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Sometime ago, anorth suburban member of Protestantsfor the Common Good was asked by his pastor why he
wanted the congregation to do more to address public issuesfrom the perspective of faith. After apause, hereplied,
“Becausel fedl that theliving of my faithisincompletewhenitislimited to personal concerns. It ssemsthat something
importantismissing.” Thisingghtisthemotivationfor thisbrief paper.

A Multi-Dimengonal Faith

The prophet Micah writes, “What doesthe LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk
humbly with your God” (6:8). Thispassage suggeststhat thereareat least two distinct, but inseparabl e, dimensions of
faithful living. Fire, thereisapublic, or socia, dimensionidentified hereasdoingjustice. Second, thereisapersond, or
interpersonal, aspect expressed by Micahintermsof loving kindness. In both cases, we areto walk humbly with God.
That is, weareto let God guide both the public and the personal activitiesof our lives. Thissamedistinction can befound
inthewell-known passage of the prophet Amos, who exhortsthe people of Godto “let justiceroll down likewaters, and
righteousnesslike an everflowing stream” (5:24). Faithful living isnot about justice or righteousness a one, but about
bringing both together.

Jesusproclaimsasimilar understanding of thelifeof faith. Announcing hisministry inthewordsof Isaiah, hesays, “The
Spirit of the Lord isupon me, because he has anointed meto preach good newsto the poor. He has sent meto proclam
release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, and to proclaim the
acceptableyear of theLord” (Luke4:18-19). Inthispassage, thereisan interpersona element of preaching good news
and healing, and thereisavery public element expressed in terms of setting at liberty those who are oppressed and
proclaiming the acceptable year of the Lord, the Jubilee year (see Leviticus 25).

In short, Micah, Amos, and Jesus make clear that our religiouslifeismulti-dimensiona. Livingacompletelifeof faith
means cultivating dl dimensionsof thisfaith, both the persond and the public. Y et, for many people, the public dimension
of faithisespecidly difficult toliveout. Whilethere are many important reasonsfor this, perhapsthe most notableamong
them isthe emphasison persona and interpersonal issues, and the avoidance of publicissues, in the congregationd life of
churches. When churches do not preach or teach a public faith, when they do not emphasize public faith as an essential
element of afull Christian life, itisnot surprising that individual Christians experience difficulties expressing, or find
themsel ves neglecting, thisdimension of their faith.

A Difficult Topic

Why do churcheslargely neglect publicissues? Somewould suggest that Jesus cameto change hearts and not societies.
Y et, thisisafdseoption. When one sheart isconverted to thelove of God and neighbor, one cares even morethan before
about how aneighbor istreated by laws and policies and about creating communitiesthat mirror God' slovefor dl people.
Moreover, scripture identifies again and again the public relevance of our love of God and neighbor, and the social
gatements of most denominations affirm thisaswell.

Othersclamthat mixing religion and public lifeviolatesthe separation of church and sateand soisuncondtitutiona. But the
Condtitution only prohibitslawsthat establish religion, not religious people speaking out about the laws and policiesthat
governtheir communities. The separation of church and state does not require the separation of religion from publiclife.

Perhapsthe most likely reason that churches neglect publicissuesisthe difficultiestheseissues canraisefor thelifeof a
congregation. Thesedifficultiestakeat least threeforms. Firgt, raiang publicissuesintermsof our faith might well suggest
the need to question and to change some aspects of publiclife. Y et, many people, especially in middle and upper income
communities, arethe beneficiaries of theway things are now, and they might find callsfor socia changeto beathreat to



their salf-interest, or acriticism of their way of life. Atthevery least, aposition of privilege reducesthe motivation to seek
socid change. Second, publicissues, especidly when they takethe form of legidative and policy debates, invariably give
rise to disagreements. Churches may feel that this disagreement will also giveriseto divisivenessin thelife of a
congregation, and so for the sake of peacein the church, publicissuesgo unaddressed. Finaly, publicissuesareoftenvery
complicated, and congregations may not feel qualified to bring theseissues before their membersin aresponsible way.

All of thesedifficultiesarereal, but they are not insurmountable, and they certainly do not justify neglecting acentral
dimension of thelife of faith. Our churches canteach usthat justiceisonly athreat to the unjust, and that love of God and
neighbor should replace the pursuit of self-interest. They can teach respect for those with whom we disagree, and that
disagreement is not the samething asdivisiveness. Finaly, churches can bring the experience and the expertise of their
members and thosein the wider community into the congregation to provide the kind of information that is necessary for
membersto givewitnessto their faithin publiclife.

Five Stepsto Public Minigry

Making public issuesamoreimportant part of congregationsisnot asdifficult asit might seem. Most congregationsare
only five stepsaway from creeting, or significantly expanding, their public ministry. However, following these stepsre-
quires agenuine commitment to promote public ministry onthe part of clergy and lay leadersalike.

1. Develop L eader ship: Thelay membersof acongregation can betheheart of itspublic ministry. Whileclergy
will play animportant motivating and advising role, lay memberscan providemuch of theleadership, if only tocommunicate
theimportance of broad membership participation. Clergy should provideleadershipin preaching and teaching theimpor-
tance of public ministry and the public dimensionsof faith.

2. Createa Structure: Public ministry needsto work itsway into the structure of acongregation, perhapsasa
task forceor committee. Thisstructuregivestheministry congregationa legitimacy, it signalsacongregationa willingness
totakerespongbility for theministry, andit avoidsrelying on thevolunteer effortsof oneor twoindividuals. Whilesome
congregationsresist theideaof “another” committee, the need to offer membersamultidimensional faith suggeststhat such
agtructural commitment isessential.

3. Cultivate M utual Respect: Cultivating an atmosphere of respect for the opinions of others, especially those
with whom we disagree, whileremaining trueto the gospel challenge, should beacentral concern of publicministry ina
congregation. Theparticipation of al membersin thisministry should be encouraged. Thismight necessitate bringing
different positionson anissueinto educationa efforts. 1t might also requirethat the public ministry effortsrefrain from
explicitly endorsing particular positions, instead bringing i ssuesbeforemembersfor their individua endorsement.

4. Educateabout Faith and Public I ssues. Congregations should regularly provide opportunitiesfor members
to consider publicissuesinlight of their faith. Thiswould includebiblical and theol ogical education, aswell asfocused
reflection on specific publicissues.

5. Identify Opportunitiesfor Action: Public ministry should identify waysthat individualscan liveout their faith
inpubliclife. Thesewaysinclude speaking out on legidation, attending public meetings, and joining non-profit organiza-
tions. Volunteer work can beanimportant way to bein solidarity with our neighbor and to learn about publicissues, but
opportunitiesshould beidentified to respond to the systemicissuesthat make volunteer work necessary inthefirst place.

Solong aspoverty, racism, privilege, andindifference continueto bepervasivein our publiclife, theneed for public
ministry will remainurgent. With arenewed commitment to the public dimensionsof Christianlife, individualsand congre-
gationscanfind avita faith and advancethe common good. Contact Protestantsfor the Common Good tolearn how
PCG can bearesourcefor you or your congregation.
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