God’s Politics: Why the Right Gets It Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get It, by Jim Wallis was published in 2005 largely in response to the presidential election of 2004 which returned George Bush to the White House for a second term.  The deeply felt response and reaction around the country helped to make this book a New York Times Bestseller.  The book has garnered wide praise from the left and the right in part because there is enough to both appease and discomfort everyone.
While some sections of the book are more time sensitive than others the discussion on poverty, for example, is timeless.  At the heart of the book is the idea Wallis draws from Abraham Lincoln in the introduction: “Our task should not be to invoke religion and the name of God by claiming God’s blessing and endorsement for all our national policies and practices—saying in effect, that God is on our side.  Rather, Lincoln said, we should pray and worry earnestly whether we are on the side of God.”  (pg. xiv)

In this way Wallis suggests we make God the center of the conversation and seek to discern where we stand in relationship to the Almighty, rather than claim ownership of God and use the name of God to justify our choices.  In any issue Wallis would have us approach the conversation with a sense that neither side has all the correct answers all the time.  
The twenty-one chapters of the book are organized into six parts.  In the first two parts of the book Wallis suggests that a large segment of the Christian population in the country has been left out of the conversation by being either ignored or dismissed.  Here he argues for Christians to engage the great questions of the day.  The remaining four parts of the book address four specific areas of engagement through the lens of what Wallis calls spiritual values.  

As a means of discussing Wallis’ work this study will ask a series of reflection questions drawn for each of the parts.  In this way a group could read Part I and II and discuss them together and in subsequent gatherings discuss one part at a time.

Part I and Part II

Discussion Questions:

As Wallis begins to lay his case he suggests that neither political extreme makes faithful representation of Orthodox Christian faith.  Wallis argues “The religious and political Right gets the public meaning of religion mostly wrong--preferring to focus on sexual and cultural issues while ignoring weightier matters of justice.  And the secular Left doesn’t seem to get the meaning and promise of faith for politics at all-- mistakenly dismissing spirituality as irrelevant for social change.” (pp 3-4)  
To what degree does this ring true for you?  Where have you seen the right or the left misrepresenting Christian beliefs?

If this is the case, how are people of faith to talk about the political issues of the day without being labeled in one camp or another?

On page 31 Wallis writes: “God is personal, but never private.”  What does he mean by this?  How have you experienced this reality?

How does this change your thoughts about engaging in political discourse as a person of faith?

On page 37 Wallis reprints his “Open Letter to Jesse Ventura.”  Do you agree or disagree with the letter?  If you were Jesse Ventura how might you reply to such a letter?  

Wallis suggests we engage in what he calls prophetic politics.  What might be a prophetic position a Christian might hold on one of the major issues facing us in these days?

Part III

In this part of the book Wallis deals directly and specifically with America’s second war with Iraq.  This remains one of the more polarizing topics in America and on the face of it this could very well be claimed to be the most partisan of sections.  While Wallis describes the political landscape he grounds his conclusions in scripture.  Even the subtitle of the section, “When did Jesus become pro-war?” is an invitation to theological discussion.


Discussion Questions

Where were you on September 11, 2001?  What are your memories of the day?  What were your first reactions that day?  

Wallis refers to September 11 as a teachable moment (page 94.)  What does he mean by this?  Why do you agree or disagree?  What have you learned since September 11, 2001?

Wallis offers “Ten Lessons to Defeat Terrorism.”  (page 105) How do you respond to these ten lessons?  Are there any which do not make sense?  Which of the ten speaks most powerfully to you? 

On what grounds does Wallis make the claim that the war with Iraq is not a “Just War?”

Writing in 2004, Wallis offers “Lessons of War” on pages 120-122.  Do you agree with these “lessons”?  Why or why not?  What lessons might you add, given the developments over time in Iraq?
According to Wallis, the “real theological problem in America today is no longer the religious Right, but the nationalist religion of the Bush Administration, one that confuses the identity of the nation with the church, and God’s purposes with the mission of the  American empire.” (page 149)  

What makes this such a dangerous problem for America?

How do we as Americans balance being citizens of a powerful empire and followers of Jesus?  Is there an inherent contradiction?

On page 153 Wallis offers “a new confession of Christ.”  How does this confession speak to you?  Does it change your way of thinking about the world?  Does it challenge you in new and insightful ways?

How might the idea of winning without war (chapter 10) apply in your life at home, at work, at church, or at play?

Wallis reminds us that over half the world, some 3 billion people, live on less than $1 a day.  How is this a national security issue?  (page 198)

Part IV

Jesus tells us in Mark 14: 7 “You will always have the poor with you.”  How has that verse been misused in our culture?  What impact does that have on our lives of faith?

Wallis describes cutting out every verse in the Bible that made reference to poor people, to wealth and poverty, to injustice and oppression, and to what the response to all those subjects was to be for the people of God. (page 212) What does this remnant of a Bible say about the Bible as we experience it in most of our lives?

Consider the many economic statistics on page 223 and compare them to the economic realities of your life today and your expectations for the future.  How does your experience compare with the realities Wallis points to?  How are these economic realities a spiritual issue?

Wallis suggests that all too often in politics the goal is not to deal with an issue but to win the debate.  To the degree this is true how does this work to maintain the status quo?
How might conservatives and liberals work together in response to poverty?  What would it look like if this happened?

If budgets are indeed moral documents as Wallis suggests what does this say about the budget of the United States of America?  You can find information about the budget online in many places including http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_federal_budget
If budgets are moral documents consider also the budgets for the ELCA, your Synod, your congregation and even your household.  What do these budgets reveal about the church and you and your family?

In Chapter 16 (pages 259ff) Wallis reminds us of the ancient words from prophets like Amos, Micah, Isaiah and Jeremiah who warned of the dangers of unchecked greed by the wealthy and powerful.  How do you respond to Wallis’ contention that those words are as important today as they ever were?
How can we live faithfully in such an economy?  How do our investments in the stock market and our desires for profits link us to the corruption at places like Enron?

Consider the Millennium Development Goals listed on pages 290-292.  How do respond to the need for such goals?  How might you help the world to reach these goals?

Part V

What does it say about us and our political system that on one side of the aisle you are required to be against abortion and for capital punishment and on the other you are required to be for abortion and against capital punishment?  Is the pro-life argument consistent?  How do people of faith respond to such difficult issues?  

In chapter 19 Wallis deals with what he refers to as America’s “original sin,” namely racism.  How do you respond to what Wallis calls a statement of fact: “The United States of America was established as a white society, founded upon the genocide of one race and then the enslavement of yet another.” (page 308)

In chapter 20 Wallis takes on entertainment in general and Reality Television more specifically.  How does watching people function at their worst create the impression that such behavior is both normal and acceptable?  
Why is there an acceptance of shows like Temptation Island, Survivor, Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire, the Bachelor and the Bachelorette which are viewed by millions of people on a regular basis, while there is such an uproar over an issue like gay marriage?

With the popularity of cohabitation by heterosexual couples and the frequency of divorce in our culture, how can some make the argument that gay people’s behavior undermines marriage?  

On page 335 Wallis points to a pole that suggests the vast majority of people would rather hear about a candidate’s plans to fight poverty than their position on gay marriage.  Why do you think this is the case?  Why do we hear so little about plans to end poverty?

Part VI

In this final part of the book Wallis argues that “prophetic faith does not see the primary battle as the struggle between belief and secularism.  It understands that the real battle, the big struggle of our times, is the fundamental choice between cynicism and hope.”  How do you respond to this argument?
Wallis reminds us that one of the benefits of cynicism is a lack of commitment.  After all, if nothing is going to get better then why bother?  How do you see this at work your life?

How does one decide for hope?

Does hope grow when you read about what Wallis has seen on pages 350-351?

In the final pages of the book Wallis makes 50 predictions for the new millennium.  What do you think of his list?  What would you add?  What would you take away or change?  

How will you engage the issues Wallis raises in your life?

How do you think the world will be different in the future?
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