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Conflict and Concord : Meandering on Biblical Visions of Social Relations

John Yueeh-Han YIEH

{ Virginia Theological Seminary, USA )

Abdract: History is oftem written by war more than pesce, amd boman society conditioned by tension and condlict rather than
amity mnd unity befween races, nations, classes, snd genders. So, socinl hormony often represents a utopion dream, desrahle
baat mod pealizabide, A= religioos seopture apd caltucal canon, the Bible bes formed and shaped Chrstian values and visioms in
|.|I1.I-Fuum] WHE, What dies the Tkl ke o BHY alwsist social r'u|uIH.ll|u';" This PREAT anamniies bdical tradisome on eonllicl sl
comennl arl ovalusbis their appropristion: by major Western amd Chiness inberpreters whio have evokad the Bibls w ontique
wociad evil mnd promote the common gesd resulting in different comseqences, It & my hape that a macnescopic review anid critical
rellection an the impact of biblical visions on social relations may vield some helphal religicas insights cn the advancement of
social harmony.

By wards; confled, harmony . social relations . biblical imerpostation, Christian vision

Anthor: John YTEH, TiA fros Tonghal Usiversicy of Taiwen , MA& fros Furen University of Teiwan, M. Div. Taiwen Theological
Seminary, MA and Ph. b frem Yale Usiversity. Professor of New Testament, Virginia Theclogical S3eminary, 3737 Seminary
Hd, Alexandris, VA 7230k, USA. Email: JYichd® vis. sdu

Civilization , one may anguee, has been shaped much more profoundly and peofusely by destructive wars
than the transitory peace sporsdieally found in buman hisiory, amd sadly social relasons in every society ane
often marked by suspicion and hostility among groups of people mither than amity or trust, Precisely beemese
tension and conflicd between races, pations, classes and genders, for coliuml, political, economic or
personal reasons, are so common and rampant in human life, *building & harmonioes socicty ™7 may sound
like Sir Thomas More” s imagination of the Utopia or Confucivs” ideal of Detong world { a commonwealth
state ) , desirable indeed but elusive and unreachable. Mo one would dispute, however, that it is a deep
human Jonging 1o live in harmony with one another, as aplly reflected in the Jewish greeting of = ghalom "

the Muslims® “saloam,” the Christion * peace,”™ and the Chinese “nin hao. ™ There i= no quarmel,

M & This sessy was firt mad ot the Itermatioral Coslenees an™ Ancient Wisdom anl Harsieaos Seeiely, " Bkl al the Celleg: of
Foreign Languages, Peking Universite, Boipng, TFea, May 3] -hee 3, 040, On Felnary 1%, 35S | Chinese President Ho Jintss, whe i=
o grmeral seoretary of the Contral Commiree of the Communist Party of Chine {CPC) | instructed his leoding officials and Party caidres o plece
“loaibding & harmoondeus secdety” top on thelr agendo af the opendog coremony of & fraining sesinar for provinesal aml misetenal leades; = The
CPC | Commmnist Party of Ching | and the contm governseat hove made if an sportsst ok o beild o bamondoos aeiery, e Ching s facing
thumy domeslic: issurs, s well as complicetol and solatibe intemational sitistiens, " The full bt of Hi" s sppasch wess nibeissd om Jom: B, 1005
Avovesod D013 - 04 - 30 from hitp: AFonglish. prople. com, o 050627 Aong20EG27_ 192495, beml
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furthermsore , that people living in & harmonious society will develop a proud sense of ideatity and a strong
bomd of solidarite with fellow citizens, amd will be better motivated to pursue the common good for their
sociely and build a siable and prosperous nation, Tdealistic nowithstanding, (herefore, harmony 12 an
iml".'ll."ﬂﬂr ﬂl'll'.' 'l.'ll.'lh} ﬂlﬂ] 'Fiﬂ' ﬂl'l}' pﬂlﬁl‘fﬂ!l'«'ﬂ m"irr:r [1F] Im““r .I'II.'I E'H.I'I'I'IIH'

What is harmony? Can it serve a5 8 molivaling vision or political goal to resolve social conflict that ofien
wreaks havor in nation building? Is it viable and feazible in light of human instinet for self = intesest and
aggression? One can approach these questions from the perspectives of philosophy , sociology or political
!’H.':i!‘!ﬂl."‘!- F'I'Jl.' sure, u'ﬂ" HIEWHNR “il.l. IH" EIJ."L".I'H'I.‘. HLIEHRILE 1'|.'|.|'I'IIH"DI'|.H Eﬂlhmljﬂ- 1‘ llI.IJL'IH}I'l. u.r.u! ]H‘!t“ﬂfll |J'.||.-' I.'l.l.l.l.l.I.THJ
views of the Fast and the West; the implhicnions for their practical implementations will be widely different,
toar, Regarding such questions, thi= essay has a humble purpese, It offers 8 cotical reflection on major visiens
of conflict and concord in the Bible and cvaluates their appropriations by Westerm and Chinese inlerpreicrs.
The final goal is to make a contribution toward a teligions understanding of secial harmony from a Christian
proiet of view.

Why do we locus oo biblical visions? As the seriplure of authocity lor Christianity, the Bible has
provided its believers with religious insights to construet o symbalic universe, in which God 15 belioved to be
the: almighty Creator and compassionate Redeemer who i holv, merciful and just, and God ™ s people ane
expected to live in nghtesuzness in acoordance with the Llaw of their covenant with their Lord God, As an
influential cultural canon in the Christian Weat, the Bible has also loemed a distinctive worldview and offered
maral principles to oo their way of life amd transfomm their communities, In this glidsalized age, the Bilile,
with its time — tested wisdom and deep influence in the West, for good or for ill, con serve as a valuahle
intellectual text for reflection on the important topic of seeiol hormony for the East, and indeed for the whole
world, It is particulady urgent in o time when domestic violence and divorees are not considered headline
news anvmore and senseless killings of the inmocent are happening in every continent , such as the massacre
of the summer campers on the Island of Ulpya , Morway in July 2001, the carnage of school children al Sandy
Hook Elementary Sehool i Newtown, Connectieut, USA in December 20012, and the bulchery of mall
shoppers in Maimbi , Keoya in September 2003, In addition to domestic abuses and gun violenee, the ™ clash
of civilizations" 2 which Samuel Humtington defined as the culwral rather than ideological or cconomic divide
between the West and the rest of the world, haz been homifically manifested in the terrorizt attacks in New
York and London, let alone the constant trading of missile sirikes and helicopter shootings that brutalizes the
inhabitants of larael amd Gaza, We have also seen the mging wars of fury thal continue b deatroy lives and
mfrastrociures in lalamice 1:|:||.1|1LrirJ-:, auch as |:r.'.||:|.I .Hﬂhuni:ﬂ.a.n, Em'pl andd ﬁ:.'n'u. On economic sile, even
when o few big corporations are reaping obscene profits and their CEOQ " s becoming hillionnires, se much
more srdinary hard = working people are plunging into the bottomless pit of poverty without any hope o find
a better life, as the great depression of 2008 and the ™ Occupy Wall Street” movement have made s0
chviows, The huge gap belween the iop one percent of the population and the ninely-pine percenters is
unbridgeable and the resentment s deep, A storm of secial revalution seems losming i the borizon, Ts there

any wonder that everybody yeams for peace and hommony? What then does the Chrstion Bible hove to say

il Samuel Huntingon, The Clnsk of Cirilizmtiens aed the Remaking of Bordd (rder { New Vork; Simon & Schoster, 197 HIT -
25, Jamm IlﬂIE: and Samaiel Hiinlington wle, , The Clas I.!r Cieilimidann . The Melare . 2 od. [ Mew Yok Coineil o Fabrign Badzitinmis,
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about the broken human relationship and the threat of social mayhem? What advice can it offer to the world
b promeste social harmony? We will review a few visions of conflict and coneond beginning with the Old

Testament.

I . Hebrew Scripture { Old Testament }

The authors of the Hebrew Serpture { O0d Testament ) share a fundamental beliel in Yahweh as
the Creator of the universe, the Savior of Israel and the Lord of human history. ®  They observe and
address  the complex  issoes of homon  lifesmoral  chamcter,  personal  behavior and  social
relationship—Irom a monotheistic poinl of view, with the conviclion thal Yahweh their God takes
serious interest in human affairs and gives Abraham and his offspring special favors as a chosen
people { Genesis 12 - 36 and Exodus 1 —24). #The Pentateuch is bluntly honest in showing how
often the people of God fail 0 maintain their covenant with God and show no mercy to others; as a
result they repeatedly crash their societies with exploitation and vielence. The Prophets are
particularly outspoken in condemming the brutal kings, the selfish elders, and the greedy nch who
take advantage of the poor, and in advocating the cases for the widows amnd the orphans. Az we
gurvey the OT, several themes on human relationship are noteworthy.

1, Confliet amd Concord

First 1o be noted is the repeated conflict in the Pentateuch that takes place at different levels of
human relationship, In the sagas of the patrdiamhs in Genesis, for inslance, we wilness several
tragedies of family fewd that rips apart the most intimate relationship in human life; the first spousal
tengion in Adam’ s hasty accusation of his wife Eve, the first case of fratricide in Cain’ s boutal
miurder of his brother Abel, and the dvelunctional families of Abraham , lzaac, and Jacob, in which
members cheating, tricking, and betraying each other, ®1n the liberation epic of Exodus, we see
the legalized apartheid evstem and systematic mcial diserimination in Exypt in the enslavement of
the Hebrews and the killing of their baby boys { Exod 1:8 = 16). In the so0 — called conquest
narralive of Joshua, we are confronted with a series of horrilic genocides { Joshua 10; 28 - 40}
perpetrated by the newly liberated Hebrews who became vielent aggressors plundering the land of
the Canaanitea, raiding their properties, and massacring their people. Worse vet, they used divine
decree o justify their holy war ( Joshoa 108 - 145 11:6, 20; Judges 1:1 -2; 4:16, 24)! In
History books and the Psalms, we also see the atrocities of conflict among nations played out
grucsomely by the Assvrian invasion of lsrael and the Babylonian conquest of Judea. The looting and
buming of the Temple and the raping and killing of the people of Terael are inhumanely ruthless { e
g. 2 Kings 25). The lile as prisoners of war in exile is centainly hard and humiliating, as a psalmist

& Walter Broeggemann, Theslngy of the (W Testoment; Testimony, (Hspute, Adisvacy | Minnoapolis; Fortreas, 19970, 145 - 278,

d O W L Maolserly, The (Wd Tesament af the (ld Tesroment | Pomlerchal Neratiess and Mosale Yaiesbm [ Misncapois; Fortres,
19427, LS = 1486,

Bl Murmen Cohun, 560, Simggte & Chaigpe: Fussly Cenlit Storim i Ceneds el Their Hiling fndghts foe D Lives | Wanekbork |
VT. - Jowish Lights, 1995},
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gitting by the river of Babylon wrote: * For there our captors asked vz for songs and our tormentors
asked for mirth, saving, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!™ How could we sing the Lomd * s song in
a foreign land?” ( Psa 137:3 - 4). Thirsty for retribution, the same psalmist continwed,
* Remember, O Lord, sgainst the Edomites the day of Jerusslem ' s fall, how they said, * Tear it
down! Tear it down! Down to its foundations1” O davghter Babylon, yoo devastator! Happy shall
they be who pay you back what you have done to us| Happy shall they be who take your little ones
and dash them against the rock!” (Psa 137.7 =9}, In numerous prayers and lamentations in the
Pzalms, we also hear constant requests for God * s protection from personal enemies and persistent
pleadings for bloady vengeance {e. g Psa 5:8; T:1; 17:8 =9; 58.:10; 94.1). ®All these
corflicls are caused by fear, anger, greed or hated , but ultimately by the human dove for sell =
preservation and sell = aggrandizement, called “sin”™ in theological term.

While critiquing the destructive power of sin that damages relationships and causes conflicts,
however, the OT authors also provide clear visions of concord and harmony as divinely ordained and
worthy of pursuing. Let us take the first human couple in the creation story of Genesis again for
example. Adam and Eve share the same flesh, so they are supposed to love each other in perfect
union, and it is declared that mamiage should be honored as sacred becanse hushand and wife are
joined together by God and no one should tear it apart { Gen 2:24 ). The author of Genesis also
claime that all racial and ethnic groups of people onginated from Adam and Eve and lived in peace
with one another. It was not until they conspired to build the Tower of Babel in defiance of God when
Gzod divided them into different language groups { Gen 11 :6 =8 ). In that story, it appears that Gaod
was jealous of and may be afraid of what human cooperation might achieve | so Cod separated them
amd hroke their concord. God " s purpose, however, was exactly the opposite. In light of the fact that
God regarded evervthing in the creation, including humans, as “good”™ { Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18,
21, 25, 31 ), God was concerned that their ambition amd defiance against the Creator, if not
contained,, would inevitably result in aggression against each other and domination over the nature.
In other words, God uwsed separation as a time = oul measure Lo teach them an important lesson:
human collaboration to exeel shonld be hased on a reverence to God their Creator and respect for
God " & creation. It is also important to note that, subsequently in the namrative, God promised that
all nations on earth shall one day be blessed through Abraham, at the moment when Abraham was
elected and called out of his land amnd family { Gen 12.:3 ), The fact that the particular election of
Abraham and the universal blessing of all nations are tied together suggests that God is impartial and
(zod wishes all nations 1o enjov peace and harmony with one another. It is no accident that the
dramatic aagas of Jacob and Joseph both end with a touching scene of beotherdy reconeiliation, the
tragedies of aibling rivalry finally wmed into the happy ending of family reunion ( reconciliation
between Jaroh and Esau in Genesis 33 ; reunion of the twelve biothers in Genesia 457, The stories of

patriarchs in Genesis demonstrate that huntful conflicts in family life - the most basic unit of human

ﬂ:ﬂ Biing = Hiin Lasz, © Lamsnl aild tha: Jory of Salvation b the Lamenl Pagenie, ™ i The Mook r:f' Fandiza ;  Limivesdtion coand Revrplizn
{ Poter Flind aml Patrick Miller, od. 3 Leiden: Brll, 206155, 224 =347,
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relationshipe - should and can be resolved into a loving harmony. Conflict may be dominant in our
lives, but we should stive for coneord,

2, Peaple of the Covenant

As Moses led the Hebrews, also called the Israelites, out of Egypt and traveled through the
desert to worship Yahweh on Mount Sinai, the former slaves became people of the covenant. Before
gending Moees to Eaypt, God had said this to him:

" Zav therefore 1o the l[araelites, “1 am the Lord, and | will free you from e burdens of the
Epyptinns nnd deliver vou fmm slovery o them. | will redeem von with on outstretched arm ond with
mighty acts of judgment, " 1 will take you as my people, amd 1 will be vour God. Yo shall know that 1
am the Lord vour God, who has freed vou from the burdens of the Egyptians. * 1 will bring vou into the
land thnt [ swore 1o give 1o Aheaham | Isane, and Jocob; §will give it i vow for 8 possession, | om the
Lord, © { Exod 6:6 <8

In keeping with his covenant with Abraham { Gen 17:4 =113, Yahweh will liberate the [smelites from
slavery . adopt them as his people, and give them a land o call their own, And s0 he did, outztretching his
powerful arm o rescue his oppressed people from slavery and performing mighty miracles to punish their
Egyplian overlords, God also fed , protected, and guided them as they wandered through the desert. Up on
Mount Sinai, the lsraclites were then given a new identity as the people of covenant, whe can be called
God " & own, The faithfulness of God demonstrated in the Exodus event was z0 powerful and the sacred
memory of the Zinai covenant so embedded in the minds of the laraelites that, from then on, the OT
understanding of human relationship began o model on Yahweh, the Lord God who kept his covenant with
Abraham and rescued his suffering people. The idea of covenant does not simply reveal the character of
Gaod, but carries with it a proposal Tor the osganization of society for the people of lsrsel. TSocial relations
in the OT were therefore defined by the principles of faithfulnesslovalty (ds,x,, hoesed ), compassion”

tender merey ( ~x3r; ra hoam) and righteousnesaSjustice (hg'd e, dagak ) , which their ancestors had

experienced in God " 5 mighty acts of liberation in the dramatic eventz of the Exodus, To remind the
lzraclites of God ™ s faithfulness and their covenant with God , the whole congregation was taught 1o profoss a
credo in unison at the annual offering of the first fruit, as a linorgical response to the priest;

* A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few
in mumber, and there he became a great mation, mdphty and populoss.® When the Egyplians treated =
harshly nnd piflicted us, by imposing hard labor on es, " we coed o the Lord |, the God of our ancestors ;
the Lord heard our voice and saw oar affliction, our toil, and our oppression, ® The Lord brought us ot of
Egypt with a mighty hamd and an owtstretehed am, with a temifving display of power, and sith signs aml
woiisders ; * znd he brought us ioto this place and gave us this land, o lasd Soewing with milk and honey, ™
So now | bring the first of the fruit of the ground that vou, O Lowd, bove given me, { Deut 26,5 = 1)

m Wadter Heuggemsum, ~ Lodenanl sl Syarinl I'mlillilil]l." i A ¥l Reuding of lbs M Weshabend - Hrpﬂdﬁ';ﬁwu’hu fo taraed
5 Lpmemmod Life | Peimick Milller ed, § Wonewapolis; Fertross, 1994 ] 54 -89, o, 57,
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It is medeworthy that,vight after reciting this credo ab the annual thanksgiving biual , the Laaelites were
instructed to celebrate , with all the bounty that the Lord gave them, “twgether with the Levites and the
aliens who reside among them, ™ ( Deut 26110, Their ancestors” experience as sojoumers in strange lands
Khlllllil I'I:I.Hhﬂ !I'Im'l'l 1!.Tl]'.|.|l||.'|l.'!|.il! j [a] 1]1.1! H.I'I.I:il!l.}' 1‘ ll'll! F:m:i]'.l;m:m “'H-H]il'lﬂ ﬂl'l'lnl'lﬁ lJ'IEI'I'I HI'HI :IT.H“.I."ﬂt['. ll'll'!l'l'l [1i]
b 'I'H,m-[,rir.n.'lit:f s all trmvelers ancd iann:iE;nml wiorkers, The wiry God coared Tor thedr ineestore should be
the way they trented the strangers among them, Thus, the resident aliens in their sociely should be included
in the corporate celchration of the harvest festival, When people of different hinth background can sit at the
samie table for feast, the racial boundary is broken and ethnic tension lowered, Az such, this thanksgiving
festival was meant not only to strengthen the bond of bwve among the larselites but also o improve their
relationship with outsiders and enhance harmony among the ethnic proups in their society,

Oe disturbing question regarding the congquest narrative of Joshua 10 - 12 and Judges 1 -2 cannot be
plogsed over, Joshisa ™ s viclories over the Canaanile people in various cities do show that Goed " s promise o
Abraham { Gen 12401 15:18 - 19; Faod 3:17) was fulfilled when the Tsraelites wok possession of the land
of Canann [ll:ﬂih 21 gﬂ —15; B:lﬂ :I. In that Ilﬂl'ﬂlilulll.. hmi:ﬂ:r, YVahweh gz a Warnor God o rq_qlll [ar
Terael  Josh 10 14 ) is theologieally problematic, Dees ot show a “dark side of God ™ 73 Ts Yahweh menly o
patron goed of lsrael or the Lond of all people? How con Yahweh who punishes the Egyptions for their
oppression of Hebrew sloves condone, let alone commond, the Israclites to commit the heinows crime of
genocide? Can the Bible stll szsert God” 5 merey amd justice? The conquest narrative s olso ethically
profdematic, It iz troe that the dispossessed Lsraelites had soffered as slaves in Egypt and lived a homeless
life in the desert, but does their misery make it right o slaughter the Cansanites and raid their land? If
divine deeree can be used as an excuse for cihnic cleansing, how can the Bible be trusted and used for
ethical deliberation for anyone but the people of Tsrael? Tt is sad o acknowledge that the conquest narrative
has been used over and again by believers bo justily atrocities against other people, such as the Duich
gedilers in Sauth Africes and the EII.EIiH.]'l [.lir:-n.-l':nm in Amenca. Some Jewish and Christion Zionisle continoe W
rite it as divine warmant to expel Palestininns out of the land they have inhahited for thousands of vears, ®n
these cases, relygous serpiure has been grossly abused for politeal and economic gains.

In light of the grove consequences of biblicol interpretation, how should we onderstand the conquest
narrativee in an cthical meanner? | offer 8 boef reflection in three points. First, God did promise o give
Abraham and his offspring a land of milk and honey they may call their home, The key point of the conguest
nareative is thus to demonstrate that the faithful God cares for the displaced refugees who need a land in
which o setile. In ancient times, the almighly and merciful God mescued the Hebrew slaves from iheir
terturers and led them to the promised land of Canaan. In the sisth - century BCE, when the Tsmaelites were

sulfering in exile losing land wml Guith , Gasd " 5 promise of lad was fommulated i the Torah canon b sustain

@Al Walier Digtrich gl Christian Link, s dankley Sain Geites, 2 vole. | Newkindhen - Yign; Neskirchemer, 1997, 2004}, Join
Barten . “The Dark Side ol Gad in the (Hd Teatamesa, "~ in Sl and Dnefioal iv B (8 Tamameand ; Ged and Mamane iv INalogae [ Kathering
[helll, e, ; Mew Yorky T & T Clark, 3000}, TEX - 134,

Al For politieal contes of the band fsue | see Jimy Caner, Palesine: Peave Mot Apartbeld | New Yook Simoen & Sclisaer, D006
[Lan Pappe, The Eifuuc I'ﬂu'n.lu.“; of Folmting { Chaford « Churwnrdd . 20005, Fur imderjanskalines of lrililiczal tets om the lasal dssue, see L. Latlem,
F. Welker, amd W, Worsd erde. | The Hilbls and e Lonad: Au Enpsunter | Jerpsalem; Masalsha, 2000, Waker Rrsgpemann, The Lond: Place
w G, P e Ceallegee v Peblioal Faivh, 29 gl [ Minnesgmlis: Fortnzss, 3002 ). Gary Hurge, Whaw fowd? Thass Mronise? ol
(Zeriatiane are Vot Being Told mheut firmal and dhe Palestiniane | Clovelesd: Pilgrimg London; Pabemaster, 2000 |
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the life and hope of the exilic community, Waday , if we believe that God is the Creator and Redeemer of
all people, oot only of lsraclites, we can argue that the almighty and merciful God will also take care of the
landless refugees in similar needs regardless of their race or ethoicity, That means , then, e people of Gad
ranmol s thi= rﬂ,m.r[m:ﬂl rirrabive A% an excuse b prﬂg:Liq_'n 'l::-.rm"r]'u_rl,u'u ar :-.rld-nrs-lt HETE!H;EIH- ﬂllsrm Hi_!i.l.-l_'h
rightly ealls for an “ideology of nonpanicipation” in war excepl for sell - defense. TSecond , massacre is not
the only way to acquire the land of promize. In fact, Abraham made allies with the Amorites, Mamre,
Ezheol and Aner, io lght against the four kings who looted his nephew Lot (Gen 1413 ) and purchazed o
picee of land from his neighbor the Hittites in Hebron { Gen 23:17 - 18 ). People who cloim o be the
children af Abeaham by blood g by lwith should learn from their ancesior Abrabham. Troe believers of Gaod
should mat allow egoism and penocentriam dictate theie way of life, even in the name of national securty or
national interest, Instead , they should always strive to find an ethical way to fulfill God" s word, Finally , in
terms of hiblical hermeneatics, even if the divine onder to exterminate the Canpanites was a divine decres |
it should be eonsidered o specin] case inoa partieolar context, nat by be osed s permassion for aggression or
pretext for vielence, because the approach to the war in the OT iz “deliberately comples, amdbdealent,
conditional and ineomplete, "W There are other texts in the Bible that demand peace rather than war in
dealing with conflicis. To all people God s impartial and 1o the wicked God will judge, Teo many so-called
holy wars hove been woged 10 perpetwate human conflicis and dishonor God ™ 5 npme !

3. Children ol the Law

As people of the covenant, the laraelites were expected to beeome children of the law, God® & zalvation
obliged them to learn and obey God " s will prescribed in the Ten Commandments, sz Mozes zaid to them:

*You have seen what [ did to the Egyptians, and how | bore you an eagles' wings and hrought you
to myzell. * Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenani, vou shall be my treasured

FH.IH!EH:IIHH auwt of all |l'lE|.IlEﬂF|]E.L [ndeed , the whole sarth is mine, * bat }uuﬂhﬂlﬁeﬁnmaprﬁerﬂf
kingioen and & haly nation, Thess are the wonds that vou hall speak 1o the Tsmelites, | Exoduos 194 -6

Byreseuing the Hebrew slaves, God demonstrated his fithfulness w0 Abmbham, and revealed his
compassion for the oppressed and his judgment on the oppressors. 1T the Tsraelites keep their obligations 1o
obev God "& voice, they shall be treasured by God and become a priestly nation and holy society serving
Ceoed, I other words , the people of God are expected to emulate God " s actionz, to obey God” 5 bidding, and
b display God ™ s character of futhfulness, compassion, and justice in dealing with one another.

What 15 the voce of God o be sbeyed? Fist and fremost are the Ten Commandmentsgiven thoough
Mozes, The first four commandments regulate the lzraelites” relationship with God (" You shall have po
other gods before me --- ete, ™ Exod 20021 = 11} and the latter six govern their relations with other membsers
of the society {* Honor your father and your mother = ete. ™ Exod 20,12 = 17). B0n the hasis of this

@  Hrece Rich, Walter Broeggemann, Terenoe Frotheim mod Dwvid Petersen, 4 Thesfogion’ ferodaorion fo the O Testament
{ Nashvilley Abingdon, 1999, 178,

Al Busas Midireh, War in the Hebrar Bibe: A Sudy in the Erhis of Vialense | Oocfosd ;. Orfond Universicy Press, 19933, 154 = 149,
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* Foundumiional Covenand Document, " g grand legal svatem including religious laws and civil laws was
developed over time. Besides religions rules on holy days, saerifices, and temple services, eivil laws
ndjudicating social relationship such as marriage, propeny, criminnl coses, penalties, retribution and
compenzation were meticulously and  comprehensively scripted by pricstly  leaders inte legal codes,
Interpretations and appropriations of these lepal codes continued to be multiplied after the Hebrew Seriplure
was canomized by the Phansaie rablds in Yavneh at the emd of the Gt century. Genecationa of rabdis
studied , tought, and exponded their biblical laws inte 8 grand “oral Toroh™ preserved in mdshrah, alakoth
and midrashim, BThis wide = ranging and complicaled legal sysiem became an institutional ool used by
palitical , religious, and civil leaders o mainiain order and keep peace in Jewish society, Reganding social
relotions, the basae assumgdion of biblical laws s justice based on the ponciples of imess and reciproety
{ lex talionis; "an eve for an eve, g tooth for o tooth™ Deot 192210, and it i= patterned after the way God
vendered justice to all, liberating the Hebrew slaves and punishing their Egyptian overloeds,

OT proghets also ssuedexhorations aml admonitions o teach the people of lamel how o obey the law
of Godd and live their lives propedy with other people, Speaking te o notion trying to live out their identity o=
the people of the covenant and children of the law, the propheiz” main concern, interestingly , was the zin
of idolatry. Their logic i simple bul compalling. IF the people could forged Vahweh iheir Lord who had gified
them with liberty , ddentity, the lomd and the low, whal constmaint was there for them oot o comamit
transgressions against other people for selfish guins? What moral strength might exist in them to defuse
social conflicts when tensions crupt? Tdolatry was the principal sin for theological and zocial reasons,

Besides idolatry , the most frequently-mentioned sin in the mouths of the prophelswas social injustice
perpetmted by cormupled rulers who abused their authority and the greedy rich who exploited the poor, Tn the
eves of the prophels who spoke with the authority of Cod " s inspired words, political corruption and
eeommie  exploitation were two major causes of social injustice and social conflice. When political
aulhorities abuae their power and economie elites lake wdvantage of the poor, melations between social
classes will of course be broken and social conflict hord 0 avoid, Thus, OT prophets often censured greedy
leaders with divine judgment, For instance, Tsaigh declared

Ah, you who make injquitous decrees, who write oppressive statutes,” 1w wm aside the needy from
justice and to rab the poor of my people of their right, that widews may be your spoil, and that you may
make the orphans your prey " What will you do on the day of punishment, in the calamity that will
come from far away? To whom will you Nee for help, and where will vou leave vour weslth, * so as not
to evach ameng the prissners or fall ameng the slain? For all this his anger hes oot tumed away; his
hand Ga atretched oul alill. | laaiah 101 -4,

Jeremiah alzo reprimanded the powerful and the wealthy with a sarcastic diatribe

@ Danied Block, “The Devalogue in the Belrew Seriphures,” in The Deemlague throegh the Gemnurlis | From the lebren Sonpiwres ie
Hemdlr TV ( Joffrey Corsmon wul Timotlky Lassen, adi. | Lowlsville; Westsinster John Knox, 3012}, 1 =3,

l:ﬂ Jacids Murwmer, Sorplune aiad Midrashim i Judaien, 3 vols, { Fanklid am Men: P Lang, 198 = 1995 1. lelein, |, Jorisk fan
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* Can a girl forget her omaments or & bride her attire? Yet my people have forgatien me, days
without number, * How well you divect your course to seek lovers] So that even to wicked women you
have tawght voar ways. * Also on your skinte is found the lifeblood of the imocent poor, though vou did
ol caleh them breaking in. Yet in spite of all these things ™ you say, “1 am innocenty surely his anger
has tumed from me, " Now 1 am bringing you bo judgment for saying, “1 have sol sineed, ™ { Jeremiakh
232 -35)

Ceowl demands justice from hiz pesple, becaoze “the Lord iz a8 God of justice™ {lsa 3, 18; 61, 8],
Withaut compassion for the down todden, there can be no social hammony either, so the prophets often
urged people to ¥ leam o do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed | defend the orphon, plead for the
widow, ™ [ lea 1207},

In the Propheis, there is a distinel emphasis on God ' & concermns for the poor, the widews and the
orphans. Bruce Birch calls it “ God = partiality o the disposseszed. "% This prophetic emphasiz reflects the
ensiz of ceonomic disparity in the socicty of their tme, Greed and sell = interest led the powedul and the
wealthy 10 exploil their citizens, and created 8 chasm between the haves and the have = nots. 217 there is no
kindness or mercy shown to the less fortunate, how con there be true hammooy in the society? The prophet
Micah summarized very well what God waniz his people 0 do; ™ He hos wld you, O mortal , what is good ;
nmal what does the Lord require of you bot o do justice, and to love Eindness, and 0 walk hombly with your
Cawd 77 Micah 628 see also lsa 6138 Jer 21512,

Compared 1o the pricsts whoinstitutionalized and pdministroted the laws as o legal system with official
muthority, the prophets often operated iwdividoally owtside the svstem, But they were aothonzed by Gaod
through their colling, their wisdom, and the extraordingry ahility 10 speak prophecy and pedorm mirncles.
For thee priests and ruling class, social harmony mastly meant o mpintain g stable order and keep the stnius
qua, which was good for the povileged. For the prophets who were orities and refemers of the soeiety,
however, harmany meant 1o render justice foe all | especially the defenseless, and do show compassion e the
posir, These two groups of leaders held opposing views on whit haormony entmiled and on bow best o attan
it for the society , but both ennich the meaning of social harmony and both are relevant to our effort 1o baild
a harmoenious society boday.

4. Light e the MNations

Besides condemning corrupted leaders and defending the poor, some OT propheis also sseed a2 grand
vigion of peace for all nations. Having witnessed the Assyrian Empire ' & ruthless conguest and brutal
Eﬂn:ﬂinn .EB.EiIIE-I ather |'|e|'||l]us, Teainh declared that God ® 5 will was 1o see all |.1l|l"l'.'lFI|I'."H. in the wordd live
peacefully with one amdhber, because all were his children. Mo one deserves 0 be vielated, o,
subjugatedd ar oppressed. One day God will send his anointed one booexecote judgment aepins the wicked
nations that instigate international conflict and then every nation will show gosdwill t© others. In visiomary
and symbolic langnage, laaish declared,

@ Brece Birch, Ler bance sl DPosny The (Nd Tesamenr, Edbbdes | and Chrimdan L | Lowisville , 'Westminsier? Jobe Knox, 1990 ) .
121 =125,

lﬂl Norman Coftwall, YA Hygmithesis aloweat Sapcial (Jhes in Monuesnbic bl in the Light ol Conilumprmiry Sz ol Sapcial Clase sl
Sorial Stratification,” in The Hetrne Réble in fov Sociel Werkd ond in thas § Aflanm: Sohelare, 19935, 130 - 164,
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* The wolf =hall live with the lamh, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the Lion
and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. ' The cow and the bear shall grze, their
young shall lie dewn topether; and the lon shall sat straw Like the oz * The nursing child shall play
over the bole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its band on the adder’ s den. v They will mont
hirt oF destroy on all my holy mountaing for the eafb will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the
waters cover the sea. {lsa 11:6 -9

How can this grand vizion ofpeace be realized in the world? God will make it happen by sending his
aninted one w judge all people by the power of the Spidt (lza 11:1 =5}, Meanwhile , the people of larael
are given a mission o be the light o all nations, as Lsaiah said on behall of Gaod -

“1 am the Lord, [ have called you in nghteousness, | have tzken you by the hond and kept you g
I lave E.i'mrl Vil A= 8 obvenant be the puuplt, a UE'I.I i the mations, o apen the aves that are blind, o
bring out the prisonens from the dungeon, fom the prison those who sit in darknesa. ™ {laa 426 -7,

Ta perind U'Ilﬂl.lllﬂll.'l].'lll: al larael of teelr mandale as o wilisess 1o the God of ::-l.:l:l[.m_-iuiuﬂ | _iIJuI‘.iq:u A
all nations, Isaah again spoke

* Is oot this the fost that | choose ; to loosen the bonds of Erljunlinr., b unda the IJ'hurlﬂ;n al the _l.'nl.er
i 1=t the oppressed po free, and 1o break every yoke?' ls it not o share your bread with the hungry,
and bring the homelesa poor inte vour lowse; when vou see the naked , o cover them, and mol o hide
yoursell fram your own kin?® Then vour light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall
spring up quickly ; vour vindicator shall go before vou, the ghory of the Lord shall be vour rear guand,
{lsn 58:6 -8)

To summarize what we have observed in the OT, (1) the tragic storics of family feud from Adam o
Jozeph in Genesiz are an archetype of human conflict at other levels frequently seen in human history, They
demonstrate the weakness of human nature and the destructive power of zin. The surprizing endings of those
slories also show that there is still hope for reconciliation even in the thickness of hestility. (2) The
lzrnelites started as a small group of wandenng pesple, without land and stmggling for survival, But they
were chosen and liberated from slavery by Yahweh to become o people of the covenant and were tanght to
live their lives as children of the low, As evident in the Pentatcuch and the Prophets, the way they related to
one ansther and interacted with other peoples was expected o meflect the good character of their God as
revealed in the saving event of Exodus, pamely, faithfulness, compassion, and justice, with an emphasiz
on justice. {3} They were chosen for redempiion and given the law, because God wanted them to enjoy
socin] harmony. But that 15 not the final goal. They have been commizssioned te serve s o lght o all nations
showing them how conflict con be nvoided and harmmony con be achieved if justice 15 given to the victims and
the poor, (4] In the OT, we alzo see & tendency in the pricstly rradition 1o regard harmony gz a stabilizing
force for social order that supgors the status quo. The prophetic tradition, on the other hand, 1ends 10 soc
harmony as a final goal for which the staz quo - social injustice, political comuption and economic
exploitation — needs o be subvered and veformed. Justice for all and kindoess to the poor are essential
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conditions for the establishment of a social harmony sanctioned by God.

. MNew Testament

Like their eounterparts in the T, NT authors are also keenly aware of human conflicts and
still offer visions of harmony for their readers. Just as 0T authors base their teachings of human
relations on God " & actions of creation and salvation and God® s character of mercy amd justice | NT
authors pattern their tleachings aller Jesus who befnends sinners and loves enemies,

1. Order or Harmosny

Living under the iron wule of the Roman Empire in the first century, Jesus and NT authors
were familior with varions forms ofsocial injustice and political oppression, It was a society with a
pyramid etructore of power from top down: the Emperor owned and ruled ally the senators and
generals possessed resources and control management; bureancracy maintained imperial system
free citizens tried to make a living; freed slaves struggled to survive, and slaves sacrificed their
lives to moke everything running, Upper social classes pequired privileges and prosperity through
congquest or bequeath. Slaves, about one third of the population in Roman society, B were caught
or hought and were forced to labor in dangerous places. The Empire was built by military foree and
maintained by heavy tation and ruthless suppression, Pax Romara was the top priovity, by law if
possible and by sword when necessary. The social hammony wes coerced and imposed , and thus a
kind of peace amd order, good for the rulers who benefited from the stalus quo. Numerous robberies
and frequent civil wars proved that the Roman style of social harmony was neither fair nor just w
the commoners and slaves who constitute the majority of the society, So, protests, nots, and
rebellions never cease.

The Jewish society in Palestine in the NT time waa also full of tensions and conflicts. P here
witg mulual contempl betwesn inhabitants of Jemusalem and Galilee, big cities amnd linde villages,
“No prophet iz to arise from Galilee,” the Phanzees in Jeruzalem onee said this about Jesus ( John
7:52). There were also lensions between social classes ( civil leaders, merchants and peasants )
and between religions groups ([ Sadducees, Pharisees, amd FEssenes ). The Pharisees called the
peasants in Galilee “ ham — ha — areiz” { people of the dirt) with geom, because they did not stody
the law seriously. The scribes considered themselves religions elites and nosed down on the
unclean, sinners, prostitutes, and workers in some professions. Then | there were religions ranks,
The Temple service system gave priestly class authorities and privileges so they profited politically
and economically. When the high priest Caiaphas said that it was better to have Jesus killed than o

@ M. L Finley, Asdest Savery amd Modemn Idesdogy [ New Yok, Viking, 1980) | 8 . Albest Harill, The Manumsdesion o Slaves
in Early Cldinaniny { Tobisgen ). © B, Mehr [ Punl Sebadk] |, 19949], d4.

ﬁ! Hichum=l Higalisy , Jianun o, Fir Spreal -'5I"1"|:|.|]||.unr-_ .I"Lruh.r_fmu]: Himbsfaruar in Bemen Fulistios { San Francsas: Hager & Birw,
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have the whole nation destroved ( John 11:50) , it was clear that many Jewish leaders considered
social harmony as peace and order for the stalus quo from which they benefited , but nol necessarily
the justice for all or compassion for the poor, which the OT prophets have taught.

2. Kingdom of God

Jesus" central message waz theimminence of the Kingdom of God that ealls for repentance
{Mark 1:15). How are human relations envisioned in his kingdom of God?

As veflected in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus shared similar visions of social velations with
many T authors. He charged his disciples to serve as “ the salt of the earth” and “ the light of the
world™ [ Mat 5:13, 147, and declared that he had come not 1o abolish bt o fulfill the law and
the prophets { Matt 5:17 ). Those who obey and teach his commandments shall be called great in
the kingdom of heaven ( Matt 5:19). His commandments have a high standard, higher than that of
the Ten Commandments as iraditionally understood. For instance, gelling angry with brothers =
equivalent to committing murder { Matt 5:21 =22} | reconciling with brothers is more important
than offering gifts 10 God (Man 5,23 -24 | looking al a woman with lugt means committing the
gin of adultery { Mat 5:27 =28) , and plucking oul one’ & eve that causes him to sin ie better than
entering hell with the whole body { Mart 5297 Jesus® radical teaching is most strikingly seen in
his commandments to resist no evildoer, tum the other cheek, give up the cloak , walk the second
mile, love enemies , and pray for persecutors ( Matt 5:38 =44 ). Unreasonahle these teachings may
seem, Jesus insists that good relations are worth sacrificing everything else to keep. These mdical
measures, if followed , may indeed eliminate hostility and create goosdwill among people. But why
are they g0 impodant? Jesus offered his disciples a special reason .

“ 4o that Yo Ay be cliildren al vour Father in heavens for e makes his sun nse on the evil and
on the pood , and sends rain on the Aghteous and on the unrighteous. ™ For il you love those who love
you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same™ And il vou greet only your
biothers and sisters, what moee are vou doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?™ Be
peifect, therelore, a8 vour heavenly Father is perfect, { Man 5:45 -48}

Inthe ki.'r.|:|.|;|:|.-:||:r|. al {;IH!.. the almip;hl}' God s o hnu.'l.'-lm]}' Father { Mait ﬁ:q.:l N and hevoase of that
relotionship we become brothers amd sisters 10 each other, sharing on intimate relationship of family.
Henee, (1) loving others as oneself should be the first principle of human relationship, a5 embodied in
the Colden Rule, " In everything do io others as vou would have them do o you ; For this is the law and the
prophets, © { Mait 7212) . There is no womder that Jesus also declared that loving God with all heart, all
soul and all mind is the first and greatest commandment and loving neighbors as onesell is the second s on
these two commamdmenis ]\an the Law and the |m_||,||1.-|,:tu (Mot 22,37 —d0 ), (2) Toeitendio D is another
important principle. The children of God should imitate their heavenly Father who cares for all people
indiscriminaicly, giving the sun and the rain o bath good and bad people. IF belicvers mode] their lives
after the pedect God , the world will have much more kindness and less violence, {3} Wilnessing to Jesus
is vet another principle. Loving undeserving people will distingnish Jesua' disciples from other people such
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as tax collectors and Gentiles, who were regarded as greedy and selfish but knoew to reciprocate. Most
remarkahly , Jesus® teaching of loving enemies exceeds the OT peophets” teaching of lnding justice For all
and showing kindness to the poor, Loving enemics is indeed counter — intuitive and may not be
simplistically applicd 1w complicated political or social issucs, az the long debates between pacifism and
just war theory have shown, ® If practiced , however, it may enable us o reconcile with those who hurt ua,
tor cut off the eyele of vengenee and o rebuild harmony for @ better future, s remarkably demonstrated by
the Amish community in Mickel Mines, Pennsylvania, USA, who readily forgave the killer who shot dead
ten of their schoolgids in Ocioher, 2006, &

Humility is also essential, When the disciples pot angry with one ansther because they wanied o be
leaders of the group, Jesus tught them a concept of ™ servant leadership” saying :

You kneow that among the Centiles those whom they pecopnize ae theirmilers lood it over them , and
their great anes are tyrants over them.  * But il is ool so ameng vous but whoever wishes 1o beoome
great among you muost be your servant,  * and whoever wishes to be first among yon mmst he slave of
all. ™ For the Son of Man came noi io be served but io serve, and io give his life a ransom for many.
{ Mark 1042 -45).

In Jesus " view, humble service rather than  manipulative domination iz the hallmark  of
l&m’!umhiph:ﬁl!i.nﬁ thi= ]ti:qgjnm il end. H}'Eu:ris_l.' anid E,mud.. o the ather |'Iﬁ.nll, are the most damnable
sins that eould diseredit community leaders amad domnge therr relationship with eollesgues or followers.,
Thus, he isswed harsh woes to denounce those false leaders and promized them God ' & judgment ( Mare 23,
13 -39},

Jiesma ded mot !i-irl'l.ll‘].‘ talk the alk, bul walked the walk ].lll1.iIIE_ b= I!u.ﬂr'hirlg ki |hrB.|:li-|':n- Har ded rus
look down upon those whoe were considered " onclean™ bt often associated himscell with ax colleetiors,
prostitutes, and other sinners. For those outrageous relationships, he was criticized by the Pharisees [ Mark
2:16) , but he defended his action saying only those who are sick need the physicians { Mark 2:17). He
alzo weleome Centiles and gronted them healing and truth, such ps the Centurion in Capermnaum { Mat 8
137, the Canaanite woman in Tyre and Sidon ( Ma 15:22 ), and the Greeks in Jerusalem ( John 12207,
Mozt remarkable of all, when he faced betraval |, suffering and death on the cross { Mark 10:457 |, he asked
Gad 1o Torgive his executioners; “Father, foegive them; for they do not know what they are doing” { Luke
23:34 ). He loved his encmics and praved for them!

If love is at the heart of his teaching, why did Jesus say: " Do not think that 1 have come 1o bring
peace o the carthy T have nol come o bring peace . bul a swond. For T have come 1o set o man againat his
futher, and u daughter ngminst her mother, and a daoghter - in - low against her mother-in-low ;and one* =
foes will be members of one " s own household™ { Mam 10234 =367 This statement does sound provecative
and even violent, but there will be no misunderstanding if one realizes that Jesus used the images of swonl

@ Lisa Cahill | Leve Yoar Ememies, Iacipbeifiip, Pocifion . and Juwr Boar Theary | Misseapolia ) Formress, 1994 ], paasia John Vich,
Maldng Sewie of the Semen on the Weunr ( Corsleidge s Grove, 2007, 19 =22,

A0 Danahld Kraskill, Seeven Mol sl Duivid Woeaser = Fincher, Ansich Crase: Wow Fargisems Transsend Tragedy | Sim Franiseo.
Joemoy — Flass, 2T, 125 - 140,
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and fighting here as literary metaphors and he made the statement as a hypechole to challenge hiz audience
tr change their minds ( repeptanees | and make up their minds | believing b o secepd his gospel of the
kingdom of God, even il their family members objected it T is significant that cady Christians confess
Jesuz o be the " prince of peace” that lzaiah has proclaimed | l=a 9:6; Luke 2:14; John 14:27; Acts 10
36; Fph 2,14).

3. Body of Christ

Jeaus promised o leave his disciples with a “peace” that overcomes the turmoil of the world { John
14:27; 16,33} and NT nuthors often called God *the God of pence” { Rom 15:33; 16,20; Phil 4,9,
1Theze 5:23; Heb 13:20) who grants peace to believers (e, g Hom 1:77; 1Cor 1:3 ). Unfortunately,
early Christians did ool always enjoy hamony in their commaunities, As evident in Paul” s letlers, many NT
communities were lom apart by the passionate debates on doctrinal issues and the ension between Jewish —
and Gentile = Christians { e, g, the ®agitaiors" in Cal 5;12}. They suffered from faction rivalry {1Cor 1
11 =12, Bom 15:5 -6}, sevial — economie classiam § 1Cor 1031 =33 ) | leadeship competition ] Cor
12:27 =310, and furious schism {1 =3 John}. ®They did no find peace in their socicties, either, They
were constantly harassed by the svnagogoes as reflected in Matthew , John, and Actz, and were persecuted
h:-' Roman authorities as evident in Revelation. '[.n:r:lll:,' 1o G or Coesar was a live —or — die |:|'!|u|]l1r'||?;-|': anid
cach author responded to the suthority of the government with s different attitude ; Homons 13 espouses
submission and obedience , while Hevelation urges the willingness w defy with endurance, 8o one fact is
-I']EJLT is] Hll.: I.'F.HJ FH:H:I.I.'H" ﬂ.ﬂl] HI‘!I.'IIJ;I.'IE ]'l.u.n'nlm],‘ i.ﬂ ]'Hm'l'l.l"“" Lix tr ‘rl.'ll.'ll'll:l :il'l lhE Fll.'f‘m “":E'JI:I. “‘II'IEI.'E 453 I
fiad the peace on earth amd goodwill ameng people that Cod promized at the bith of Jesus Christ ( Luke 2,
1457

Meeting the challenges ofintemal strfe, Paul issued in his letter several messages wonth noticing, (1)
To the members vying lor the position of leadership in Corinth, he reminded them that ®there are vanetics
of gifta, but the same apint; and these are vafetes of service, bt the same Lord; and there are varelies
of activitics, bat it is the same God who activaies all of them i everyone™ ( 1Cor 12:4 =63, Moreaver, the
church was the " body of Christ™ and they were all necessary members § 1Cor 12212 ), To the squabbling
Philippians he urged them o be humble like Jesus and o regand olhers as better than themselves, with the
“kenotic hymn™ that shows how Christ emptied himselfl 10 become an obediemt servant even dying on the
croea and a8 a result was exalted to the highest place of onor { Phil 2:5 =110, {2) To the Galatians wh
thought beas of Gentile converds, e presented o prand vigon saving: “ As many of you as were baptized
inte Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ, There i oo longer Jew or Greek , there is oo longer slave or
free, there ia no longer male and Fermale; For all of you are one in Christ Jesus™ {Gal 3:27 =287, The
eachatological vision that transcends racial - ethnie discomination, seeinl — ceonomie dispanty, and sex -
gender injustice can be realized in the church when all the baptized receive 8 new life in Christ and love
one another as Christ does all. There is hope for the world o fimd that equality , peace, and unity. {37 Last

B Cend Theatssen, The Seciol Sotbeg of Poadiee Chelaloubly ;s Fisays on Cordarh ( Philadelpbiay Foress, 1982, 120 - 144, Abrshos
Madkorthe:, Sood! Aypoers of Early Christianity {3 enl. e, ; Philedelphia; Foreess, |983), 82 - 112,

S Breso Blumenfeld, T Paficion! Pands Justies, Semocracy and Kegabip o Relledine Fromooek { Shoeffield: Shefeld Acalamic,
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but net least, to all believers, Paul advised them to beware of their social life bevond the walls of the
church. They should purane the most excellent way of life, the emduring love { 1Cor 12:31 =13:13], and

livie in harmeony with outsiders , behave well o command respect, and leave grievance e Gad,

" Live in harmony with ane anothers do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do net
elaim 1w be wiser than vou are. " Do not repay anvore evil for evil, but 1ake thought for what is noble
in the sight of all. " If it is possible, =0 far as it depends on you, live peaceahly with all. ™ Beloved
mever avenge yourselves . bul leave room for the wrath of God 3 for 10 = wnitten, * Vengeanee is mine
[ will repay, savs the Loed, "™ Mo, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thisty, give
them something to drink ; for by doing this you will heap buming coals on their heads, "™ Do not be
overcome by evil, bot overcome evil with good. ( Bom 12,16 = 21; see also Rom 15, 5; Col 3. 14
*Abwve all, clothe yoursslves with love | which binds evervthing together in pedect harmony™ )

Far Panl, Tiving in harmony with others 15 of prnmary importance 1o Chrstin wiiness , becoose i will
commpand respect from cutsiders, Tt is important for belicvers o follow Jesus” teaching o love their enemics
without zecking vengeance, because it will make their cnemies think twice about the power of the gospel
that changes life, He also believed that . by the power of the Holy Spirit, Christians can overcome evil with
good , and they can trust in God " s power 1o execule justice in the end. As such, Paul® s teaching on social
relations was a conflucnce of the law, the prophets, and Jesus® teaching.

Some may ask, il keeping harmony in the church andpeace in the society is so important, why did
Paul sound so angry when he refuted his opponents { Galations and 2 Corinthians) ¥ Can the use of polemic
languaye be justified by the passion o defend truth? Indeed, truth nesls o be discemed and inststed 1o
order o maintain the sdentity and antegrity of faith, but as 1= oflen seen in religions wars Christian
Crusade and Tslamic Jihad - = angry language could lead 1o vielent acts, The best way is certainly o talk
over the differences before the red line of collision is crossed, 15 there then a proper religions discourse to
attain understanding, respect and peace among dissenters? This is a serious question teday, becanse the
world has been saturated with the thetoric of hatred and cacophony of vengeance. How to debate is as
important as what o debate | il harmony is 1o be attained in a multi - culiural and molii - religious society.
In this regerd , the recent *seripturl rensoning”™ movement, which several noted scholars of Christinnity,
Judwizn, and Islam in the Amedcan Arademy of Heligon have staded, moy provide oo weleome madel for
friendly and honest inter - faith dialogue. 2 These scholars understand that major religions respect their own
seriplurcs and use their time = honored traditions 1o construct & coherent belicl system in which they explain
their belicfs and decide on their behaviors, so they come together o form a circle of friends, striving 1o
make their reasoping public, listen to each other' s arpuments and make zense of each other' = convictions
with the best intention. This model , if emulated by religious and political leaders, could go a long way to
prevent misunderatanding, remove miatrust, and deluse crises.

4. Fuathiul Martyr

ﬂr.u_'- may al.m mll: . w]'i:.' dii:l ]"'41.|.|1 Jlrl\'iw I]'u: I:h:'i!lin.m n Hnml:. LI¥] subjml l|11,:rru|.r.|.l.'ns b the E{b\'{!l‘l‘linﬁ
mutharities { Hom 13 .0 =737 Dhd he really want the chureh to uphold hormany with the staie even at the
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expense of religions freedom? In Homl3: 1, he gave a theological rationale saving that poverning
authosities are instituied by Gisd to execute justice , so Christians should subject to ita authority for the sake
of conseience. Here we see the imporance of justice for a divieely sanctoned society, Governing authorilies
are mennt o serve the cause of justice protecting the nghtesus and punishing the evil. [t is for that purpose
they deserve respect and obedicnce from the citizens, Why, then, did John the seer choose o defy the
Roman suthorities in Hevelation even at the price of exile or martyrdom? 1s there a contradiction between
Faul and John regarding the relationship between the state and the church? Thiz iz a complicated question
i teems of exepesis and theology , and much haa been discussed, ® However one may intespret it, one
historical fact needs o be considered ; the Roman Empare as meflectes] in Hevelatwn was ool an agent of
social justice but o brutal power machine that oppressed and exploted its people, Living under its armsgant
tyraniz and  ruthless proxies, most people were suffering from  religious  disenmination,  ceonomic
exploitation and dehumanized oppressim, Christisns in west Asis Minor in pafficular were pressured to
conform o the society with regard o the worship of imperial cult. [t is understandable then why John ok a
different response than Paul” s, Even 2o, it should be emphasized that there was oo call of arms o revelr,
but an anrmesd aggseal o endore with pul.ir!nl: |1.-||n|_|r. and hear Guithful wilness {.?’mgm.u']tqﬂ} aviemn s
Chrstiuns faced perseeution pnd marivrdam, 'ﬂl.ih: Fausl . John follewed Jesus* tesching on loving enemies
and entrusted vengeanee to the hands of God whe will execute justice in the end, It s to the God of
laithfulness, compassion, and justice, and Jesus Chrizst their Lord that both Paul and John pledged their
ultimate loyalty,

To summarize , the NT shows that, while Boman mulers and Jewizh leaders wanted o maintain peace
i e senss ofsoeal onder amd ulahilil].' 1§} mur.u'qmli.?:-l'! pum:r aned |u'i.ui|.-|'.1_,,|:, II!HIJH ilferied & Erﬂllrl vigion ol
the kingdom of God in which all people are children of God amd sibling @6 one another, Becavse the
almighty God is their heavenly Father who cares for all . they should imitate God 19 love neighbars and cven
cnemics a5 the gratuilous God has done 1o sinners through Jesuz and his cross, Peace among all people i=
understood a5 social hamony and reconciliation in loving relationship, It is toe that Jesus® grand vision
had mot been fully fullilled in the ife of the eardly Christian communities, but Paul continued 10 emphasize
the mandate of the goapel of peace for believers w atrive for unily in the church because they were all
members of the same bady of Chrst, eqeally worthy and mutually nesded. Christions should also live in
peace with oulzaders o owin their respect. In Faul ' s view, goverming authonitics are given authonly not o
benefit the leaders but 1o serve justice, so Christians should be law - abiding citizens and  make
contributions to the building of & hammonious society, If govening authorities have become commupted and
coercive, however, John advises the believers to perist in their faith in the God of justice and i iake
aotiong of eivil disobedience without resulting 1o violenee, ALl these visdons on human selations are grounded

& L. P M. Swedt, ” Meistaining the Testimony of Jesmes The Suffering of Chidstons in the Beedation of John, ™ in Suyfedag and
Murtyrdun in the N Tofament | W, Horlrry sl B, MMl obe § Cambaridge: Combiidar Universty Priss, 19951, 101 =117, B, Laligsa,
" Rooeptinn; Thery smil Practicon in Beading Romana 13,7 in Tt anad fiemqretation ; New Approache in the Cntcim of the N Tetament | P
Flartin andd J. Petper, eds, § Leidem; Ball, 1991 ), 145 - 170 Christopher Bran, Hender o Cosar; Jame, the Barfy Chuoll, sl the Roman
Superposver | Onfondy Onefom] University Press, 20053, 77 - 112,

& Frefan Alkler, “Wimess o Warclee? How the Book of Bevclation Can Help Christian Live Their Political Lives,” s Rasalarion and
ths Palitics of Apevulyplic Inepretation | Hichasd Havs sl Stelun Alkicr edds, | Woeo: Bador Universdty Prss, 30027 125 < 141 i 140 =
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in a deep trust in the God of justice who desires mercy and wanis all people to live in peace in the kingdom
of God. Leaders of the chureh and rulers of the government are to be duly respected for using theie authority
o mainlain peace as harmony nol simply as order, so thal all people may enjoy the relationship with one

H.I'I.“tl'lﬂr HE ] ]D'l':iIIE rﬂl.'ﬂ.'ll:r “Iﬂl EEH! I'II'L"'. I.I'ItI!l'I.th:I.

II. Christian West

The Bible has providedvisions of conflict and concord, as discussed above, 1o reveal a
Christien view on human relations, How have these visions been appropriated in the West when
believers try to resolve conflict and promote harmony 7

Soon after the first church was established in Jerusalem, Christianity expanded steadily into
the urban centers of the Roman Empire, such as Antiech, Ephesws, and Bome, but it was
considered a heretical sect by Jewish synagogues and an illicit religion by the Roman authorities.
Besides its umisual faith in a savior who was executed as an insurrectionist by the Empire, it was
considered a suspicious group with members from various ethnie backgroumds and social classes.
Without political or social standing, it is little wonder that Christians were easily harassed or
persecuted. To defend themselves and explain their beliefs, well — educated Greek speaking
apologists began to explain the doctrines of the church to the intellectoal elites. To testify to the
pospel and show their benevolenee, believers (red 1o live a respectable life of laith, hope, amd
charity, As a minodty group onginated [rom the perphery of the Empire, their relationship with
other soeial or religious groups were often stretched and tested, By following Jesus " teaching to
love Giod, neighbors, and enemies, however, they grew into different social ranks and expanded
from citics 1o the villages and the country even when they were subject 1o persecution, as evident
in the Governor of Bithynia Pliny® s Letter to the Emperor Trajan. &

After Emperor Constantine was converted , Christianity became a favored religion of the
Empire and began to acquire political privileges and aoeial status. The church”® s view of social
relations underwent a paradigm shift. In civil discourse with the aociety | the church changed s
altitude from the passive submission o dominant custom to the active creation of new culture. As
the church increased its social influence, the earlier Chrstian practice of personal vidue following
Jesuz" madical love gave way to the exercise of institutional anthority to administer justice much the
same way as the prests did in the OT times in developing a legal svstem. Enforcing justice for the
public rather than showing compassion io the poor became the pomary mode of thinking, Over
time, the Scholastic tradition developed a comprehensive system of theology and ethics following
the pattern of Greek philosophy and culminating in the Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas.
Clerical hierarchy was also firmly established 1o minister the laity and manage the church. The
hishops and priests gamered so much political power and social privilege that, unfortunately,

@:ﬂ Fliny, Egristh= X_ % For an English 1 |t ary: ). e n, A N Fossbiio . JRcsmeity Mliirating ke Hidory of e
ek e AR 33T, MNew Filiben novised by W, H. ©, Frond [ Lonsden; SPCKE, 19875, 1R =19,
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moral decay and financial sbuse began to infect the leadenhip of the church. In Medieval time,
power struggle and money grabbing had corrupted the clergy =0 much that some bishops and priests
became religious exploiters, not unlike the wicked kings chastised by the prophets in the OT and
the hypoentical Pharsees condemmed by Jesus in the NT. They preved on the piety of the laity for
personal gain and launched several Crusades to fight the Muslims for political reasons. The biblical
ideal of God' s people showing mercy and justice to strangers and as Christ’ s body serving each
other and loving enemies was verv far from being practiced.

During the Beformation period, the Roman Catholic Church toed to suppress Relormers,
such as Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Ulnich Zwingli, with inquisitions and executions, In the
name of the Church, some Popes did not hesitate o use violence 1o impose law amnd order within
the Chnstendom. Kings amd princes were coerced o choose sides and were dragmed into religions
wars. As tension and conflict arcse between the Catholics and the Reformers, Anabaptists were
determined to follow Jesus' teaching to resist no evildeer and tum the other cheek , so they refused
to take up arms o fight even for sell = defense. They tumed into mbust pacifists o remind people
that all people are equal and should live in peace with one another. Following the non = violence
principle of Jesus® teaching, as they did, several civil leaders such as Tolstoy, Gandhi, and M.
L. King have rectified unjust social relations in remarkable ways, npholding the poor peasants in
Russia, winning national independence for India, and acquitdng civil nghts for African Americans
in the US. It is noteworthy that, while Luther was fighting the doctrinal mistakes and moral decay
of the Roman Catholic Church, he also denounced the Anabaptists® radical pacifism that led 1o
the damages and chaos of the Peasants” War. Luther took Paul” s position to entrust the goveming
authorities o Christian princes who supported his efforts 1o reform the church. Keeping order and
justice for the sociely was considered as importanl as supporting individual believers ™ right 1o
exercise freedom and love. With the so = called " two kingdoms™ theory, therefore, Luther
allocated to the church and the state separate authorities to regulate social relations in spiritual
aphere and eivil su[m]-mu‘-ﬁ.'E

In recent times, Liberation theologians reminded vus another visionfrom the Tible that is alse
vital for sustaining social hamony , namely, the prophetic. They shared the pain of the suffering
people-the peasant, the poor, the uneducated , and the oppressed-especially those living in South
America, as the state and the church refused to hear the groaning of the poor, because they
wanted to uphold the status quo in the name of stability and prosperity, Like biblical prophets,
thevefore, Liberation theologians crilicized the structural evil of the society that enslaved and
exploited the underprivileged , condemned the selfish and greedy social elites who looked out only
for aell = interest, and tried o empower the poor amd the oppressed to find their voice and seat at
the table. For them, justice for all and compassion to the poor are ool only prophetic vision bul

also goapel mandate, When there is disparity between social classes, there can be no harmoay in

B Wilkiam Wright, Martin Lidher s Underatanding of G s Tis Ringdoma: A Risponas o lhe Challsnge of Shipficiam { Grand Figida
Raker, 200041}, 113 = 1464,
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the =ociety, In order to create a new society, the church should stand in solidanty with the poor in
protest against their exploiters, ®

In the USA, there are two schools of thought on social relations, In mugh comparison, the
Chrigtian realism of Reinhold Niebubr argues for the need of law 1o maintain justice in the sociely
becavse only individuals can make moral choices o sacrifice their personal interest and love their
enemies as Jesus did. M A seciety needs a fair legal system with law enforcement to ensure the
equal distribution of justice to all, to prevent crimes from happening, and to protect innocent
people. Law and order are therefore the responsibilities of civil authorities, nol of church leaders,
an idea similar to Luther® s. The Christian pacifism of Stanley Hawerwas, on the other hand,
insisted on the validity of the Anabaptist tradition and the influence of Jesus' radical love, @
Christians should and can overcome evil by good as God did through Chost, That s indeed a moral
point of the theology of resurrection, Evil engenders evil, =0 only the mdical love that i= willing toe
forgive enemies can sever the vicious evele of vengeance and violence, To be a pacilist, however,
one needs o be willing to suffer hurful consequences, 11 takes o brave person with moml choreter
to make that conscious decision. So, cultivation of Christian character in a community of faith is
esaential for such a vire ethics. ®Imitatio Christi is the kev.

Thisbroad = brushed sketch of major approaches to social relations in the Christian West
shows thal Christianily continues 1o experience and suffer from a variety of conflict inside the
church and in the world. It has witnessed the damage and hurt that the many conflicts in family, in
leadership, and smong nations have caused [or the church and the society. The church isell s far
from perdection. On each bad twum, however, the hiblical visions of peace and harmony, mercy
and justice, reconciliation and unity that God has promized and Jesus Christ has embodied have
given the people of God new hope and renewed strength to continue pursuing that high call of
harmony. This quick sketeh alse shows that the biblical vision of concord for the society is not
merely a religions dream 1o offer believers aome aort of psychological compensation. Rather, it has
gtarted & steady stream of efforts by the faithful, each tom gathering more wisdom from
experience, to make real peace in their lives, in their communities, and in their world.

IV. Chinese Christians

Taiping Tianguo { 4% & [E The Great Peace Heavenly Kingdom ) is an interesting case that
ghows how o biblical vigion of social relations waz onee expermented on China * ¢ soil in the
nineleenth century, Sun Yalsen and Mao Zedong both respected Hong Xiugquan ( 35E% 5 1814 -

F Custam Gesibrr, A Thealogy of Riberagien { Marpknell; Orbis, 973, 200 - 306,
& Reinhold Niclakbs, Worad Man aod Temerad Saciety; A Stody i Etiies and Palitios { New York; Serbner’ s, 19605,
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1864, the leader of the Taiping Rebellion in (fing Dhnasty, as a pioneer of peasant revolution
that gave poor people a chance to share social resources with the ruling class and land owners. ®As
a self = tanght quasi = Christian, Hong implemented some bhiblical views in his famous land reform
{ EH B M Tangue tanmo shide [ The Land System of the Heavenly Dynasty | ), propenty
redligtribution and public fund { holy wreasury ), gender equality ( women can light as soldier and
serve as officials) |, and social support system ( neighborhood unit of 25 families ) . ®The principles
of justice for all and compassion to the poor in his movement are similar to the ideas of the
prophets in the OT, which attracted numerous followers to establish the Taiping Tianguo in
Nnﬂjillg-m'”t: also instituled eivil laws bassd on the Ten Commandments and other biklical laws
for his people 1o follow, Unfortunately, hiz personal cormuption by power and sex resulted in the
catastrophic failure of an incredibly promising social experiment. This historical case demonetrates
the importance of virtue ethics and moral character that political, social, and religions leaders
need to have. No one can build a harmonions society by fantastic visions amd campaign slogans.
Hypoerisy can ruin the trusting relationship among people and hurt social harmony,

Wu Leichuan ( 5285 1] 1870 - 1944 ), the Chinese Chancellor of Yenching University,
believed that Christianity was side = lined by Chinese intellectual leadeors, because it emphasized
exclusively the gospel of individual salvation. In reality, he contended, old and fawed social
avatems had caused so much suffering 1o the people in China that Christianity , if it was 1o show
any relevance or uselulness o the life of the people, should make a tangible contribution by
reforming the Chinese society, To do so, Jesus in the Cospels can serve as 8 pood pamsdigm and
the Lord * & Prayer provides the best blueprint 1o materialize hiz social ideals in China. In Wu
Leichuan’ s view, Jesus® kingdom of God is an ideal society in which the loving God who cares for
all people shall mule, In this society, the perfect character of God is the ethical standard for all
people W emulate, the economic syslem should be communitanan in which evervbody ghares what
they have, and the political system should be democratic without the traditional pepotism and
favoritism. ®Clearly, it was Jesus the moral tescher and his wise teaching of love for all that
inapired Wu Leichuan to envisage a brave new world for China, a society in which the boundary of
social classes are broken and every member lives in equality, charity, and harmony as hoothers
and sisters. Translorming human hears is the beginning step o changing a social system, amd
moral motivation is a= essential as political policy in building 8 harmonious society.

Also to be noted is Wu Yaozong { S 85T 1893 < 1979 | leader of the Three Self Patriotic

@ Paul Cohen, Cliea Dnbound; Frolsdug Perspecnies an tbe Ohinese Pow | Londen; RoutledgeCureen, 2005), 212
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Movement, who in hiz early carcer, sctively participated in the Society of Heconciliation, which
was established after WWT to promote peace and reconciliation in the world. ®A pacifist, Wu took
the position of non = violence when Japan began to invade China, and proposed 1o bring the case
of Japan " & invasion to the International Court for mediation and arbitration and, il necessary,
organize an economic boyeott to Japanese products to avoid a war, Eventually, the homific violence
of the Japanese army perpetruted on Chinese people changed hiz mind, He decided to join the war
to fight Japanese, His painful spiritual struggle shows how challenging it is o implement a moral
vigion in a world where the survival of the notion takes the center @age and overrides moral choice
of the individuals. Both biblical vision and social reality need 1o be eritically eonsidered and wisely
malched for a proper appropriation.

Conservative Christians hold an ambivalent view onthe pursuit of social harmony. On the one
hand, they believe that human nature iz ao depraved and the wordd 20 corupted that ne true
harmony can be achieved in the present world even with the best intention and the best policy. On
the other hand | they also believe in the conversion of hearts | minds | and lives; and to testifv to
the gospel , they certainly want to live in harmony with their neighbors. Even though it is not their
theological convietion to build a kingdom of God on eanth, they believe it is their mission 1o live a
holy life as honest citizens for the glory of God. Tt should be noted that, with a sincere motivation
to love God and neighbors, they can be sincere and important contributors o the construction of a
harmonious socieby.

V. Conclusion

The Bible containsinspiring resources and rich taditions on human relations that may help us
reflect on what social harmony means and how it may be achieved in reality, First o be noled 1=
that all major biblical visions-the law, the prophets, Jesus and Paul-affirm the importance of
harmonious relationship for the people of the covenant and the children of God, God as Redeemer
of Hebrew sluves in Exodus has left his people with o good example of faithfulness, compassion,
and justice, God = heavenly Father in Jesus ' tesching has served as the perfect model for his
children 1o relate 1o others in the kingdom of Gad,

In the Bible, we also see harmonious relations are encourmgedand demanded through legal
reqquirement , moral persuasion, mdical discipleship, and eschatological hope, (1) The legal
svalem reminds people of God " & actions of mercv and justice in the Exodus evenl amd provides
clear guidance for them o propedy relate 10 one ansther. Az an institulionalized standard with
enforced penalties, it is also intended to deter improper or hurful behaviors toward others. The
meodus operandi of this gystem is justice in the sense of reciprocity and retribution. (2) Since ne
law can regulate personal maetivations, the prophets tended to rely on moml persuasion o

& R Ve Nivi 0 0 L N0 o R Y A Aidufies sving sk yusdoiy | The Protistant Pacfisl Monmd in
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encournage harmony between social classes by pointing out the hazard of conflict and the value of
concord. They emphasized God ' s preferential love for the poor. ®n addition to justice, therefore,
compassion 15 considered eszential for a social ethic that secks o transform the status quo of the
society for the common good. (3) Jesus' vision of the kingdom of God calls for repentance and
believing, the willingness 1o change one’ s life and the st in God' s power 1o create everything
anew , including social relations. To follow Jesus’ commandment to love the invisible God, the
suffering neighbors, and the despicable enemies | and to imitate his self - sacrifice and forgiveness
for his persecutors, one needs to have a new value and new attitude towand other people. Only
when a person is totally converted by the teaching and life of Jesus can be find the courage amd
strength Lo treat others with altruistic love as Jesus did. Thus, a vifue ethies focusing on character
formation is vital. (4} Finally, Paul® s vision of all baptized people being one in Christ gives us an
eschatological hope 1o see moial — ethnic, national, social, and gender boundaries be dismantled
and a new society that tranzscends harmony to become unity be established, A church that displays
unity in love is the best preview to this weal society. When a society = harmonious, world peace
becomes attainable,

In owr brel survey of biblical interpretation in the West and in China, we have seen how
biblical visions of conflict and concord are approprated in different social = historical settings. To
apply the wisdom of the Bible to the construction of a hammonions society, we will do well o
combine several sets of ideas: (1} to remember God’ s amazing grace to us amd imitate his
faithfulness, compassion, and justice in all our dealings with other people; (2} to obev the
biblical law of justice , adhere to the prophets’ teaching of kindness , follow Jesus® example of self
- apcrificial love, and take Paul’ & adviee of love in unity; (3) to cultivate personal moral
character and az a sociely o develop a fair amd just legal systemy and (40 o consider political ,
social , and cultural realities and o pursue biblical ideals 1o ensure justice for all and practice
kindness 1o the poor, From a biblical point of view, o long — lasting harmonious society can be
built, il every eitizen practices vidue ethics in their individoal lives and national leaders apply
gocial ethics to their moking of policies and laws,
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