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On August 26, 2008, in New York City, the official opening of The Salvation Army International Social Justice 

Commission marked the commitment of The Salvation Army at the highest level to “give strong and articulate support to 
social justice initiatives by Salvationists around the world,” according to General Shaw Clifton. 

For The Salvation Army, whether it is the local worshipping community or the international administration, social justice 
is rooted in faith, and characterized by action, particularly on behalf of the oppressed. A holistic approach to salvation 
suggests that Christianity must address not only the spiritual and the physical aspects of people’s lives, but also the 
societal norms, traditions and policies that militate against, or prevent, wholeness for every individual.   
 
Scripture 

The first of The Salvation Army articles of faith describe Scripture as foundational to both Christian belief and Christian 
living: “We believe that the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments were given by inspiration of God, and that they only 
constitute the Divine rule of Christian faith and practice.”  

Therefore, any discussion of The Salvation Army’s commitment to social justice must begin from our understanding of 
Scripture and of the personal and corporate response that is required from the people of God. The self-revelation of God 
through the Bible establishes justice as the foundation of his character; a justice that is revealed in love and mercy (Psalm 
89:14). The creation of humanity in the image and likeness of God (Genesis 1:26-27) not only implies the worth of the 
individual, but also a requirement that human beings too are just, loving and merciful. 

However, the fallen nature of humanity also calls forth from God a justice that brings healing. The effects of sin lead 
through social injustice to broken lives and communities and it is only through the relational, faithful and covenanted love 
of God that justice can be restored (Isaiah 9:7; 1 John 1:9).  

So the followers of Jesus are commissioned to work toward the fulfillment of the kingdom, with justice as a central 
reference point. For the church, including The Salvation Army, justice is not only social justice, but kingdom justice which 
finds its origins not only in what is deserved but also in grace (Luke 15:11-24). Social justice should be the natural 
consequence of living out God’s plan for the world.  

  
Reason 

While, as Clifton said, The Salvation Army “at all times will be overtly and explicitly Christian,” it is willing to engage in 
intelligent and sensitive networking with secular agencies in the cause of social justice.  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides a foundation and a goal for the philosophy of many agencies and 
organizations. Human rights are viewed as a pre-requisite to the development of a just and peaceful society, providing a 
framework for justice and a “common standard of achievement,” according to the United Nations. The standard is to be 
respected, taught and progressively pursued. Article 1 is foundational: 

“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and 
should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood” (un.org/overview/rights). 

Despite the fact that the biblical witness to humanity created in the image of a just and loving God gives reason for 
human value that goes beyond the scope of the document, this statement resonates deeply with a Christian 
understanding of the worth and dignity of every human being, creates common ground and makes space for working 
together in the cause of global social justice.  

    
Tradition  

The history of the church demonstrates that its relationship to the socio-political context has often shaped its response 
to the world.  

Christian history suggests that during the earliest days, the church was outside the structures of society, a marginal 
people with no political power, unable to address inequities. However, Christian teaching subverted the accepted norms, 
so that a runaway slave was encouraged to return to his master who would now view him as a brother (Philemon 12, 15), 
marriage relationships were re-defined (1 Peter 3:1-7) and Jew and Gentile found a common center (Galatians 3:28, 
Ephesians 2:11-18). 

Over subsequent centuries the church became respectable, an institution of society linked to the dominant voices of the 
prevailing culture. In the West, from the period of Constantine to the beginning of the modern era, state and church 
shared a common responsibility for the life of the people. The church’s influence provided a sure foundation, particularly in 
matters of law, education and medicine. However, it can also be argued that the close relationship between church and 
state has sometimes compromised the Church’s ability, or motivation, to work for social justice and social reform, and like 
the ‘court prophets’ of the Old Testament who tempered their prophecy to suit the mood of the time (Jeremiah 14:13), the 
church has failed to critique the prevailing wisdom.  

The Salvation Army has strong traditions that have shaped our self-understanding and theology; two are particularly 
relevant to the area of social justice—a call to the marginalized and a culture of activism. 



The roots of the movement in the East End of Victorian London, coupled with the social awareness of William and 
Catherine Booth, have ensured a historical commitment to the poor and marginalized throughout our history. From its 
beginnings The Salvation Army was always a “neighborhood religion” growing within urban society and led by local 
people.  

Although Booth is known to have welcomed the very poor into his local Methodist church as a youth, much to the 
chagrin of the congregation, history records that it was not until 1888, returning home late at night and seeing the 
homeless men sleeping under the London bridges, that Booth truly recognized the need for The Salvation Army to act. 
The primacy of the gospel remained paramount, but Booth also acknowledged the role of economic poverty in 
jeopardizing the physical, psychological, emotional and spiritual well being of the poor. In 1890, “Darkest England and the 
Way Out” outlined comprehensive plans to combat a wide variety of social ills of the time and consequently the mission of 
The Salvation Army to serve the suffering received new focus and the pursuit of social justice became a feature of the 
Army’s response to societal need.  

The Soldiers’ Covenant, a document signed by all who wish to be Salvation Army soldiers, contains the simple phrase 
“I will make the values of the kingdom of God and not the values of the world the standard for my life.” The values of the 
kingdom cannot be properly apprehended unless they result in the pursuit of social justice.  

Living in obedience to the commandments of Jesus (Matthew 28:20) places upon the Christian the obligation to “bring 
good news to the poor…release to the captives…recovery of sight to the blind…let the oppressed go free” (Luke 4:18-19). 
 
Experience 

Despite the charge that we have grown old and “safe,” as The Salvation Army faces the challenges of the 21st century, 
it is evident that social justice is once more firmly established as a primary focus of our movement. A re-exploration of a 
rich heritage and an honest appraisal of the demands of true discipleship are resulting in a resurgence of interest in issues 
of social justice at all levels of the movement.  

The establishment of the International Social Justice Commission provides a major impetus and a point of international 
coordination. As “The Salvation Army’s strategic voice to advocate for human dignity and social justice with the world’s 
poor and oppressed” (Singing the Songs of Justice) it will speak on behalf of the powerless in the international public 
arena, particularly the United Nations and “assist the Army in addressing social injustice in a measured, proactive and 
Christian manner, consistent with the purposes for which God raised up The Salvation Army,” according to Clifton.  

It is not only through the development of expertise or the setting up of programs that social justice will be established. It 
begins when individuals take responsibility for living differently, offering a new model of being human as citizens of God’s 
kingdom. The church, including The Salvation Army, will only bring about justice when it lives justly, creating an inclusive, 
counter-cultural society in which all are offered a place of belonging.   
 
Reflection 

Isaiah 1:17 reads, “Seek justice, encourage the oppressed.” 
Throughout its history, The Salvation Army has “encouraged” and provided for the oppressed.  Through its social 

service ministries and community outreach it has developed expertise, instigated programs and fulfilled its mission to 
“meet human needs in his (Christ’s) name without discrimination.” 

The role of the prophet, as one who speaks forth the word of God, is therefore to challenge those structures which lead 
to oppression, marginalization and poverty. If The Salvation Army is to be a prophetic voice in the 21st century, it must 
continue to faithfully develop and expand its expertise in the area of social justice advocacy.  

Booth’s promise to “fight to the very end” is familiar to Salvationists worldwide. His words stand as a statement of our 
commitment to social justice and a reminder that this is not an optional extra for any Salvationist or Christian, but is 
foundational to our being and identity in Christ. 

 

• Lt. Colonel Karen Shakespeare is Executive Assistant to the Secretary for Spiritual Life Development and Secretary to 
the International Doctrine Council. This article first appeared in Caring Magazine Volume 16.1 Spring 2010 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For a full version of the article access the Salvation Army’s International Social Justice Commission website:  
http://www1.salvationarmy.org/IHQ/www_ihq_isjc.nsf/vw-sublinks/B3DB4808441E738E802575EE0009F92F?openDocument 
 

 
 


