
 
AN OPEN LETTER TO THE CHURCHES

 I began my Ministry in Congregationalism in 1954 and retired in the URC in 1994. In all my 87
years, I have never been as fearful about God’s Earth as I am today. (I gather the same fear,
listening to people weekly in ‘Kettle & Fish’.)  God has given humankind life in this beautiful
and bountiful world – now over 7 billion of us – but I believe we are witnessing a
catastrophic failure of our race, in the broadest sense. What justification is there for this
verdict ?
 Whilst  so  many  people,  personally,  have  been  blessed  with  success:   joyful  souls,  great
achievements of character, knowledge, and scientific and cultural triumphs - and for all of these
we must thank God, our Inspiration - yet in the field of relationships at home and abroad,
local and global, we are failing most abysmally – in 2017 more than ever ! How ?

 The chief cause of our failure is  our selfishness ! –  We see clearly  how our lives  are
intertwined with one another and rooted in our shared environment, yet we choose to ignore the
presence of other human beings, and too often fail to care about their welfare. Contrarily, we
adopt  the  conduct  of  ‘every  man for  himself’,  ‘I  couldn’t  care  less’,  or  ‘the  national  interest’
(America first !’ or ‘Britain first’ – the cry of the murderer of Joe Cox M.P.) The evils of division,
hostility,  inequality,  strife  and war ensue.  Indeed,  selfishness  is  at  the  root  of  our two main
failures: war and poverty.
 War. The United Nations was formed in 1945 ‘to end the scourge of war’, but in all the decades
since  then,  from Korea to Syria,  war has killed  countless  people,  and UN’s  Security  Council’s
members, USA, China, Russia, France and Britain, are now fixed in the most colossal arms race in
history. President Trump’s USA is proposing to spend an extra
$500  billion  on  its  military,  and  the  other  members  are
increasing ‘defence’ budgets for themselves and for export to
often  repressive  regimes.  Even  with  devastated  Aleppo,
Mosul, Sanaa, Aden, Mogadishu . . before our eyes, and the
sight of thousands of fleeing refugees, we keep on making
‘killing-machines’: our excuse – ‘thousands of jobs will be at
risk, if we close our defence industry’. – And that makes it all
right !  

 [This situation is so much more desperate to my generation, because we witnessed the end
of the Second World War, the formation of the UN and the European Union, and the hope of
a friendly, peaceful world. So, it is unbelievably sad now to look out on a UN, stripped of its
peacemaking by its own leading member-nations, a European Union possibly torn to shreds
by its feuding members, and nations from Afghanistan to Libya ‘under the cosh’ of civil strife with bombs
and bullets supplied by UN Security Council nations !]  

Poverty.  Selfishness leads directly to inequality and poverty.  Oxfam’s  research is showing that
the eight richest billionaires have wealth equal to the half the world’s poorest people (3.5 billion) !
It  is  a  gigantic  scandal,  that  on our  wealthy planet  millions  of  our  people  are poor,  hungry,
homeless, unemployed and chronically sick. On city streets all around the world shops, stores and
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 supermarkets are loaded with food, clothing, household goods and luxuries, whilst on those same
streets many folk are with insufficient money to buy what they need, or forced to plead poverty in
‘food-banks’ or even ‘sleep rough’ overnight ! The wealth is there, but it is not shared ! 

  So, if our selfishness is the root of humankind’s failure to end war and poverty, how do we
overcome selfishness ?     
      
We overcome selfishness, above all, when we receive the power of God’s caring Spirit,
which was experienced in the life and mission of Jesus. 
 For Jesus, God is the Maker of the universe. Within the universe, the Sun gives physical life to the
Earth, and God’s Spirit  is given to all  creatures including human beings. So, God cares for all
people  under  the  Sun,  and  seeks  our  trust  and  love,  which  can  empower  us  to  rise  above
selfishness. (This faith is expressed in the prayer Jesus taught all to pray.)

 One medium through which Jesus lived in God’s Spirit was the movement of John the Baptist.
Baptism was a ritual act of cleansing us from wrong-selfishness. Jesus was baptized, and  adopted
the unselfish way of life, the way of sharing and the rejection of violence. That way of life Jesus
maintained throughout his mission, as he received strength from God, his Father, in prayer. He,
then, showed people,  that God’s power of unselfishness – God’s ‘kingdom’ - was in operation
among them. For this they should continually pray, and reject every temptation to act unjustly or
dominate others;  rather  to serve others.  He proceeded to gather disciples,  through whom he
would bring the power of unselfishness, service, sharing and non-violence to all people.

 Jesus was now ready to deal with the selfishness of humankind that leads to war and poverty. 

 Jesus’ mission to end war. If the main cause of war is our hostility to and division from other
people, then, the cure is our change of heart to friendship and  inclusion of all people in a united
community, the ‘kingdom of God’. So, Jesus practised such friendship, and gathered people into
the  ‘Kingdom’.  -  He  made  friends  with  people  of  differing  cultures  and  nationalities,  and
discouraged cliques. He went out to meet people in all directions: to villages in Galilee, and to the
town of Jericho, where he was guest of a tax-collector, Zacchaeus. He journeyed to Tyre and
Sidon in Phoenicia, to the Greek cities of Decapolis around the Lake of Galilee, to Jerusalem in
Judea, and to hostile Samaria. In this instance, whereas Jews, as John’s Gospel tells us, ‘have no
dealings’  with their neighbours, the Samaritans, Jesus asks a Samaritan woman for a drink, seeks
passage through their land, and cites a Samaritan as an example of a good neighbour. Here he
practised his peacemaking policy of ‘loving your enemies’, when he was excluded from Samaria on
one occasion:  when his  disciples  called  for  retaliation,  he  showed his  determination  to reject
hostility and violence, by insisting on his purpose: ‘The son of man did not come to destroy men’s
lives,  but to save them’. (Luke 9.56)  His  mission was to make peace with all,  but this  bold
approach to ‘foreigners’ was inevitably opposed by selfish and hostile people. So, his sympathy
with ‘alien’ people caused offence to people in his home-town of Nazareth, and he was threatened
with death by the local ruler, King Herod Antipas, but he was not deflected form his ministry.
Further, in a male-dominated society, he not only valued the material assistance of women in his
mission, but also shared spiritual life with them. Similarly, he did not regard children as of no
consequence, but as precious ‘citizens’ of the Kingdom of God. In summary, Jesus’ love
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 for everyone, male and female, young and old, Jew and Gentile, inevitably led to peacemaking,
and the rejection of violence: ‘All who take the sword die by the sword’. As God hates our sin, but
is not vengeful or violent toward us, so God wants us, his ‘children’ to act mercifully, like God.
Thus, Jesus’ message to us is: ‘Blessed are the peacemakers; they shall be called the children of
God’.

Jesus’ mission to end poverty.  The ‘golden thread’ which runs through the career of Jesus is
the formation of a community, where poverty is ended, and prosperity is shared by everyone. This
sharing was vital in a country, where the richest 1% owned 50% of the land, and where over 95%
of the people were illiterate, many of them in destitution and misery. –
                                                                                                                  
 Jesus would hear John the Baptist’s message: ‘whoever has two shirts must share with him who
has none, and whoever has food must do the same’. Then, we hear Jesus saying that God knows
that people need food and clothing. So, when he saw crowds of the poor seeking salvation from
poverty, he had compassion on them and organised his disciples to share their food. His concern
was also evidenced in his healing of sickness, much of which would be caused by malnutrition, and
in a central part of the prayer he urged people to say: ‘Give us this day our daily bread’ ( God’s
desire is that everyone should be able to eat enough every day). Some of Jesus’ contemporaries
believed, that God would end poverty miraculously, turning stones into bread. Jesus knew, that
was not how God works. If poverty was to end, people had to share, and this Jesus organised:
‘When you give a party, ask the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind’.  The result of this
sharing during Jesus’  ministry was seen later, in the early
church, as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles,  Chapter 4:
‘the whole  company of  believers  was united  in  heart  and
soul . . everything was held in common . . there was never a
needy person among them.’  Thus, Jesus’ promise was kept:
‘Blessed are you, who now go hungry; you will be satisfied.’ Luke 6.21

 This ‘Open Letter’ has attempted to show how Jesus’ mission began to end war and
poverty. Sadly, selfishness, violence and greed crept in amongst his movement, the
Church, over the years and centuries. Yet, with Jesus’ Spirit within us, we can continue
his mission today to bring peace and prosperity to all people - as detailed in this essay.
I commend this work to the Churches.

Malcolm Hill  
March 2017
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If poverty was to end
people had to share


