Religious Perspectives on Religious Human Rights

RELIGIOUS HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE BIBLE

by
Desmond M. Tutu’

There is a story, which is fairly well known, about when the
missionaries came to Africa. They had the Bible and we, the na-
tives, had the land. They said “Let us pray,” and we dutifully
shut our eyes. When we opened them, why, they now had the
land and we had the Bible. It would, on the surface, appear as if
we had struck a bad bargain, but the fact of the matter is that
we came out of that transaction a great deal better off than
when we started. The point is that we were given a priceless gift
in the word of God: the gospel of salvation, the good news of
God’s love for us that is given so utterly unconditionally. But
even more wonderful is the fact that we were given the most
subversive, most revolutionary thing around. Those who may
have wanted to exploit us and to subject us to injustice and op-
pression should really not have given us the Bible, because that
placed dynamite under their nefarious schemes.

The Bible makes some quite staggering assertions about hu-
man beings which came to be the foundations of the culture of
basic human rights that have become so commonplace in our day
and age. Both creation narratives in Genesis 1-3 assert quite
categorically that human beings are the pinnacle, the climax, of
the divine creative activity; if not climactic, then central or cru-
cial to the creative activity. In the first narrative the whole cre-
ative process moves impressively to its climax which is the cre-
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ation of human beings. The author signals that something quite
out of the ordinary is about to happen by a change in the formu-
la relating to a creative divine action. Up to this point God has
merely had to speak “Let there be....” and by divine fiat
something comes into being ex nihilo. At this climactic point God
first invites his heavenly court to participate with him, “Let us
create man in our image”—something special has come into be-
ing.

Remarkably this piece is in fact in part intended to be a jingo-
istic propaganda piece designed to lift the sagging spirits of a
people in exile whose fortunes are at a low ebb, surrounded as
they are by the impressive monuments to Babylonian hegemony.
Where one would have expected the author to claim that it was
only Jews who were created in the image of God, this passage
asserts that it is all human beings who have been created in the
divine image.

That this attribute is a universal phenomenon was not neces-
sarily self evident. Someone as smart as Aristotle taught that
human personality was not universally possessed by all human
beings, because slaves in his view were not persons. The biblical
teaching is marvelously exhilarating in a situation of oppression
and injustice, because in that situation it has often been claimed
that certain groups were inferior or superior because of possess-
ing or not possessing a particular attribute (physical or cultural).
The Bible claims for all human beings this exalted status that
we are all, each one of us, created in the divine image, that it
has nothing to do with this or that extraneous attribute which by
the nature of the case, can be possessed by only some people.

The consequences that flow from these biblical assertions are
quite staggering. First, human life (as all life) is a gift from the
gracious and ever generous Creator of all. It is therefore inviola-
ble. We must therefore have a deep reverence for the sanctity of
human life. That is why homicide is universally condemned.
“Thou shalt not kill” would be an undisputed part of a global
ethic accepted by the adherents of all faiths and of none. For
many it would include as an obvious corollary the prohibition of
capital punishment. It has seemed an oddity that we should
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want to demonstrate our outrage that, for example, someone had
shown scant reverence for human life by committing murder, by
ourselves then proceeding to take another life. In some ways it is
an irrational obscenity.

The life of every human person is inviolable as a gift from God.
And since this person is created in the image of God and is a
God carrier a second consequence would be that we should not
just respect such a person but that we should have a deep rever-
ence for that person. The New Testament claims that the Chris-
tian person becomes a sanctuary, a temple of the Holy Spirit,
someone who is indwelt by the most holy and blessed Trinity.
We would want to assert this of all human beings. We should not
just greet one another. We should strictly genuflect before such
an august and precious creature. The Buddhist is correct in bow-
ing profoundly before another human as the God in me acknowl-
edges and greets the God in you. This preciousness, this infinite
worth is intrinsic to who we all are and is inalienable as a gift
from God to be acknowledged as an inalienable right of all hu-
man persons.

The Babylonian creation narrative makes human beings have
a low destiny and purpose—as those intended to be the scaven-
gers of the gods. Not so the biblical Weltanschauung which de-
clares that the human being created in the image of God is
meant to be God’s viceroy, God’s representative in having rule
over the rest of creation on behalf of God. To have dominion, not
in an authoritarian and destructive manner, but to hold sway as
God would hold sway—compassionately, gently, caringly, en-
abling each part of creation to come fully into its own and to re-
alize its potential for the good of the whole, contributing to the
harmony and unity which was God’s intention for the whole of
creation. And even more wonderfully this human person is des-
tined to know and so to love God and to dwell with the divine
forever and ever, enjoying unspeakable celestial delights. Nearly
all major religions envisage a post mortem existence for human-
kind that far surpasses anything we can conceive.

All this makes human beings unique. It imbues each one of us
with profound dignity and worth. As a result to treat such per-
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sons as if they were less than this, to oppress them, to trample
their dignity underfoot, is not just evil as it surely must be; it is
not just painful as it frequently must be for the victims of injus-
tice and oppression. It is positively blasphemous, for it is tanta-
mount to spitting in the face of God. Any person of faith has no
real option. In the face of injustice and oppression it is to disobey
God not to stand up in opposition to that injustice and that op-
pression. Any violation of the rights of God’s stand-in cries out to
be condemned and to be redressed, and all people of good will
must be engaged in upholding and preserving those rights as a
religious duty. Such a discussion as this one should therefore not
be merely an academic exercise in the most pejorative sense. It
must be able to galvanize participants with a zeal to be active
protectors of the rights of persons.

The Bible points to the fact that human persons are endowed
with freedom to choose. This freedom is constitutive of what it
means to be a person—one who has the freedom to choose be-
tween alternative options, and to choose freely (apart from the
influences of heredity and nurture). To be a person is to be able
to choose to love or not to love, to be able to reject or to accept
the offer of the divine love, to be free to obey or to disobey. That
is what constitutes being a moral agent.

We cannot properly praise or blame someone who does what
he or she cannot help doing, or refrains from doing what he or
she cannot help not doing. Moral approbation and disapproval
have no meaning where there is no freedom to choose between
various options on offer. That is what enables us to have moral
responsibility. An automaton cannot be a moral agent, and
therein lies our glory and our damnation. We may choose aright
and therein is bliss, or we may choose wrongly and therein lies
perdition. God may not intervene to nullify this incredible gift in
order to stop us from making wrong choices. God, who alone has
the perfect right to be a totalitarian, has such a profound rev-
erence for our freedom that He had much rather we went freely
to hell than compel us to go to heaven.

An unfree human being is a contradiction in terms. To be
human is to be free. God gives us space to be free and so to be

HeinOnline -- 10 Enory Int’l L. Rev. 66 1996



1996] RELIGIOUS HUMAN RIGHTS 67

human. Human beings have an autonomy, an integrity which
should not be violated, which should not be subverted. St. Paul
exults as he speaks of what he calls the “glorious liberty of the
children of God” and elsewhere declares that Christ has set us
free for freedom. It is a freedom to hold any view or
none—freedom of expression. It is freedom of association because
we are created for family, for togetherness, for community, be-
cause the solitary human being is an aberration.

We are created to exist in a delicate network of interdepen-
dence with fellow human beings and the rest of God’s creation.
All sorts of things go horribly wrong when we break this funda-
mental law of our being. Then we are no longer appalled as we
should be that vast sums are spent on budgets of death and
destruction, when a tiny fraction of those sums would ensure
that God’s children everywhere would have a clean supply of
water, adequate health care, proper housing and education,
enough to eat and to wear. A totally self sufficient human being
would be subhuman.

Perhaps because of their own experience of slavery, the Israel-
ites depicted God as the great liberator, and they seemed to be
almost obsessed with being set free. And so they had the princi-
ple of Jubilee enshrined in the heart of the biblical tradition. It
was unnatural for anyone to be enthralled to another and so
every fifty years they celebrated Jubilee, when those who had
become slaves were set at liberty. Those who had mortgaged
their land received it back unencumbered by the burden of debt,
reminding everyone that all they were and all they had was a
gift, that absolute ownership belonged to God, that all were real-
ly equal before God, who was the real and true Sovereign.

That is the basis of the egalitarianism of the Bible—that all
belongs to God and that all are of equal worth in His sight. That
is heady stuff. No political ideology could better that for radical-
ness. And that is what fired our own struggle against apart-
heid—this incredible sense of the infinite worth of each person
created in the image of God, being God’s viceroy, God’s represen-
tative, God’s stand-in, being a God carrier, a sanctuary, a temple
of the Holy Spirit, inviolate, possessing a dignity that was intrin-
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sic with an autonomy and freedom to choose that were constitu-
tive of human personality.

This person was meant to be creative, to resemble God in His
creativity. And so wholesome work is something humans need to
be truly human. The biblical understanding of being human
includes freedom from fear and insecurity, freedom from penury
and want, freedom of association and movement, because we
would live ideally in the kind of society that is characterized by
these attributes. It would be a caring and compassionate, a shar-
ing and gentle society in which, like God, the strongest would be
concerned about the welfare of the weakest, represented in an-
cient society by the widow, the alien, and the orphan. It would
be a society in which you reflected the holiness of God not by
ritual purity and cultic correctness but by the fact that when you
gleaned your harvest, you left something behind for the poor, the
unemployed, the marginalized ones—all a declaration of the
unique worth of persons that does not hinge on their economic,
social, or political status but simply on the fact that they are
persons created in God’s image. That is what invests them with
their preciousness and from this stem all kinds of rights.
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