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Christian Faith and Economic Justice 
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From among either rich or poor, Jesus attempted to gather disciples (Mk. 10:17-
31).  This third group faced the most stringent demands of all.  They were 
summoned to live as Jesus did – close to the bone (Mt. 6:25-33), on the run (Mk. 
6:30-31; 7:24; John 7:1; Lk. 9:58), vulnerable to surveillance and public censure 
(Mk. 7:1-5), often hungry (Mt. 12:1-8), utterly dependent upon the poor 
themselves for sustenance (Mt. 10:5-15), ready to meet emergency needs and 
share cooperatively with the destitute (John 6:1-14), given over to organizing the 
masses and being consumed by their brokenness (Mk. 6:31-44), willing to deal 
with the stress of public confrontation and political realism (Mk. 8:31-38, 11:15-
19), and even to begin to choke down the fears of prophetic destinies (Mk. 13:9; 
14:26-31, 31-38; John 15:18-27).1 
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1 James Perkinson, “Taking Action for Economic Justice: A Theological Assessment.” 
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Meeting Basic Needs 
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2 Christianizing the Social Order, N.Y.:Macmillan, 1907, p. 321). 
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a) investigate whether existing Episcopal or ecumenical groups are already addressing the issue,  
b) look briefly at the major economic issues in the area, 
c) identify people who will be representative of areas, interests, expertise, and different social-

economic levels to be members of the commission, and 
d) develop a proposed work plan for the commission including activities, budget and staffing. 

Establishing an Economic Justice Implementation Committee 
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2. Gathering Information 
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1. Existing direct service projects.  People involved in direct service projects – food 
kitchens/pantries, clothing centers, shelters, counseling – can be invaluable resources: they 
generally know a great deal about the housing and employment situations as well as about 
the immediate needs of people.  Direct service projects may be conducted by other churches 
or synagogues, or by non-religious groups. 

2. Site visits to direct service programs, small businesses or other economic projects in the area 
are very important.  It is difficult to get a grasp of the picture without seeing it first hand.  
Small business people are especially important to talk to since they are already engaged in 
“initiatives” of their own. 

3. Surveys of the economic needs of a neighborhood or area can help to identify resources 
(existing ventures) as well as problems.  Sometimes physically mapping an area is helpful – a 
community development corporation may have done this already, or a neighboring CDC may 
be able to get a group started. 

4. Investigation of the resources of a parish or a diocese itself is also important.  Trustees of 
parish/diocesan funds should be invited to discuss the question of socially responsible 
investing.  A socially responsible investing initiative is often one of the most immediate 
projects an economic justice committee can undertake.  Banks, of course, can also be 
surveyed regarding the amounts and types of community investing they do. 

5. Parishes located in more affluent neighborhoods will want to expand their range of concern 
to look at the needs of the broader community.  Suburban communities can often be quite 
isolated and will need to develop partnerships with parishes or community agencies in lower 
income areas. 

6. Governmental agencies conduct certain projects such as Job Corps programs or Head Start 
programs that are designed to address economic problems.  Administrators of these programs 
often have information that is useful.  Sheltered workshops and other programs for 
individuals with disabilities are often entrepreneurial efforts in themselves that have been 
engaged in economic development initiatives already.  State economic development, labor, 
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health and human services agencies often have information that will help an economic justice 
group to educate others with regard to the nature and extent of the problem. 

7. Sometimes local and state public officials are good resource people.  Officials can be invited 
to meet with committees to share their perspectives on economic development problems.  It 
might be noted that public officials often have “conventional” assessments of problems and 
solutions (“All we need is to get a major industry to move into the area”) that are unrealistic 
(a new major industry would perhaps employ very few local people. 

8. Finally, printed and media resources are important.  Stories about re-inventing the wheel are 
true.  Other communities have faced problems and some have solved them.  One good 
example can often be worth months of worrying over a problem.  The last chapter of this 
volume provides some information on printed and media resources and on contacts with 
established groups. 

Outcome: Prioritizing/Decision-making 
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Example 

A “Community Needs Survey” 
The following survey form (abridged) was developed by Helen Lewis of the Highlander 
Center in Tennessee. 

Part I: Community Changes 
1. List the jobs that your community has lost in the last five years. 
2. List the jobs your community has gained in the last five years. 
3. List the major ways that people survive in addition to (or instead of) jobs: 

Part II: Listening 
1. What problems are people talking about? 
2. What are the needs people are talking about? 

Part III: Likes and Dislikes 
1. What are the five qualities or characteristics of your community which you feel best 

describe what it is like? 
2. List the five things you like most about your community. 
3. List five things you do not like about your community. 
4. What would you most like the community to be ten years from now? 

Part IV: Priorities 
Which of the following would you like to see in your community? 

___Jobs ___Water system 
___Recreation ___Sewage 
___New housing ___Housing repairs 
___Stores ___Transportation 
___Rescue Squad ___Health Care Clinic 
___Home Care Program ___Child Care Program 
___Community Center ___Education Program 

Part V: Employment 
1. List all businesses, services, and industries which provide employment for members of the 

community. 
2. Average earnings, wage rates, employment policies and history: unemployment, lay-offs, 

seasonal stoppages, union, strikes. 
3. Where does the workforce live?  Where do owners, managers live or come from? 
4. Do businesses buy locally, sell locally, bank locally, pay taxes locally, contribute to 

community projects? 

Part VI: Housing 
1. Housing information: Type of housing, owned or rented, need of repair. 
2. Count individuals by sex, age, race or ethnic background, education, occupation, 

source of income, place of employment, travel distance to work. 
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3. Planning 
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1. What is the market for which the product is produced? 

2. What is the design of the product? 

3. What will it cost to produce it? 

4. Is the technical expertise available? 
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