
 
 

 
CHRISTIANS IN DIALOGUE 

Third session 

JUSTICE FOR ALL CREATION 

 

Pre-session Activities 

 The pre-session readings illustrate the Old and New Testament concern with justice 
for all humans and for all creation.   There is emphasis on justice for humans in the 
New Testament, exemplified by the beatitudes, and the rich man and Lazarus.  In the 
Old Testament there is a wider emphasis, not only on protection of the poor and 
powerless, but also the rest of creation. 

• Luke 1:52-53; 6:20-26; 16:19-31; Acts 2:44-47; 4:12-37. 
• Gen 8:15-19; Exod 23:10,12,23; Lev 19:9-10; Deut 24:10-22; 25:4; 1 Kings 

21; Amos 8:4-10; Micah 2:1-3; 6:6-8. 

 
Justice for Humans:   

The human environment is a major component of the total world environment, and the 
existence of poverty, with its attendant detrimental environmental effects, is directly 
associated with injustice: “The field of the poor may yield much food, but it is swept 
away through injustice” (Prov 13:23).  The injustice of the rich in their dealings with 
the poor is strongly condemned in the Bible, and the rich who act unjustly are 
threatened with retribution from God.  The Old Testament passages are directed 
particularly towards protecting the marginalised and powerless in the patriarchal, 
agrarian society of Israel – the widows, the small landholders, and the landless.  The 
story of Ahab and Jezebel’s criminal procurement of Naboth’s vineyard, and God’s 
retribution on Ahab and his family (1 Kings 21) is a direct condemnation of the forced 
displacement of the poor from their ancestral land.  In the New Testament, Jesus 
promises the kingdom of God to the poor.  Paul is particularly harsh on the wealthy of 
the Corinthian community who do not share their food and drink with the poor at the 
Lord’s Supper (1 Cor 11:17-33).  According to Acts, the early Christian community 
voluntarily pool their possessions and give to the needy (Acts 2:44-47; 4:12-37).  
 
Throughout the Christian era there has always been a desire to remedy the unjust 
sufferings of the poor and powerless.  The inequity of wealth distribution within a 
society and between rich and poor societies has a profound impact on degradation of 
both the human and the natural environment.  This impact is likely to worsen as the 
world’s population increases beyond a sustainable level.  The effect is twofold: 1. the 
excess demand of affluent nations and individuals for luxury goods has resulted in 
over-exploitation of the world’s resources - often located in poor countries.  For 
example, a desire for timber can lead to destruction of forests in some developing 
countries.  2. The desperation of the poor forces them to over-utilize these resources, 



resulting in their degradation.  For much of the world’s population, possession of land 
for food production is their only protection against poverty and starvation, yet small 
landholdings are being taken over for agribusiness throughout the world. These 
problems will be discussed specifically in the next session. 
 
Wars are a major cause of injustice and have been specifically condemned by 
Christian Churches both for their damage to the environment and to humans.  Pope 
John Paul II said in his 1990 statement for the World Day of Peace “Today, any form 
of war on a global scale would lead to incalculable ecological damage. But even local 
or regional wars, however limited, not only destroy human life and social structures, 
but also damage the land, ruining crops and vegetation as well as poisoning the soil 
and water. The survivors of war are forced to begin a new life in very difficult 
environmental conditions, which in turn create situations of extreme social unrest, 
with further negative consequences for the environment”. 

 
Justice for Non-human Life:  

The Old Testament demands justice for the whole of creation, including domestic and 
wild life.  In addition to resting domestic animals every seventh day (Exod 23:12) and 
plants every seventh year (Exod 23:10-11), the Israelites were forbidden to muzzle an 
ox while it was treading out the grain (Deut 25:4).  They were even forbidden the 
aesthetic injustice of boiling a kid in its mother’s milk (Exod 23:23).  In the case of 
wild animals, in Sirach it is stated “the compassion of the Lord is for every living 
thing” (Sir 18:13).  The absence of control of humans over nature is expressed most 
extensively in Job 38-40 and in Psalm 104. 

 
Recent Church Statements on Just Use of the Earth’s Resources:  

The Churches have generally followed the biblical principles of a preferential option 
for the poor, and that poorer nations and individuals should have just access to the 
earth’s resources.  As a consequence of this primary concern with justice and an 
increasing Christian involvement in protection of the environment, the Churches have 
always emphasised the need for justice in the human environment as part of their total 
response to environmental concerns.  This can be seen, for instance, in many of recent 
formal statements, for example: 
• Pope Benedict XVI’s Message for the 2010 World Day of Peace: “If You Want to 

Cultivate Peace, Protect the Environment” in which he states “Natural resources 
should be used in such a way that immediate benefits do not have a negative impact 
on living creatures, human and not, present and future; that the protection of private 
property does not conflict with the universal destination of goods; that human 
activity does not compromise the fruitfulness of the earth, for the benefit of people 
now and in the future”. 

• 1988 Lambeth Conference of Anglican Bishops: Resolution 40 states: “This 
Conference identifies four interrelated areas in which the misuse of people or 
resources poses a threat to the life system of the planet, namely (a) unjust 
distribution of the world's wealth, (b) social injustice within nations, (c) the rise of 



militarism, (d) irreversible damage to the environment”.  The Conference reaffirmed 
that “the divine Spirit is sacramentally present in Creation, which is therefore to be 
treated with reverence, respect, and gratitude”.  It further recognised that “the future 
of human beings and all life on earth hangs in balance as a consequence of the 
present unjust economic structures, the injustice between rich and poor, the 
continuing exploitation of the natural environment and the threat of nuclear 
destruction”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
DISCUSSION (Some suggested topics) 

• Groups of powerless who have been unjustly exploited are the indigenous 
peoples in many countries.  What should be the Christian response to the 
unjust and often destructive exploitation by non-indigenous developers of 
indigenous assets?  Do you agree with comments by Noel Pearson and others 
that indigenous people must be given the opportunity to play a more 
responsible role in their own development? 

• In developing and developed countries, the “family farm” is under increasing 
pressure to “get big or get out”.  Should small landholders be protected 
legally?  What role should Churches have? 

• What do you think might be implied by the statement: “to be sustainable, 
human economies must be understood as subsystems of the earth 
environment”? 

• What should be the role of labour unions in protection of the poor? 
• In the past, missionary activity has used economic inducements to achieve 

conversion to Christianity.  What is a desirable code of conduct for missionary 
activity in developing nations? 
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