stories listed on the board, ask the group: how might Christians respond to 

provide real assistance, advocacy, or political change? 

 

V. Bringing it all together (moving to action) (5 minutes) 
The Bible is clear: Christian mission is not just about proclamation but also about meeting 

people‘s needs. What are some practical steps that we might take to meet others‘ needs this 

week? 

 

Suggestions here should be concrete and feasible. Ideas might include making a donation, 

volunteering with an organization, starting a church recycling program, directly helping friends 

or acquaintances, or calling political officials. Mention to the class that part of the following 

week‘s discussion will relate to the practical steps taken. 

 

A holistic gospel requires action in this world on behalf of ―the least of these.‖ 

 

VI. Closing Prayer  
Drawing on the rich tradition of written prayers, the closing prayer is meant to summarize the 

ideas of the session. It can be read by an individual, by the leader, or by the class as a whole. 

 

Instrument of thy Peace 

Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace; 

where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

where there is injury, pardon; 

where there is doubt, faith; 

where there is despair, hope; 

where there is darkness, light; 

and where there is sadness, joy. 

 

O Divine Master, 

grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console; 

to be understood, as to understand; 

to be loved, as to love; 

for it is in giving that we receive, 

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, 

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 

 

Amen. 

St. Francis of Assisi - 13th century 
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Resources 

Amazing Grace (DVD, 2006) 

Ron Sider, Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger 

Glen Stassen, Just Peacemaking: Transforming Initiatives for Justice and Peace  

Glen Stassen and David Gushee, Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in Contemporary Context 

 

 

Lesson 2 

Global Perspectives: 

Discernment, Humility, and Compassionate Love 
 

Goals 

For participants to learn through Scripture and case studies the importance of having a discerning 

and humble worldview through which we can embody Christ‘s compassion as individuals and as 

communities. 

 

Preparation for the session 

The leader should make copies of student guides/conversation-starters, read through the lesson, 

and be prepared to write notes on a chalk or dry-erase board. He/she should peruse the headlines 

of local, national, and world newspapers to get a general understanding of major current events.  

A basic understanding of post-9/11 anti-Islam and a familiarity with the history of North and 

South Korea would also be helpful. 

 

Materials needed 

Copies of student guide 

Easel pads or post-it pads (2-3 sheets per group) 

Markers 

Tape so that group responses may be posted around the room 

Blackboard or dry-erase board 

 

 

I. Fellowship and Conversation-starters (15 minutes) 
As people come into the classroom, instruct them to discuss this week‘s conversation-starters and 

write responses on their easel paper.  

 

This week‘s conversation-starters: 

We left off last week with the following challenge: The Bible is clear: Christian mission is not 

just about proclamation but also about meeting people‘s needs. What are some practical steps 

that we might take to meet others‘ needs this week? 

 

1. What did your group members do to meet this challenge this week? 

2. Pick one of the following political issues: U.S. elections, Palestinian/Israeli conflict, or 

the War in Iraq to discuss in your group.  

3. Next, consider the factors which are most influential in the formation of your perspective. 
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a. If you are discussing the U.S. elections, which one of the following statements 

influences your perspective on how you should vote more: (1) Health care should 

be provided for all Americans or (2) Gay people should not be able to get 

married? What other ideas influence how you might vote in this election? 

b. If you are discussing the Palestinian/Israeli conflict, which statement influences 

how you understand the current situation best: (1) Israel should remain one state; 

the Palestinians should not be given their own land or (2) Israel should 

compromise with Palestine and create two states? What other ideas influence how 

you perceive of this conflict? 

c. If you are discussing the Iraq War, which of the following statements influence 

how you understand the current conflict most: (1) The U.S. is in Iraq to help the 

Muslims keep peace; without American influence, a Muslim terrorist government 

would rule Iraq or (2) The U.S. should leave Iraq immediately and let the Iraqis 

determine the type of government which they wish to follow? What other ideas 

influence how you perceive the Iraq War? 

d. For each issue, be sure to consider how the opinion of family members; 

denominational leaders; the Bible; the church; friends; prominent religious leaders 

like the Pope, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and/or John Hagee; political leaders 

like the President, Senators (Democrats or Republicans, Majority and Minority 

Leaders); public leaders; and your own experiences influence your perspective on 

issues.    

4. What would it take for you to change your perspective? 

 

Prayer 

As discussion winds down, the leader should ask groups to post their papers around the room. 

They will be referred to later. The leader should call the class to order. After asking for prayer 

requests, the leader should pray for the needs of the class members and that God would grant 

wisdom and discernment as they try to live out the gospel. 

 

II. Background and Context (10 minutes) 
Today we‘ll be talking about how we see the world. Specifically, we‘ll consider what influences 

our worldview and how we can see the world with discernment and humility in order to act with 

Christ‘s love both as individuals and as communities of faith. 

 

In your small groups you were asked to identify what factors play into your political 

perspectives. What did you discuss? 

Solicit group responses and note parallel ideas which emerge from the group conversation.  

 

What did you think it would take to change your opinion? 

Solicit group responses.  

 

In some parts of life, we‘re encouraged to compromise and meet each other half way. If we‘re to 

share a piece of cake, one person makes the cut and the other person gets to choose the slice he 

or she wants first. But in the world of politics, campaigns or political debates are usually 

grounded in the belief that a particular candidate or position is right, and everyone else is 

wrong!  
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We see certain situations in black and white, right and wrong. We see things as very simple, as 

crystal clear—not as complex (the leader may want to insert a relevant, local community 

example here that demonstrates this idea). 

 

An example of this is that in the midst of the grief and anger that followed 9/11, some people 

began to believe that all Muslims were terrorists. Indeed, such ideas were hard to ignore when 

Christian leaders, like Jerry Falwell, claimed that Muhammad was a terrorist. While Falwell 

may or may not have intended it, his statement implied that the followers of Muhammad – 

Muslims—are terrorists as well. Statements that all Muslims are terrorists are still prominent 

today—all you need to do is Google ―Muslim terrorists‖ and numerous links pop up discussing 

this concept.  

 

Because Muslims were associated with terrorism post-9/11, it became easy to stereotype and to 

be angry with Islam as a religion and with all Muslim countries and individuals because they 

were perceived as the enemy. People believed that the Muslims were the people responsible for 

the bombing of the U.S.S. Cole and the Twin Towers and that Islam was responsible for the 

death of 2,819 people on American soil on September 11, 2001. People assumed that all Muslims 

were the cause of terror across the US.  

 

As a result, numerous hate crimes were committed against people who ―looked‖ Arab, even if 

they were American citizens. For instance, on September 15, 2001, Balbir Singh Sodhi of Mesa, 

Arizona was killed by a man shouting, ―I stand for America all the way!‖ Mr. Sodhi was an 

Indian American and did not practice Islam. Another man, Wager Hasan, was shot while making 

a sandwich in the store he owned in Dallas, Texas. Hasan, a Pakistani native, was in the process 

of becoming an American citizen. Similar acts of violence occurred across the country because 

many Americans assumed that Muslims were terrorists.  

 

Indeed, many Americans assumed that because a group of Muslims hated America, all Muslims 

hated America and were therefore a threat to the American way of life. This led to the 

perpetuation of certain stereotypes, such as the false belief that Islam is a religion of violence. 

We also began to believe that since America had been attacked without provocation, we were 

innocent of any wrongdoing and that God was on our side in our response. 

 

This can be a very comforting way to view the world: God is with us and God is against them; 

we‘re right, they‘re wrong. Eventually we will win out because we are on the side of God. But 

when we look at the bigger picture, the global picture, we see that this belief is false. 

Furthermore, we see that such assumptions lead us to act in un-Christlike ways, as we see 

evidence of in the numerous hate crimes.  

 

Instead of allowing our perspectives to be shaped by assumptions such as stereotypes, we must 

humbly try to discern the complexity of a given situation, knowing that there are two sides to 

every story! This perspective will better enable us to live peaceable and compassionate lives.   
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III. Biblical Perspectives (20 minutes) 
Activity 

Assign each group one of the following passages. Allow them approximately five minutes to 

answer the following questions on their easel paper:  

 

 What can we learn from these passages about how Christians should view the world? 

 How should we discern or determine God‘s will regarding our view of the world? 

 

After the small groups discuss, ask group representatives to share their responses as they post 

their responses around the room. 

 

1. Ephesians 5:15-17 

―Be careful then how you live, not as unwise people, but as wise, making the most of the time, 

because the days are evil. So do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.‖  

Here we see the importance of wisdom, which helps us examine our own worldviews, and 

enables us to try to understand God‘s will. Wisdom requires that we actively seek to understand 

God‘s will, rather than assuming that we know more than we do.  

 

2. Matthew 10:16 

―See I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents and 

innocent as doves.‖ Jesus didn‘t want his disciples to be naïve—the complexity of the situations 

they would encounter required wisdom and discernment. 

 

3. Samaritan woman: Luke 4:3-43 

Jesus meets and talks to a Samaritan woman; historically, Jews and Samaritans avoided contact 

because they did not agree on theological matters. Rather than conforming to stereotypes that 

dictated he not talk to her, Jesus treats the woman as an individual and shares his good news. 

 

4. Matthew 2:7-9, 12  

Herod tells the wise men that he wants them to report back so that he also can worship the child. 

Herod was actually motivated by his own political agenda. When the wise men become aware of 

this ulterior motive, they do not follow his instructions.  

 

Some general themes that we see in these passages are that Jesus overcame cultural and 

religious stereotypes about Samaritans to treat the woman as an individual. We also learn that 

as Christians we are to be discerning – and not just go with untested assumptions. We see that 

just as political agendas for power and wealth often motivate today‘s leaders, they also 

motivated Herod. Discerning Herod‘s political motivations allowed the wise men to act with 

discernment. Jesus wants Christians to be wise and discerning, refusing to simplify complex 

matters. 

 

Together 

Read Matthew 7:1-5 aloud as a group. 

 

Ask: What is the main idea of this passage? 
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This passage is part of the Sermon on the Mount, which Jesus preached to his disciples. His 

command is clear: do not judge others. But why is this such a problem? 

 

First, when we judge others, we assume a task that belongs to God alone. In doing so, we try to 

do what is God‘s to do. The judgments that need to be made have been made by God.  

 

Second, since none of us will ever be blameless, judging others is ultimately hypocritical. We 

should focus on living out our own commitments rather than pointing out others‘ shortcomings. 

(We might think of how Jesus treated the woman caught in adultery: some people wanted to 

stone her, but Jesus said that only those who are without guilt could throw the first stone. John 

7:53-8:11)  

 

Even though it might be easier to see others‘ faults, we must turn the mirror on ourselves through 

self-examination rather than distracting ourselves by looking at others‘ failings. The path to 

righteousness means commitment to God‘s kingdom – not an easy task! Our focus should be on 

how we are living as individuals – not on others.  When we focus on others‘ faults, we become 

blind to our own guilt. We see the speck in the eyes of others, but fail to notice that there is a 

beam in our own eye (Luke 6:42)!   

 

Finally, when we judge others, we assume that we know as much as God does, when even the 

determination of good and evil is Christ‘s to make. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, German theologian and 

martyr, writes, ―Disciples are not to judge. If they do judge, then they themselves fall under 

God‘s judgment. They themselves will perish by the sword with which they judge others. The 

gap which divides them from others, as the just from the unjust, even divides them from Jesus. 

Why is this so? Disciples live completely out of the bond connecting them with Jesus Christ. 

Their righteousness depends only on that bond and never apart from it. Therefore, it can never 

become a standard which the disciples would own and might use in any way they please. What 

makes them disciples is not a new standard for their lives, but Jesus Christ alone, the mediator 

and Son of God himself‖ (Discipleship, 169-170). 

 

This passage reminds us that the task of judgment should be reserved for God alone: our human 

knowledge and understanding is inadequate to the task; our human failings render our judgments 

hypocritical; the God who sees the big picture is the one whose task it is to mete out judgment.  

 

It should be obvious from this study that Christians certainly have the capacity to understand the 

difference between what is just and unjust in the world. When we perceive injustice, however, 

we need to make sure that we have proper insight and discernment and also that we show 

compassion, not judge others, and repent of the injustices we ourselves have done. 

 

IV. Case Study (10 minutes) 
It has been called the Cold War‘s ―final frontier,‖ but it looks like peace may finally be a 

possibility. In early 2007, North Korea agreed to close its nuclear program, and in a summit 

South Korean President Roh Moo-hyun and Chairman Kim Jong-il of North Korea signed an 

agreement that could end hostilities on their peninsula after decades of suspicion, and turn the 

cease-fire that halted the Korean War into a peace treaty.   
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This happened because of the persistence of those who insisted that talking to one another was a 

better alternative to silence. Those involved refused to believe that compromise was an 

impossibility!  

 

On October 4 2007, leaders of North and South Korea jointly signed an eight-point declaration 

that called for a permanent peace on the Korean Peninsula. Not only did the leaders discuss 

strengthening economic ties, opening a cargo railway service, having regular summits, and 

creating a joint fishing zone, but they also talked about cooperating to exchange culture, history, 

language, and science and technology. One suggestion was for a ―joint cheering squad‖ to 

travel to the Olympics in support of both North and South Koreans. 

 

The relationship between North and South Korea has long been strained. In 1910, the Korean 

Peninsula was colonized by Japan. After World War II, it was divided in 1945 into a Soviet-

backed North and U.S.-supported South. The 1950-1953 Korean War was halted by a cease-fire, 

which, following this agreement, would be replaced by a newly negotiated international peace 

treaty.  

 

Tensions heightened in 1987 when North Korea bombed a South Korean plane, killing 115 

people. During the 1990s, South Korea initiated the ―Sunshine Policy‖ aimed at reconciling 

with North Korea. Kim‘s nuclear ambition, though, has been a major source of dispute: in 2006 

North Korea tested a nuclear device.  

 

Earlier in 2007, Kim agreed to close and seal the nuclear reactor in Yongbyon in return for aid 

and diplomatic concessions. North Korea has also agreed to close other sites and disclose 

details of its nuclear program. Set up in the 1960s, the Yongbyon facility is where North Korea 

produced its weapons-grade plutonium. It is believed to have been the source of the materials 

needed for last year‘s test device.  

 

Progress is being made toward closing the site. Over two months, U.S. personnel will remove the 

8,000 fuel rods that power the reactor, disabling the plant. While the work is reversible, it would 

take about a year to reopen.  

 

Some question Kim‘s sincerity in giving up his nuclear ambition. His government is still cited for 

being repressive and violating human rights. Still, the recent developments seem to be steps in 

the right direction.  

 

Activity 

In groups, identify the assumptions and stereotypes that had to be overcome for negotiators to 

make progress toward peace. Once groups have identified, share with the larger group. 

(Negotiators overcame assumptions and stereotypes about one another in order to find a way to 

compromise.) 

 

V. Bringing it all together (moving to action) (5 minutes) 
What viewpoint will you re-examine this week so as to develop a humble perspective that 

accounts for complexity in the world around us? 
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Suggestions here should be concrete and feasible. Ideas might include researching Islam or the 

Palestinian/Israeli conflict or considering a different perspective on a particular political issue, 

etc.   

 

As Christians, we must learn to humbly discern the will of God so that we can live out the whole 

Gospel and embody Christ‘s compassion as individuals and as communities. 

 

VI. Closing prayer 
 

May we love ever more. 

May we motivate ourselves to committed love in Action. 

May we motivate ourselves to live the life we wish to see in the world. 

May we be the transformation we wish to see in the world. 

From the inside out . . . 

From the roots branching upwards . . . 

From the heart 

to thought 

to word 

to action. 

Through life‘s trials and hardships 

we can arise beautiful and free. 

 

For Luna – Julia Butterfly Hill – 11/26/2000 

 

Resources 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Discipleship (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001).  

Stanley Hauerwas, Matthew (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2006).  

Craig S. Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999). 

David Shipler, Arab and Jew: Wounded Spirits in a Promised Land (New York: Penguin, 2002). 

Glen Stassen, Just Peacemaking: Transforming Initiatives for Justice and Peace  

(Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992). 
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Lesson 3 

Loving Our Neighbors, Working for Peace 
 

Goals 

For participants to learn through Scripture and case studies what it means for Christians to love 

their neighbors as individuals and communities and how to work for peace.  

 

Preparation for the session 

The leader should make copies of conversation-starters, read through the lesson, and be prepared 

to write notes on a chalk or dry-erase board. He/she should read through the headlines of local, 

national, and world newspapers to get a general understanding of major current events. A basic 

understanding of the history of Israel would also be helpful. Some sources to start with are listed 

at the end of this lesson. 

 

Materials needed 

Copies of student guide 

Easel pads or post-it pads (two-three sheets per group) 

Markers 

Tape so that group responses may be posted around the room 

Blackboard or dry-erase board 

 

 

I. Fellowship and Conversation-starters (15 minutes) 
As people come into the classroom, instruct them to discuss this week‘s conversation-starters.  

 

This week‘s conversation starters: 

1. What areas did you find this week where stereotypes and assumptions limit your 

worldview; how did you handle those? How might you live out a more holistic gospel in 

these situations? 

2. What responsibilities/obligations come with U.S. citizenship?  

3. What responsibilities/obligations do we have as Christians? 

4. If we see ourselves as citizens of a global community, what are some of our Christian 

responsibilities based on an understanding of a holistic gospel? 

 

Prayer 

The leader should call the class to order. After asking for prayer requests, the leader should pray 

for the needs of the class members and that God would grant wisdom and discernment as we try 

to live out the whole gospel and become peacemakers. 

 

II. Background and Context (10 minutes) 
Two weeks ago we talked about what it means to live out the whole gospel. The distinction 

between sheep and goats (as Jesus tells it) is that the one shows Christ‘s love and compassion in 
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tangible ways, and the other does not. As Christians, we are called to proclaim the good news of 

Christ, in word and deed, bringing healing to hearts, minds, bodies, and communities. 

 

Last week we talked about how we should have a humble and discerning perspective. Rather 

than seeing the world as simple, we must be wise, not assuming we know more than we do, 

responding first in love. 

 

This week, we‘ll look at who we are to be neighborly to, and how, as Christians, we are to treat 

people.  

 

We know that with the privilege of American citizenship comes responsibility. In your groups, 

what responsibilities/obligations did you list?  

Ask groups to share from their easel paper, which they should post around the room (examples 

may include paying taxes, voting, going to school, obeying traffic laws, and obeying criminal 

laws). 

  

What are some of the responsibilities that go with being a Christian? 

Solicit Group responses (examples may include loving God, loving our neighbor, and obeying 

Scripture). 

 

Technology connects people in new ways everyday. Years ago it would have been impossible for 

the average person to go to a different country, much less be connected by way of television, 

internet, and telephone.  

 

These new opportunities provide new challenges and obligations. Since we have a better 

understanding of what is going on around the world, we have a responsibility to enact the whole 

gospel, and humbly discern God‘s will in the middle of complex situations. Part of living out the 

gospel is working for peace.  

 

What are some of the responsibilities that your groups listed for Christian global citizens? 

Solicit group responses (examples may include working to end global poverty, alleviating the 

effects of climate change on vulnerable populations, and advocating for peace rather than war). 

 

III. Biblical Perspectives (20 minutes) 
Activity 

Assign each group one of the following passages. Allow them approximately five minutes to 

answer the following questions:  

 

 What can we learn from these passages about how Christians should view their 

neighbors and who their neighbors are? 

 How do we see loving our neighbors exemplified? 

 

After the small groups discuss, ask group representatives to share and post their responses–jot 

these answers on the dry-erase board. 
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1. Leviticus 19:18 and Leviticus 19:34 (whom one should love as oneself); verse 18 deals with 

‗your own people‘; verse 34 talks about ‗resident aliens.‘ God commanded Israelites to love both 

their ‗neighbors‘ and ‗aliens‘ as themselves. 

 

2. Matthew 5:43-48 (love of enemies); It should be readily apparent that the Torah does not say 

to hate your enemies; Jesus is correcting their misperception that ―love your neighbor‖ means 

that it‘s okay to hate your enemies. 

 

3. Matthew 5:38-42 (antithesis on retaliation); I think that Jesus meant what he said, and so 

understanding what Jesus meant isn‘t the hard part…doing what Jesus said is! 

 

Together 

The leader, participant, or participants should read Luke 10:25-37 aloud. The leader should then 

explain the parable using the following background information.   

 

In this passage, an expert in the law tests Jesus asking what he must do to inherit eternal life. 

Jesus responds by asking what the law says. The man answers by naming the two greatest 

commandments: loving God and loving our neighbors. The man, however, wants to ―justify 

himself‖ and asks ―who is my neighbor?‖ In response, Jesus tells the parable of the Good 

Samaritan. 

 

For some background, if the lawyer really knew Jewish law he would have been able to answer 

his own question: whether my neighbor or not, I must love all others as myself. In addition, when 

the lawyer asks, ―who is my neighbor?‖ Jesus flips the question to say ―to whom must you prove 

yourself to be a neighbor?‖ In reversing the question, Jesus is saying ―you must be a neighbor to 

everyone; don‘t sit back and decide first whether you think someone is your neighbor, because in 

any case the command to love still holds.‖ 

 

For the Jews, the Samaritans were alien outsiders. Jews and Samaritans shared the same basic 

history, but they viewed one another as separate ethnicities. By New Testament times the 

Samaritans had their own version of the Torah and their own temple; they were almost the same 

but not quite. The man who was robbed and beaten was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho. The 

people who were expected to help—the priest and the Levite—did not. Rather, the Samaritan—

the one who was despised—took pity on the man and helped him. [By the way, the parable has 

nothing to do with the priest‘s and Levite‘s concerns over ritual uncleanness from corpse 

contamination: in the first place, the man by the road is only ‗half-dead‘ and thus not a corpse; 

furthermore, the priest and Levite are both leaving Jerusalem, meaning that their Temple service 

was completed; as such, they were no longer expected to be in a state of ritual purity.] 

 

If we think of two groups who have a history of dissension, we can imagine the impact this 

parable was to have. The enemy of the Jews helped the one in need, not those who might have 

helped out of religious obligation. This story disrupts the stereotypes the listeners held of who 

would or would not help; it complexifies their view of Samaritans in general and shows the 

Samaritan as favorably motivated by compassion, not an ulterior agenda.  
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To catch the edginess of Jesus‘ parable we should consider that the ancient region of Samaria 

covers roughly half of the contemporary West Bank. In today‘s terms the parable might have 

sounded something like this: 

 

 A person traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho was carjacked and left for dead. An Israeli Rabbi 

came along, saw the man, and went on his way; a Palestinian Christian came by and also left 

without helping. Finally a Hamas commander arrived, felt compassion for the man, took him to 

the hospital, and paid for his treatment. Go and do likewise. 

 

In teaching us to love others as ourselves, Jesus pushes our buttons, revealing and disrupting 

our stereotypes and prejudices that must be overcome in order to fulfill the love commandment. 

 

Conflict in Israel often gets painted with broad brushstrokes: Israelis are pious Jews and good, 

Palestinians are Muslim and bad. The situation is much more complex. 

 

After World War I, the League of Nations gave Britain control over the former Ottoman Empire, 

which included what is now Israel. During the 1930s, persecution of European Jews by the Nazis 

and the Holocaust caused a marked increase in the number of Jewish immigrants to the Holy 

Land.  

 

Before long, clashes erupted between these newly-arrived Jewish immigrants and the 

Palestinians, who were already occupying the territory and were supported by neighboring Arab 

states. 

 

In 1948, the territory became the state of Israel, a designated Jewish homeland, even though 

Palestinian settlers lived on and owned the land. No land was designated for Palestinians. 

 

Because of this history, many people regard Israel as an occupying force, since the land that was 

declared Israeli territory originally belonged to the Palestinians. Although the conflict is often 

portrayed as a religious conflict, there exists a large contingent of Palestinian Christians and 

many Israelis do not consider themselves to be practicing Jews. 

 

Activity 

In groups, discuss: What might it mean for Christians today (in the U.S.) to love their neighbors 

in a situation as complex as the Palestinian/Israeli context?  

 

In this complex situation, love of neighbor means working for long-term peace. In today’s 

case-study, we’ll see how one group of Christians is doing just that.  

 

IV. Case Study (10 minutes) 
 

*The Matthew 5 Project came about because evangelicals and pentecostals felt led by the Spirit 

to relate Jesus teachings in Matthew 5:21-26 to international relations.  As Paul Alexander, one 

of the authors of the statement, has said, ―My father, a long time deacon in a Pentecostal 

church, has always encouraged me to ‗seek Jesus.‘  As a minister and teacher, I try to follow his 

wise advice even when it is challenging.  But how widely can my father‘s counsel be applied?  Is 
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Jesus relevant to international relations and the proliferation of nuclear weapons?  Is Jesus 

relevant to the Israel-Palestinian situation?  The authors and endorsers of the Matthew 5 Project 

think so.  We claim that seeking Jesus is quite relevant, and advocate biblically, theologically, 

and empirically for international cooperation.‖ 

 

[Read summary of the Matthew 5 Project statement together, available at 

www.Matthew5Project.org] 

 

Activity 
In groups, discuss: How does (and doesn‘t) the Matthew 5:21-26 project embody a holistic 

gospel based on a humble and discerning worldview? Once groups have discussed, share with 

the larger group. 

 

V. Bringing it all together (moving to action) (5 minutes)  

What steps will you take this week to live out the whole gospel, grounded in a humble and 

discerning worldview, taking seriously Jesus‘ commands to love your neighbor and to make 

peace? 

 

One way to re-affirm these lessons would be to develop a group project that strives to live out 

these ideals of a holistic gospel, humble perspectives, and love of neighbor.  

 

As Christians, we must love our neighbors, which often means finding ways to work for peace as 

individuals and communities on a local and global level.  

 

VI. Closing prayer 
 

Lord, we know what peace is. Peace is a mother 

tenderly holding her child. Peace is a firm 

handshake of trust between friends. Peace is 

complete emotional security. Peace is living 

unencumbered with a full sense of joy. Peace 

is expressing Thanksgiving for concrete blessings. 

 

For the peace gained from the love and memory 

of spouses and children, we thank you … 

 

For the peace gained from the love and memory 

of parents and grandparents, we thank you … 

 

For the peace gained from the kindness and 

support of friends, we thank you … 

 

For the peace gained when the music of 

God is sung, we thank you ... 

 

Peace is elusive. There are raging storms 
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in every life. Tragedy, grief, and pain will 

visit everyone. Yet, each person's life is 

graced by moments and periods of 

real happiness. For these episodes of 

peace and joy ... past, present, & future, 

we offer our deepest gratitude. 

 

Help us to understand that peace must 

be waged. We must resist the gun, the 

bomb, ―realistic politics,‖ unkind words, 

personal betrayals, anger, depression, 

despair, and rage. Give us the strength 

to overcome these demons. Help us 

maintain personal power within ourselves, 

so we can pass this liberating power to others. 

 

Give hope and courage to all who struggle 

with debilitating illness, grief, and loneliness. 

Help them to understand … all chains will 

be broken. 

 

Sursum Corda! Lift up your hearts! 

 

Qui Potens Est! God is great! 

 

Amen 

 

Advent Peace Prayer - John Devries 
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Book Reviews 

A Postcolonial Reading of Mark‘s Story of Jesus. By Simon Samuel. Library of New Testament 

Studies 340. Editor Mark Goodacre. New York, NY: T & T Clark/Continuum, 2007. 161 pp. 

$99.00. 

 

This monograph represents the fruit of Simon Samuel‘s Ph.D. thesis at Sheffield 

University in published form. Samuel is Principal and Professor of New Testament at Luther W. 

New Jr. Theological Seminary in Serampore, India. This volume is structured by an introduction 

and six chapters, the last of which is the conclusion. The introductory section is invaluable in 

articulating the value and necessity of colonial/postcolonial criticism in biblical studies, as well 

as proffering an erudite and accessible delimitation of key terminology in postcolonial criticism, 

without which the approach(es) may easily be misunderstood or underappreciated. This details 

the ―interstitial space‖ that postcolonial theory pursues; that is, the discourse that takes place 

between the Roman colonial discourse and the native Jewish (elite) discourse. The discourse 

found in this third space is of a different character than either of the former discourses in that it is 

mimetic, showing both ambivalence and complicity, arising as a ―hybrid‖ voice.  

The first chapter traces the theoretical roots of the Postcolonial theory, which itself is 

born out of the confluence of forces from several disciplines. The precursors to cultural studies in 

general are traced initially to classical and revisionist Marxist theorists, which were primarily in 

dialog with western capitalism and European imperialism. However, as the various trajectories 

proceeded from that fledgling start towards cultural studies, much of Marxist ideology fell away 

due to its own ideological trappings and the historiographical limitations of its approach. 

Subsequently, within cultural studies the colonial/postcolonial analysis began to be applied to 

literature of colonized peoples, which gave rise to three primary conceptual tools: postcolonial 

mimicry, postcolonial ambivalence, and postcolonial hybridity. These precise terms arise from 

dialog with J. Lacan‘s method of psychoanalysis, M. Bakhtin‘s methods of linguistic and 

discourse analysis, and interactions with the reciprocal relations between social entities. Next, 

Samuel methodically maps four leading approaches to postcolonial biblical criticism, indicating 

the value and limitations of each while ultimately opting for an eclectic approach, which neither 

comports entirely nor is wholly unique to the four approaches.  

In chapter two, Samuel charts the ―discursive world of Mark‖ in a two-fold manner. First, 

he explores several creative writings that appeared in Roman times by postclassical authors and  

classifies them in the intermediary postcolonial genre of literature. The primary text he dealt with 

was the romantic novel Chaereas and Callirhoe by Chariton. Samuel‘s argument in this 

document alone is very compelling for reading the text with a postcolonial optic.  The story 

portrays a woman married in one culture, taken captive by another culture, married again in that 

culture to ultimately wind up in her primary culture, forever internally torn and constructed as a 

true ―postcolonial hybrid.‖ This story was broadly contemporaneous with the Markan gospel. 

Secondly, Samuel moved to (re)construct the ―discursive world‖ of Mark. In doing so, Samuel‘s 

work betrays the influence (acknowledged in the preface) of Dr. Loveday Alexander throughout 

the corpus by his facility with, reconstruction of, and depth of knowledge of the Greco-

Roman/Judean Second Temple period from the Persian sponsored establishment of the Temple-

state forward. Herein his analysis of various resistance motifs in the so-called Old Testament 

Pseudapigraphical writings and apocryphal documents is challenging, well-reasoned, and worthy 

of further consideration. He treats the ―Son of Humanity‖ motif in the Similitudes, Fourth Ezra, 
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and Daniel 7 through a postcolonial optic in a rather fascinating way. In chapter three Samuel 

returns to the four postcolonial approaches and orients each to the Gospel of Mark. This analysis 

alone is beneficial for anyone attempting to sort through the postcolonial voices in New 

Testament scholarship. Here Samuel values the findings of each, notes serious reservations with 

several methodologies, and illustrates the need for a fresh investigation.  

In chapter four Samuel engages his Markan analysis through two entry points, namely, 

the Markan superscription (1:1) and vv 2–8, 9–11 as midrashic discourse arguing that both texts 

evidence neither pro- nor anti- colonialism in toto, but rather offer a genuine ―ambivalent 

transcultural hybrid discourse‖ bearing traces of both accommodation and disruption with the 

essentialist Jewish national discourse as well as the Roman colonial discourse. For instance, in 

Mark 1:1 Samuel finds (ajrch; tou: eujaggelivou) a usage of distinct language of the Roman 

imperial cult and generally a reference to the imperium. Conversely, the identification of Jesus as 

the Messiah would ―evoke a complex mixture of meanings‖ to Jewish ears. Yet, the way Mark 

fills out these terms in his ―heavenly midrash‖ (vv 2–11) disrupts both ―complexes of 

meaning‖—regardless of whether it was Roman or Jewish offerings of a suffering-son-Jesus (pp. 

87–93). Or to put it in Samuel‘s terminology, the Markan Jesus or ―huios-human hybrid‖ is 

presented in a discourse that paints him as both suffering-servant figure and royal figure charting 

a new ―ambivalent hybrid discourse‖ that is contiguous with, but strategically altered and 

disruptive to, the essentialist discourse of the Jewish elite.  

In chapter five, he argues that the Markan portrait of Jesus is a ―colonial/postcolonial 

conundrum‖ in that it affiliates and disrupts both primary discourses of its day and therefore is 

best understood as a ―postcolonial discourse‖ where the term describes in a sense the genre of 

literature as well as its content. Chapter six recaps and reiterates these arguments. 

Simon Samuel‘s work is profound in so far as he employs postcolonial criticism to 

Second Temple historiography without falling prey to one monolithic lens. For him, 

postcolonialist theory provides the necessary and indeed beneficial analytic tools to investigate, 

frame, and explicate the Gospel of Mark. Samuel‘s monograph illustrates the potential and likely 

direction of New Testament studies in the future and value of the postcolonial optic without 

necessitating a reading outside the pale of evangelical theology broadly. Finally, one value of 

reading the gospels through the postcolonial lens is the holistic unification of various factors 

within the complex of ancient life that have more often than not been lost in historical 

reconstructions; specifically, those deeply ingrained socio-political conflicts, ambiguities, and 

discourses of resistance embedded within the narratives, which in the ancient world, could not be 

so tidily compartmentalized from religious belief and practice. 
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