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Giving Life to the Dead Body of Faith: Just Action as a Necessary Christian Response to Sex Trafficking


While most would acknowledge the sex trade as a particularly deplorable form of injustice, in my attempts to combat that injustice I would like to go a step further and propose that—especially for Christians—maintaining ignorance about and apathy towards the injustice of sex trafficking is an injustice in and of itself. While the traffickers who enslave innocent people are without a doubt guilty of great injustice, are not also those of the society that allows this and even promotes it? Absolutely. It is those who feed the commercial sex industry with their lust. It is those who know what is happening and stand idly by, refusing to do anything to confront injustice. It is even those who are ignorant of the evils of sex trafficking but who are nevertheless promoting it by endorsing a society in which sex, greed, selfishness, money, and power (among many other things) are gods. Perhaps some are more directly guilty than others, but in the end, many are guilty. Our ignorance, apathy, and inaction make us complicit in the sex trade in a different—but perhaps not less significant—way than those who are directly involved in the exploitation of victims. Ignorance is a type of unconscious oppression, while the apathy and inaction are indirect oppression. All, however, are oppression. And, as a well-known aphorism (generally attributed to Edmund Burke) admonishes us, “All that is necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.” This is the basis of my argument, the basis of my reflection, the basis of my plea regarding sex trafficking. We must not, by our unjust inaction, allow evil to triumph.


What kind of change would be necessary to put an end to this depravity? Granted, the complete repentance (or capture) of all perpetrators would end the cycle of abuse quickly, but this noble goal is perhaps too idealistic, for as Jeremiah 13:23 avers, those who are too accustomed to doing evil are not prone to change their ways, and as we will see, the problem is far too extensive to abolish in one fell swoop. Perhaps, then, what really should be addressed is the ignorance and apathy of those who might be willing to repent from their moral inertia if they truly knew what was at stake.
 

Knowing as Preparation for Doing


Ignorance prevents us from progressing as we should in the battle against sex trafficking, for in order for us to act in a constructive way, we must first be informed. Yet so many have no idea of the extent of the evils of trafficking in persons (TIP), and some even maintain their ignorance willfully because such weighty knowledge is difficult to accept and adjust to. So let us begin with some basic information.


Defined by the United Nations, human trafficking is, “The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring, or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud or deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.”
 Sex trafficking falls under this umbrella as a “severe form of human trafficking” in which “a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained 18 years of age.”
 


According to the somewhat conservative estimates of the Congressional Research Service, as many as 800,000 people are trafficked yearly across international borders for various purposes. Of these numbers, 80% are female, and 50% minors. Widening the statistics to include trafficking within nations, their findings state that somewhere between 2 and 4 million people are trafficked every year, generating profits of over $9.5 billion annually.
 The UN attributes 79% of reported incidents of human trafficking to the sex trade,
 so a quick calculation using these numbers leaves us with between 1.5 and 3.3 million victims of sex trafficking each year. 


The elements contributing to sex trafficking—from the position of both the victims and the perpetrators—are multifarious. Wars and natural disasters tear apart nations and unsettle economies, leaving individuals and families subject to extreme poverty. Many victims of trafficking were sold into slavery for a pittance by families struggling to make ends meet to survive. Other victims longed for a better life than what they knew. Their hopes and dreams were abused by villains who manipulated and deceived them into a life of slavery, submission, and fear. Perpetrators exploit defenseless individuals for their own financial gain in this multi-billion dollar industry. A high demand for the victims’ “services” as well as the passivity of governments allow the trade to go on, often unchecked. Not infrequently, victims are even prosecuted by the governments that should be protecting them.


Notable efforts are being made at various levels to combat trafficking, though. Laws have been enacted at state and federal levels within the United States. International governmental organizations such as the United Nations and the European Union have carried out extensive studies and created policies to address the issue as well. Both large-scale non-profit organizations and small-scale grassroots movements, too numerous to name here, work tirelessly to raise awareness about trafficking, rescue slaves from bondage, and reintegrate victims into society. Telephone hotlines are in place for citizens to report suspected cases of trafficking. Safe houses exist to grant victims refuge. Various agencies offer counseling and psychological treatment, HIV/AIDS outreach, family reunification services, employment placement, and so many other forms of assistance. Additionally, an overall aim of some organizations is to prevent sex slavery from the outset by reducing dependence and vulnerability of those who have the greatest likelihood to become victims; these groups work to educate and empower potential victims.


At the same time, however, though the sex trafficking industry is being given attention, the problem is not disappearing. In fact, the Congressional Research Service reports, “While acknowledging that significant progress has been made in recent years, particularly in the realm of introducing new or amended legislation in more countries around the world that help prosecute, protect, and prevent TIP, progress in combating TIP globally appears to have become static or is in decline.”
 Involving millions of people who are spread throughout the world and who are entangled in trafficking for such a variety of reasons and in such a variety of ways, the extent of the industry is so large that it is difficult to address fully. 


Although the scope of the problem is indeed overwhelming and seemingly apparent, ignorance is an honestly claimed excuse for many. The secrecy surrounding sex slavery weakens our perception and our response. A general lack of awareness exists about trafficking and how to prevent it. Because it is a relatively private and specialized industry, its victims are not typically out in the open for the upstanding population to see. If we know of the atrocity at all, we suspect that it is a problem only in less “civilized” places than our own hometown. I dare say that the majority of U.S. citizens would not recognize trafficking if they saw it happening, and they would not have any idea of what to do even if they did observe it.


Even those who are aware of the injustice of sexual slavery often fail to respond appropriately based on what they do know, for a variety of reasons. Some are truly good people who are supporting other worthy causes with their time and resources. Some are too caught up in their own lives (work, family, religion, etc.) to consider the plight of the oppressed; if they do think about it at all, many selfishly say to themselves, “Surely someone else will do it. Why should I get involved?” And some are people who want to do good but realize that stopping this kind of injustice is risky and will require much from them; their fear and inability to commit prevent them from becoming involved. 


These responses of apathy and inaction—however reasonable they might seem—are not defensible in light of a Christian commitment to justice. And in order for the heinous injustice of sex trafficking to be brought to a halt, these preliminary injustices must also be rectified. This, then, is my beginning point in my own small contribution to conquering sex trafficking.

The Mirror of the Word


In the words of commentary writer David Nystrom, the author of James “knows that mere intellectual assent is often accompanied by an anemic will in matters of morality.”
 This is “a book that challenges, affirms, unsettles, and convicts, but one that will not be trivialized.”
 What better place than James—especially well known for its rhetoric on faith and deeds—could there be, then, to begin to address the injustice of ignorance, apathy, and inaction? While my main focus will be on a specific section of James that ardently calls Christians to lives of justice and integrity (1:22-2:26), the trajectory of justice discourse in the entirety of James will be taken into consideration, as will parallel discussions of justice throughout the biblical corpus.


The two verses at the beginning and end of our primary passage form a sort of thematic inclusio to frame the justice discourse within them: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. … As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead” (1:22; 2:26). Everything that falls within these verses can be read and interpreted through the lens of these instructions. The point? Instead of merely talking about what God expects of you, you must do it, or your faith is useless. The overarching theme of not only this section but of the entire book: wholeness and the integration of faith and daily life.
 A life that reflects integrity and completeness requires “wholehearted and single-minded loyalty to God.”
 Wholeness in this sense is concerned with “the consistent devotion of the whole person, the whole life, the whole community, and ultimately the whole cosmos to God.”
 This is the emphasis of James. Following a general pattern of making a point (often using an aphorism to do so), illustrating that point in vivid imagery, reemphasizing it, and then connecting it to scriptural references, James puts forth to his readers a few basic imperatives concerning wholeness and harmony in their lives.
 


The first of these enjoinders is the instruction to do what the word says rather than merely listening to it. James employs the image of a man looking in a mirror, who subsequently walks away and immediately forgets the reflection he has seen. Similarly ridiculous, James indicates, is the man who looks at the word (the law and the teachings of Jesus), walks away from it, and does not put it into practice; he has forgotten his spiritual reflection. Just as the act of looking into a mirror is pointless for the man who cannot even remember what his own face looks like, the act of looking into the law is pointless for the Christian who forgets what she is supposed to be reflecting spiritually. Instead of merely looking, she must act on what it is that she sees. The reality of those actions must reflect the image that she was exposed to in the mirror of scripture. As James goes on to underscore in his discussion on controlling the tongue and looking after the downtrodden, authentic religion and genuine reverence for God are demonstrated in the congruity of one’s faith commitments and one’s lived experience.


Next among James’ admonitions on how to live in devoted adherence to God’s will: don’t show favoritism. Those in James’ audience are called to recognize that by catering to the rich, they are not only indulging those who exploit them and slander God, but they are also discriminating against and judging their poor brothers in Christ. Favoring one person or one group over another, James reminds them, is contrary to both the character and law of their just God. It goes against God’s instruction to “Love your neighbor as yourself” (James 2:8; Leviticus 19:18). This “royal law” is not merely a hackneyed saying; it is rather a way of life around which the entirety of Christians’ attitudes and actions should be oriented. Wholeness and integrity in relationship with God require a reorientation of relationships with fellow human beings that reflects the contours of the upside-down kingdom of God in which the poor inherit more than the rich, the law gives freedom, and mercy triumphs over judgment.


The two verses that follow—James’ injunction to speak and act as one under the law that gives freedom—serve as a thematic link between the previous sections and the ensuing passage, lending some unity to seemingly separate pericopae. Hearing James’ exhortation to align themselves with the law of freedom and with mercy rather than judgment, listeners could also hear echoes of what James had just taught. They were to look intently into the perfect law that gives freedom (1:25) and construct their lives around it. If they did this, their actions would include demonstrating mercy by having compassion on the poor rather than showing favor to rich oppressors. The perfect law, culminating in the instruction to love one’s neighbor, leaves no place for favoritism and discrimination. Instead, it gives freedom both to those who live by it and to those in the surrounding society who are affected by it. The vulnerable are shown mercy and freed from their burdens. The rich can be freed from their oppressive ways. The Christian community is freed from misplaced priorities and an improper deference to power and is instead enabled to work for justice and to build strong, enduring relationships.


James goes on in the next series of verses to elucidate his final theme for this section: faith without deeds is dead. He gives yet another example of mercy triumphing over judgment—the integrity of faith accompanied by action in care of the needy. He again reminds his audience that abiding under the law that gives freedom would inspire and enable them to live in wholeness. In this section—reminiscent of the previous command to be doers of the word rather than merely hearers of it—James emphasizes that words of faith are not enough. They must be completed by corresponding just actions in order to have purpose.
 For even the demons believe in the essential creed that the Lord God is one; their “faith,” however, is not made consummate by a proper reaction of good deeds. Those to whom James was writing should also be shuddering if, like the demons, they were not producing deeds of justice in keeping with their faith. As Bauckham points out, James was perhaps “aware of the danger that some of his readers, complacently priding themselves on their monotheistic belief, neglected practical works of charity. They need not have professed the doctrinal view that their faith was sufficient to justify them, but they behaved as though this were the case.”
 However, James makes it clear, using the examples of Abraham and Rahab to support his point, that orthodoxy without orthopraxy is no orthodoxy at all. The two are inseparably united, much like the body and the spirit. The body both requires the spirit (or breath) to animate it and produces breath as an indicator that it is alive. In the same manner, faith both requires action to give it vitality and produces deeds as an indicator that it is viable. In the hypothetical case presented here, James’ hearers are chastised for their temptation towards “offering only pious verbal nothings. Their sense of spiritual security is false, and their faith is no more salvific than the knowledge that even the demons possess, that there is only one God.”
 They desperately need to heed James’ call to reunite healthy faith and just action and to thrive in the wholeness of life that ensues.


Similar thoughts on justice as exhibited in deeds that parallel faith resound throughout the entirety of the book of James. The audience James is addressing likely contains few who are rich, and is instead mainly composed of those who are themselves the victims of economic hardship due to injustice.
 However, even these victims are being called to act justly, for justice is a characteristic of God and a commandment of the law to be followed by all, not just the powerful and privileged. In James, justice is enacted socially—not governmentally or even ecclesially, but through the kinds of individual and communal social interactions that the author holds up as exemplary. James states incontrovertibly that it is not possible to serve both God and worldly desires at the same time (4:4-6), and that submitting in humility to God will have implications for right relationship with others (4:6-12). Rich oppressors who selfishly subjugate and abuse others are summarily condemned for their mistreatment of these individuals (5:1-6). And finally, one of James’ best-known and least-loved aphorisms speaks powerfully to the injustice of apathetic inaction: “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins” (4:17). All of these passages resonate with the prevalent theme throughout the book of alignment of faith and deeds in the context of justice in relationship.


This theme is not found merely in James either; it can be heard in a variety of iterations throughout the biblical corpus. Though there are too many instances to explore each of them fully, we will take a glance at a few that are particularly relevant. Throughout the Old Testament, we hear over and over again about God’s desire for true religion; Proverbs 21:3 is as succinct a statement of this fact as imaginable: “To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice.” Jeremiah 7 also repeats this theme. The Israelites had been doing all kinds of detestable things and then attempting to hide behind God’s protective Name. God has seen their injustices, though, and they are reminded with a special emphasis in verses 3-11 that they must change their ways and treat one another justly if they are to hold on to their inheritance. And Amos 5:21-24 is a singularly strong proclamation that God’s primary concern is for justice and that the Israelites must make their actions reflect that primary concern if their worship is ever to be acceptable to God.
 “Away with the noise of your songs!” God declares in verse 23. He continues in verse 24, “But let justice roll on like a river, [justice] like a never-failing stream!” 


The New Testament continues to emphasize the cardinal requirement of faith being completed in just actions. In Matthew 7:15-23, Jesus makes it clear that good fruit (deeds) is a necessary outgrowth of one’s spiritual state; faith and action must line up for that faith to be proved true and saving. Later in Matthew (21:18-20), Jesus curses a fig tree that is unfruitful. Immediately the tree withered. Without a display of fruitfulness, it was like a body without a spirit, like faith without deeds—dead. And as he is rebuking the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, Jesus bemoans the fact that their worship has been rendered worthless by their neglect of the “more important matters of the law—justice, mercy, and faithfulness” (Matthew 23:23).
 Their faith is not made complete by their deeds; their lives are not lives of wholeness and integrity. Additionally, the parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25:31-46 is exceptionally relevant. In this parable, what distinguishes the sheep from the goats—more, what leads to the salvation of the sheep and the condemnation of the goats—is not mere orthodoxy but is orthodoxy exhibited in orthopraxy. It is the compassionate just actions of the sheep that allow them to enter eternal life, reminding us again of those in Matthew 7:21-23 who enter the kingdom of God by doing the will of God rather than merely calling on the name of God. Throughout Romans 2, we also see that right standing before God is granted not to those who have the law but to those who live the just requirements of the law. “For it is not those who hear the law who are [just] in God’s sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared [just]” (Romans 2:13). A stronger echo of James’ rhetoric on unity of faith and deeds cannot be found!

Reflection: Seeing Ourselves in the Mirror


So how can we take the words of James and of the biblical witness to heart and apply them to this discussion of sex trafficking? How can they be more than words on a page and instead be an attempt to combat ignorance, apathy, and inaction? How can they be, as Nystrom says, “a living monument to the potent caliber of hope for what can be—careful study that results in action, a passion for the good of others, and compassion that flows from the very heart of God”?
 


As has become clear from our exploration of justice in James as the correlation of right acts with faith, and as has been further emphasized from a variety of places throughout scripture, apathy is not an acceptable Christian response to injustice, nor is inaction. In order for our faith to surpass that of the demons, we must act on what we believe, not merely assent to it with words. Otherwise, our faith is lifeless and useless. Not only that, without right actions of justice, our pretense of faith—displayed in religious activity—is offensive to God, bringing about God’s condemnation and wrath.


In the rhetoric of James, transformation from being merely a hearer of the word to being a doer of it depends on an individual’s ability to honestly see herself in the mirror of the word and then modify her life based on what is seen in that reflection. Knowing the word is important. Doing what it says is even more critical. But this more significant step of embodying the word cannot be carried out satisfactorily unless she is able to see in her spiritual reflection how she compares to that word. Her eyes must be opened, her senses heightened, her memory sharpened so that she does not forget. It is to the mirror, then, that we must return in order to banish apathy. 


As we take a look in the mirror, true perception is what we must strive for.  For as James implies (1:22-25), true perception will entail a right reaction. Any kind of understanding that does not evoke deeds in keeping with knowledge and faith is not genuine comprehension at all.
 Bauckham reminds us, though, that while this kind of true perception is of the utmost significance, it cannot be forced or imposed: “In order to see oneself in a mirror, one must look for oneself. No one can do this kind of seeing for another.”
 Hope is not lost, though, for those who are ignorant or apathetic; we must not forget that while perception cannot be coerced, it can be encouraged and molded. Prompting and invigorating this kind of true perception is the next step that must be taken in fighting the injustice of sex trafficking.


If we cannot force perception on someone, how do we cultivate an atmosphere in which perception is advocated for? I can imagine two separate ways to go about this. One involves the proclamation and denunciation of evil within us, evil committed because of our unwillingness to change. We counsel a sinful people to look at the sin within them, helping them see that their lives do not reflect the word of God that they profess to believe. This tactic might perhaps be justified at certain times. There is certainly biblical precedent for it, especially in the proclamations of the prophets and in the reprimands of Jesus. However, if we are to take the words of James to heart, if we are to “speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be show to anyone who has not been merciful” (James 2:12-13), then perhaps the better approach would be to motivate people positively, from mercy rather than from judgment. Nystrom, referring to Walter Brueggemann, reminds us that “a prophet must do more than criticize. A prophet must also ‘energize’ by offering an alternative vision that is marked by biblical hope.”
 This is our job. We must encourage people to see clearly how their (our) deeds or lack thereof do not line up with their (our) faith, but we ought to do this in a way that is not as much a guilt trip as it is an envisioning of a reality that could be if faith and deeds were to align.


Again, as James’ illustration of the man standing before the mirror intimates, change begins with perception of the reality that is, not just the reality that should be. In order portray and work towards a potential reality, we must also comprehend the current reality so that we know where to begin. Therefore, hopeful vision casting that moves from current to future reality might follow the rhetorical move that has been so effectively elaborated in numerous psalms: orientation, disorientation, reorientation. 



Those whom I have the opportunity to motivate (mostly students at ACU) live in an extremely “Christianized” United States culture of wealth, individualism, and consumerism. This is their orientation. And although it is not always recognized, they also live in a world in which an outrageous injustice is perpetrated against innocent women and children who are ensnared in sexual slavery. Disorientation for these comfortably oblivious or complacent ACU students, then, would entail bringing those two worlds together.


How can this kind of extremely jarring disorientation be enacted in the spirit of mercy and not judgment? The focus must be placed on those who are the recipients of mercy, not those whose actions or inactions are being condemned. In the case of sex trafficking, then, the focus must be on those whose lives have been torn to shreds by enslavement and abuse. Merely reciting a string of facts will not help those who are blind to injustice see, though. They must be drawn into an experience, not just given information, so that they are motivated from the heart. As Hoehn so eloquently puts it, “There are moments of existential breakthrough that change a person’s moral orientation, and moments in which some concern or value in the background of one’s life becomes thrust into the foreground of awareness. In a sense, morality becomes real in these experiences—for a latent morality without extension to active sociality is in some respects dead.”
 Placing students within the story of sex trafficking, from the perspective of the victims, then, is a good way to bring about this kind of “existential breakthrough” or true perception from which people can be motivated.
 


I can envision a gathering in which, incorporating the various senses, we draw students into the current reality from the perspective of the victims of sex trafficking. We might bind the hands or gag the mouths of some participants to represent those who are enslaved. We might invite an individual who has been victimized to be present among the students, allowing them to connect relationally and therefore understand more profoundly the suffering of another. A variety of powerful artistic resources might be used—images, songs, poetry, stories. And rather than allowing students to distance themselves from the horrific realities of sex trafficking by speaking of others who have been abused, we might ask them to put themselves in the position of exploitation, reciting the story of a victim as if it was their own: “I was sold into slavery so that my parents and three younger brothers could eat. I was gang raped, forced into prostitution, and lived a life of fear and submission for eight years.”
 These kinds of experiences are a creative fusion of two distant but not so distant realities. They create disorientation from which reorientation can occur.


That next step of reorientation is one in which students are brought from their newfound understanding of reality into a vision of what reality has the potential to be. This is the step in which true perception, having emerged during disorientation, motivates right action. In reorientation, students are called to alter aspects of their lives in order to implement their newly realized righteous indignation.
 It may be tempting for students to get bogged down in despondency given the overwhelming evil to which they have just been exposed; therefore, this final step of reorientation is absolutely necessary. They must not look into the mirror and go away from it, forgetting what they have seen and forgetting how their lives can and must be different as a response. Here we are able to cast a vision of the world changed and the sex trafficking industry demolished because of the alignment of our faith and deeds. Again, we place the students in the narrative, but this time we insert them at a different point. Instead of being the oppressors they once were, and rather than experiencing the stories of the victims as they just have, now they are part of the solution. Giving them concrete ideas and resources to display their faith through action for justice, we encourage and equip them to be doers of the word, not merely hearers. We help them see how faith and deeds complete each other in what is to God true religion: justice.
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� Bauckham, 126.
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� James’ discussion on perseverance under trials, as well as his articulation in 2:6 that his hearers are being exploited by the rich make this clear.


� In Amos we again see the motif of God’s hatred of favoritism. Though the Israelites are the chosen people of God, they too will be destroyed, right alongside the other nations, if they continue in unrepentant sin.


� This ruling triumvirate of justice, mercy, and faith(fulness) is directly reflected throughout James, particularly in James 1:22-2:26.


� Nystrom, 171.


� This sham of “faith,” in which ostensibly religious words and activities take precedence over acts of conformity to God’s will of justice, could be considered verbalism, a term used frequently by Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2006).


� James speaks of this as self-deception (1:22), dead faith (2:17), or a faith that is not able to justify (2:24).


� Bauckham, 9.
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� Rather than substituting “just” for “righteous” here, I purposefully use the phrase “righteous indignation” because of its prevalence and familiarity to readers.






