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REVIEW

Watching the Mundane, Teaching the Profound
Bell produces compelling postmodern video I by  r a e w y n  h a n k in s

b e h in d  a newspaper. W e  see a cou - 

pie's hands in tertw ined , ye t th e y  do  

not face each other. A  tired girl 

brings h er Starbucks up  to her pale 

face as Bell com m ents, "W e 're  frag- 

ile ... .  L ife  is fragile .”

A s he sits u n d e rg ro u n d  in the 

subw ay station, Bell is ta lk ing  about 

b e in g  adamah, "d irt-m an ," w h o  w ill 

go back to the dirt. In  this land, we 

w atch the trains go back and fo rth , 

m o v in g  fast in opposite  directions.

Som e people  k n o w  w here  they're  

g o ing ; som e don 't; some rea lly  don 't care. W e  see the 

m undane existence o f com plete  strangers— rush ing , 

tired, and alone in th e ir o w n  w o rld s — ye t each b rea th ing  

G o d 's  breath o f life.

T h e o lo g ic a lly , Bell speaks about G o d  in a language 

that postm oderns understand. H e  doesn ’t use "in -h o u se ” 

talk. For exam ple, instead o f q u o tin g  texts, he says, "O n e  

Scripture  s a ys .. . ” o r "the ancient H e b re w s  th o u g h t . . .."  

Instead o f presenting a com plex , abstract explanation  of 

"sanctification,” Bell speaks about h o w  the S p irit allow s 

us to  breathe out life's toxins.

B e yo n d  the  term s he chooses, he exp la ins tru th  

th ro u g h  co n n e c tio n , asking co n te m p la tive  questions, 

ra ther than  o ffe rin g  so lution s: " W h o  a ctu a lly  th in ks 

about th e ir b reath ing?" "A re  w e sta n d in g  on  h o ly  

g ro u n d , passing b u rn in g  bushes on the left and the rig h t, 

and because w e re m o v in g  too  fast, w e miss them?' 

"W h e n  a b a b y  is b o rn , what's the first th in g  th e y  do?” 

T״ h e  last th in g  w e do, is it taking o u r last breath?” " O r ,  

is it that, w h e n  w e can no lo n g e r say the nam e o f G o d , 

we die?” Bell's questions rin g  in one's head a lo t lon ger 

than the te n -m in u te  Nooma.

Rob Bell, Nooma: 
Breathe (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Zonder- 
van, 2006).

n the Nooma series, Rob Bell invites us to stop, lo o k  

at life d ifferently, experience G o d 's  presence, and be 

transform ed. T h e  N o o m a  D V D s  are particu la rly  

co m p e llin g  fo r postm odern , y o u n g  adult profes- 

sionals, and this one is no exception . In Breathe, Bell posi- 

tions h im self u n d e rg ro u n d  in a train station, w a tch in g  

the m undane ru sh in g  back and fo rth , to teach a p ro - 

fo u n d  truth  about the rea lity  o f G o d 's  presence, d e m o n - 

strated b y  the o rd in a ry  action o f b reathing . T h e  Nooma 
style, use o f m eta-stories, th e o lo g y , and sim ple truths, as 

seen in Breathe, is re v o lu tio n iz in g  o u r com m un ication  of 

the gospel, especially to  y o u n g  adults.

Bell's style utilizes this popu lar m edia and enters this 

generation's m in d -set to speak in a w a y that attracts and 

engages. T o d a y , w e th in k  in icons. W e  spend our days 

seeing the w o rld  th ro u g h  the lens o f the camera. M u c h  

as Jesus used parables, Bell begins w ith  stories— spoken or 

seen— and experiences we all h o ld  in com m on . For a gen- 

eration o riented  tow ard  sound bites, Bell is able to pres- 

ent a th o u g h t-p ro vo k in g  message in o n ly  ten m inutes.

Instead o f using a preacher's vo ice  and speaking from  

b e h in d  an elevated p u lp it, Bell is conversational, in ter- 

acting o n e -o n -o n e , frie n d -to -fr ie n d . H is  tone is relaxing, 

reflective. T h e re  is no distance betw een h im  and listen- 

ers. H is  a u thentic ity  com es th ro u g h  as he shares his 

frustrations, such as d ia lin g  te lephone num bers that 

w o n 't connect.

Before w e lo o k  at the th e o lo g y  taught th ro u g h  Bell's 

w ords, let's exp lore  w hat Breathe teaches b e h in d  the 

w ords. T h e  m eta-stories that happen  all a roun d  h im  in 

the subw ay station accentuate his message. B e yo n d  the 

busy-ness o f the station, people  lo o k  tired, depressed, 

and alone. O n e  m an sleeps, unaw are o f his b reathing . 

A n o th e r couple  put in th e ir earpieces, separately disap- 

pearing  in to  th e ir o w n  w orlds. A n o th e r  person hides
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nent pastors from mainline and evangelical churches. It 
has been well-received by other churches.

Also, we have been building a friendly relationship 
with the Japan Evangelical Association. In a recent meet- 
ing with the president of JEA , he promised to help us 
break the barrier between evangelical churches and the 
SD A  Church and wrote his recommendation for the sec- 

ond printed edition of our book on Adventism that 1 just 
mentioned. O f course, because of our past, it has been a 
gradual process, but we can see increasing acceptance of 
our church by other churches.

O ur publishing house is also benefiting financially. O ur 
colporteurs are aging, and sales through them have been 
dropping every year. Broadening the market has been 
timely for the future of our publishing work.

NAM: Have there been any negative reactions, such as some members 
being concerned about associating with “Sunday churches"?

MIYAMOTO: There  are always people not in the majori- 
ty who th ink what we are doing is just selling out our 
distinctiveness. H ow ever, we can keep our S D A  identi- 
ty clear, yet also be generous toward other Christians 
who have different convictions. A fter all, there is no 
perfect church or denomination and we have to see 
ourselves as well as others through the eyes of the radi- 
cal grace of Jesus C h rist. In fact, one of our distinctive 
beliefs—like the Sabbath—has to be a sign of both the 
radical inclusiveness and the grace of C h rist. W e want 
to present our church as characterized by these beauti- 
ful traits of Jesus.

NAM: How can those outside Japan support you for what you're seek- 
ing to do?

MIYAMOTO: I'd like to request your support through prayer 
so that a revival w ill take place in Japan in the near future. I 
would be happy to make contact w ith those who are try- 
ing to implement W illo w  Creek's principles and style in 
the Adventist setting and find out how they are doing in 
other countries. ■

Source: Reprinted with permission from Progressive Adventism <http://pro- 
gressiveadventism.org>.

Instead of cut-and-dried points, Bell teaches through 
a profound paradox. W e come from the dust; we return 
to the dust; yet we breathe the Creator's divine breath. 
"There is paradox at the heart of what it means to be a 
human being." Referencing Psalms 8, Bell says, "We're 
these sacred, divine dirt-clods. Your life is but a breath, 
yet you were made by the Creator of everything." W e are 
extremely fragile, yet we are temples of the living God.

In response to Bell's teaching, I have one theological 
caution: It's too easy to assume that we ourselves are 
divine and already have eternal life liv ing w ith in us 
w ithout a chosen connection to the liv ing God. I think 
this may stem from the common teaching that we are 
created w ith immortal souls (contrary to Hebrew 
thought). A t the same time, whether or not we have 
chosen life, we have been given the gift of life, demon- 
strated by our breathing in and out in this moment. Too  
often, we miss the fact that we have already been given 
the gift of life (breath of life). Perhaps what we still need 
now is the sustenance of that life (breath of eternal life).

Bell teaches profound truth in very simple ways, in 
the midst of our mundane, everyday existence. H is 
teaching corresponds w ith my own reality. Today as I 
breathe, I w ill th ink about being honest w ith what's 
going on inside of me, the toxins I need to breath out. I 
w ill also be aware that I'm breathing God's name, and 
praying for the Nooma to come in w ith each breath. I 
w ill be conscious that the same divine breath that flows 
through me also flows through the person next to me.

N ow  I share Bell's appeal: "M ay you come to see that 
God is here, right now w ith us all the time, may you 
come to see that the ground you are standing on is holy. 
As you slow down, may you become aware that it is in 
Y H V H  that we live, and we move, and we breathe." ■

Raewyn Hankins is a Master's of Divinity student in the Seventh-day 
Adventist Theological Seminary at Andrews University.
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m ent to n o n vio le n ce  and respect fo r life; (3) ded ication  

to fu rth e rin g  a just eco n o m ic  o rd e r; and (4) agreem ent 

on the e q u a lity  o f all hum an beings (18 -34 ).
Aside from  national regulations, some m ultinationals are 

proactively setting their ow n  ethical standards for w o rld - 

w ide business practices. For example, in late 2004, 
H ew lett-Packard, D e ll, and IB M  form ed an alliance to 

w o rk  w ith  k ey mem bers o f their 

w orldw ide  supply chains to enact a 

unified code o f socially responsible 

m anufacturing practices. T h e  new 

Electronics Industry C o d e  o f C o n - 

duct includes rules on usage o f waste- 

water, hazardous materials, pollutants; 

the reporting  of industrial injuries; 

and bans on ch ild  labor, bribes, 

em bezzlem ent, and extortion. N o t  

surprisingly, Friedm an claims that 

these corporations see value in their 

concern for values:

"Customers care” says Debra Dunn, HP's 
vice president for global citizenship, and 
European customers lead the way in caring. 
And human rights groups and NGOs, who 
are gaining increasing global influence as 
trust in corporations declines, are basically 
saying, "You guys have the power here. You 
are global companies, you can set expecta- 
tions that will influence environmental prac- 
tices and human rights practices in emerging 
countries." (383)

In calling for a realistic Christian 

approach to a fair globalization, we 

must not be naive, and here we learn, 

again, from  T o m  Friedm an. In his The World Is Flat, he dis- 

tinguishes between to p -d o w n  (wholesale) reform s and b o t- 

to m -u p  (retail) reform s in the develop ing  w orld . Reducing 

tariffs, m aking loans readily available, enhancing educa- 

tional opportunities are examples o f wholesale reform , and 

Friedman agrees w ith  Stig litz that w o rld w id e  p o ve rty  is as 

w idespread as ever— despite wholesale reforms.

W h a t  is m issing is w idespread retail re form . Friedm an 

contends that "persistent p o v e rty  is a practical p rob lem  

as w ell as a m oral one, and we do  ourselves no g o o d  to

FLAT NEW WORLD_______________________ __________
Continued from page 39

Most Americans are not in radical disagreement with the 
way that their country handles free enterprise so that almost 
all citizens can benefit from the national economy. But with 
true globalization, they need to think about forms of glob- 
al democracy. The  John Birch Society advocates that the 
United States abandon the United 
Nations. However, logic suggests the 
need to strengthen greatly the U N  for 
the good of global capitalism.

Sm ith saw that for the good of 
free enterprise, there needed to be 
certain governm ent regulations— 
and, of course, in his day the only 
corporations he envisioned were 
strictly  national. But today we have 
truly multinational corporations. For 
exam ple, one could orig inate in 
Europe, choose to put its headquar- 
ters in N ew  Yo rk  C ity , and carry out 
production in a developing country.
Therefore, we need to devise inter- 
national democratic frameworks—if 
globalization is to thrive morally.
Even, no especially, dispossessed peo- 
pie of the world need to feel that 
they are treated fa irly  and given 
voice in the shaping of policies that 
might affect them.

"Eventually, we should be working 
toward the creation of international 
legal frameworks and international 
courts," writes Stig litz , "as necessary 
for the smooth functioning of the 
global economy as federal courts and 
national laws are for national economies” (207).

A  global ethic is necessary to hold a global economy 
accountable. A  nascent effort took place in 1993 w ith 
the meeting of the Co uncil of the Parliament of the 
W o rld s  Relig ions, according to Hans K iing  and Karl- 
Joseph Kuschel in their book, A Global Ethic. M ore than 
six thousand people from various religions met in 
Chicago to w ork out a Declaration Tow ard  a G lobal 
Eth ic . T h e  council approved statements affirm ing: (1) 
collective responsib ility for a better w orld ; (2) com m it­

Most ancient 

cultures were 

relatively content 

with the status quo.

It made sense 

to view the poor as 

always with us 

because there was 

no practical way 

that life could be 

otherwise.
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Biblical insights in to  the need fo r the rich  to a id  the 

p o o r  are m ore  re levant than ever, g iven  c o n te m p o ra ry  

k now ledge . H o w e v e r, like so m uch o f the Bible, its 

message m ust be taken seriously  w ith o u t the m istake o f 

taking  it lite ra lly . S im p ly  g iv in g  to the p o o r  is insuffi- 

cient. A n  exam ination  is necessary to d isco ve r a n y  p e r- 

sonal c o m p lic ity  o r  detrim ental b e h a v io r that m a y be 

fu rth e rin g  local o r  g lobal injustices. Just as today's 

C h ris tia n  m ust take in to  account m o d e rn  th o u g h t about 

hum an rights w h e n  th in k in g  about the b ib lic a lly  c o n - 

d o n e d  institution  o f slavery, w e m ust also take in to  

account m o d e rn  econom ics w h e n  a d vocatin g  the best 

w a y  to address w o r ld  p o ve rty . M o re o v e r, p rec ise ly  

because o f the b ib lica l p ro n oun cem en ts  about ric h  and 

p o o r, C hristian s  have a stron g  im petus to jo in  h u m a n - 

ists in institu ting  sa vvy  g loba l reform s to eradicate 

extrem e p o v e rty  in o u r w o rld . ■

Jim Walters is professor of Christian ethics at Loma Linda 

University, and co-principal investigator in a National Institute of Health 
Study on the psychosocial and biological manifestations of religion.

David Kim is a doctoral student in the Theology, Ethics, and Culture Pro- 
gram of the Religion Department at Claremont Graduate University.

focus on our moral failings and not the practical short- 
comings of the countries and governments involved" 
(402). H e cites the W orld  Bank's International Finance 
Corporation ( IF C ) , w hich  studied 130 countries to pre- 
pare a document titled D oing Business in 2004. The  
researchers, drawing on work by Peruvian economist 
Hernando de Soto, asked five questions about how easy 
or difficu lt it is to (1) start a business in terms of local 
rules, regulations, and license fees; (2) hire and fire 
workers; (3) enforce a contract; (4) get credit; and (5) 
close a business that goes bankrupt or is failing.

Friedman sums up the results of the study: "those coun- 
tries that make all these things relatively simple and fric- 
tion-free have undertaken reform retail, and those that 
have not are stalled in reform wholesale and are not likely 
to thrive in a flat world" (403). H e quotes from the report:

[I]t takes less than six months to go through bankruptcy proceedings 
in Ireland and Japan, hut more than ten years in Brazil and 
India. It costs less than 1 percent of the value of the estate to resolve 
insolvency in Finland, the Netherlands, Norway and Singapore— 
and nearly half the estate value in Chad, Panama, Macedonia, 
Venezuela, Serbia and Montenegro, and Sierra Leone. (4 0 5 )

For more information, visit

Ilovethelordbut.com
800-326-4674

I Love the Lord, but...
• Have you ever found yourself focusing more on the praise you received from 

others than on the praise that you should be giving to God?

• Do you find that you would rather trust the people in your world whom you can 
see than the holy and infinite God of the universe who is somewhere “up there” 
in heaven?

• Do terms such as “grace” and “mercy” confuse you every time you hear them?

In simple and easy-to-understand language, author Sylvester Paulasir (pictured) 
explores many issues that young Christians often face—including confronting temp- 
tation, dealing with issues of pride, establishing real relationships with God 
and comprehending God’s will—and offers practical advice to help along the way.

Will you become a super-saint by reading this book? Probably 
not. But there is a good chance that you’ll find that one thing 
you have been missing in your spiritual journey: Hope.

“Sylvester tells us with refreshing vulnerability about things 
we sometimes do not dare share with our mirrors. ”

—Zack PlantakPhD Professor of Theology, Columbia Union College


