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Introduction 

 

Charity is indeed a noble and beautiful virtue, grateful to man and approved by God. 

But charity must be built on justice. It cannot supersede justice…to commend charity 

as a substitute for justice, is indeed something akin in essence to those heresies that 

taught that the gospel had superseded the law, and that the love of God exempted 

men from moral obligations (Henry George, 1891). [1] 

 

In our increasingly interconnected and complex world, there is a very real danger that in our 

desire to show compassion and care for our neighbour, we can unwittingly become part of 

larger wheels already in motion in a machine which is not Kingdom-oriented in its mandate. 

Indeed, Henry George articulated well this particular predicament in his response to Pope 

Leo XIII in 1891, at the height of the European-centred period of globalisation; a time when 

the industrialised world was rapidly expanding its commercial trade (Steger, 2009, 29-35), 

 

All that charity can do where injustice exists is here and there to mollify somewhat the 

effects of injustice. It cannot cure them. Nor is even what little it can do, to mollify the 

effects of injustice, without evil. For what may be called the superimposed and, in this 

sense, secondary virtues work evil where the fundamental or primary virtues are 

absent. (George, 1891) 

 

The assertion that acts of compassion or charity can ‘work evil’ where justice is absent is a 

strong one but one which, I believe, is well-founded both in George’s time and ours. Our 

challenge and, indeed, our remit as Christians is to live missionally (as ambassadors sent out 

with Good News), and prophetically in ways which may require a deeply critical evaluation of 

the structures [2] in our world which can be discerned to be (re)producing unjust relationships 

and outcomes. If we only action what Henry George describes as the ‘secondary virtue’, we 

risk falling short of the redemptive and transformative tasks of mission to establish justice. 

  

The connection between compassion and justice is not always easy to maintain. From its 

inception the Christian faith has understood clearly its mandate of compassion. Second only 

to the commandment to love God was that to love our neighbour, and as far back as Julian 

the Apostate’s historical record, [3] note has been made of acts of kindness and compassion 

attributed to Christians. In the New Testament we can discern the compromise of Jewish 

religious leaders under Roman rule; that is under the structural sovereignty of an Empire [4] 

organised around different cognitions of justice. Later on, the early Church’s relationship to 

Empire shifted from being somewhat despised, and even persecuted, as a peripheral and 

technically-illegal sect, to its very public adoption by Emperor Constantine as an official 



 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 35 December 2010 2 of 10 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
 

religion of the Roman Empire. [5] So, from its earliest days Christianity has faced the 

tensions of living justly, in accordance with the precepts of Judaic covenantal social and 

environmental justice under Imperial rule, the internal logic of which did not necessarily 

reflect or concur with Judeo-Christian configurations of justice. 

 

Colonial Gentrification of Indigenous Space 

Examples of how the tensions between justice and compassion are played out today have 

their roots deeply embedded in historical European social structures. These have, often, 

been exported through colonial processes, which re-configured indigenous peoples’ 

relationships with both their land and their culture. During the Spanish conquest of Bolivia, for 

example, some colonial towns were founded on ancient indigenous village sites because of 

their proximity to water and other resources (Klein, 2003). The process of colonial settlement 

was not one which took into account the traditional understandings of land ownership but 

which displaced, where necessary, indigenous communities in order to establish government 

buildings, churches and elite, colonial housing. In addition, the desire to establish colonial-

style artisanship and construction was strong, as wealthier migrants, in particular, were keen 

to establish their superiority in the ‘New World’. Indigenous artisanship was considered 

inferior and inappropriately-crude for this new gentry class, which was at pains to replicate 

‘Old World’ symbols of status. From their founding, colonial settlements were clearly 

demarcated according to the hierarchical norms of the ‘Old World’, where elitism and social 

privilege were expressed in material artefacts (Klein, 2003). Indigenous peoples invariably 

experienced displacement through this colonial version of gentrification. [6] 

 

This process continues today. The globalising impact of gentrification alongside the attrition 

of authentic self-sustaining local communities, with the attendant urban drift, is displacing 

heterogeneous communities. It causes the restructuring of neighbourhoods into very unequal 

gated elite-zones and ominous ‘desert-spaces’, where menace is largely attributed to 

inherent vice rather than to the effects of displacement, want and insecurity. Whilst it is not 

my intention to explore in detail why modern global economic culture has augured in a new 

era of gentrification of urban space, I do want to suggest that some of the structural realities 

which are characteristic of this vision and enactment of society have resulted in particular 

manifestations of unjust relations. 

 

Consider this example from the Bolivian city of La Paz. From its founding on the site of an 

ancient Aymara village until today, indigenous [7] communities have been steadily displaced, 

firstly from the desirable city-centre, then subsequently from the lower-lying regions to the 

south of the city. Initially this was done by the construction of elite colonial dwellings, then 

more latterly by modern, Florida-style, gated villa communities. [8] Traditional understanding 

of indigenous land ownership has usually been disregarded in the process; those who have 

the money have the power. The result is that the poorer indigenous communities live 

alongside their wealthier neighbours, but are displaced and marginalised by these urban 

elites.  
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As in colonial times, one of the ‘social-distancing’ markers remains material artefacts. The 

wealthy urban elites and the emerging middle classes of La Paz have a strong affinity for 

European and, in particular, American clothing. [9] Trips abroad mean that these purchases 

can be made, and trade networks soon ensure the installation of costly clothing boutiques on 

their own doorstep (only ‘virtually’ so, for the less-wealthy, of course). The importing of all 

things americano ‘guarantees’ that local, and even regional, clothing-manufacturing is both 

undervalued and under-patronised with the attendant result that quality is compromised, yet 

prices remain high. The increasing demand of the urbanised, but less-wealthy, youth culture 

[10] to wear americano brands has created a ready market for cheap, Western-style clothing.  

 

Problematic Charity: Clothes and Toys 

It is at this point that some of our well-intentioned acts of compassion can become entangled 

in the wheels of market forces and social hierarchies. Truckloads of ‘charity’ used-clothing 

are sent to Bolivia to be distributed amongst the ‘poor’ each year. The rich buy their 

americano clothing and the poor get it given to them. There are a number of problems with 

this model of charity. In the first instance, we continue to give the message that Western-

style clothing is both superior and the global norm, or at least, the preference. Secondly, in 

much the same way as new imported clothing, the flooding of the market with imported 

donations of used-clothing suppresses local business, along with the associated benefits of 

local jobs, local investment, and so on. Thirdly, a new market based in foreign imports is 

established in place of the old indigenous market; that of selling-on donated clothing through 

the myriad of market stalls and corner shops across cities. Our well-intentioned charity 

becomes money in the pockets of a shrewd and unregulated informal market. [11]  

 

Upstream in the supply chain, assiduous undercover research over recent years, has 

brought to our attention the fact that alarming amounts of clothing are being manufactured 

under conditions akin to slavery, [12] not only in far-flung countries, but right here on our 

doorstep…in Europe…in the UK. The result being that a pair of branded jeans worn 

gratefully by a Bolivian school boy (grateful especially for his ‘elevated’ americano status) 

has, as likely as not, begun its life under the needle of a sewing machine operated by an 

underpaid or unpaid operator, possibly a child in Bangladesh, India or the Philippines, or 

even in Leicester, UK. [13]  

 

The markets have spun their ever-increasing webs and cheap, fashionable clothing is in 

demand. However, ‘cheap’ and ‘fashionable’ soon become ‘dispensable’. Dispensable 

clothing trickles more readily into the hands, in the end, of those for whom no clothing is 

dispensable; the world’s poor. Does this render our gifting it to the world’s poor ‘cheap’ also? 

 

Sadly, the internal logic which drives globalised market forces, and which shape those who 

operate them, can render the effects of our acts of compassion something akin to the 

proverbial hitting the fan! It is an unfortunate reality which can be extrapolated to a number of 

other compassionate enterprises. Take, for example, gift-box charities. This Christmas, a 

range of well-intentioned charity enterprises will truck millions of gifts (one operator cites over 
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£17.4 million worth for Christmas 2009), originally manufactured in the Philippines or China, 

[14] again possibly under sweat-shop conditions, (Bloomberg Businessweek, 2006), branded 

and merchandised in Europe or North America (where the real money exchanges hands) 

and back to deserving children in countries in Eastern Europe, Latin America, Africa or Asia 

(all at great environmental cost). These children know nothing of the impact a Western 

Christian’s act of compassion is having on the stalling of the economies of their own 

countries, even less, the associated environmental costs which may, in some small way, 

contribute to the flooding of their relative’s homestead in the increasingly-severe weather 

conditions exacerbated by climate change. Least of all would they understand the resultant, 

albeit indirect, oiling of local sweat-shop engines, which are the source of the toys the 

Christian puts in the Christmas box. 

 

In addition to all this, I would suggest, there is another disruptive influence. The children’s 

imagination [15] has been riveted, albeit gratefully, by the importance of being ‘worth it’ 

(where have we heard that refrain before?) to you and to me (their imaginary family). We are 

so successful, that we can magic up gifts from afar. They may one day ‘travel’, if only in their 

imagination, to this far-off place to pay homage and gratitude, ever hopeful of the sustenance 

and kindness which was, apparently, not to be found in their own kin. Yet, if they dare to 

travel in their own skin to this ‘wonderful’ land of bounty where love flows in brightly-wrapped 

Christmas boxes, they may have a rude awakening…for we may not welcome them, after all! 

 

Do our acts of compassion sometimes carry the inherent danger of displacing the recipient, 

socially, economically and psychologically? Development work has slowly woken up to this 

danger, but do we make the right connections and do we allow these connections to instruct 

our acts of kindness in mission contexts? [16] If we fail to engage critically at this level we will 

continue to risk displacing local networks of worth and sustenance and deprive local 

churches of agency in ministering to the needs of their own communities. In addition, we may 

further contribute, albeit unwittingly, to the maintenance of the status quo in unequal and 

unethical global relationships. Ironically, we may cause other levels of confusion and the 

refrain from that well-known hymn of thanksgiving, All good gifts around us are sent from 

Heaven above… might take on new meanings in the shadow of the all-consuming 

transcendence of the ‘Global-market Empire’.  In what form will heaven be conceived by 

those who receive these acts of compassion – ASDA, perhaps? 

 

Powers which Breach Biblical Community 

The truth is, that, for most of us, the toll of living in an exhaustingly complex and 

interconnected world, where relationships between producers, manufacturers, distributors, 

retailers and consumers have become so distant as to render them inconsequential in the 

minds of most of us (in a way not dissimilar, ironically, to our distancing from contemporary 

monetary value connections, as in the use of fiat money). Yet, it is in just these conditions of 

attenuated connectivity that injustice thrives; where connections between causes and the 

effects they produce, become more difficult to predict, or even at times, to trace. The internal 

logic, however, to profit and to reproduce, or expand, at seemingly any cost is self-evident. 

Systems tend to develop from desires to achieve certain ends.  
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We can consider the following biblical example where the adoption of a well-exercised logic 

would systematically lead to the breaching of covenantal justice. 

 

The prophet Elijah, ‘the troubler of Israel’, had the task of calling Israel to resist and not 

subordinate to systems of worship associated with Baal - the foreign god of prosperity, 

introduced by Queen Jezebel. However, arguably his most dangerous task was related to a 

very material concern; his confrontation of King Ahab’s murder of Naboth in order to annexe 

Naboth’s land to his own. Elijah’s conclusions that injustice had been inflicted on Naboth 

were specifically identified in relation to covenantal laws of land ownership rights, which not 

even a King of Israel had the right to breach. His words to King Ahab, ‘have you killed and 

also taken possession?’ [17] (1 Kings 21:19) were spoken from a context of being rooted in 

shared soil. In this context of proximity, the task for Elijah would appear, relative to today’s 

complexity, a fairly straightforward one.  

 

Nonetheless, Elijah’s task was not entirely framed within a local context. The cause for 

Naboth’s death was not solely to be blamed on King Ahab’s desire to extend his vegetable 

patch but on the logic which Queen Jezebel added to his acquisitive desire. Jezebel may 

have gazed at the same sunset as both Naboth and Elijah, but her vision of justice was quite 

distinct, birthed out of a different worldview; one where absolute power was vested in the 

whims of the elite ruler (the King), for whom the end always justified the means. This 

consequentialist morality is explicitly framed in narcissistic terms; that is, the fulfilment of the 

desires of the more powerful. The end in this case was land-accumulation for the King, and 

this end justified the means which resulted in the ultimate displacement-Naboth’s death. 

Salutary. 

 

Like Elijah, we face the task of identifying the usurping powers at loose in our world today,  

demanding absolute control, and the internal logic of which undermine the Judaeo-Christian 

understanding of ‘just living’. Can we placate or minimise the impact of these powers by acts 

of compassion, or are these acts of compassion themselves engulfed and sullied by such 

systems? What mind-sets have affected our thinking and, like King Ahab, left us susceptible 

to blatant compromises which rupture shalom in our communities and result in an ever-

growing plethora of negative consequences? 

 

In conclusion, I would like to look at some guiding principles we might consider as we 

respond to these challenges in practice. 

 

Care in Glocal Mode: Principles for Practice [18] 

If we accept, for now at least, that some of the forces at work creating the dilemmas I have 

described above are beyond our immediate control, we need at least to consider in what 

ways we might better manage our acts of compassion to take account of the reality of unjust 

structures. One way in which we can do this, as a Christian community, is to find creative 
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means of expressing our solidarity with communities in different geographical locations 

where distance, context and the existence of global market forces all intensify the possibility 

of acts of charity disenfranchising local community, civil and governmental welfare. We have 

seen that charity, from outside the country, can actually play a part in stalling the mobilisation 

of local civil society and government groups which need to work towards establishing their 

own welfare frameworks. Arguably, some of the energy directed to acts of charity might, 

therefore, be better deployed in supporting organisations which work in justice-oriented 

advocacy seeking to establish the material realisation of universal human rights, as 

enshrined in The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). 

 

On the assumption that the Christian church will continue to provide tangible compassionate 

care, I would suggest three principles that might help to minimise negative outcomes of that 

care. These three principles are based broadly around the notions of encouraging a 

movement towards local and bio-regional resilience and sustainability, in a similar manner to 

that articulated by Molly Scott Cato in her book, Green Economics. Her chapter ‘re-localising 

economic relationships’, is introduced with a quote from Lord Beaumont of Whitley, speaking 

in the House of Lords, and neatly encapsulates the spirit of this alternative vision of a world 

‘…where conviviality replaces consumption, where local identity replaces global trade, and 

where community spirit replaces brand loyalty’ (Lord Beaumont of Whitley in Scott Cato, 

2009, 139).  

 

Scott Cato points out that the ‘localisation’ message is not limited to developed countries, but 

that, in many respects, it has the possibility of more impact in countries which are less 

developed, retain more self-subsistence skills and have not yet been subsumed into the 

wide-scale adoption of capitalist fossil-fuel-dependent models (Scott Cato, 2009, 150). She 

quotes Robertson who concurs that, ‘the principle of more self-reliant local development, and 

many practical applications of that principle, are equally valid for people in rich and poor 

countries alike’ (Robertson in Scott Cato, 2009, 150). 

 

My first task would be to query whether a particular act of charity is indeed considered 

relevant or necessary by the local community, or whether it is, in fact, based on the well-

meaning, but poorly-contextualised, sympathies of an outsider. Second, we should 

encourage charity to be expressed, as far as is possible, by local Christian communities 

using local resources; in other words, to encourage local agency. [19] Third, we should seek 

to channel any additional external resources through established and authentic links with 

local expressions of Christian community, with the aim of empowering and sustaining local 

responses to local needs.  

 

If we consider my first example, that of donating clothing (or it could be teddies or toys!) to 

projects in countries such as Bolivia or Romania, a more just and effective response may be 

to look for ways of stimulating and supporting a localised response to need, which takes into 

account both the local context and the global forces at work. This would probably involve the 

provision of funding. Although the sending of money instead of clothing carries its own 
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dangers, if handled in the right way, that money could be invested in purchasing locally-made 

clothing, or even in commissioning a seamstress or tailor to make the items. Such items 

would then be distributed to those in need. Some responses may go further and finance the 

establishment of sewing cooperatives.  

 

It may be a harder task to break the ‘spell of desire’ for all things americano but at least in 

our acts of compassion we are not complicit in tacitly endorsing that desire, which ultimately 

has been so destructive to the production of local goods. It should, therefore, be possible to 

sustain local needs and reinvigorate local identity.  

 

With regards to my second example, we might want to ask ourselves whether exporting a 

Western-style Christmas is what will really make the right sort of difference to orphans or 

street-children? Or, could it encourage patterns of desire and expectation which may dis-

enfranchise the child, their local community and their culture in the long-term? A response 

similar to what I have suggested above might both empower the local church and enable 

local artisans to produce toys and clothing which would, I suggest, be a better way of gifting 

both the child, and their communities. Once again, the vision and implementation of such a 

project would need to be firmly grounded in responsible locally-owned and locally-managed 

structures. 

 

Christ gave us the command to love one another. He did not always tell us precisely how to 

do it. We are part of a global Christian family, one where the speed of travel and 

communications has reduced the distances between us and, in particular, increased the 

possibility of casual contact (i.e. tourist, short-term, non-immersed). In this context, our 

models of love, solidarity and care need to be particularly-well thought-out if we desire to 

encourage the human flourishing associated with living justly in the land, in accordance with 

biblical frameworks of social and economic justice.  I conclude with words from Henry 

George, once again, 

 

Does it not show the purpose of the Creator…that the advance of man in civilization 

should be an advance not merely to larger powers but to a greater and greater 

equality…instead of what we by our ignoring of His intent, are making it: an advance 

towards a more and more monstrous inequality? (George, 1891) 
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Notes 

[1] Henry George, ‘the Prophet of San Francisco’, had, as his main concern, the abolition of poverty 

brought about by unjust social structures rooted in land ownership. His book Progress and Poverty 

was described by Karl Marx as the ‘capitalist’s last ditch’ (Madison, 1947, 257-284). 

[2] Whilst we do not want to wrongly contextualise, or even personalise the Jeremiah 1:10 mandate, it 

does encourage us to think prophetically about what structures in our societies would be judged so 

corrupt as to be deemed unsalvageable and in need of tearing down. At the very least it may suggest 

the un-inhabitability of certain structures and, as Christians, should we inhabit that which produces 

death? 

[3] Julian the Apostate, the last Emperor of Rome chronicled in his fierce dislike of the early Christians, 

‘these impious Galileans not only feed their own poor, but ours also; welcoming them into their agape, 

they attract them, as children are attracted with cakes. Whilst the pagan priests neglect the poor, the 

hated Galileans devote themselves to works of charity… See their love-feasts, and their tables spread 

for the indigent. Such practice is common among them…’ (Julian the Apostate) 

[4] ‘Empire’ from the Latin imperium meaning rule or sovereignty. For the Romans it also denoted the 

capacity to wage wars and establish laws (Howe, 2002). 

[5] The Roman Emperor Constantine adopted Christianity in C.E. 312. The First Council of Nicaea, in 

C.E. 325, was a consolidation of Christian orthodoxy endorsed by Emperor Constantine. 

[6] ‘Gentrification’ as used here describes the process of wealthy elites moving into key urban districts 

which has the impact of gradually displacing poorer residents and disrupting their work patterns. The 

concept goes back into antiquity, at least to the Roman Republic, where small shop owners were 

displaced by the elite to build their villas. In a global context local examples of gentrification take on 

new connections, which can further enhance their position of power in the geographical spaces they 

inhabit. These powerful alliances, I suggest, have structural reasons for maintaining the status quo. 

Acts of compassion, therefore, are acceptable only insofar as they do not disrupt the relationships 

within the fabric of dislocation and relocation of persons in this new hierarchy. 

[7] ‘Indigenous’ here is used to denote the pre-colonial inhabitants of the region. Obviously, some in 

this category would actually classify themselves as mestizo or mixed race. 

[8] A local park in this popular, ‘Americanised’, southern zone of the city is called ‘Florida Park’. 

[9] This riveting of the imagination, which is played out in so many multilayered ways in a globalising 

culture, means that the products sought after by the global gentry class are infrequently locally 

produced. In a similar way in which Orientalism created desire in the elites for the exotic ‘other’ 

products from far-off lands (which materially and psychologically displaced local British artisanship in 

the Age of Empire), so now ‘the American Dream’ has created desire for Western brands in far-off 

lands. The irony now is that many of those culturally-encoded products (by this I mean the branding 

process at the centre of the ‘Dream Empire’) are produced under the very noses of those who desire 

it, yet its material and imaginary codification demands a journey to the centre of the ‘Dream Empire’, 

before it can be proudly incorporated back, ‘branded’ into the cultures which desire it, at costs hugely 

magnified to themselves. 

[10] 10-25 year-olds make up over one-third of the population of contemporary Bolivia (Instituto 

Nacional de Estadistica, 2007). 

[11] A recent study by the Bolivian Institute of Foreign Trade (IBCE) confirms that Bolivia lost $512 

million that could have stimulated the internal production market, between 2000-2005, as a result of 

the import and sale of used clothing. The Federation of Factory Workers reported, additionally, that 

this activity has resulted in the loss of 56,000 jobs in the textile and clothing industries. 
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[12] The Trafficking in Persons Report (TIP) 2006, commissioned and published by US Congress, 

records that 150 countries are implicated as a source, destination or transit country for the slave trade, 

with some countries being a base for all three activities (Batstone, 2007).  This report can be viewed in 

full at http://www.state.gov/g/tip/rls/tiprpt/2010/index.htm. 

[13] The most recent undercover sweat-shop to be exposed in Leicester was reported on Channel 4’s 

Dispatches programme in November 2010, to the shame of a number of retail ‘giants’. The article, 

featured in the Independent newspaper, can be found at http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-

news/retail-giants-shamed-by-uk-sweatshops-2128022.html. 

[14] Molly Scott Cato cites Vidal’s article in the Guardian newspaper, which makes the point that what 

constituted Christmas for many in Britain (2006) was largely ‘imported’ from China on a ‘quarter-mile 

long, 200ft. high behemoth’; the world’s largest container vessel at the time (Vidal in Scott Cato, 2009, 

140). In fact, Scott Cato wryly suggests that Christmas would have had to be cancelled if anything had 

happened to that ‘Titan’ en route to the UK. 

[15] By ‘imagination’ I mean their vision of themselves and their kin in relation to the rest of humanity; 

how they imagine or perceive themselves.  

[16] A recent report by Beverley Bell, founder of the Other Worlds movement, focuses on the 

humanitarian crisis of Haiti. Bell reiterates the problem created by aid which, she says ‘strips away 

national sovereignty, since the already weak Haitian government has been effectively sidelined. Other 

problems, as discussed in the report, are that it robs people of their dignity and leaves them no ‘say-

so’ in how they get the food they need’ (Bell, 2010). 

[17] ‘Have you killed and taken possession?’, has chilling resonances in a world where commodifying 

market forces have extended beyond the production of goods, natural resources, or even labour, to 

the bodies and even organs of humans, through global slavery, sex and organ trafficking. 

[18] ‘Glocal’ is a term which takes into account the reality of globalising features which impinge on 

local landscapes, and it implies a movement towards appropriating those aspects which can be of 

benefit to local contexts. Of course, there will be differences of opinion depending on what ideologies 

form the basis of the thinking of those who work to establish Glocal systems. 

[19] Local awareness and agency in the meeting of community needs is more likely to both strengthen 

the local church and its surrounding community, and also be more contextually-appropriate. 

 

 

Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position 
of Redcliffe College. 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/encounters).  You may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in which case 
please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your comments 
posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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