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How can people of faith fight for social justice in the 21st Century? 

General André Cox 

In considering this important question it occurred to me that perhaps before responding to this we should ask 

ourselves why should people of faith fight for social justice in the 21st Century? Why should salvationists fight for social 

justice in the 21st Century? 

A prominent former British politician, Roy Hattersley who is a great friend of The Salvation Army had an article 

reproduced in the UK Salvationist which I remember reading and what he had to say has stuck with me. 

Though expressing no faith himself the title of his article was: “Faith does breed charity.” He quoted John Wesley who 

said: “Good works are no automatic guarantee of heaven but good works are more likely to be carried out by people 

who believe that Heaven exists!”  

Hattersley went on to say that in response to the successive hurricane disasters in the USA at the time, that it was 

mainly the faith based organisations that provided an effective response to the human suffering. He spoke about the 

fact that an urgent appeal by the Red Cross for some 40’000 volunteers in that crisis went largely unheard. In his 

conclusion, Hattersley stated that people of faith are morally superior to atheists!  

That in and of itself would be an interesting topic to debate as I certainly do ask myself the question if such a statement 

would be a true in every instance. 

In this Salvation Army now 150 years old and perhaps we should be asking ourselves the question as to whether we 

are as involved in serving suffering humanity to the extent we could or perhaps should. 

The question of why people of faith should be involved in the fight for social justice is answered by the fact that: 

1. The word of God compels us to have an open and generous heart to the poor, vulnerable members of 

society. There are literally hundreds of Bible verses that talk to us about our responsibilities to the 

poor, the needy, widows and orphans. There is even a “Poverty and Justice” edition of the Bible which 

focusses on over 2’000 verses dealing with poverty and justice issues. 

2. The Bible teaches us that God desires justice; he is a God of justice who cares about the less fortunate 

members of society which echoes Christ’s command for us to love our neighbours as ourselves. 

3. As Salvationists we believe in God’s eternal plan of salvation for the world. We do not see this as just 

something that happens in some distant future but it is something that we can and should begin to 

experience here on earth. Jesus himself says: “Repent for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 

(Matthew 4 v 17) 

4. We Salvationists believe that God in creating the universe, our world and human beings did so with 

an intention, desire and vision for human flourishing. That perfect intention was derailed when 

humankind broke the moral law and rebelled against God. 

5. As Major John Read states in his book on Catherine Booth that through her influence and teaching we 

have long held the belief that “salvation is the restoration of the image of God in fallen mankind.” 

Perhaps one of her most memorable quotations was made in a sermon that Catherine preached in 

Exeter in 1881 where she states: “It is not a scheme of salvation merely – it is a scheme of restoration. 

He proposes to restore me – brain, heart, soul, spirit, body, every fibre of my nature to restore me 
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perfectly, to conform me wholly to the image of his Son.” (Godliness: Addresses on Holiness, Exeter 

Hall. London: The Salvation Army, 1881) God through the atonement of Jesus is in effect reversing the 

effects of the fall and restoring women and men to their original status. What a glorious reality! 

6. Restoring the original status of humanity has an immediate effect in this world in which we live in as 

it touches the lives of individuals and through them, relationships, communities and Nations. The 

kingdom of heaven becomes concrete and real in this world in the here and now. We are called into 

mission in the name and with the power of the Holy Spirit. We are called to be part of that process 

and God is transforming the world one person at a time as we speak! 

7. William Booth we know was primarily concerned about the spiritual condition of the poor people in 

the East end of London, yet very quickly he was confronted with the reality of the grinding poverty 

and deprivation in their daily lives. Very clearly his theological understanding deepened in those early 

years of our movement. He equally recognised the need for “salvation” change and transformation in 

the present while also realising the urgent need to preach the message of eternal salvation through 

the blood of Christ that was shed for all on Calvary. On his 81st birthday in 1910, William Booth 

responded to a journalist who suggested he had said rehabilitation of religion would come along the 

line of social service: “All the social activity of the Army is the outcome of the spiritual life of its 

members. All social service must be based on the spiritual, or it will amount to little in the end.” 

8. Social justice is at the very core of who we are and not simply a convenient add-on or additional aspect 

of some of our programmes. 

9. There is but one Salvation Army. There is no social expression and evangelical expression. The lines 

are rightly blurred. The Salvation Army without the evangelical expression would no longer be The 

Salvation Army. A Salvation Army without a strong social conscience and without as strong bias to the 

poor and the marginalised would no longer be The Salvation Army. 

 

For all of the above reasons and many more, this is why people of faith should be and are engaged in issues of social 

justice. It is important to know the why before we get to the how? Certainly for Catherine Booth and as a consequence 

for us Salvationists of today, social action is an expression of God’s indiscriminate love for the world. 

Having asked ourselves why should people of faith fight for social justice in the 21st Century we can then move on to 

the question of how can we effectively be engaged in this battle? While others will speak to this, I offer these thoughts:  

1. We live in a world where people of faith are treated with suspicion, sometimes marginalised and increasingly 

persecuted or discriminated against because of deep held personal beliefs. The harsh realities of the world 

and not least of which has been to catastrophic world wars in the last Century but the on-going violence, 

suffering disease and death in the world does seem to have knocked the stuffing out of so many people of 

faith. Have we been so shaken that we no longer dare speak up or speak out? Perhaps therefore the first thing 

is to be more intentional about becoming mobilising and engaged ourselves! This is not a domain for experts 

only; this is something that should be part of our Salvationist DNA! 

2. We need to effectively engage with others in fighting for social justice. We should not think that this is 

something that we can do alone or that this is an issue just for people of faith. We need to be more bold and 

proactive in reaching out to form strategic partnerships. One of the geniuses of William and Catherine Booth 

was the recognition that we need to engage with others if we are to bring a real sense and tangible evidence 

of heaven here on earth. 

3. For a long time people of faith have been marginalised in the realms of politics yet that tide is fast turning as 

some politicians and government officials are recognising that faith cannot be ignored. They do see the 

importance of and the positive influence of faith and the fact that it does make a difference in the world. Our 
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political masters are reaching out to the faith community and we should be willing to engage in the debate. 

Increasingly in recent years we have been actively engaging with politicians and policy makers in many 

countries around the world. I see that not only continuing but increasing as we see the positive and the 

negative effects of legislation and realise the strategic importance of being part of key debates. We need to 

find a voice in advocating for those we serve. 

4. Why can’t we also reach out to others in the faith community even to those who do not share the same faith 

as we do? 

5. We can effectively engage in issues of social justice also by strengthening our own accountability; by being 

transparent; by showing evidence of impact! 

6. Sometimes we are so preoccupied in helping those who have fallen at the bottom of the cliff that we neglect 

those who are approaching the cliff edge and do little to prevent them jumping in the first place. How many 

lives could be spared from falling over the cliff if we were more proactive in advising on legislation; being 

involved in policy design for example? We need to move away from treating symptoms and serving to solving 

problems and finding long-term solutions. There is a great initiative in the USA called “Pathway to hope” where 

the aim is to enable individuals and families to move from extreme poverty and financial instability to financial 

security. This links closely with our desire to be able to measure impact and outcomes rather than outputs! 

We should be looking to make a difference in the here and now! 

7. Many Salvationists are well connected and can assist us in actively engaging with governments and local 

authority. The impact of our mission can be far greater if we learn to work with and collaborate with others in 

strategic partnerships - both internal and external partnerships. 

8. We today recognise that it is about strategic partnerships and working in collaboration with all people of good 

will. The ISJC has increasingly been involved in the UN and other international bodies where we can effectively 

lobby on issues of social justice. 

9. Our recent involvement with the World Bank is yet another example of fruitful and useful partnerships. We 
are currently involved in a very broad dialogue initiated by Dr Jim Yong Kim the 12th President of the World 
Bank who is calling faith leaders to be part of what the World Bank has called “The Moral and Spiritual 
Imperative” that requires two commitments from all of us: “Firstly to act guided by the best evidence of what 
works and what doesn’t; and secondly to use our voices to compel and challenge others to join us in this 
urgent cause inspired by our deepest spiritual values.”   

10. Perhaps a lot more could and should be done also at the local level. We are not confined to our buildings but 

should be a vibrant part of the communities in which we are present! 

In conclusion therefore, I see this issue as being central to who we are as Salvationists. Still today 150 years after the 

founding of The Salvation Army, we are a people who are driven by our deepest spiritual values. 

This is a time when we should as a matter of utmost urgency and highest priority should be seeking to address the 

needs of the poorest people living in ‘extreme poverty’. 

In so doing we need to take a hard look at our programmes to see how this focus confirms that commitment and to 

consider what should change or improve to enable us to achieve that goal. In this process we need to be rigorous and 

accountable – what works and what doesn’t? Despite our faith, commitment and hard work are we still letting people 

fall off the cliff? 

If we are to succeed, we need to work together. We cannot do it alone. We need to seek partnerships with other faith 
groups, governments, corporations, donors – everyone will need to work together to tackle the immense challenges 
that are before us. 

 


