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There was a little boy named Tommy who was very afraid of thunder and lightning. Mum and
Dad went into his room during a thunderstorm and said “ Now Tommy, don’t be afraid. God 
is right here in the room with you” “OK he said- I won’t be scared”

But as Mum and Dad went to their room to get ready for bed, the lightning struck and the 
thunder rolled and Tommy screamed blue murder! Mum and Dad went back and said “Honey 
we told you , don’t be afraid God is right here in the room with you” Tommy said “ I know 
God is right here in the room with me, but I need someone with skin on”

Good morning, for those who don’t know me, my name is Bev Smith

For 13 years I was convenor of a Social Justice group - Pax Christi, and for much longer than 
that, I’ve been involved in what I perceive to be issues of Social Justice. So I was asked by 
the team to talk today about Social Justice and how it impacts our lives as 21st Century 
Christians

There was a time when my image of God was similar to that of many traditional Pakeha 
Christians. God was for me a benevolent, loving, forgiving father figure, who called me to 
share his love with those I met. Nothing wrong with that you might say.

Through reading, studying scripture and theology, doing some structural analysis, and 
meeting with people struggling with a variety of issues, both here and overseas, my image of 
God has changed. My friend David Tutty says that some re-imaging of God may be necessary
to live more justly. Like David I can now say-

“ My imaging now is of one who births, loves and nurtures life; one who is passionate about 
life and desires for all creation to experience the fullness of this gift. This God is pained, 
disturbed, grieved and even angered by the level of suffering, injustice, and pillaging of 
creation that occurs because of selfish and unjust individual and collective human decisions.

This God stands with those who are experiencing this denial of life, those who are poor, 
marginalized and discriminated against. And in a special way this God is at one with the pain 
of the earth as her resources are exploited and her ecosystems polluted. This God passionately
desires right, just and sustainable relationships amongst all of creation, and because of this 
earnestly yearns that humans change the way they individually and collectively act, so that no 
one is poor, marginalized, or discriminated against, and we all live in a respectful and 
sustainable relationship with the rest of creation”

To get to this I had to ask myself ‘What do we mean by the term Social Justice’? and why is it
important?

We have many examples in Scripture of God’s justice- Justice and mercy are characteristics of
God, attributes that reflect who and how God is.

In Ps. 145(v17) The Lord is just in all His ways and kind in all His doings.

Ps 33(v5) The Lord loves righteousness and justice; the earth is full of the steadfast love of 
the Lord.

 Moses proclaims in his song in Deuteronomy(32,3-4) ‘His work is perfect and all His ways 
are just. A faithful God, without deceit, just and upright is He’



Amos (5,24) tells us what Yahweh hopes for “Let justice roll down like waters  and 
righteousness like an ever flowing stream”

Or from the passage that guides my life Micah says (6,8) “This is what Yahweh asks of you - 
only this. To act justly, to love mercy,  and to walk humbly with your God”

Jesus saw this for Himself and He draws all His disciples into living it out as a way of life, 
however uncomfortable it may be at times. He has harsh words for those who keep the 
religious obligations but neglect justice.

In Luke(11) “Alas for you who pay your tithes and overlook justice and the love of God. 
These you should’ve practised without neglecting the others”

To quote Andrew Dunn from an issue of Refresh magazine a few years ago-

“ This means that for humankind made in God’s image, issues of justice are not to be seen as 
add-ons for a few with a social conscience or an interest in society. Rather justice must flow 
in the veins of our lives, and affect how we are with one another, with the hurt, the sidelined, 
those whose freedoms and rights  have been ignored or their lives damaged by others’ greed, 
actions, power or prejudices. For believers in the living God, justice is not an optional extra, it
is a Christian virtue, a way of life, and doing the truth”

There is also a clear connection between justice and spirituality- one is an expression of the 
other, an outworking of what we believe and how we do the truth.

We hear a lot about spirituality these days- 

Anne Hadfield in the same issue of Refresh says “Spirituality is more than a private search for
a spiritual experience. It involves both the journey of individuals into a deeper connection 
with the source of life , in God, and also the broader task of uncovering the image of God in 
all humanity. - a deeper connection with the source of life, and the task of uncovering the 
image of God in all humanity! Theology asks ‘Who is God?’ and spirituality asks ‘Where is 
God?’ For Christians this presupposes a desire to live according to the pattern of Jesus Christ

Authentic spirituality will manifest in a growing compassion, a desire to serve, and an 
identification with humanity. It will fuel our efforts to honour peace, justice and the integrity 
of creation”

The Sermon on the Mount and the sayings we know as the Beatitudes show Jesus reinforcing 
this holistic discipleship. Words about prayer alternate with words of encouragement to share 
cloaks, forgive enemies and go the second mile. Authentic spirituality is not about warm 
fuzzies that make us feel good.

Dom Helder Camara famously said “ When I give to the poor I am heralded a saint. When I 
ask ‘Why are they poor?’ I am branded a communist”

Here as in other western countries it is seen as good to continually seek a better lifestyle for 
ourselves and for our families. While many of us contribute to charitable appeals and to 
community social needs, the majority of us are not prepared to question, critique or work to 
change the way the dominant system works. It is not in our interest to put at risk the benefits 
and privileges we currently enjoy.

So, as my good friend Janet writes “ The Christ vision is not restricted to the personal and 



private- what is right for the individual…What is truly right will be right for the whole, and 
what is right for the whole will respect the dignity and value of the individual. This activity is 
what is expressed in Social Justice. Our listening must include listening to the weak, the 
vulnerable, the poor and the oppressed…. Creation itself needs to be heard, the groaning of 
the Earth itself as we pollute, despoil and ravage it”

This week Anglicans celebrated on Thursday the feast of Corpus Christi, The Body and Blood
of Christ. In the Catholic tradition it is celebrated today. Pedro Arrupe, a former Jesuit 
superior, has said “If there is hunger anywhere in the world then our celebration of Eucharist 
is incomplete, everywhere in the world”

“How can we say ‘Our Father” , and then put a limit on those we consider our brothers and 
sisters? How can we ask God for our daily bread and then make it our aim in life, either 
individually or nationally, to amass wealth which impoverishes our neighbours?

How can we ask to be delivered from evil whilst unthinkingly, but actively surrendering our 
political will, to the establishment of false values and unsustainable consumption, with which 
our society is increasingly enslaving us?”

Relationship affects the moral decision making of Christians in that it places the process in 
real, concrete situations of human experience. St Paul reminds us “Though many, we are one 
body” If one member of Christ’s body suffers, all suffer.

It is about looking with a critical eye at what we do, what we buy, decisions we make.

If we employ people- are we paying a just wage? Can we support the Living Wage movement 
by becoming a Living Wage employer?

Do we know whether the tea, coffee chocolate we buy is supporting slavery? Can we switch 
to getting Fair Trade products, knowing that they are supporting people to live in equality and 
freedom, in healthy work places and paid fairly to develop economic independence

Remember how silly small and powerless we felt when we declared our home, school, or 
Church, nuclear free? Yet this ultimately led to our country taking a stance. With the grace of 
God, faith and hope, and each other, we can effect change.

80% of NZers  believe the widening gap between rich and poor to be a negative thing. We 
want a society where the gap between rich and poor is not too big, and individual effort is 
rewarded. First we have to start with ourselves- in acknowledging our connectedness, we are 
enabled to see, hear and feel injustices in the world.

Pope Francis has said “ Just as the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’ sets a clear limit in 
order to safeguard the value of human life, today we also have to say ‘Thou shalt not’ to an 
economy of exclusion and inequality. Such an economy kills”

We have an election coming up soon. How will our political leaders respond to the 
inequalities in our society, and what responsibility do we have as individual voters to examine
their policies, ask the questions, and vote, not according to the party we have always 
supported, but for the party whose policies will contribute to a more just, equitable society in 
Aotearoa/NZ

If we see injustice are we prepared to write a letter to a politician, or newspaper, sign a 
petition or talk to a friend about it. Never underestimate  your power when you do this.



To quote Margaret Meade  ‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed people 
can change the world, It’s the only thing that ever has”

I’d like to finish by quoting from a hymn we sang recently:

“This is our task- to build a world of peace. A world of justice, freedom, truth, where kindness
will increase. A world from hunger freed. A world where people share. Where every person is 
of worth and no one lives in fear” (Bill Wallace)

Social Justice is an expression of God’s love in the world. May we be a ‘God with skin on’ for
our sisters and brothers.

Let’s do it- one step at a time

- Bev Smith


