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I greet you this day, privileged to address such an august gathering, and 

grateful for the invitation.  I have been asked to discuss how my Christian 

faith has shaped my perspective and activities in regard to social justice.  

Obviously, I do not come to preach or convince, but simply to offer an 

explanation of a perspective that might be somewhat unfamiliar—

Christian, but not that of a “Western” Christian, such as we find in the 

Roman Catholic, Anglican or Protestant traditions.  I offer a perspective of 

what many call “social justice” and the role of Church within society and 

the State, a society in which the majority may have once agreed was largely 

shaped by so-called Judeo-Christian values, yet a society that is now 

consciously “post-Christian”, in which many deny or reject the influence of 
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so-called “Judeo-Christian values,” and in which Church (and Synagogue, 

Mosque, Temple and any other religious organization) and State are often 

perceived as increasingly divided and separate, if not incompatible and 

even hostile. 

 Although not a particularly common manner of identification in my 

religious tradition, the Eastern Orthodox Church, I am forthrightly an 

advocate and activist for social justice (and what that now-ambiguous 

phrase means to me will become clear).   I have been both applauded and 

derided by my own people for beginning a ministry for persons living with 

HIV/AIDS, or serving as the President of the Illinois Coalition to Abolish 

the Death Penalty, or even serving on the United States Commission on 

Civil Rights, or marching at the annual March for Life in Washington, D.C., 

or advocating tolerance and respect for the dignity of persons in the 

LGBTQ communities, and for human life in the womb.  I don’t mention 

these things because I need to relate my bona fides in the area of social 

justice, but to explain that in our contemporary setting—highly 

politicized—I have been criticized by those within and beyond my Church 
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for such “political” activities, be they perceived as “liberal,” “progressive,” 

or “conservative,” and becoming involved where churchmen ought not 

tread.  Natural allies of a secular bent (in some cases, agnostic or even 

atheistic) in various causes often are suspicious of working with a 

representative of a religious tradition viewed as traditional, conservative, 

patriarchal (in the misogynistic sense) and reactionary. 

 A few years ago now, a radio personality here in Chicago, asked me 

in an interview, “What business does the Church have involving itself in 

issues like the death penalty?”  My reply was, “We are simply reclaiming 

our historic role.” 

 Now this statement might be provocative if we understand “social 

justice” in relation to academic and philosophical constructs of the idea in 

the last century or two.  For example, one definition today, from the New 

Oxford American Dictionary, is the just “distribution of wealth, 

opportunities and privileges within a society.”  Another definition coming 

from a Roman Catholic educational publication is broader in scope: 

“promoting a just society by challenging injustice and valuing diversity.”  
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Social Justice in this view presupposes that “all people share a common 

humanity and therefore have a right to equitable treatment, support for 

their human rights and a fair allocation of community resources.”  

Furthermore, Social Justice means that persons “not be discriminated 

against, nor their welfare and well-being constrained or prejudiced on the 

basis of gender, sexuality, religion, political affiliations, age, race, belief, 

disability, location, social class, socioeconomic circumstances, or other 

characteristic of background or group membership.”1   

 As someone who advocates and actively seeks social justice, I reject 

the premise of both definitions.  I do so precisely due to my Eastern 

Orthodox Christian convictions.  However, I would note that I can 

certainly hope for a “just distribution of wealth, opportunities and 

privileges.”  I certainly believe that, in some manner, “all people share a 

common humanity” and that community resources are fairly allocated.  I 

do not believe in the constraint of anyone’s welfare or well-being, 

especially due to gender, sexuality, religion, political affiliation, age, race 

                                                           
1
 Diocese of Toowoomba Catholic Education, 2006. 
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and so on.  But there is a problem in these definitions in that they presume 

some notion of “justice” or that which is “just”; both presume some means 

of distribution of resources and opportunity or enforcement of intrinsic 

rights.    

 Indeed, both strict secularists and religious persons can and do accept 

such definitions as these, and they argue among themselves and with each 

other as to what constitutes “justice.”  It is no wonder that many of the 

issues that have come to be commonly labeled “social justice issues” have 

become so thoroughly politicized and divisive in our contemporary 

American society.  People can take diametrically opposed views—on the 

death penalty for example—and claim they are seeking a more just and fair 

society.   

 Still, paradoxical as this may sound at this point, I reject the premise 

of these rather standard definitions of social justice precisely because 

underlying them is something quite contrary to my Christian conviction. 
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Now the modern drive for social justice certainly has its roots in Western 

civilization, though obviously the standard of “justice” within a society is 

actually prehistoric.  Yet for thousands of years, up until the modern era, 

we don’t really hear anything about “social justice.”  Indeed, the phrase 

would not become popular—even vulgarized—until the nineteenth 

century (and a Jesuit is credited with coining the phrase).  Social justice 

becomes a broad concern with the advent of the great and obvious 

inequalities produced by the Industrial Revolution, the social evolution of 

Europe in the middle nineteenth century.  “Social justice” as a concept is a 

product of the complex development of capitalism, democracy, and 

alternative reactionary forces such as autocracy and the nebulous idea of 

“socialism.”  Social justice becomes a key focus in democratic society, 

concurrent as well with the development of institutionalized human rights.  

And to make a long, complicated story simplistic, let me simply posit that 

all this is an evolution encouraged by, if not logically inspired by the 

Renaissance and the Protestant Reformation, itself emergent from the 

Christian culture of Western Europe. 
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 To some extent I jest, yet there is some truth in the social 

development of Western nations being rooted in Christian values even if 

that evolution moves in directions that were motivated in reaction or 

opposition to the institutions of traditional Christianity.  Indeed, the very 

modern notions of personhood and even human rights—the cornerstone of 

social justice—are rooted in Christian theology and what we might call 

moral philosophy. 

 Of course, I do not ignore the indebtedness of this history to the 

communal and social ideals of ancient Israel, the Hebrew Scriptures and 

Jewish tradition. Nor do I ignore the modern contribution of Jewish 

thinkers, religiously motivated or not.  Only that the idea of social justice 

and even “humanitarianism” as we know them today evolved in a 

particular context. 

 In any case, if “social justice” as a concept is relatively new in the 

history of the world, the idea of justice is not.  Yet our understanding of 

what justice is, in fact has also evolved throughout history, and it is not 

necessarily the case that when we see that word, “justice,” that we will 
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understand it as did our ancestors.  The Greek word δικαιοσύνη, often 

translated as justice, maintains no necessary juridical or legalistic meaning.  

It simply signifies the notion of “right” in opposition to wrong.  An ancient 

Christian writer, John Chrysostom, noted that in his own Eastern Roman 

Empire, marriage of a son to his mother was illegal; in the land of the 

archenemies of Rome at the time, Persia, such marriages were not illegal 

and yet, like in the Roman Empire, they did not occur.  He asks, of the 

Romans and Persians: who exercises δικαιοσύνη, righteousness, those who 

act rightly without the coercion of the law, or those who require such a 

law? 

 Today, justice in our language usually implies some sense of legality.  

However, as all but the most naïve understand, simply because something 

is legal does not make it right. In fact, what is “right” is not always a matter 

of agreement once we move into discussion of what is right for groups of 

people, and this is what makes our contemporary debates about social 

justice issues so difficult. 
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 In the Hebrew Scriptures, “right” was what the community of faith—

the covenantal community of the children of Israel—believed to be the 

revealed will of God.  In essence, and this is perhaps true of most 

communities: what is right is what benefitted the well-being of the 

community.  This is presented in Hebrew social thought, to some extent, in 

kinship terms, for the “nation” was a corporate body consisting of 

households, clans and tribes.   So even what might be considered 

rudimentary concerns about social justice as found in the prophetic 

literature—concern for the welfare of the widow and the orphan for 

example—were based on a common faith, lifestyle and so forth.  Even 

concern for the neighbor, the resident alien or protection of slaves and so 

forth, were regulations designed in some part to protect the welfare of the 

greater community.  To a certain degree, this justice was safeguarded (or 

prescribed) by the Torah.  While I will not presume to comment on the 

proper translation of this word considering rabbinical debates on the 

nature of the law, from ancient times to the present, it is clear that the 

interpretation of divine “law” was a complicated issue as evidenced by the 
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writings of the Hebrew prophets.  I would note that some of those debates 

are presented or echoed in the Christian Scriptures, and Christians 

themselves have a diverse understanding of the meaning of divine law.  

This is, perhaps, especially evident in the general mindset of Western and 

Eastern Christians. 

 The Christian mission, originating in a Jewish milieu, to “all nations” 

meant that the kinship ties that formed the community of faith could no 

longer be maintained by bloodlines and tribal affiliations.  What was right 

or just in relation to those outside the community of faith became more 

difficult to determine, and ultimately there was the resort to the common 

dignity of all human persons created in the image and likeness of God.  The 

common dignity of human persons was not unknown in the Hebrew 

Scriptures—indeed, the Christian notion comes from there.  Yet the 

tensions observed in the prophetic literature and even, to some degree of 

the Pentateuch, between Israel and its neighbors are thoroughly confronted 

and, somewhat, resolved very early by Paul and the nascent Christian 

community—though not without some debate.  Still, even in Christian 
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theology, there was a certain tension that made determining right in 

relation to the community of faith complicated.  It is a tension still present 

in almost all Christian traditions, my own among them, but here we begin 

to see a different approach between Christians living in the regions of the 

Eastern Mediterranean basin as far as Mesopotamia, and Christian living in 

the West.  This is a tension between history and eschatology. 

 Among Christian theologians of all stripes today, there is little 

contention that Western Christianity (Roman Catholicism, Anglicanism, 

and Protestantism) has certain tendencies and emphases despite a huge 

diversity of approaches and opinions.  These include a concern with ethics, 

a tendency toward practical matters, a preoccupation with history and a 

juridical or legalistic approach to the idea of salvation.  In short, we might 

state this tendency as stating, “This is what happened, so this is what we 

must do.”  In many cases, this leads to the idea that Christian living means 

imitating the life and even lifestyle of Christianity’s founder, and putting 

into practice what He taught in order to achieve and realize the gift that 

was given.  Hence, Western Christians appear, from the point of view of 
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Eastern Christians, as attempting to form God’s Kingdom on earth, and if 

we just work harder, then that Kingdom to come will come.  

 This is obviously a perspective with some bias, but it necessitates a 

similar criticism of much of my own tradition which, simply, is almost the 

opposite in its eschatological perspective, that of the “end times.”  We 

might state the Eastern tendency as stating, “What happened reveals what 

is going to happen at the end; the Kingdom is God’s, and it is coming: let 

us wait and see…” 

 Again, these are tendencies and matters of emphasis.  The West 

certainly is not devoid of eschatological thinking and the understanding 

that only God can establish His Kingdom.  The East certainly is concerned 

with historical developments and needs in the present; it is not simply 

waiting passively for the future.  Indeed, it was in the Christian East that 

many of our modern social support services and institutions found their 

first extensive organization during the West’s dark ages, such as the notion 

of the hospital, the hospice, the orphanage, and institutionalized security 

for the aged.  These concepts and social institutions would be exported to 
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the West and, in fact, would largely disappear in the Christian East 

following (and in some cases because of) the Muslim conquests of the Near 

East, North Africa and, eventually all the Christian East leading to dark 

ages there at the dawn of the Western Renaissance.  

 But it is striking, in light of the above generalizations about West and 

East that a social support system developed in the Byzantine Empire on a 

comparatively vast scale.  If the East was—and is—“meta-historical” in its 

orientation, it might suggest little concern for current social problems 

under the pretext that God would work things out in the end. 

 What I have left out is a certain understanding of human personhood 

and the commandment to love.  A contemporary Orthodox philosopher, 

Christos Yannaras, who is sharply critical of the West, entitled one of his 

more popular works, The Freedom of Morality, and scathingly criticizes a 

Western Christian approach to ethics, and this is where we come back to 

my rejection of the premise of most contemporary definitions of social 

justice. 
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If ethics was a preoccupation with Western Christianity from ancient times, 

this is no less true today.  Of course, my concern here is with Christian 

ethics as being at the roots of our contemporary Western civilization, no 

matter the path that ethical or moral philosophy has taken in the meantime.  

Ethics in its ancient Christian sense answered the question, “What ought to 

be?  Considering the reality of salvation, what ought be our reaction?  This 

is the preoccupation of Western Christian traditions even to this day in one 

form or another.   

 Yet, as Yannaras demonstrates, this was not the Eastern Christian 

preoccupation.  There was a different perspective not based on ethics, or 

even on the notion of justice, or “right and wrong.”  While the Christian 

scriptures do occasionally frame communal living in these terms, that is not 

actually the emphasis of most texts, and not really what Eastern Christians 

focused on.  In the East, the focus was on the commandment to love one 

another, a commandment from Jesus of Nazareth to his disciples and 

identified with the commandment to love one’s neighbor from Leviticus. 
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 Now for the Eastern Christian mindset, at least in ancient times and 

in theory if not always in practice, the “ethical question” if we can use that 

term, was not really, “What ought be the case?”  Rather, it was, “How do I 

love?”  Love, of course, in the New Testament, is not an emotion or 

affective state, nor a psychological disposition.  It was a manner of 

behavior: altruistic and self-less.  Indeed, the Greek word ἀγάπη is said to 

be etymologically derived from the privative alpha (“not”) and ἐγώ 

(“me”): thus love is a manner of existing self-lessly, “not me”.  Indeed, love 

of self, φιλαυτία, was equated with pride and narcissism, and given first 

place as the root of all vices. 

 God’s judgement on each of us, in my tradition, is likened in a 

parable of Jesus, to a reaction to how we treat God through our 

relationship to his image on earth: our fellow human being.  In the Gospel 

according to Matthew, our righteousness or “justification” and everlasting 

well-being (or ill-being) is not determined by following specified 

prescriptions but rather how we treat the hungry, thirsty, naked, sick and 

imprisoned. “As you have treated the least of these, so you have treated 
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me.”  The “neighbor” of the Levitical injunction is universalized: those who 

are to experience the bliss of salvation are those who fed, gave drink, 

clothed, healed, visited and comforted those in need.  Because the “least of 

these” is applicable to any human being, this becomes a manner of social 

living and thus, social righteousness or justice.  If Easterners, for very 

practical or very petty reasons, did not always find it easy to abide by 

Jesus’ teaching to “love your enemies,” (again, pointing to the universal 

applicability of love) they did find it easier to reach out to the poor and the 

oppressed—at least in theory and in sermons—to uphold the dignity of 

persons in a manner that might strike some historical revisionists as 

surprising. 

 Furthermore, this “love” takes other forms, sometimes extreme and 

counter to our notions of what is fair or right.  In the monastic and ascetic 

fathers we find a radical departure from our normal way of thinking.  The 

monks held the ideal that it was, in principle (if not always in practice), 

virtuous to accept blame for the sins of others, something we would 
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typically consider unjust.  Suffering undeservedly, unjust almost by 

definition, was a blessing: all would be righted in the end.   

 The common definitions of social justice today presuppose a couple 

of factors that the meta-historical tendencies of Eastern Christians cannot 

accept as ideal: the notion of any limitation of the freedom of the human 

person (thus, Freedom of Morality).  Any coercion—even on those who 

perpetuate injustices on others—cannot be held to be ideal.  This is John 

Chrysostom’s point: following legal prescriptions may not be truly 

virtuous.  This does not, in our way of thinking lead to a complete rejection 

of coercive measures such as the rule of law, only to recognize that 

legislation, however popular, cannot be judged “just” except in hindsight, 

and even then only as guidelines for living.  Something would be 

considered “right” or “righteous” if it succeeds to the end and is, in the 

language of the Scriptures, “judged” righteous.  Societies in which the 

majority are Eastern Christians are certainly not “lawless”; only that the 

Church and her vision of the Kingdom serves as a reminder to the State 

what the true, enduring ideals must be even if it is recognized that those 
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ideals are not always practiced or can easily be codified in an orderly 

society.  The rule of love is not, admittedly, very efficient, easy or 

commonly followed.  But it does effect change, albeit slowly.  The 

alternative, the imposition of coercive force and punishment to enforce 

order, inevitably leads to objection and disagreement, disharmony, protest, 

reactions that can be violent, and thus more injustice in a vicious circle.  

 In short, social justice is possible from an Eastern Orthodox 

perspective, but not because of any objective (and thereby objectifying and, 

in the final analysis, de-humanizing because it is de-personalizing) 

standard, but only based on the manner by which we choose to act toward 

our neighbor.  For Christians of the Eastern tradition, this entails treating 

every human person, from before birth to death and beyond, as if they 

were the image of God.  More specifically, to treat everyone as if they were 

Jesus as Ηe taught: this is the standard Christians believe they will be 

judged right or wrong, as we treat even the least of our sisters and 

brothers. 
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 This is not, however, a utopian vision, for there is no expectation—

unlike some ideologies, philosophical visions or theologies—that we can 

attain anything close to perfection or eradicate all social (or even personal) 

ills.  These can only be transcended by faith in accordance to what has been 

received in our doctrine.  Therefore, we act not based on what was received 

in the past to effect a better future for ourselves.  We act to find 

righteousness (justice) as we can, based on selfless (loving) actions, 

effecting a better present until the end. 


