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Charity, advocacy, and more

Joerg Rieger is a friend who is a professor at Per-
kins, the United Methodist seminary at SMU in Dal-
las. He holds a chair that my family and I endowed,
but he was independently appointed and we do not
influence his teaching or research. However, he kindly
indulges me in occasionally discussing his writing,
much of which emphasizes economic justice. A re-
cent article about what he calls “deep solidarity” (from
the book Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness;
Diaz et al., eds.), gave me welcome food for thought.

Rieger, who is originally from Germany, notes that
many Americans are not aware of how differently we
approach the concept of social engagement. Precisely
because government aid is lower in the US than in
most other developed countries, volunteerism and char-
ity tend to be higher. But are we failing to address the
underlying conditions that create the need for charity?
Many might argue that this is America’s blind spot, as
we also rank surprisingly low on scales such as so-
cial mobility, education, health, and happiness.

As the economic crisis sharpens injustices that
threaten the US middle-class dream, Rieger hopes that
more of us will become advocates, speaking out to
support oppressed groups from laid-off workers to mi-
grant laborers. The term “solidarity” that he uses for
such efforts doesn’t connect very well for me, and I
tend to feel more empathy with other groups who lack
power: women, laypeople, independent thinkers. But
I’m sure he’s right that charity alone is not enough.

Beyond advocacy to activism

Rieger is encouraged by
Occupy Wall Street and its

offshoots, as a sign that some
Americans are finally willing to

be activists for economic jus-
tice. I’m more skeptical about
expecting average people to camp in

public places or protest against a vague
list of social ills without a clear call for positive action.

Still, I wonder how more of us could not only speak
out as advocates but also engage in visible, peaceful
public action. What will change systemic injustice, not
just relieve individual suffering?
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This issue, many back issues, a list of books I’ve written about, and more Connections information are
available free from my web site, www.connectionsonline.org. To get Connections monthly by e-mail, let
me know at BCWendland@aol.com. Please include your name, city, and state or country. To start getting
Connections monthly by U.S. Mail, send me your name, address, and $5 for the coming year’s issues.
For paper copies of any of the 19 years’ back issues, send me $5 for each year or any 12 issues.

I’m a lay United Methodist and neither a church employee nor a clergyman’s wife. Connections is a one-person
ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Many readers make monetary contributions but I pay
most of the cost myself. Connections goes to several thousand people in all U.S. states and some other countries—
laity and clergy in more than a dozen denominations, and some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to stimu-
late fresh thought and new insight about topics I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address.

http://www.connectionsonline.org
mailto:BCWendland@aol.com
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Should Christianity be more like a protest movement?

Occupy Wall Street and its offshoots are part of a long history of protest movements. If you’re
interested in advocacy, I encourage you to read and think further about nonviolent social protest as an
expression of Christian values. It would be an excellent topic for a class, sermon, or study group.

I tend to fear public protests because of the injuries and even deaths that sometimes result. Yet I know that many
aspects of American society that I now see as vital would never have come about without protest movements, and that
even more suffering results from failure to protest injustices. We see this from the work of Martin Luther King and other
civil rights protests, and César Chávez’s work with farm laborers. Earlier protests show it too: the suffragettes’ marches
for women’s right to vote, and the campaign for access to birth control and sexual education led by Margaret Sanger.
Current books such as Rock the Casbah by journalist Robin Wright reveal the suffering that the recent protests in Arab
countries are trying to eliminate. Classic earlier examples of nonviolent protest include Gandhi’s marches for indepen-
dence in India, the struggle against apartheid in South Africa, and the women’s movement against war in Liberia. And
protests such as Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem evidently were key aspects of his ministry and the early church.

How can we recapture that spirit now? Is public protest against injustice an essential part of Christianity?
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