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JUSTICE FOR THE POOR
AND NEEDY: A WEIGHTY MATTER IN RELIGION

Marysylvia Nwachukwu

1. Introduction

n age-long defect in the practice of religion, which endures into our time,
Ais a narrow-mindedness that pays primary attention to externals, to the

neglect of matters at the heart of the relationship between God and his
people. From biblical times till the present, authentic prophetic voices continue to
critique the mistake in considering external religious practices as the core of
religion. This mistake gave rise to certain maxims like, "the habit does not make
the monk", or "obedience is better than sacrifice" (et il Bam15:22).

Our society has much regard for Church goers, those who strictly adhere to
religious practices, those who contribute their tithes, those who spend quality
ume in adoration grounds, and even those who work miracles. We hold these
religious people' in great esteem because of their diligence and adherence to
prescribed practices that make for true worship. Africans have been recognized
and acclaimed as a very religious people. In fact, the vitality of the Church is felt
more in Africa than in other parts of the globe. As many people fill our Churches
and commit themselves to austere practices and to things of the spirit, the truth
remains that there is much more to piety than meets the eye. Jesus makes this
evident when he says "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord," will enter the
kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven"
(Matt 7:21).




Where do we find this expression of the will of God, which qualifies one for
heaven? What does God require from his worshippers? The prophet Micah
responds, "He has told you. O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD
require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly Wwith
your God?" (Mic 6:8). Amos says something similar in his critique of a
community of God's people who are insensitive to the plight of the poor, "Take
away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your
harps. But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-
flowing stream" (Amos 5:23-24). The criteria for final judgment in Matt 25
highlights that positive actions for the poor and needy are important benchmarks
for admission into the heart of God (cf. vv31-40).

Judging from the meaning of these expressions of God's will, our piety as a
religious community is in question, if the poor continue to multiply, uncared for.
in our surroundings, and if the outcry of the oppressed is heard in our midst. The
outery of the poor and oppressed in a nation populated more densely by those
who claim to worship God occasioned some of the strongest prophetic critiques
that we find in the Bible. For instance, Jeremiah reproached the people who
trusted that the presence of God in the Temple and the many sacrifices that were
taking place, there gave strong guarantee for peace and wellbeing. He said:

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Amend your
ways and your doings, and let me dwell with you in this place.
Do not trust in these deceptive words: “This is the temple of the
LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD.” For
if you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act
justly; one with another, if you do not oppress the alien, the
orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place, and
if you do not go after other gods to your own hurt, then I will
dwell with you in this place, in the land that I gave of old to
your ancestors forever and ever (Jer 7:3-7).

One might ask: what actually and truly makes the presence of God effective? One
of the goals which religion aims to achieve is to provide means of making God
effectively present, since God's presence in the midst of his people is the only
guarantee for peace and wellbeing. For this reason, Jesus, the Incarnate Son of
God, was called Emmanuel, which means, God is with us (Matt 1:23). All
religious practices are mediations of that divine presence, but there are some
which are more effective than others, and which God has revealed as short cuts to
having close union with him. One of such means of gaining easy access to God 1s

the topic of the reflection that this essay presents. : ‘
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Thas essay is a study of what the Bible says about justice for the poor and needy.
The study is undertaken here in honor of the Founder of CIDJAP, a man of God
w5o has borne outstanding witness to the heart of the Christian message through
Sss commitment to justice among peoples. 1 also use this medium to congratulate
Sa=m on his new appointment as the Executive Director of Global Ethics. His life
amd ministry inspired this study.

As we, Nigerians and many Africans experience the flourishing of Christianity on
e African soil, there are some among us whose lives bear witness to our
common responsibility towards the love command (John 13:34-35). Justice for
e poor is one of the most effective expressions of the love command. The aim
o the essay is both epistemic and pastoral. While it gives an understanding of the
essential part justice plays in the definition of the Christian religion, it
severberates the biblical exhortation to pay primary attention to the heart of
seligion without neglecting the externals.

The essay begins with an explanation of the terminology of justice and continues
% expose the sacramental nature of justice, as well as the mission it imposes on
21l who serve God in spirit and in truth. The essay concludes by underscoring
zzam that justice is a weighty matter in religion.

y A The Terminology of Justice

One of the beautiful features of biblical literature is its characteristic pragmatism.
In defining concepts, the Bible does not give ungrounded and complicated
definitions; rather, it defines concepts by showing how they are practised and
expressed in real life. The definition of the word 'justice' which is given in this
essay 1s derived from the meanings it inspires from the different context in which
the word occurs in the Bible.

The English word 'justice' is one the words that translates the Hebrew word
mispat, which derives from the verb $apat, meaning 'to judge', 'to rule', 'to
zovern', 'to decide', 'to pass a verdict', 'to arbitrate', 'to command' or 'to
windicate'.'’ As a ma-noun, mispat refers to a wide range of activities that derive
from the action which the verb sapat signifies. It can refer to the place where the
zcuvity of the judge or the king takes place, the result of the action, or the means
5y which the action is performed.'’ This is why it has multifarious meanings,

such as, law (mispatim), commandment, lawsuit, legal case, justice, verdict,

* Cf. Temba L. J. Mafico, "Just, Justice" in D. N. Freedman et. al. (eds.), The Anchor Bible
Jictionary, vol. 3, Doubleday: New York, 1992, p1127.

B Johnson,"mispal" in G. J. Botterweck et. al. (eds.), Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament, vol. IX, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998, p87.
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decision, juci.glnleglt, punishment or deliverance, legal right of a person, rights
proper to a king. ~

The present essay studies some contexts where mispat describes actions taken on
behalf of, or against a category of people - the ‘poor, resident alien, orphans and
widows - and where it is generally translated as ’justice‘.13 Widows and orphans
are a class of vulnerable people in the society. In ancient times, the death of the
widow's husband severed her relationship with her husband's family as she is left
without any claim to inheritance. Like the orphans, widows were in need of
special care and compassion on the part of their relatives. When this care is
denied, she and her young children could fall into a precarious state of destitution
and slavery. A similar fate awaited the homeless stranger or resident alien, who
supplied a cheap source of labor for wealthy people with large holdings.'* The
law forbade Israclites to exploit or oppress this class of people, drawing the
motivation for this from Israel's memory of its past experience of homelessness

and oppression in Egypt: "...for you were aliens in the land of Egypt" (Exod
239).

The use of mi§pdt in relation to the poor is found in different parts of the Bible.
Every part of the Bible gives special concern to the poor, and this speaks volumes
of its importance in Jewish religion. Although it is required of all believers in
God to be committed to justice, the burden of this requirement lies in the hands of
leaders whose reign are assessed according to this essential criterion. There are
five teferences in the Historical Books' where the word miSpat describes the
character of the rulership of three Israelite leaders - Samuel, David and Solomon -
as the model to follow. "So David reigned over all Israel; and David administered
justice and equity to all his people" (2 Sam 8:15). A similar appraisal is given to
Samuel and Solomon. Solomon's court is called "the Hall of Justice" (wlam
l’mnnnis“pd_t).16 These leaders are contrasted to Samuel's sons, for instance, who
perverted justice and took bribes.'’

The burden of leadership lies especially in the ability of the leader to ensure and
execute justice in the land. Ps 72 is a prayer that God should give his mispat to
the king to enable him execute justice by defending the cause of the poor and

2 yohnson, "mispat", pp88-96.
13 | this essay, these people are identified as 'the poor'v . ‘
14 ¢ paul D. Hanson, The People Called: The Growth of Community in the Bible, San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1986, pp46-47.
15°¢f. 1 Sam 7:17; 2 Sam 8:15 //_ 1 Chron 18:14; 1 Kings 3:28; 7.7
18 1 Kings 7:7.
Y Cf.15am 8:3.




sescuing them from their oppressors (vv1-2). Significantly also, the references
- Sund in the prophets are mainly critique of the perversion of justice by leaders,'®
- amd admonition not to use religious practices as cover for neglecting the
- waightier matter of the Law, which is the establishing of justice or the
sdmmistering of right judgment in favor of the poor and the needy. "

Fesative and negative verbs are used to describe the actions denoted by mispat: to
- emecute. to pursue, to distort, to pervert and to deprive. These verbs show that the
msjor context for obtaining or being denied of justice is forensic. The law forbids
‘e following actions which lead to the pervérsiqn of justice: calumny, being
partial in judgment and the taking of bribes.

You shall not spread a false report. You shall not join hands with
the wicked to act as a malicious witness. You shall not follow a
majority in wrongdoing; when you bear witness in a lawsuit, you
shall not side with the majority so as to pervert justice; nor shall
you be partial to the poor in a lawsuit. ...You shall not pervert the
Justice due to your poor in their lawsuits. Keep far from a false
charge, and do not kill the innocent and those in the right, for I will
not acquit the guilty. You shall take no bribe, for a bribe blinds the
officials, and subverts the cause of those who are in the right. You
shall not oppress a resident alien; you know the heart of an alien,
for you were aliens in the land of Egypt (Exod 23:1-9).

“he abuse of the law, the perverting of justice and the looting of common or
mational treasury by individuals in power are considered by all as detrimental to
e progress of any institution or nation, the worst being the abuse or denial of the
‘ezal rights of individuals. In the African context, these evil practices take place
m different institutions, as it has become increasingly a basic way of being in
power. The natural outcome of the accrual of fund in the hands of a few is a huge
22p between the few wealthy people and the majority poor, with all the injustices
suending social stratification. The level of injustice which we experience today in
our country and in our different institutions is comparable to the experience of
fsraclites from the 8th century B.C. when the egalitarian - agrarian system of the
pre-monarchical period, which protected the rights of individuals before the law,
zave way to a different socio-political system which allowed some individuals to
mmpose financial weight on other citizens. Our times could lack prophets in the
likes of Amos, Hosea and Isaiah, who condemned the greed and exploitation of
the wealthy powerful and spoke in favor of the oppressed poor and afflicted. Yet,

R 29:21:53:8; 59:8,11,15; Jer 5:28; 21:12; Amos 5:7; 6:12; Mic 3:8,9; 7:3; Hab 1:4,7.
Nt 1s 1:17; 10:2; 58:6; Hos 12:6; Amos 5:7,15.
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biblical descriptions of justice for the poor show that it is not the exclusive
responsibility of leaders. It is at the reach of all who have experienced God's
grace and love. The justice due to the poor is described in the following ways:
a) Itis to bear true witness in lawsuit and to avoid calumny (Exod 23:1). !
b) It is to defend the legal rights of the poor and to rescue oppressed people
from those who despoil them (Ps 82:3-4; Is 1:17; Jer 5:28).
¢) It 1s not to be partial in lawsuit and not to obstruct or deny justice to the
innocent (Exod 23:3; Lev 19:15; Is 29:21).
d) It is not to oppress the stranger, the poor, and not to shed innocent blood
(Jer 22:3).
e) It is not to give bribes which obstructs the course of truth when deciding
between contending parties (Ezek 18:8; Amos 5:15).
f) It is to feed the poor and the needy and to provide for their needs (Prov
22:8): :
g) Itis to pay the wages of the worker (Deut 24:14-15; Jer 22:13).
h) Itis to give shelter and protection to the outcast and the fugitive (Is 16:3).
1) Itis to forgive and to have mercy (Luke 9-14).
Injustice, the opposite of justice, is what Isaiah describes in 10:1-2:

Ah, you who make iniquitous decrees, who write oppressive
statutes, to turn aside the needy from justice and to rob the poor of
my people of their right, that widows may be your spoil, and that
you may make the orphans your prey!

Most poor people are not made so from birth, but as Prov 13:23 says, "The field
of the poor may yield much food, but it is swept away through injustice". In the
New Testament, the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31) is one
of the most vivid examples of our duty towards the poor, which we owe before
God. The Rich Man merited condemnation because he had no regard for and
insensitive towards the poor man's need for nourishment and health care. No
human court would condemn the rich man for his neglect, but before God, the
poor is the responsibility of the society that produced them. The next paragraph
presents reasons why justice for the poor is a weighty matter in religion,
especially because it has a sacramental character.

3. Sacramental Nature of Justice

The essential importance for religion of justice for the poor is an inference drawn
from the nature of the God who defines himself in relation to the poor and
oppressed. He is the "Father of the fatherless and the protector of widows" (Ps
68:5). God is, moreover, the God who acts in favor of the poor and oppressed.
"You shall not abuse any widow or orphan. ** If you do abuse them, when they
cry out to me, I will surely heed their cry..." (Exod 22:22-23). And Isaiah 41:17
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God's concern for the vulnerable: the widow, the orphan, the foreigner, the
oppressed and different categories of the poor.”’ Therefore, doing justice in the
land is a Very sensitive activity. It is a determinant for peace in the land, and lack
of it, a cause for calamity. Prov 28:3 says, "A ruler who oppresses the poor is a
beating rain that leaves no food." And Prov 29:4 says, "By justice a king gives
stability to the land, but one who makes heavy exactions ruins it." The Prophet
Isaiah considers that calamity could be forestalled through the restoration of
Justice in the land:

works are truth and al] his ways are Justice... (Dan 4:37). Therefore, all of God's
decisions for the wellbeing of creation is fruit of justice and faithfulness. Since
ruling with justice is 4 quality in God, the texts show that if Justice should be
night, it must be g gift from God and ijt must correspond with the character of
God's own justice. Therefore, God gives it as gift to the king.”' When God's

- .
"~ Cf. Paul D. Hanson, The People Called, pp43-44,
~ 15 28:6; 42:1,3; Ps 72:1-2.
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the land (Ps 72:1-9). In another case, 2 Chron 19 shows that part of the reform
activity of King Jehoshaphat is the appointment of Judges in all the cities of
Judah who administer justice on God's behalf. He admonished them in these
words:

Consider what you are doing, for you judge not on behalf of human
beings but on the LORD's behalf; he is with you in giving
judgment. Now, let the fear of the LORD be upon you; take care
what you do, for there is no perversion of justice with the LORD
our God, or partiality, or taking of bribes (2 Chron 19:6-7).

"Shall one who hate justice govern?" The text of Job 34:17 forbids it because this
would be a sign that God is not with the ruler. The government of such a leader
would lead to disaster. Those who imitate God in showing justice to the poor are
called blessed, and they will in turn enjoy divine protection "Happy are those
who consider the poor; the LORD delivers them in the day of trouble" (Ps 41:1).
They are proclaimed blessed exactly because to do justice for the poor is fruit of
righteousness.

4. Justice: The Fruit of Righteousness

The sacramental nature of justice is reason for another remarkable feature in the
biblical presentation of the terminology of justice. This feature regards the often
occurrence of the word 'justice' in connection with another word, righteousness.
with which it forms an inseparable binomy. The two words occur inseparably 54
times in the Old Testament: found only 1x in the Pentateuch with reference to
Abraham (Gen 18:19), 3x in Historical Books, 15x in the Psalms, 11x in Wisdom
Literature, and 24x in Prophetical literature. A review of each of these
associations would have been necessary, had it not been for the limited space
allowed for the present essay.

Righteousness is a quality of life revealed in God. God's righteousness 1s shown
in his steadfast love and faithfulness to the covenant.

As a father has compassion for his children, so the LORD has
compassion for those who fear him. For he knows how we were
made; he remembers that we are dust. As for mortals, their days are
like grass; they flourish like a flower of the field; for the wind
passes over it, and it is gone, and its place knows it no more. But
the steadfast love of the LORD is from everlasting to everlasting on
those who fear him, and his righteousness to children's children...
(Ps 103:13-17)




inances and institutions that formed a protective
wall around the people that sheltered it from life-threatening dangers."* Israel is
called upon to understand the implication of worshipping a righteous God: "let

LORD; I act with steadfast love, Jjustice, and righteousness in the earth, for in
these things | delight, says the LORD" (Jer 9:24). The righteous are those who
live in close imitation of the steadfast love and faithfulness revealed by God, by
which they become agents of God's purpose in the world (cf. Rom 3:26). Job
describes his righteous deeds in this manner:

But the LORD of hosts is exalted by justice, and the Holy God
shows himself holy by righteousness (Is 5:16).%

In other words, what Jjustice means is fully derived through association with
righteousness. Amos 6:12 says that justice is the fruit of righteousness. In fact,
the Greek adjective 'dikaion' is translated either as ‘just', 'what is right' or
‘righteous'. This explains the nuance which mispdt came to acquire in its being
associated with righteousness. Obviously, the two words relate on the ground that
both express the gracious character of God's action.

In the New Testament, the gracious character of Jjustice is highly underscored in
the parables of Jesus. The parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard in Matt 20, for
mstance, is one of the parables of the Kingdom of Heaven whose central referent
is God. The deliberate use of the terminology of justice in this parable is striking:
"...You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right" (Matt

< Hanson, The People Called, p7s.
=5 also, for instance, Is 1:27; 32:1; Amos 5:7,24.




'20:4). The landowner and the first laborers agree to relate on the basis of an
established just daily wage. This same arrangement was not required for all the
other laborers who were hired later in the day. For them, 'what is right' depended
on the discretion of the landowner. At the end of the day, the landowner paid all
of them the same daily wage, and this seemed very unjust. So the first comers
complained. ;

When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager,
'Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last
and then going to the first. When those hired about five o'clock
came, each of them received the usual daily wage. Now when the
first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them
also received the usual daily wage. And when they received it, they
grumbled against the landowner, saying, ‘'These last worked only
one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the
burden of the day and the scorching heat' (Matt 20:8-12).

This story is told to show that God's actions for human beings are not determined
by human action or exertion. God's will is the only criterion, as Matt 20: 15
shows, "Am 1 not free to do what I choose with what belongs to me?..." In
executing justice for human beings, God goes beyond the medium of virtue in
order to highlight the extraordinary generosity of his love. Jesus shows through
this parable that God's love satisfied the other laborers' need for a full day wage,
even though their supply was insufficient. The Apostle, Paul, sums up the entire
history of salvation when he says that the righteousness of God is revealed
definitively in the atoning death of Jesus for sinners (cf. Rom 3:21-26).

The parable of Matt 20 shows also that the gracious character of God's justice is
not tolerable to human beings (cf. v11). Those who understand God in this
regard, and who can imitate God's actions are those whom the Bible calls 'the
righteous'. Some biblical texts make clear that the doing of justice is the activity
of the righteous. The parable of the Widow and the Unjust Judge (Luke 18:2-8)
seem to emphasize the importance of fear of God for the ability to give justice,
even though the emphasis of the story is on the widow's persistent plea.
According to Prov 28:5, "The evil do not understand justice, but those who seek
the LORD understand it completely."24 "The righteous know the rights of the
~ poor; the wicked have no such understanding" (Prov 29:7). It is a virtue unknown
to evil doers as they thread their evil paths (Is 59:8-15). Rather, justice is the
possession of the righteous (Ps 94:15). In Gen 18:9, Abraham is enjoined by God
to teach his descendants to walk in the ways of righteousness and justice.

2 Cf. Prov 29:4.




this essay of the sacram_ental character of Justice, Therefore, piety that is devoid

of this commitment to the poor is empty and fake.

er Hanson, The People Called, pas.
See especially Exod 23:2,6
Lev19:15, :

* Deut 16:19-20; 24:17-18; 27:19.




rams, with ten thousands of rivers of 0il? ... He has told you, O
mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but
to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your
God? (Mic 6:6-8).

In Is 58:4-9, the prophet says that they pray in vain those who seek favors from
the Lord through a program of fasting that is lacking in works of charity: Such
fasting as you do today will not make your voice heard on high.  Is not this the
fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke,
to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread
with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the
naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin? -~ Then you
shall call, and the LORD will answer; you shall cry for help, and he will say.
Here I am. ' i

Similarly, the Gospel of Luke (18:9-14) reports one of Jesus' parables which s
told about some people who consider themselves righteous though they regarded
others with contempt:

"Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the
other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, was
praying thus, 'God, 1 thank you that 1 am not like other people:
thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast
twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.' But the tax collector,
standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating
his breast and saying, 'God, be merciful to me, a sinner!" I tell you,
this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for
all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble
themselves will be exalted."

The focus of this parable is the Pharisee, who has the merit of religious practices
but who has no compassionate regard for others. This parable underscores onc
again that the measure of righteousness is God. In spite of his supposed picty, &
Pharisee is considered unjust because he failed to treat sinners in the sam
merciful way that God treats them. On another occasion, Jesus addressed &
question of true worship, where he accused the custodians of religion, the Scobe
and Pharisees, of neglecting the weightier matters of the law:

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint,
-~ dill, and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the
- law: justice and mercy and faith. It is these you ought to have
- practiced without neglecting the others (Matt 23:23)







