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Foreword

It’s a strange time to be alive. A global pandemic. Wars and ru-
mors of wars. One church scandal after another. Faith becomes 
a tenuous thing, especially when there are countless things that 

we have put our faith in that have failed us . . . people who have 
failed us. Politicians who have failed us. Pastors and preachers who 
have failed us.

We are also bombarded with information. The world is at our 
fingertips. We are blasted with one crisis after another. It becomes 
impossible to have the energy to respond all the time. And we get 
compassion- fatigue from trying to care about every injustice that 
happens day after day.

So, many people give up. They turn it all off and go on with life as 
usual, or they try to. Others become virtual activists— posting cool 
sound bites and hot takes on Twitter or creative videos on TikTok, 
even writing insightful op- eds— but they don’t show up in the streets. 
They have a lot of ideas but can still be mean or aloof. They talk about 
people but not with people. They have opinions about issues but 
are not in relationship with the people directly impacted by those 
issues. Virtual activism will not solve real- world problems. And 
virtual community, like virtual food, leaves us very malnourished.

My friend Josh Buck has created a practical resource of daily 
practices rooted in the life of Jesus that we need to integrate into 
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14 Foreword

our lives. How do we live as everyday activists of Jesus? This book 
helps get us started regardless of what we do for living, how old we 
are, or if we have formal training.

This book helps us move beyond virtual activism to real activism. 
It challenges us not just to respond to each new crisis but to inte-
grate activism into our everyday lives. If you find yourself tired and 
overwhelmed, this book is for you. If you have a hard time knowing 
how to prioritize issues and injustices and you don’t know where to 
start, this book is for you.

This is a unique book. It is beautiful. It is practical. It is real. It 
is spiritual. It is part Bible study and part call to action. It is both 
inward- gazing, looking at the stuff inside ourselves that needs work, 
and it is outward- gazing, inviting us to live in revolutionary ways.

This book is a gift. Josh Buck is a gift. I trust you will find this 
project simultaneously practical and inspirational. I pray that what 
you read leads you into a life that is ready for the next crisis but 
not waiting around for a crisis. This is a book that invites us to live 
the revolution every day and to train ourselves so we are ready for 
whatever the devil throws at us next.

Shane Claiborne, activist, author of The Irresistible Revolution,  
and coauthor of Jesus for President
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Introduction

Main Thought
Jesus calls his followers to engage in the work of justice.

Definitions
Christian activism: Practicing the radical teachings of Jesus to create a 
just world
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I grew up in a church outside Seattle, Washington, that was 
planted after a group of people were saved through a Billy Gra-
ham crusade. When my family started attending this church in 

the mid-1990s, it had about three thousand Sunday attendees. We 
became integrated into this spiritual family pretty quickly:

Sunday services
youth group
choir tours
Bible studies
mission trips

prayer meetings
drama performances
tithing
membership

You know, the usual. For about eight years, I attended this church 
until I graduated high school. On the whole, I had a great experience. 
During those years, the church helped shape my understanding of 
Jesus, the gospel, and the role I was supposed to play in the world. All 
my experiences at church were teaching me something about Jesus.

After years of attending church and thousands of hours among 
this group of Christians, a mental image of Jesus was taking shape. 
Jesus was a friendly, white, middle- class, well- dressed guy who voted 
Republican. Jesus preferred verse- by- verse preaching. Jesus was into 
building projects, high- end kids’ programs, midweek Bible studies, 
and giving 10 percent of your money to sustain a fairly large staff 
of pastors. Jesus was really into the nuclear family and especially 
endorsed male leadership. Jesus was suspicious of any spiritual 
gifts that were considered charismatic. Jesus really wanted you to 
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Introduction 21

believe the right things, and the “right things” were always mediated 
through a reformed Baptist lens. Jesus liked four- part harmonies and 
orchestras. Jesus liked it when you showed up on time to church.

I learned that Jesus was my private Savior who provided a blue-
print for salvation. Jesus wanted us to mature in the faith by sinning 
less and becoming nicer, more generous people in our private lives. 
Jesus didn’t want me talking too much about money, sex, or politics. 
Jesus wanted me to develop my “testimony” so I could share how I 
became a follower of him when prompted.

In all this, Jesus endorsed a quiet, upper- class, and pro- American 
life.

Despite all the incredible— and not so great— things I learned, I 
didn’t get to know the biblical Jesus very well. The radical Jesus. The 
activist Jesus. The Jesus from the four Gospels.

Getting to Know the Radical Jesus

Fast- forward to my Bible college years.
I was sitting in a room with fifteen students taking an undergrad 

class called Life of Christ. In this class, we dedicated ourselves to 
understanding the historical Jesus. We had to read the four Gospels 
over and over and read New Testament background books to bet-
ter understand the historical and cultural context of his day. In this 
class, I began understanding Jesus within his own context, in his 
own culture, and on his own terms.

It was incredible. It was surprising. It was jarring.
Don’t get me wrong—I also learned some familiar things about 

Jesus. He was a religious leader who cared about saving people from 
sin and helping them accept the message of salvation. He cared 
about our personal piety and our individual responsibility. He also 
cared that his followers gathered together. Yet, there was so much 
more I was learning!

During this class, I read stories about Jesus being hunted at birth 
(Matt. 2:1–15), making crowds mad at the opening of his ministry 
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22 Introduction

(Luke 4:28–30), flipping tables (Matt. 21:12–13), calling religious 
leaders the walking dead (23:27), purposefully confusing people 
(Mark 4:10–12), publicly calling out family members (Matt. 12:46–
50), running away from mobs trying to arrest him (John 10:39), and 
ultimately being killed as a Jewish political radical (Matt. 27:37). 
While Jesus taught his disciples to be peaceful and nonviolent, it 
was clear he was starting a movement that disrupted the norms of 
society. I also read about a Messiah who gently pastored people into 
his movement (John 10:11–18). I learned about a King who did not 
conform to the social, political, or moral expectations of his day.

Throughout all this, I was asking:

How does this impact my view of justice?
Does this align with the gospel I have accepted?
What does this mean for my everyday life? My church?

I was discovering someone new in the pages of the New 
Testament.

Then I began studying the various roles of Jesus. He was Rabbi, 
Son of Man, I am, King, Lord, Good Shepherd, and Messiah.1 So 
many of these titles came loaded with social and political expecta-
tions that God would change the world through Jesus.

For Jesus to be the I am was to place himself in the radical narra-
tive of the exodus, through which God liberated the Israelites both 
socially and spiritually, politically and religiously.

To be Lord and King was to subvert the false kings in Israel and 
challenge Caesar.

To be the Son of Man was to bring to remembrance the epic pas-
sage Daniel 7:13–14, which tells of how Jesus would disrupt the gov-
ernments of the world through his own political agenda.

To be the Messiah was to inhabit a Jewish political position that 
was not welcomed by Rome.
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The Gospels showed me that Jesus looked more like a radical 
activist than a docile, skinny white guy with flowing blond hair who 
picked up lambs for fun. My conceptions of Christian discipleship 
were not totally wrong, but they also weren’t as biblical as I thought.

While my spiritual heritage is rich, and some of my fondest mem-
ories relate to church activity in my youth, there was a massive gap 
in my Christian imagination. Studying the four Gospels gave me 
a clear picture of a Jesus who was disruptive, radical, and actively 
bringing heaven to earth. I saw Jesus teaching us to worship God 
with a spirit of deliberate activism.

I knew that if I was going to follow this Jesus, I had to adjust 
to his radical way of life.

Activism for the Rest of Us

While learning about the radical Jesus in the pages of Scripture, I 
began to feel overwhelmed. I wanted to make a difference in the 
world, but I wasn’t an activist. I worked a lot. I was in school. I wasn’t 
making public speeches on hot- button social issues. Then I became 
a pastor. During my early years as a pastor, I met with so many 
people who also wanted to make a difference but didn’t feel like they 
had anything to contribute. They felt like they didn’t have enough 
education, the right personality, or the right life experiences. They 
felt like they were too broken or didn’t have enough time. They were 
not public speakers, grassroots mobilizers, or people who picketed 
in front of a business. They considered themselves Jesus followers, 
but they were ordinary people dealing with their own life struggles.

The reality is that many of us don’t have the time, money, con-
nections, or education to be a full- time Christian activist. If you are 
anything like me, you may find it hard enough to hold your own life 
together without all the added problems that surround you. And the 
Bible can sometimes make matters worse. Let me explain.

In the Bible, we read about David fighting a giant (1 Sam. 17), 
Moses performing miracles in front of Pharaoh (Exod. 7:1–7), 
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24 Introduction

Mary being visited by an angel (Luke 1:26–38), Ruth extending 
friendship at great personal risk (Ruth 1–4), Ezra heroically leading 
his people back to Jerusalem (Ezra 8:31–36), and Paul going on a 
radical journey across the Roman Empire to plant churches (2 Cor. 
11:23–26)— not to mention all the people in the hall of faith in  
Hebrews 11!

What do all these people have in common?
They are all Bible famous.
Yet, when we really look at the numbers, what percentage of 

people from Bible times are famous? Millions of Israelites were try-
ing to faithfully follow God on an everyday basis, but only a lucky 
few made a genealogy list. What about the other 99 percent of God’s 
people who were not named as heroes of the faith? These folks were 
simply looking to follow God in the very average and regular lives 
they led. They did not make the pages of the Bible for leading revolu-
tions or writing Scripture. No, they simply tried to do the right thing 
on a daily basis as they negotiated how their faith should impact 
the various aspects of the world around them. These people were 
ordinary and normal just like you and me.

The beautiful fact is that the Bible was written to inspire the rest 
of us to follow God on a mission to love God and people in radical 
ways. It was written for people who want to make a difference but 
may not have a spiritual experience propelling them toward full- 
time Christian ministry.

If you see the injustice of the world around you and know that 
Jesus wants you to do something about it— this book is for 
you.

If you feel like a regular person living a pleasant yet insular 
Christian life but you know there’s got to be more— this 
book is for you.

If you grew up in a church environment that toned down Jesus 
for the sake of the American dream— this book is for you.
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26 Introduction

If you read the Gospels and are inspired by the radical Jesus 
who calls us to bring heaven to the earth around us— this 
book is for you.

If you don’t have the time, capacity, or expertise to become 
a Christian activist but you know you should be doing 
more— this book is for you.

The disciples were ordinary people who were trying to get by in a 
very oppressive and difficult world. The truth is that Jesus mobilized 
ordinary people to do God’s work of justice in the world. In fact, a 
verse in the Bible illustrates this well. Acts 4:13 says, “Now when 
they [the masses] saw the boldness of Peter and John and realized 
that they were uneducated and ordinary men, they were amazed 
and recognized them as companions of Jesus.” This verse was writ-
ten by Luke after Jesus was unjustly crucified and then resurrected 
from the grave. By then his followers were going around teaching 
people about the resurrected Savior. This verse tells us that Peter and 
John were recognizably undereducated and noticeably normal. Put 
another way, they were everyday people. But what were they doing? 
They were being bold and disruptive.

The power God gave to Peter and John is the same power God 
wants to give to you. The beauty of Christianity is that you don’t 
need to be famous or good- looking. You don’t have to be a certain 
age, height, or weight. You don’t need to be highly educated, well- 
spoken, or born into a particular family. God declares that you have 
the right to become a child of God (John 1:12) and a coheir with 
King Jesus (Rom. 8:17) irrespective of those things.

The New Testament shows us that Jesus specializes in taking 
those of us who are . . .

normal and making us special
sinners and actively forgiving us
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ordinary and showing us how to be extraordinary
broken and helping us rebuild the world

In this book, I hope to give you a vision for just living by looking 
at the source— Jesus. In the book Journey toward Justice, Nicholas P. 
Wolterstorff claims that “justice runs like a scarlet thread throughout 
the New Testament.”2 This book is meant to take that same wonder-
ful scarlet thread of justice from the New Testament and help pull 
it through our everyday lives.

In chapter 1, I explain how the work of justice connects with the 
aspects of culture that we interact with on a daily basis. In chapter 2, 
we will take a look at Jesus’s gospel declaration from Luke 4 to root 
our everyday activism in the gospel of Jubilee. In chapter 3, I explain 
how social change works, giving practical tools and examples for 
starting social movements of Jubilee wherever you are at in life. 
Upon that foundation, in chapters 4 through 10, I unpack seven 
radical practices of Jesus that show us how to live like everyday 
activists. Each of these practices is explained through passages from 
the four Gospels, and they are accompanied by beautiful icons de-
signed by my friend and amazing designer Danny Canales. Seeing 
these practices demonstrated in Jesus’s life, you will be assured that, 
even amid our busy lives and everyday struggles as Christians, we 
have been given a divine blueprint of how to share the good news 
of Jesus in all its magnificent shades of color. The conclusion offers 
five principles to help you stay in the fight for justice.

The first appendix is called “Justice Matrix,” and it will help you 
process the areas of justice God is calling you to in your everyday life. 
If you have not thought very much about your local engagement, the 
second appendix will help you create a plan to get started in justice 
work. Finally, the third appendix, “Life of Jesus Starter Kit,” offers 
resources if you want to dive deeper into the life of Jesus, historical 
backgrounds, or theology.

Enough intro’ing. Let’s begin!
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Foundations 
for Justice
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We are not God. But because we bear God’s 
image, we are worthy of human dignity, 

love, respect, honor, and protection.

LISA SHARON HARPER

The presence of God is a sanctifying 
presence: it transforms individuals, 
communities, societies, and lands.

MUNTHER ISAAC
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Chapter One

Creating a Just World

Main Thought
The injustice of the world is caused by sin and manifests in all parts of 
human culture.

Gospel Connect
The gospel of Jesus propels Christians to defend the dignity of all 
humans.

Definitions
Imago Dei: Humans reflecting the image of God in the world

Flourishing: Having a right relationship with God, each other, and 
creation

Justice: Flourishing for everyone

Injustice: Conditions leading to human languishing

Culture: Values, stories, and expressions that humans organize around

Passages to Read
Genesis 1–3; Psalm 89:14; Isaiah 10:1–6
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Two years after I finished Bible college, my family and I re-
located to northeast Los Angeles to plant a church called 
Antioch. At this time, Highland Park was primarily a second- 

and third- generation Mexican American immigrant neighborhood. 
Amid all its beauty, there was also suffering present, as evidenced by 
gang activity, violence, poverty, gentrification, and pervasive home-
lessness. We lived on Piedmont Street right across from the local 
recreation center and public park.

A year into our church plant, I was working at a local restaurant 
when I received a phone call from my wife. She sounded uneasy. I 
quickly asked, “Hey, babe. Everything okay?”

She replied, “I heard gunshots close. It seems like they came from 
the park.”

I replied, “Okay, stay where you are. I’m on my way home now.”
While gunshots were normal, it was unusual for my wife to call 

me about them. I packed my bag and quickly began walking home. 
As I turned onto Piedmont Street, I saw five police cars, an ambu-
lance, and a bunch of yellow tape around a body lying on the grass 
across the street from our home. I walked up to our apartment to 
see if everyone was all right.

After thirty minutes passed, I went to the park to ask the po-
lice what had happened. One officer said, “This was a gang- related 
shooting that started at the high school and ended at this park. It 
seems like a teenage girl was caught in the gang dispute. Her pursu-
ers chased her here in a car and shot her. Please be careful and stay 
safe.” With sadness, I thanked the officer for the information and 
went up to tell my family.
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Creating a Just World 33

Right before sunset, I walked over to the spot of grass where the 
Latina teenage girl had died of gunshot wounds. I wanted so badly 
to lead a church that raised up disciples who were peacemakers in 
a violent city. I was asking God for opportunities to make a differ-
ence in this very place. I prayed, “God, will you help me understand 
the brokenness that exists in this neighborhood? Help me do what 
Jesus would do. Help me have his ears, eyes, and heart for this area.” 
Looking out over the playground, with children running around 
and my apartment in the background, I sought wisdom from a God 
who cares about justice.

One year later, God answered my prayer! Some community lead-
ers asked me to join the recreation center board of advisors. I was 
excited. We set a plan in motion to put in a drinking fountain next 
to the playground and mobilize the neighborhood to help find solu-
tions to the homelessness issue. We put pressure on the local city 
council member to allocate city resources to provide services for 
under- resourced youth on the block. We worked really hard for 
about eight months. And guess what the city did with our requests?

Nothing.
That’s right.
Nothing.
We had been trying to engage our locally elected officials and get 

their attention. Then we heard the news that the council member 
allocated three million dollars to open a brand- new park two miles 
away from us in a part of Highland Park that was safe and had loads 
of private investment. I couldn’t believe it. I was mad.

Why was this happening?
When we moved to Highland Park, the area was quickly gentri-

fying. This means that outside investors were buying up property, 
driving up housing prices, and turning old storefronts into hipster 
beehives. Families that struggled the most would eventually get 
kicked out of their dwellings and be forced to find cheaper housing 
in a different part of the city, and under- resourced churches would 
be forced to leave storefronts they had been using for years.
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34 Foundations for Justice

The millionaire investors who had moved in to the community 
were getting the attention of local politicians. As the area was gen-
trifying and investment was flooding in, the park in front of our 
apartment was getting worse. The police didn’t patrol as much, 
gang violence was up, and the city refused to properly service the 
homeless.

So why wasn’t the city helping us with the park in front of our 
apartment? The council member was more interested in cozying 
up to new homeowners, investors, and political allies in nicer parts 
of the area. He wasn’t as interested in helping to develop the more 
difficult parts of the neighborhood. In fact, this politician’s house 
was raided a few years later by the FBI on suspicion of corrupt 
governance.

It angered me to see how the injustice of gentrification was made 
worse by a crooked local politician. The trickle- down consequences 
of this evil created social conditions that made it extra hard for 
local families and youth to have a safe park. I saw how this social 
injustice put pressure on moms and dads to provide for their kids, 
and how these conditions were taking a spiritual toll on the young 
in the area. Our neighborhood council got a few of our items ac-
complished, but the wheels of justice were not working properly. So 
I asked myself these questions: How does the gospel apply to these 
issues of injustice? How can Christians mobilize to change these 
issues on behalf of Jesus?

Upon reflection, I was convicted about my own role in gentrifica-
tion. Reading the Old Testament, I saw examples of God holding 
those with power accountable for not standing up to injustice. I 
was one of those people who came into the area with more power 
than most of the Highland Park residents had. For example, when 
a three- bedroom apartment opened up, the price went from $1,200 
a month to $1,900 a month. My tattoo artist told me about it, and 
my four- person family took the apartment. This meant that we were 
a part of the economic problem causing many families to suffer in 
the face of a changing community. While thousands of Christians 
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Creating a Just World 35

in Highland Park were praying for a way to pay the new rent prices, 
I was taking part in driving up those prices! What does Jesus teach 
us about this? What does justice look like in this situation? Through 
this event, I learned about how sinfulness and evil work their way 
into a culture, social structures, and systems.

When did you realize that injustice is a normal part of life? Was 
there a moment in your life when you had a similar realization that 
God cares about what is happening in the world? The great thing 
about the Bible is that it gives us language to identify injustices 
around us and provides a blueprint for cultural renewal. Through 
the examples we find in God’s Word, we see that God cares about 
injustice and wants his followers to bring justice into their present 
situations.

The aim of this chapter is to show that from the beginning of 
God’s story, we see a focus on justice. While we all know the world 
is broken, we need a common story and a common language in 
order to see clearly what Jesus teaches us about how we, as ordinary 
Christians, can pursue justice in our everyday lives. God cares about 
the injustices that surround us.

Common Language and Sacred Story

It all starts in the beginning.
In the book of Genesis, we read about a powerful, creative, and 

peaceful God creating everything to be good. All was good!
The pattern goes something like this:

God spoke à Creation burst forth à It was good

The actions of God in creation were inherently good because God 
is good. Everything God did and said was just. It was right. It was 
well. On this point, the psalmist declares, “Righteousness and justice 
are the foundation of your throne; steadfast love and faithfulness go 
before you” (Ps. 89:14). It was from God’s divine throne of justice, 

_Buck_EverydayActivism_KA_wo.indd   35_Buck_EverydayActivism_KA_wo.indd   35 7/14/22   3:30 PM7/14/22   3:30 PM

J.W. Buck, Everyday Activism 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission



36 Foundations for Justice

righteousness, love, and faithfulness that everything was created.1 
This means that the world is a reflection of God’s just character, 
which leads us to my definition of justice: flourishing for everyone. 
From the character of God flows justice. We see in Genesis that 
from God’s throne of justice everything was created to flourish. 
When flourishing happens, everyone is in right relationship with 
their Creator God, each other, and creation itself.

The Imago Dei

On the sixth day of creation, God created humans, both men and 
women, in his image and likeness (Gen. 1:26–28). Imago Dei is a 
Latin phrase that means humans reflecting the image of God in the 
world.2 Scripture says, “So God created humankind in his image, 
in the image of God he created them; male and female he created 
them” (Gen. 1:27).

The image of God in all humans, or the imago Dei, is central 
to establishing the purpose for Christian activism. There are three 
things we need to know about being made in God’s image. First, 
we have been given immeasurable dignity and worth as humans. 
Second, we share certain character traits with God. Third, we are 
called to embody the imago Dei by creating good things in the world.

Intrinsic Dignity and Worth

First, the imago Dei means that all humans are to be treated with 
dignity and respect. To be made in the image of God is to have im-
measurable and eternal worth. This means that it is impossible to 
put a price on a human. All humans— regardless of social status, 
nationality, lineage, IQ, wrongdoing, gifting, sexuality, or cultural 
background— have a worth that is irrevocable. This means that all 
of us have the right to flourish among each other. And for humans 
to flourish, we must be in a right relationship with God, each other, 
and creation. African American theologian Vincent E. Bacote writes, 
“The biblical view of humans as divine image bearers establishes 
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our identity as the unique pinnacle of God’s creation order and as 
those whose common status serves as a basis for mutual respect.”3

We know this to be true because God put a number of provisions 
in the Hebrew law that affirmed human dignity and worth. God 
instituted gleaning laws so under- resourced people and immigrants 
could work and survive (Lev. 19:9–10). God created the Sabbath, 
in part, so that humans were not overworked by unjust rulers or 
employers (Deut. 5:12–14). God allowed people to offer alterna-
tive, less- expensive animals for sacrifice if they were struggling fi-
nancially (Lev. 14:30). God created cities of refuge so that accused 
parties could get a fair trial (Josh. 20). These are just some of many 
examples in the Old Testament that reveal the dignity and worth 
granted to those created in the image of God. God’s people were to 
express obedience and worship by protecting everyone who bore 
God’s image. We also see the value God puts on human life in how 
Jesus came to die in order to dignify all of us through the offer of 
salvation. Through the cross, God offers every human the opportu-
nity to receive divine protection, forgiveness of sins, and eternal life.

These examples reveal the worth that all humans have been given. 
In fact, the biblical teaching on the imago Dei is the Christian foun-
dation for all human rights.4 The implications of this truth are mas-
sive, and they are seen in how Jesus loved people, served people, 
and died on the cross to give image bearers a chance to restore their 
relationship with God.

Sharing Character Traits

Second, to be made in the image and likeness of God means that 
we share certain character traits with God. In this way, God put a 
divine mark on all humans.

We, like God, . . .

are creative
are emotive
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are logical
share stories
have purpose
find meaning
desire community
create family
desire justice

The divine fingerprint of God has been placed on each and every 
human across all time and space. While animals share some of the 
qualities mentioned above, the combination and scale of the attri-
butes God has given humans make us different. The way we long for 
meaning. The way we desire to have purpose. The way we wrestle 
with our conscience. The way we long for justice when someone 
wrongs us! Eloise Meneses notes that those made in God’s image “are 
to care for the created order through the construction of peaceful 
communities.”5 God created a peaceful and just garden. He created 
humans made in his image to create a peaceful and just world. And 
to be made in the image of a just God is to long for and enact justice 
in the world. So how do we reflect God’s just character in the world? 
The next section will show us.

Cocreators

Third, humans are meant to reflect God in the world by creating 
good things. In Genesis 1:28–31, God tells Adam and Eve to go into 
the world, take care of creation, create a family, and take care of the 
animals.6 Put simply, God wants humans to go into the world to do 
good things and create good things.7 Because a good world is full of 
peace and justice, this means that God created humans in his image 
to do justice, be just, and promote justice in the world. When we do 
these things, we are promoting the very nature of God in the world. 
Before sin was introduced into creation, it was natural for humans to 
flourish. Justice was natural. Justice was normal. Justice was living in 
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a right relationship with God, each other, and creation. God created 
humans to treat each other with spiritual, emotional, psychological, 
physical, and cultural dignity. What does this look like?

When humans cultivate the world in justice . . .

People protect each other.
Everyone has enough to eat.
Judges make the right decisions.
Rights are extended to everyone.
Mutual respect is a common value.
Humans worship God above all.
Punishment leads to restoration.
Power is used for the uplifting of others.
The imago Dei is valued in everyone.

When we carry out God’s mandate to help the world flourish, we 
end up promoting justice in the world.8 Humans become cocreators 
with a just God by following the call of Micah 6:8, where God says 
to his people, “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, 
and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” This 
verse is key to our duty as everyday activists. In God Loves Justice, 
Jessica Nicholas writes, “Doing ‘justice and righteousness’ means 
loving the things that lead to life and actively righting the wrongs 
that keep people from experiencing life as God created it to be.”9 We 
bear God’s image in the world by calling people to a right relation-
ship with God, each other, and creation. In the process of doing this, 
humans manifest the justice and righteousness of God in the world.

To recap our common story: God created everything good, in-
cluding humans. God created humans in his image. Being created 
in the image of God means that we (1) have immeasurable dignity 
and worth, (2) share the attribute of justice with God, and (3) are 
to cocreate good things in the world alongside God. Michael W. 
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Goheen and Craig G. Bartholomew note, “To be human means to 
have huge freedom and responsibility, to respond to God and to be 
held accountable for that response.”10 This freedom and responsibil-
ity manifest in our call to go and be just in the world. When this hap-
pens, we live our imago Dei call to be in relationship with God, see 
others treated justly, and see creation flourish. So what went wrong?

Sin Leading to Injustice

In Genesis 3, Adam and Eve eat fruit from a tree that God forbade 
them to eat from. Adam and Eve do something that is not good. 
When humans do something outside their design, the Bible calls 
this sin, unrighteousness, or evil. When Adam and Eve ate the fruit, 
they engaged in disobedience and evil before God. It was immoral 
and wrong and led them away from the flourishing they had expe-
rienced until then. With that one decision, Adam and Eve rejected 
their calling as bearers of God’s image.

Figure 1.1 illustrates the two trajectories all of us find ourselves 
on in the world. Our decision to reflect or reject God’s image sets 
us on a trajectory toward either flourishing or languishing. Every 
human has the choice to reject or embrace the duties inherent to 
bearing the image of God in the world. When we reflect God prop-
erly, we help create a more just world where all can flourish. When 
we reject the image of God within, we create unjust conditions 
all around us. If justice is reflecting God’s image so all can flour-
ish, then injustice is creating conditions that lead to languishing. 

FIGURE 1.1

IMAGO 
DEI

Reflect God’s Image     Right Living     Righteousness/Justice     Flourishing

Reject God’s Image     Wrong Living     Unrighteousness/Injustice    Languishing
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When we live and create outside our design, we create a scarcity of 
resources; we see abuses of power; we take part in cultural subjuga-
tion, ethnocentrism, violent relationships, fearful workplaces, and 
economic imbalances. And we create conditions in which humans 
do not have access to the knowledge of Jesus. We treat some people 
as more sacred or better than others. Injustice is present when the 
imago Dei is not valued equally among people. When this happens, 
God uses those made in his image to take up the cause of justice 
in the world.

What does this tangibly look like? A passage from the book of 
Job illustrates God’s heart and desire to see this world restored. It is 
possible for all humans to flourish only when God’s people actively 
pursue justice in their everyday lives. In the passage below, Job is 
in the middle of his defense before God. Job appeals to the ways in 
which he reflected God’s image by pursuing justice and by support-
ing fellow humans who were suffering unjust treatment.

I delivered the poor who cried,
 and the orphan who had no helper.
The blessing of the wretched came upon me,
 and I caused the widow’s heart to sing for joy.
I put on righteousness, and it clothed me;
 my justice was like a robe and a turban.
I was eyes to the blind,
 and feet to the lame.
I was a father to the needy,
 and I championed the cause of the stranger.
I broke the fangs of the unrighteous,
 and made them drop their prey from their teeth.  

(Job 29:12–17)

In these verses, Job claims that he was righteous and holy before 
God because he lived justly before the most marginalized and vul-
nerable around him. If you were going to make an appeal to God, 
would you be able to defend yourself like Job did in these verses?
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Now that we have assumed a common story and defined terms, 
let’s see how justice and injustice work their way out in our society 
and the cultural systems around us.11

Defining Culture

Culture can be defined very simply as values, stories, and expressions 
that humans organize around.12 There are roughly seven aspects of 
culture that humans are constantly creating and organizing around: 
government/politics, economics, work, customs/traditions, family, 
arts, and language (see fig. 1.2). These aspects of culture can also 
be called cultural systems.13 Every human reflects God in the world 
when they engage in these aspects of culture.14

FIGURE 1.2

Seven Aspects 
of Culture

Government/ 
Politics

Economics Work
Customs/ 
Traditions

Family Arts Language

Human Values + Stories + Expressions

IMAGO 
DEI
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The seven aspects of culture are meant to be created and sus-
tained by humans with the goodness and justice of God. When this 
happens, all humans flourish in the world. God made humans to 
create good governments, good economics, good work environ-
ments, good customs, good families, good art, and good languages. 
If created properly, each of these seven cultural sectors is equitable, 
is full of love and hope, and promotes the rights of everyone without 
bias. What does this look like? Every human has access to a saving 
knowledge of King Jesus. Every human has a family system that 
is supportive, a community without violence, clean water, enough 
food, medical rights, economic mobility, benevolent leaders, and 
the ability to grow into the person God designed them to be. He 
desires that every person exist within their cultural setting without 
sin being committed against them. God also expects each indi-
vidual to do the hard internal work so they display the fruit of the 
Spirit (Gal. 5:22–23) and practice justice properly in these aspects 
of culture. We worship God by creating and cultivating good cul-
ture around us.

In the Old Testament, God called his people to create just systems 
of culture, and when they didn’t, he called them out. Consider the 
creation of government, political systems, and economic policies 
in Israel. In the book of Isaiah, God calls out the Jewish leaders for 
not creating just cultural systems.15 Who suffers the most from these 
unjust and oppressive policies? Read to find out.

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!
What will you do on the day of punishment,
 in the calamity that will come from far away?
To whom will you flee for help,
 and where will you leave your wealth,
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so as not to crouch among the prisoners
 or fall among the slain?
For all this his anger has not turned away;
 his hand is stretched out still. (Isa. 10:1–4)

These verses are a sobering reminder that God desires his follow-
ers to reflect true justice and mercy as we image God in the world. 
He demands justice because every single human has been made in 
God’s image. God gave widows as much humanity as politicians, and 
vulnerable immigrants as much worth as the rich. When the scales 
of justice get out of balance, God desires for us to help restore justice 
in the world. Christians have been given the epic responsibility of 
stewarding and caring for these aspects of culture and making sure 
that those who follow Jesus are carefully, persistently, and actively 
moving these cultural systems in a more just direction.

Is this easy?
Not at all! For most of us, it is difficult to imagine making major 

changes in culture. Often we feel that the seven aspects of culture are 
too broken for us to make a difference. Perhaps you want something 
to change, but you are discouraged because the problem is too big 
or complex. Take heart! Brazilian theologian Ivone Gebara talks 
about how the everyday activism of ordinary Christians can make 
a difference when they come together to stand up to those in power. 
She writes, “These ordinary actions, enlarged to collective dimen-
sions, will perhaps become dangerous for those who hold power 
over others. These ordinary acts call into question societies inca-
pable of taking into consideration the common good over individual 
selfishness.”16 This is the work of the everyday activist. Whether in 
a position of authority or working hard under broken cultural sys-
tems, we value the imago Dei in every human as we fight to create 
just culture around us. Our spiritually rooted, ordinary actions can 
change the world. We can make a difference together, one holy act 
of resistance at a time. In the next chapter, we explore the gospel of 
Jubilee as the foundation on which we become everyday activists.
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Everyday Activist  
T A K E A W A Y S

 1  Everyday activists recognize that the spiritual and the social are 
inseparable and have a massive impact on each other.

Genesis 1 teaches us that the physical world and the spiritual world 
are connected and impact each other in many ways. When consider-
ing everyday activism, we cannot address the physical need without 
addressing the spiritual need any more than we can address the spiri-
tual need without addressing the social needs of people. Both are 
critical when we consider how we can promote human flourishing 
and the protection of those made in the image of God.

 2  Everyday activists identify the cultural evils and unjust systems 
that they are a part of.

Think about the seven aspects of culture identified in this chapter. 
Whether we like it or not, we take part in various aspects of culture 
that dehumanize others. This cannot be avoided. It is essential to 
discern how we can be caught in a culture that does not treat people 
well. Does your family system treat some better than others? What 
forms of violence surround you that are easy to ignore? The biggest 
enemy of justice is those who refuse to acknowledge their part in 
an unjust system.

 3  Everyday activists consider how the truths about the imago Dei 
have the capacity to impact their everyday lives.

We learned in this chapter that humans have been given immeasur-
able worth, that we share certain character traits with God, and that 
we are called to embody the imago Dei by creating good things in the 
world. How can these truths shape your everyday life? How do these 
truths shape the way you engage in the seven aspects of culture? Do 
these truths change the way you view your own body, mind, and 
desires? How can you promote human flourishing through the role 
God gave you in the world?
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Reflection Questions

How does God’s heart for justice and human flourishing impact your 
outlook on life?

What groups of people are robbed of the dignity afforded them by 
the imago Dei?

Who can you join hands with on a daily basis to defend fellow hu-
mans made in the image of God?

Which of the seven aspects of culture do you find yourself engag-
ing in on a regular basis? How can you have an influence for human 
flourishing in those areas?
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Jesus is the daily and eternal fulfillment 
to the Year of Jubilee. Justice and equality, 

provision and freedom, salvation and 
healing of all creation are found in Christ.

RANDY S. WOODLEY

Jubilee is a rich idea woven through the 
storyline of the Bible. Yet we don’t hear 
many Christians talking about it today.

KIM TAN
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