
I can’t pinpoint an exact moment in my life when a concern for issues of justice emerged. For me, it has been an ever-growing—though often latent—burden of conscience, prompted and encouraged by my life experiences, my personality, and my education.

As any personality profile would point out, or as any of my close friends could attest to, my concern for justice is deeply rooted in who I essentially am, in my character. My favorite Disney movie from the time I was a toddler was Robin Hood, where my hero would steal from the rich to feed the poor. I would cheer him on as he carried out his mission, and I absolutely agreed with  him when he explained: “Rob! We never rob! Why, that’s a naughty word. We simply borrow a bit from those who don’t need it!” More to the point, however, throughout my lifetime, I have been blessed (or cursed?) with an immensely sensitive and empathetic spirit which forces me to constantly live outside of my own experiences and feelings to a great degree. This capacity has consistently prompted in me a concern for those who are suffering and has prohibited me from blindly excusing myself from their struggles once I learn of them. There are various consequences of this desire of mine to engage the plight of the downtrodden and distressed; for one, I am and have always been a listener, comforter, and counselor, giving of myself to those in need of support, especially emotional support.

Additionally, because I have seen firsthand the damage done by hypocrisy and apathy on the part of Christians, I am also adamant about actively-righteous living, and I have a compelling desire to fight against those Christians whose lives do not reflect their faith commitments. My religious background is in the Churches of Christ. I grew up in a small, rural church in Arkansas which admittedly did a good job in teaching the basic tenets of the Christian faith, but made very few attempts, at least in my memory, to apply those beliefs to life in a way which went beyond “being good.” And nothing much about that perspective changed throughout my childhood, even when my family became increasingly involved in another, larger (and by some accounts, “too liberal”) congregation in a nearby town during my middle school and high school years. The foundation of our faith—perhaps even of our salvation—I learned through direct and indirect ways, was doing the right thing because the Bible said so. Though I would not realize it until much later, the way this concept was legalistically interpreted would be significant for my emerging interest in justice; namely, the way particular issues such as homosexuality and women’s roles in the church were addressed helped fuel in me a passion to see justice and righteousness lived out with more vitality.

At the same time that these kinds of religious experiences were influencing me, a concern for justice began to arise from another quarter entirely. My academic interests and pursuits were directed by my burden for the oppressed, and those educational pursuits in turn served to shape my response to injustice. From the time I was a child, one of my favorite genres of books was Holocaust literature. It might seem a little strange for a nine-year-old to be constantly and intensely absorbed in reading about the horrors of Nazi concentration camps and genocide, but the suffering of the people whose lives were permanently altered or even ended by those atrocities grabbed me and would not let go. Again, this is something I did not recognize until years later, but I believe it was this propensity for learning about and reflecting on injustice which led me to pursue a bachelor’s degree in history. While at the University of Arkansas, I majored in history and European studies, minoring in German and religious studies. What captivated me most was 20th-century history, particularly World War II and the Cold War/communist era, both of which are notorious for human rights violations and political oppression, even within the United States. As I finished up my degree, I was required to write an undergraduate honors thesis. I chose to compare the lives and legacies of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Franz Jägerstätter. These two men both resisted the Nazi regime on religious grounds and were executed for their convictions. Included in my reading for the thesis was Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship. This amazing book, particularly its discussion of cheap grace versus costly grace, was extremely influential in my deepening commitment to righteous and just living. It called me to a higher standard than I had ever been held to.

Although matters of justice captivated me intellectually and emotionally, I rarely moved far beyond those facets of the issue. That began to change somewhat in the past three or four years. The semester-long volunteer internship I did with a disaster relief organization in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, while not precisely correlating to justice issues, did give me a taste of what it is like to be absorbed in the kind of service which changes people’s lives in an extremely positive (if not specifically religious) way. That internship also exposed me to the corruption and the inequities possible in what I had previously naively viewed as an innocuous American culture. Another circumstance which has brought justice to the forefront of my mind is my own life experience as a woman in the Churches of Christ. While some would do their best to justify the exclusion of women from certain roles within the church, their conviction does not change the fact my experience in this realm was one of oppression. No matter my opinions, no matter my talents, no matter my personal competence, for the past twenty-five years, I have not been allowed to speak or act in certain ways in the church environment simply because of my femaleness. I accepted this as the norm for much of my life, but I have recently begun to explore the issue further and have been convicted that this is yet another area in which justice has not been, but can and should be done.
There are various other reasons and experiences in my life which have had an influence to bring me to this point, but those are the major ones. A study of justice is extremely important to the direction I hope to go in my life and ministry. I feel as though I am called to join people in their oppression and suffering and help them as they find a way out of it. At the moment, I am particularly drawn to explore the issues of modern-day slavery (especially sex trafficking) and racial reconciliation and diversity. Currently, I’m very excited about the opportunity to learn more about justice as a theological issue and to find ways to practice justice more fully in my life. 

