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READING AND DISCUSSION GUIDE FOR

God’s Politics

Why the Right Gets It Wrong
and the Left Doesn’t Get It

by
Jim Wallis

God’s Politics contains a thoughtful and inspirational discussion
of faith and politics. Wallis urges the Left, the Right, the gov-
ernment, and the religious community to work for real social
change in America and the world, by emphasizing a new “pro-
phetic politics” With a focus on spiritual values, Wallis shares
valuable insights to the problems confronting us and offers
ideas and goals for implementing needed changes. His evan-
gelical Christian voice offers faith, hope, and direction to a
nation in need of a renewed spiritual and political vision.
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INTRODUCTION:
WHY CAN'T WE TALK ABOUT RELIGION AND POLITICS?

God’s Politics challenges everything about our politics. It
reminds us of the people who are always neglected—the poor,
vulnerable, and left behind. And it challenges Left and Right by
offering a new vision for faith and politics in America.

1. Polling results after the 2004 election emphasized “moral
values” as a deciding factor, but differed on what that
meant. What is your definition of moral values? Did that
influence your choice of who to vote for? What do you
think are the most important moral values in politics?

PART ONE:
CHANGING THE WIND

CHAPTER 1:
TAKE BACK THE FAITH—CO-OPTED BY THE RIGHT,
DISMISSED BY THE LEFT

1. Many people feel that their faith has been “stolen” by one
political side and ignored by the other. We need to
return to a genuine evangelical faith rescued from the
distortions of both Right and Left.

2. Do you agree that the Right focuses faith narrowly on
sexual and cultural issues, while the Left doesn’t under-

For more reading and discussion guides like this one,

visit www.smallgroupguides.com.




HarperOne Reading and Discussion Guide for God’s Politics

stand the meaning of faith for politics at all? If so, how
was this demonstrated in the 2004 election?

3. How does the “politics of Jesus” offer an alternative to
the political and economic agenda of the religious Right?

CHAPTER 2:
A LACK OF VISION—TOO NARROW OR NONE AT ALL

America today faces two related vision problems. One is the
lack of vision in public life; the other is that political leaders
have a clear vision, but the wrong one. The Hebrew prophets
and Jesus offer a new vision of our common life and public
commitments.

1. What is your vision of politics in America? What are the
public implications of your spiritual values?

2. What does it mean to change society by “changing the
wind?” How can people of faith become “wind changers?”

CHAPTER 3:
IS THERE A POLITICS OF GOD?—GOD IS PERSONAL
BUT NEVER PRIVATE

God is personal—if not, there is little meaning to faith. But that
personal God is never private, relevant only to individual
morality while oblivious to public issues.

1. What is the difference between “God’s politics” and

using God to justify our politics? How are God’s politics
different from ours?
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PART TWO:
MOVING BEYOND THE POLITICS
OF COMPLAINT

CHAPTER 4:
PROTEST IS GOOD; ALTERNATIVES ARE BETTER—
WHAT ARE WE HERE FOR?

Political protest should not be simply a politics of complaint; it
should show the way to personal and social transformation
through offering alternatives. Being for an alternative brings
more energy and possibilities to the political debate than only
being against.

1. In the polarized agenda of today’s partisan politics, what
solutions could go beyond the debates to show a way
forward on the most important challenges facing us?
How do we move from complaining about the way
things are to creating viable alternatives?

CHAPTER 5:
HOW SHOULD YOUR RELIGIOUS FAITH INFLUENCE
YOUR POLITICS?—WHAT'S A RELIGIOUS VOTER TO DO?

Religious fundamentalism at its worst seeks political power to
impose a theocracy, while secular fundamentalism attempts to
restrict religious faith only to houses of worship. The real ques-
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tion is not whether religious faith should influence a society
and its politics, but how.

1. What are your observations about the role of religious
faith in the 2004 election campaign? Why does it seem as
if people who regularly attend worship services vote
Republican, while those who don’t vote Democratic?

2. Discuss the differences between the religious Right and
the Civil Rights movement.

CHAPTER 6:
PROPHETIC POLITICS—A NEW OPTION

There are three dominant political options in America. One is
conservative on everything—from cultural and family concerns
to economic and foreign policy issues. A second is liberal on
everything. The third is libertarian—liberal on cultural/moral
issues and conservative on fiscal/economic and foreign policy.
There is a fourth option—traditional or “conservative” on issues
of family values and sexual integrity while progressive or popu-
list on issues of economic justice and peacemaking.

1. How would you react to a candidate who took a tradi-
tional moral stance on social and cultural issues—being
decidedly pro-family, pro-life (meaning really wanting to
lower the abortion rate), strong on personal responsibil-
ity and moral values, outspoken against the moral pollu-
tion throughout popular culture; AND was also an
economic populist, pro-poor in social policy, tough on
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corporate corruption and power, clear in supporting
middle-class families in health-care and education, an
environmentalist, and committed to a foreign policy that
emphasized international law and multilateral coopera-
tion over preemptive and unilateral war?

PART THREE:
SPIRITUAL VALUES AND
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS: WHEN
DID JESUS BECOME PRO-WAR?

CHAPTER 7:
BE NOT AFRAID—A MORAL RESPONSE TO TERRORISM

September 11, 2001, changed our lives, and since then we have
been a nation living in fear. That fear has led us to accept poli-
cies that promised to end our vulnerability, yet we must still go
to the roots of terrorism for an effective response.

1. What are the “two paths” that emerged in response to
the terrorist attacks? What opportunities were missed to
combat terrorism and what opportunities remain for
responding to it?

2. What role can the religious community play in develop-
ing a moral response to terrorism?
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CHAPTER 8:
NOT A JUST WAR—THE MISTAKE OF IRAQ

While Saddam Hussein was a brutal dictator, and removing him
from power a legitimate goal, there were ways other than war to
accomplish that end. The war and continuing occupation of Iraq
have weakened the system of international law and the coopera-
tion needed to truly combat the threat of terrorism.

1. What are the ways other than war that could have dealt
with Saddam Hussein? Do you agree or disagree that
they could have succeeded?

2. What has been sacrificed and by whom in the war and
ongoing occupation?

CHAPTER 9:
DANGEROUS RELIGION—THE THEOLOGY OF EMPIRE

The word “empire” is increasingly used to describe American
power in the world, and is defended by the president with reli-
gious language. This nationalist religion is a challenge to people
of faith, who must now decide to whom to be loyal.

1. What is the difference between a Christian theology and
an American theology? When and how is it appropriate
or inappropriate to invoke the name of God in the public
life of a nation?
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CHAPTER 10:
BLESSED ARE THE PEACEMAKERS—WINNING WITHOUT WAR

The questions today are how to resolve conflicts in the world,
how to reduce violence, and how to heal the causes of war. Real
peacemaking can develop initiatives and instutitions that could
become alternatives to war.

1. Describe and discuss the strengths and weaknesses of
the traditional Christian doctrines of pacifism and just
war. Can nonviolence answer the questions that violence
purports to answer, but in a better way?

2. Can the role of law and policing in protecting our neigh-
borhoods be effectively applied to the international situ-
ation?

CHAPTER 11:
AGAINST IMPOSSIBLE ODDS—PEACE IN THE MIDDLE EAST

Resolving the ongoing crisis in the Middle East is an essential
step toward addressing a major cause of violence in that
region.

1. What is the relationship between Palestinian violence
against Israel and the Israeli occupation of Palestine? Is a
two-state solution with a secure Israel and a viable Pales-
tine likely to resolve the issues involved?

2. How are nongovernmental peacemaking organizations
making a difference?

For more reading and discussion guides like this one,

visit www.smallgroupguides.com.




HarperOne Reading and Discussion Guide for God’s Politics

CHAPTER 12:
MICAH'S VISION FOR NATIONAL AND GLOBAL SECURITY—
CURE CAUSES, NOT JUST SYMPTOMS

Micalvs vision is of swords being beaten into plowshares, nation
not making war against nation, and every person having their
own vine and fig tree where no one shall make them afraid.

1. What do you think is the relationship between poverty
and terrorism? How can we go deeper to deal with the
root causes of war?

2. Can you think of any modern-day Micahs in your com-
munity who are effectively addressing issues of violence
and poverty?

PART FOUR:
SPIRITUAL VALUES AND ECONOMIC
JUSTICE: WHEN DID JESUS
BECOME PRO-RICH?

CHAPTER 13:
THE POOR YOU WILL ALWAYS HAVE WITH YOU?—
WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY ABOUT POVERTY?

Several thousand verses in the Bible speak to poverty and God’s
response to injustice, yet too many affluent Christians have no
relationship with people in poverty.
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1. What is your response to the text from Matthew 25?
How can we restore the integrity of the Word of God to
our lives, our congregations, and our communities?

CHAPTER 14:
POOR PEOPLE ARE TRAPPED IN THE DEBATE OVER
POVERTY—BREAKING THE LEFT/RIGHT IMPASSE

Republicans look after their wealthy constituencies, and Demo-
crats want to be the champions of the middle class. Neither
makes the needs of the poor a priority, and poor people are
trapped in the debate.

1. What would a solution-based approach to overcoming
poverty look like? What can each sector of society con-
tribute?

2. What is the relationship between personal and social
responsibility?

CHAPTER 15:
ISAIAH'S PLATFORM—BUDGETS ARE MORAL DOCUMENTS

The budget of a family, church, city, or nation reveals its true
priorities—what it cares about and values. Current U.S. federal
budgets are sacrificing the poor for war and tax cuts.

1. What is your reaction to the story of the 2003 child tax-

credit debate in Washington and the exclusion of poor
working families from that credit?
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2. Isit “class warfare” to talk about growing economic dis-
parities and those in poverty who are being left out of
America’s economy?

CHAPTER 16:
AMOS AND ENRON—WHAT SCANDALIZES GOD?

America’s corporate scandals are raising new questions about
the relationship between the bottom line and the common
good.

1. Should our behavior in the economic spheres of our lives
become the substance of adult Sunday School curricula
and Bible study groups?

2. Could a religious populism raise hard questions about
corporate responsibility, tax policy, campaign financing,
and budget priorities that political leaders couldn’t afford
to ignore?

CHAPTER 17:
THE TIPPING POINT—FAITH AND GLOBAL POVERTY

For the first time in history we have the information, knowl-
edge, technology, and resources to bring the worst of global
poverty to an end. What we don’t have is the moral and politi-
cal will to do so. And it is becoming clear that it will take a new
moral energy to create that political will.
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1. What is the relationship between debt, aid, and trade?
How would debt cancellation, wise aid programs, and
trade justice lead to reducing global poverty?

2. How are the churches addressing the moral challenge of
the AIDS crisis?

PART FIVE:
SPIRITUAL VALUES AND SOCIAL
ISSUES: WHEN DID JESUS BECOME A
SELECTIVE MORALIST?

CHAPTER 18:
A CONSISTENT ETHIC OF LIFE—ABORTION AND
CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

Cardinal Joseph Bernardin of Chicago coined the phrase “a
seamless garment of life,” linking the “life issues” of abortion,
euthanasia, capital punishment, nuclear weapons, poverty, and
racism all as critical components of a consistent ethic of life.

1. What is your view of how both Republicans and Demo-
crats speak to the issue of abortion? What has either
done to seriously reduce the number of abortions?

2. How could our affirmation of “a culture of life;” serve to
bring us together across ideological and political battle
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lines? And even more importantly, how can the precious
gift of life be protected and preserved?

CHAPTER 19:
TRUTH-TELLING ABOUT RACE—AMERICA'S ORIGINAL SIN

Wallis names racism as Americas “original sin” That original
sin has affected most everything about our nation’s life ever
since. Slavery and subsequent discrimination against black
people in America are injustices of such magnitude that one
would think national repentance and reparations would be
called for. But neither has ever come.

1. What do you think of proposals for an apology for slav-
ery? Would it lead to greater healing and racial reconcili-
ation?

2. What are the economic roots of racism? Who benefits
and who loses because of racism?

CHAPTER 20:
THE TIES THAT BOND—FAMILY AND COMMUNITY VALUES

The strength and health of the bonds between family and com-
munity are essential to the common good. Reestablishing a
spiritual sense of community in our churches, neighborhoods,
and our national politics is an urgent need.

1. What are the challenges facing parents and families

today? Is there a relationship between “family values”
and economic realities? How would strengthening
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parenting and families help contribute to a healthier
society?

2. Do you believe that the long-standing and deeply rooted
concept of marriage as being between a man and a
woman should not be changed, but that same-sex cou-
ples should be granted full legal rights in civil unions, or
that only same-sex gay marriage fulfills the requirements
of equal protection under the law? Discuss the religious
and public policy basis of your answer.

PART SIX:
SPIRITUAL VALUES AND
SOCIAL CHANGE

CHAPTER 21:
THE CRITICAL CHOICE—HOPE VERSUS CYNICISM

Prophetic faith does not see the primary battle as the struggle
between belief and secularism. It understands that the real
struggle of our times is the fundamental choice between cyni-
cism and hope. And the decision for hope is based upon what
you believe at the deepest levels—what your most basic convic-
tions are about the world and what the future holds—all based
upon your faith.
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1. What are some things that give you hope? What does it
mean to be a “prisoner of hope?”

EPILOGUE:
WE ARE THE ONES WE'VE BEEN WAITING FOR

1. Why are “we” the ones we have been waiting for? Do you
have the faith and hope that the world can be changed
into a more just and peaceful place?
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