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			Book Presentation: God’s Politics by Jim Wallis

			Book Abstract

			Jim Wallis believes many people are concerned about moral issues and values today, but they are not concerned with the narrow choices offered up by the Religious Right or the lack of faith/moral vision alluded to by Democrats. They want a choice beyond fundamentalism or secularism. In God’s Politics, Wallis offers a new vision for a political dialogue linked to the broad spectrum of Jesus’ values and beliefs.

			Neither the highly judgmental and seemingly-corrupted Religious Right, with their claim that George W. Bush was anointed by God to purge evil from this world and that it is every Christian’s duty to vote for Bush, nor the secular-leaning Democratic Party, which demands an affirmation of a “pro-choice” stance from all its candidates, is correct. Both views are wrong. The former is very bad theology and the latter is a refusal to admit values and religion into the debate. The solution to bad theology is not secularism, it is good theology embodied in a vision based on true Christian values. God’s Politics proposes a new vision in which Americans embrace true Judeo Christian values.

			About the Author

			Jim Wallis is a nationally renowned evangelical preacher, faith-based activist and a leader of a new religious and political movement. Founder of Sojourners, a national network of progressive Christians focused on justice, poverty and peacemaking, Wallis edits the Sojourner’s magazine and covers the faith, political and cultural beats. He teaches faith, politics and society at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government where he was an Institute of Politics fellow and he also teaches at Harvard’s School of Divinity.

		


		
			Summary of God’s Politics (Jim Wallis)

			Co-opted by the Right, Dismissed by the Left

			Many Christians and religious faithful believe that their faith has been stolen. The Jesus, Allah or Yahweh that they have always known is not pro-rich, pro-war and only pro-America. Believers are puzzled as to how this change in “God’s Politics” came about. They also want to return to values that reflect a heritage of faith that has to be rescued from the strident voices that have hijacked its interpretation in the public square and made a sham of something beautiful.

			Political and religious leaders on the Right get the public meaning of religion mostly wrong. While they focus on sexual and cultural issues, justice is being ignored. The secular Left, with its reticence about faith, completely misses the centrality of faith as an engine of change.

			Gospel faith demands justice for the poor, rather than conveying the mantle of sainthood based upon material wealth. Faith creates communities by refusing to accept divisions of gender, class, race and, even, sexuality. It prefers international community to nationalist religion. It seeks peace rather than dominion. Unfortunately, the media appears not to understand gospel faith as espoused by most evangelicals. They see all religion as either a shade of the creed loudly proclaimed by the fundamentalist Religious Right or as a motivator of excesses as in “Islamic fanatics.” Prophetic religion is not ideologically predictable simply because it holds principles above power and roots necessary action in a belief system that sees God’s image in all his creation.

			The Religious Right and Neo-Cons have fashioned a theocracy or nationalistic religion that seems to completely ignore Jesus’ overwhelming focus on the poor in Scriptures and, instead, when confronted with questions of economic inequalities, they accuse their opponents of “class warfare” or take the positions that poverty can only be cured only by “personal responsibility.” Progressives claim that the cure is “better social programs.” Clearly, both sides need more time around the poor to understand that both factors are important. Both social programs and personal responsibility are required to overcome poverty. A poor person cannot climb out of poverty if, for example, his or her job moved offshore in a low job area. He or she needs to be retrained or assisted in finding a job.

			Both religious and secular purists don’t offer complete solutions to real moral problems like poverty. Religious Righters would force their beliefs on others and secularists wouldn’t want to talk about what beliefs are central to the “American way of life.” There needs to be a discussion that looks at problems from many perspectives unlike the “two-sided” conflict that passes for objectivity in today’s media. Only hope born of a spiritual renewal can overcome the ennui of cynicism currently pervading our political process.

			Most people, regardless of their religion, know that Jesus was not pro-war, pro-rich or only pro-American. In fact, Jesus proclaimed, “blessed are the poor” and he encouraged the practice of the Jubilee Year in Scriptures. (Jubilee was a time when the poor’s debts were forgiven, slaves were set free and land was re-distributed for the sake of equity.) Jesus also said that peacemakers shall be blessed and that you should love your enemies as yourself. How do these views square with the empire-oriented unilateral, fear/hate mongering policies of Neo Cons and Religious Rightists? The answer is: they don’t and most religious people know that they don’t. Surveys of voters prior to the 2004 elections showed that 75 percent of voters wanted to hear about plans to reduce poverty rather than a candidate’s stance on gay marriage.

			The best interests of the country and its people are served when Prophetic religion’s voice demands to know what the morals and values of their candidates are, whether Democratic or Republican. Evangelical Christians combined revivalism with woman’s suffrage, abolition and civil rights. The most successful social change has been driven by progressive religious churches and their morally outraged followers.

			Too Narrow or None at All

			Most politicians are easily identified as the people with wet fingers held up to determine which way the wind is blowing. Rather than engaging with confirmed wind-testers or electing new wind-testers and expecting new results, it is better to “change the wind.”

			When Martin Luther King, Jr. met with President Lyndon Johnson to ask him to introduce voting rights legislation, Johnson said that southern black Americans would have to wait to flex their political will, because all the clout that he held with southern officials had been used to pass a civil rights law. He counseled King to organize and wait five or 10 years for the “right opportunity” to pass a voting law. King thanked Johnson for his time and flew home. King was not going to wait. He and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference began organizing in Selma, Alabama.

			On the day that became known as “Bloody Sunday,” King and the SCLC marched across the Pettis Bridge into the angry onslaught of Sheriff Jim Clark and his police officers. One young black man was beaten senseless and many others were injured or jailed. The world watched in horror. Two weeks later, clergy by the hundreds, from around the United States representing every denomination, gathered shoulder to shoulder with King and they all marched from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama as the country watched with trepidation and fear for the marchers. Five months after the march and the maelstrom of public indignation over prejudice that erupted, the Voting Rights Act was passed. Martin Luther King, Jr. and his band of resolute clergy had changed the political wind.

			What people want today is a new wind. Making that happen requires both a vision and the people to follow it. Too many politicians today have either no vision or the wrong vision. Public opinion polls reveal that Americans see this problem.

			“We all suffer when there is no vision, no guiding moral compass that steers our public life. We become bereft of meaning and purpose in our social relationships, we lose all sense of the ‘common good’ or our shared humanity, and the bonds of society themselves become so frayed that each individual feels forced to fend for themselves. The poorest and weakest among us who are the least able to do that pay the greatest price; but we all are diminished when our social life is reduced to the survival of the fittest.”

			Public or Private?

			In the Bible, God is very public with a hand in every discussion and judgment whether in the court, the palace or the church. God spoke through his priests to outline the “common good.” Who today speaks for the “common good?” Not the elites who don’t want too much conversation about the current national priorities that favor them over the poor.

			Denying the public role of God and values is to reject biblical faith, deny the wisdom of the prophets, the apostles and Jesus. Making faith “private” creates a narrowly defined view of religion that obsesses about sexuality without concerning itself with biblical demands for public justice. Private faith becomes a cultural religion that provides the assurance of righteousness for people of “like” beliefs. It becomes a way to screen people out rather than create a diverse community.

			What we all need is some old time religion! A big tent where we can sing, laugh and help each other to achieve a better world. That is the sort of unifying event that our current public life lacks.

			What’s a Religious Voter to Do?

			People who attend church more frequently vote Republican more often. Democrats should be concerned that not engaging in a debate over the role and the type of religious values that should affect our public policies is permitting Republicans to define the issues.

			Republicans often say that their religious values are the basis for their policies. They are comfortable talking about their faith in public even if they don’t keep their promises. Democrats need to get comfortable with the idea of publicly discussing their values as well. The contrast might illuminate things for many Americans. “Rather than suggesting that we not talk about God, Democrats should be arguing on moral and even religious grounds---that all Americans should have economic security, health care, educational opportunity and that true faith results in a compassionate concern for those on the margins.”

			Prophetic Politics - A New Option

			At a private dinner for Harvard fellows, a very talented Republican campaign strategist was the speaker. When asked what one of his Republican candidates would do if he faced a candidate that took a traditional moral stance on social and cultural issues that was not mean-spirited - didn’t blame gays for the breakdown of the family, but focused on lowering the abortion rates by offering alternatives to desperate women, emphasized social responsibility, moral values and denounced popular culture’s moral pollution that makes raising children so difficult. What if this candidate combined those views with economic populism and pro-poor social policies, decried corporate corruption and excessive power, supported health care and educational opportunities for middle and lower class families, committed to environmentalism and committed to a multi-lateral cooperation among nations rather than unilateral wars?

			The strategist listened carefully to the litany of stances, paused and said, “We would both panic.”

			Speeches on prophetic politics inevitably result in the audience asking, “How can I vote for what I’ve just heard?” Polls reveal that voters’ perceptions of values are becoming more central to their voting behavior. Most voters feel that they cannot vote all their values because politics is driven by ideological polarities that leave many people feeling left out. They feel left out because there are basically three options for them today:

			
					Totally conservative on everything.

					Liberal on everything from family to foreign policy.

					Libertarian, which is essentially: “leave me alone and don’t spend my money.”

			

			There could be a fourth option: prophetic politics - traditional or conservative on family values, sexual integrity and personal responsibility; populist on poverty and racial justice; an emphasis on environmentalism and gender equality; internationally minded (with an emphasis on peacemaking) rather than nationalist; an emphasis on social and corporate responsibility as well as personal responsibility. This fourth option would not be into scapegoating gays or other groups. This option would be attractive to a large number of Americans because they could vote all their values.

			This prophetic politics option ends the ideological treadmill of continual blame and counter-blame and emphasizes a politics of solutions. Prophetic politics puts values where most Americans want them; at the center of the debate.

			A Moral Response to Terrorism

			Our anti-terrorism policy is based primarily on fear. It is hyperactive rather than thoughtful and aggressive. Worst of all, it doesn’t really attack root causes of the anti-American sentiment.

			Based on a Gallup poll

			
			Cure Causes, Not Just Symptoms

			
			The Mistake of Iraq

			
			
			The Theology of Empire

			
			The Debate about Poverty

			
			
			
			Budgets Are Moral Documents

			
			Faith and Global Poverty

			
			Abortion and Capital Punishment

			
			Truth Telling About Race

			
			Family and Community Values

			
			
			
			Hope versus Cynicism
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