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A Theological Perspective: Through the Lens of Social Justice

My name is Mulu Hope Bannister. I was born in Gambela, Ethiopia in 2001. Ethiopia is
located on the “horn of Africa.” Its eastern border is shared with Somalia, its southern border is
shared with Kenya, and its western border is shared with South Sudan and Sudan. I moved to the
United States when I was six years old. Although too young to fully understand my world at that
age, the cultural heritage and the unique experiences from Gambela to Bison, Kansas have
shaped who I am as a person.

I lost both of my biological parents before age five. My sister and I survived when given
refuge in an orphanage in Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia. One day a beautiful American
woman arrived and adopted us. She took us on an airplane at the Addis Ababa airport and we
landed in Wichita, Kansas a day later. At the airport, we met our adoptive father and our new
sister – 14-year-old Hannah. From there we drove 150 miles to a farm in western Kansas – our
new hope! From the depths of poverty, we soon found ourselves in the land of plenty.

I remember the day my mother was buried in a Gambela cemetery. I also remember the
13-hour, 450-mile trip from Gambela to Addis Ababa. I remember the flight from my homeland,
across the Sahara, the Atlantic Ocean, and halfway across the United States. And who could
forget any part of the drive to Bison, Kansas?

My Ethiopian families were members of a minority ethnic group. During my brief life
there, ethnic conflicts resulted in an estimated one million people being killed. I don’t know
whether my parents’ deaths were linked to the ongoing ethnic conflict in Ethiopia or not.
Perhaps it was a combination of the poverty and poor health care that still characterizes much of
the world today! Whatever the case, the pain of losing my parents remains. My adoptive parents
and how they shared their faith has helped me cope with my early loss.

Fortunately, I have endured the pain without becoming a negative person. My goal is
never to be a negative person. Another goal is to embody Christ’s admonition to “love your
neighbor as yourself” – particularly the less fortunate. These words spoken – by Christ – are the
foundation of my Christian faith!

Now an unfortunate thought. As I look around my adoptive community and society, I
continue to witness terrible injustices. Due to these injustices in the world, I decided to join
Micah Corps. My goal was to pursue opportunities to connect my Christian faith with social
justice work.

Through the Micah Corps internship, I was inspired by the story of Anthony Ray Hinton
who was wrongly convicted of murder. Incarcerated for 30 years while awaiting a court-ordered
execution, he was ultimately released from death row and prison in 2015. As my personal Micah
Corps project, I decided to write a theological reflection of imprisonment and justice. This
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project will seek to highlight one type of injustice happening in our society today through the
lens of social justice.

Envision the shocking scenario that a loved one or a family member stands falsely
accused of a murder. What if you believe the prosecution lacks sufficient evidence for a guilty
verdict charge, but the jury convicts your loved one and imposes the death penalty? Overcoming
that accusation requires an experienced lawyer and extensive resources to pay for the lawyer’s
time. What if your loved one lacks financial and legal resources? What if, after the guilty verdict,
investigators discover the innocence of your loved one? What if your family member has
already been sentenced to death for another person’s murder offense?

I imagine that if this happened to you, you would experience feelings of anger and agony
that would consume you. Unfortunately, some people, who never envisioned themselves going
through this, ended up experiencing it. One such person is Anthony Ray Hinton. Mr. Hinton, an
African American, was wrongly convicted of murdering two fast food restaurant managers in
Birmingham, Alabama in 1985. As a result, he was sentenced to death and held on the state’s
death row for 30 years. His sentence was never carried out and he was exonerated from prison in
2015.

As United Methodists who embrace the reality of God’s presence, peace, and power in
the world, we believe in attaining justice for the oppressed. The church affirms a commitment to
the oppressed, which is important given its tremendous influence on our society. However, I
strongly feel the church needs to take more concrete steps to combat the evils of injustice.
Whether that means increasing financial support or increasing its activism, I believe more can
always be achieved.

One weakness the church has, is that it too often fails to implement the strong mission
values which it affirms. The scripture compels us to “be ye doers of the word and not hearers
only deceiving yourselves.” (James 1:22) I believe that as the church we can establish for
ourselves a false sense of righteousness which is knowing and saying the right things but failing
to back it up with our actions.

Considering the case of Mr. Hinton, whose quest for justice was denied for decades, I
believe that if the Christian community had been more proactive in his case, he would have
gotten his justice sooner. I am sure many of the jurors, lawyers, and judges consider themselves
to be Christian but because of the church's lukewarm action on criminal justice they didn’t face
enough pressure to act justly for all people.

Christian churches have a pivotal role to play in advocating for the values of justice and
mercy found in the scripture and living these principles out in our society. Together we can bear
the responsibility of addressing white supremacy, systemic racism, and structural inequities in
our political, social, and economic systems that create oppression.

The Apostle Paul in his letter to Galatians addresses unity that the Christian community
should resemble. He said that “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is
there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28) According to the
theology of Paul, when people come under the Lordship of Christ, they are not separated by
socio-economic, tribal, racial, or any other earthly label.
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The duty of the church is to make sure that it makes all people feel welcome and valued
no matter who they are or where they come from. I think that when Paul wrote this, he was not
against individuality but against the supremacy of one group dominating others in the body of
Christ.

I believe in social diversity which strengthens us and not individuality that divides us.
Part of being united is speaking for those whose voice cannot be heard. After Jesus was
crucified, the person who negotiated for his body was a rich man by the name Joseph of
Arimathea. He used his wealth and influence not to oppress others but to achieve a dignified
burial of Jesus.

I also believe those of us who are privileged in the body of Christ should use our
positions to help those who are less fortunate. Part of that privilege is using our voices to defend
the downtrodden whenever we see oppression.

Furthermore, Jesus talks about defending and caring for those who are weak. For
example, he says, “He that hath two coats, let him impart to him that hath none; and he that hath
meat, let him do likewise.” A coat in this case represents privilege. During that time, the garment
a person wore was indicative of their social status. In the scenario where a rich person gives a
poor person their coat, they would be elevating their perceived value. It takes the love of Christ
to see those whom the society says are lesser individuals and we reject that notion and regard
them as equal to us, as our brothers and sisters in Christ.

According to Dr. Martin Luther King, Christian churches on Sundays are one of the most
segregated places in America. Churches are supposed to be a place where diversity is most
represented. Regardless of race, culture background, individual perspectives, and beliefs,
churches are supposed to accommodate all of God’s children.

On the day of Pentecost, the Bible records that people were speaking in different
languages and that many heard what was being said in tongues in their own languages. The
movement of the Holy Spirit represents the importance of diversity and makes it clear that God is
represented through all of us despite the color of our skin, our language, or our socio-economic
backgrounds. Too often in our judicial system, careful consideration seems to be followed when
it comes to the privileged individuals but not so for the poor and minorities.

In the case of Mr. Hinton who was wrongfully convicted, all that was needed was an hour
to review the evidence and it would have saved him years of wrongful imprisonment. I believe if
the shoe were on another’s foot, then the evidence would have been weighed more carefully
before the sentencing.

Considering the story of our Lord Jesus Christ, he faced the death penalty following a
wrongful conviction. Religious leaders were jealous of his influence and brought a trumped-up
charge to make the Roman empire give Jesus a gruesome death penalty – crucifixion. If that
could happen to Jesus, the most innocent person to ever exist, then it could happen to anyone. I
also think this lets us know that these types of convictions don’t always side with the truth but
with mob justice.

The Bible talks about the millennial reign of Christ where Jesus will physically rule on
earth from Jerusalem for a thousand years. This would be the perfect time to see how justice is
served using the eyes of Christ. However, if I were to use my imagination, I would think that
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Jesus would have the patience and the virtue to listen to both sides of the story and not just side
with the rich and powerful. His justice would be based on righteousness and not the superiority
of any group. As the body of Christ, we should focus on being united, rather than being divided
by our earthly differences.

Consider again the story of Anthony Ray Hinton. Anthony, who was wrongfully
convicted of a crime he never committed, has a story like Jesus who was convicted of a crime he
didn’t commit either. At least Jesus had divine help and he rose again after three days.

What about those who are wrongfully accused who don’t recover from that experience?
What about those who are still in prison today because no one has taken interest in their story?
Jesus said, “I have come that they might have life and have it more abundantly.”

I think Jesus would oppose the death penalty today. He would support offering everyone
a second chance for their sins. I think we should be a more compassionate society as a whole and
consider the circumstances that cause people to do the bad things they do and try to help them
become better people.

When Pilate heard the accusations that the Jews brought against Jesus, he said that he
didn't think he was guilty and he “washed his hands” as a sign that he was innocent in the
sentencing of Jesus.

I wonder how often those of us in positions of power choose not to be involved in the
quest of justice and turn a blind eye by washing our hands? I wonder how many of us in the
church wash our hands when minorities are profiled by the police and are wrongfully convicted?
Are you willing to help other members of the body when you see injustice being done to them?
Are you willing to allow your neighbor to share the privilege that you have by giving them your
other coat?

The beauty of Christianity is that we are all united through Jesus Christ who lived the
best of both worlds, and we are called to live by and follow his example of humility and justice
for all.


