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Red Letter Christians, a movement that emphasizes the teachings of Jesus Christ as
recorded in the Gospels, has gained traction in recent years, particularly through the
influential work of Tony Campolo. As a prominent sociologist, pastor, and author, Campolo
has dedicated his life to advocating for social justice, compassion, and a more profound
understanding of the Christian faith. This article delves into the origins of the Red Letter
Christians movement, Campolo's role, and the implications of this ideology in
contemporary Christianity.

Origins of the Red Letter Christians Movement

The term "Red Letter Christians" refers to those who prioritize the words of Jesus, often
highlighted in red ink in certain editions of the Bible. This movement emerged in response
to what many perceive as a growing disconnect between traditional Christianity and the
social issues facing the world today. The phrase encapsulates a call to action for
Christians to live out the teachings of Jesus in practical ways, particularly regarding social
justice, poverty, and environmental stewardship.

Historical Context

The Red Letter Christians movement can be traced back to a broader evangelical
awakening that began in the late 20th century. Several factors contributed to its
emergence:

1. Cultural Shifts: The rise of secularism and the questioning of traditional values led
many Christians to re-evaluate their faith in light of modern societal issues.

2. Social Justice Movements: The civil rights movement, feminist theology, and
environmental concerns catalyzed a new generation of Christians to engage with pressing
social issues.

3. Disillusionment with Institutional Religion: Many believers became disenchanted with
established churches that seemed more focused on political agendas than on living out the
teachings of Christ.

Key Figures

While Tony Campolo is often regarded as the face of the Red Letter Christians movement,
several other influential figures have played significant roles, including:

- Brian McLaren: An author and speaker known for his work in the emerging church
movement, advocating for a more inclusive and socially conscious Christianity.



- Jim Wallis: Founder of Sojourners, Wallis has focused on faith-based activism around
issues such as poverty and war.

- Shane Claiborne: A prominent author and activist, Claiborne is known for his work with
the Simple Way community in Philadelphia, emphasizing a radical approach to living out
Jesus’ teachings.

The Role of Tony Campolo

Tony Campolo has been a pivotal figure in the development of the Red Letter Christians
movement. His work combines academic rigor with passionate advocacy for social justice,
making him a unique voice within evangelical circles.

Background and Biography

Born on February 25, 1935, in Pennsylvania, Campolo's early life was steeped in a
Christian environment. He earned a degree from Eastern University and later obtained a
Ph.D. in sociology from the University of Pennsylvania. Throughout his career, Campolo
has served as a pastor, educator, and public speaker, engaging audiences with his
compelling messages on the importance of embodying Christ's teachings.

Major Works and Contributions

Campolo has authored numerous books and articles, many of which underscore the
principles of Red Letter Christianity. Some of his most notable works include:

- "Red Letter Christians: A Citizen’s Guide to Faith and Politics": In this book, Campolo
outlines how Christians can engage with contemporary societal issues through the lens of
Jesus’ teachings.

- "The Kingdom of God is a Party": This work emphasizes the joy and inclusivity of the
Christian message, advocating for a faith that reaches out to those on the margins.

- "Speaking My Mind": A collection of essays and talks that reflect Campolo's views on
various social justice issues, from poverty to environmentalism.

Campolo’s work has not only shaped the Red Letter Christians movement but has also
influenced broader discussions within evangelicalism regarding how faith intersects with
social justice.

Core Principles of Red Letter Christianity

Red Letter Christians adhere to several core principles that guide their beliefs and



actions:

1. Prioritizing the Teachings of Jesus: Central to the movement is a commitment to
understanding and living out the teachings of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels.

2. Social Justice: Advocates focus on issues such as poverty alleviation, racial
reconciliation, and economic justice, believing these are integral to the Christian faith.

3. Community Engagement: Red Letter Christians emphasize the importance of being
involved in local communities, working alongside marginalized groups, and fostering
relationships across social divides.

4. Environmental Stewardship: Many in the movement advocate for care for the
environment, seeing it as a biblical mandate to steward God’s creation.

5. Inclusivity and Love: A core tenet is the call to love one's neighbor, which extends to
embracing diversity and advocating for the marginalized and oppressed.

Impact on Contemporary Christianity

The Red Letter Christians movement has significantly influenced contemporary
Christianity, pushing it toward a more socially engaged and compassionate outlook. This
impact can be seen in several areas:

1. Re-evaluating Evangelical Priorities

Many evangelical churches are beginning to shift their focus from political agendas to
addressing social justice issues. This change has led to:

- Increased awareness of poverty and inequality.
- Greater involvement in community service and outreach programs.
- A more inclusive approach to church membership and leadership.

2. Promoting Interfaith Dialogue

Red Letter Christians often engage in interfaith discussions, recognizing the value of
collaboration across religious lines. This has led to:

- Joint community service initiatives.
- Increased understanding and respect among different faith traditions.
- A broader perspective on social issues that transcend religious boundaries.



3. Environmental Advocacy

With the growing recognition of climate change and environmental degradation, many Red
Letter Christians have taken a stand for creation care. This has resulted in:

- Church-led environmental initiatives.
- Advocacy for sustainable practices within congregations.
- Collaboration with environmental organizations to promote stewardship of the earth.

Challenges and Criticism

Despite its positive impact, the Red Letter Christians movement faces several challenges
and criticisms:

1. Resistance from Traditional Evangelicals

Some traditional evangelicals view the Red Letter movement as a departure from core
doctrines, leading to tensions within the broader evangelical community. Critics argue
that:

- The focus on social justice may overshadow essential theological teachings.
- The movement risks becoming too politically aligned, undermining its spiritual mission.

2. The Complexity of Social Issues

Addressing social justice is fraught with complexities, and some Red Letter Christians
struggle with:

- Navigating the intersection of faith and politics.
- Ensuring that their activism is rooted in a sound theological framework.

3. Internal Diversity

The Red Letter Christians movement is not monolithic; it encompasses a range of beliefs
and practices. This diversity can lead to:

- Differing interpretations of Jesus' teachings.
- Challenges in forming a cohesive movement with unified goals.



Conclusion

The Red Letter Christians movement, spearheaded by influential figures like Tony
Campolo, represents a significant shift in how many Christians engage with their faith and
the world around them. By prioritizing the teachings of Jesus and advocating for social
justice, this movement invites believers to embody the compassion and love central to the
Christian message. As the movement continues to evolve, it challenges both individuals
and churches to reconsider their roles in addressing the pressing issues of our time,
fostering a more inclusive and socially conscious Christianity for the future.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who are Red Letter Christians?
Red Letter Christians are individuals who emphasize the teachings of Jesus as highlighted
in the red letters of the Bible, advocating for social justice, compassion, and a faith that
actively engages with the world.

What is Tony Campolo's role in the Red Letter Christian
movement?
Tony Campolo is a prominent figure in the Red Letter Christian movement, known for his
advocacy of social justice, poverty alleviation, and his belief in living out the teachings of
Jesus in practical ways.

Why do Red Letter Christians focus on the words of
Jesus?
Red Letter Christians focus on the words of Jesus to emphasize His teachings on love,
justice, mercy, and peacemaking, believing these principles should guide Christian life and
activism.

What are some key issues that Red Letter Christians
advocate for?
Red Letter Christians advocate for various issues including poverty reduction, racial
reconciliation, environmental stewardship, and LGBTQ+ rights, all framed within the
context of Jesus' teachings.

How has Tony Campolo influenced modern Christian
thought?
Tony Campolo has influenced modern Christian thought by challenging evangelical norms,
promoting social activism, and encouraging Christians to engage with contemporary social
issues through a faith-based lens.



What books has Tony Campolo written related to Red
Letter Christianity?
Tony Campolo has written several books related to Red Letter Christianity, including 'Red
Letter Christians: A Citizen's Guide to Faith and Politics' and 'The God of Intimacy and
Action', which explore faith in action.

How do Red Letter Christians view the intersection of
faith and politics?
Red Letter Christians view the intersection of faith and politics as a call to action,
believing that Christians should advocate for policies that reflect Jesus' teachings on
justice and compassion.

What impact has the Red Letter Christian movement
had on evangelicalism?
The Red Letter Christian movement has impacted evangelicalism by pushing for a broader
understanding of faith that includes social justice, encouraging many to rethink traditional
evangelical positions on various social issues.
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