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Engagement in the political process is not solely a 

matter of how you vote in an election, or whether 

you join a political party. There are ways of seeking 

‘the peace of the city’ that are outside the limits of 

what we focus on in our public debate—electoral 

politics and the party system. Debate by Christians 

about political involvement which limits the debate 

to the issue of which party is more ‘Christian’ is far 

too limiting. 

It lead to a focus on partisan politics as the only 

form of politics that matters and creates a debate 

conducted within a framework that emphasises the 

priority of the state over the undergirding claims of 

our participation as Christians in the ekklesia as the 

people of God, that is to say, the politics of Jesus. 

It also makes some big assumptions about the 

politics and democracy that Christians should 

challenge. Substantive discussion of what 

Australians actually understand by, and value about 

the democratic process has tended to affirm that 

Australian democracy is an achievement and is a 

value in a tone which suggests that it has a quasi-

sacred status.  

The contrast between this general affirmation and 

the public debate about the actual practice of 

politics, surely a central element in the democratic 

process could hardly be more striking.  Perusal of 

the daily papers on the subject of politics and the 

shortcomings of our politicians reveals a bottomless 

well of cynicism. We generally do not trust or 
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respect politicians and are extremely sceptical about 

the working of our political institutions. The mirror 

image of this cynicism and disillusionment is 

curiously a utopian faith that if we could get the 

right people into politics all would be well, a faith 

which is evidenced by the recurring surges of 

populism and election of independents. 

The gap between these elements of public debate 

exposes a curious fault line in our political culture 

which I think is worth reflecting on. And be 

prepared to vigorously challenge. 

I want to assert that Christians have little stake in 

affirming democracy as an unquestioned value or 

static achievement in itself—particularly if it is 

simply identified with the right to vote and choose 

between a variety of political parties. The issue for 

Christians is not about an uncritical 

endorsement of the specific 

mechanisms and processes associated 

with democracy.  

What Christians should care about is 

whether democracy is actually 

achieving a degree of openness and 

pluralism in Australian society and 

whether it provides us with means to 

limit if not disperse the accumulation 

of political, cultural and social power 

by government, business or other 

agencies. That is to say, democracy is 

a process which is the subject of a 

continuing struggle and can never be a 

final achievement. 

Democracy and its processes are 

important for Christians, then, in so far as they 

provide space for the church to be the church. 

Curiously enough, the church can contribute to the 

maintenance of openness in society by living up to 

its calling as a community committed to living out 

the peace and reconciliation of God and acting as a 

challenge or irritant to the prevailing social 

structure. 

I was reminded of the importance of this by Jacques 

Ellul the French social critic and theologian who 

argued that the role for the church in society had to 

do with keeping things open, preventing a society 

from closing in upon itself. The church ‘… 

maintains among the powers a disequilibrium but a 

creative disequilibrium.’  

An example of this task of being a disturbing 

challenging force can be found in the role played by 

the Irish Catholic community in the development of 

Australian democracy. It was the fact of the 

expression of their identity through the church and a 

variety of other social organisations which helped 

ensure the opening up of Australia to a degree of 

social and religious pluralism. The debates 

occasioned by the social reality of the Irish 

community that was in tension with the prevailing 

ethos of the Protestant ascendancy powerfully 

shaped the form of democracy that we have 

inherited. 

Christians in Australia have no stake in supporting 

unthinking affirmations of democracy which carry 

encoded in them a message that our current social 

arrangements are beyond criticism. There are 

always forces at work which are seeking to close 

down the challenges to the injustice in our society. 

Nor do Christians have the need to resort to a 

cynicism as though we are surprised at the self 

interest and self seeking that manifests 

itself in the actual political process. 

Our fundamental stories in the 

Scriptures carry in them the 

assumption that we live in a fallen and 

violent world. We have no reason to 

be surprised or disillusioned when 

these manifest themselves in the 

struggle for social power even within 

the relative openness of the 

democratic process. 

What we need to do is to continue the 

experiment of building a community 

which is committed to reconciliation, 

shedding the recurrent temptation to 

violence in our relationships. Such 

communities are called to open up our 

imagination to envisage new ways of relating and 

dealing with our differences. Such communities can 

play a vital role in helping keeping the democratic 

process democratic. 

My line of argument suggests engagement which 

attempts to bring to the attention of the government 

and political parties issues that they would prefer to 

ignore. We need to do this in a polite and well-

informed but nagging way. 

My friend Simon Moyle and others in groups with a 

calling to challenge the role of the military in our 

society provide one example of a faith-empowered 

politics that challenges the assumptions as to what 

should be on the political agenda. What they are 

doing demands an article in its own right. That will 

have to wait for another day. 

Let me briefly draw to your attention one political 

intervention that I have been engaged in that works 

as a  movement outside the party system, seeking to 

influence the public agenda. Voices for Justice has 

4��
���������


��������
��

���
�����
���

�5����)��
��	�

�����������

��))���
!�

���������

��))�

���
��

����������
����



���������	
���
��������������5�

�

been a program run by Micah Challenge over the 

past five years to bring people from churches and 

communities to Canberra to lobby politicians to 

give greater priority to the needs of the global poor. 

This lobbying is supported by an ongoing program 

of community-based action by church groups along 

with study, worship and community education. This 

year over 300 people spent two days in worship, 

pray and learning about lobbying before going on to 

spend two days in Parliament House visiting over 

130 Parliamentarians. 

Micah Challenge is a global movement of Christian 

agencies, churches, groups and individuals which 

aims to deepen people's engagement with the poor 

and to help reduce poverty as an integral part of our 

Christian faith.�Micah Challenge takes its name 

from Micah 6:8,  ‘What does the Lord require of 

you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk 

humbly with your God?’. 

Micah Challenge has two main purposes: 

1. To prayerfully encourage Christians to walk 

humbly with God and seek His heart for people 

in poverty. �Micah Challenge firstly aims to 

deepen the commitment of Christians to the idea of 

an integrated gospel of good news and to proclaim 

and demonstrate the love of Jesus to a world in 

need.  

2. Outward Action: to inspire and equip 

Christians to do justice and love kindness by 

being prophetic voices to our government and 

community on behalf of the poor and oppressed. �Micah Challenge aims to be a prophetic voice 

calling upon and influencing leaders around the 

world to defend the rights of the poor and oppressed 

(Ps 82). Micah Challenge supporters aim to remind 

decision makers of their promise to achieve the �

Millennium Development Goals on global poverty 

by 2015. Micah Challenge provides a gathering 

point and a platform where all Christians can raise 

their voices together to effect real change in national 

and international policy.  

Micah Challenge Australia gives local expression to 

the international movement. It is a coalition 

campaign, made up of all the major Christian 

development agencies as well as mission agencies, 

churches and individuals. 

Micah Challenge is about building communities of 

faith and action that engages in politics. Along with 

its companion campaign Make Poverty History, it 

has helped shift the agenda of the debate in 

Australia that has led to substantial increases in 

Australia’s overseas aid and more effective 

targeting of it. There is now a bi-partisan 

commitment to 0.5% of Australia’s Gross National 

Income to go to overseas aid by 2015. More needs 

to be done to shift the level of aid to 0.7% but 

political engagement by Christians is making a 

difference. 

Amanda Jackson has provided a brief account of the 

initiative in “Voices For Justice’ pp.127-132 in 

Another Way to Love edited by Tim Costello and 

Rod Yule (Acorn Press, 2009) For details go to 

www.micahchallenge.org.au. 
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