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DEDICATION

This reflection and report is offered to those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  It is written in dialogue with those who sense that full salvation involves a community, and who desire a break in the walls of phony unity and idolatrous normalcy that infect both society and church.  It is written for those who want to walk on the Way with Jesus to a place where justice and mercy kiss.  This work is dedicated to my family and especially to my wife Mary Curtin who has stood by me through it all.

This is the unpublished paper noted at several points by Brian McLaren in his book, Everything Must Change.
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PREFACE


A love letter to the church

This project is written as a love letter to the church that exists where small or large numbers of people work together in God's realm of love.  I would give my very life's blood for this church.  In fact, that is exactly what all who have accepted the call of Jesus are actually trying to do with their lives in one way or another.  We attempt it daily by how we live and work and love.  When we do it right, when we connect with each other and our God, we find that living in this way is not a burden, but a joy.  It makes us really alive.

When we do it wrongly, or when we can't find a real church community, it is hell.  We may find buildings, institutions, and people inside who call themselves church, but who don't really want to be seen with the disreputable, don't really want to take risks, and don't really want to be bothered with the controversial life of Christ.  We, (those of us who hunger and thirst for righteousness) die there.  Those churches must be renewed or be left behind.  This is the story of that hunger and that journey in one local renewing congregation and community


An opening word to pastors caught between the Jesus and the church

Most American pastors and church leaders are caught in a contradiction.  We follow a rough and tumble, open and generous, charitable and confrontational Jesus, but we live in the institutionalized church.  Our life's work and hunger takes us repeatedly into the life of the scripture text.  There we meet a Jesus that constantly confounds followers with his radical edge.  He always seems to go to the roots and challenge the prevailing wisdom.  Furthermore, in the Biblical stories he has very little regard for religious establishment figures.  If we hunger and thirst for righteousness we are drawn to the power and drama of his life like moths to the flame.  Yet, in our daily lives, we are institutional men and women.  Our job description has a lot to do with the administration of existing organizational structures.  We do get to preach, but not generally to the masses encountered by Jesus on the highways and byways.  Instead, we speak to largely settled people who have been in the church for years.  They often are there out of inertia, and because they look to religion only for stability and comfort, not controversy.  We are loyal to these people and their very human needs, and we are trained to give what they seek.  This circle of congregants often becomes a cocoon for us.  Our love for them often becomes a love for their comfort, which mediates our own and which keeps us from whoever it is that lives outside, beyond their circle.  

Our calling has been ruthlessly "professionalized."  Our actual days and nights are more about meetings and about resolving petty conflicts, than about prophetic words or powerful actions.  Rarely do we tremble, rise up with emotion, confront systems of oppression directly, or fall on our face in wonder and fear before the Creator.  

Then Sunday comes around again.  And, we again encounter the burning pages of scripture.  We meet a Jesus, who upon seeing the refusal of religion to heal, is "moved with compassion and anger."
  We meet a Jesus who, upon finding faith used for exploitation, makes a whip and turns over tables without authorization.  We meet a Jesus who falls before God and sweats drops of blood in his moment of trial.  

If  the flame within us has not died, we read these stories and again feel the disconnect.  We are preaching, but are we preaching the raw message of Christ?  We are preaching, but is this the right audience?  How did the great themes of scriptural story, repentance, struggle, spiritual warfare, inner courage, witness, and especially the centrality of the Kingdom of God, get so strangely watered down among the minutia of everyday church life?

As the years go by we experience a certain numbness and a certain dumbing down of the intensity of life which seems revealed in Jesus.  The tools of our trade seem limited to niceness, polite religion, and modest status.  But our spirits are uncomfortable.  Our hearts are hungry for something more.  

In this writing I have tried to track that hunger down.  I believe it leads in part to the practice of social holiness.  This is a reflection and report on our present crisis, on our hunger and need, and on a project to reclaim social holiness in one small church, in the smallest state in the Union.  

After years of social change organizing outside the institutional church, I now serve as a pastor.  My worshiping community is a still small, but growing, working class United Methodist congregation in its 121st year of organization.  We have a lot of historic inertia and have never really been much larger than we are right now.  We used to be a rather traditional, slowly dying, "mainstream," Methodist church.  But a few years before I came to pastor, the leaders of the church began to make an exciting discovery.  Hidden in the midst of all our institutionalization of Jesus was the spirit of the living Christ.  We, the leadership of our church community, have now joined consciously in that radical journey of the rediscovery of our roots, not as an institution, but as a community in action.  It is a journey that enlivens and humbles us.  It is a journey toward social holiness.


Thanksgiving

Thanks to my church, Hillsgrove United Methodist, for their faithfulness to the whole gospel and for their confidence in, and their prayers and support for, their radical pastor.  Thanks to the many who have inspired me in so many ways through the years in diverse movements for justice.  Thanks to the many who have read, criticized, and made suggestions on the drafts of this writing, including, my wife, my church team, Toni, Susan, Clarice, Laurie, Harry, Greg, and Joan, my secretary Helen Mills, my parents Keith and Mildred, my sister, my children, and also to my faculty advisor, James C. Logan, who so patiently kept challenging, supporting, and training through this long process.


ABSTRACT

Renewing churches following Jesus into the twenty-first century will find themselves caught in a postmodern context of environmental degradation, increasing polarity between rich and poor, and oppressive empire that will require them to grapple with issues of social holiness.  The author explores a theology and methodology of  holiness based on the understanding that it is a singularity that cannot be separated into acts of individual piety versus social holiness.  Experimenting with prayerful, social justice action, the author discovers the usefulness of community-building, confrontational "prayer actions" in deepening the discipleship and renewal of one local working-class congregation.


INTRODUCTION


A SOCIAL HOLINESS PRAYER ACTION - CHRISTMAS AT THE INS

There are only a few of us present.  After all it is almost Christmas and in the middle of a night time snowstorm in a now deserted part of the city.  We haven't called the press.  Its not press we want, its worship.  We are caught in society's Christmas pageantry of consumer gluttony with (at best), an occasional mention of the cute, meek, and mild pink baby Jesus.  But we are hungry for something more.  Something beyond the shopping malls and Christmas specials has broken into our world.  Our church now includes immigrants.  Those of us born here are aware of their hard stories and they are increasingly aware of ours.  They have awakened in us some of the forgotten stories of our own past.  Once we were two communities, but now we know each other.  We know, or are learning, about the midnight knocks on doors and sudden deportations in our state.  As a result we are hearing those original Christmas stories with new ears.

So here we are on a Sunday night before Christmas in Providence, Rhode Island in front of the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service.  With the snow it is beautiful and quiet.  There is both peace and desire in the air along with the snow.  Someone of our small number has brought a large sheet which says:  "The baby Jesus was an illegal immigrant."  Someone has made a wooden manger which we have filled with straw.  We have laid strips of cloth across the straw in preparation for the baby.  Someone else has brought a loaf of bread and a bottle of wine which we rest in the manger.  

The body.  The blood.  The redeemer.  

We clump together and pull up our collars against the weather.  We read the story again:  how they were forced to move by the economic policies of the Empire, how Mary agreed to the pregnancy though unwed, how Joseph tried to stand with her.  We read about the feeding trough in which he was laid and the despised shepherds who heard the words in the sky that a new time had come.  We take the bread and wine and bless it, confess our sins, accept God's forgiveness, and ask for power.  We break the bread, pour the wine and pass a cup.  We hold hands and pray for the workers at the Immigration who might see these symbols tomorrow as they enter work.  We pray for those of us who are immigrant and living in fear, and for those many beyond our little circle who are also hungry for justice and mercy.  We pray for ourselves, and for courage.  We pray in thanksgiving and joy.  We sing something, hug each other, and walk away in the snow.  

For the INS, we leave the empty manger there in front of the door as a sign of Christmas.


PART I.


THE TIMES


CHAPTER I:  THE CHANGE WE ARE IN

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.  An angel of the lord appeared to them, and the glory of the lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid.  I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you:  He is Messiah the Lord.  This will be a sign to you:  You will find a baby wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.  


Luke 2:8-12


Gradual and sudden change.

Sometimes change comes upon us suddenly and it terrifies us.  Sometimes the news is bad and we choose to ignore it.  Sometimes it is for our good, but so goes against our preconceptions that we can hardly take it in.  The shepherds, though frightened, were apparently in a place where they could take it in.

A storm is coming to America.  For much of the world, it is already here.  It is not one that many of us want to face.  Whole sections of the land become suburbs and malls.  Jobs are available, but at impossibly low wages which lengthen the time spent working.  Poverty and other oppression, rooted in class and race, seems everywhere, except in the public discourse or media.  We turn inward and desperately seek new forms of spirituality to hold things together.  The notion of human solidarity weakens.  A new sharpening of the American Creed of individualism, commerce, entertainment, and flag worship takes the land.  The drums of war and fear never stop beating.  There are constant public appeals to both consumption and to God. 

Here in the "homeland" we only notice the rising temperature of our lives, but we have yet to realize as a people that things shall indeed come to a boil.  We imagine each increase in heat may be the last.  Or, we imagine that since we have tolerated the last increase, we shall if necessary, tolerate the next.  We imagine that there will be no qualitative change in our lives that will force fundamental changes in the way we live (and worship).  We never imagine that the gradually heating water of society shall suddenly come to a boil.  

Change is increasing at a rapid rate.  We are used to gradual changes in which we see increases or decreases in quantity.  We become richer or poorer.  We gradually age.  A relationship slowly grows or comes unwound.  Prices and politics get gradually better or worse in incremental steps.  We are used to quantitative change.  Today's rate of change, however, is bringing us rapidly to a number of tipping points in our environment and society as a whole.  We have also experienced change in our lives, but our basic patterns of life have remained largely the same.  We have generally been guided by the same scientific, theological, and economic models through our lives together as church.  But in nature and history, gradual change builds until it eventually gives way to a change in quality.  

Times of qualitative change are turbulent and rapid transitions.
  Quantity turns into quality.  Water gets hotter and hotter and then, with the change of a single degree, begins to boil into a gas.  Life evolves slowly and then (in geological time) suddenly bursts forth in a multitude of new forms.
  Seeds act in the same way.  Change gradually builds, but then suddenly the seed ruptures and a green sprout appears.  Suddenly a flower blossoms.  Suddenly a new seed is scattered.  Death, after long decline, is also such a change.  The roots of these dramatic changes are gradual.  In the middle of qualitative change everything seems sudden and turbulent.  It is hard to keep one's bearings.  New understandings and ways of seeing are required.  If the butterfly that emerges from the chrysalis continues to see the world as a caterpillar, it cannot function.  

In our world today we are living through such a time of rapid, qualitative change when everything seems to come loose from its moorings.  It is a time of great anxiety as gradual trends and assumptions about the way the world works, or the meaning of progress, or the way churches should be organized to connect with reality, all seem, in an instant, to lose their power.  


Historical transitions

Scholars from different fields of study, (art, philosophy, science, history, and theology), have suggested that we are living through a qualitative transition between epochs of history.  They suggest that we are leaving the period of modernity, (surely in eventual hindsight it will get a less contemporary sounding name), and entering, (for want of a better word), postmodernity.
  Observers suggest that the period of modernity began approximately 500 years ago and extended to the present time in which we are making a transition to postmodernity.
    

To understand the full implications of the shift that is now upon us we must reflect on the world that emerged from its more ancient milieu.  The transition period in Western history to modernity occurred during the reformation and the enlightenment in Europe.  It resulted within a few life spans in fundamental shifts in the way that much of humankind thought, understood, and interacted with nature and with each other.  The changes which ushered in the period of modernity were profound.  They included . . .


A scientific revolution that changed the way in which humans sought and conceived of truth, and the way in which they saw the universe and their place in it.


Technological change that occurred at breathtaking speed and included the invention of the printing press, transportation across oceans to "new" worlds, the rise of the factory system, and the industrial revolution.


The break-up of a unified church structure in Europe and the development of theologies and philosophies that supported individualism, democracy, and universal human rights.


The rise of capitalism, de-linked from church morality,
  including the growth of authority among a non-royal, former "middle class" of entrepreneurs who would gain control of most economic and political power.


Mass migration from farm to city and the development of an industrial working class.


New forms of artistic expression


The rise of nationalism and racism as central to ideologies which would justify new forms of slavery and colonialism.

This new "modern" world was different in structure, philosophy, theology, art, technology, social stratification, economics, and in scientific conceptions from the world that preceded it a short time earlier!  Not everything in it was good.  Not everything was evil.  It has resulted both in great promise and great curse.  But the fundamental changes in scientific method, philosophy, theology and art, created a new paradigm, and new, almost invisible, assumptions and thought processes that humankind would accept and work with for generations. 

Change, even rapid change, has continued.
   But since that time and until recently the basic scientific and philosophical principles, and the fundamental ways in which we see the world which emerged from that period, were largely unchallenged.  Empires rose and fell, but these empires were generally constructed around similar basic conceptions of the world.  Science and technology advanced, but the changes were still largely based on the foundations discovered generations earlier. Philosophies of the "common man" expanded and contended with one another.  Revolutions were fought, but the basic belief in progress was common to competing ideologies.  Change, though rapid, was based on certain shared understandings about life.  Things that went up, came down according to the principles established long ago by Newton.  Things could be understood best by dissection, breaking them down into their individual parts.  Objectivity could be established, neutral observers could exist and be relied on.  Particles of matter were the basic building blocks of the universe.  The development and exploitation of the resources of the earth produced progress, and was our destiny.  Science could theoretically and ultimately solve the problem of human need.
   

Many of these and other assumptions of modernity have, or are now, falling apart.  As Einsteinian relativity challenged the foundational assumptions of Newton, so quantum physics challenges the most sacred understandings of matter, energy, the possibility of neutral observation, even perhaps too close a connection between cause and effect.  We discover that things cannot be fully known by breaking them down into particles.  We discover that particles themselves are mostly empty space, and that the dividing line between energy and matter may not be very clear at all.  We literally discover new dimensions.  All of this twists and morphs our preconceived ways of understanding the world.  It shakes our assumed knowledge and demands not just new answers but new questions.

It is not scientific and philosophical understanding  alone that drives our sense of dislocation.  Qualitative changes are sweeping the planet.  Consider some of these changes as compared with those arising during the transition to modernity:

transition to modernity



transition to postmodernity

printing press





radio, TV, computer

long journey sailing vessels, railroads


air travel, satellite communication

industrial revolution




information revolution

mass migrations in developed world


mass migrations in developing world

colonialism & imperialism



imperialism & globalization

imagining the conquest of nature 


environmental destruction


At the grassroots, down where people live, both in the developed and developing world, the wind of this change is astounding.  On an emotional level it often feels like everything we know has come uprooted and is flying about.  Nothing seems fixed. The times feel chaotic because they are chaotic.  

Church renewal and organizational consultant Bill Easum describes the times we are going through as the equivalent of a "wormhole" in spacetime in which one part of the universe may be connected through a cosmic shortcut with another.  It is complex, but what Easum means with the metaphor is that we are moving extraordinarily fast toward new understandings of reality and new cultural forms that will eventually become our world.  For now, however, things are in enormous flux, although many new forms of thought and understanding are coming into view.

Some changes are already beginning to have positive power.  The philosophical underpinnings for hierarchial models of control within institutions are crumbling, and our overly individualistic worldviews are being challenged.  We are learning from the new science that everything really is related.  Things form an ecological whole.  A frog cannot be understood by simply dissecting it and understanding its component parts.  Scientific observer, Margaret Wheatley writes, "One of the first differences between new science and Newtonianism is a focus on holism rather than parts."  Attention is given to relationships within systems rather than in just trying to understand the system by examining its separate components.
  This "new" postmodern understanding is, in some ways, the restoration of an ancient wisdom shared in the first chapter of Genesis.  We did not make ourselves and we are part of creation not independent from it.
  In a similar way science now confirms that independence is a political concept, not a biological one.
  


The new time and the renewing church

These and other aspects of the new paradigms that are emerging have been seized on by Jesus' followers and others who seek the renewal of the church and/or the betterment of human kind.  The result has been a deepening understanding of new ways to organize church along with a return to some organizational principles from the first century.  There is a rediscovery of mystery in the faith, recovery of ritual, reclamation of the nature of the experience with Jesus as a journey, emphasis on collectivity and teamwork, reinvigoration of the understanding of spiritual call and gifts, recovery of mission to sub-cultures and broadly to the world,  affirmation of diversity,  heartfelt sense of worship both ancient and new, and a new awareness of spiritual warfare which understands the church as a counter-cultural movement instead of a mainstream power.  The list is long, hopeful, and joyful, yet change does not come easy and is always contested terrain.
  According to the practitioners of the new Jesus renewal movements, the new ways of being church that are demanded in a world in a transition to postmodernity, are radically different from the ways of  modern church culture just fifty years ago.

Typical of Modernity



Typical of Postmodernity

order






creative chaos

moderate change 




rapid change

stability





fluidity

organizational loyalty




loyalty to Jesus

hierarchy





communal

individually responsible leadership


team leadership

homogeneity (class, race, creed, etc.)

diversity

doctrine





practice

church as a place for individuals


church as a community journey

professionally run programs



small groups of volunteers

within the dominant culture



counter-cultural

moderate growth of the whole


growth by cell division

logic






mystery

facts






connections

command and control




permission giving

stability and conformity



spiritual warfare

There is hope for positive change.  Some brave and called church communities are already making the journey to the new land.  They are putting Christ and his agenda at the center of their communities of faith, and not at the periphery.  They are deconstructing old forms that created the church as a sort of polite social club.  They are reconstructing permission-giving systems of team leadership based on actual service to the world God loves.  They are liberating clergy from its isolated, professionalized role of "ministry doer" and helping clergy transform into "ministry empowerers" and organizers.  

Still, transitions are difficult.  On this path to the new time, many churches will die.  Many will rupture and split.  Many more will just fade into the grave.  Others will arise.  One does not make such historic transitions without conflict, risk, or danger.  

What drives positive change in the church (if it is real and God-desired change), is our deep hunger for more of the Creator, for more love, more justice, and more mercy in the world.  It is here, at the connection between a hurting world and the deep desire of our hearts for a God of love, that the question of social holiness emerges.

Before visiting that hunger, we must understand several other aspects of the passage to postmodernity that are sometimes ignored by those who focus only on the issues of scientific, philosophical, and technological change.  There are other darker forces that will shape the coming world.  Modernity is not through with us yet. It leaves us a legacy.  Social contractions that have built up over centuries in the oceans of history are crashing now to the shore of the present.  These contradictions are transforming our world in less positive ways.  Here at home in the USA, and abroad, we are caught in a hurricane of social forces that cry out for a witness from those who claim the path of the Christ.  

If we would be church in the new time, we will have to address these issues of the storm as well.  The storm that is upon us will put the practice of social holiness front and center for all who would follow Jesus.


CHAPTER II:  THE CRISIS


"There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day.  At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man's table.  Even the dogs came and licked his sores.

"The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham's side.  The rich man also died and was buried.  In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side.  So he called to him, 'Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.'

"But Abraham replied, 'Son remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony.  And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.'

"He answered, 'Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father's house, for I have five brothers.  Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.'

"Abraham replied, 'They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.'

"'No father Abraham,' he said, 'but if someone from the dead goes to them they will repent.'

"He said to them, 'If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.'"


A story told by Jesus in Luke 16:19-31           


Three unacknowledged aspects of postmodernity

In the flotsam of the storm that crashes upon us are the shattering contradictions and consequences of what has gone before.  The facts of these contradictions and consequences come in many forms and touch absolutely every area of our lives, here in the US and around the globe.  I shall cite only a very few examples. I hope they are enough to remind those who share my perspective of the situation we face, and to profoundly trouble those who have not yet recognized the sweeping nature of the crisis these facts represent.  

The views of reality presented here are painful and frightening, and we who follow Jesus are a people of hope.  Yet, our hope must be grounded in reality or it is mirage.  If we seek to change reality, we cannot deny reality.  "Only be living completely in the world can one learn to believe," wrote the imprisoned Dietrich Bonhoeffer.
  The truth is that, "When the forms of an old culture are dying, the new culture is created by a few people who are not afraid to be insecure."
  Followers of Jesus have created new cultures before in dark times.
  We will do so again.

There are at least three aspects of the coming age that must be focused on and added to our understanding of postmodernity.  They are the degradation of the planet itself, increasing global disparity between rich and poor, and the utter depravity represented by what these two indicators of reality imply.  These three issues must be confronted
 by any who seek to follow Christ in love and service.  They run deep in the fabric of our world.  


Degradation
Postmodernity will be formed in the heat of global, environmental melt down.  This life-threatening degradation of the planet is the result of the idolatry of the systems of development and their belief that the utter exploitation of God's creation was somehow moral if it could produce wealth.
  Our increased capacity for "development" now forces us to confront what we have done as the implications and logical results of  models of production and consumption pursued by humans for millennia bear their fruit.  Readers will be familiar with the general outlines of the issue of environmental degradation for it has (finally) reached the mainstream media and is also felt at the front doors of our homes in the weather itself.  The scope of the change that is now rushing at us is staggering.

Thomas Berry, cultural historian and environmentalist expresses the magnitude of the breakdown of nature as well as anyone.  

Some 25 billion tons of topsoil are now being lost each year with untold consequences to the food supply of future generations.  Some of the most abundant species of marine life have become commercially extinct due to over-exploitation by factory fishing vessels and the use of drift nets twenty to thirty miles long and twenty feet deep.  If we consider the extinctions taking place in the rain forests of the souther regions of the planet with the other extinctions, we find that we are losing large numbers of species each year.  Much more could be said concerning the impact of humans on the planet, the disturbance caused by the use of river systems for waste disposal, the pollution of the atmosphere by the burning of fossil fuels, and the radioactive waste consequent on our use of nuclear energy.  All of this disturbance of the planet is leading to the terminal phase of the Cenozoic Era.  Natural selection can no longer function as it has functioned in the past.
  

Berry indicates that because of the human rape of the planet we are already in an "extinction spasm" that is likely to produce "the greatest single setback to life's abundance and diversity since the first flickering of life almost four billion years ago."
  .  

The fact that global warming threatens the planet and that it is largely the result of human activity is no longer in credible dispute.
  What is new is the rate of change, for it appears now that in a number of key ways the "tipping point" has been reached in the process of dramatic CO2 buildup on the planet.  This means that the earth's systems which formerly controlled CO2 may collapse or actually work against its elimination.  For example:


There is evidence that the Arctic polar cap is now melting at a rate such that nothing can reverse continual and massive loss of sea ice.  This means that sea levels will dramatically increase, coastal areas in many poor parts of the world will be flooded, and because there is much less white ice to reflect the sun's heat back into space, the heating process will speed-up.


Warmer seas will apparently have a dramatic effect on plankton in the oceans, threatening this microscopic life form that is essential to the ocean's food chain.  Not only will the death of plankton have the potential to starve the larger ocean life dependent on it, but phytoplankton consumes CO2 and forms a sort of "carbon sink" in the oceans that helps cleanse the atmosphere of carbon emissions.  Thus, the loss of plankton will reinforce the global warming process further.
 

The most recent data already shows a sharp rise in CO2 levels in the atmosphere.  Scientists believe this may be the first evidence that climate change is starting to reinforce itself as natural Earth systems to control CO2 break down and start to reinforce the rise itself.
  

What we are looking at is spelled out in a four year global United Nations research initiative by over a thousand experts from 95 countries of the world. Their study notes that 60% of the Earth's ecosystems are in trouble right now and suggests what the world will looks like in 2050 if present trends continue.  According to the study the demand for water will increase enormously.  The demand for food is expected to grow 70-85%, resulting in a 10 to 20 percent loss in forest and grasslands, (which will of course also affect global warming).  Rising demand for fish will likely result in major and long-lasting collapse of regional fisheries, and hunger will remain a major problem.  South Asia could reach an "environmental breaking point as deforestation spreads, industrial agriculture grows, water use goes up and sewage discharge increases."

We are, according to almost all scientists also approaching the end of the petroleum era.  The good news is that the forced rapid decline of oil (estimates are that 80% of the oil in the world has already been used in a little more than a century), may provide some environmental relief.  The bad news is that it is likely to do so at a painful readjustment which will be hard to calculate in terms of an economy, politics, health care, poverty, and culture built around the automobile, plastics, and other oil based products, that has thus far neglected planning for the change.

Humankind's impact on the planet itself is now such that life is in peril, not just from actions that might start a nuclear war, or which might destroy the environment in new ways, but from simply doing nothing as the system of the status quo continues its degradation of the world and its people.  The simple unchecked weight of our current economic culture and political practice threatens the globe.  In other words, specific evil action is not required to wipe out vast sections of humanity, but simple apathy.


Disparity

There is another factor which will also have an enormous impact on the coming historical period and which heightens every other difficulty.  It is that of the growing disparity between rich and poor, both in the United States and the world.  This disparity has been a constant in the history of the so-called "civilized" world.  Proponents of the system argue that the situation of poverty has improved along with, or even because of, the "development" of some third world countries.  They argue that what is really required for an end to poverty is the stability and legal protection for multinational corporations.  Hence, while it is true that so called free trade destroys peasant farmers, creates massive migration for low wage and dangerous jobs, proponents argue that these are merely readjustments on the way to a better future of development.  It is the classic argument of "trickle down" based on the model of the industrial revolution in the West.  

The actual situation is more complex.  And, the impact of disparity now is interconnected with the environmental degradation.  As the resources of the earth become increasing problematic, (and as the power of the wealthy increases) the reality of poverty will become intensified, especially for masses of people whose resources are controlled by multinational corporate rule.  

Poverty, of course, is a relative thing. We do not see ourselves as "poor" because we do not have access to an absolute cure for cancer, for no one as yet has that cure.  But, should a cure be discovered, and we are prohibited by wealth, or by race, or by nationality, from access to that cure while others enjoy it, we will see ourselves as poor in that context.  Poverty in other words, is not an absolute state, but one that is relative directly to wealth.   


There are those in the world today who do not have access to enough food to live.  They are by anyone's standard, poor.  Their suffering is often passed over (or even justified) as the inevitable working-out of nature or even as a temporary unavoidable reality on the way to a brighter future of  development.  "Yes," the argument goes, "capitalism (or whatever ism) is hard at first for some, (sometimes because of their own lack of skills, or even perhaps because of accidents of birth or geography), but eventually a rising tide lifts all boats."  But does it?  Does it do it fast enough?  And at what cost?

In the world, starvation is increasing.  Every year about six million children under five starve and their absolute numbers are growing.  According to the UN, progress in slowing starvation has ground almost to a stop.
  Now it is true that some progress has been made over the years.  Since 1960, child death-rates and malnutrition in developing countries has declined by more than a third.  However, these facts do not reveal that the absolute number of poor people is increasing as the world's population skyrockets.  The numbers of people who survive on less than a dollar a day rose by almost 100 million just between the years of 1987 and 1993 alone.  Soon, more than half the people in sub-Saharan Africa will not have enough to live on.  Further, as a result of the current contradictions in the world, it is estimated that over one billion people are going to suffer a decline in their already-poor living standards.

Facts are one thing.  The enable us to see a bit.  But they are so cold; so abstract.  Stories compliment them.  Jesus told the story of the beggar at the gate.  Here's one contemporary writer's account of how this all works out in the short life of one unnamed child in one country of the world:

The public hospital in the fanciest neighborhood of Rio de Janeiro received a thousand patients every day.  Nearly all were poor or very poor.  

In the fall of 1993 a doctor on call remembered: "Last week, I had to choose between two newborns.  We only have one incubator.  The babies were born at the same time, each with one foot in the grave, and I had to choose which would live and which would die."

By saving one, he'd kill the other.  By killing one, he'd save the other.

This isn't up to me, the doctor thought, let God decide.  But God paid no heed.  The newborns were slipping away, and it was the doctor who had to pick the one who would benefit from the lone machine on hand.  He had no time to stop and think.  Whatever he did, he was going to commit a crime.  If he did nothing, he'd commit two.

The Doctor closed his eyes and chose:  one baby was condemned to die, the other was condemned to live.

This is the reality.  What does it say to those of us who would follow Jesus in reality, with eyes wide open to the situation before us.  The church can experience "renewal."  Followers of Jesus can worship in all sorts of awe-inspiring ways, they can meet and greet each other in friendliness, and can conduct all kinds of outreach, and plunge deeply into Biblical study, but if we cannot look at this thing, this thing of one doctor having to choose between two infants for want of a few dollars of medical equipment, then how shall we one day look into the face of  Christ, the one who in John's dream is described as having "eyes like fire?"


Depravity

The third great complication of the postmodern would is also an ancient one.  But it, like disparity,  it has heightened impact given its connection to the wealth and power of the United States.  Facts, like individuals, do not really stand alone.  That 6 million children are dying each year for want of food is related to other things.  It happens in a context similar to that described by Jesus in his parable of the poor man at the rich man's gate.  Consider now the relationship between the poverty and wealth as concerns easily preventable disease among the poor of all ages.  
*
The World  Health Organization has determined that for a contribution of twenty five billion dollars a year, the increased investments in disease prevention and treatment could save eight million people from death each year among the poor of the world.

*
In the year 2000 the top four hundred US households earned
 a combined income of sixty nine billion dollars.
  

The four hundred richest American households could save eight million lives annually.
  

*
If the four hundred richest households chose, they could pay the entire amount needed to save the eight million lives themselves ($69 billion - $25 billion) and still be able to live on forty four billion dollars a year, or one hundred and one million dollars of annual income for each household on average.  Eight million people would get life instead of death.

Or, alternatively, we the rest of the American people could do something.

*
If we chose to act in concert with other nations, the USA's share of the twenty five billion dollars needed would be only eight billion.  Seven billion dollars a year could be raised simply by reversing new US tax "relief!" given to those top 400 households in recent years.

*
If we choose to actually eliminate the conditions of the worst poverty in which persons do not have access to clean water, basic medicine, basic education and food, the UN sources estimate that it could be done for about $80 billion.  That equals one percent of global income. Back in 1995, before the current second American war in Iraq, the nations of the world spent an estimated $800 billion on military alone.

This is depravity.  There is another word for it as well.  It is an old word.  It is sin.

It happens in a context in which the gap, the relative difference, between rich and poor is increasing all the time.
  And it happens in a context in which it could be easily remedied by the wealthy and by the people of this nation in particular, but it is not.  


Here at home

Here at home we have our own disparities as well.   The facts are easily available, but hard to absorb because they run so counter to our own view of ourselves as Americans.


The richest 1% of the US population receives as its share of annual income 15% of that of all the people in the nation.  Its share has increased almost 90% in less than two decades.  This wealthy elite now has income each year greater than the bottom 40% (100 million persons) taken together.
  


In terms of the ownership of property, the richest 1% of the population owns almost 50% of the total wealth of the people of the United States, and the top 5% owns almost 70% of the wealth.

In fact, we have been told so often that we are the freest, richest most generous, people

on the earth that it is very hard to imagine that it might not be true.  Still, facts are stubborn 

things.  Contrary to what we have been told, we as Americans:  


Do not enjoy the most democratic rights in the world.
  


Do not enjoy the best health care in the world.


We are not the wealthiest people in the world.


We are not the most equal people in the world.


We are not the most generous nation on earth.

There is also the matter of race.  Race as a general concept of superiority/inferiority (as in the very idea of a white race)
, arose in the modern era in the West along with justifications for new forms of conquest, colonization, and slavery.  That story of white racism (and the struggle against it) is deep in the roots of this nation and we still carry its legacy.  


Median net worth of black families versus white families has remained virtually unchanged for more than ten years.  In 2000, black households were worth on average only $6,166 compared to $67,000 average for white families.  Black males in 2005 earn on average 64 cents per every dollar earned by white males, up from 50 cents in 1960.  At that rate parity will not be reached for more than another century.

Although some gains are being made, and the postmodern America will be multi-cultural and multiracial, the legacy and danger of white racism exploding into new repression will be taken with us into the new time.  We must wrestle with the facts.  We must wrestle with who is in the house with the rich man, as in the story picture drawn by Jesus, and who among us sit at the door with the poor. 


Its killing us

The truth is that the disparities and the depravity of our world do not just affect those of us who are poor, they affect the whole society.  There is a price to be paid for sin.  In the USA, there are results for all of us in our culture of greed, individualized competition, and consumption.  Whether we are rich or poor, our lifestyles are unhealthy and are literally making us sick.  A little noticed, but unrefuted, study made in the last decade showed that , "Despite generally higher poverty rates, children in immigrant families tend to be healthier than those of U.S. born parents."  That is, the children being brought to the USA generally from poor families abroad, are healthier than the average born and raised here.  "But," the report continues, "the immigrant children's health deteriorates the longer they remain in the United States and assimilate into American life."
.

All of us pay a price in our very bodies and minds for the way we permit society, by our actions or inactions, to organize itself around us.  Noted observer and author Bill McKibben writes:

The dirty little secret of our individualized consumer age is that it hasn't made us quite as happy as it promised it would.  In fact, to the degree that we can track such things, our sense of well-being has retreated almost as fast as the Arctic ice.  Polling data on "life satisfaction" shows it has been falling since the mid-50's; even a growing chorus of economists has begun to wonder if their constant prescription (More!) has lost its curative powers, ore even turned subtly toxic.  It's not precisely clear why we find ourselves less happy, but the sociologist and psychologist seem to think it has something to do with loss of community.  The same loss of community that the fossil fuel infrastructure made inevitable.


Sin

The roots of the word "sin" in the Bible take us to the idea of "missing the mark."  There is a sin crisis in the world and it belongs to all of us who have any power to speak, or vote or act in this country.  We have seen the facts as easy to read, but hard to hold in the mind. 

Truths about environmental degradation, disparities of class, race, gender, and a multitude of other issues which contradict our most basic assumptions about ourselves as a nation, and our depravity in not addressing in powerful enough ways the suffering of humankind, are available to those who wish to look.  The are available in facts and studies, and in the stories of our own lives and roots.  They are hard to hold in the mind, in part because they contradict in a fundamental way what most of us have been told about ourselves and how we have been trained to see in the world.  

From such facts we are tempted to turn away.
  But shifting our eyes changes nothing and provides no solution.  And, what of us who claim to follow Jesus?  Our refusal to see will not slow the storm.  Our refusal to act hastens and increases the storm's impact.

This crisis saturates all of life in the world.  It is a part of the way we do business.  The acceptance of its implications forms many of our unspoken assumptions about life.  It is the ground of social, economic, and political exchange.  It is everywhere.  It hides out in every coke machine, in every fast food restaurant, and in every trivial plastic trinket that has somewhere exhausted or poisoned the earth or exploited a worker.  It is present in every bomb or bullet.  Its story is there in every human or earth-need left untended.  The degradation of the planet, the environmental crisis which is hard upon us, exacerbated by the disparity between rich and poor and the grinding poverty which the system refuses to effectively address, are also a part of the postmodern context to which we rush.

The situation is far from hopeless.  Humans have the power to reverse some things and to adapt to others.  It written deep in the scripture and other ancient traditions that "the earth is the Lord's."  It is we who have caused or permitted it to be twisted for the almost exclusive favor of wealth.  It is we who face the choice of the Good Samaritan on the Jericho road.  We are a people of hope, but  we must face the emerging reality with eyes wide open and seeing.  For, if we refuse to look deeply at the horror, we will be unable to see the path of  grace.  

Those of us who seek to follow Jesus in the American context must sort out these issues and find this path within still another reality.  There is more to see.  For we who live in this lovely land of the United States of America have both a strategic location for gospel work and a terrible idolatry of empire with which we must wrestle.


CHAPTER III:  THE EMPIRE AT THE CENTER OF THE STORM

He said to the crowd:  "When you see a cloud rising in the west, immediately you say, 'It's going to rain,' and it does.  And when the south wind blows, you say, 'It's going to be hot,' and it is.  Hypocrites!  You know how to interpret the appearance of the earth and the sky.  How is it that you don't know how to interpret this present time?


Jesus in Luke 12:54-56


Storm

At this moment of history the swirling center of this crisis is here in this land.  Here, is centered the military might to enforce a world-wide political and economic system.  Here, is great deprivation for some, mixed together with a great loneliness for almost all.  Here a vast economic network of self-centered, materialist culture that reaches out like octopus arms around the world.  This storm has a name.  It is empire.    

Almost from the beginning, three dreams for America have struggled with each other for dominance.  We are now moving with hurricane force  away from the dream of America as a limited democratic republic.  We have never really approached the dream of America as a democratic commonwealth.  Instead we are now fully caught up in the powerful dream and reality of America as empire.  

Presented as a "new American century," the dream is one of global "civilization," prosperity, American control of vital world resources, and comparative peace.
  One commercial-political system will dominate all in such a universal way that some have even imagined the "end of history."
  

However, what we as ordinary people experience in empire vision is far different.  It is a violent dream.  It produces an America increasingly strange to us. 

It is as if we have been lifted up in a whirlwind, torn from our roots, and flung headlong through the air.  We, and our families, experience the exact opposite of peace, stability and prosperity.  We are compelled to leave behind cooperation for desperate competition with each other for jobs, for health care, for space.  The wind of empire sends us crashing into other people and other things, also caught in this storm.  Immigrant bumps against native born.  Rich inevitably collides against poor, men against women, gays with straights, young with old, whites against persons of color; secular against religious.  When we are not striking against each other, we are thrown against the walls of the system itself.  We collide with our stuff; against the refuse of our own consumption, against the hard edges of mega-malls, against a land covered over with asphalt; against decaying hospitals and schools.  We are driven by our cultivated desire for consumer gadgets and we are pursued by our bills.  As the whirlwind whips us around, ever more resources are pulled from those of us already near impoverishment and blown along to those of us who are already weighted down with too much.  Some hunger for physical food.  The arms of others who hunger for spiritual food cling so desperately to possessions that they have no hands free with which to feed others or themselves.  The air we breathe becomes thick and polluted.  The public water we drink becomes toxic. The food we eat does not nourish us.  It is a hurricane of commerce which is celebrated by some but which savages others.  Today the cyclone is filled with the new obstacles of a rapidly growing security state.  Old rights are blown away.  The storm is thick with cameras and recorders and fear.  Nothing is private.  New surveillance, new restrictions, new regulations are everywhere.  Few official leaders seem to notice.  Levees rupture.  Food processing systems break down. Whole species disappear.  The ice cap melts.  Oil runs in short supply.
  Not just humans, life itself,  is caught in the vortex.  

Whatever we are describing here, it is not the Kingdom of God.  Neither is it the America of our dreams, nor is it the America so many have bled for.  It is a hard thing to say, but in the understanding of the Bible, there are in play demonic forces of power and greed that would rule, process, consume and then destroy the created world.


Empire

Our postmodern context begins, not in the old American republic, and certainly not of the American democracy of our hopes, but in a global American Empire.  The empire vortex around which we spin is an integrated cultural, economic, political, military, and even spiritual system that transcends both our national borders and our individual control.  Its existence is often denied in public, yet it's principles are defended, and it's foundational ideas are usually left unquestioned in the corridors of power.  In reality it is as accepted in America as the flag which it long ago commandeered. It is all-inclusive idol, and it is incredibly dangerous to persons who seek to build their lives on the example of Christ.  

We have been trained not to notice the reality of an American empire that now matches the power (and many of the ideals) of Rome.  We have been trained to have a more idealized view of the nation.  The nation's most powerful policy and war makers, however, do not share our reluctance.

George Kennan, whom many think of as the most important post WWII US foreign policy planner in the period which marked the culminating period of modernity, said, "We have about 50 percent of the worlds wealth, but only 6.3 percent of its population. . . .  Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of relationships which will permit us to maintain this position of disparity"
  By 2002, in line with Kennan's vision, we were spending more on military power to maintain our world wide system, than the next 25 countries combined.
  Today the disparity is even greater.

Kennan's logic then is the exact logic now of the Administration's new National Security planning documents in which American preeminence is the central goal of planning and military action.
   Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld has stated it plainly:  "We have a choice, either to change the way we live, which is unacceptable, or to change the way that they live, and we choose the latter."
  Faced with rising poverty and environmental destruction in the world, this is a prescription for perpetual war.

This is the logic of empire.  This is the golden cord that passes through social life here and abroad that explains the internal logic of the system.  It is based on the use of  raw power (by whatever justification), to hold on to what "we" have.
  

This ideology and this system of empire has no relation to any morality of Christ.  The contemporary characteristics of empire can be identified.  They reflect a direct challenge to the notion of loyalty to a Kingdom of God and now and to Biblical faith.

1.  The idea of Empire is "characterized by a lack of real boundaries:  Empire's rule has no real national limits.  Although the United States is at its center, it is more than any one nation.  Empire's central economic system, seeks domination of  the entire "civilized" world.  The core system of today's empire is multinational capitalism.  You can drink the same Coke in Bejing as in Baltimore.  Our large companies are multi-national and many multi-nationals are economically more powerful than whole countries.  Increasing numbers of us work for them and we buy from them wherever we live.  Our economic lives are increasingly ruled by international trade and financial organizations that even claim authority over national governments.

2.  An empire is a broad military power.  While the economic concentration of capitalism is multipolar,
 the military power of the empire is centered in the US.  It is hard for us to grasp the scope of this from our life inside the United States. In 2004, of 202 possible countries, 163 (or over 80% of the countries of the world), had US troops stationed in them.
  Between 2002 and 2004, US military spending increased by 37% (over a 100 billion dollars a year), and the cost of the second Iraq/American war was not yet added to this figure.  Along with actual military presence, comes the militarization of society.  Multinational corporations, politicians, the military, and the culture become tightly woven together.  What was true for ancient Rome, is true for us.  The "peace" desired by Empire is only one that supports and expands the empire system. As social critics Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have written, "Although the practice of Empire is continually bathed in blood, the concept of Empire is always dedicated to peace . . . a peace which is offered by force to the world."

3.  "Empire seeks to rule life in its entirety."  It is a cultural, political, and spiritual power.  On the surface it is often tolerant.  Beneath the surface, everything comes from or through the empire system, and everything has a price.
  Everything is for sale.  As in the time of Rome, empire usually embraces gods or even God, but does so in a way that suggests that the God endorses the empire and that the empire is God's desire and order.  In other words, the empire becomes the real mediator between God and humankind.  It asks that all defer to its central organizing principle.  Empire is a spiritual power that challenges the authority of all other spiritual power.  American Christianity has been caught in the tangle of empire.


Leaving Christendom to follow Jesus

We have been seduced by the lure of money.  Rich and poor alike, we have been caught worshiping at the altar of financial and military might.  At that altar Americans often experience the only sense of community they really know beyond family.
  Lost now to our memory are old dreams of an America based on principles of commonwealth and equality.  The only freedom that seems central now is the freedom to buy, to consume, and to privately own.  We are caught in a downward spiral of greed and the nullification of justice.  We are all moving toward the vortex.

This American empire has been sanctified by something claiming to be Christianity.
  We have come to believe that the division of society into rich and poor is the inevitable working of a just system based on opportunity and responsibility.  We have come to believe that whatever social evil exists within American borders can be resolved through individual acts of charity.  The mission of every American soldier is blessed regardless of the cause or mission.  We imagine no country loved as much by God as this country.  Every speech of the nation's leader seems to end with the words, "God bless America."  

We are immersed in a version of Christianity that is distorted, orbiting like it does in the gravitational pull of  the twin dark stars of individualistic and nationalistic obsession.  Our center of gravity has long ceased to be the Jesus of either faith or history.  We worship in his place a Jesus that we have blindfolded with the American flag, chained to the values of capitalism, and medicated with fantasies of individualized consumption.

This combination of empire with Christianity may pass as the faith of Christ in popular culture or the media.  But it's result is no more "Christ-like" than the progeny of a donkey and a horse is a horse-like.  Instead it is a new thing - a mule.
  A nation may try to mate some Christian words, some limited and gutted rituals,  with nationalistic empire and form a thing called Christendom.  But the product is a Christianity that has changed qualitatively for the worse, and is a far, far cry from the Way of Jesus.
  

If we want positive change in either our nation or our spiritual life, we will have to leave behind this Christendom in which Jesus is grafted to empire.  If we want a better world, we will have to leave this version of Christianity that is limited and blinded by the American (or any other) flag.  We will have break completely with the Christianity that  that has been used to defend empire's injustice.  We must leave behind the power individualized wealth to limit our vision.  We must look at our society and world from the margins and see it from that perspective.  We must make this journey, not only for others, but to save our very own souls.  This too is what it means to be a follower of Jesus in the postmodern context.  


The twenty-first century - and the first

Christians have experience on both sides of empire.  The first few hundred years after Jesus found followers besieged by the great empire of Rome to whom American military strategists now often look for inspiration.  Listen to what a prominent historian and sociologist says about Rome during its years of greatest expansion:

There was no corner of the known world where some interest was not alleged to be in danger or under actual attack.  If the interest were not Roman, they were those of Rome's allies, and if Rome had no allies, then allies would be invented.  When it was utterly impossible to contrive such an interest-why, then it was the national honor that had been insulted.  The fight was always invested with an aura of legality.  Rome was always being attacked by evil-minded neighbors, always fighting for a breathing space.  The whole world was pervaded by a host of enemies, and it was manifestly Rome's duty to guard against their indubitably aggressive designs.

We do have historical precedent to help us here.  The world we are moving into is very different from what we have known and different too from any that has come before.  However, in many ways it is a closer shadow of the first century world, of the actual social and cultural situation faced by Jesus, Mary, Paul and Lydia, and the first Christians, than any we have known in the last 1700 years. In the new times those New Testament stories of journeys, shipwrecks, riots, controversy, small house churches, communities of slave and free, male and female, and of a movement that told the world a new story, are closer to our lives now than ever.  Bill Easum is not alone in sensing this,
 but he expresses it well and is worth quoting at length.

The precarious situation of the church today results from a misperception of the true state of the twenty-first-century world, and of the role Christianity plays in it.  This is not a Christian world. . .  This is a pagan world similar to that of the first century.  The word pagan does not imply the dogmatic or ideological condescension toward contemporary culture that nineteenth-century Christian mission had toward those "poor, wayward savages" yet to be blessed by European ways.  The word pagan is simply a description of the way things are.  Our world is akin to the first-century Roman Empire: culturally diverse, technologically innovative, military powerful, simultaneously blessed for its peacekeeping and hated for its power.  Leaders in the ancient world were sophisticated, talented, educated , and astute human beings.  Just as it is today, people then of all social classes considered themselves deeply spiritual and morally responsible people, but they were not Christian.

. . . Many have railed against the corruption of Christianity as "civil religion," and have entirely missed the point.  Twenty-first-century America is not analogous to the pagan culture of the first century.  It is the pagan culture of the first century.  The traditional modern church is not a distorted version of Christian community waiting to be purified, but rather, is the legitimate, reasonable, established paganism that Paul, Silas, Lydia, Aquila, and the earliest road runners left behind in Jerusalem, challenged in Rome, and criticized in every port, way station, and town across the Mediterranean world.  The "pagan" world is . . . an existential phenomenon in which real people desperately search for truth and the purpose of living while being pulled in a hundred directions at once.

To engage in such a world, we will have to travel light, without a lot of the paradigms about church society which are so deeply ingrained in American idolatrous culture.  We must leave almost everything behind - except Jesus.
  It is his living Spirit which beckons  us to join him on this journey away from the worship of money, of military might and of greed.  It is this Spirit of Jesus that offers hope that a new Way is coming to the earth.  


PART II.


HOW WE CHANGE


CHAPTER IV


SEEING

Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord's disciples.  He went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem.  As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him.  He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?"

"Who are you, Lord?"  Saul asked.

"I am Jesus who you are persecuting," he replied.  "Now get up and  go into the city, and you will be told what you must do."

. . . Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could see nothing.  So they led him by the hand into Damascus.  For three days he was blind, and did not eat or drink anything.

In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias.  The Lord called to him in a vision. . . 

Then Ananias went to the house and entered it.  Placing his hands on Saul, he said, "Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus,- who appeared to you on the road as you were coming here- has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit."  Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul's eyes, and he could see again.  He got up and was baptized, and after taking some food, he regained his strength."


from Luke 9:1-19


The structure and patterns of sight

Facts about degradation, disparity, depravity and finally empire, and our place in empire are sometimes difficult to accept.  We can read each piece of data individually, or hear each story one by one, but it is hard to fit the thing together into one picture.  It is as if, from our position inside empire's whirlwind, we have lost all frames of reference.  Nothing is nailed down.  We are confronted by whole systems that seem out of synch with humanity's hopes and dreams.  

The culture and values that many of us in America have grown up with, that surround us like the air we breathe, become invisible to us.  But this air is poison, slowly putting us to sleep.  It becomes hard to see, feel, or hear the truth.  New contradicting facts and visions of the whole interrupt us like a blast of frigid air.  "Too cold!"  "Too harsh!"  Our first instincts are to close the offending window or door, turn up the thermostat, salute the flag, and rush back to our preconceptions. To even speak of certain realities in public, let alone most churches, becomes increasingly shocking; controversial.

Consider these self evident words, uttered by a pastor in Milwaukee:  "The world as it is, is the enemy of God.  The world, as it is, is the enemy of the people of God."  The pastor continues, 

. . . It is so because the world, as it is, is driven by abusive power, consuming greed, relentless violence, and narcissistic pride.  The world as it is employs nationalism, propaganda, racism, civil religion, and class enmity to bolster entrenched systems, corporations, and institutions.  All of which are offensive to God and to those who seek to do what is just.

Harsh.  Cold.  Yet, undeniably true.

Most of us have been trained to look for and to see a different reality.  In a thousand different  movies, TV shows, books, classrooms, churches, and sound bites a certain structure of expectation has been built in our minds.  We have been taught so strongly that certain things exist or are true, that we subconsciously organize our minds to see what we expect to see, what conforms to the invisible outline which we have been taught.  When we see something that is different, or doesn't belong to our expectations, we are quick to understand it as aberration, or mistake, or as simply untrue.  We can see evil and wrong and hardship in American and the world.  But we see it primarily in individualistic terms, as something which can be solved by individualistic action.  For example, we do not question the whole system of assumptions that support a poverty system, but instead limit our thoughts and practices to acts of charity.  We imagine a world in which poverty can be successfully addressed by limited individual and small group acts of charity.  We do not change laws or tax the rich, but we do organize food banks.  We do not mobilize against global warming, but we do recycle.

Social/political critic Noam Chomsky describes this process of "forgetting" facts that contradict our assumptions, which he believes is involuntary.  He tells of sharing with people an historical revelation in the NY Times relative to the Vietnam War.  In it, then President Richard Nixon tells his Secretary of State Henry Kissinger that he wants the neutral country of Cambodia bombed.  Kissinger loyally transmits the order to the Pentagon to carry out "a massive bombing campaign in Cambodia," and to bomb "Anything that flies on anything that moves."  Chomsky reminds us that such an order would be considered a call for genocide if made in another country.  But Chomsky observes about this news report,  

Did anybody notice it?  Did anybody comment on it?  Actually, I've brought it up in talks a number of times, and I've noticed that people don't understand it.  They understand it the minute I say it, but not five minutes later, because it's just too unacceptable.  We cannot be people who openly and publicly call for genocide and then carry it out.  That can't be.  So therefore, it didn't happen.  And therefore, it doesn't even have to be wiped out of history, because it will never enter history. . . 

I saw this "seeing but not seeing" demonstrated some years ago while working with a focus group of single mothers on welfare in Rhode Island.  My task was to lead a discussion which could be used for a needs assessment for a community action agency.  Our idea wasn't just to ask people what they needed, but to engage them as well in dialogue on the larger issues of their reality.  We began with a basic question:  "What are the major problems low-income moms have today?"  The group quickly focused on the question of "welfare cheats" that was being publicized in the media at the time.  People expressed frustration that a few illegitimate welfare recipients used up the money that would otherwise go to help moms who really needed it like themselves. 

In the next stage of the meeting, we shared with the mothers some data on the relative insignificance of welfare fraud as an economic impact on the system.  On the other hand, we showed them information regarding the trend toward tax breaks for the wealthy and the resulting  withering of public funds for welfare relief because of the shifting tax burden from the rich to the poor.  There was a certain sense of bewilderment in the room.  Then one mom, grasping the implications of the data for her family's life and the lives of those around her, exclaimed, "This is by a plan.  They (the wealthy in the State government) are doing this on purpose!" "In the light of this, then," I asked, "what should be our priorities?"   After a moment's pause, the group again suggested that the cheaters needed to be thrown off welfare so there would be money for others.  It was as if the data of the insignificance of fraud compared with the magnitude of the shifting tax burden had never been shared.  The paradigm, created in a multitude of forms by the system, that fraud was the problem, was simply too strong for contradictory information to register in the consciousness for more than a moment.

How and what do we see?  Do we see the patterns?  These are questions that haunt all four gospels.  These are the real "signs of the times" that Jesus is concerned with.  The metaphor of seeing is everywhere in the gospels.  "What do you see?"  Consider one of the most powerful passages in Matthew 25's description of the great judgement of all the nations of the world with its dividing line question, "Lord when did we see you hungry. . . ?"  This is a spiritual issue.  How do we develop new consciousness about the world that Christ calls us to?  How do we form new and more accurate world views to understand new information?  How do we hold painful reality in mind, learn from it, and not turn away or forget?  How do we help each other in that process?  How do we see?

When painful facts are encountered which upset our assumptions, we have several options.  The first, of course, is to check the data.  We must make sure the perceived facts are really true.  While there can be very legitimate arguments and disagreements around the edges, the central case of a world of oppression cannot be reasonably denied.  How then, to deal with the data?  These are hard and painful moments. 

When our world views are shaking, it is tempting to simply shut our eyes or look away.  This won't help for long.  Another option is to see, but ignore the data simply because it doesn't fit into our chosen agenda for life.  We are simply too busy doing "good" to have time for the new information that indicates that our previously thought "good" may not be the "best."  We can avoid painful facts and maintain our own perceived holiness all at the same time if we can blot out the big picture or the new information. 

Jesus told a story once about a man left broken and bleeding by the side of the road.  Two of the people who encounter the injured man avoid him, simply by preoccupation with their own smaller reality views.  They are too busy obeying the religious laws, or too focused on their journey and agenda, which may have been, after all, quite good and proper.  They would not stop long enough to absorb the new and uncomfortable fact of a man broken and bleeding by the roadside.  But, this filtering of reality is not the Jesus Way.  We are especially called to see and to act against suffering which, along with telling the good news about new beginnings in Christ, is our primary agenda.. 


The way of Saul: Repressing the new

There are other more violent, but equally well-meaning ways to respond to new realities.  When we care deeply for a worldview that has nurtured us, but which is no longer reliable, it is sometimes seen as an act of great patriotism or even faith to attempt to destroy or censor the offending information, or at least, to silence the messengers who bring that information to light.  We are tempted to holy crusades to reclaim our old and broken sense of stability.
  Such is the Biblical story of Saul, the opponent of Christ, who would become Paul, Christ's ambassador.   

The New Testament accounts of Saul illustrate this.  Saul is a model of religiosity.  He is, according to his system, doing the right thing.  It is very important to understand that Saul was not converted from paganism or secularism, but from repressive "religion".  He was so aggressive in persecuting the new Jesus movement in Judaism precisely because he had convinced himself that he was defending the right.  "As for being righteous according to the Law," he would later write, "I was blameless."  (Philippians 3:6).  He meant well.  He was not knowingly following evil, but was following evil, nevertheless.  His refusal to absorb the facts of the new situation resulted in his doing evil.  His final option to save his worldview, was to kill and repress those messengers of a new Way.  He does so righteously.  As the  stones fly, taking the life of Jesus disciple Stephen, "Saul was there, approving his murder."
  But repression resolves none of the contradictions.  Unable to change the facts, Saul is trying to repress the facts.  Luke writes, "Meanwhile, Saul considered nothing but violence and death for the disciples of the Lord.  He went to the High Priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues of Damascus that would authorize him to arrest and bring to Jerusalem anyone he might find, man or woman, belonging to the Way."
  Saul (Paul) would later write in Galatians, "I furiously persecuted the Church of God and tried to destroy it.  For I was more devoted . . . and I defended the traditions of my ancestors more fanatically."
 

When facts are avoided, but when the new information keeps contradicting the old paradigms a lot of pressure builds up inside us.  Saul deals with it by working harder for the system he refuses to doubt.   When this happens the paradigm shifts and conversion often come dramatically.
  

The author of Acts describes the scene.  As he traveled along and was approaching Damascus to arrest more followers of Jesus, "a light from the sky suddenly flashed around him.  He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul! Why do you persecute me?"
  It suddenly comes crashing in.  Suppression of the new will no longer work.  Like a nation claiming justice but building walls to keep its people in, like an imperial power proclaiming freedom but occupying foreign lands, the center of this lie will not hold.  Ultimately it comes undone, and sometimes suddenly.

What happens next is extremely descriptive of how it feels to be a human whose worldview has suddenly collapsed.  Paul goes blind.  Having lost the structural underpinnings in his conception of reality, he literally cannot see; he cannot understand the data.  He has lost his "old world" but the new one cannot yet be seen.  Saul takes this seriously.  He doesn't brush it off or seek to medicate himself.  In fact be begins a fast.  He does not eat or drink for three days.
  

What is often at stake in how we respond to new and troubling facts is conversion itself.  In the Jesus experience, the timeless and unchanging force of Love is deeply rooted in the changing reality of the life and history of this world.  As such, the Jesus Way is oriented to the reality of this world and must, in every age, seek the truth.  

Love's grounding in the present means constant struggle against the acceptance of prejudices.  Followers of Jesus are meant to be free from the chains of the old, oppressive ways.  

Saul is isolated with his new knowledge and blindness.  He needs human help, and another is called to assist.  This blindness will not be lifted without the help of a seeing community.  Ananias, whose own faith was being stretched in answering Christ's call to help the persecutor of his community, goes to the house where Saul is staying.  He enters and embraces Saul as a brother, and offers him the Holy Spirit.  Based on touch and welcome into a community that sees in a new way, Saul gets his new frame of reference.  Saul becomes Paul.  "Immediately something like scales fell from his eyes and he could see; he got up and was baptized.  Then he took food and was strengthened" and began a short stay with the disciples in Damascus.

The conversion is completed in community.  Saul inherits a radically different way of seeing.  "Once I found Christ," he would later write, "all those things that I might have considered as profit, I reckoned as loss.  Still more, everything seems to me as nothing compared with the knowledge of Christ Jesus, my Lord.  For his sake I have let everything fall away and now consider it all as garbage. . . "

It must be noted again that in this conversion, Saul is not one turning from "no religion" to "religion."  His is the turning of one already religious around in his tracks based on his sensing of new experience and knowledge.  Saul turned around from a narrow version of Judaism, centered on his own legal righteousness, or on that of his nation narrowly defined, to embrace the Judaism of the prophets and of  Jesus that embraced the needs of the whole world.  Being religious, even being "Christian," does not protect one either from narrowness or from the need of paradigm shifts.  Quite the contrary.  


Learning to See

  
Humans then, see, not just by the eye, but by the patterns and ideas we bring to the visual scene;  by the "structures and outlines" in the brain.  Generally, we see what we have come to expect to see.  This is all well and good until we see something fundamentally different that what we have previously experienced.  Then a struggle begins for understanding.   This seeing with new eyes is one of the things at stake in conversion to the Jesus Way.  Conversion requires a radical re-ordering of the way we see, of what we attach importance to in life, and of our whole world view.  Conversion changes the texture of what we experience with our senses.  

We can get a hint of this when we consider the oft-repeated stories of the various words for "snow" among Eskimos and indigenous peoples of the north.  Their world, their experience, demands an understanding of the nuances of types of snow.  While those of us from warmer climates may just say "snow" or at best "wet snow" or "dry snow", persons from the far north  have many more words for many more types of snow.  They have a much broader descriptive range.  They "see" things which are invisible to people from the south.  In a similar way, the one who is being grabbed by the Spirit and converted begins to look at the world through the "eyes of Jesus;" to see from new vantage points and positions.  The light comes at us from a new angle and we see some things in bold relief that were previously hidden in the background.  We begin to notice things that were never before noticed, heard, or felt.  As this new data enters, our paradigm; our preconceived structure of reality, begins to shift.  We see, for example, two Kingdoms, not just one.  We see a depth of both suffering and possibility that we may have been oblivious to when we were only worried about our own personal survival and success.  We see a broader world and we begin to build new patterns of expectation and vision.  

It is not that we are inventing something that is not there, any more than the northern indigenous person is inventing kinds of snow.  But we are noticing something, and building a structure in our minds that can hold this vision, this new data, in a new deeper paradigm of the meaning of life.

This new vision of the world helps us share with others so that new, more accurate ways of seeing are constructed.  The new vision helps us grasp the fact that this world is dominated by empire and evil and at the very same time, "the Kingdom of God has come near!"
  It helps us to both grasp the darkness and still hold the light; to hold the pain of reality and still joyfully hope and work for the full coming of the Realm of the Creator, the Kingdom of God.


The angle of vision

In Haiti it is said that "we see from where we stand."  Seeing our present crisis means looking at things with new eyes and from new perspectives.  The implications of "seeing from where we stand" are huge for those of us who seek to follow Christ in the USA.  If we only look through the eyes of the powerful who reside at the top of the system, we cannot see its underside.  If we only look at the wealth, we cannot see the places and the people from whom that wealth has been extracted.  Jesus loves both rich and poor.  But he commands us to look at the world primarily through the eyes of the poor.

One does not have to be wealthy or powerful to look with the eyes of the wealthy or powerful.  Looking with the eyes of wealth is the primary way we have been trained to see in our culture.  We are so trained whenever we turn on the mainstream media or news, and whenever we hear the mainstream political debate limited to how "we" should rearrange things, neatly avoiding the subject of really changing things.  We are so trained whenever we see and hear the advertisements which tell us a thousand times a day that we are what we can afford to buy, and that through the acquisition of things we will find our worth and our place.  

Being poor does not protect one from buying into the values of the system of greed.  One may have nothing, and focusing on narrow self-interest, justify taking the road of individual greed and competition rather than the road of solidarity with his or her peers.  Buying into the values of the system, many who are exploited may experience deep and profound self-loathing.  They may hide their past as something of which to be ashamed.  They may even abhor solidarity with their neighbors.
  They may on the other hand, abandon the dreams of their overlords in this sinful system, struggle for their own self-interest in the context of the needs of all, love others as themselves, and be transformed into active participants in the Kingdom of God and a world in struggle.  

We must not misunderstand. It is important to know that our ability to see is influenced by class and other factors in our social position.  However, as humans graced by God, we are not limited to maintain these perspectives.  We have freedom to affirm or change our angle of vision.  Humans have the ability of empathy when they choose to use it.  Some from wealth learn to see (and live!) in a new way.  Some from poverty learn to affirm their roots, rather than abhor them, and decide to enter the Kingdom of alternative values.

Shall we decide to see?  From what perspective?  Shall we, whatever our personal situation, cling to the idea of ourselves as privileged or deserving privilege?  Or shall we be "servants to all."
  Whatever our position, Jesus invites us to identify ourselves with the poor and see things, not from the perspective of an elite, or from the viewpoint of a compromised religious hierarchy, but from the bottom-up in the light of the mysterious Kingdom of God.  Seeing in the Jesus Way means opening ourselves to the power of the Holy Spirit which gives us the courage to look. It means taking off nationalistic blinders.  Jesus invites us to a radical rupture; to a total breakout; to a different way of seeing.  But first, we often go blind.

Living with chaos

Seeing new and difficult reality is destabilizing.  A word from the doctor, or a companion, or a phone call from the emergency room, and our whole world can become undone.  So it is with our view of the world in this postmodern time-between-times.  So it is when we hear the call of Jesus to drop nets and follow him into a whole new world.  In all four gospel stories, once Jesus himself hears God's confirmation of his call in his baptism, there follows forty days of fasting and struggle in the wilderness.  These times when the world seems to crack and split are intense times of disconnect, chaotic blindness and reconnection.

As a result, we can grasp with great pain the situation of the neighbor whose life has come undone.  We can even grasp in some sense, the horror and effects of happenings like the World Trade Towers, the Indonesian tsunami, the New Orleans hurricane, or the next great disaster to come.  We have a frame of reference for these things, based on our personal and individual experiences with personal pain and loss.  

But our mind reels at the notion of a United States that has become a central part of  a world-wide oppressive empire, or of pain on the scale presented by international statistics of child mortality or a hundred other factors.  Our mind has trouble holding it together.  The facts slip away.  It is hard to hold this reality in mind.  We "go blind".  Or, as with the blind man touched by Jesus in Mark 8,
 we can only partially see.  We see "people as trees walking."  We quickly throw down the book, turn away from the TV, drive away from the scene, and try to think about something else in order to restore equilibrium in our minds.  The facts we have observed conflict with the underpinnings of our world view.  They directly contradict the popular assumptions about America, about the world, and about the power of individual acts of charity to resolve issues.  

A lot is on the line in these times of struggle.  A sixteenth century mystic and shoemaker, Jacob Boehme, living through the transition to modernity, described it this way.

When we consider ourselves aright in this knowledge we see clearly that we have been locked up and led as it were blindfolded.  The wise of this world have shut and barred us up in their art and reason, so that we are made to see with their eyes.  And this spirit which hath so long led us captive may well be called Antichrist; I find no other name in the light of nature, which I can call it by, but Antichrist in Babel.

What seems key is that we stay with the chaos for awhile.  If the confusion is based on paradigm shift or conversion or the acceptance of the Creator's will for a new understanding of reality, we will need to rest with the discomfort for awhile.  Pain aversion is not often a prescription for growth in life.  "We need to recall," writes Thomas Berry, "that in these and in so many other instances, the dark periods of history are the creative periods."
  

Here, we are informed once again by both the book of Genesis and new science.  "In the beginning," Genesis tells us, when God was creating the heavens and the earth, "darkness was over the surface of the deep," and the "Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.  And God said, 'Let there be light,'"
  One has a powerful image of chaos in those dark waters.  God's spirit "hovers".  Light and order are pulled from the situation of chaos.  Similarly, new science is discovering a new understanding of chaos itself.  We find, in fact, where we imagined only confusion, that at a deeper level patterns of order emerge from the chaos.

Margaret Wheatley sums-up the lessons of these moments nicely.

Most of us have experienced this ride of chaos in our own lives.  At the personal level, chaos has gone by many names, including "dark night of the soul" or "depression."  Always, the experience is a profound loss of meaning -nothing makes sense in the way it did before; nothing seems to hold the same value as it once did.  These dark nights have been well-documented in many spiritual traditions and cultures. . . . As we reflect on the times when we personally have descended into chaos, we can notice that as it ends, we emerge changed, stronger in some ways, new.  We have held in us the dance of creation and learned that growth always requires passage through the fearful realms of disintegration.
  


Repenting


We are used to thinking of issues such as culpability and salvation in individual terms.  We have a hard time imagining ourselves as being responsible for larger groups of people.  But the Bible is full of judgement images of  nations.  It therefore becomes proper to ask about America.  Are we as individuals responsible in any meaningful way for what the powerful are able to do in our name? 

Prayer and reflection in the North American context about the haunting question, "What is to be done?" brings us Biblically to one startling task.  It is repentance.  Answers to the crisis can only be found in the path of profound and radical humility at what our apathy and our actions have wrought and allowed to happen to brothers and sisters and to the planet itself.  The first job for us in this nation we love involves repentance.  We must leave the old paradigm behind. We as a nation must repent of genocide.  Repent of stolen lands.  Repent of slavery.  Repent of racism.  Repent of the evils of capitalism.  Repent of environmental destruction.  Repent of sexism.  Repent of homophobia.  Repent of greed.  Repent of  imperial war.  Repent of every time we have abused someone else.  Repent of  apathy.  Repent of arrogance.  Repent of ignorance.  Repent of intentional blindness.  Poet and songwriter Derek Webb says it like this:

I repent, I repent 



I repent, I repent


of my pursuit of America's dream

of trading truth for false unity 

I repent, I repent 



I repent, I repent

of living like I deserve anything . . . 

of confusing peace and idolatry. . . 

I am wrong 

and of these things I repent.

Lest this sound like some liberal guilt-trip, let us understand one another.  Even those oppressed among us, (and I have counted myself among them), have been participants in this unfolding situation.  We have not resisted enough.  We haven't fought back with sufficient intensity or humility.  Who among us can say that greed has never taken up residence in our brains or hearts, or that we have never delayed a moment or ignored some evil, or that we have never used another for purely selfish ends, or that we have never let the lies of wealth twist our spirit, or that we have never been ourselves sucked into the corporate dream?

The hard truth is, when we remove our individualist blinders and look at our scriptural roots, nations are weighed in the balance.  The idea that the past is dead without a process of repentance and forgiveness, is illusory.  The idea that you and I can't and won't affect the future is a lie.  It is a lie of empire  to imagine that our lives don't count or that our lives are only individual things to be spent on "self."  

Oppressed and oppressor have different positions in this, but we are all tangled up in one web of culture.  Getting free involves different kind of prayers from different locations.  But we begin in the tangle.  And in different kinds of ways, for different kinds of things - whether omission or commission - we both begin with repentance.  So too, must the nation.


CHAPTER V:  THE HUNGER AND THE TWO CHURCHES

"Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; 

and you who have no money, come, buy and eat!

Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost.

Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy?

Listen to me, and eat what is good, 

and your soul will delight in the richest of fare."


Isaiah 55:1-2
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


Jesus in Matthew 5:3-10


Hunger means life.

The beginning of hope is hunger.  C.S. Lewis once wrote that the fact of human hunger for food indicates that our body was made to eat and that food somewhere exists.
  Humans have the capacity of hungering and thirsting for righteousness.  If the Lewis metaphor is right, the justice and mercy that we hunger for implies that righteousness must be possible somewhere, sometime.  In a world of injustice and oppression, the one who isn't hungry for change is soul dead.  Change begins with the hunger.

Jesus called those who hunger and thirst for righteousness blessed.  If we hunger, we may seek.  "Those who seek," said Jesus, "will find."
  If this report on theory and practice is of any use, it may have value for others who are also as hungry as I.  It will not help those who are satisfied with the way things are, or those who only want to dabble a little in "good works," or who want some non-controversial way to do a little something "nice" for the "needy."
.  

I think the existence of our hunger for righteousness means something important.  The hunger for righteousness is more than simply a hunger for justice.  In both the Biblical understanding and in contemporary politics, a rigid legalistic quest for justice alone ends in the condemnation of everyone.
   We hunger for justice, but in the context of mercy.  Mercy means forgiveness.  It means there's hope for everyone as justice is worked out.  It describes a situation of peace, but peace with justice.  The time for which we hunger is that time when, in the words of the Psalmist, "righteousness and peace will kiss."

In life we experience a lot of unsatisfied hunger.  Hunger is a powerful motivator.  What we are receiving as spiritual food from the empire system of development that pits human against human is weak nourishment. We must learn to distinguish between false and real satisfaction; between pictures and the real thing.  Long ago, St. Augustine pointed out that a picture of food cannot sustain us.
  In terms of justice and mercy, we need something that is real and complete.  We also need something that in some way, can be experienced right now.


The hunger for community and re-connection

This hunger isn't an individual thing.  John Wesley once wrote, "There is no such thing as solitary religion."
  That is true because, despite the claims of government and social work, both of which attempt to establish standards of "self-sufficiency" for the poor, there is no such thing as a self-sufficient individual.  Humans cannot stand alone.  Humans do need solitude, but that is a different thing than isolation.  We wither up and die in isolation for we are social animals. We are connected.  We need mothers and fathers.  We need old and young.  We need all manner of  skills given to us by others.  We need other living things and the earth itself.  A wealthy person is no more self-sufficient than a poor person. A wealthy person can simply pay for certain things that a poor person cannot.  But there are things that cannot be bought and sold.  Our hunger for righteousness drives us into the arms of community, for justice and mercy must be fought for and lived out together.

The range of our vision is not merely for justice for humans, as if they could somehow be cut away from the life of the earth.  The hunger we feel represents a desire for restoration of the health of  humankind which can only happen in connection with the health and restoration of the planet, with the ongoing creation of  the cosmos and with the Creator.  

God works through many who give themselves to love and who serve humanity but who do not name God's name or "believe" in God.  We who believe and follow must never, ever assume some special status because "we believe" and others do not.  To imagine that the Creator must work only through those "who believe" is un-Biblical and an abomination.  Still, I believe that humans can be stronger together when we make explicit what is implicit in the experience of beauty, joy, and love in the world.  In a cosmic sense, we humans did not make ourselves, and we are caught in mystery despite ourselves.  A sense of humility is required for real love.  Hence, a conscious, humble, open connection with the Creator empowers love, expands it, and gives it resilience.  Connection with God opens us up in new ways to ourselves, to our purpose, and to a central way of life.  Jesus invites us to experience this realm of God in the present moment.
  We hunger for a community in which we can live out justice and mercy, not just after the revolution but right now.


Real church.

The open, inclusive community of those who answer a call to become reconnected with the Creator and the cosmos through the Jesus-Way, has a name in the Christian tradition.  It is the ekklesia,
 the assembly, a sort of common table.  In other words, it is the church.  

The word "church" however, conjures up all sorts of images and feelings.  I want first, however, not to speak of the church in the institutional hierarchial sense, but as a concept.  We need to be connected to a body of people who are on the same road as we are.  We need a body of people who share the hunger, because we can only begin to feed ourselves through deep connection with each other and with our Creator.  Real church, when and where it exists, is an open body, because what unites us is our hunger and our commitment to the Way of Christ, more than any particular creed or specific experience.  Our common life emerges from a common goal for love, and not from nation, or race, or ownership of property, or consumption, or even, in the last analysis, from a particular denominational culture.

The church of which I speak first is that church.  It is not located in Rome, or Jerusalem, or Nashville or in any other single or special place.  It is located every place where people are hungry for righteousness, where the attempt to form community and follow in the Way, and where they act humbly and in repentance in that cause.  

This church, this real connection is not contained in this or that church institution, but may appear in any institutionalized church or beyond them entirely.  It is the actual, real, community where "two or three gather together" in the name and cause of Jesus,
 where there is real sharing of both the hunger and the food.  Where the hunger and the sharing are absent, no matter the size of  a cross, the expense of a cathedral, the regalia of the clergy, or the correctness of the dogma, the real church as described in the ancient Biblical stories simply doesn't exist.


The "two churches"

We have lost a great deal of the doctrine of the church in Protestantism.  We rejected long ago the notion that "one Catholic Church" meant one hierarchial institution enforcing one doctrine.  But instead of developing realistic ideas about how the universal connection (the body of Christ as formulated in the New Testament) worked in the real world, we degenerated into extremely individualistic, un-Biblical conceptions of church that have become consumerist, nationalistic travesties.

In the USA, we have evolved our growing diversity of institutionalized church structures along the lines of  the market economy wherein each individual Christian may select from a marketplace of institutions, the church that pleases him or her the most.  "Church shopping" is emphasized more than community building.  

In practice, we have cut ourselves off from our more collective roots in the Jesus Way.  We have tried to satisfy ourselves with a sort of enormous buffet of denominations, styles, and theological variations from which we can select what appeals to us without getting involved in real, intense, community building around the most fundamental and visceral issues of life.
  We have evolved a fundamentally individualistic model of religion in which our connection with the Creator of the universe becomes limited to a largely private matter.  We urge people to try to satisfy their spiritual hunger on Sunday morning much the way that individual diners satisfy their desire for food in a restaurant.  There may be many in the room at the same time.  But, the meal served at each table is fundamentally an individual affair.  One chooses from a varied menu. One has desert or one does not.  All tables pay separate checks for their meal.
  When it is over, if one bumps into someone he or she knows, pleasantries may be exchanged about the weather or the food.  Then individual autos take us all back to our individual lives for another week.  This is a metaphor for much of the institutionalized church (Catholic and Protestant), but it is not a metaphor for the community of Christ!

The strangeness of current church culture in the USA is centered in its obsession with buildings as a sort of proxy for the church, along with this market approach to Christianity as consumption in an individualistic context.  Wesleyan scholar Theodore Runyon comments that. . .

One of the persistent tendencies emerging from pietism and its understanding of Christianity has been individualism.  The essential core of the Christian faith is reduced to what takes place within the individual and his or her personally experienced awareness of God.  The degree to which this view has come to dominate Western culture, including those who consider themselves secular, is seen in the way religious faith is understood to be a private matter. . . .  This is in sharp contrast with previous eras of history-and most non-Western cultures even today-where religion is first and foremost a public observance, a celebration of the common story and common values regarded as bestowing identity upon a people.
 

As a result of this individualism, the faith as celebration of a common story, and the journey toward a new world for all, is substantially lost.

The reality is that there exists in the world "two churches."  There is the real body of Christ that has put the concept of real church into real action in communities that pray and work together and that exists in many places.  There is also the institutional church of hierarchy, buildings, budgets, and dogma.  The issue is made more complex because these two churches co-mingle in our everyday reality.  They are often intersecting circles.  There are places in the institutional church that have become so dead and corrupt that they can hardly be said to include the real body of Christ at all.  There are other places, where the real body of Christ lives and moves, and exists in community, functioning among the structures and buildings which are called "church" by our society.  There are many such places where the "two churches" overlap, where the "form" and the "substance" are both present.  There are, as well, hidden in homes or workplaces around the world,  real communities that follow Jesus without many of the forms and structures of the institutionalized church.

This concept of real church is subtly different than notions of the "church universal."  As the institutional church became wed to the empire at the time of Constantine, and the majority of the Roman Empire came to be called "Christian," the contraction between those merely using the name "Christian" and those actually committed to the Jesus Way became obvious.
  Eventually, especially in Protestantism, the "real church" came to be seen as an "invisible" and "universal" church made up of individuals who actually believed, regardless of denomination.  Thus the idea of church was atomized.  But the real church cannot be limited to invisible, individual beliefs held by persons who are unconnected to each other and who are not acting in the world.  Real church exists in different forms, but it is always active and collective.


The decline of the communal

We have been so filled with the ideology of individualized consumption that we have tended to loose sight of ourselves as communal beings.  Our community nature is self-evident.  Stand on any street corner in any large city and simply look at the faces of the people one encounters while walking.  Among persons who are alone, one registers immediately apathy, tension, fear, anger, depression, and only occasionally a calm, or relaxed, or happy face or posture.  Look again at people in pairs or clusters.  The proportion between faces registering some form of distress and happiness shift radically.  People who are together are more often animated, engaged, often smiling or laughing.
  The simple truth that we need each other has dropped out of our political discourse and has become largely lost to us.  

The ideology of capital has us by the throat.  We lose our communal sense and ability to work together.  We rush on to the next big thing, the next cool gadget, the next big fix.  But they do not satisfy like a loving community.  We don't know our neighbors.  We don't know how to build together.  We don't know how to travel together. The onslaught of individualized thinking has robbed us of some of the things we most need to receive from each other,  and from some of the most important tools we need to navigate the new times before us.
   We face a changing earth, and soon the loss of our oil-based culture and economy.  We face an increasing wealth disparity that exaggerates the effect of all the other negative changes. We must learn to help one another!  We need each other's perspectives, commitment, and talents.  In addition, "We have to help one another notice," writes Margaret Wheatley on the need for community, "when we fall back into old behaviors."
  The church which is the Body of Christ, must pray and think together.  We must form real community that can reinforce each other's efforts to change.
  

Instead, in the United States, we face churches that are often places that not only mirror the culture of empire, but actually bless it.  In our worship music, we sing about "I" and "my" and far less often about "we" or "ours."
  We support all the ideological underpinnings of the system.  We become communities where, in the midst of the chaos of peoples lives, in the midst of wide spread social problems, our collective prayer life is often limited to petitions for individual health care and "traveling mercies."  If a person's house burns down we will pray for them and take an offering.  But if a person is brutalized by his boss?  If a town is destroyed by a corporation?  If our sons and daughters are sent to an immoral war?  Our failure to address these and a hundred other questions in our prayer life and in our collective action represents a church that is not, in fact, centered on the work of Jesus.

We often make the assumption that because an organization calls itself "Christian," it is.  In one sense this is not illogical for persons outside the faith to do, and is quite fair to characterize a movement by the actual practice of those who identify by name with that movement.  But for those of us who are within the faith, or who are being called to faith, it is not quite so simple.  For example, in the rest of life, we learn that we cannot necessarily trust the one who says, "Let me be honest with you. . ."  Why then would we trust the one who says, "I am a Christian," without any evidence of actually sharing the concerns of Jesus for justice and mercy?  Can one be a follower of Christ, a "Christian", without actually following the Way of Jesus?  In this culture, a lot of things pass themselves off as "Christian."  Many of these things, however, are simply contemporary versions of the old pagan empire religion in Rome.  Thomas A. Bandy spells it out in blunt terms worth quoting at length:

The  pagan world (past and present) merges civic duty and religion.  Religion is a contract between the gods and humanity in which the egos of the gods are appeased by ritual behavior patterns performed by humans.  Humans make requests of the gods for prosperity, health, fertility, peace, safe travel, legal justification, sports victory, and other matters, and the gods reward those who have been most dutiful in performing the rituals.  The popular statements found in the personal ads in newspapers across North America thanking St. Jude or the Holy Spirit "for favors received" is pagan religion in its purest form.

In pagan religion you can believe whatever you like, so long as the traditional rituals are performed properly.  Thus Roman pagans were so obsessed with ritual that they provided assistants to the priests who would repeat the same prayers several times to make sure that not a single syllable was forgotten or misspoken.  Thus American pagans are so obsessed with ritual that quarrels over "good worship" or "good music" divide churches more often than any other issue. . . 

Pagan religion also blessed every battle, and every military unit, in whatever cause.  So does most of American Christianity today.  Above all, Roman pagan religion saw itself as reflecting the empire and as central to its order.  In much the same way, we imagine ourselves as a "Christian nation."  Bandy concludes bluntly, by stating that, as far as the American church is concerned, "When you look at habits, lifestyle priorities, and life cycle practices, you discover that the modern traditional church is simply a blending of various gods from multiple subcultures."

If we want real church, we will have to move beyond a religion of good luck and state blessings.

This is a hard reminder of our task in the new time.  The real church, however, does exist here and there across the landscape.  Where it does, people work together to risk everything to follow the Jesus Way.  In a post-Catholic, post-Protestant sense, the church is the connected community of followers of Christ who attempt to live out the mission of Jesus in the world together.  Wherever they do this, the real body of Christ exists and a sense of the sacred returns to earth.  

These places where the real church exists, either inside or outside the institutionalized church, are electric with life and love; with struggle and community.  These places are, in part, the enfleshment of God.  One experiences Christ there.  One catches on the wind the smell of the Kingdom, and the realm of God.  They are peaceful, controversial,  places of motion and energy.  They are holy ground and we need more of them.  They are the call of God in this particular moment, in this confusing time; and in this troubled society.  If we want to get to real church, we will have to follow our hunger for righteousness.  We must find the path to that holy ground.



CHAPTER VI: SOCIAL HOLINESS


Then will the eyes of the blind be opened

and the ears of the deaf unstopped.

Then will the lame leap like a deer,

and the mute tongue shout for joy.

Water will gush forth in the wilderness

and streams in the desert.

The burning sand will become a pool,

the thirsty ground bubbling springs.

In the haunts where jackals once lay,

grass and reed and papyrus will grow.

And a highway will be there;

it will be called the Way of Holiness.

Isaiah 35:5-8
Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.  For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.        

Ephesians 6.11-12


Seeking perfect, holistic love an the Wesleyan experience

We seek a world turned right side up.  We seek a world united in every cell and breeze of human consciousness with the Creator's love.
  This idea is especially strong in the Wesleyan tradition where it takes on a particular language:  Christian perfection, heart holiness or perfect love.  

It is important not to quibble too much over language, for any language we use provides a poor description of the mystery and wonder of Love.  The finest poet surely fails to describe the beauty of the sun shining on a single grain of sand.  How then shall language, or any other art, fully describe God, God's goodness, or even what we perceive as God's plan with respect to life? Other religions, as well as spiritually inspired agnostics, will have their own language; their own insights and their own blind spots.  Wesleyan language (as any other) can be taken to extremes in which the language itself becomes an object of worship rather than a description.  But there is a direction, a reality, a certain slant of the light in Wesleyan language, which helps describe the hunger for a different world which is our subject. 

John Wesley was a priest in the Church of England who, in the 18th century, became completely focused on how a person could grow closer to God. He founded a movement dedicated to the reform of both church and nation.  The river of the Wesleyan renewal movement of spirit, tradition, theology and practice flows back to the 18th century.  It is fed by historic streams from far earlier times.  The Wesleyan movement forms as one particular branch among the many on the great tree of the church which represents all the traditions, gifts, and perspectives of those who follow Jesus.  

Wesley's gifts were the experience and propagation of "holiness," his passion for the poor, and his organizational genius in small group development.  Wesley and his followers fundamentally challenged the view that sees salvation as some sort of cosmic legal contract in the sky.  For Wesley, religion needed to be felt and experienced as a real, this-world transformation or it was useless.  The hunger for this experience drove the tortured spirit of Wesley, until a simple, profound little experience at a Bible study on Aldersgate Street in London in 1738 changed him.  He "felt his heart strangely warmed" with the assurance that he was indeed loved by God.  This experience became hugely significant in Wesley's, and his followers, emerging understanding of holiness.  But it was not the only gift, and not the only breakthrough for Wesley personally in that same year.

1738 was also the year of Wesley's first experience, (he didn't start the practice), of "field preaching" in England.  That is, he went directly to the workers, the poor, and the outcast, without the benefit of  a pulpit or a consecrated church building, which was then considered the only proper way to proclaim something so holy as the gospel.  In his own words, he consented to be "vile."  When Wesley and others did this, he took the possibility of a new life directly to the common people, and connected with an electric movement that traces its roots back through and beyond Christ, even to the earliest Hebrew prophets.  Wesley and his followers tapped into something deep and a movement exploded.

Wesley also had a powerful organizational sense.  Other preachers would draw bigger crowds, but Wesley always left behind an organized group to carry on.  He also knew music and convinced his brother Charles, a brilliant musician, to write new faith-based music in popular tunes for the masses.  Small "methodist" groups spread among workers and farmers across England and far beyond.  In the groups, people's lives were changed and empowered.  The call went out for a religion that would actually matter in ordinary life..

Through all these experiences and his own intense study of both scripture and history of the church, Wesley became convinced that holiness was the result and goal of the faith:  to be whole; to be perfectly in love with the Christ, the Creator, and the Holy Spirit.  He also became convinced that all real Christianity was social and that there was no such thing as a "solitary Christian."

By Christian perfection, heart holiness or perfect love, Wesley in no sense meant that a human mortal would be perfect in physical form, executed action, or psychological aspect.  He was referring instead to the will of the believer as it centered on the desire for God and for love.  Wesley writes:   

The best, most accurate description of Christian perfection is love.  It is love fully formed in the human heart, soul, and mind.  With Christian perfection the heart is so filled with love that there is no longer room for sin and evil to reside there.  One who is perfected in love is consumed with loving God with heart, soul, mind, and strength and with loving neighbor as one's self.  Love is the sole guiding principle and power of life.  Christian perfection is letting "the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus" Philippians 2:5.

"It is," according to Wesley, "a complete inward and outward conformity to our Master."
  

He writes, 

The goal you are to pursue to the end of time is the enjoyment of God in time and in eternity.  Desire other things only if they help you attain this end. . .   Let love be the end of every word and action.  Let every affection, thought, word, and action be dependent upon this love.  Whatever you desire or fear, whatever you seek or shun, whatever you think, speak, or do, may it be in accord with your happiness in God, which is the sole end, as well as source, of your being.

In perfect love, love finds its original source and center.  It is the love that flows out to all life and creation.  Focusing on that center, that is, that force that we define and experience as God, reorients our perspective.  We begin to love the creation through the love of God.  Balance is restored to life.  No individual (even ourselves or our families), nor any created thing, takes precedence over this Love, because it is the source of love.  As John writes simply, "God is love. 

Love is not a zero sum game.  Loving God first means that more love and more power, not less, becomes available to spread around to others and to all creation.  Loving God means that we can strengthen ourselves to love our families, and our neighbors more fully.  Loving God means change, both within the individual, and within the community in this present life.

Wesley is important to the Jesus movement because he emphasized religion as something that is more than a feel-good ritual, and more than a contract in heaven limited to concerns about the eventual state of one's soul.  Wesley demanded experience now.  

Ye know that all religion which does not answer this end, all that stops short of this, the renewal of our soul in the image of God, after the likeness of him that created it, is no other than a poor farce, and a mere mockery of God, to the destruction of our own soul.  O beware of all those teachers of lies, who would palm this upon you for Christianity!
 

Another word for this perfect love and another way of describing our mission in life, is holiness.  The essence of holiness is not perfect rule keeping.  Instead it comes from Hebrew notions of something set apart, something connected with God or God's way or purpose.  In English, its roots go to a sense of wholeness.  When we travel this road we experience hunger for a connection with Love itself that can somehow change us, "sanctify" us, set us apart for life as God intended it,  and make us whole.  

The expression of this hunger in radical commitment to Christ upsets individualized, consumerized, empire-culture.  The satisfying of this hunger for wholeness includes in its range of vision the betterment of our souls (body and mind), and the betterment of the whole world and all of life.  It is a commitment that transcends the old division between personal and social change.  It is both personal and social.  It is especially social in that it begins to build the Kingdom, the realm, the desire of God, right here and now, and not just within but without.  It is a holiness that doesn't get enclosed by church walls but which is open to the world.  It is a holiness that is not legalistic.  It must not define itself in terms of negative rules, but is profoundly centered in love.  It is a holiness that empties us, and yet makes us full of God's joy and power.  It is soul whole-ness, and unfortunately, it is often far removed from our daily church life.  


Effects and limitations of the Wesleyan movement

What was the result of the early methodist small groups and Wesleyan renewal movement in practice?  For Jose Miguez Bonino, the results provide support for the idea that "God intends the creation of a holy people . . . becomes an actual, experienced, visible reality."  He writes of the Wesley period:

It was, indeed, good news for the poor of the land - the miserable masses of uprooted people crowding into the new industrial and mining centers, caught in the crises of the birth of modern industrial capitalism - helpless victims of social anomia.  They were not merely accepted by God, but they could be made anew - given an intrinsic, measurable, effective worth and power. They could become the conscious and active subjects of a new life.  Their works counted; their will was set free.  In a society for which achievement was the meaning of life, here was a realm of the highest possible achievement, accessible to everyone through faith!"

And so it was that ordinary people in the Methodist movement became actors in history, building communities, developing theology, and overcoming.  I believe this is an extremely important point.  It is not enough to discuss the theology, the question that must be asked is what is the result of the theology as practiced at the local level.  

Social holiness means social commitment to God's will for the earth and for humankind.  It means doing justice, loving mercy, and walking humbly with God.
  It means tending the garden of creation.
  It means using brain and spirit and body to open the door to the full and social realization of the Kingdom of God, where the "meek will inherit the earth."
  Social holiness means that we act collectively in trusting faith in  God's open agenda of Love.  

Social holiness is not an individual act.


Looking through the blinders of individualism

Wesley understood that holiness was social.  But he was limited, as are we, by the times in which he lived.  He struggled fervently against slavery and hypocrisy and for mercy for the poor.
  He did not, however, see fully the implication of the new modes of industry, development, and social structures of evil rising up around him.
  

In the modern era, a great deal of our understanding of sin has been limited to that evil which is personal.  Only toward the end of Wesley's life did he seem to be bringing into his focus the systemic links that caused evil independent from individual will or action.  In today's world we do not have the option to limit our understanding of sin and evil to only the personal.  If we do we will quickly become trapped in overwhelming, impossible guilt on one hand, (how can we really separate ourselves from the economic system that is destroying the planet and at the same time be engaged enough to struggle against starvation, homelessness, and other evils), or we will become apathetic, (what can one person do?).  

For his time, Wesley was visionary.  But the problem of a view of holiness and sin that is limited to essentially personal, individual actions remains in Christianity.  Then Cardinal Ratzinger, (now Pope Benedict XVI), railed against the liberation theologians among the poor in his own church in the 1980's, writing that, "Structures, whether they are good or bad, are the result of man's actions, and so are consequences more than causes.  The root of evil, then, lies in free and responsible persons who have to be converted by the grace of Jesus Christ".
   The view that sin is nothing more than a "personal" act or condition is widespread in all branches of Christianity.
  We see it almost every movie, TV show and political speech in the heart of empire today as the world is neatly and divided between "good guys" and "bad guys."

We live in new times.  We are permitted to see the fully-developed results of some things that were only beginning in Wesley's time.  We see from a different angle of vision.  It is we now who are called to stand in the gap between a God of love and our own historical era.  This will require a development of Wesley's ideas of social holiness to include a more universal, and radical understanding that includes both personal and systemic aspects of evil, and which can bridge the chasm between a "personal" and a "social" gospel.  Our task requires, as it always has, a wrestling with the powers.


Is evil limited to personal action?

The reduction of all evil to isolated individual actions is very similar to modernity's futile attempts to understand a frog by its dissection into its individual parts.  The whole underlying message of both the Biblical story and new science points to the interrelatedness of personal and social life and history.  As we will see, this does not end individual responsibility.  In fact it enhances it.  But it does mean that all evil against which we must act, is not individual.  We must understand sin and evil in broader terms.  

In modernity, the "conservatives" argued for changing people "one-on-one," and the liberals argued for a primary and often total focus on the structures of society alone.  Let us hope that the period of postmodernity is also a post-liberal and post-conservative period!

Changing people one-on-one is essential.  We each must come to our own reckoning with God and with our purpose in the world.  We must make choices.  However, changing people one-on-one does not describe the entirety of the problem which Paul characterizes as a collective struggle, "not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places."
  In other words, there is an aspect of evil that goes beyond the "good guys" vs. "bad guys" model that have been schooled on since birth.  

The problem with a view that is limited to the individual is that it simply contradicts our actual experience in the lived world.  As humans we inherit a certain history.  We inherit sin caused by decision made in previous eras.  We inherit a sort of sin "frozen"
into the institutions and social arrangements within which we are birthed.  We do not choose our parents.  Nor do we choose the social structures into which we are born.  Our power to change those structures will be powerfully influenced by how we define both evil and holiness.


A Biblical view

A Biblical understanding of sin is certainly more inclusive than individualized theologies often acknowledge.  The biblical understanding of sin includes the social, but modern definitions of sin have often lost the sense of corporate action and corporate guilt.  In early Israel, persons were seen primarily as a members of a community.  Individual acts involve consequences in the community (Adam & Eve, Abraham, Joseph, Esther, etc., etc.).  Provision for dealing with both individual and corporate sin was made through ritual.  On the Day of Atonement the sins of the community were ritually transferred to a goat which was then sent away into the wilderness (Lev. 16:21).  Hebrew liberations were social.  Israel was called to be a people through whom the whole earth would be blessed.  Moses is sent to free Israel, and the Messiah comes to save Israel.
  

What has been glossed over in an understanding of sin that is limited to the individual is the fact that sin, which the Bible sees as "missing the right way," can be a collective act.  It is the constant drum-beat of our socio-politico-economic culture of individualism that has shielded our eyes from this.
  For example, essential in the concept of missing and returning to the right way is the significance of the road itself.  The road or way in Hebrew understanding leads to liberation, leads to the Jubilee, (the forgiveness of debt, freedom for slaves and prisoners, redistribution of the planet and rest for animals and the earth itself)
, and to God.  In the Jesus understanding, the way leads to the Kingdom and God.
  Without the social kingdom - where is the road?


Escaping the sin box

One problem of limiting sin to the personal is that our personal choices are always given to us in a particular context and set of limiting conditions.  Our context is increasingly the empire degradation and rising disparity in the world.  If we only make our decisions and organize from within the context that we are given, we are trapped and can never assume our God given freedom to change the context.  If we don't move outside the box of systemic (or even family) sin we inherit, we limit God in actual practice to a very narrow set of options.  God for us looses the power of transcendence.  We abandon our freedom.

A capitalist ponders the question, "Shall I close my plant and move to the cheaper-labor third world?  If I do, my workers loose their livelihood and I will exploit terrible low wage conditions overseas.  If I don't, competition will drive me out of business and I will have to close my doors anyway."  A worker ponders the question, "Shall I work in the defense industry, the gambling industry, or with a company that discriminates according to race?  Shall I work seven days a week without a Sabbath, etc., etc.?    If I do, I may violate my Christian code of conduct.  If I don't, I force my family into poverty."  This list could be expanded endlessly for farmers tilling the soil, for soldiers and officials of the state, for parents, for school children; for everybody.

What we find in our everyday experience, is that we are trapped in social systems that seem beyond the reach of individual control.  If we limit our conversion to only the personal, then we can treat everybody fairly on a train headed to hell.  But the train is still hell-bound.  Isn't there a more holistic way to struggle with this?

Wesleyan scholar David Lowes Watson sums the situation up with some passion:

To suggest that Christ dies for character flaws that can be addressed by any competent counselor is an obscenity.  Only a fraction of our sins are personal.  By far the greater part are sins of neglect, sins of default, our social sin, our systemic sin, our economic sin.  For these sins Christ died, and continues to die.  For these sins Christ atoned, and continues to atone. . .  As long as evangelism presents a gospel centered on the need for personal salvation, individuals will acquire a faith that focuses on maximum benefits with minimal obligations, and we will change the costly work of Christ's atonement into the pragmatic transaction of a salvific contract.

Pastor Hyuk Seonwoo expresses this need with powerful metaphor, "Private holiness gives us the 'smell of the food' without the nutrition of the food."
  "Sin," writes Geevarghese Mar Osthanthios of India, "is not to be pinpointed in the individual alone or in society alone, but in the cosmic evil at work in both."


The structure of sin

What does social sin look like?  It is more than the mere aggregate of individual sins.  It is bigger and more complex than occasional inadvertent abuse of  victims by a huge social machines. 

We are treading here in deep but important waters.  Theologian Walter Wink, has spent considerable time in the study of evil.  He notes:

Evil is not just personal but structural and spiritual.  It is not simply the result of human actions, but the consequence of huge systems over which no individual has full control.  Only by confronting the spirituality of an institution and its evil physical manifestations can the total structure be transformed.  Any attempt to transform a social system without addressing both its spirituality and its outer forms is doomed to failure.  Materialism knows nothing of an inner dimension, and so is blind to its effects.

Wink is doing something more than saying that sin includes the social in the old modern liberal sense.  He is saying something that resonates both with more ancient Biblical wisdom and transcends the modern "materialist" view of the universe.  To Wink, we are all moved by a "primordial elemental force," which has been "darkened by millennia of wrong decision."  It is, in a word, satanic:  "the collective symbolization of evil, . . . the symbolic repository of the entire complex of evil existing in the present order, . . . the sum total of all the individual darkness, evil, unredeemed anger and fear of the whole race, and all the echoes and reverberations still vibrating down through time from those who have chosen evil before us."

We must think on several levels here.  We are dealing with the combined total of sin influencing us through corporate social structures, but also with the "hidden, cumulative, corrupting effect of past choices of even our distant ancestors."
  These two sources begin to describe a "structure of sin" that exists all around us and permeates our culture, and our experiences; that tends to frame and limit our very idea of what is possible in human life.  

This is entirely consistent with new scientific understanding about life organizing itself into patterns.
 Evil is more than individuals behaving badly.  It has a spiritual dimension.  It is a force field.  In ancient terminology it is satanic.  It is a pattern that must be destabilized and undone.  Followers understand that the critical crack in that system was opened in the cross and empty tomb of Jesus, and that it remains the task of followers to continue the process of salvation and liberation.

It is here that our understanding of social sin and the structure of sin which can reside in institutions and long traditions, surely begins to connect with notions of original sin.  In Paul and other Christian writings, the existence of sin in all flesh indicates the corporate nature of original sin.  This structure of sin can penetrate into every pore of our existence.  Consider the words of Jacques Ellul:

A major fact of our present civilization is that more and more sin becomes collective, and the individual is forced to participate in collective sin.  Everyone bears the consequences of the faults of others.  This becomes particularly poignant when nations are at war, for instance, but it is true of all social situations. . .

Translated into the individual's life, this "original sin" especially takes over when humans merely "go along to get along."  According to Karen L. Bloomquist, "The epitome of sin is to go along passively" with a "state of domination and bondage."
 


The geography of holiness

Can sin so pervasive be overcome?  Wesley believed in an idea of "original sin" that was total in its pervasiveness but not in its destructiveness.
  But he also believed all  are recipients of prevenient grace  - a consciousness of good and evil, given by God along with the ability to choose the good.  Sin becomes less a nature but a disease.  Healing grace is freely and abundantly available to all.
  Wesley's contribution and passion to our heritage was the clear reminder that sin could be overcome.  

Surely, however, the struggle against sin must correspond to its actual locations.  Writing from a Pentecostal perspective, Eldin Villafane, states the mandate:  "Our spirituality, and the very gospel that we preach, needs to be as big and ubiquitous as sin and evil.  We will falter in our spirituality and thus grieve the Spirit if  'our struggle with evil' does not' correspond to the geography of evil.'"

We need an understanding and experience of entire sanctification that equals and trumps "the geography of sin"; that includes the social.  "The sanctifying grace of God in Jesus Christ," M. Douglas Meeks writes, "is meant not just for the sinner but also for a society beset by structural sin."
  

Can it be that the holiness experience really requires both internal and external action?  If conversion is real, we go over from one world (from one way of seeing the world through fundamentally selfish lenses), to another way (a whole way).  We change loyalties in conversion from a world in which empire rules us with all its destructive power, into a world in which the Creator of love rules us.  Surely, if we have a different Master, we shall have a different action and a different power.  "We are,"  in the words of Paul, "no longer slaves" to the "rulers. . . the authorities,. . . the powers of this dark world and . . . the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms."  "If one is not to be dominated," by sin and evil, then one must," in the words of scholar David Cubie, "be an active agent of change."
  What happens in sanctification requires action in the world as well as within the individual.  "If one is not to be dominated, one must be an active agent of change."
  


Holiness is a singularity

The polarization into social and personal holiness is a false one.  In God there are not two separate holiness forms.  There is only holiness.  Holiness, no more than God, can be divided up into separate pieces.  One way of imagining this is to use the example of a simple strip of paper which, of course, has two sides.  Let us imagine and label one side of the paper "social holiness" and the other "personal holiness".  Indeed, that is exactly what Christendom has done, and it has generally concentrated on the personal as opposed to the social side.  But the point of this exercise is not to understand that we must do twice as much work to meet our "obligation" to holiness.  Nor is it a call to neglect the personal for the social, but to understand holiness as a single thing.  It is a light, and joyful, and singular thing.  To illustrate this, twist the strip once and simply tape the bottom end of one part to the top end of the other to form a twisted loop.
  What one creates in this experiment is a one sided piece of paper.  

Imagine that you are going to address once side of this representation of holiness with a pencil.  You may draw a line representing your life right down the lengthwise middle of the paper loop.  If you never take the pencil off the paper and keep drawing you will soon reach the beginning of your line, but you will also discover that you have traversed both "sides" of holiness and that the line has been drawn on what appears to be two different "sides:"

There is a unity to real holiness.  It is God's will for the world.  It represents the restoration of the world along with the people (and other life forms) in it. In an even more graphic illustration, you may cut lengthwise down through the mobius strip and you will end up, not with two loops (which could be renamed "social" and "personal," but with one larger "holiness loop."  

God, speaking through the prophet Amos, does not say, "I love your festivals and assemblies, but I would love social holiness equally or even more."  God says the practice of worship and piety, without justice is despised.
  We must understand that personal, private piety without social piety soon becomes either personal discipline as some kind of "favor" to God to prove ourselves to God, or worse, a legal formality.  Personal piety abstracted from the world has a curious quality (like a plant ripped from its soil), of degenerating into death. But personal discipline in the context of social piety and a community of faith, becomes a free, light thing and is power for change.

When we discover the close unity between "social" and "personal" holiness, we will never go back.  Holiness is a singularity. 

 

Then will the eyes of the blind be opened

and the ears of the deaf unstopped.

Then will the lame leap like a deer,

and the mute tongue shout for joy.

Water will gush forth in the wilderness

and streams in the desert.. .

And a highway will be there;

it will be called the Way of Holiness.

The implications of this are enormous, yet they conform to our daily experience.  There is no middle ground in life.  "You cannot serve two masters," in Jesus' words.  One is either actively building a culture of resistance to evil, or one is silent and, in essence, giving in.  To claim that one does not have to give in, even when faced with the cross, is radical freedom indeed!  It is also transformative.

Because holiness is social and personal, and in the light of the times that are upon us, it is critical that it be on the agenda of the renewing "real church."  But, how do we live this out collectively in our Jesus-Way communities?  How doe sit help us to spread the good news, call others and ourselves to repentance, and challenge the powers of oppression in the world with the cross and empty tomb?  To that subject we now turn.


CHAPTER VII: BREAKING THROUGH

The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done and taught.  He said to them, "Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while."  For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.  And they went away in the boat to a deserted place by themselves.  

Now many saw them going and recognized them, and they hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them.  As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things.

When it grew late, his disciples came to him and said, "This is a deserted place, and the hour is now very late; send them away so that they may go into the surrounding country and villages and buy something for themselves to eat."  But he answered them, "You give them something to eat."  They said to him, "Are we to go and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread, and give it to them to eat?"  And he said to them, "How many loaves have you?  Go and see."  
When they had found out, they said, "five, and two fish."  

Then he ordered them to get all the people to sit down in groups on the green grass.  So they sat down in groups of hundreds and of fifties.  Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to the heave, and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to his disciples to set before the people; and he divided the two fish among them all.  And all ate and were filled; and they took up twelve baskets full of broken pieces and of the fish.  Those who had eaten the loaves numbered five thousand men. 


Mark 6:30-44


Invisible Borders and Social Control

All societies, including nations and churches, exist with invisible borders.  These are walls of culture that define the possible and acceptable range of options and actions for people living inside the society.  Even though objectively, a full range of possibilities exist for people inside the boundaries, it doesn't appear that way for some things are simply unthinkable, or beyond the range of vision.

Any social system maintains control by more than police and laws and jails. There are never enough of these to control a population that does not control itself.  Societies remain as they are (be that a good thing or a bad thing), mostly because the vast majority simply acquiesces to the way things are.  So it is, that oppressive conditions can continue, even when those oppressed have the power among themselves to throw them off.  So it is, that people may stay in dysfunctional and destructive families or relationships, even when to do so means death.  So it is, that Christianity can become and continue a distorted, inverted and partial image of itself.  It's not because any one individual has wished it so. It is the result of millions of micro decisions and a culture that ends up appearing to us as "just the way things are."  The invisible borders have done their work.  Thinking beyond the borders is difficult.  Acting beyond the borders is very difficult.  Doing both is essential at this moment of history in North America.  When people stop acquiescing, change can be rapid.  

At one time or another the vast majority of people could not imagine a society without slavery, a society where there was religious freedom, a society where men and women were equal, and so on and so forth.  Then a few dared think across the borders and a few more dared to act in new ways to provoke debate.

Thinking across the borders is related to an idea that there is something bigger, something beyond the current social norms.  For Christians that something is God.  Because God is beyond any society, the borders of any society can be called into question, and can be held to a higher standard.  It is called transcendence..

The story of Jesus, is in part, the story of the challenge to these invisible borders.  Every time a leper was touched, every time the Sabbath was broken, every time a rich person was challenged, every time someone was declared clean without a priest, every time a tax collector was called, every time saliva was used as a healing agent, every time a woman was included, every time a child was claimed as the ultimate in the kingdom, the borders of Jesus' society were crossed and walls of culture were smashed and overthrown.  If we are serious about loving God with our whole heart, or about loving mercy and doing justice, we will have to learn to think and to act collectively beyond the borders.


What do we have in our hand?

One of the greatest teaching moments in the scripture occurs in the story of the "feeding of the 5000" in Mark.  The disciples look on a great mass of people who have come out to a "deserted place" to hear Jesus and who have spent the day.  They look at the sun and reckon the coming of night, and say to Jesus, "send the people away so they can get something to eat at the surrounding villages."  Confronted with a mass of hungry people the exhausted disciples cannot imagine they have resources with which to meet the situation.  They have established a "border" in their own minds beyond which they fear to go.  We too, have every reason to feel overwhelmed imagining ourselves doing anything to effectively address the forces of destruction and the ideology of empire that surrounds us, except perhaps to retreat and to find some way to save ourselves.  

The command of Jesus to the disciples was shattering and simple, "You give them something to eat!"  What we face in the world today is indeed a crisis, but it too, is one that we are not permitted to escape.  Our Commander in Chief is not the same as the one who demands loyalty in the empire.  Our charge is to face this chaos, and these multitudes who are hungry, and to find something to give them.  

"And, exactly what, Jesus to you propose to have us do?," ask the befuddled disciples.  

Jesus responds with one of the clearest organizing principles ever given to us in scripture. In true agitational fashion, he turns the situation around in the form of a question, "How many loaves have you?  Go and see."  

In so doing, Jesus has made specific the question that God asked Moses at the encounter at the burning bush.  Confronted with the impossible call to be an agent of liberation for the slaves in Egypt, Moses throws up every obstacle to avoid accepting the mission that he can think of.  He asks "Who am I," that I should do this thing?  In answer, God tells Moses that God will be with him.  Moses asks, "Well, who are you? What is your name?  God answers in two ways.  One "name" God gives literally can mean, "I am who I am becoming."  The second name suggests that God is the one who was with the previous generations in their times of trial.  Then God tells Moses again to get going.  Moses is still overwhelmed at the task and continues to plead excuses.  He asks, "What if the people don't believe me?"  God's answer is in the form of a question.  Really it is the same question that Jesus asks his disciples when they face their challenge, "What is that in your hand?"  In Moses' case it is a simple staff which becomes his rod of power before Pharaoh.  In the disciples case it is a paltry five loaves and two fishes.  In both cases, it is enough.

In our own situation, we face all the turbulence of a transition from the time of modernity including the huge, mutually reinforcing whirlwinds of environmental degradation and increasing wealth disparity.  It is simply, according to cultural historian Thomas Berry, a situation that is "ultimately beyond comparison with any former period in Europe or Asia."
  Furthermore, we face an American culture seeped in both tolerance and racism in which the scales of popular action can tip either way.  We face at this moment a population that is increasingly hungry, but who is still largely still complacent.  What in God's name can we do?  Well, what is in our hand?

In the next fifty years or so, even more than today, it will seem as though everything comes unglued.  Many mainstream churches are on their last legs financially.  Many of the congregations are very old and shrinking.  New evangelical churches are (despite the stereotype) often small and struggling themselves.  Many (both liberal and conservative) churches are chained to theologies that are so rigid that they themselves become the "god" of worship.  Their rigidity won't let them move.  And, then there is the enormous and largely unspoken "elephant in the room."  Most churches are, in fact, polite social clubs, some of the self-righteous type, some of the nice, mild, social service type, and some who are cursed to be both.  Some exist because they are "historic" and many hang on simply because they are, even in their do nothing state, someone's pet project and social power base.  To put it bluntly, the church is largely a "sold out institution."  But it is sold out to its controllers and to dead social inertia, and not to Jesus.  What on earth do we "have in our hands" that we could give to the hungry masses in front of us that would be transformative?  If we limit our vision to bricks and mortar, or to the control of the complacent, we have very little.

Suppose we give them a story?


Telling the story


I will tell you something about stories,


[he said]


They aren't just entertainment.


Don't be fooled.


They are all we have, you see,


all we have to fight off illness and death.


You don't have anything


if you don't have stories.


Their evil is mighty


but it can't stand up to our stories.


So they try to destroy the stories


let the stories be confused or forgotten.


They would like that


They would be happy


Because we would be defenseless then. . .

Consider the situation of the first followers of Jesus.  They were huddled together in a sort of "safe house" in Jerusalem.  The leader whom they had followed into the city only a few days earlier like a conquering hero, like of all things, a Messiah, had been betrayed, not just by their own religious hierarchy, but even by one in their inner circle.  He had been turned over to the hated Romans and crucified on a cross, by the gentiles.  Their own scriptures said such a thing was an abomination.
  But then, there was this persistent presence of him alive on occasions among them.  There was this empty tomb and these appearances in the chaos that made no sense at all at first. They noticed him in the breaking of bread with a stranger, or in locked rooms when they were together, or when they tried to escape by returning to former occupations, or even when they doubted.  It seemed as though everything they had hoped for had failed to happen and everything they had feared or could not understand, did happen.  There was a palpable sense of his living presence.  What kind of a Messiah was this?  

There were perhaps less than two hundred left with a remarkable story and an entire oppressive empire in front of them.  They had no budget, no buildings, and probably few literate leaders.  But they had their own changed lives, and his living presence and mandate.  In a hurting oppressed world they, despite everything, had the power to act.  They could smell a new day, a new way, even if it was still a little vague to their sight.  They could have so easily settled back into the pattern of their old lives, but the hope and the presence constrained them.  

So, they set out as he had taught them.  Two by two, three by three, in small groups or teams.  They were armed with nothing but a story and they faced the most powerful empire yet known to humankind.  This empire would not be happy with their success.
  And as long as they were in the border-crossing business, they decided to invite everyone to make the journey with them.  In a society restricted by rules about class, sex, race, and all the rest, they invited everyone to the table.  And, day by day, they continued to meet his living presence as they formed their new communities.

What do we have in our hands?  From the unlikely source of a physicist comes something that should give us pause.  Brian Swimme writes of these early followers, "They had nothing but a profound revelatory experience.  They did nothing - nothing but wander about telling a new story."  In the chaos of our time, and the times to come, Swimme asks a haunting question, "What will happen when the storytellers emerge?  What will happen when 'the primal mind' sings of our common origin, our stupendous journey, our immense good fortune?"
   Now, more than ever, it is a new (old) story for which we hunger and into which we must live.   


Controversy

Why do we in the church imagine that such a transformation could come without controversy?  We have been duped with the idea that somehow the great positive changes of history come about through a peaceful "education."  We have imagined education as a gentle thing coming from quiet reading, or lectures, or powerpoint presentations.  We imagine it happening through schools and other proper institutions of higher education.  

It is a common American paradigm that believes that educating individuals to behave better is the answer to every injustice.  This idea is dominant and rarely questioned.  So when we confront the stuffiness, the narrowness, the injustice, and the insipidness of many of our church communities, we assume that what we must do is more "education."  We think of education as primarily a brain thing.  We believe that the reason for people's failure to act or to think as we do is that they must not have the same information that we do.  So it is logical to assume that the answer is in simply giving people more information.  We recite facts and figures and proof texts and try to gently open up the rest of the congregation or to push people in the congregation in progressive ways.
  This, I will argue, is a different thing than the experience of social holiness that involves the whole person.  

We have imagined that we could, by our hard, gentle, gradual work; by preaching, or teaching, or by organizing procedural votes over some well-meaning resolutions in some ecclesiastical body,
 educate our way into a new church.  I submit that both history and our own lives tell us that such is not the way that people come to fundamental worldview change.  Instead, we are talking about radical epoch-ending and beginning; about paradigm shifts, and conversion.  Such things are rarely so scripted or controlled as to be able to be communicated in a classroom or book or controlled political process.  Conversions and changing paradigms are gut-wrenching, soul crushing, desert times of utter darkness and light.

The truth is that when we examine our own lives, our own conversions, and our own changes in understanding, there is usually struggle  involved.  There is often extreme conflict.  There are changes of path, broken or radically changed relationships with family, friends, or career.  There are broken hearts and new found joys.  There is turbulence.  It is not just a head-thing.  Nor is it just an action thing which requires no thought.  It is a whole thing, and it is forged generally in the hot fires of controversy.  Reading a book about a new way of seeing reality may indeed be the beginning, but it will not be the end if the idea is really absorbed.  The end is action and a new way of living and being.

Conversions may climax in a moment as with Paul in a Damascus Road experience.  They may happen quietly as the result of years of turning as with John Wesley in an Aldersgate experience.  But they are all informed, and confirmed, by action of the whole body, mind and spirit.  

If we ourselves have had these experiences of catharsis in our lives; if we have found ourselves through confrontation, struggle, doubt, confusion, shattered paradigms, broken relationships, sweat and blood, why would we expect that others in our congregation to make the change by listening to a few, polite Sunday morning sermons?  If it took us lightening bolts and panic attacks, why do we think others can be nudged quietly and without unnecessary controversy or risk into the ocean of holiness; or into the experience of social holiness?

When we examine conversion stories, from Paul, to Wesley, to our own, we find conflict and controversy.  We find that sanctification (a complete commitment to God) occurs generally through a series of crises.  How can the Pastor who is afraid of controversy lead others to experience radical conversion to the Kingdom of God?  It is precisely thorough controversy and de-stabilization that we learn life's lessons.  How can the church that is afraid to die, lead its society into new life in Christ?  Has it not been so in your life?  Radically new understandings do not come easily, nor without struggle attached.


The body in motion

The truth is that most institutional churches exist in a kind of equilibrium.  They rarely respond to quiet, non-controversial change.  They resist the gentle push.  Therefore, something more dramatic and risky must take place.  It must be accomplished by the "real church" within the womb of the institutional church.  It will involve courage.  

Rev. Harry Rix, preacher and writer, puts into words what I think we all know in our heart, "I read somewhere that people are bystanders, not for lack of compassion, but because of their concern for their own safety.  So it appears that courage may be more important than compassion when people need to act."  Rix observes, "The failure to oppose evil permits it to have influence far beyond those who instigate it."
  It will take a lot of risk, but if we want change we will have to puncture the membrane of normalcy in most institutional churches.  We can't change reality if we do not confront reality.

We must recover a sense of the church as the "body of Christ."  Here's the situation biblically:  Jesus said, "Where two or three are gathered together in my name, I am there."
  "We are," writes Paul, "the body of Christ and individually members of it."
  In the U.S. today, we have  individualized these texts almost into meaninglessness, but they are core to our understanding who we are called to be as church.  Our job is to be Christ's body in the world.  Our agenda is his agenda.  His agenda is "to bring good news to the poor. . . to proclaim release to the captives, and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free," and to proclaim jubilee!
  Imagine Jesus now walking the earth, and in the middle of this hurting mass of want, and of physical, psychological and spiritual desperation, and of (if Thomas Berry be right) the biggest environmental danger humankind has faced in millions of years.
  Do we imagine that in the face of this, Jesus would, like his church, organize a church supper?  To we think he would delay the controversial action required until the church bazaar is over, or until the old "leadership" died out or went along?  Do we think his actions would center on attempts to get some resolution passed at some ecclesiastic conference?    

In their book, Imagining a Church in the Spirit:  A Task for Mainline Congregations, Ben Campbell Johnson and Glenn McDonald, write that our failure to understand that the church is the "body of Christ" means that we do not understand that Christ seeks to be "alive in his body," and "continuing his mission through it today."  They observe that, "The consequence of losing the sense of Christ's presence in and among us here and now has changed the vital fellowship of believers into an institution; and the institution, rather than radiating the presence of the Spirit, often shields us from it."
  It is actually a shield from the work of Jesus.  We should not fear subverting this institution and its status quo life.

Our task is described by Paul as "wrestling" (King James Version), or as "our struggle" (New Revised Standard), with the "rulers, against the authorities, against the powers. . ."
  In another remarkable passage, in an encounter with Peter, Jesus says that "upon this rock, I will build my church and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it."
  Gates are not an offensive weapon.  The church, in the imagery of Jesus does not defend itself against the attacks of Satan, or hide out.  It attacks hell itself and hell's gates can't hold it back!

Thomas A. Bandy gives it to us straight:

The "body of Christ" is a body in movement.  The great mistake of Christendom since the time of Constantine is that church leaders have misrepresented the body of Christ as passive.  They imagine the body to be a body at rest."
  The idea that the church is a community designed for a radical mission is a subversive message for the church.  It changes everything.  It requires a nearly total re-tooling of our thinking and practice.  It would seem that the obstacles we face and the challenge we have been given by the Master are equally daunting, except perhaps what we hold in our hands: the story of a new kingdom, the testimonies of those whose lives have been transformed, and the communities we can leave behind on the Way.


CHAPTER VIII:  THE POWER OF PRAYER AND CHANGE

"No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse.  Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins.  If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined.  No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved."


Jesus in Matthew 9:16-17

. . . So they brought him [the boy to Jesus].  When the spirit saw Jesus, it immediately threw the boy into a convulsion.  He fell to the ground and rolled around, foaming at the mouth.

Jesus asked the boy's father, "How long has he been like this?"

"From childhood, . . . "But if you can do anything, take pity on us and help us."

"If you can?" said Jesus.  "Everything is possible for him who believes."

Immediately the boy's father exclaimed, "I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!"

When Jesus saw that a crowd was running to the scene, he rebuked the evil spirit.  "You deaf and mute spirit," he said, "I command you come out of him and never enter him again."

The spirit shrieked, convulsed him violently and came out.  The boy looked so much like a corpse that many said, "He's dead."  But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him to his feet, and he stood up.  

After Jesus had gone indoors, his disciples asked him privately, "Why couldn't we drive it out?

He replied, "This kind can come out only by prayer."


Mark 9:20-29


New wineskins

Jesus uses the two simple little examples about new cloth on old, and new wine in old wineskins to tell the disciples of John the Baptizer that the ministry of Jesus is going to be different than those that have gone before.  These are powerful metaphors and I believe they are directly relevant to the task of building and expanding the community of faith ("real church"), especially when that community is growing in the soil of an institutional church.  We must, I believe, focus initially on the body and health of the spiritually committed community, rather than trying first to get old structures to behave in different ways.   Writing in a different context and time, Dom Helder Camara gives us what I think is a bit of universal experience when dealing with well meaning institutions.  He writes of a six year effort to travel the world organizing a movement called Action for Justice and Peace.  He focused on trying to get organizations to join his cause.  But he found that he could not ultimately move institutions through his appeals from the outside.  He found them locked into their own methodologies, tied to the existing views of their average members, and too tied up with capitalist society and their own survival to radically change their agenda.  The situation would have been hopeless for Camara, except for something else he found.  "Every where I go," he wrote, "I find minorities with the power for love and justice which could be likened to nuclear energy locked for millions of years in the smallest atoms and waiting to be released.
  It is here, in the "minorities with the power for love and justice . . .   waiting to be released," that the mission of social holiness must begin.


On prayer

Prayer is at the center of our life as a community of Christ.  But prayer itself is a grandly mysterious project.  Prayer does nothing less than seek to find a crack in the cold dark soul (or system) and open it with the fiery light of dawn.  But, what exactly is prayer?  And, how does it work? 

It must be said that prayer is certainly not a magic wand.  Jesus is reported to have said that "nothing is impossible to those who believe," but he was clearly talking in a certain context and a lot was left unsaid.  For one thing, he is speaking about praying in God's will, and for another, he never promises that all the problems of the world will be solved in an instant.  He teaches us to pray for simple, visceral things, that God's will be done on earth, that we might have enough food for one day, that we might be forgiven if we forgive, and that we might escape times of trial. When he faces his own time of trial in the garden before his arrest, he sweats drops of blood and does not, in fact, escape.  C.S. Lewis once noted that, "Every war, every famine, and nearly every deathbed represents a prayer petition not granted."  

When we think of intercessory prayer, it is nothing if not a contradiction.  We are told in the letter of James to pray for the sick, and that "the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well."
 but it just doesn't happen as neatly as that. Those of us that do practice collective prayer for the sick do sometimes experience amazing turnarounds.  In fact, some scientific studies are beginning to authenticate faster healing, longer lives, etc. on the part of those who pray or who are prayed for.
  However, the dead are not raised.  Most are not healed as they wish.  We all ultimately die.  Anne Dillard describes this strange reality when she asks:

Does God stick a finger in, if only now and then?  Does God budge, nudge, hear, twitch, help?  Is heaven pliable? Or is praying. . . for things and events, for rain and healing-delusional?  Physicians agree that prayer for healing can work what they routinely call miracles. . .  Paul Tillich devoted only two paragraphs in his three-volume systematic theology to prayer.  Those two startling paragraphs suggest, without describing, another mechanism.  To entreat and to intercede is to transform situations powerfully.  God participates in bad conditions here by including them in his being and ultimately overcoming them.  True prayer surrenders to God; that willing surrender itself changes the situation a jot or two by adding power which God can use.  Since God works in and through existing conditions, I take this to mean that when the situation is close, when your friend might die or  might live, then your prayer's surrender can add enough power - mechanism unknown - to tilt the balance.  Though it won't still earthquakes or halt troops, it might quiet cancer or quell pneumonia.  For Tillich, God's activity is by no means interference, but instead divine creativity - the ongoing creation of life within all its greatness and danger.  I don't know. . . 

One thing is clear.  Prayer is more than petition - much more.  Our popular culture and most dictionary definitions have it quite wrong.
  Prayer is at bottom a relationship.  I have found few that have expressed this better than Lyman Abbott in The Great Companion, who writes that prayer is at its essence "communion with God.  It is the intermingling of our life," with God.  "It involves listening . . . as well as speaking. . . The answer to prayer is furnished not in things given, but in life imparted, in fellowship enjoyed, in counsel received, in uplifting, inspiring, life-giving influence.  Prayer, "Abbott says, " is living in the conscious presence of God."

This aspect of prayer is important.  Thus, Jesus teaches the followers to address God as a beloved relative, "Abba Father, Our Father; or in the vernacular, "Daddy."  Contrary to our hyper- individualized state and culture, the first conscious connection between God and humankind requires relationship.  And, relationships are built on listening.
   The question of listening is fundamental because one listens to someone one loves and respects.

There is another aspect to this that is critical for the renewal of the church and especially for the practice of social holiness.  Abbott again:  "To pray is not to seek his alliance in our work, his strength for the accomplishment of our will; it is first of all to make our will tributary to his will, and ourselves share in his work. . . If one has not come into this spirit, ("thy will be done"), he has not come into the spirit of prayer at all."

I have said from the beginning that our hunger is not just for justice, but for justice and mercy.  We do well at this point to remember the triad of God's desire expressed by the prophet Micah, "And what does the Lord require of you?  To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God."
  There is nothing except money and fame that is a bigger inducement to pride than having a just cause.  Millions of corpses lay strewn across the twentieth century because somebody fervently believed that justice was being done.  That is why justice does not stand alone in the kingdom without mercy and peace.  It is also the third in the Triad of Micah that makes the others possible.  It is the matter of "walking humbly with God." 

Hence, this question of "listening" to God is not a minor thing.  It is essential.  It is required, especially of those of us called to carry out "Kingdom" work for justice and renewal.  We must constantly still ourselves and listen deeply.  Those who fight the just cause are doing the work of God.  But we must make sure we are doing it in God's way and God's time.  There is no more powerful diversion from the will of God than our own self-righteous agenda.  

Working for good can be a drug.  I have talked to many activists who have had this experience.  One young anti-war worker recently described to me his previous month travelling around the country speaking against the war and helping local people set up and organize events.  He told me that he lost about ten pounds and slept only a few hours a night.  When I asked him how it was, he said it was "wonderful, like a drug; like crack."  I have had this experience myself and I think many have.  The truth is we feel good when we do good.  And that is good and a motivator.  But the truth also is that it is easy to get trapped and to lose our balance because the harder we work, the better we may feel about ourselves.  It is a slippery slope that ends up with us burnt out and depressed because, ultimately, others sense our pathology and will not follow.  It also has the potential to turn us into monsters, giving everything over, not to the Creator, but to our agenda for the Creator as if we were doing God a favor.  People get crushed in the process.  It becomes easy to justify anything; any abuse, and any personal indiscretion.  Abbott writes of those of us "so busy working for God that we have no time to listen to God."
  Most social justice activists are, well, active.  There are indeed times of little sleep and high energy required in every valid ministry.  But they cannot be permitted to become the norm or we will destroy ourselves and our work.  The soul, writes Abbott "must learn how to be passive as well as active. . . It must learn to listen as well as to speak."

Prayer focuses us.  Prayer cracks us open and leaves us exposed to the healing breath of God.  Prayer slows us down at critical moments and keeps us from burnout and idolatry.  But there is more to the power of prayer than that.  Hear again the summary of writer Anne Dillard as she struggles to describe and understand the mechanism of prayer's workings to change the conditions of the world.  She says that, "To entreat and to intercede is to transform situations powerfully.  God participates in bad conditions here by including them in his being and ultimately overcoming them."
  We are working here in mystery.  But the sense of those who practice a life of prayer is indeed summed up in the simple phrase that was so often on the lips of my own grandmother, "Prayer changes things."  How is it that this thing that we can't control; this wild and quiet thing, seems to fail so miserably to stop the movement of troops at one time, and yet at another has he power to transform both individuals and social situations?  


The butterfly effect and the power of prayer

Perhaps it is only a metaphor, or perhaps it is a description of how heaven actually works, but postmodern science has something interesting to say about this subject that we should consider in our work for social holiness.  Margaret J. Wheatley does a good job of describing what is popularly becoming known as "the butterfly effect."  Wheatley writes:

When a system is nonlinear and webbed with feedback loops, repetition feeds the change back on itself, causing it to amplify and grow. After several iterations a variance that was too small to notice can cause enormous impact, far beyond anything predicted.  The system suddenly takes off in unexpected directions or responds in surprising ways.  One familiar example of this is the he proverbial straw that broke the camel's back. . . . In a nonlinear world, there is no relation between the strength of the cause and the consequence of the effect. . . even infinitesimal differences can be far from inconsequential.  "Chaos takes them, " physicist James Crutchfield says, "and blows them up in your face."  Edward Lorenz, a meteorologist first drew public attention to this with his now famous "butterfly effect."  Does the flap of a butterfly wing in Tokyo, Lorenz queried, affect a tornado in Texas. . .?
  

Is prayer a "butterfly effect"?  Prayer is a mysterious thing.  It is not for nothing that we pray for walls to come down.  Although such things do not happen instantly, prayer sets things in motion in webs of life.  Prayer opens us up and sometimes opens other people up in ways we do not imagine.  A shift of one degree on a compass may in time end us up in another country. Something small may become big.  After many years of thought and activism all over the world, Jim Wallis of Sojourners writes, 

The powers and principalities of this world are aware that prayer and its results are the most revolutionary of acts.  That is why they consider those who pray to be a threat.  Prayer is an action in itself, a potent political weapon to be used in spiritual warfare against the most powerful forces of the world.



It should be also noted that the butterfly effect of chaos theory occurs in a special kind of system, one that is first "nonlinear and webbed."  Such is not a description of a hierarchial system of control where every option must flow through one central source, but it may be  analogous to the church or movement with a decentralized, open "permission-giving culture" that is "webbed" through a myriad of relationships at all levels.  Again, a web is organized, but is not hierarchial.
  Secondly, Wheatley says the system must have "feedback loops," where "repetition feeds the change back on itself, causing it to amplify and grow."
  I believe the cycle of "pray, think; act" is such a feedback loop.  Each reinforces the other.  Practice of the gospel leads to reflection and reflection leads to more action. Practice deepens our understanding because, after all, "a little practice upsets a lot of theory."
  Acting on the gospel deepens our commitment and our understanding.  A deeper commitment and understanding pushes us back into action.

The first task of any person who seeks to be God's agent of change, is to find a life of prayer that can be sustaining for the long haul.  The first task of any person in an institutional church who seeks change, is to find, or organize, a spiritual core of people who provide more than hierarchy, but who form a network.  They must be willing to reinforce prayer with action and action with prayer.  They must be people who are both hungry for justice and mercy and are prepared to seek God and permit themselves to be given over to God's agenda within the community, that is, to pray.  (It is not enough to seek justice but be unwilling to pray.  It is not enough to be willing to pray, but not have a heart and will for justice).  This spiritual center will consist of people who are willing to learn to pray together.  They will become the "new wineskins."  They will build the new church within the womb of the old.


PART III.


EXPERIMENTS IN SOCIAL HOLINESS


CHAPTER IX: A PATH TO RENEWAL IN THE LOCAL CHURCH

Therefore, I urge you brothers and sisters, in view of God's mercy, to offer yourselves as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God - this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the patter of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is - his good, pleasing and perfect will.

For by the grace given to me I say to every one of you:  Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.  Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.


Paul's letter to the church at Rome, 12:1-5


The church at Hillsgrove

Hillsgrove United Methodist Church traces is founding to 1884.  It was started as a Sunday School mission of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the neighboring town.  The oldest tintype of that first Sunday School shows a couple of well dressed men in top hats among more ordinary folks.  The church seemed to be adopted by the nearby paternalistic factory owner, Mr. Hill, for whom the neighborhood of Hillsgrove, in the larger town of Warwick, was named.
  Hill wanted a place for his mostly English immigrant workers to worship and he and his manager financially supported the construction a church building and the purchase of an organ for the new church.

The sanctuary seats about a hundred people when it is full.  For a hundred and twenty two years, its attendance has never been much larger or much smaller than that it is now, although at one time when the neighborhood around it was significantly bigger, so was the Sunday School.  

I was assigned as the thirty-ninth pastor of Hillsgrove in July of 1999.  That means that the average pastorate at the church for over a century has been only a little over 3 years.  Looking at the list of pastors and getting the oral histories from leaders reveals that, except for a short period of stability in the 1960s, under the pastorates of Gail Williamson and Richard Garland, Hillsgrove has historically been a place to which student pastors, or persons newly transferring into the New England Conference, or others would be appointed on a short term or trial basis.  

The original parish was centered in the little hamlet of Hillsgrove.  More than half of that residential community has been lost to industrial or commercial development.  Most importantly, the church building is now located across the street from a major and expanding secondary airport that keeps gobbling up more homes and more property.  The airport makes life generally frustrating, and to some extent dangerous, for area residents.
  The community that remains in close proximity to the church (and pretty much throughout Warwick) is largely comprised of single family, smaller homes and apartment buildings.  The city of Warwick is relatively stable and populated by a very large majority of whites.  Much of the community around the church has been historically composed of  members of the once strong Rhode Island skilled, unionized, industrial working class.  Today there are growing numbers of professional and middle-middle class families.  By the time of my pastorate the church saw its parish as being the southern half of Warwick with some people coming from the nearby and similar community of Cranston.  

I had requested assignment to a blue collar church that was pretty close to desperation and willing to try anything.  Although it was far from desperation, the leaders of Hillsgrove did welcome me warmly and were ready to experiment in new dimensions of discipleship.  That made all the difference.

Today, still living in the age of gasoline, we see our parish as unlimited by city boundaries, and including those willing to travel considerable distance for the sake of the connection found at Hillsgrove.  We now define our parish, not in terms of neighborhood or city limits, but in terms of what we see as our mission and of what we are trying to build. We know that those hungry for social holiness often do not fit into neat molds, certainly not those of geography.
   We seem to be able to attract younger social activist types so the age of the congregation is shifting.  We also have more singles, and more persons of color.  In 1999 there was one African family among the white membership.  Today, about 20% of the worshiping congregation are persons of color.  About one third of our new members (we brought in 20 last year) are from Providence, the large metropolitan area to the north where we hope to establish worship soon as an extension of the church.   We are still predominantly blue-collar and middle class and affirm that character in our worship.

While we have experienced membership loss due to deaths in the older generation, and to some extent because of the preaching of a radical gospel, we have in general attracted more than we have lost.  In the year before I came, attendance averaged 65 and was headed downward.  In 2005 it is 85 and we believe significant growth is coming.  However, we have yet to brake through what seems to be an arbitrary size limit of about 95 in attendance.  We know that part of this plateau has been created by the culture and structure which the church has developed and maintained for more than a century.  We are working hard to develop new "pathways to discipleship" that will enable us to train, hold and mobilize more of the almost 200 local visitors we get each year.

We believe that there are many more persons who are hungry for discipleship who are cont yet connected with a Jesus community.  Therefore, we are committed to developing a larger church.  We are focused on building new, replicating small groups and to making other changes to help us in this process.  We seek to be a multicultural, and also multi-site church (given the size limitations of our sanctuary and the places from which we are attracting new people).  We want to train members for lay ministry in the world.

Social holiness won't be sustained in a traditional church without renewal.  The unfolding process of social holiness actions in  our local setting takes place in a broader context of a renewal path similar to other churches.  In our case, social holiness actions feed into this renewal process, and the renewal process frees us up for social holiness actions.  It is to a more detailed description of this renewal theory and practice that we now must turn.


A church with a spiritual core

I came to Hillsgrove as a part-time pastor, it being initially all the church could afford.  Because I was part-time, I had an advantage.  The congregation could not reasonably expect me to do all the "pastoral things" that would normally be required but which were, in fact, not the pastor's job, but everyone's job.  My other work required evening and daytime meetings and assignments.  Thus I could easily request that the laity do visitations, prayer visits, etc.  This helped legitimate the ministry of the laity, and reduced my guilt at not being able to do all the traditional pastoral things which were supposed to be my job. Beginning part-time was a good way to help each other develop an understanding of the real roles of pastor and laity, and of the mission that belongs to the laity.  

In my first several weeks at Hillsgrove, I became aware that of one of the younger members in the church was preparing for surgery for breast cancer.  I was approached by one of the leaders in the church who said, "Pastor, we know that you have a meeting with your other job this Wednesday evening and that you cannot come, but can we have your permission for a group of us to go and pray with Cathy before her surgery on Thursday morning?"
  Permission was of course given.  The next week I discovered that while about 45 persons had attended church on Sunday, twenty had gone to Cathy's house to pray with her the evening before her ordeal.  I knew I had found a church that had a spiritual, caring, core that would drive new ministry.

My previous work experience as a faith-based organizer working among various urban churches struggling for change, taught me that a strong church needed a strong core of spiritually committed people.  I knew that my first task as paster would be to find or to empower those leaders.  The gospel is radical, stands in the midst of controversy, and is neither liberal nor conservative.  A church on a journey requires a very high level of spiritual commitment on the part of its leaders.  We can struggle out the theology and politics of social change together, based on prayer, experience, and our open eyes.  But we can do little unless people at the core of their beings are committed to following Jesus.  With a strong spiritual core everything is possible.  Without it, almost nothing is possible.  That core group  at Hillsgrove who cared enough to visit and pray, although different than me in many ways, shared a common love, and became the new church within the shell of the old.


A church that is open to the poor

Given the storm of economic disparity and all the rest that is upon us in the twenty-first century, every church in North America will be confronted in a much sharper way with the fundamental question of who it seeks to include.  For churches who attempt to base themselves on Jesus, there is really only one answer.  Everyone is invited, especially those who are, in the words that Jesus recites in Luke 4, "the poor," "the prisoners," "the blind," and the "oppressed, " or in Matthew 25, "the hungry," "the thirsty," "the stranger," "those needing clothes," and "the prisoners."
  

The simple truth is that the church that welcomes and educates and recruits its leadership among such as these will be shunned by all who see "church" as either a safe refuge from controversy and the problems of the world, or as a step on the ladder of respectability.  Perhaps this is for the best, for social climbers, or those whose hunger is only for security and not for change, will only frustrate those who seek real church.  

In church on a Sunday morning when someone gets up, (rich or poor) and tells about their struggle with drink, some will be profoundly moved.  Some will not want to hear such a thing.  When visitors come in and find out they may be sitting next to a former drug dealer, some will be amazed for they themselves are hungry for change.  Others will be quietly shocked and never come again.  So be it.  The church has based itself too much on the "respectable people" and not claimed the stories of those in hard places that God insists on reaching and transforming. 

All churches do not have equal opportunity in this regard.  Some churches are located in upper middle class ghettos and have their own special obstacles to deal with, and perhaps their own special mission.
  Other churches will be located in poor and working class communities and will have an easier time of it if they choose to take the Jesus-Way.  

Either way, this issue has serious implications for every church.  With his characteristic bluntness, M. Douglas Meeks comments, "The household of God will not be established unless the righteousness of God gives entrance to the poor."
  If this be true, then churches with no connection to the poor are churches without hope!  

This type of solidarity with the poor does not mean mere sensitivity to the poor if they happen to exist in a congregation.  It means a deliberate turning from one emphasis to another.  It means a deliberate choice.  This cannot be overstated.  We should, according to Theodore W. Jennings Jr., consider the example of Wesley who consciously. . .

turned away from the prosperous in order to turn toward the poor.  Thus Wesley can say to his critics in the established church:  "The honorable, the great, we are thoroughly willing to leave to you.  Only let us alone with the poor, the vulgar, the base, the outcasts of men."  . . . There are still many who regard such a policy as perverse, but Wesley understood that it was absolutely necessary if the gospel of Christ were to be served.  When he was questioned about this policy Wesley responded:  "Religion must not go from the greatest to the least, or the power would appear to be of men."

At Hillsgrove, this does not mean that those of wealth are not welcome in the congregation, nor that they cannot give leadership.  Not at all.  We need the talents of all.  But we are all being converted, and none merits special favor because they come with social respectability.  Wealthy disciples choose to be a part of a predominately poor or working class group precisely in order to be a part of a truly diverse community and to learn from each other's struggles and processes.  "Let the believer," writes the author of James, "who is lowly boast in being raised up," in Christ, "and the rich in being brought low."

At Hillsgrove, we sense that we are also called to be an intentionally multi-racial community.  Not every church will have the opportunity for this, but we believe we do.  Much of the emerging America will be multicultural.  The sin of racism must be expunged from the church.  There need to be places (and it should be wherever it is physically possible to do so), where the table of Christ in all its diversity is represented.  


Nothing nailed down

Some good friends, Pastors Mike Clark and Christine Elliott tell of the time that they worked in a children's summer camp together.  They decided that the big event of the week was to be a campfire.  The first year, they organized a large camp fire on Thursday evening as a sort of climax to the week.  It was a big hit and Mike and Christine decided to organize a second fire in the second year.  But the logistics were different then and it became necessary to do the campfire to Friday evening the second time around.  Announcing, that the campfire would be on Friday night became a huge and unexpected issue for one little girl.  "No!  Pastor Mike and Pastor Christine, no, we always have the camp fire on Thursday night!"  

Humans are indeed creatures that need structure and pattern in their lives.  Change is hard and things quickly become "the way we've always done it," even if its something that's only been done once before.  In the church or any social organization things quickly settle down into routines.  That is all very well and functional in some organizations, but the church is supposed to be a "body in motion."  Our working metaphor is not that of a building on one spot, but a community that loves each other into a common journey with Christ. We are on the Way, so our routines need to be those of people who are travelling a discipleship road, and not those of a people staying in one place.   

Getting a church in motion then , involves deconstruction, and destabilization of old patterns.  We have to keep the blood flowing.  In a study trip to Christ Church in Florida, we were given the grand tour of the building by one of the leaders.
  I was surprised how often this person said something like, "Now this is our day care center.  Last year it was our library, but we had to switch things around."  Or, "This is our youth center.  Until a couple of weeks ago we used it as a sort of second sanctuary," and so forth.  It wasn't the building that was controlling the ministry, it was clearly the needs of the ministry that were controlling the structure.  It seemed that no special group had property rights to the building, but every ministry sorted it out based on the most critical need.  This is a different style of operation than that found in most churches.  Here the routine was based on the mission, and not based on the structure that housed the mission.  The problem is deeper than competing claims on space in a building.  We all get locked into routines very, very quickly.  And when that happens we start setting up turf boundaries.  It doesn't have to be about the building, it may be about who has claim to the food ministry, or the choir, or whatever.  

In Unfreezing Moves, Bill Easum provides some very helpful clues in terms of getting the body of Christ into motion.
  Some things are central and priorities.  For example, there is the primary need to  define and build the spiritual core.  Some things, Easum suggests, should come later, for example restructuring the way the money gets controlled.  But, in the large middle area of multiple renewal tasks to be done, he suggest that what is important is the motion.  There is no rule for the order in which things should get changed.  The order and pattern we used at Hillsgrove will not be the same for other churches in different contexts.  But what is the same is the creation within the culture of the church of a commitment to Christ and a sense of forward motion.  It is hard, but important that the church always sees itself as travelling toward a goal so that people can pull together and not worry so much about who has ownership of what.  

What we are talking about here is creating a on-going culture of change, so that change becomes the expectation and the norm.  It, and not sameness, becomes what is expected.  Maybe things will settle down some day when we are through this period of historical transition.  But that day will have to wait.  For now we need to develop the fluid, shifting, flexible structures that can give some direction to the creative chaos of the moment we are in on the amazing road with Jesus.


Putting Christ in the center

Toward the end of my second year in the pastorate I came to a shocking understanding.  The organizational forms of the church, and my own ministry it seemed, were largely structured in a way that undermined what we were trying to do and who we said we were trying to be.  This understanding built up in me in several ways.  In two years we had brought in new members, but, I began to understand that some of those new people were having trouble "breaking through" some of the structural forms of the church.  Everything seemed to be built on the assumption that those who were part of the church years ago were the only talent available, or were at least the only decision makers with authority.  I began to notice that even though people would complain about there being "too few people to help", or it being the "same old group that is getting burnt out", etc., people just didn't have their heads around the fact that there really could be new people available to them.  The strongest new extroverted personalities might break through these barriers and become fountains of energy, but unless one had a strong social presence, it was unlikely that one could be drawn into the center of the social structure for a long time.  The church could not grow unless it had real, (and quick) connecting systems for new people to get inside the community.  

This problem was partly addressed, as we will see, by relationship building.  Still, there was more needed.  It seemed as though the structure and patterns of church life worked against our role as the "body of Christ" in motion.  After all, the new people weren't coming to the community for the purpose of finding their way through a traditional church structure.  Instead, they were being drawn to Christ, and to the idea of participating in a loving and open community.  But, when they reached the business at the center of the church, that is not what they always found.  In fact, apart from a quick prayer at the beginning of meetings, our church was being run pretty much like any other civic organization.  It seemed that there were tensions beneath the surface.  Struggles would break out over a copier contract for the office.  It seemed decisions about money were made based primarily on fiscal prudence, with the survival of the institutional structures and traditions, and not the actual needs of the mission of Christ, being the dominant priority.  It was as if one tried to run a retail business with no attention to product, or a hospital with as little as possible spent on new health care, or a union with no attention paid to organizing or improving workers lives.  It felt like the institution was simply feeding off of itself.  New people were coming, but they were not coming for reasons of institutional maintenance.  They were attracted because they were hungry for change in their own lives and the world, because they were feeling drawn to God, and because they were hungry for a community that would go on this adventurous road with Jesus together.  Why on earth would someone want to suffer through a tense twenty minute discussion about an office copier!

My first realization was that, while we were supposed to be the body of Christ, very little of our actual non-worship time together was centered around Christ's agenda.  The second thing was that if we had the sense that Christ was, in fact, a living presence with us, we weren't acting like it. If the church was going to be the actual body of Christ, then we would somehow have to reorganize ourselves around the agenda of Christ at every point.  We would have to become, in Thomas A. Bandy's words, the body in motion.
  All our meetings, and all our decisions would have to be centered around our actual mission in the world.  Furthermore, if we were going to organize ourselves around the mission of Jesus, we would have to make room for him at the "head table."  We would actually have to create some space for the Holy Spirit to show up, even at our business meetings.

It is an amazing thing really.  Recently, my mentoring Pastor, Ed Farrell-Starbuck, is a dedicated man with a long history of serving churches in many different contexts, bluntly stated, "Most churches do not actively focus on doing the will of God."
 I'm convinced that, despite the wishes of many talented lay leaders, our very structures and traditions often cycle us back to business as usual in negatively reinforcing feedback loops.  If we work unconscious of the need for Christ in our business structure, we inevitably get pushed back to the institutional life of church as social club.

For us at Hillsgrove, it was time to rupture the membrane of normalcy.  Two and a half years into the ministry, our Administrative Board, at an open meeting unanimously adopted "Four Points of Change", the first two of which are relevant here:

1.  
Let the Holy Spirit lead.  We need to base all our work in the church (which God desires to be the "body of Christ") on Christ's leadership.  This means that our "business meetings" are themselves Christ-centered.  They are times in which we will reflect on scripture, on the issues before us, and pray in order to discern God's will.  

*  
Every meeting in the church should include prayer, reflection, and relationship building in differing amounts as is appropriate.

*
All leaders should commit themselves to regular worship, daily prayer, Bible study, fellowship and respect for each other.

2.
Simplify.  We have too many "business meetings" and too much bureaucracy.  Let's free ourselves up!  We shouldn't have meetings unless we need to.  Only four "committees" with elected members are mandated in our Discipline . . .   All other committees are really "task forces" or "ministries." . . . [and] leaders should be able, in consultation with the Pastor, to develop their own "ministry teams" and to recruit people throughout the year as seems right. What is important is that relationships get built, connection gets made to God's will, and that the work of Christ gets done.  

*
Church Council should only meet Quarterly, except in case of emergency.

Our new Church Council replaced our previous Administrative Board.  It met around a new agenda that included worship, prayer, reporting, and decision-making which was primarily limited to policy questions.  This process was enabled by the leaders agreement on "God's purposes for Hillsgrove UMC."  We agreed that God's purpose for us, as we 

understood it, was that we were to:

1.     Introduce people of all ages to Christ who forgives and delivers from evil's power.

2.     Grow as disciples, sharing worship, prayer, study, and fellowship.

3.     Act in God's power to relieve suffering and overcome injustice.

As a result of agreement on these principles, the Church Council freed up church members to, with pastoral approval, initiate any activity or ministry which clearly came under any of these agenda items.  Nobody had to go to a Administrative Board meeting to get approval to try something.  If a proposed ministry seemed of questionable relevance to the three points of agenda, or if there was a coordination or leadership problem, it could be referred to the Council for discussion, unless it could be worked out by the pastor.  Otherwise, nobody had to wait or win a vote to put a ministry into action.  In this we were trying to follow "permission-giving" models of ministry.

All of this left the Church Council's responsibility to be that of generally making sure that the church was fulfilling its mission in the world, and of occasionally setting policy or making decisions on annual budget and the hiring of staff.  Administrative decisions, (which copier to buy, is it time for a new computer, etc.) were made primarily by the administrative staff with money appropriated for that use.  Nobody had to feel that they had become a follower of Jesus in order to attend a long meeting to struggle over what kind of sound system to buy, or what color to paint a room!  Each quarterly council meeting became a place of sharing reports on happenings in ministry, (food distribution, social holiness actions, fundraising for ministry, special outreach programs, etc.).  Before key decisions on policy or hiring, there were times of prayer.  In the case of conflicted issues, (do we have enough money at this time to hire this Minister of Music, etc.), we generally urge people to speak their fears, and then go to prayer.
  Only then to we re-discuss and sense whether we are ready to vote.  We have never decided that we would only act by consensus, (meaning with no dissenting votes), but in the three years since taking this decision to change the format of our meetings, we have yet to move forward if we have had a dissenting vote.
 Our meetings have turned inside out.  They are often times of joy, of challenge, of worship, and sometimes of Eucharist.  This has changed the culture of  "doing business" in the church.


Building real community

The winds of modernity have left us stranded on a wasteland of what James Howard Kunstler refers to as "hyper-individualism."
  It is not simply a function of  our inherited American philosophy or the rampant consumerism.  It is also our electronic access to culture.  It is documented in literature
 and is a well known tale in our day-to-day lives.  DVD's replace a trip to the theater.  MP-3's and a host of other technologies, replace live music.  Video games replace playing outside. TV replaces human interaction.  It all leaves us hungry for real time, human contact.  We need a new thing, a really live chat room, where we can connect with each other.

Most churches have adopted the conflicted lifestyle of individualism.  Apart from singing, most worship experiences are designed for individuals.  Apart from the necessity of "going to church" as some method to earn one's salvation, many could just as easily watch church on TV or listen to a lecture, and many do.  Even with respect to music, one has only to page through a book of traditional hymns and notice the number of songs that are about "I" versus the few about "we" or "us" to understand that what is being described is rarely about community.

Many churches are for many people a cold and sterile place.  It is not unusual for those visiting churches to have no one really engage them in conversation before or after worship.  And for those attending churches for years, it is not unusual for the conversation to be limited to whatever can be grasped for at the most superficial of levels:  "What about this weather?"  "Did you see that game the other night?" I am convinced that many people are hungry for so much more.  Community is basic and deep in our evolutionary genes.  Postmodernist theoretician, Tzvetan Todorov writes, "I become myself only by revealing myself to another, through another and with another's help."  "To be," he continues, "means to communicate. . .  I cannot do without the other; I cannot become myself without the other; I must find myself in the other, finding the other in me."
  The great psychologist Eric Fromm said simply that the "deepest need of humans is to overcome separateness."
    "There cannot," in the words of M. Douglas Meeks, "be a just society until there is a society.  There cannot be a just community until there is a community.  It is not meaningful to speak of justice until we are involved in living communities that in their relationships and conflicts are struggling for justice."

Our individualized worship rituals are a far cry from the images of the church which Jesus developed.  So what can we do about it?  How exactly can social consciousness and action be built in a church?  Lovett Weems of Wesley Seminary says that the most important thing about leadership is knowing the right question to ask.  One of the right questions with respect to community is "What steps can be taken to enhance a sense of community in everything we do?"


Restoring collective prayer

Whatever happened to collective prayer?  In James and throughout the New Testament, are images of groups  of people in prayer.  There is a power to collective action that includes prayer.  How can this be restored?  At Hillsgrove, we began by changing the traditional "pastoral prayer" in the morning service.  The traditional prayer (read or spontaneous), left the Pastor behind the pulpit and the congregation in a passive role.  It put the Pastor in a special role, as special player; as the one who was uniquely able to approach God.  We replaced the "pastoral prayer" with the "congregation at prayer."  But that still didn't do it.  Then one morning I asked people to hold hands, and not just the hands of the people in their aisle, but across the aisles, to link up the whole church; to form the "body" of Christ.
  That did it.  There was an immediate sense of connection and participation.  We never went back.  

While it is true that in our society there are some who wish to be private, and there are some of us (male mostly) for whom holding the hand of another man is a bit frightening, we get over it with a little practice.  We have figured this much out:  if the church is a body, a community, then we have to be who we are.  Visitors are wanted among us, but we are inviting them into our experience - to genuine worship.  There are sometimes other, intense times of privacy and even silence in our worship.  But the "congregation at prayer" is not one of them.  It is, in fact, the climax of the service.

We changed the scope of our prayer requests.  We are all animals of social conditioning.  I have noted earlier our propensity to pray only for individualized needs, and even then to pray largely for health needs.  Our society is one in which a lot of things are kept private.  But in the ekklesia, such is not to be the norm.  So when it is time to share "joys and concerns" we try to broaden out the agenda.  Because most of us inherit an individualized context, this will not happen without some coaxing.  For example, sometimes we divide our congregational prayer into three parts and we ask three times for joys and concerns in different categories.  We ask for the expression of  individual needs for one's self, or those who are close to one.  We ask for joys or concerns for the world community.  We then ask for joys and concerns for the church community.  This helps people to think beyond the "traditional" requests and gives them permission to name the social things and the things beyond their immediate circle not usually named.  It is now not unusual to have prayer requests for the leaders of both sides in the war, or for people by name who are in prison.  Sometimes, I just ask people to raise their hand if they are going through a problem with addiction or sometimes an unspoken crisis.  What we are doing here is sharing our burdens and our hunger.  Occasionally, someone is just broken, and will speak up with a special request and sometimes (not often, but sometimes). they are invited the center of the circle and the whole congregation lays hands and prays for them.  Why do we do such things?  Because we are intentionally trying to be the community of Christ.


Restoring collective conversation

In many ways, in the church and in the society, we have forgotten how to talk to each other.  In previous generations, stuck side by side in factories, or today in the military service, people live in close enough contact for real relationships of mutual trust to develop.  But for the majority of the population, these experiences are now rare.  To build the church as community, relationship building must be conscious.  There are various ways to encourage this.  Small groups, especially those based on a Wesleyan model of sharing our experiences on the Way of Christ are one key way.  

But it is also important to supplement and model small group intimacy in the overall congregational context.  We have experimented with several methods.  Sometimes as a part of the theme of worship, the congregation will be asked to stand and turn to someone they don't know and share a moment of reflection around a key question related to the service.  For example, in a worship theme on "Grace" people might be asked to find someone they don't know and share with them the answer to the question, "What is the best gift you have ever received?"  This is a question that everyone can generally answer, but it is also a question that pushes intimacy.  After this two minute section of worship, folks will be asked to volunteer some of the answers.  This becomes fuel for the theme of the meaning of grace in our life in the preaching experience.  

Not everyone likes this conversation in the context of worship, but most do.  It has to be used selectively and occasionally, but it works on multiple levels.  It sends a message that this is a church that really does value a persons experience and intends on connecting people.  The sermon question can often be a conversation starter for new friends after the service.

We also have experimented with month long "listening campaigns"
 in which people are invited to a 45 minute relationship-building session immediately after service.  In these experiences we often use a group game format of "caterpillar" in which two lines of chairs are set facing each other, one for each person participating.  The group leader calls out a question and the pairs who face one another have a couple of minutes to exchange names and share answers.  Some questions are light, some are more intimate.  None are threatening.  After each question there is a short public sum-up in which some answers are shared, and observations about life, church, work, theology, etc. are drawn out.  At the end of each question, people will move several seats down to face a new partner.  Within 45 minutes, people in the room will know a lot more about what they have in common, and an individual will know the name and something rarely shared about perhaps ten new people.  After four weeks of such effort, new relationships are formed, and old relationships are deepened in startling ways.  Light "starter questions" may involve favorite movies, ideal vacations, and the like.  More intensive questions include things like:


What is the best neighborhood you have ever lived in and why?  (This will expose the diversity of the group, but also raise real questions about the absolute linkage (or lack of it) between wealth and happiness.


What brought you to this church?


What is the best job you have ever had and why?  What is the worst job you have ever had and why?  (These two questions expose a lot of interesting things about work and what makes work a good thing vs. a bad thing.  Hint: money is rarely a factor.


What goal in your life has not yet been accomplished?


What difficult time did God, your friends, or your church help you through?


What is something going on in the world today that breaks your heart?


What is one thing you would like to see this church accomplish in order to meet the needs of the world?

One will notice that most of the questions do not deal with spiritual experience directly.  This is not the place to pose questions that some will be unable to answer.  But it is a place to compare notes about things that are related to the mission of the church and also to common life experience.  These more informal and quick connections are expanded through occasional trainings for lay ministers on conducting house visits (one-on-ones), in which one comes away with a more complete life story and sense of God's calling and basic life questions in the person visited.  

There are places for persons to speak more directly about their faith.   These include small relationship groups, but also the Sunday morning services.  In churches like Hillsgrove, there is often no cultural experience of testimony time as exists in some traditions.  When such traditions do not exist, they have to be formed.  They can be begun by working with the spiritual core of the church and inviting them, with pre-planning, to tell their salvation story on a particular Sunday morning.  Such moments are powerful.  People know the pastor gets paid to talk.  But when an ordinary person gets up and says, "Here's what happened to me," people listen.  And, more relationships get built.  


Matriarchs, patriarchs & splitting the church

Building change from the bottom up within an existing institution is hard, daunting, and sometimes threatening work, even to those of us who are hungry for it.  Many churches split in the process of trying to find their way to a stronger collective relationship with the person and mission of Christ.
Hillsgrove is a blessed place because it has a strong spiritual core.  This is not always the case.  In small churches that have had a succession of short term, often student pastors, strong lay leadership becomes critical.  In this soil grow matriarchs and patriarchs of the church.  Quite often one family exerts most of the leadership.  If that family wants church as a social club, and the minister wants to follow Jesus in radical mission there are going to be (necessary) fireworks.  Bill Easum and Thomas A. Bandy of Easum and Bandy Associates, estimate that less that 10% of the churches that set out on a renewal road actually make it.
  They say that pastors leading genuine renewal must be prepared for extreme stress and even death threats as they wrestle the church away from "controllers" who use it as a personal power base.  A maxim of the broad renewal movement is that a church must, "grow smaller to grow larger."
   Many churches find that a split in the congregation must be survived before the agenda can really change.

We have not had to endure that at Hillsgrove for one primary reason.  The matriarchal leadership of the church as I began my ministry there was, and is, seriously committed to the Jesus-Way.  The church's primary lay leader when I began my ministry was a visionary woman, named Clarice Gothberg, who was herself as hungry as I for justice, mercy and a transformed church.  The renewal process is hard and especially painful for the church's matriarch or patriarch, even if a visionary leader, because power does actually shift from one person or family to the pastor and then to many.  But the intense hunger of Clarice and other key leaders too numerous to mention, meant that they not only stayed with it, but they actually led the process of transformation and voluntarily gave up some power.  

This does not mean that the changes have been without conflict.  Perhaps a dozen or more families have quietly left the church because of the practice of the social holiness gospel, or the emerging multicultural worship styles that are critical to our success.
  


Disciplined leaders

What is true for the church as a whole, that we must put Christ in the center, is equally true for its leaders.  I inherited a church like many others.  Some key institutional leaders did not even attend church, would never think of coming to a social holiness prayer action, or even for that matter an evening Bible study.  I have collected some of the statements made by these good social Christians from several different church experiences and several pastors over the years.  They include:  


"I learned all about the Bible I wanted to know in Sunday School!" 


"I come here for the coffee after the service."


"I came to church to vote on this issue, not to pray!"


"I come here because I always have and I always will."


"O, I would never talk about my faith publicly, that's a private matter."

And this from a man that was the Lay Leader of an affluent United Methodist Church, in a

neighboring state:


"I don't really believe in this stuff, but I think this church does a lot for the community so I am willing to lead."

What kind of institution is it that promotes people of this level of commitment to key positions where they are responsible for representing the church to the public?

In consultation with Dick Wills, then of Christ Church in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, Hillsgrove leaders found a different model.  We adapted Christ Church's program for lay ministry to our own needs, and began a similar discipline for a team of a dozen trained Lay Ministers.  Within a year or two we were able to apply it to all key lay leaders in the church. To lead at Hillsgrove, (this is not required for participation), you must voluntarily subscribe to the following standards:

1. DAILY PRAYER - a conscious dialogue & communication with God..

2. REGULAR STUDY - of the Bible and other materials so that we are constantly seeking to improve our ministry.

3. ATTENDANCE AND COMMUNICATION with co-ministers and pastor at called meetings.

4. EXEMPLARY LIVING, including loving and respectful behavior to others and a desire to witness to the hope that is in us, and the giving of confidentiality when requested by persons in our care.  

5. GIVING of time, talents and money (tithe or working toward tithe in a disciplined way).

6. SELF-CARE, including time with nature and Sabbath rest for renewal.

7. MENTORING of others in ministry.  Working as a team.

Today, one becomes a member of the Church Council if  you subscribe to the leaders discipline and if you are involved in leading a ministry that actually is implementing one of the three purposes for the church.  So we are evolving a system in which we don't have people making key decisions over money or anything else, who are just there for the social power.  One does not get to be a leader except by actually leading, not in appropriating money or arguing over the administration of the church, but by actually leading people in the practiced mission of Christ in the world.


The renewal process

What I have been describing is a renewal process that is common to many emerging "bodies of Christ" throughout North America.  There are a large number of books available on the subject and most of them circle around themes we have worked with at Hillsgrove.  Most will put more stress on small groups than I have here and that is simply because we are still developing small groups at Hillsgrove and do not yet feel fully successful with our experience.  (We are working hard to develop replicating small groups and also attempting to make social holiness and collective action vital parts of the culture of those groups). 

The renewal movement seems increasingly hungry for models of action with respect to social justice.  Still, we all have a long way to go as we learn to struggle with the issues of degradation and disparity that are coming our way in the post modern context.  The broadness and the depth of these issues, especially around the meaning of empire, has yet to be significantly confronted in most of the renewal literature.
  


It is necessary to have friends on the journey.  The pastor's or key lay leaders' roles, especially at the beginning of the process, can be frightening as it takes us on what may be at first a lonely path.  I want to reinforce sources that I have found to be especially helpful in this journey.  These authors are like old friends, even though most of them are not personally known.  I do not believe I would have had either the wisdom or courage to lead as strongly as I have tried to do without their encouragement and example:


Easum and Bandy Associates.  Bill Easum and Thomas A. Bandy write a plethora of books describing the renewal process in congregations of all types across America. (My favorites are Bandy's Road Runner, and Easum's, Unfreezing Moves. They have a no-holds barred approach that is critical to stimulating thought, and a website, esumbandy.org that is an encyclopedia of materials.  They are also available to EBA members in monthly live email conversations.  


Brian McLaren of Cedar Creek.  The experience of "worship ancient and worship new" was transformative for me.  The sweep of Brian's mind in his written work and in small group conversation is enormous.  He represents, although he seems uncomfortable with it, the "emerging church" movement.  For one of the best popular treatment of the transition to post modernity, check out "A New Kind of Christian, and also, Generous Orthodoxy.


Dick Wills.  Formerly of Christ Church in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, Dick put us on the road with a visit to his church by myself and our leadership at Hillsgrove.  His book, Waking to God's Dream, is especially challenging in terms of the necessity for strong, but permission giving pastoral leadership.


Mike Slaughter, of Ginghamsburg UMC.  Mike has evolved a winning style and a call for radical discipleship in a very different context than mine.  But his technological edginess, his popularization of "growing smaller to grow larger," of the need to see the renewal process as a "revolution," and his book Unlearning Church, among many others are powerful helps.


James C. Logan and others.  James Logan is not just a Wesley scholar.  He has a theological understanding of sanctification, holiness and social holiness that is a spark of light in a dark time.  This message must be recovered, and his history and knowledge is one step on the road.  Unfortunately, in his commitment to the classroom and preaching, his magnum opus has yet to be written, but Theology and Evangelism in the Wesleyan Heritage and scattered articles are available.  Also, in terms of moving in new times along the trajectory of Wesley, the work of Theodore W. Jennings Jr., especially Good News to the Poor:  John Wesley's Evangelical Economics, and Douglas Meeks' God the Economist, are extremely provocative.


CHAPTER X:  SOCIAL HOLINESS PRAYER ACTION

When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was his custom.  He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him.  He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:

"The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because he has anointed me

to bring good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim release to the prisoners

and recovery of sight to the blind

to let the oppressed go free,

to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down.  The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.  Then he began to say to them, "Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."


Luke 4:16-21

                                     
Prayer Actions

Over the past ten years, I have been working with faith based, social justice actions of various sorts, formerly as an organizer with the faith-based Rhode Island Organizing Project, and now as Pastor of Hillsgrove.  At Hillsgrove we have developed what we have come to refer to as "Prayer Actions."  I believe that they are intimately connected to a form of social holiness which may re-emerge in the postmodern era.  Prayer actions are taken by a group of people who decide to conduct some public action around issues of social concern.  They are distinguished from other forms of demonstrations because, although public, they are also based on authentic worship.  The purpose of a prayer action is indeed to call attention to a social issue of concern, but it is also quite literally to open up the participants to a deeper commitment to God's will around the issue.  In prayer actions we place our bodies and our minds in a position to, through our actions, permit the redemption of others and of ourselves.  They are exercises in risk taking and in radical humility in an attempt to create an opening through which the realm of God can be glimpsed.  St. Francis is reported to have sent his disciples out by telling them to "Preach the gospel.  If necessary, even use words."
  Prayer actions are a way of preaching the gospel, primarily through action.  


Confrontation over five million dollars and the homeless

My first understanding of "prayer actions" as something genuine that might be related to social holiness practice in these new times came as the result of a controversy in Rhode Island in the early winter of 2001 around the question of homelessness.  In the organizing community the word "action" refers to a direct action taken by a small or large group which demands some sort of change in the way things are being done by the powers-that-be.  As such it is a basic form of organizing collective power and achieving change.  I suppose over the years of organizing I have been in hundreds of "actions."  Some have been strikes, and picket lines, but others have been large or small group confrontations over a job, a consumer issue, or other such thing.  Sometimes, but not always, actions involve civil disobedience and I had been arrested in one such confrontation perhaps a dozen years earlier. In most of these actions I felt pretty self-righteous about being on the "right side" of the issue.  Until 2001, I had never experienced either the radical humility, or the power of a direct connection between the cause of justice and the explicit charge of the Kingdom of God.

In that year, near Christmas, the governor of R.I., announced an anticipated budget shortfall.  As his first response he "froze" an allocation of five million dollars that had already been signed into law as a part of the state budget for affordable housing.  It was a relatively small amount, but Rhode Island is a small state, and that amount would leverage $32 million in federal money and provide new homes for hundreds of people and construction jobs for hundreds more.  Furthermore, in the entire state budget, this was the only thing the governor actually cut.  Worst of all, the five million dollars was the first such direct state support for the construction of affordable housing that had ever been won, and activists had been fighting for years for this money.  Now, to have the money snatched away, while construction contracts were being negotiated, and after winning passage in a budget that was signed, sealed and delivered, was incredibly demoralizing for not just the homeless, but for the whole housing advocacy community.

At that time, I was a part of a pastors prayer group of about five people that had been meeting for a year or so.  For the most part we were methodists who were hungry for social holiness and for a reclaiming of the radical side of evangelicalism.  Most of us were close enough to either housing activists, or the homeless among or at the edge of our own congregations, to know and feel how devastating the Governor's action was.    

While there was anger among housing activists, the governor was dug in, the legislature was out of session, and it all seemed as hopeless as it was outrageous.  Our prayer group prayed and discussed and prayed and discussed.  We tried to meet with the governor himself but got nowhere.  We came to the conclusion that God might be calling us to do something and so we called together a larger, and more diverse group of clergy and activists and proposed doing some sort of civil disobedience.  We met and met.  It seemed someone new always arrived at a meeting and wanted to try something that had already been done instead of risking confrontation, or wanted to re-discuss something we had already agreed on, or wanted to wait until we had more people, etc., etc., etc.  But, among the core of the prayer group the pressure and sense of call just kept building.  Finally we announced that we would have to act and that others were welcome to join us if they wished, but that from now on, the discussion would be limited to how and when, not if.  There were about eight of us who decided to go ahead and prepare.

As we struggled over this several principles of our action emerged.  We wanted it to be about prayer.  While we wanted our action to be used as a catalyst for others to get involved in the housing issue and to ultimately force the governor to reinstate the money, we wanted no part of a phony, put-on prayer time.  We decided that we would enter the state house, try to get into the governors office and remain there for twenty four hours of simple prayer.  We would make the subject of our prayer action. . . 

1.  A sincere prayer for God's guidance of the governor.  We would not demonize the governor in the process or call him a "wicked man."  But we would call him to listen to the poor.

2.  A sincere prayer for our own forgiveness on behalf of ourselves individually and on behalf of all our churches because we live in this world too and have permitted homelessness among us for too long.

3.  A prayer that the five million dollars would be restored.

We all agreed that the state house was a public place, and that we would claim our right to this public space as citizens and that we would remain there overnight to pray and would refuse to leave if ordered to do so.  We were aware that technically we could be arrested for any number of things.  Obstruction of a police officer could bring a fine of $500 or a year in jail, although we agreed that was extremely unlikely. 

We quietly put the word out to families and to our church leaders, and to housing activists and asked them to come and worship with us after the governor's Christmas tree lighting ceremony to which the public was invited.  In our last private prayer time together, four of the eight clergy decided that it was not right for them to proceed at this time and that they would continue the work on the outside should the rest of us be arrested.  At the end of the tree ceremony, we made a public announcement that we were going to have a prayer service for the homeless in the governors outer ceremonial office and that anyone wishing to join us for a time of worship and witness could do so.  About 75 persons responded.  There in a circle we sang, read scripture, and prayed.  Then the four pastors announced that they would stay and pray but that everyone else should leave when asked to do so.  In a short time the state police arrived to reinforce the capitol police and everyone was ordered out of the room because the state house was closing.  We told the officers that we would stay and pray.  They told us we would be arrested.  We told them again that we would stay and pray.

We were sitting cross legged on this beautiful, plush soft rug and reading the stories in Acts, and then praying, and then reading some more.  We prayed for the homeless. We prayed for the governor. We prayed for ourselves and asked forgiveness for our failure to hear the cries of the oppressed.  And when we realized we were being surrounded by the boots of state troopers, we prayed for them.  I have never been at such a moment in my life.  I have never heard scripture as I heard it that night.  In Acts, when the followers are arrested and beaten and released the church meets and they don't pray for safety, they pray for "boldness!"

For some hours there was a stand off, but then the order was given.  We were arrested and led out of a side door into police cars and under the glare of media floodlights.  "Let's sing Joy to the World," suggested Pastor Anne from an inner city Methodist Church, and that's what we did.  "No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest the ground; he comes to make his blessings flow fare as the curse is found."

The police drove us out of the city to Lincoln, R.I. to the police barracks.  There we were finger printed, interviewed, and released.  We had tried to think things through.  We had the phone number of lawyers to call and so forth.  But, we had not figured on being taken to Lincoln, or on how we would get back to the city if released there.  So the good news was that we were released, and the bad news was that it was about 11:30 pm and we were miles from home.  But, people had followed the police cars and had waited for hours outside, hoping we would be released and waiting to welcome us back and give us rides home.  We accepted their rides and resolved to get some sleep and return to the reopened state house during the next day to continue our prayer and finish at least symbolically our vigil.  We didn't realize until later that as we returned to our beds, there were homeless among us who had gone to Lincoln to make sure we had rides back, and who in participating in the prayer action had missed the deadline for getting into the shelters on that cold night.  They gave up their shelter bed to make sure we were OK, and never mentioned the loss of their own.

Social holiness has a life of its own.  Ripples are sent out as on a pond whose surface is broken by a rock.  It was as if something, for a few weeks shifted in the consciousness of Rhode Island.  

The next day we resolved to return in a week and do it again.  This time there were more people for the preliminary worship in the corridors of the state house, and more people remaining behind for extended prayer and reflection.  This time we gathered in a circle of folding chairs next to the governor's ceremonial office where a posh political fund raiser was being held.  Women and men, black and white, gay and straight, clergy and lay, we worshiped and read the Bible together.  Finally, an African American pastor from an inner city parish said he felt God was calling us to "lay hands on the governor's office door."  And so, strange as it seemed to many of us, that's what we did.  Clustered around, we all placed our hands on the darkened door of the governors inside office, and prayed for him, for the homeless, and for ourselves.  This time when we were ordered out of the building, "laying on of hands" which I will never forget.  And eleven new clergy and community leaders remained and faced arrest.
  

The talk shows were full of the debate.  Reactionary radio hosts seemed to turn 180 degrees and were suddenly supporting funding for social programs for the homeless.  The arrested pastor's churches, some of which were located in relatively affluent suburban areas, all backed their ministers unanimously.  One politically conservative and relative wealthy layperson told their pastor, "I have never been so proud to be a member of this church."  At the base of the state house lawn a little tent city sprang up, and there we organized a pre-Christmas "living nativity" with an immigrant family and baby in a tent.  

On the third week about a hundred and twenty five people gathered for worship outside the governor's door.  While the governor remained inside his office, a rabbi gave a scripture study on the word "power" in the Bible, and Pentecostal and Methodists led the assembled group in a second laying on of hands for the blessing for two homeless families in the group.  Within forty eight hours these two homeless families found places to stay and the governor, finally, announced that he had "found" some money to restore completely the five million dollars.  When the legislature reconvened in January, one of the first things they did was to allocate similar housing funding for two additional years.  

Not much was planned.  The core pastors would call a worship action and someone would just start leading, (singing, reading, praying, or witnessing), until someone else felt inspired.  We were all exhausted, but not tired.  We were energized and at peace in ways rarely experienced.  We realized that this was something that couldn't be repeated and that the victory itself, five million dollars, was a pittance in terms of what justice required.  But, for myself and I think for all of us, it was a hint, a smell, of what the social holiness experience might mean for ourselves, for our churches, and for the land.  "I had given up on the church until this happened," said a tough, rank and file anti-racist community organizer.  "But, this thing is beautiful."


Finding the "inside" issue

The struggle for the five million dollars sent a shock of excitement through Hillsgrove.  Several lay leaders informed me that they did not think I should be arrested next time.  They felt that they should step forward for arrest instead.  The action and outcome helped us develop our understanding about prayer actions and how they might be related to our spiritual experience.

At Hillsgrove, we now often take prayer actions around social issues that arise within the congregation itself.  This is very important because it grounds us in our real lives and struggles, and not in some abstraction about "the poor" as an outside group.  I cannot tell you how hurting it is as, a person who has seen, and to some extent experienced, the raw edges of injustice based on poverty or class, to sit in a church and have a well-meaning pastor speak about "the church" as if everyone was affluent and nobody in the church has financial concerns or direct experience with poverty.  Sometimes these middle class pastors will speak about "the poor" outsiders that "we" need to help. Unfortunately, in many mainstream churches there is an assumption made that everyone shares the lifestyle of the pastor or of a few leaders.  I have found that this is quite often not the case.  We are trained in America, to all see ourselves as "middle class" although it is often not true by any objective measure.  The point is that in many congregations, (and this will be increasingly true in the new times we are transitioning to), the great social issues of our times, race, disparity, war, and certainly environmental degradation, are present in our pews, but we need to notice.  Finding the issue that is "inside" the congregation ties it directly to the project of coming of  the Kingdom of God.


Yolanda

One powerful early ministry of Hillsgrove was a women's prison ministry.
  Through that ministry a woman from a neighboring city, who was perhaps the largest drug dealer in that infamous town, became a disciple of Jesus.  Upon her release, she was welcomed into the congregation as a new member.  There is often a sort of "attractor field" of negative feedback that is built around lives lived for a long time in a self-destructive manner.  Members in recovery with AA know this well.  It is even worse for persons who have been incarcerated.  The past haunts them.  Finding an apartment, finding a job, and finding a police officer that would not assume them guilty of something, became huge issues on top of all the other changes involved in Yolanda's conversion.  On one occasion, Yolanda was arrested for allegedly making an unauthorized visit to see her son who was in the custody of her ex-husband.  The truth was that there was no bar on the visit, but the police would not be convinced, so off Yolanda went, back to prison for parole violation.  She had lost her job because of her record and was, of course, crushed and embarrassed to be back among the women to whom she had testified about her conversion.  Worse, even though we could find no current restraining order stopping her from seeing her son, we could get no one's attention on the matter in the police system, and the church did not have its own attorney.  Because of her previous record, there seemed no way Yolanda would get out of prison anytime soon.  What should a church do in such a situation? 

If, in the body of Christ, we are members of one another, what should we do?  Well, if she was going to court, we decided it was the place for us too.  So we went.  Unfortunately, we first decided to meet at the wrong courthouse.  I went to the clerks office to find out where the hearing would take place, and was told that I was in the wrong building.  But the clerk said, "What's going on, anyway?  People keep coming in and asking where this case is being heard."  "Well," I said, "this woman is a member of our church, and we are coming to support her."  Behind the counter, the clerk was incredulous.  "What kind of a church is this!" she exclaimed.  Before I could answer, a gentleman doing research down at the end of the counter spoke up, "It's what churches are supposed to do."  And, he was right!

When we finally gathered in the right courthouse we did what we do when we come together.  Outside the courtroom we gathered among a hundred or so poor and desperate people waiting for hearings, and formed a circle hand to hand, and had prayer.  One of our members was a former sheriff in that very court house.  We knew Yolanda was being held in a cell downstairs.  He tried to get in to see her, but was denied.  His former colleagues told him they would get a message to her for him, however.  What should they say?  "Tell her," the Lay Minister replied, "that her church is upstairs praying for her."

Yolanda didn't get out of prison that day, but something did happen.  Because of all the stirring (people don't usually show up in such numbers for hearings and certainly don't stand in the lobby and openly pray with other poor people), we were able to get a few moments with a harried Public Defender who was assigned her case.  Because of the group, I think, he took the time to listen to our research report that there was in fact no outstanding restraining order as the police had alleged.  This was after the hearing and after Yolanda had been denied bail, so I doubt that this issue would have come up again until a pre-trial hearing in a month or so.  But, our action did cause him to check out the story and sure enough Yolanda was out of prison in two days, instead of a month or more.  This also had a huge effect on all of us.  We had gone into a new situation.  We had publicly identified ourselves as part of the prisoner's community.  We had actually held hands and said prayers with people watching.  We felt that somehow we had been about God's agenda in a new way, and in the process we had drawn closer to God and each other. Social holiness is like that.  And, as for the little ripple in public consciousness - well, who knows about that "butterfly effect."

There were several other prayer actions organized around Yolanda that were equally powerful.  One precipitated an immediate meeting with the State's Attorney General and an ultimate change in prison policy regarding training programs, and a second involved an unauthorized service of carols on Christmas evening in the women's prison complex.

 
Social Holiness and the 'consensus trance.'

The stories of the early followers in the Acts of the Apostles seem always to be centered in controversy.  Riots are everywhere.  It seemed that just by showing up in some vast city some team of disciples could proclaim "Jesus is Lord!" (and not Caesar), or "Christ is risen!" (the executioner's cross can't stop the movement), and controversy and often a riot would break out somewhere.  Back in the days of the 18th century, John Wesley and others could create similar havoc just by having the audacity to take the gospel to the fields, without benefit of a church building, and talk directly to the workers and the poor.  In this time of new empire, we possess this incredibly explosive good news?  But often, it is very difficult to rediscover ways to spark the lightening flash of consciousness that this news can create among the masses who are ground down by everyday experience.  

The practice of social holiness is an attempt to recover that "field preaching" context within which the gospel can be heard with new ears.  James Howard Kunstler has described the malaise and the entertainment-centered, de-politicization, of our culture as "cultural inertia, aggravated by collective delusion, nursed in the growth medium of comfort and complacency," or alternatively, (quoting author Erik Davis), as "consensus trance."
  It would seem that serious evangelization with the radical gospel of Christ must find ways to break open this consensus trance of the public at large so that those who are hungry have the hope of hearing.  May God grant us the boldness we need for this task.  Here are two other experiments along the Way.


Pentecost under the bridge

Our congregation has a passion around homelessness.  Part of it is the result of the action of the pastors at our state house in 2001.  Part of it is our ministry with folks from a homeless shelter which was briefly housed near our worship site.  Part of it is undoubtedly the fact that the financial situations of  many of our members is such that they can relate on an intuitive level with persons who suddenly find themselves unable to keep up with rent or mortgage.  As a result we are always looking for a way to be in ministry to the homeless, and for a way to create some momentum for change in terms of motivating the public to do something to address the causes of the problem. There aren't enough low cost houses being built, and people's incomes are too small to afford existing rents.  By 2005 another funding struggle was shaping up over affordable housing.  It was time to push ahead with a second wave of funding to address this need.  So the question on our minds was, how could we be in ministry in this situation?

A related question was that of Pentecost.  Of the three big celebrations in the church (Christmas, Easter and Pentecost), this is the one that neither Hallmark Cards, nor the public at large has discovered.  For followers of Jesus, however, Pentecost is a pretty important day.  How could we visualize celebrating this time when the disciples lost their fear and proclaimed that the Kingdom values of sharing and forgiveness could be lived out right now?  

The answer to the two questions came together when a group of homeless activists contacted Hillsgrove. They invited members of the church to sleep out and worship with a group of people who were homeless and sleeping under an expressway bridge in Providence.  The date coincided with Pentecost and so we decided to move our second worship service on that day out under the bridge.  There our No-Name band set up drums and instruments and led the small group of homeless, activists, Hillsgrove leaders, and a few others in Amazing Grace and other songs.  We told the story of Pentecost and how it affirmed the Jesus jubilee agenda of social holiness.  And then we did what we usually do, we invited all present to share in communion and pray together.  It was a powerful moment, but the evening was not over.  Band members hung out and we sang old Beatles and any other songs anyone could remember around a "campfire" of liturgical candles.  Seven from Hillsgrove decided to pitch tent with the homeless activists and sleep out with them so that we could better understand the situation and their cause.  It was a cold night.  The gravity of the situation was brought home powerfully.  

I have suggested that social holiness actions have the power to feed back on themselves in ways that amplify their initial effect.   Within a month or so this second infusion of public support for homeless funding was won.  The majority of the seven from Hillsgrove who slept out were newer and younger members of the church who were in a "radical Jesus" Bible study together.
 Both the study and the sleep-out, (which put the study into practice) galvanized them as a group.  Today they are leading a Bible study of the Gospel of John in the church along with volunteering regularly at a soup kitchen together.

 
Josue

Josue is not a member of our church, although as a brilliant musician (jazz saxophone and vocals), he has ministered to us on occasion.  Also, his brother is a member of our congregation and so we consider Josue a member of our extended family.  Josue was arrested recently on grounds of alleged illegal status and held for deportation back to his native Haiti.  As of this writing he has been held for over six months without a public hearing or trial.  This is a lesson to us all on the implications of the "Patriot" Act.  A lot can happen to one's job, apartment rent, and family during six months of incarceration during which one has little chance of defense, or income.  In addition, Josue has no criminal record, has worked and paid taxes in the USA for years, is married to a U.S. citizen, leads youth choirs in the inner city, and has had family members kidnapped and threatened in his home country.
  Again comes the haunting question:  what is to be done?  

In Josue's case we are left first with prayer.  Prison walls can't stop prayer.  But how to get more people involved?  How can we make it known to the majority of citizens what the implications of these deportations really are in terms of marriage partners split apart, returning people to places where they may be kidnapped or worse, and all the rest.  How do we picture the insanity of deporting a worker who is paying taxes, supporting a family, and in Josue's case, doing Christian ministry with three youth choirs drawn primarily from the inner city?

Our church went to prayer.  Josue's case became one of many component parts of a six and one half  hour prayer vigil in our worship space at Hillsgrove.  But in addition we decided we needed to try to gather ourselves together with remnants of several Haitian churches for prayer.  We chose to do this on the sidewalk outside  the prison on two occasions.  On the last, we decided to serve Holy, open communion as a symbol of our hope and unity, while several family members went into visit Josue.  So, to a youth soccer team just passing by on the street, to relatives of other prisoners, on their way to visit, and to the public at large, the word went out.  After communion the police approached our card table.  An officer suspiciously examined the bread and the substance in the cup.  

"What are you doing?"  

"Having communion," I replied.  "We 're praying for the release of someone in our church who is threatened with deportation."

"Did you get a permit from the city council to hold this service?"

"No, we wouldn't go and ask the city council for a permit."

"You wouldn't ask because they probably wouldn't give you one."

"No, they probably wouldn't.  But we wouldn't ask because we don't need one.  We have the right of assembly."

"No, I don't think you do."

"Yes, we do, you can look it up if you like.  Its in the constitution."

"Well, what's in the cup?  Is that real wine?"

"No, we use grape juice so that those who are in recovery can participate."

"Are you sure its not wine?"

It was only then that I realized that we were apparently on the verge of  arrest for having liquor in an open container on the drug ridden streets of  Central Falls, Rhode Island. But, somewhere it seemed to me that just perhaps, we all heard that night the flap of another butterfly wing.  The cup of solidarity is indeed controversial.  We all felt the powerful presence of prayer and solidarity on that street as we shared in the Holy Eucharist..


The "five yeses" of social holiness prayer actions

Of concern in the whole spectrum of social holiness prayer actions is the danger that they will become self-righteous, gimmicky, or primarily serve as media events for the church or for a  particular justice issue.  These are very significant dangers.  After all, Jesus warns us about making prayers in public so that people can see our self- righteousness.  Also,  media attention creates egos and monsters, and while it does get the word out it also has enormous power to distort movements and their leaders.  

The third leg of the Micah triad is again critical here, "walking humbly with God."  It is essential that the action not project the participants as suggesting that they are the sinless ones. This isn't just something that needs to be communicated to the public, but is also a sense that must be within each of us.  Each participant needs to go into prayer actions with a certain degree of fear and trembling before God. The fact that these actions are so counter-cultural, and sometime risk arrest or at least discomfort or embarrassment is a help to the promotion of their sincerely.  We are not looking for experiences that become like the increasingly ritualized demonstrations behind police barriers that pass increasingly for protest in America today.  

Because of the dangers of creeping righteousness and ego, we try to make sure we can answer the following five questions in the affirmative before finalizing plans for a public action:

1.  Does the contemplated action both love the "enemy" (the targeted person behind the "power"), and comfort and raise up the afflicted and oppressed?  This does not mean that it comforts the oppressor.  Far from it.  It may indeed expose wrong doing, but it cannot be done in a spirit of demonization of the person whose mind we desire to change or whose decision we desire to witness against.  It also must be done in such a way that it gives hope to those who are driven down or oppressed, and enables them to tell their story in a more powerful or broader way.

2.  Is it real worship and prayer, or just a show?  Importantly, will it work without the media?  That is, is it genuine and honest?  It must be real and work without the media or else the media should not be invited.  Visitors and the public are invited to witness and participate in real worship and justice making, not a parody of it.

3.  Is it radical?  That is, does it get at, or expose the systemic and moral roots of the problem and call the public to a higher standard of justice and/or mercy and/or humility?

4.  Does it witness to the jubilee Kingdom and realm of God?  Is it magnetic and symbolic and does it help to create or strengthen a center-of-gravity that has the potential to capture people's imagination and help them envision hope?

5.  Will it build discipleship, no matter how it turns out?  Are the symbols those which open up an understanding in both the participants and potential public witnesses, of the reality of the Kingdom of God?


Toward social change

Albert Einstein's General Relativity Theory has an interesting understanding of gravity as a force which warps space.  Instead of imagining gravity as a kind of Newtonian magnetic-like force of attraction between bodies containing mass, Einstein imagined mass as a kind of force that actually curves space to itself.  Thus a body with large mass bends space to form a distortion, a sort of  "gravity well."  The larger the mass, the larger the well.  Objects passing close by are drawn into the warp of space which leads them down or around the edge of the well.  Thus, a meteor "falls" to earth because earth literally bends the direction of space, diverting the meteor traveling in a straight line near the earth to a curvature leading to the earth.
  

I think the idea of a "gravity well" that actually warps the configuration of the reality is helpful in understanding the task and power of social holiness actions. If we can imagine our culture as a sort of grid, we can also perhaps imagine how social power for evil tends to distort the grid with a gravity-like power that directs people into its orbit, and that alters the direction of their lives.  In the worst of situations, for example in the fascist takeover of Germany in the 1930's, humankind experienced the power as demonic, recognizing a force beyond the limits of the ideology and beyond the specific individuals promoting the ideology-.

Thankfully, evil forces are not the only ones that have attraction.  There is no more clear example of this than the prophetic words of Jesus in the gospel of John, "and I, if I be lifted up, will draw all humankind to me."
  It is that "draw," that "gravity" that we seek to understand in better terms.

I have used the words of James Kunstler quoted to describe the kind of "consensus trance" in which much of the body public seems to be captured at this moment of the postmodern transition.  And, I have argued of the need to puncture this membrane of normalcy, to de-stabilize this status quo grid in both church and society through bold collective social holiness action.  I believe that the power of social holiness action has a gravity-like power to create new "wells" of consciousness in the public.  


The culture of the street

I have a young son who several years ago was out in the clubs of our city on a Saturday night with his friend Patrick.  As the bars let out, the streets filled with young people on their way home.  A particularly aggressive police officer came on the scene as Conor and Patrick were walking to their car.  "Get the f--- moving!" shouted the officer.  This continued as the officer swaggered around the youth.  "This is my f------- street, get moving!'  Finally, Patrick turned around to the officer, and said, "Officer would you mind watching your language, there are women present."  That was enough for the officer.  He immediately grabbed Patrick and slammed him against a car.  He cuffed him and called for back-up.  He took Patrick's car keys and threw them as far as he could down the street. He locked Patrick in the back of his police car and then continued with his bullying of the crowd.  As my son told me this I grew confused.  

"Son, did you say the streets were filled with people?"  

"Yes."  

"Well, what were they doing during all this?  Didn't they say anything?"  

"Yeah, they mostly laughed and pointed at Patrick.".  

For younger readers this story may have little meaning.  For those of us who are older it does, for I have no doubt that if such a thing had happened thirty-five years or so earlier, the youth on the street would have, one way or another, been in that officers face and not laughing at the one who stood up and was arrested.  Times change.  But why?  What is going on with the incredible lack of social solidarity in today's culture?  Where did the solidarity of yesteryear come from?  Where did it go?  And, how do we get it back?

There were events that created that culture of solidarity.  The civil rights struggle, for example, was led initially largely by Christians and Jews with actions that were powerful witnesses to social holiness, and which did created righteous "gravity wells" that interrupted the straight-line grid of the hideous consensus of the 1950's America.  These civil rights actions attracted people and molded a generation.  There was an anti-war movement that began with little, but small actions, often by priests and nuns who might pouring their own blood on draft records, or by youth who would burn their draft cards instead of carrying them on their person as the law then required.  Such things punctured the mystique of normalcy, made people think in new ways, and changed the trajectories of millions of lives.

A few people standing around in front of a prison offering bread and wine, or a handful of pastors praying on a state house rug, or a rock band under a bridge playing for and camping out with the homeless, aren't very powerful things on the face of it.  But they do represent one small way of being "real church" in these new times.  Those of us participating are experiencing a warping, a curvature of the trajectory of our lives, that is pulling us toward the center, toward that Jewish carpenter that was lifted high on that cross of the Roman empire.  

Followers of Jesus have been in empire-times before.  I marvel at the power of  those first, second, and third century women, men and children that refused to acknowledge the Caesar as Lord and dared to say there was another, and who dared to walk out under their own power into the middle of those arenas where they faced the wild and hungry beasts to prove it.  Hunger was matched against hunger.

In the United States, we who care about justice have been living for forty years now with the aftermath of the victories of the civil rights and antiwar movements.  For the past forty years at the end of modernity, our struggle has been to consolidate those gains and try to defend the desperate and few remaining social programs and civil liberties which they created.  But now the times have changed.  The sense of social solidarity has passed.  Cities die.  Neighborhoods become blighted.  Unions are crushed.  Churches die and some that prosper preach a gospel of individualized wealth.  On the streets, youth no longer even try to defend one another.  All bow down and worship the almighty dollar, and to government and corporate power, as we hurtle into this postmodern world.  In such a time, positive breakthrough change will not come with lobbying, or ritualized demonstrations.  We can't change society without changing ourselves and we can't change ourselves without changing society.  It is a singularity.

Bold actions for social holiness, among communities of people who are just trying to follow Jesus in the Way, may just have an aspect of what Dom Helder Camara prophesied.  Perhaps we are yet alive.  Perhaps we have the power to be claimed by God, the power to raise a new center-of-gravity in empire society, and perhaps even the ability to imagine "power for love and justice which could be likened to nuclear energy locked for millions of years in the smallest atoms and waiting to be released."
 


CONCLUSION

. . . with the help of some ruffians from the marketplace they formed a mob and set the city in an uproar.  While they were searching for Paul and Silas to bring them out to the assembly, they attacked Jason's house.  When they could not find them, they dragged Jason and some brothers before the city authorities, shouting, "These people who have been turning the world upside down have come here also, and Jason has entertained them as guests.  They are all acting contrary to the decrees of the emperor, saying that there is another king named Jesus.  


Acts 17:5b-7

I want to see the turning of the times, 

When luminous signs stand in the night sky, 

And over the peoples new bells

Ring and ring.

I am waiting for that midnight

In whose fearfully streaming brilliance

The evil perish for anguish

And the good overcome with joy.

The villain 

Comes to light

In the judgment.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters & Papers from Prison, Bethge, Eberhard, ed., Enlarged Edition, New York:  Macmillian, 351

We seek a world turned right side up.  We do not just hope for it. We seek it.  We give our lives to it.  Let's be clear about it.  "Don't start to build," says Jesus, "without counting the cost."
  We choose to spend our lives in this Way, because we, like millions of others,  are hungry for both justice and mercy.  We feel called to it because the world, and we who are the people in it, are in a terrible fix.  Besides all the stress in life encountered by our forbearers (and there was plenty), we are now headed into these new times of transition at rapid speed to a changed earth.

The environment is crashing.  We are running out of oil.  The disparity between rich and poor is increasing.  And we are caught in the middle of a culture of hyperindividualism that is dominated politically, militarily, culturally and spiritually by American Empire.  All of this means, not that the situation is hopeless at all, but that hope can only come if we are prepared to look reality in the face.

In the ancient ways, we find the story of people who in their own times stood up to empire and created a new hope for the old prophetic dream of jubilee.  Best of all, in Jesus we found the power to experience jubilee right ere and right now, even as we struggle for a better world.

Part of the ancient Way is the quest for social holiness; a perfect love with God that has a certain social product both as its outcome and its cause.  We find that this holiness is not personal discipline on one side and social witness on the other, but that the desire of God is one.  Social holiness is a singularity.  The personal discipline of holiness leads us to social witness and social witness leads us back, like a mobius strip, to personal discipline.

Postmodernity will force churches to change or to die and be reborn.  Some, and perhaps the majority will continue to distance themselves from the actual Jesus Way.  They will promote "authority" and continue to morph into individualistic proponents of empire.  They will attempt to "restore" a kind of Christendom based on the nationalist and idolatrous substitution of "America" for the universal body of Christ. 

We seek to be a part of real church that first often takes place at the bottom and around the edges of society.  We practice the ways renewal that begin with the deconstruction and destabilization of the status quo both within and without.  In this, we seek to make explicit the mission of social holiness.

 In social holiness we discover the power of prayer not just as individuals, but as socially connected communities following Jesus.  In particular, we venture out on the road and conduct social holiness actions.  In pray-ins, in open communions under the bridge with homeless folks, in prison and courthouses with those in trouble and even in front of the Immigration and Naturalization Service with a wooden manger, we seek to both experience and to represent the coming Kingdom of God to in this startling new, exciting, terrible, yet hopeful time.  

Communities that want to follow Jesus through the coming era will have to be prepared.  We will surely have to wrestle with the powers-that-be, even as we respond to the ancient Christ-call to holiness.  This is a strange and different, yet ancient and well-worn path.  We do not know the twists and turns up ahead.  But we know that the whirlwind and storm will not take us.  It is good to be on the road with Jesus.

Blessed are you, Sovereign God,

ruler and judge of all, 

to you be praise and glory for ever.

In the darkness of the age that is passing away,

may the glory of your kingdom which the saints enjoy

surround our steps as we journey on.

May we reflect the light of your glory this day

and so be made ready to come into your presence.

Blessed be God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit:

Blessed be God for ever!


The End


WORKS CITED

Abbott, Lyman, The Great Companion, New York: MacMillan, 1906.

Alperovitz, Gar, "Tax the Plutocrats!", The Nation, January 27, 2003.

Bandy, Thomas A., Road Runner: The Body in Motion, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002.

Berry, Thomas, The Great Work:  Our way into the future, New York: Bell Tower, 1999.

Bloomquist, Karen L. The Dream Betrayed:  Religious Challenge of the Working Class. Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1990.

Boehme, Jacob, The Confessions of Jacob Boehme, Palmer, W. Scott, Ed., New York: Harper & Brothers, 1954.

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Letters & Papers from Prison, Bethge, Eberhard, ed., Enlarged Edition, New York:  Macmillian.

Borg, Marcus, J., Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time:  The Historical Jesus and the Heart of Contemporary Faith, SanFransciso:  Harper, 1994.  

Boyd, Gregory A., God at War: The Bible & Spiritual Conflict, Downer's Grove, Illinois:  InterVarsity Press, 1997.

Camara, Dom Helder, The Desert is Fertile, trans. by Dinah Livingstone, Maryknoll, New York:  Orbis Books, 1976.

Catechism of the Catholic Church, New York:  Doubleday, 1995, #1868-9.

Celebrating Common Prayer, Compiled by David Stancliffe and Brother Tristam, Secretary for Liturgy, Dorchester, England, Revised Edition, 2002.

Chomsky, Noam, interviewed by Barsamian, David, "War Crimes and Imperial Fantasies," International Socialist Review, Issue #37, Sept-Oct 2004.

CIA Factbook, January 2006 http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/rankorder/

2091rank.html; and http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/rankorder/2102rank.html; . 

Claiborne, Shane, The Irresistible Revolution: Living as an ordinary radical, Grand Rapids, MI:  Zondervan, 2006.

Clinker, Duane, Rhode Island Organizing Project, "Training Modules for Introductory Leadership and Organizational Development for use in Parishes and Congregations," (draft,  Providence, R.I.: Rhode Island Organizing Project, (unpublished), circa 1998.

Connor, Steve and Lean, Geoffrey, "Global Warming to Speed Up as Carbon Levels Show Sharp Rise," The Independent/UK, January 15, 2006, http://www.independent.co.uk. 

Connor, Steve, "Global Warming 'Past the Point of No Return,'" The Independent/UK, September 16, 2005, http://www.commondreams.org/cgi-bin/print.cgi?file=/headlines05/0916-09.htm.  

Connor, Steve, "The Final Proof:  Global Warming is a Man-Made Disaster," The Independent/UK, February 19, 2005, http://www.commondreams.org/headlines05/0219-01.htm.

Connor, Steve, "Warmer Seas Will Wipe Out Plankton, Source of Ocean Life," he Independent/UK, January 19, 2006 by the http://www.independent.co.uk.

Crossan, John Dominic, Jesus:  A Revolutionary Biography, San Francisco:  Harper Books, 1994.  

Crossan, John Dominic, The Historical Jesus:  The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, San Francisco:  Harper Books, 1991. 

Cubie, David, Sanctification and Revolution, Social Transformation Toward a New Age, Mt. Vernon, Ohio: Mt. Vernon Nazarene College, (unpublished) 1980.

Easum, Bill, Leadership on the Other Side: No Rules, Just Clues, Nashville: Abingdon, 2000.

Easum, Bill, Unfreezing Moves: Following Jesus Into the Mission Field, Nashville, Abingdon, 2001.

Ewing, Ward, The Power of the Lamb:  Revelation's Theology of Liberation for You, Cambridge, MA:  Cowley Publications, 1990.  

Dillard, Anne, For the Time Being, New York:  Vintage Books, 2000.

Ferm, Deane William, ed, Third World Liberation Theologies, Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1986.

Fukuyama, Francis, "The End of History?", 1989), http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_End _of_History_and_the_Last_Man.

Galeano, Eduardo, "Windows 10: The Have Nots - View from the South," in New 

Internationalist, December 2002.

Grossman, Zoltan, "New U.S. Military Bases," Monthly Review, Feb. 2, 2002.

Hardt, Michael, and Negri, Antonio, Empire, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000.

Hauman, Bruce "The Generosity of the US or Our Friends by the Numbers," http://sol.cs.wcu.edu/~bhauman/politics/generosity.html.

Horsely, Richard A., Jesus and Empire:  The Kingdom of God and the New World Disorder, Minneapolis, MN:  Fortress Press, 2003. 

Horsley, Richard A., Religion and Empire:  People, Power, and the Life of the Spirit, Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2003. 

Howard-Brook, Wes, Becoming Children of God:  John's Gospel and Radical Discipleship, Orbis, Maryknoll, New York, 1994.  

Howard-Brook, Wes, The Church Before Christianity, Maryknoll, N.Y.:  Orbis Books, 2001.

"Immigrant children's health declines in U.S., research finds," Providence Journal, September 9, 1998. 

Jacobsen, Dennis A., Doing Justice:  Congregations and Community Organizing, Minneapolis, NM: Augsburg Fortress, 2001.

Jennings, Theodore W. Jr. Good News to the Poor. Nashville:  Abingdom Press, 1990.

Johnson, Ben Campbell, and McDonald, Glenn, Imagining a Church in the Spirit:  A Task for Mainline Congregations, Grand Rapids, Michigan:  Eerdmans, 1999.

Kraft, Marguerite G., Understanding Spiritual Power:  A Forgotten Dimension of Cross-Cultural Mission and Ministry, Maryknoll, N.Y.:  Orbis, 1995. 

Kunstler, James Howard, The Long Emergency: Surviving the Converging Catastrophes of the Twenty-First Century, New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2005.

Leahy, Stephen, "Environment:  World Stands at a Crossroads," Inter Press Service, January 20, 2006.

Lewis, C.S., The Weight of Glory, SanFrancisco, 1949.

Logan, James C., ed, Theology and Evangelism in the Wesleyan Heritage,  Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1998.

Manskar, Steven W. , A Perfect Love:  Understanding John Wesley's "A Plain Account of Christian Perfection," Nashville, TN:  Discipleship Resources, 2003.

McKibben, Bill, "Change Who You Imagine You Are," http://adbusters.org/the_magazine/

63.php?id+143#.

McLaren, Brian,  A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two Friends on a Spiritual Journey, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001.

McLaren, Brian, A Generous Orthodoxy: Why I am a missional + evangelical + post/protestant + liberal/conservative + mystical/poetic + biblical + charismatic/contemplative + fundamentalist + calvinist + anabaptist/anglican + methodist + catholic + green + incarnational + depressed-yet-hopeful + emergent + unfinished Christian, Grand Rapids, MI:  Zondervan, 2005.

Meeks, M. Douglas, God the Economist, Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1989.

Meeks, M. Douglas, ed. The Portion of the Poor, Nashville:  Kingswood Books, 1995.

Myers, Ched, Binding the Strong Man:  A Political Reading of Mark's Story of Jesus, Maryknoll, N.Y.:  Orbis, 1988.  

Myers, Ched, Who Will Roll Away the Stone?, Maryknoll, NY:  Orbis Books, 1994.

National Security Strategy of the United States, 2006, www.us.gov.

Northumbria Community, Celtic Daily Prayer: , Introduction by Richard J. Foster, SanFranscisco: Harper Collins, 2002.

Pallmeyer, Jack Nelson, "By the Sword," The Other Side, November/ December 2002.

"Patriotism is Not Enough," Sojourners, January-February, 2003, http://www.sojo.net.

"Poll: Support at new low," Providence Journal, September 17, 2005, A2.  (Reprinted from the New York Times).

Polony, Csaba, "Editorial Statement:  Tradition/Modernity/Postmodernity, the Commodity and Paradigmatic Shifts," in Left Curve, No. 17, 1993.

Project for a New American Century at  http://www.newamericancentury.org/ statementof principles.htm.

Putnam, Robert D., Bowling Alone:  The Collapse and Revival of American Community, N.Y.: Simon & Schuster, 2005.

Ridley, Matt, The Origins of Virtue: Human Instincts and the Evolution of Cooperation, New York: Penguin Books.

Rix, Harry, email conversation on social holiness with the author, 7/20/05, hrix1@cox.net.

Runyon, Theodore, ed., Sanctification & Liberation, Liberation Theologies in the Light of the Wesleyan Tradition, Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 1981.

Runyon, Theodore, The New Creation:  John Wesley's Theology Today, Nashville:  Abingdon, 1998.

Sachs, Jeffrey D., "A Rich Nation, A Poor Continent," New York Times, July 9, 2003. 

Shilling, Paul S.,  "Evil and Freedom Revisited," Quarterly Review, Winter 1991, Vol. 11, No 4. 

Shumpeter, Joseph, Imperialism and Social Classes, quoted by Editors, "U.S. Imperial Ambitions and Iraq," Monthly Review, December 2002.

Slaughter, Mike, with Bird, Warren, Real Followers: A Radical Quest to Expose the Pretender Inside of Each of Us, Nashville: Abingdon, 1999.

"Starvation increasing worldwide, UN says," from the Los Angles Times, printed in the Providence Journal, October 16, 2002, A5.

Texeria, Erin, "New Report Details Black Inequality," Associated Press, April 6, 2005, www.commondreams.org/cgi-bin/print.cgi?file=/headlines05/0406-08.htm.

"The Question of God, Program One: C.S. Lewis - A Leap in the Dark," Public Broadcasting Service, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/questionofgod/transcript/leap.html.

Uan, E. San, Jr., "The Third World Artist in the Postmodern Age: Preliminary Notes," in Left Curve, No. 17, 1993.

United Methodist Hymnal, Nashville: United Methodist Publishing House, 1989.

U.S. Dept. of Defense, "Base Structure Report, FY 2002." 

van der Gaag, Nikki, "Poverty: challenging the myths," New Internationalist, Number 310, www.newint.org/issue/keynote.htm,2.

Webb, Derek I Repent, from "I See Things Upside Down," CD (INO Records) Released November 2004.

Wesley, John. The Complete Works of John Wesley. [CD ROM]. Albany, OR:  AGES Software, 1997.

Wheatley, Margaret, Finding Our Way:  Leadership for an Uncertain Time, San Francisco, Berret-Koehler Publishers, 2005.

Wheatley, Margaret, Leadership and the New Science, (second edition), San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 1999.

Willis, Dick, Waking to God's Dream:  Spiritual Leadership and Church Renewal, Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 1999.

Wink, Walter, The Powers That Be:  Theology for a New Millennium, New York:  Doubleday,  1998.

 Wright, N.T., The Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is, InterVarsity Press, 1999.
� Mark 3:1-6.  See Ched Myers' review of a Jesus who's guts churn with anger.  Binding the Strong Man:  A political reading of Mark's gospel, Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis.
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� This is a fairly typical list except for "mechanically omnipotent God" v. "spiritual warfare."  Nevertheless it seems to me to fit into the whole modern/postmodern transition. See the important work, God at War: The Bible & Spiritual Conflict, by Gregory A. Boyd, Downer's Grove, Illinois:  InterVarsity Press, 1997, 33.  Although not developed here, an understanding of theodicy (theology of evil) is important background for a theory of social holiness.  For Boyd, a mechanically omnipotent God renders the war between good and evil "a sham.  For a war that meticulously follows a blueprint that has been drawn up by one of the parties involved in the war (God) is hardly a real war. . . . "  He continues, "classical Western assumptions about the nature of the physical world as consisting of enduring substances is now being replaced with an understanding of the world that places verbs over nouns and therefore understands events to be more fundamental than 'substances.'" Boyd, 67.


� Quoted by Anne Dillard, For the Time Being, New York:  Vintage Books, 2000, 171.


� Rudolf Bahro, quoted by Margaret Wheatley, Finding Our Way, v.


� Consider this word picture in Acts, "they dragged . . . some believers before the city authorities, shouting, 'These people have been turning the world upside down. . .'" Acts 17:6.


� How few are the "Christian" communities willing to go there!


� Generally, of course, the wealth desired and produced was private wealth.  But it must also be noted that some of the worst examples of environmental degradation come from twentieth century attempts in Russia and China to produce collective wealth without balance or environmental consideration.  There is also a body of research that argues that similar devastation was wrought by humankind in prehistorical times.  See especially, Matt Ridley, The Origins of Virtue: Human Instincts and the Evolution of Cooperation, New York: Penguin Books, 217-225.
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�"Starvation increasing worldwide, UN says," from the Los Angles Times, printed in the Providence Journal, October 16, 2002, A5.
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� Revelation 1:14.  Thanks to a sermon overheard on radio given by Jim Cymbla of the Brooklyn Tabernacle on white racism, circa 1990s.
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� Ibid., 16.
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� Erin Texeira, "New Report Details Black Inequality," by  published by the Associated Press, April 6, 2005, www.commondreams.org/cgi-bin/print.cgi?file=/headlines05/0406-08.htm.


� "Immigrant children's health declines in U.S., research finds," Providence Journal, September 9, 1998, A11.  (From the Washington Post).


� "Change Who You Imagine You Are," Bill McKibben, http://adbusters.org/ the_magazine/63.php?id+143#.


� Some will argue that things aren't really so bad; that for example the actual numbers of persons killed from war or disease is less than previous generations, and that against all odds, advancing science will bail us out of environmental destruction.  A few will argue that conditions for the poor today, taken as a whole, are actually better.  (Although, few poor seem to agree). These are arguments for debaters that may lead to either apathy or despair when what is needed is action. 


� See the Project for a New American Century at  http://www.newamericancentury.org/ statementofprinciples.htm.


� Francis Fukuyama, proponent of the system, argues "What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of post-war history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind's ideological evolution and the universalization of Western "liberal democracy as the final form of human government." (quoted from Francis Fukuyama, "The End of History?", 1989), http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_End _of_History_and_the_Last_Man.


� See especially, Kunstler, The Long Emergency, 61-99.


� Quoted by Jack Nelson Pallmeyer, "By the Sword," The Other Side, November/ December 2002, 25.


� Jack Nelson Pallmeyer, 24.  America long ago left its borders.  America is at the center of a global economy which has very little to do with the small store at the corner.  In fact its policies are generally hostile to the small producer and to the worker alike. Its large companies are transnational and have no national loyalty.  To survive Americans must now purchase most of the necessities of life from these same transnational companies. 


� As of this writing, we are spending at least $5 billion a month just on the current war in Iraq.  "Poll: Support at new low," Providence Journal, September 17, 2005, A2.  (Reprinted from the New York Times).


� The empire policy of the U.S. is spelled out in President George W. Bush's National Security Strategy of the United States, available at www.us.gov. which establishes three principles for US policy:  1) The perpetuation of unrivaled U.S. Global military dominance, so that no nation will be allowed to rival or threaten the United States.  2)  U.S. readiness to engage in "preemptive" military attacks against states or forces anywhere on the globe that are considered a threat to the security of the United  States, its forces and installations abroad, or its friends or allies; and 3)  The immunity of U.S. citizens to prosecution by the International Criminal Court.


No country shall be allowed to challenge this military, economic and political preeminence.  What this means in common language (both inside and outside the country) is that the rich stay rich or get richer or the poor stay poor and get poorer. 


� Quoted in "Patriotism is Not Enough," Sojourners, January-February, 2003, http://www.sojo.net.


� As of this writing, the "War on Terror" has indeed been renamed "the Long War" by Washington officials. 


� The "we" here obviously refers to the top of the system and does not really include all in the same measure in the supposed benefits of empire.


� Being centered in the USA, Europe, and Asia.


� U.S. Dept. of Defense, "Base Structure Report, FY 2002" and Zoltan Grossman, "New U.S. Military Bases," Monthly Review, Feb. 2, 2002.


� Ibid.


� Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000, xiv-xv.  
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� I like Mike Slaughter's reference to this popular Christianity as "virtual Christianity," which is substituted for the real thing.  See Mike Slaughter with Warren Bird, Real Followers: A Radical Quest to Expose the Pretender Inside of Each of Us, Nashville: Abingdon, 1999, 184-5.


� A mule is the purportedly stubborn animal resulting from a donkey's intercourse with a horse.  The mule can be powerful, but is ultimately sterile.  In terms of meeting the deep hunger of our souls or of the people of earth, so ultimately, is nationalized religion.


� 	Much of the Bible can be read as a holy protest against empire.  It runs like a connecting thread through Genesis with its critique of Babel, to Exodus with the release of slaves and a jubilee social structure, to the numerous stories beyond the Pentateuch that list the failures of the kings of Israel, to the prophets, to Jesus and the pregnant question fills the pages of the New Testament, "who is Lord, Jesus or Caesar?"  The Bible tells these stories and recounts these sayings and questions for a reason.  Empire demands a loyalty of conduct from us which is due only to our Creator and to our neighbor.  See especially:  Borg, Marcus, J., Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time:  The Historical Jesus and the Heart of Contemporary Faith, SanFransciso:  Harper, 1994.  Crossan, John Dominic, Jesus:  A Revolutionary Biography, San Francisco:  Harper Books, 1994.  Crossan, John Dominic, The Historical Jesus:  The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, (San Francisco:  Harper Books, 1991. Ewing, Ward, The Power of the Lamb:  Revelation's Theology of Liberation for You, Cambridge, MA:  Cowley Publications, 1990.  Horsley, Richard A., Jesus and Empire:  The Kingdom of God and the New World Disorder, Minneapolis, MN:  Fortress Press, 2003. Horsley, Richard A., Religion and Empire:  People, Power, and the Life of the Spirit, Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2003. Howard-Brook, Wes, Becoming Children of God:  John's Gospel and Radical Discipleship, Orbis, Maryknoll, New York (1994).  Myers, Ched, Binding the Strong Man:  A Political Reading of Mark's Story of Jesus, Maryknoll, N.Y.:  Orbis, 1988., and many others.  


� Joseph Shumpeter, Imperialism and Social Classes, quoted by Editors, "U.S. Imperial Ambitions and Iraq," Monthly Review, December 2002, p 4.


�See especially the incredible work of Brian McLaren and the "emergent church" movement.  See, Generous Orthodoxy, A Generous Orthodoxy: Why I am a missional + evangelical + post/protestant + liberal/conservative + mystical/poetic + biblical + charismatic/contemplative + fundamentalist + calvinist + anabaptist/anglican + methodist + catholic + green + incarnational + depressed-yet-hopeful + emergent + unfinished Christian, Grand Rapids, MI:  Zondervan, 2005.


� Thomas A. Bandy, Road Runner: The Body in Motion, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002, 17-18.


� Hear the call Jesus in Mark 6:7-10, in which he sent his followers out two by two with orders "to take nothing for their journey except a staff; no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not to put on two tunics."


� On the eve of war in Iraq in 2003, many pastors were afraid to speak what they felt to be true about the war.  In the case of torture, gross violations of human rights, of what is happening right now in our beloved land, many who claim the mantle of ministers of Jesus are silent.  It is always shocking, but always with historical precedent, to see the church rolling along in silence or worse, openly defending imperial ways.  Not so, the historical Jesus. 


� Dennis A. Jacobsen, Doing Justice:  Congregations and Community Organizing, Minneapolis, NM: Augsburg Fortress, 2001, 1.


� "War Crimes and Imperial Fantasies," Noam Chomsky interviewed by David Barsamian," International Socialist Review, Issue #37, Sept-Oct 2004, 16.


� How much of our political or religious agendas are based simply on this desire for the comfort of old paradigms and the stability of those times before the new facts were known?


� Acts 8:1. Christian Community Bible:  Catholic Pastoral Edition, Quezon City, Philippines: Claretian Publications, 2003.


�	Acts 9.1-2.  Christian Community Bible:  Catholic Pastoral Edition, Quezon City, Philippines: Claretian Publications, 2003.


� See Galatians 1:12b-15a.  Christian Community Bible:  Catholic Pastoral Edition, Quezon City, Philippines: Claretian Publications, 2003.


� "Sometimes God moves loudly, as if spinning to another place like ball lightening.  God is, oddly, personal; this God knows.  Sometimes en route, dazzlingly or dimly, he shows an edge of himself to souls who seek him, and the people who bear those souls, marveling, know it, and see the skies carousing around them, and watch cells stream and multiply in green leaves.  He does not give as the world gives; he leads invisibly over many years, or he wallops for thirty seconds at a time.  He may touch a mind, too, making a loud sound, or a mind may feel the rim of his mind as he nears.  Such experiences are gifts to beginners. . .  (Having seen, people of varying cultures turn - for reasons unknown, and by a mechanism unimaginable-to aiding and serving the afflicted and the poor)."  Anne Dillard, For the Time Being, 167-8.


� . . . Acts 9: 3-4.  Christian Community Bible:  Catholic Pastoral Edition, Quezon City, Philippines: Claretian Publications, 2003.


� Acts 9:9


� Acts 9:17-20.


� Philippians 3:7-8.


� I believe that communion, for example, is one way in which this structure is renewed and expanded in our mind.  We begin to see and experience the world through notions of grace, an open table, material food and drink as other than commodity, etc.  This constitutes a radically new "frame" with which to see the world.


� Jesus in Mark 1:15 and elsewhere.


� This is the historical message of the early followers and of all of the great  prophetic movements in church and history.


� See Franz Fanon's Wretched of the Earth, Malcolm X's, Autobiography of Malcolm X, the literature of the women's and other movements.  Or, just look inside your own soul!


� In the Jesus-system all are servants of all.  Hence, none is master or exercises soul power over another, other than God. 


�  They came to Bethsaida, and some people brought a blind man and begged Jesus to touch him.  He took the blind man by the hand and led him outside the village.  When he had spit on the man's eyes and put his hands on him, Jesus asked, "Do you see anything?"


He looked up and said, "I see people; they look like trees walking around."


Once more Jesus put his hands on the man's eyes.  Then his eyes were opened, his sight was restored, and he saw everything clearly.  Jesus sent him home, saying, "Don't go into the village." Mark 8:22-26, New International Version.


� Palmer, W. Scott, Ed., The Confessions of Jacob Boehme, New York: Harper & Brothers, 1954, 118.


� Berry, 9.


� Gen 1:1, New International Version.


� See especially Chapter 7, "Chaos and the strange attractors of meaning," in Wheatley, Leadership and the New Science, 115. 


� Wheatley, Margaret J., Leadership and the New Science, 119.


� Derek Webb, I Repent, from "I See Things Upside Down," (INO Records) Released November 2004.


� Lewis makes this arguments several times, including The Pilgrim's Regress, 1933, and more concisely in The Weight of Glory, SanFrancisco, 1949, 32-33.  It must be remembered, however, that it is a metaphor and an indication of the possibility of justice (and a lot of other things too), and not a proof.  See the discussion on PBS's "The Question of God, Program One: C.S. Lewis - A Leap in the Dark," http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/questionofgod/transcript/leap.html.


� Matthew 7:7-12.


� "Needy" is an interesting word.  It neatly avoids the situation of oppression and seems to  presume that there are somewhere people who are without needs! 


� "No one is good but God alone," says Jesus in Mark 10:18.  


� Psalm 85:10b.


� Berry, The Great Work, 15.


� Wesley wrote, "'Holy solitaires' is a phrase no more consistent with the gospel than holy adulterers. The gospel of Christ knows of no religion, but social; no holiness but social holiness. 'Faith working by love' is the length and breadth and depth and height of Christian perfection."  John Wesley, The Complete Works of John Wesley. [CD ROM]. Albany, OR:  AGES Software, 1997, Vol. 14, 437.  


� In the gospels, Jesus announces that the Kingdom of God is present now.  "Once, having been asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied, "The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, 'Here it is,' or 'There it is,' because the kingdom of God is among you."  Luke 17:20-21, New International Version.  ("Among" is an alternate legitimate translation to the more popular, "within you."


� I believe it is noteworthy that the first century followers, as they are exiled from Judaism and as they evolve into an independent movement, choose the word ekklesia or assembly as the name for their community.  They do not describe it as a place, or as a "new synagogue," or "temple."  This has roots in Hebrew culture in the times of the "tent of meeting" in which the people sojourned.  In the Roman cities, this was the word used to describe ruling councils.  It is as if the followers are saying that they, the sojourning slaves, free people, and men and women from all races, who follow Jesus as Lord and Savior rather than Caesar, are establishing their own councils.  These are far different paradigms for church than exist in most of Christianity today with its fixation on buildings. The church is not a place!  See Wes Howard-Brook, The Church Before Christianity, Maryknoll, N.Y.:  Orbis Books, 2001, especially 7-9.


� Can anyone doubt that we are in a post-denominational age?


� Matthew 18:20.


� Church socials, polite society times, and non-threatening charity events do not represent the kind of intense actions that Jesus demonstrated in the scripture!


� This all is the exact opposite of the Jesus "table manners" we have been taught in the Eucharist.  That meal is an act of free Grace and shared equally.  All eat at the same table, sharing the same suffering and joys.  The Eucharist is a meal of solidarity.  See the wonderful work, by M. Douglas Meeks, God the Economist, Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1989.
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� Wheatley, Leadership and the New Science, 130.
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� Bandy, Road Runner, 11.
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