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EDITORIAL • fmn editor 

Will God Hold Us Responsible for the 
Questions We Don't Ask? I B Y B O N N I E D W Y E R 

That thought haunts Rod Crossman, our cover artist 

this issue. His blog-posted ponderings on the 

question led us to ask him to share his abstract 

paintings with us. Now his original question haunts me, too. 

Certainly there are passages in Scripture that echo 

Crossman's question. James 4 :17 , for instance, says 

"Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do 

and doesn't do it, sins." Sin can be a matter of neglect. 

However, the phrase begins, "Anyone who knows"— 

so the obvious strategy is not to know, right? N o t to ask 

questions? Then we can't be responsible, can we? T h e 

problems with that strategy are being played out within 

the world of American politics as judges attempt to hold 

the Bush administration accountable for questions not 

asked about numerous issues, and the president's ratings 

sink over a war in which more questions were not asked. 

T h e answer reshapes itself into another question—do we 

harm ourselves and others by the questions we don't ask? 

Recently, in a conversation with friends, I tried out the 

idea of liabilities being connected to questions not asked. 

T h e discussion found traction when we applied it to 

Adventism's corporate culture, and our fixation with 

having all the answers. Have we hurt ourselves and others 

by the questions not asked? In the 1980s, did thinking 

of ourselves as being above questions mislead us in our 

corporate relationship with employees and equal wages, 

for instance? Did we neglect to ask questions of ourselves 

about our moral responsibilities? 

What About the Books Not Read? 
Ponder the thought of questions not asked as you read this 

issue. Let it haunt you as think about things like globaliza-

tion, your share of the earth's resources, inclusiveness. At 

that point, you may, like me, also be thinking of the books 

not read that might help with the questions not asked. 

And would that possibly include the Bible? 

In his book The last Word: Beyond the Bible Wars to a 

New Understanding of the Authority of Scripture, N . T . Wr ight 

reminded me, "the Bible continues to be both a central 

way in which G o d addresses his people and a central 

way in which his people respond." Beyond just devotion, 

Wright says discipleship requires reading. "Reading and 

studying scripture has been seen as central to how we 

are to grow in the love of God; how we come to under-

stand G o d and his truth more fully; and how we can 

develop the moral muscle to live in accordance with the 

gospel of Jesus even when everything seems to be 

pulling the other way." 

N o w that I've shared the guilt-inducing discussion 

about questions not asked, let me also comment about the 

joy of finding new thoughts in new books, the serendipity 

of an idea well-written. Staring at me as I write are several 

books just waiting to answer questions: Kent Hansen's 

newest book on prayer, Cleansing Fire, Healing Streams, catch-

es my eye. Next is Lourdes E. Morales-Gudmundsson's 

tome, I Forgive You, But, which Doug Morgan plugged in 

the Adventist Peace Messenger, another must-read. 

Speaking of his new book I Love the lord, But. . . Colum-

bia Union Col lege student Sylvester Paulasir says, "The 

writing process gave me a chance to ask questions and 

attempt to answer them on issues like sinfulness, pride, 

lack of trust, reverence, and others." H e concluded, 

"My spirituality has taken shape because of this book." 

M y question for Sylvester would be whether he found 

his spirituality in the writing or the asking of questions. • 
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The Accidental Theologian B Y C H A R L E S S C R I V E N 

Kyra, age three, is the daughter of my 

wife's niece, and several weekends ago 

she was in full voice, singing like a 

diva: "Jesus loves me this I know, / for the Bible 

tells me sto-ries." 

I wasn't sure I heard that right. 

But Kyra was still singing: "Little ones to him 

belong. / T h e y are weak but he is strong." And 

then, beaming with confidence: "Yes, Jesus loves 

me. / Yes, Jesus loves me. / Yes, Jesus loves me. / 

T h e Bible tells me sto-ries." 

By the next time through the song, I figured 

she was on to something. 

A week later, one of the preachers on 3ABN, 

the Adventist satellite network, was saying that 

being a "peacemaker" comes down to bearing 

personal witness to your personal relationship 

with Jesus, so others can enjoy the same peace 

with G o d that you do. That was clueless—peace 

dimmed to a shadow of its biblical self—and all 

at once Kyra's point seemed truly critical. 

T h e preacher just wasn't paying attention to 

the stories behind the Beatitude that he was 

quoting, nor to how these stories make up one 

Big Story. Certainly he hadn't succeeded in 

following that story. If he had, he would have 

known that peace cannot be summed up as 

personal religiosity. H e would have known that 

a (merely) personal relationship with Jesus is a 

disastrous aberration. 

For individuals to feel good—or better, to 

flourish—communities must flourish. You don't 

find (biblical) peace until you find a world with-

out fear or injustice, without tedium or loneli-

ness. That 's a truth the Bible story again and 

again affirms. 

That truth is what explains Moses: he knew 

God wanted the slaves to go free and to live in 

completely different circumstances. That truth is 

what explains Daniel: he knew God expects the 

downfall of corrupt and egomaniacal regimes. 

That truth is what explains Jesus: he knew his 

"father's business" would get him into trouble 

with Herod, a political authority. 

That truth is also what makes Ezekiel 34 so 

priceless. Here, unforgettably, God's peace is no 

mental teddy bear but a whole new world, a 

whole new common life. 

For all practical purposes, anyone who does 

not follow the Bible story is biblically illiterate. 

A thousand key texts, stored in memory, are 

nothing if you don't follow the story. Without 

knowing where the Bible is going you can inter-

pret those texts the way you want, or the way 

the dominant culture wants you to want. 

I aspire to be a back-to-the-Bible guy, and to 

belong to a back-to-the-Bible church. It makes 

me ill to see Sabbath schools dozing into irrele-

vance, then thinning out or dying off. It makes 

me ill to see younger (and many older) Adven-

tists forsaking Bible study for sleep or Starbucks 

or the sports page. For me, really great discus-

sions, like many in the Branson-Ortner class at 

Sligo Church, or the Choir Room class at Pacif-

ic Union College, are as bracing as a breeze. I 

think no truer thing was said, ever, than that the 

Bible is "profitable" for "teaching" and for "train-

ing in righteousness"—for how we think, that is, 

and how we live. 

I felt ideas gathering into a nice updraft a few 

weekends ago when the Spectrum Blog took on 

the state of Sabbath School in our congrega-

A thousand 

key texts, stored 

in memory, 

are nothing if 

you don't follow 

the story. 



tions. Early in the back-and-forth, Chris Blake, whose class 

at Union College is one of the best, declared that "any 

meaningful Adventist renaissance must begin in Sabbath 

School." 

Then, highlighting the Gospel Commission to "make 

disciples [Blake's emphasis] of all nations," he said that "the 

best, most effective, most resonant and relevant teaching 

enables the student to actually do what is being taught." 

Study matters, he was arguing, and study is best when 

it's practical, and helps us to do what is best. 

A story I learned by way of Martin Buber, the Jewish 

sage, makes the same point. During the time of the czars, 

a guard in a St. Petersburg jail comes to an imprisoned 

rabbi's cell. Sensing opportunity, he stops and asks: "If 

G o d knows all things, why, in the Garden of Eden, does 

he call out, Adam, where are you?"' 

T h e rabbi sees right away that the question is distract-

ing. It's about a puzzle; it's not a quest for a better self. So 

he asks, "Do you believe the Bible has a meaning for every 

person in every age?" 

W h e n the guard nods Yes, the rabbi goes on. "Well, in 

every age G o d comes to every person and says, 'Where 

are you? W h e r e are you in the living of your life?'" 

C o m i n g s o o n . . . 
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With the question G o d is not digging for information, 

in other words, but posing a challenge: Are you growing 

as a person? Are you living the best way you can? 

Yes, the whole point is the practical. T h e whole point is 

living, and living well. 

That takes me back to Kyra, the accidental theologian. 

Sayings aren't clear apart from the stories that surround 

them. And the stories themselves have to be read in light 

of the Big Story. And that story, remember, takes us from 

a world divinely made through the rescue and growth of a 

lowly people to . . .Jesus, the zenith of Jewish generosity, 

the human face of God, the center of Christian life. 

According to the Christian faith, Jesus is where the Bible is 

going. T h e point of Bible study is discipleship. Bible stories 

illuminate, and in turn are illuminated by, the master 

teacher. 

W . C. Fields once cracked: "I have spent a lot of time 

searching through the Bible looking for loopholes.'' 

Loopholes you can find. T h e Bible is a record of 

growth, with some wrong turns in the story and some 

right. W h e n you're feeling ungenerous or narrow-minded 

you can always find something inside of Scripture to fit 

the feeling. An eye for an eye is there; male privilege is 

there; holy war is there—each dressed 

up as the will of God. But when you 

take Jesus to be where the Bible is 

going, these loopholes close up, and 

the Bible becomes a coherent guide to 

thought and attitude and action. You 

can know what is Christian, and what 

falls short of it. 

All this is why I think Chris Blake 

hit the bull's eye. T h e Sabbath School 

(or something like it) is the key to "any 

meaningful Adventist renaissance." 

And that is so only when it aims at 

discipleship, when it takes us, that is, 

to where the Bible is going, and where it 

calls us to go. I 

Be on the lookout... 
www.spectrummagazine.org 

Charles Scriven is 

president of Adventist 
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Miracles, Bondage, and Irrelevance 

Christ and Bibliolatry 
CHARLES SCRIVEN AND David Larson 

cite Bible texts in support of the so-

called "Christ-centered" approach to 

biblical authority (Matt. 28:18; John 

1:1,14; Col. 1 :15-19; Heb. 1:1-4) 

(summer 2006, 68; winter 2007, 8), 

what Scriven calls the "ascending line" 

theory versus the "flat-line" theory, 

which sees all Scripture as equally 

authoritative (fall 2006, 6). But no 

straightforward reading of these verses 

could possibly lead one to conclude 

that God's revelation in Christ contra-

dicts his revelation elsewhere in Scrip-

ture. Indeed, the New Testament 

depicts Christ as the Guide of Israel 

during their wilderness wanderings 

(1 Cor. 10:4, 9). God declared through 

the prophet Malachi, "I am the Lord; 

I change not" (Mai. 3:6). Jesus stated, 

"I and M y Father are one" Qohn 10:30). 

W h e t h e r one wishes to ask, in 

Scriven's words, whether Christ is 

captive to "Bibliolatry"—that strange 

word so often used to subvert the 

Bible's supreme authority—it is clear 

in Scripture that Christ in his earthly 

ministry was captive to the Bible. 

W h y else, when confronting Satan in 

the wilderness, would he have relied 

on the written W o r d for his defense 

(Matt. 4:4, 7, 10)? This would hardly 

make sense if Christ possessed greater 

authority than the O l d Testament 

Scriptures. Why, indeed, would the 

Son of the eternal G o d need to fall 

back on tattered, flawed representa-

tions of the divine character in his 

struggle with the adversary? 

Gane and Neall have done a mas-

terful job marshalling evidence in 

support of biblical revelation on the 

subject of Israel and genocide (summer 

2006, 61-65; fall 2006, 7 - 1 0 ; spring 

2007, 5 - 6 ) , as well as in contrasting 

what Israel did with the Crusaders and 

jihadists of later times (summer 2006, 

6 2 - 6 4 ; fall 2006, 8). But one point, 

alluded to by Gane, deserves closer 

attention. Gane speaks of the "resident, 

manifest Presence of the divine King" 

in the midst of Israel (summer 2006, 

64). According to the Bible narrative, 

the supernatural evidence that God 

was with Israel was as visible to the 

surrounding cultures as it was to God's 

people (see Exod. 7 - 1 4 ; Josh. 2 :9 -11 ; 

5:1). W e aren't talking here about 

sightings of the Virgin Mary in some 

pilgrim town, visible only to believers. 

The miracles that attended Israel were 

seen by all who were anywhere near. 

By contrast, no rivers or oceans parted 

before Richard Lion Heart, no pillar of 

cloud goes before Osama bin Laden, 

and certainly no Urim and Thummim 

guide George W . Bush! 

Larson correctly warns that such 

manifestations fail to prove divine 

endorsement (summer 2006, 6 7 - 6 8 ) . 

T h e Bible is clear that demonic pow-

ers can work miracles (Matt. 24:24; 2 

Thess. 2:9; Rev. 16:14), and Ellen 

Whi te likewise warns that miracles 

are not a test of God's favor (Selected 

Messages, 2 : 4 8 - 5 5 ) . But signs and won-

ders such as those attending ancient 

Israel do demonstrate transcendent 

intervention, divine or satanic, super-

seding the normal play of ideas and 

the natural course of events. In view 

of such signs attending Israel, and 

similar ones in heathen culture (Exod. 

7:11, 22; 8:7), any outside observer— 

whether Pharaoh in Egypt or Rahab 

in Jericho—would be compelled to 

consider other factors in determining 

which power to honor and serve. 

T h e record of God's dealings with 

his followers and the world would 

have to be compared with the record 

left by other gods, cultures, and peo-

ples. With miracles found on both 

sides, obviously such demonstrations 

couldn't rightly decide one's ultimate 

choice. But they would clearly give 

evidence that something higher and 

greater than ordinary, natural causes 

was at work. 

Let us also bear in mind that, 

unlike human beings, when G o d 

orders the death of anyone, he does 

so knowing their hearts, motives, and 

future choices. T h e Bible declares of 



God ; "Thou, even Thou only, know-

est the hearts of all the children of 

men" (1 Kings 8:39). Understanding 

this, we can see how mortals cannot 

rightly undertake such actions as 

those in question unless unmistakably 

guided by the divine hand. 

KEVIN D. PAULSON 

New York City 

Charles Scriven Responds: 
PAULSON'S POSITION is clear: "God's rev-

elation in Christ" nowhere "contradicts" 

what Scripture elsewhere commends. 

Equally clear, however, is that 

Paulson cannot follow a story. T h e 

Bible represents God as commanding 

genocide—mass killing of whole peo-

ples, including babies. But the story 

moves forward, through Isaiah and oth-

ers, to Jesus. Jesus, facing a murderous 

empire, asks us to love our enemies. 

Then he walks the talk by asking G o d 

to forgive his own executioners. 

It is just here, in the story, that the 

Bible's picture of God comes, for the 

first and only time, into perfect focus. 

That, remember, is what the resurrec-

tion means. 

Paulson covers his eyes. H e doesn't 

see how the story develops, or even, 

in the letter, acknowledge Christ's 

nonviolence. 

Had Paulson actually followed the 

story, he would see that it demolishes 

his theory of the Bible. H e ends up, 

instead, with a G o d (and presumably 

a Christ) who orders human beings to 

murder other human beings. 

This is catastrophic. But not for the 

vengeful, and not for tyrants. 

Sabbath Justice 
IN "Sabbath Justice," by Kendra Halo-

viak (spring 2007) , I truly enjoyed 

the author's point of view that Sab-

bath is about healing and release 

from bondage. 

But I am afraid we forgot that 

bondage is bigger that women's 

ordination. Bondage is the way we 

live and close out those people less 

fortunate than us from living in our 

communities. Bondage is also the 

way we refuse to allow young adults 

to participate in meaningful ways in 

church leadership. 

I hope this article awakens in many 

Adventists the desire to act boldly 

about equality on Sabbath and every 

day of the week. 

LARRY M. POWELL 

Newport Beach, Calif 

Seeking a Sanctuary 
I MUCH ENJOYED H e r b e r t F. D o u -

glass's review of the second edition 

of Malcolm Bull and Keith Lockhart's 

Seeking a Sanctuary (spring 2007) . T o 

his comments I would like to add a 

few other observations about this 

remarkable book. 

First, I doubt if we as Adventists suf-

ficiently appreciate the accomplish-

ment this work represents. I'm not a 

specialist in American religious history, 

but I do have more than a passing 

familiarity with the literature. Despite 

the considerable scholarly attention 

paid the religious tradition of the Unit-

ed States (and to the Mormons in par-

ticular), I doubt whether there is 

another work out there that combines 

the historical/sociological sophistica-

tion and literaiy elegance that Seeking a 

Sanctuary does. W e are honored that 

Bull and Lockhart chose us. 

That said, someone owning their 

first edition (which appeared in 1989) 

might wonder if the second offers sig-

nificant differences. Yes. It is, first, 

almost one hundred pages longer and 

includes a number of well-chosen illus-

trations (the first had none). By them-

selves, the eighty-eight pages of 

endnotes make the study worthwhile 

as a guide to Adventist literature. Some 

topics have been refashioned. T h e 

chapter on "Blacks," has become 

"Race," reflecting the ethnic plurality 

that so much defines our contempo-

rary church. 

O f course, the seventeen years 

between the two editions witnessed 

notable developments in American 

Adventism, which in itself justified 

updating. In 1989, for example, few 

Adventists paid attention to the 

Davidians, nor did the original edi-

tion give them any mention. This 

changed after events at Mount 

Carmel in 1994. In response, Seeking a 

Sanctuary has a completely new chap-

ter, "The Ethics of Schism," which 

sketches breakaway groups going 

back to the 1860s and includes a 

thorough account of the Davidian 

offshoot and ultimate shootout. 

M y professional field is American 

cultural history, an endeavor that seeks 

to find unities among the endless vari-

eties of our cultural life. That back-

ground gives me particular admiration 

for the authors' grasp of the American 

church (and they're English!). Seeking a 

Sanctuary is chockablock with insights, 

all of them suggestive and most persua-

sive. They observe that Adventism is a 

peculiarly feminine religious denomi-

nation, for example. This claim is only 

partially based on the unusually high 

percentage of women in our church 

and the fact that we are by far the 

largest church in America founded by 

a woman (George Knight might con-

test that Ellen White is our "founder"). 

M o r e to the point, our response 

to the dominant—and as we view it, 



often hostile American society—has 

shaped our feminine quality. In 

good Victorian fashion, just as 

women responded to their social 

limitations by staking out their own 

delimited sphere, so the Adventist 

Church has created its own subcul-

ture (this process being a major 

theme of the book) , one that does 

not contest the political sphere of 

the nation. 

"At no stage have they [Adventists] 

attempted to confront the state," 

write Bull and Lockhart. "They have, 

rather, remained quiet and malleable, 

not seeking to draw attention to 

themselves, lest this provoke a hostile 

reaction" (259) . O n e might argue 

that our church's readiness to engage 

in court litigation when religious 

liberty issues arise represents a bow 

to masculine values. That notwith-

standing, the authors' point carries 

general persuasiveness. 

T h e most commonly cited observa-

tion of the book—indeed, the work's 

conclusion—is the contention that 

Adventism is a revolving door, bring-

ing in relatively low-status converts, 

elevating them and their children into 

the educated middle class, only to see 

the grandchildren frequently leave the 

Church, having been fully assimilated 

into American life and now finding 

Adventism an irrelevance or inconven-

ience. This disturbing contention 

seems as intuitively true now as it did 

in the late 1980s. 

T h e ambitious sweep of Bull and 

Lockhart's work brings inevitable 

errors of fact. Southern Missionary 

College, for example, voted to admit 

black students in 1965 not 1968. But 

given the indefatigable research the 

book represents, it seems petty to 

scout for such moments. More inter-

esting to debate are the intriguing 

arguments they advance. Their dis-

cussions of the endemic conflict 

between physician and pastor for the 

soul of Adventism and of the impact 

of the Adventist medical establish-

ment on contemporary Adventism 

are fascinating. Has, in fact, a med-

ical template (in the theological 

dress of holism) essentially supersed-

ed Adventism's traditional theologi-

cal one? Worth discussing. 

Likewise, their penultimate chap-

ter dealing with the self-supporting 

movement offers wonderful reflec-

tions on those traditionalists who 

have sought to realize the Adventist 

vision outside church polity walls. 

For all the tension and internecine 

battles that have occurred between 

institutions such as Hartland and 

church leadership, the self-support -

ing movement (in the manner of the 

monastics or of Ignatius Loyola with-

in Catholicism) nevertheless repre-

sents a healthy trend within 

American Adventism, suggesting that 

reform and reinvigoration still exist. 

Bull and Lockhart don't miss 

much, but one recent development 

seems to fly under their radar. Th is 

is the revival of "last generat ion" 

theology, which stresses the 

Adventist chestnut that a final gen-

eration on earth will replicate 

God's character and usher in the 

S e c o n d C o m i n g . N o r do they men-

tion the thriving General Youth 

Conference , which since the early 

2 0 0 0 s has helped reinvigorate a 

form of traditional Adventism in 

hundreds of young people in North 

America. Yet if unacknowledged by 

name, the emergence of the Gener-

al Youth C o n f e r e n c e supports 

another point of the authors, 

namely, that this sort of restora-

tionist movement reveals the 

resilience of traditional Adventist 

theo logy through the decades. 

I always felt that the original edition 

of Seeking a Sanctuary, despite its enthu-

siastic critical reception, never had the 

exposure and broad impact on the 

Church it deserved. Perhaps this 

was due to its timing, appearing when 

the Church was still exhausted from 

the theological battles of the early 

1980s and rather disinterested in self-

analysis. W e can hope that the current 

moment is more propitious for a care-

ful study of their work. 

This is important not because Bull 

and Lockhart offer prescriptions for a 

clearer theology or more vigorous 

church growth (theirs being purely a 

work of analysis). The great value here 

lies in encouraging us to reflect on 

their central argument: that we have 

been willing—indeed anxious—to live 

unobtrusively apart from mainstream 

society, asking little of and receiving 

little from America. 

Are we content with this? O r with a 

church demographic characterized by 

an aging Anglophone population and 

requiring a steady flow of converts to 

maintain numbers? Might there be 

another path, one that depends on 

social engagement of a more ambitious 

type and that speaks to people's need 

for spiritual nurturance in more encom-

passing ways? 

Such a departure would test the very 

core of our institutional culture. But to 

fail to seek new departures would be to 

consign Adventism to increasing irrele-

vance in American life. 

BENJAMIN MCARTHUR 

History Department 

Southern Adventist University 

Collegedale, Tenn. 



Ellen White and the Bible 
I HAVE JUST READ the interview with Graeme Bradford 

regarding the work and writings of Ellen White. I find it 

disturbing that someone who claims to support the work 

and writings of Ellen White would instead subtly attempt to 

undermine confidence in the same. 

Bradford insinuates that her writings are no longer rele-

vant to young people because of her style of writing and 

the words and language that she uses. Quoting from his 

response to Bonnie Dwyer—"I think most of the young 

people today are going to find their spiritual help from 

more contemporary authors. W e are not going to change 

that since contemporary authors deal more with the real 

world the young people live in." 

In a single stroke, Bradford has eliminated, in addition 

to the writings of Ellen White , entire sections of the Bible 

because they were written in an entirely different age and 

setting using language sometimes very difficult to under-

stand regardless of the version that you read. 

W h e r e now are our young people and even our more 

mature members to turn for counsel? If counsel from these 

older sources is no longer comprehensible, then what con-

temporary sources would you suggest? 

ALLEN FOWLER 

Sherwood Park, Alberta, Canada 

The Branch Dividians 
I APPRECIATE David Larson's review of Kenneth Newport's 

The Branch Davidians oj Waco (spring 2007) . Yes, Newport's 

thesis places undue emphasis on Koresh's beliefs, and I 

like Larson's suggestions for other keys to understanding 

(Koresh's psychological wounds and "intense drives for 

sex and power"). 

I'd like to add another that applies to the whole com-

munity: emotional conditioning. Though few Seventh-day 

Adventists joined him, Koresh was only successful recruit-

ing among people who already were equipped with the 

same web of feelings—that is to say, feelings of anticipato-

ry victimhood, of being right (though the heavens fall), 

and of innocence performing before a cosmic audience. 

As Kindergarten Sabbath School leader and lower 

divisions coordinator in my church, I think a lot about 

how we transmit religious feelings—ones that would 

lead to "doing the right things." I would hope we can 

train children (and adults) in assurance—not that "I'm 

right" or "we have the truth," but that "Jesus is taking 

good care of me right now, so I can care about you"— 

or, in the time of trouble, "Jesus is taking good care of 

me, so I won't shoot back." 

I congratulate the Children's Ministries Department for 

addressing this need for emotional education through its 

new Sabbath School curriculum, GraceLink. 

MARGARET CHRISTIAN 

Focjelsville, Penn. 

Building Community Life 
I ENJOYED YOUR editorial "Out of Africa." As we build a 

world communion of faith, the fostering of media pro-

ductions from all corners of our faith community will be 

needed: books, blogs, radio, television, film, Internet, and 

media arts and crafts yet to be discovered. 

W e need, I think, to build into our community life 

music and storytelling from all nooks and crannies of 

the rich cultural fabric of our world, focused on the 

love of God. Such stories, music, and images incorpo-

rated into our spiritual culture, I don't believe, need be 

unique to the "Christian" community, but should also 

come from those "Jewish" and "Islamic" communities so 

precious to the humane experience, as well as from 

diverse ethnic "converts." 

For myself, with Spectrum, I want to see more of a global 

emphasis. I want to see less nitpicking on theological 

nuances and more on the simple Grace, the Peace, the 

Love, that is our Calling, our Vocat ion. T h e validity of 

Ellen W h i t e as a prophet, for me is not worth arguing 

about. It's sort of like the Trinity—a discussion almost 

always leads nowhere except to help harden opinions, 

which are not verifiable except by using artificial intelligence, 

it seems. I want to see thoughtful articles about what's 

going on in our movement—our conversation—to foster 

the G o d Jesus worshipped as Messiah (See Deut. 6). 

Also, when it comes to media and the world church, I 

am pleased to see Spectrum's movement into digital media, an 

excellent strategic move. O n e day, a paper edition of the 

magazine may be a waste of paper and postage. • 

JIM BECRAFT 

via the Internet 



„ k . CONVERSATIONS 

In Japan, Adventists Find Willow Creek 
Bridge to the Unchurched 

An Interview with Yasuki 
Miyamoto 
BY JULIUS NAM 

Editor's Note: Yasuki Miyamoto is pastor of 

Kashiwa Seventh-day Adventist Church, located 

outside of Tokyo, Japan, and director of Willow 

Creek Network Japan, which is the Japanese 

agency of Willow Creek Association <www.wil-

lowcreek.com>. When it was launched in 2000, 

he was Sabbath School, personal ministries, and 

children's ministry director at Japan Union Con-

ference of Seventh-day Adventists. He received 

his ministerial training—both a B.A. and an M.A. 

in religion—at Avondale College in Australia. 

NAM: You studied at Avondale for your 

bachelor's and master's degrees in religion. Is it 

a normal or common thing for Adventist min-

isters in Japan to he educated abroad, or are 

almost all of them products of Saniku Gakuin 

College, which I believe is the only Adventist 

college in Japan? 

MIYAMOTO: Most of our ministers in 

Japan are trained in Saniku Gakuin 

College and some get further training 

at Adventist International Institute of 

Advanced Studies in the Philippines. 

Few go to the United States. 

NAM: Why did you choose Avondale? And 

why pastoral ministry as your career? 

MIYAMOTO: I went to Avondale 

because I heard that it had a strong 

theological department. Plus, Avondale 

offered fees cheaper than colleges in 

the United States. I thoroughly 

enjoyed my stay Down Under. 

I am a second-generation Adventist. 

I picked up my career because, in 

humbleness, I was called to do this 

work. After high school, I dropped out 

of the Church because of weariness of 

church life. Back then, the Church was 

very legalistic. However, through a 

sequence of interesting events, I was 

led back to the Church and I sensed 

that God had a plan for me. 

NAM: I've been told that only i percent of the 

population in Japan is Christian, and i per-

cent of Christians Adventist. What do you see 

as the reasons for the difficulty in comparison 

to Korea, and even China, for example? 

MIYAMOTO: It is said half-jokingly 

that Japan is the graveyard of mission-

aries. So much effort and time have 

been spent on evangelizing Japan, but 

there has not been much of a harvest. 

Japan is considered the most difficult 

country to be evangelized apart from 

Muslim countries. There have been 

many studies done on this matter. I'd 

like to mention a few of them by 

comparing the success of Christianity 

in Korea. 

National characteristic is one rea-

son. In Korea, people have always 

faced the threat of invasion from 

Julius Nam is assistant 

professor in the School of Reli-

gion at Loma Linda University. 



other powerful countries, such as 

China. T h e y had to decide who was 

enemy or friend. It was a matter of 

black-and-white when they had to 

make a decision. In Japan, we have 

never been invaded by foreign pow-

ers. Rather than distinguishing them-

selves, everyone is expected to live 

harmoniously with others by dimin-

ishing individual identity. Individual 

people see things or identify them-

selves in terms of group consensus. 

This has created an ambiguous atti-

tude in our national character. How-

ever, the Bible is not ambiguous in a 

sense that it always asks us to make a 

clear decision on whom to follow, 

which does not fit easily into our way 

of feeling and thinking. T o an average 

Japanese person, religious difference 

does not play a big role. H e or she is 

happy to have a wedding at church, 

yet when a family member dies they 

have a funeral at a Buddhist temple. 

T h e y are happy to go to the church 

on Christmas, but also happy to go to 

the Shinto Shrine on New Year's 

Day—something that always puzzles 

Westerners. 

History is another reason. In 

Korea, Christianity played a resist-

ance role to Japanese imperialism 

[in the first half of the twentieth 

century]. Through this, Christianity 

became well-integrated into the 

national identity of Korea. But 

when you study Japanese history, 

the only period during which we 

had many Christians was the War-

ring State Period ( 1 4 9 3 - 1 5 7 3 ) . Dur-

ing this time, we had seven to eight 

hundred thousand Christians (back 

then, the entire population was one-

tenth of the current population). 

O n e reason for this success was 

the harshness of social conditions, 

which made people more religious. 

Also, becoming a Christian brought 

the advantage of gaining profit from 

foreign trade, and there existed 

more religious freedom. However, 

after the Warring Period came the 

Edo Period, and Japan closed the 

door to Westerners and severe per-

secution of Christianity was carried 

out. During this time, the religious 

policy forced everyone to b e c o m e a 

Buddhist and register their names at 

local Buddhist temples. This period 

lasted about three hundred years 

and Christianity was virtually wiped 

out. T o this day, we have not been 

able to overcome the effect of this 

weighty history. 

T h e last reason is climate. T h e 

abundance of rain makes our culture 

wet and rather gloomy. Even popu-

lar songs that sing about love and 

lovers have many gloomy words like 

"drizzle," "farewell," "tears," "waiting," 

"bearing," "dreary," and so forth. Our 

emotion is drawn to these subduing 

words. O n the other hand, the Bible 

expresses bright and hopeful emo-

tions. T h o u g h the Bible conta ins 

negative expressions, they all turn 

into positive ones at the end. T h e 

Japanese feel that the emotion of the 

Bible is too br ight and too clear. 

Emotional expressions of Koreans 

are also different from the Japanese. 

Rather than subduing their emotions 

like the Japanese, Koreans are more 

expressive. 

Christianity is said to be like a 

Western-style dress, which we have 

not been successful in turning into the 

Japanese Kimono. 

NAM: What is the size of the Adventist 

church membership in Japan and how many 

pastors are there? 

MIYAMOTO: Membership in Japan is 

15 ,000 on the books, but church 

attendance is around 6,000. There are 

84 pastors working among some 180 

churches. 

NAM: What about Saniku Gakuin College? 

How many students attend the college, and 

how many of them are theology majors? 

MIYAMOTO: W e have 230 students 

altogether; many of them are nursing 

majors and only 13 theology majors 

(a number just over the 12 disciples of 

Jesus!). 

NAM: In my correspondence with you, 

you've mentioned that Adventists in Japan 

tend to be less conservative than their counter-

parts in Korea and probably elsewhere in 

East and Southeast Asia. What did you 

mean by that? Could you give some examples 

with explanations as to why? 

MIYAMOTO: W h a t I meant by "less 

conservative" is that if you want to 

reach out to 99 percent of the popula-

tion who aren't Christians, you are 

bound to think differently than peo-

ple in a country in which the pres-

ence of Christianity is dominant. 

As far as the Seventh-day Adven-

tist Church is concerned, a few years 

back, we changed our structure for 

more effective use of our resources 

for evangelism. W e got rid of the 

conference bureaucracy, leaving 

only the conference president. Now, 

all the administrative and depart-

mental work is done at the union. 

Even these union departmental 

directors are pastors at local church-

es. I think we made our structure as 

streamlined as possible. Right now, 

the General Conference is propos-

ing different models of restructuring, 



and our current structure is consid-

ered one of them. 

Another example is our wedding 

guideline. W e don't recommend that 

an Adventist marry a non-Adventist, 

but our guideline leaves room for an 

Adventist marrying a non-Adventist 

to have their wedding ceremony at an 

Adventist church. This guideline was 

drawn because we had more ladies 

than men in our church, and there 

were increasing cases of marriage 

between Adventists and non-Adven-

tists. W e used to require them to have 

their weddings at different venues, 

but it created a negative image of 

Christianity among non-Christian 

partners and families. This guideline 

helps a non-Christian partner have a 

better understanding of Christianity 

and a more cordial attitude toward 

the Church after the marriage. W e 

paid attention to the religious toler-

ance of our culture, which I've men-

tioned already. 

NAM: In addition to being a local church 

pastor, you're a director of Willow Creek Net-

work Japan, which provides Willow resources 

through the Adventist publishing house. That's 

fascinating because I've never heard of an 

Adventist pastor—much less a denominational 

entity—involved with Willow Creek to that 

extent. How did this relationship come about? 

MIYAMOTO: T h e S D A Church in 

Japan has been facing the challenge 

of aging within the church. T h e 

strategy we considered at the union 

was to implement Natural Church 

Development ( N C D ) <www.ncd-

international.org>, which measures 

eight elements (leadership, worship, 

spiritual gifts, and so forth) of local 

church life. It was about eight years 

ago that we started implementing it, 

but we faced lack of resources to 

help improve each element. 

I had a chance to visit Wil low 

before, so I checked to see if we 

could bring its resources to support 

the churches. Wil low was already 

known then to be a most effective 

church to reach out to secularized, 

materialistic, unchurched persons in 

the United States, and we in Japan 

have a somewhat similar type of 

people that we are trying to reach. 

Fortunately, the Adventist Center 

for Creative Ministry <www.cre-

ativeministry.org> produced a 

resource on spiritual gifts— 

Connection—which is an Adventist 

version of Network, produced by 

Wil low Creek. Thanks to the center, 

we did not have any trouble secur-

ing the copyright from Wil low and 

Zondervan to translate the material 

into Japanese. 

T h e translation of the Network kit 

took us about three years. Since then, 

we have been able to publish other 

resources like Becoming a Contagious 

Christian, Courageous Leadership, Building 

a Church of Small Groups, Too Busy Not 

to Pray, and so forth. W e have mar-

keted them to general Christian 

churches because, with only the S D A 

church market, we cannot cover the 

cost of publication. At the same time, 

we also wanted to help not only S D A 

churches, but also other Christian 

churches to grow as well. 

NAM: Why has this been important to you? 

MIYAMOTO: It is important not only 

for making a church growth tool 

available to the S D A Church as well 

as to other churches, but also to help 

break down the barriers that we used 

to build between us and other church-

es. T o an average Japanese, seeing 

infighting within religious groups 

does not provide a positive image. 

Japanese consider it a sign of imma-

turity. W h e n we face the fact that 

99 percent of Japanese are non-

Christians, it is of no use to contin-

ue infighting. Rather, we must have 

cooperat ion among Christian 

churches to spread the gospel. 

Getting involved with Willow has 

been our way of saying that we'd like 

to reach out to other churches and we 

are here to cooperate with you so that 

the gospel could reach 99 percent of 

people in Japan. M y work involves 

providing Willow resources, conduct-

ing seminars in other churches using 

those resources, organizing a tour to 

Willow and to their Leadership Sum-

mit conference, and so forth. Some-

times, I am even asked to speak at 

worships at Sunday churches. I am 

happy to see that God is doing won-

derful things through S D A churches 

as well as other churches. 

NAM: What have been some of the positive 

outcomes of this relationship? 

MIYAMOTO: Evangelical newspapers 

and magazines used to refuse any 

advertisement that had to do with 

the S D A Church. Christian book-

stores did not sell any books from 

our publishing house. It has all 

changed now. Advertisements of 

our hospital, books, health foods, 

and schools appear in these papers 

and magazines. You can find our 

books in any Christian bookstores. 

W e even published a b o o k that 

introduces the S D A Church with 

the recommendation of two promi-

Continued on page 62 



The Sabbath Judge 
BY BONNIE DWYER 

Careening through the streets of Nairo-

bi in a state-issued Mercedez Benz, 

Kenyan High Court judge Mary 

Ang'awa deftly shows that the key to 

driving in this city with traffic-clogged 

circles is to keep moving. And that she 

does, hardly stopping for guards to 

salute and lower chains at crossroads. 

On this Sabbath afternoon, she hur-

ries to get to the Adventist church on 

the south side of town to pick up her 

niece and nephew, who have attended 

services all day. Stories spill out along 

the way about her experiences as a 

young lawyer and the history of the 

church to which we are headed. 

She was only twenty-seven when 

members there asked her to chair the 

building committee. It was a small com-

pany at that time. Potlucks were often 

held at her (then) nearby home. Plus, 

she was the only one not discouraged 

when they lost their lease on rented 

space. Her talk about the opportunity 

that the company had to build their 

own place got her the building commit-

tee position. And with a church home, 

the congregation has grown. 

It is Pathfinder Sabbath, so uni-

formed children and adults mill around 

in the parking lot when we arrive. W e 

get out and take a brief peek inside the 

large sanctuary with beautiful cathedral 

windows. Back at the car, six more peo-

ple have piled into the backseat. W e 

head off to the home of her brother, 

where we drop off the children, their 

neighbors, and their nanny. 

Making sure that these children have 

a way to and from church and a good 

Sabbath School—even though it sits 

across town from the place she regularly 

attends—is important to the judge. A 

single woman who loves children, she 

plays auntie to many others beside her 

brothers' children. 

Patron may be her title, but Sister 

Mary is what she is called at the Uni-

versity of Nairobi Church, where she 

regularly attends. This congregation of 

five hundred students recently went 

through the official process to be 

declared a church. O n this Sabbath, its 

members nominate the nominating 

committee, which will spend Sunday 

coming up with a list of officers. More 

importantly to Mary, this is "Pearls' Sab-

bath," the time when the women lead 

out in all aspects of the service. 

Sister Mary offers the pastoral 

prayer, leads the choir, bounces from 

back to front to introduce a visitor, but 

mostly sits smiling at the polished 

young women who preach, sing, and 

lead out. Everyone is invited to stay for 

potluck. Within minutes after the serv-

ice, a table is set on the platform and 

food spread out for all to enjoy. A 

small group gathers by the micro-

phones and begins to practice music for 

the afternoon session, which is sched-

uled to run until four. It is five when we 

leave, and the meeting still goes strong. 

Mary says that Adventist students 

have gathered together at the Univer-

sity of Nairobi for Sabbath services 

ever since she studied there in the late 

1970s. But only during the last year 

have they decided to become an offi-

cial congregation. Many of the plan-

ning sessions for this congregation 

were also held at her home. W h e n we 

get there, she pulls out her photo 

albums; the majority of the images are 

of her church family. 

As she shares the stories of her col-

orful life, Sabbath plays a recurring 

role. As a law student, her refusal to 

attend the bar preparatory classes on 

Sabbath impressed one of her profes-

sors—particularly when she was one of 

the few students to pass the exam. He 

was so impressed that he nominated 

her for a magistrate position. However, 

the Kenyan government works on Sat-

urdays, and when she declined to work 

on that day, her pay was docked. 

After a year and a half, she wanted 

to resign. But the elders encouraged 

her to stay. And every two years she 

received a promotion. By 1990, she 

was the chief magistrate of the First 

Anti-Corruption Court in Kenya. In 

1996, she became the resident judge 

of the High Court of Kenya in Mom-

basa, a court known for its corruption. 

It was a mess, she says. T h e advocates 

fought her because she took steps to 

clean it up. 

"There was evil all around,'' she 

says. "Going to church on Sabbath 

was such a refuge." 

How so? 

"Just doing the normal things, 

singing, praying." 

Just spending a Sabbath day with 

Judge Mary has similar rejuvenating 

qualities. Her love for the Sabbath 

and her church family shine irre-

sistibly. In Fahrenheit 451, people 

became books to preserve them. 

Mary becomes Sabbath. • 

SPECTRUM 
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Top Ten Amazing Facts about Amazing Facts 

Regarding the Merger with 
3ABN 
BY BONNIE DWYER 

When Three Angels Broadcasting net-

work and Amazing Facts announced in 

April that the two organizations planned 

to merge, there was much speculation 

about who would lead the organization 

and what it would mean. As of June 20, 

there were signs that the deal was in 

major trouble. Or, "dead in the water," 

as one official described it. Here, then, 

are ten facts that may explain why. 

TEN. Amazing Facts is not truly an 

independent ministry. It is a support-

ing ministry of the Northern Califor-

nia Conference and Jim Pedersen, 

president of the N C C , chairs the 

Amazing Facts board. The assets of 

Amazing Facts cannot be transferred 

without the vote of the Northern 

California Conference Executive 

Committee, which is a major part of 

the constituency of Amazing Facts. 

NINE. A lengthy letter from General 

Conference president Jan Paulsen and 

North American president Don 

Schneider to Amazing Facts and 3ABN 

listed concerns about the planned 

merger. 

EIGHT. Employee credentialing may 

be a major deal breaker. The denomi-

nation would most likely decline to 

credential the employees of 3ABN. 

Credentialing of employees is one 

thing that the Northern California 

Conference does for Amazing Facts. 

SEVEN. One deal breaker for the 

Northern California Conference 

would be any suggestion of a proper-

ty transfer to an entity outside the 

denomination. 

SIX. Becoming a denominational 

entity could negatively affect the 

fund-raising efforts of 3ABN. 

FIVE. Danny Shelton's personal 

and legal problems present a major 

liability. 

FOUR. Doug Batchelor's responsibili-

ties as senior pastor of the Sacramen-

to Central Seventh-day Adventist 

Church need to be clarified. 

THREE. Control of the 3ABN pro-

gramming could be another deal 

breaker. 

TWO. The more likely merger is 

Amazing Facts with Weimar Institute. 

That merger is on track to strengthen 

Amazing Facts College of Evangelism, 

Church Empowerment, and Health 

Programs, rather than broadcasting. 

And the number ONE Amazing 

Fact about Amazing Facts is that 

Doug Batchelor's mother-in-law is 

his administrative assistant. (Perhaps 

if Danny Shelton had hired his 

mother-in-law he would not have 

the problems he is now experienc-

ing and talks of a merger would 

have remained only a dream.) I 

Radical Method, Radical Christ 
Discussed at Church Conference 
BY ANSEL OLIVER/ANN 

Learning new methods of evangelism brought 

together about 100 Adventist Church leaders, 

communication professionals and technology 

experts from around the world for the fourth 

annual Global Internet Evangelism Forum at 

Newbold College in Bracknell, Berkshire, Britain, 

June 28 to July 1. 

"Those who are still not with us need to 

know that there is a deliberate approach to the 

Internet in the church," said Rajmund Dabrowski, 

communication director for the Adventist Church 

world headquarters, which sponsored the event. 

"Some are stuck with the predictable 

approach to evangelism," Dabrowski said. 

However, he was encouraged from the energy 

and amount of newcomers at the event "buying 

in" to utilizing technology, even if people had 

different ideas on what the conference was about. 

Source: Adventist News Network. 
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Bloggin' the Twenty-Eight: 
The Life, Death, and Resurrection of Christ I B Y R O N O S B O R N 

June 26, 2007 
Campmeeting 2.0: Bloggin' the 28 Adventist Beliefs 
ByAlexander Carpenter 

Welcome to a summer series of posts around the 
Adventist blogosphere exploring the ethical call of 
Adventist beliefs. Behind this experiment lies a 
simple question: How does this belief translate into 
habits or actions today? 

Centuries before Jesus' birth, Jewish apoca-

lyptic writers, struggling to understand 

the theological meaning of Israel's exile in 

Babylon, concluded with paradoxical 

audacity that pagan oppression was the result not of 

Y H W H ' s weakness but of his actual justice and 

strength: Israel was being punished by the Creator God 

for its failure to keep the covenant.1 Things would grow 

progressively worse, Jewish eschatology predicted, until 

a final, decisive moment when G o d would at last send a 

warrior-prince to restore his Chosen People to their 

rightful place among the nations. 

Jewish apocalyptic literature used cosmic and fantastic 

images to describe this future event, but Jewish hopes were 

firmly rooted in the realm of concrete, earthly politics. 

When God's kingdom arrived, it would be plain for all to 

see by three material facts: (1) the Davidic monarchy 

would be restored in Jerusalem with unparalleled justice 

and prosperity; (2) the Temple would be rebuilt with 

unsurpassed splendor; and (3) the downtrodden Jews 

would emerge a triumphant superpower with their pagan 

enemies humiliated and defeated beneath them. 

Jesus shared many of the basic assumptions of this tradi-

tional Jewish eschatology. He declared that oppression 

would increase before finally being overcome by God's 

saving activity (Mark 13:7-13). He urged his disciples to 

be steadfast and courageous in the face of evil (Matt. 

10:16-42) . And he taught them to pray not for a "spiritual" 

kingdom somewhere in the sky but for God's kingdom to 

come "on earth as it is in heaven" (Matt. 6:10). 

When Jesus talked about the kingdom, though, he did 

not talk about it in the future tense. Israel was still suffer-

ing under foreign oppression, economic injustice, and reli-

gious corruption. Jesus talked about the kingdom like it 

had already arrived. Even more shocking, the Gospel writ-

ers record, Jesus talked and acted like the kingdom was 

happening in him and through him. "But if I cast out 

demons by the finger of God," Jesus said, "then the king-

dom of God has come upon you" (Luke 11:20). 

Jesus' kingdom announcement implied that convention-

al Jewish eschatology, with its vision of two successive his-

torical ages, was either deeply flawed or had been gravely 

misread. Hebrew apocalyptic literature had depicted the 

coming of YHWH's kingdom as a dramatic, earthshatter-

ing event that would radically divide the old aeon from 

the new. But Jesus declared, against all of the seeming evi-

dence, that the kingdom of God was an already present, 

in-breaking reality, manifest in his own life and program of 

miraculous healings, and best grasped through metaphors 

of secrecy, simplicity, and subversion. 

The kingdom, Jesus said, is not like a conquering 

army but like a mustard seed that inexorably consumes 

the garden (Luke 13:19). It is like the yeast or leaven 

that invisibly causes bread to rise (Matt. 1 3:38). It is 

like a pearl of great price that only the passionate seek-

er will buy (Matt. 13:46). 

In first-century Palestine, anyone talking about "the 

kingdom" was, by this fact alone, treading on perilous 

political ground. Caesar Augustus had already staked 



out Rome's exclusive claim to kingdom vocabulary, and 

the cult of the emperor brooked no rivals. Caesar was, 

according to one public inscription, "the beginning of 

all things"; "god manifest"; the "savior" of the world who 

"has fulfilled all the hopes of earlier times"; the one 

whose birthday "has been for the whole world the 

beginning of the good news (euangelion)."2 

W e should not be surprised, then, that Jesus encoded his 

kingdom politics in parables, metaphors, riddles, and cryptic 

sayings that did not explicitly defy Roman rule. But for 

those who had ears to hear, mustard seeds and pearls 

of great price were the rhetoric of a revolution. Jesus—the 

true Savior of the world—was calling for his followers to 

embody YHWH's actual kingdom of compassion and jus-

tice as over and against Lord Caesar's blasphemous parody. 

He was telling them to incarnate God's reign in history 

by building a new kind of community—a countercultural 

"polis on a hill" (Matt. 5:14)—that would stand in nonvio-

lent but subversive opposition to all those forces responsi-

ble for grinding down the poor, the weak, the ritually 

unclean, and sinners of every kind. 

T h e fact that Jesus calls for his followers to incarnate 

or embody God's kingdom as a social reality in the 

present does not contradict but defines and animates 

Christian hope in the Parousia as a future event in 

space-time. According to John Dominic Crossan, Jesus 

proclaimed a sapiential as opposed to apocalyptic 

eschatology. Sapientia is the Latin word for "wisdom," 

and, according to Crossan, Jesus offered human beings 

"the wisdom to discern how, here and now in this 

world, one can so live that God's power, rule, and 

dominion are evidently present. . . rather than a hope of 

life for the future" (my emphasis).3 

But the Jesus of the New Testament—the only Jesus we 

know—offers his disciples both a Way of living that mani-

fests God's kingdom in the midst of the present reality and a 

hope for the future that invests this Way with its power and 

meaning.4 It is precisely because of their confidence in the 

Parousia that believers are free to live out the dangerous and 

demanding politics of the gospel. Conversely, it is only the 

social witness of believers that manifests Jesus' life and lord-

ship over history to a watching world. 

Absent such a witness, as Martin Luther King Jr. saw, 

there can be no authentic Advent hope. "Any religion 

that professes to be concerned about the souls of men 

and is not concerned about the slums that damn them, 

the economic conditions that strangle them and the 

social conditions that cripple them is a spiritually mori-

bund religion awaiting burial."5 

"The Favorable Year of the Lord": 
Economic Justice 
In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus' first action at the start of his 

public ministry is to enter the synagogue in his hometown of 

Nazareth and read from the prophet Isaiah: "The Spirit of 

the Lord is upon me because he anointed me to preach the 

Gospel to the poor.. .to set free those who are downtrodden, 

to proclaim the favorable year of the Lord" (Luke 4:18-19). 

Only real debt cancellation would have come as real good 

news for real poor people, Ched Meyers points out.6 

When Jesus claims the "favorable year of the Lord" as 

central to his vocation, he is therefore not assuming a 

"spiritual" as opposed to a political messianic role. He is, 

rather, directly alluding to a powerful vision of social jus-

tice contained in the Law of Moses that had been system-

atically suppressed and evaded by Israel's ruling elites for 

hundred of years, an economic ethic that would have 

come as welcome news indeed to the impoverished and 

exploited peasant masses of Galilee and Judea. 

The "favorable year of the Lord" in Luke-Isaiah, Andre 

Trocme and John Yoder show, is the Sabbath year or year 

of Jubilee commanded by God in the Hebrew Bible (par-

ticularly Lev. 25 and Deut. 15).7 Every seventh year, 

according to the Covenant, Israel was to enact a program 

of radical debt forgiveness, and in the fiftieth year land 

redistribution to benefit the poor. Among God's people, 

there was to be a systematic leveling of wealth on a regular 

basis and dismantling of what we would today describe as 

oppressive financial and banking institutions designed to 

maximize profits for creditors. 

Jesus does not attempt to instate these Jubilee com-

mandments in a rigid or programmatic way, but he does 

reclaim the basic principles, metaphors, and imagery of 

the Sabbath Jubilee for his followers.8 He has more to say 

in the Gospels about issues of wealth and poverty than 

any other topic—and his message remains as challenging 

for those of us who live in affluent countries today as it 

was for the wealthy Herodians and Sadducees in first-cen-

tury Palestine. 

Against the assumptions of laissez-faire capitalism— 

which posits a world of unlimited human needs, individu-

alism, and competitive rivalry for scarce resources—Jesus 



declares that we are stewards rather than owners of prop-

erty, that God's creation is abundant and our earthly needs 

limited, and that God's liberation of Israel from slavery is 

normative for how we should treat the poor among us. 

His warnings against capital accumulation and "Lord 

M a m m o n " are unrelentingly severe (Matt. 6 : 1 6 - 2 4 ; 

Mark 1 0 : 2 3 - 2 5 ) . H e tells his followers to live lives of 

dangerous generosity, giving and expecting nothing in 

return (Luke 6 :30) . H e tells them to forgive each other's 

debts (Matt. 6 .12) , not to worry about their own mate-

rial needs but to live out a lifestyle of trust and simplici-

ty (Matt . 6 : 2 5 - 3 4 ; 1 0 : 9 - 1 0 ) . And he instructs them to 

pursue justice actively (Matt. 23 :23 ) . Material care for 

the poor, the oppressed, and the hungry, Jesus declares, 

is the primary mark of discipleship—and the only ques-

tion at the final judgment (Matt. 2 5 : 3 1 - 4 0 ) . 

Jesus' radical economic teachings were epitomized 

among his early followers in the practice of "breaking 

bread," which was not originally a rite of sacral liturgy or 

mystical symbolism but an actual meal that embodied 

Jesus' ethic of sharing in ordinary day-to-day existence.9 

When the Holy Spirit is poured out at Pentecost in the 

book of Acts, the practical result is that believers voluntarily 

redistribute their property. "And all those who believed were 

together, and had all things in common; and they began sell-

ing their property and possessions, and were sharing them 

with all, as anyone might have need.. .breaking bread from 

house to house, they were taking their meals together with 

gladness and sincerity of heart" (Acts 2 :44-46) . 

T h e Apostle Paul also emphasizes the sociopolitical 

nature of the Lord's meal, delivering a blistering rebuke 

to those upper-class Corinthians who excluded poor 

believers from their table fellowship and sated their 

own stomachs while other members of the community 

went hungry (1 Cor. 1 1 : 1 8 - 2 2 ) . 

"You Are All One in Christ": Equality in the 
Body of Believers 
W e can begin to see, then, why Jesus' message had such an 

electrifying effect on the impoverished and socially marginal-

ized peasants of first-century Palestine who flocked to hear 

him speak—and why he so frightened and angered those 

guardians of public "order" for whom divisions of wealth and 

class were a useful rather than an oppressive reality. 

But Jesus challenged not only structures of economic 

injustice and inequality in first-century Palestine. He also 

challenged patterns of social inequality, hierarchy, and dom-

ination of every kind. In his treatment of women, of chil-

dren, of Romans, of the ritually unclean and sinners of every 

stripe, Jesus repeatedly and provocatively overturned deeply 

ingrained cultural and religious assumptions about who was 

"first" and "last," "above" and "below" in the eyes of God. 

There is no place in God's in-breaking kingdom, it 

turns out, for "great men" or "rulers" who "lord it over" oth-

ers through the exercise of political or religious authority. 

Such, Jesus tells his disciples, is the way of the "Gentiles," 

that is, the pagan unbelievers and Roman occupiers. But 

among his followers, Jesus declares, "whoever wishes to 

become great among you shall be your servant and who-

ever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave" 

(Matt. 2 0 : 2 6 - 2 8 ; Mark 10:43). 

Jesus goes so far as to command his followers to avoid 

using honorific titles of any kind, including the title of 

"leader." The only title Jesus permits is an address of familial 

equality and solidarity: "brother" (Matt. 23 :6 -10) . In the 

polis of Jesus, the New Testament suggests, there simply are 

no individuals in positions of status or hierarchical control. 

Instead of offices, the earliest Christian communities 

appear to have been ordered along quasifamilial lines and 

according to the idea of spiritual gifts, including gifts of 

teaching, preaching, and stewardship. Spiritual gifts are 

charismatic, functional, provisional, and divinely rather 

than humanly bestowed. T h e y are not restricted to special 

classes, genders, or tribes, for "There is neither Jew nor 

Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither 

male nor female; for you are all one in Christ" (Gal. 3:28). 

T h e most prominent functionaries in the early 

church, the "elders" or presbyteroi who helped to preside 

over the households where the early Christians gath-

ered, were to lead by humble example rather than by 

"lording it over" the younger believers (1 Pet. 5:1—3). 

T h e title of "priest" or hiereus (the root from which the 

English word hierarchy derives) is not applied to any 

Christian in the Gospels or Pauline corpus (although in 

Rom. 15:16 Paul does describe himself by way of 

metaphor as a minister who works "as a priest" present-

ing G o d with "my offering of the Gentiles").10 

Jesus is the only person described (in the book of 

Hebrews) as a priest for the church; but he is the final 

priest who makes all priesthood obsolete—not merely the 

performance of ritual sacrifice, but also the office, pomp, 

and circumstance of priestly authority and hierarchy itself. 



"Do Not Resist an Evil Person": 
Nonviolent Enemy Love 
It was the fatal error of many Latin American liberation 

theologians to conclude from Jesus' concern for economic 

justice and his summons to radical, nonhierarchical com-

munity formation that the W a y of Jesus may be harmo-

nized with the way of violent revolt against oppressive 

social, economic, and political structures. But Jesus of 

Nazareth, unlike Judas the Galilean, taught his disciples to 

turn the other cheek, to put away their swords, and to love 

their enemies as themselves. Perhaps the most important 

hallmark of the politics of Jesus lies in his teaching and 

example of nonviolent enemy love. 

Jesus' ethic of nonviolence finds its fullest statement in 

the Sermon on the Mount, which is presented in Matthew's 

Gospel in a programmatic fashion as the new Torah, a defin-

itive moral charter to guide the community of believers." 

Jesus does not seek to negate or overturn the Law of Moses 

with his own novel teaching, but to reclaim the deepest 

meaning of the Law by intensifying and internalizing its 

demands. The Law forbids murder, Jesus forbids even anger. 

The Law forbids adultery, Jesus forbids even lust. 

W h e n it comes to the matter of violence, though, Jesus 

does not simply radicalize or intensify the Torah. O n 

this point—and this point alone—he decisively alters and 

actually overturns the teaching of the Hebrew Bible: 

You have heard that it was said, "An eye for an eye and a tooth 

for a tooth." But I say to you, do not resist him who is evil; hut 

whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn to him the other 

also... You have heard that it was said, "You shall love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy." But I say to you, love your ene-

mies, and pray for those who persecute you, in order that you 

may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. (Matt. 5:3 8—45] 

T h e lex talionis—an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth—is 

spelled out in several passages in the Hebrew Bible, but 

particularly in Deuteronomy 19 :15 -21 . If in a criminal trial 

a witness gives a false testimony, the Law declares, that 

person must be severely punished in order to preserve the 

social order. "Show no pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth 

for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot" (v. 21). Political 

stability is the goal and fear is the mechanism by which it 

will be achieved. Jesus shatters this strict geometry, howev-

er, with a startling injunction: "Do not resist an evil per-

son." This does not imply passive capitulation to violent 
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There is nothing 

sentimental, 

naive, meek, 

or mild about 

Jesus' Way 

of dealing with 

enemies. 

people but physical nonretaliation as a dynamic 

and creative force in human relationships. 

By exemplifying the courage and forgiveness 

of the Beatitudes, the believer confounds and 

shames the aggressor, creating an opportunity 

for the hostile person to be reconciled with 

God. By absorbing undeserved suffering and not 

retaliating in kind, the disciple destroys the evil 

inherent in the logic of force. Instead of an end-

less cycle of bloodshed, fear, and recrimination, 

there is shalom, there is peace. There is nothing 

sentimental, naive, meek, or mild about Jesus' 

W a y of dealing with enemies. 

W h e n we recall the concrete historical 

realities of Roman occupation in first-century 

Palestine, the shocking and scandalous politi-

cal implications of Jesus' teaching of nonvio-

lence immediately become clear. T o grasp the 

forces arrayed against Jesus and his fledgling 

kingdom movement, we have only to imagine 

the fate that would befall a charismatic young 

man from a rural village in present-day Iraq 

should he travel to Baghdad with a band of 

followers and begin publicly announcing that 

God, through him, was about to free the land 

from the yoke of foreign occupation—and 

that prominent imams and respected govern-

ment officials were vipers and hypocri tes— 

and that the insurgents should lay down their 

weapons and love their enemies as them-

selves. Subversive? Disturbing? Dangerous? 

Clearly. Yet this was precisely the path that 

Jesus followed in his perilous journey from 

Nazareth to Jerusalem. 

Whether Jesus' W a y of nonviolent enemy 

love leads to an ethic of strict pacifism, as John 

Yoder convincingly argues, or whether it allows 

for Christians to engage in what Glen Stassen 

calls "just peace-making" (preventive or "polic-

ing" actions that involve use of force in excep-

tional cases but remain sociologically and 

morally distinct from the calculus of war mak-

ing), the presumption of the New Testament is 

therefore overwhelmingly against believers 

killing their fellow human beings for a "just 

cause," whether as social revolutionaries (on the 

Left) or "just warriors" (on the Right).12 

T h e r e is not one word in the N e w Testa-

ment to support Linda Damico's claim that 

Jesus' concern for the liberation of the poor 

led him to embrace "the violence of the 

oppressed."'3 W e must ponder whether disci-

ples can even legitimately serve as military 

chaplains insofar as chaplains are not allowed 

to proclaim fully Jesus' teaching and example 

to soldiers, but must ensure that "all efforts . . . 

maximize a positive impact on the military 

mission" and "enhance operational readiness 

and combat effectiveness."14 

Against the above reading of Jesus' king-

dom announcement—as essentially subversive 

of political authority, involving concern for 

matters of economic justice and social equali-

ty, and giving rise to a community of nonvio-

lent nonconformity with power—some 

scholars have quoted Jesus' aphorism: "Render 

to Caesar the things that are Caesar's and to 

G o d the things that are God's" (Mark 12:17) . 

According to Geza Vermes, this saying 

indicates that Jesus was not concerned with the 

burning political matters of his day but 

remained a wandering, apolitical sage who only 

accidentally and somewhat naively stumbled 

into conflict with the Jerusalem authorities.15 

Did not Jesus also say "My kingdom is not of 

this world"? Vermes's reading of Jesus as an apo-

litical rustic rabbi fails, however, to account for 

the historical and narrative contexts for Jesus' 

words and actions in the Gospels. 

W h e n Jesus says his kingdom is not of this 

world he does not mean that his kingdom has 

nothing to do with this world; he means that 

his kingdom does not derive its tactics, plat-

form, or goals from any of the compet ing 

political movements of his day, and particular-

ly from the zealots: "If my kingdom were of 

this world my servants would fight.. .but my king-

dom is not from here" (John 18 :36 NK.JV, 

emphasis mine). 

Nor is "Render to Caesar the things that 

are Caesar's" an abstract teaching about the 

separation of political and religious matters. 



The aphorism is Jesus' answer to a specific, historically 

inscribed trap devised by a group of Pharisees and 

Herodians, whose goal is to force Jesus into one of 

their rival camps. 

The trap comes in the form of a question that appears 

to admit only one of two answers: Should Jews pay the 

poll tax to Caesar? If Jesus says they should pay the tax, he 

will have compromised with the Roman occupiers and 

betrayed his people. If he says that it is not right to pay 

the tax, he will have openly defied Caesar's authority and 

be guilty of sedition along the lines of the zealots. 

But Jesus does not take either path in this false 

dichotomy. Instead, he deftly transcends and subverts 

the question.16 His reply contains irony, non-coopera-

tion, indifference, and even scorn.17 Bring me a denar-

ius, he tells his inquisitors (Mark 12:15), showing that 

he is not himself in possession of "Lord Mammon" 

while at the same time forcing his questioners to reveal 

that they are the compromised bearers of Caesar's 

image and divine title. Whose image and inscription is 

this? Jesus then asks, as if he did not know. So it is the 

Pharisees and Herodians, not Jesus, who are forced to 

bear recognition to Caesar in the story. 

When told that the image is Caesar's (v. 16), Jesus at 

last declares that Caesar can keep his idolatrous scraps of 

metal: "Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's." But 

what are the things that truly belong to Caesar? Does 

Caesar have the right to wage wars, to impoverish nations, 

and to inflict violence on God's people? Not at all, Jesus' 

listeners would have understood. Lord Caesar has no claim 

whatsoever on any human being; for human beings, unlike 

coins, are made in the image of God. 

But what about the Apostle Paul's statement in Romans 

13 that God has ordained secular rulers as agents of his 

will, as "avengers" who do "not bear the sword for nothing" 

(v. 3)? D o Paul's letters—the oldest texts in the New Testa-

ment canon—in some way contradict, invalidate, or "bal-

ance" Jesus' seemingly more radical words and actions in 

the Gospels, which were written some forty years later? 

According to Martin Luther, the book of Romans is the 

New Testament's definitive statement on Christian poli-

tics, and it shows that we must serve God "inwardly" and 

the secular authorities "outwardly." "Therefore, should you 

see that there is a lack of hangmen," Luther wrote in 1523, 

"and find that you are qualified, you should offer your 

services and seek the place."18 

Protestants have been offering their services ever since. 

Yet Romans 13, Luther failed to see, is part of the same lit-

erary unit as Chapter 12, which ends with these words: 

"Repay no evil for evil... .Beloved, do not avenge your-

selves, but rather give place to wrath; for it is written, 

'Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,' says the Lord. Therefore: 

'If your enemy is hungry, feed him; If he is thirsty, give 

him a drink; For in so doing you will heap coals of fire on 

his head.' Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil 

with good" (Rom. 12:17-21) . 

Next come the instructions about submitting to earthly 

authorities. But lest there be any doubt on the matter, Paul 

returns to the theme of Christian nonviolence, driving his 

point home with systematic rigor. First, he instructs believ-

ers to render to all their due (13:7). Then he says that 

believers should owe no one anything except love (13:8). 

Next he defines what love is: "Love does no harm to a 

neighbor" (13:10). Read carefully, and in historical con-

text, Paul is telling the early Christians in Rome, in the 

face of increasing persecution by a brutal and tyrannical 

pagan regime, to assume a nonviolent, nonrebellious 

stance as their reconciling ministry. 

He is also telling believers to trust in God's controlling 

power over history. God can use the secular authorities 

and their pagan armies for his own redemptive purposes 

and, ironically, even as instruments of his justice. That is 

God's power and prerogative. But there is not one word in 

Romans—or anywhere else in Paul's writings—to suggest 

that believers should volunteer to serve in Assyrian, Egypt-

ian, or Roman legions, or that violence is an acceptable 

tool for followers of the Way.19 

Quite the opposite, Romans 13 makes clear: Chris-

tians are called to a different path. And it is precisely 

the political character of this path that explains the reg-

ularity and persistence of both Roman and Jewish per-

secution of the Jesus movement during the first three 

centuries of its growth: 

Mere belief—acceptance of certain propositional statements—is 

not enough to elicit such violence. People believe all sorts of odd 

things and are tolerated. When, however, belief is regarded as an 

index of subversion, everything changes. The fact of widespread 

persecution, regarded by both pagans and Christians as the nor-

mal state of affairs within a century of the beginnings of Chris-

tianity, is powerful evidence of the sort of thing that Christianity 

was, and was perceived to be.20 



Resurrecting the Life of Christ 
W h e n we strip away the layers of ritual, culture, and 

abstract theology that have accreted to the Gospels 

over the past two thousand years, we thus find that 

although Jesus did not fit into any of the rival political 

categories or ideologies of his day—although he did not 

"run with the hares or hunt with the hounds," in 

Wright's words—he was nevertheless deeply, in fact 

centrally, concerned with politics: with questions of 

power, money, allegiance, and violence, and with the 

liberation of human beings from all forms of oppres-

sion, social and political as well as individual.21 

For Jesus, the things that are God's are not other-

worldly things—the heretical, earth-denying claim of the 

Gnostics—but precisely this-worldly matters—matters of 

justice, mercy, and community. Jesus' political stance, 

Jacques Ellul and Vernard Eller convincingly argue, may 

best be described as that of an anarchist—not anarchist in 

the popular sense of advocating destruction of property 

or the violent overthrow of governments (as in Damico's 

reading), but in the root sense of the word: an arche—no 

rulers, no dominion but God's alone.22 

The anarchist dimension of Christian discipleship does 

not remove but in many ways heightens the demands of 

citizenship in a secular polity since service to God cannot 

be separated from loving service to humanity, and because 

violent resistance to "Lord Caesar" is no longer an option. 

Still, "We must be faithful in our own way," Stanley 

Hauerwas reminds us, "even if the world understands such 

faithfulness as disloyalty."23 A church that does not stand 

"against the world" in fundamental ways, Yoder points out, 

"has nothing worth saying to and for the world."24 

Followers of Jesus are not called to defend the ramparts 

of "liberal democracy," or any other political system or 

ideology. Nor are they called to create a "Christian 

nation" in which Christian leaders assume control of the 

means of violence and power and exercise them for right-

eous ends. Rather, they are called to incarnate the king-

dom of God by modeling an alternative or "remnant" 

community of economic justice, equality, and peace, with 

Jesus at its center. They are called to bear witness, amid 

all of the ambiguities and ironies of history, to the "minor-
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"Proclaim liberty throughout the land and to all 

its inhabitants; it shall be a Jubilee for you." 

—Leviticus 25:9-10 

"Must we starve our children to pay our debts?" 

—Julius Nyerere, former President of Tanzania 

About Jubilee USA and Debt 
Cancellation 
It has been seven years since people 

of faith worldwide launched the 

Jubilee 2000 campaign to cancel 

debts for the world's poorest coun-

tries. Although some debt has been 

canceled, rich countries have not 

kept their promises. Today, this work 

is continued in the United States by 

Jubilee USA <www.jubileeusa.org>, 

a nationwide network of faith groups 

working for justice for the poor. 

As the national field organizer at 

Jubilee USA, I get the opportunity to 

speak to people of faith around the 

country about the Jubilee movement 

and how it changes lives. Like other 

faith-inspired movements, such as 

abolition or civil rights, Jubilee is a 

movement of conscience. 

In the world's most impoverished 

nations, the majority does not have 

access to clean water, adequate hous-

ing, or basic health care. These coun-

tries are paying debt service to 

wealthy nations and institutions at 

the expense of providing basic serv-

ices to their citizens. The United 

Nations Development Program esti-

mated in 2003 that thirty thousand 

children die each day due to prevent-

able diseases. 

Debt service payments take 

resources that impoverished coun-

tries could use to cure preventable 

diseases. Debt cancellation frees up 

resources to reverse this devastating 

reality. Today, the world has com-

mitted to the U N Millennium Devel-

opment Goals to cut global poverty 

in half by 2015. This can happen-
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be successful if we end the resource 

drain caused by unjust and unfair 

debt collection. 
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ity report": the good news that Jesus' creative weakness is 

still God's saving strength. 

If true to their calling, followers of Jesus may expect to 

pay a high price for their political witness and their refusal 

to play a part in the mechanisms of violence and coercion 

that lie at the heart of every social order, including the 

project of American democracy (the imperial "beast" of 

Revelation 13 marked by its powers of shock and awe— 

making "fire come down out of heaven to the earth in the 

presence of men"—and by its control of the global econo-

my—dictating who is "able to buy or to sell").25 

They will at times be charged with being unpatriotic, 

ineffective, or irrelevant. Like the Anabaptists during the 

Protestant Reformation, they may face ridicule, social 

ostracism, and even persecution for their nonconformity 

with power. In some times and places, they will lose their 

lives as a result of their obedience to their Master. 

The Way of Jesus is ultimately the Way of the Cross. 

"To accept the cross as his destiny, to move toward it and 

even to provoke it, when he could well have done other-

wise, was Jesus' constantly reiterated free choice," writes 

Yoder. "The cross of Calvary was not a difficult family sit-

uation, not a frustration of visions of personal fulfillment, a 

crushing debt, or a nagging in-law; it was the political, 

legally-to-be-expected result of a moral clash with the 

powers ruling his society."26 

Because the Way of Jesus is the Way of the Cross, the 

politics of Jesus only fully make sense to those who see the 

dilemmas of power in "cosmic perspective," to those who 

are living in the light of Jesus' resurrection as the historical 

fact upon which the once-hidden meaning of the universe 

hinges. "As a mundane proverb, Turn the other cheek' is 

simply bad advice,'' Richard Hays points out. "Such action 

makes sense only if the God and Father of Jesus Christ 

actually is the ultimate judge of the world and if his will 

for his people is definitely revealed in Jesus."2' 

Put another way, because following Jesus—not simply 

as a matter of individual spirituality but as a matter of con-

crete community formation—may involve real sacrifice, 

suffering, and even martyrdom, and because there is no 

guarantee that this suffering will be politically effective as 

the world measures effectiveness, there is no reason to fol-

Year. In Scripture, Jubilee is rooted in 

the practice of Sabbath. As an 

Adventist, I can see my own values 

and traditions reflected in this work. 

I was brought up in a church and a 

family where faith is a lifestyle and 

not simply a belief system. 

For me, the Jubilee movement is 

about living out not only my faith, 

but also my commitment to "Sab-

bath" perspective on life. Adventists 

recognize the importance of the Sab-

bath—not simply as a day of rest, but 

also as a reminder of God's original 

vision for creation. In his first Sab-

bath sermon, Jesus proclaimed that 

he had come to bring Jubilee for the 

oppressed, and in honor of the Sab-

bath Year we are calling on God's 

people to do the same for those who 

live in slavery to debt and poverty 

around the world. 

The Jubilee Act 
During the Sabbath Year, we are 

calling on the U.S. Congress to pass 

the Jubilee Act (HR 2634), which 

will lead to debt cancellation for the 

sixty-seven poorest countries in the 

world. The highlight of the Sabbath 

Year is our "Cancel Debt Fast" advo-

cacy campaign. It is a forty-day 

rolling fast, during which supporters 

of debt cancellation will fast for one 

day or more. 

During their fast, supporters will 

call their members of Congress to urge 

support for the Jubilee Act. The "Can-

cel Debt Fast" runs from September 6 

to October 15, and it ends with a 

Week of Action in Washington, D.C. 

On October 15, antipoverty advocates 

from around the world will meet for a 

prayer breakfast, public demonstra-

tions, and lobbying on Capitol Hill. 

What Does the Jubilee 
Act Do? 
• Calls on the Bush Administration, 

the IMF, and the World Bank to 

keep their promises on debt can-

cellation, 

• Calls for expanded debt cancella-

tion for impoverished countries 

that will use the freed resources 

well and require debt cancellation 

to meet the Millennium Develop-

ment Goals for cutting global 

poverty in half by 2015, 

• Calls for new standards for re-

sponsible lending and creditor 

transparency, by calling for meas-

ures to address the problem of 

vulture funds, as well as audits of 

odious and illegal debts from the 

past. • 



low the W a y of Jesus unless the Jesus of history and the 

Christ of faith are one and the same. 

If Roman brutality left Jesus buried somewhere in the 

hills of Palestine alongside all the other messianic revolu-

tionaries of his day, "Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we 

die" (1 Cor . 15 :32) . But if Jesus is w h o the N e w Tes tament 

writers say he is—the suffering Savior of the world w h o 

has overcome the principalities and powers and has defeat-

ed the final tyranny that is death—then let us "be imitators 

of G o d " (Eph. 5 :1) , bearing a more faithful witness to the 

W a y of Jesus and the political shape of his life. • 

COMMENTS: 

Ron, thank you for this probing piece. Your exegesis of Romans 13 is partic-

ularly enlightening and helpful. 

Posted by: Chr is Blake I June 26, 2007 at 09:13 

Amen...This is a cogent, lucid exposition of "kingdom" theology. As 

Adventists, our read of the Gospels has tended to ignore the present 

aspects of Jesus' kingdom proclamation/teaching, misreading it as if it 

were only talking about the future end of the world. 

Posted by: Z a n e I June 26, 2007 at 12:36 

Amazing! Thank you, Ron. This is a gift. I'm sure when this is published in 

the journal, folks will see that the footnotes comprise a year or more worth 

of essential reading. Thanks for distilling your work with these issues. 

But I have a question....When it comes down to real Christians com-

ing to terms with the meaning of "witness" in real communities around 

the world, what is the role of the cross? Another way to ask this, 

maybe, is this: what you have written here is a powerful, political Chris-

tology. What kind of soteriology issues from this Christology? I have 

ideas about this myself, but I'm painfully curious what you would say 

about this. Wish I was traveling with you; we could discuss it as we 

bounced along on the bus. 

Posted by: Ryan Bell I June 26, 2007 at 15:00 
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God's Voice in My Dreams BY J A M E S J . L O N D I S 

During a Sabbath camp meeting 

service many years ago, I heard 

a widely respected Adventist 

preacher claim that God had 

told him in a dream that Jesus would come 

before a specific date (which has since passed). 

His comment startled me. W h y would he 

accept that dream as an authentic communiqué 

from God? W h y would he not doubt its con-

tent (and therefore its source) given the bibli-

cal warnings about such speculation? Did he 

not understand the implicit arrogance behind 

his prediction; namely, that of all the people in 

the world, God had chosen him to be the one 

who would know the year Jesus would return? 

English philosopher Thomas Hobbes once 

asked: "What is the difference between saying 

'God spoke to me in a dream,' and 'I dreamed 

God spoke to me'?" This pointed question 

makes clear that, experientially, there is no 

difference. "God spoke to me in a dream" 

claims that G o d gave the dreamer—through 

an immediate experience—direct (and by 

implication), error-free knowledge, whereas "I 

dreamed God spoke to me" claims that the 

subconscious provided a vivid experience of 

the divine that may or may not be a vehicle 

for knowledge of God. Hobbes's question is 

an epistemological challenge to believers: If 

God spoke to you in such a dream, how 

would you know it? How could you prove it, 

even to yourself? 

Your inner states and dreamworld are 

incontrovertible events you cannot deny or 

ignore. If you had the experience, you had 

the experience. No one can prove you did not 

(nor can you prove you did—we take your 

word for it). In your subjective world, you 

always know that you had the experience. 

W h a t you may not be certain of is what you 

experienced. D o your private events yield 

knowledge of realities outside of yourself? 

Epistemology, like many philosophical terms, 

comes from two Greek words; episteme for 

"know" and logos for "science of," and is one of 

the most vexing subjects in philosophy. 

Christian epistemology is particularly con-

tentious since believers make claims about 

knowing the transcendent, infinite, and invisi-

ble God who can only be known if and when 

he chooses to reveal himself.1 Religious expe-

riences are varied. 

Some people allege that religious experi-

ences bring a unity with the divine (mysti-

cism, for example), whereas others insist they 

provide a powerful sense of separation (God 

is "other") or a profound feeling of depend-

ence on God. Some philosophers will argue 

that one cannot have a direct encounter with 

the external world (or God); we can only 

experience our representations and images of 

that world. 

Without going into the details of this 

debate, let me say that I believe we can 

directly experience the world (and God), but 

that the experience is always mediated 

through our senses and our minds. This makes 

error possible, but it also means that we are 

experiencing the world and not simply our 

own impressions or feelings. For this reason, 

If God spoke 

to you in... 

a dream, how 

would you 

know it? How 

could you 

prove it, even 

to yourself? 



we usually trust that what we experience really exists. 

Our experience of the tree means a tree is there (even 

though hallucinations are possible). 

Epistemology in My Personal Journey 
M y passion for religious epistemology developed long 

before I knew what it was. M y paternal grandfather was 

born in Anavryte, Greece, a peasant village high in the 

mountains overlooking the plain of Sparta. Orphaned in 

his early teens, he found his way to the United States and 

settled in a Greek community in Brooklyn, New York. At 

some point, he abandoned his Greek Orthodox heritage, 

joined the Pentecostal church downstairs from his Coney 

Island apartment, and eventually became a lay minister 

who easily read New Testament Greek. 

His son—my father—was (and still is) something of 

an agnostic, and an uncle on my mother's side was also 

an agnostic (with an engineering degree) committed to 

evolution as a theory of origins. M y mother, however, 

had no interest whatsoever in religion. O u t of this 

mixed soil, I decided—along with my maternal grand-

parents and younger brother—to become a Seventh-day 

Adventist when I was fourteen years old. Within 

months of my baptism, I felt drawn to the ministry. 

Family reaction was swift. 

Uncle : "How do you know the world was created six 

thousand years ago when all the scientific evidence sug-

gests otherwise? H o w do you know the Bible is God's 

revelation to humankind?" H e tried to bribe me, in a 

way: If I would give up my belief in creation and go to 

the University of New M e x i c o (his alma mater) to pur-

sue engineering, he would pay for it (a tempting offer 

to a b o y raised on welfare). 

Grandfather ("Papou"): "How do you know that 

Colossians 2 : 1 4 - 1 7 is not talking about the weekly Sab-

bath? H o w do you know that Ellen W h i t e received 

the prophetic gift?" Papou also argued that Adventists 

misinterpreted the N e w Testament doctrine of right-

eousness by grace through faith (most notably in their 

insistence on the seventh-day Sabbath) . 

Mother : She breathed a sigh of relief that I was not 

going to get into trouble with the police. M y f a t h e r -

living elsewhere by this time—said nothing, though I 

cannot imagine him being very enthusiastic. Years later, 

he would say, "I wish I could believe as you do, but I 

can't." Nonetheless , he never questioned my decision 

and always took pride in what I accomplished. 

Desperately wanting to convince the skeptical family 

members that I did "know," I spent hours reading anything 

I could get my hands on that would buttress the Adventist 

case. I peppered the local pastors and Bible workers with 

questions. Years later, I realized my epistemological pas-

sion was leading me to apologetics, a subset of the philos-

ophy of religion that musters evidence and arguments for 

the Christian faith. 

Before we go back to H o b b e s and epistemology, let 

us briefly touch on why epistemology and philosophy 

are so important to theological reflection. 

Epistemology and Philosophy as 
Unique Disciplines 
In Western thought, philosophy is a unique intellectual 

enterprise because it is less about a specific field of study 

(though it can be studied as such) than it is about pushing 

every field of study to examine its assumptions and presup-

positions. Are those assumptions supportable by reason 

(thinking coherently, consistently, and in conformity with 

the laws of logic), experience (the entire range of experi-

ence from sense perception to mysticism), or other rele-

vant evidence (such as the testimony of others)? 

People unfamiliar with the philosophy of science are 

surprised to learn that debates still rage over the nature 

of the cause-and-effect relationship, one of the concep-

tual foundations not only of the scientific method, but 

also of our daily living. W e read books, but how many 

are aware that major disagreements exist about where 

meaning is to be located: in the text, in the reader, or in 

some intersection of the two? 

Examining questions of this sort deals with the foun-

dation of literature, and therefore comes under what is 

known as "literary criticism" or the "philosophy" of liter-

ature. T h e philosophy of history examines the adequa-

cy of the historical method for discovering the past 

(is there any way to know what "really" happened and, 

furthermore, what does "really happened" mean?). T h e 

philosophy of art (or aesthetics) seeks to determine: 

"What is the nature of beauty and how can we recog-

nize it? W h a t can we learn from it?" And, of course, the 

philosophy of religion looks at religion's basic assump-

tions: "How do you know G o d exists? H o w do you 



know that God's revelation is in your particu-

lar sacred Scriptures?"2 

I took my first philosophy course as a col-

lege student from Jean Zurcher (Ph.D. in phi-

losophy, University of Basel) and my first 

philosophy of religion course from Gerald H. 

Minchin (M.Div. , Seventh-day Adventist 

Theological Seminary). Whi le at the seminary, 

I gravitated toward electives that focused on 

these issues, though few were available. O n c e 

I decided on a doctoral program, for a variety 

of reasons, I chose to pursue philosophy rather 

than theology or biblical studies. This afford-

ed me the opportunity to study epistemology 

in depth. I had hoped to find some answers to 

the issue of what it means to "know." 

O n e of my early epistemology seminars stud-

ied sense perception and the debates concerning 

how we are able to know the outer world 

through the visual, auditory, and tactile senses. I 

was astounded at the complexity of something 

that we all take for granted—our sensing of the 

world around us.3 Seeing an object flying in the 

air and judging that what we see is a bird is an 

enormously complex process. 

Some of my earlier studies in physics 

became relevant. W e thought about how our 

sensory stimuli require human interaction to 

become the experiences we enjoy. W h e n the 

marching band plays Sousa, it creates sound 

waves that seem to exist in the physical envi-

ronment whether or not anyone hears them. If 

human beings are present, what we hear with 

our ears only exists for us. Our ear drums and 

brains translate the sound waves into the 

words, music, and harmonies we hear. 

This helps us solve a common, puzzling 

question: "If a tree falls in a forest and no one 

is around to hear it, does it make any noise?" 

T h e answer depends on how you define 

"noise." Are sound waves noise, or does noise 

require ears and the activity of the brain? 

Equally interesting was sight: "How is it that 

we can see an object and feel that we know 

immediately what it is?" Like sound waves, 

light waves exist "out there," so to speak, but 

color can only exist in us or other sentient 

beings. W h e n light is split by a prism into the 

colors of the spectrum, we catch a glimpse of 

how complicated it is for us to see only one 

color, such as yellow or blue. Color requires a 

seeing mechanism (the eye) connected to a 

brain that interprets light waves as color. 

Now, once my brain becomes aware of 

sensory stimuli, it must categorize them and 

make an instantaneous judgment about their 

cause (usually, but not always): W a s the 

sound an airplane, a tractor, a falling tree, an 

ambulance? W a s that dark shape in the sky a 

bird? Is that yellow shape a banana?4 

Epistemology Deals with Errors as 
Well as Knowledge 
O n e major reason we are driven to question our 

knowledge claims is because we have learned 

that our perceptions may be inaccurate. W e 

make mistakes about what we hear, see, and 

feel. W h o has not had the experience of seeing 

bananas in a bowl on the kitchen table, only to 

discover that their shape and color are banana-

like, but that they are not bananas? Plastic 

bananas do not smell or feel like organic ones. 

A careful dissection of the sensory process 

reveals that we were mistaken because we 

inferred bananas from what we perceived with 

our eyes; we did not experience bananas, but 

banana look-alikes. Our direct visual experi-

ence was of a yellow, banana-like shape. 

T o make a knowledge claim based on that 

experience alone is remarkably accurate most 

of the time, but, on occasion, it can be mis-

taken. T h a t is because our conclusion that 

what we see are bananas requires making an 

inferential judgment. It is that judgment that 

is mistaken, not the experience. 

Although we cannot be wrong about what 

we sense or experience (though people can 

"see" things that are not there, that they "saw" 

what wasn't there cannot be denied) or about 

our internal states (dreams, feelings, intu-

itions), we can be wrong about what we think 

One major 

reason we are 

driven to 

question our 

knowledge 

claims is because 

we have 

learned that 

our perceptions 

may be 

inaccurate. 
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they are telling us. This is the problem of error. It is the 

flip side of the coin of knowledge. 

Over time, we learn to trust our senses so completely 

that we don't think twice about using them to live our 

lives, even when engaged in potentially life-threatening 

activities such as driving a car or flying a plane. W e feel 

certain that when we walk across the street and see a 

car coming at us, we should avoid it. 

Our sensing of the physical world is immediate and 

powerful because it is "obdurate to our will"; that is, 

most of the time I cannot control what I hear, see, or 

touch—it happens, it is there. T h a t is the primary rea-

son why the physical world and our sensing of it are 

regarded as the paradigm of "true" knowledge. W e want 

everything we claim to know to feel as certain as our 

knowledge of physical objects . Anything less than that 

seems not to deserve to be called "knowledge." 

T h e history of epistemology chronicles our need for 

certainty in knowledge, the kind we feel we have much 

of the time with sense perception. French philosopher 

and mathematician René Descartes believed that ration-

alism could establish the knowledge of G o d on a foun-

dation as certain as mathematics. If we cannot sense 

God, we can have knowledge of him in other ways. 

Descartes s method was deceptively simple: H e 

doubted everything he could possibly doubt, including 

sense experience and his own existence. But he could 

not doubt his own existence without falling into a con-

tradiction: he was the doubter. Cogito ergo sum became 

the three Latin words any college sophomore learns 

without studying Latin. "I think, therefore I am" became 

an ironclad fact that Descartes believed would lead with 

logical rigor not only to the reality of others but also 

the reality of God. T h e irony was palpable: the certain-

ty for which he sought emerged out of his doubting 

everything he possibly could. 

Doubt, Faith, and Certainty in the 
Christian Journey 
T h e Cartesian approach often frightens Christians who 

believe that we must begin not with doubt but with 

faith. Although there is some reason for concern, it 

should be noted that Descartes used doubt methodolog-

ically and theoretically to try and prove that G o d and 

the outer world exist. It was a method to think through 
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the problem of God's reality while not at all 

feeling any personal or existential doubt about 

it. In contrast, what we might call existential 

doubt (I emotionally and intellectually doubt 

God's reality in the depths of my being) 

spawns a crisis of faith and meaning, the kind 

we see in Albert Camus's The Plague or hinted 

at in Elie Wiesel's Might. 

Methodological doubt is used by Christian 

professors in college and graduate religion 

classes when they review the historical argu-

ments for and against the existence of God. 

By summarizing why some thinkers do not 

believe in God, teachers attempt to deal with 

their arguments in order to strengthen the 

faith of their students. T h e y do not teach stu-

dents to doubt God's existence at the personal 

level, but to help them understand how to 

address the doubts of those who lack faith, 

including more often than we realize, the 

struggles for faith in the students themselves. 

As a method, doubt is an essential element in 

the process of knowledge. 

If we accepted all we experienced as self-

evidently true, or the testimony of others 

carte blanche, we would receive the same 

advice given by the apostle to the early 

believers; the gifts of the Spirit were to pre-

vent the believers from being "tossed to and 

fro and carried about with every wind of doc-

trine" (Eph. 4 :14 RSV). Descartes's attempt to 

establish the reality of God beyond question 

is considered a failure in the modern world. 

Moderns are more likely to turn to experience 

for their knowledge of the divine. 

Back to Thomas Hobbes's observation: "I 

dreamed God spoke to me" (like seeing the 

yellow, banana-like shape) is an experience 

that cannot be denied—I dreamed it. "God 

spoke to me in a dream" is an inference from 

that experience that is neither self-evident nor 

self-authenticating: it may or may not be true. 

This is why the first thing any believer should 

do if she dreams God is speaking to her is to 

ask: "Was that God's voice or my subcon-

scious speaking to me?" 

O n e of my former students once told me 

why he was giving up his belief in God. He 

said that he had prayed day and night for an 

undeniable experience of G o d (a vision, an 

apparition, a voice—anything) and nothing 

had happened. I asked him whether—if such 

an experience had occurred—he thought he 

could trust it. 

"Why not?" he shot back. 

"Because," said I, "an experience you want-

ed desperately to have might happen simply 

because you wanted it so badly." I continued: 

"One of the signs we have encountered a real-

ity outside ourselves is that our will has little 

or nothing to do with creating what we expe-

rience. If G o d had appeared to you without 

warning, without being expected, that would 

be far more credible as a genuine revelation 

than starving yourself and losing sleep until 

you had the experience." 

Since that conversation, I have thought to 

myself: the more we do to make a hallucination 

plausible, the less reason we should have to 

trust the authenticity of the experience if it 

comes. Such analysis and reflection takes time 

and not a little patience. The reason is that 

although we may directly experience ourselves, 

others, the outer world, and even God, there is 

no self-evident, incontrovertible knowledge 

derivable from those experiences. 

Not all Christian thinkers agree with this 

assertion. Many argue that a direct experience 

of God provides immediate knowledge that 

cannot be challenged. I very much doubt that, 

since it suggests that such knowledge is error-

free, a claim that makes discussion about the 

validity of different kinds of beliefs impossible. 

Once the Enlightenment and modern sci-

ence (particularly the evolutionary theory) 

upended the foundations of medieval faith, 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century Christian 

theology turned away from reason and revela-

tion (to some extent) and toward a faith based 

on direct, immediate experiences that yielded 

knowledge of the divine. Whether it was 

Friedrich Schleiermacher's "feeling of absolute 

One of the 

signs we have 

encountered a 

reality outside 

ourselves is 

that our will has 

little or nothing 

to do with 

creating what 

we experience. 



dependence" or Paul Tillich's experience of "ultimate 

concern," the project was the same: a faith based on a 

direct experience of God seems impregnable to the 

assaults of modernity. If you directly experience God's 

reality, evidence for God and a defense of the historicity 

of the Bible become unnecessary. 

M y thesis, therefore, is this: All knowledge claims 

based on experience must be treated not as self-evident 

truths, but as judgments about the experiences that are 

usually accurate but nevertheless subject to error. T o be 

sure, as noted earlier, direct experiences are error free as 

experiences. If I tell you I dreamed that God spoke to 

me, my claim is incontrovertible. But if I make the more 

audacious claim that God spoke to me in that dream, I 

am inferring something from that experience that may 

or may not be true. 

The Bible and a Knowledge of God Based on 
Experiences Such as Dreams and Visions 
W h a t are the implications of this analysis for the 

knowledge of God that the Bible writers claimed based 

on their experiences? Furthermore, what are the impli-

cations for us who derive our knowledge of God based 

on reading the Bible? 

I would suggest that the process for "knowing" God 

employed by the biblical writers was fundamentally no 

different than the process we follow to know the physi-

cal world. Their various experiences of God (or God as 

revealed in Jesus Christ) required a judgment that in one 

way or another God was the source of their experiences 

and some reflection on what those experiences meant. 

It makes little (if any) difference whether they were 

visions, dreams, burning bushes, audible voices, strong 

impressions, or moments of inspiration, and revelation 

that might seem "ordinary" to an external observer 

(think of Saul's companions on the road to Damascus 

not experiencing what he was). Revelation is an incar-

national process that involves both the divine (the 

source of the experience) and the human (judgments 

about the meaning of the experience). 

Saul's case is a good example of a religious experi-

ence that has a prima facie claim to authenticity 

because it comes unexpectedly. He was not at all seek-

ing an experience of Jesus Christ (he wanted to rid the 

world of people who claimed to have one that they 

interpreted to mean the Messiah had come); the fact he 

had one forced him to reevaluate his entire life. In the 

years that followed his Damascus road encounter, 

according to the record, Christ apparently communed 

with him repeatedly, thus verifying that his original 

experience was authentic (compare accounts in Acts 

9 : 1 - 3 1 ; and Gal. 1 :13-24) . 

The biblical writer or character familiar with God's 

presence does not need Paul's level of verification. His 

was a unique case. This understanding of the epistemo-

logical process allows us to treat the biblical writings as 

authoritative for the church without insisting that they be 

error free in a way that may jeopardize their authority. 

I have never been able to understand those who 

insist that acknowledging even one mistake jeopardizes 

all of God's revelatory activity. This is the weakness and 

dilemma of those who insist on an inerrant Bible, usual-

ly based on variations of what has been called the doc-

trine of "verbal" inspiration, though that designation is 

too simplistic and probably unfair in a number of cases. 

Some biblical examples of individuals who experi-

enced G o d but wanted assurance that God was the 

source of their experience might be helpful. 

According to Scripture, Yahweh told Gideon (who 

was busy living his life and doing other things) to pre-

pare Israel for battle against the Midianites (see Judg. 

6 - 8 ) . By all accounts, Gideon was so shocked by this 

encounter and the command it contained that he asked 

for a "sign" that Yahweh was with him. T h e voice was 

not enough. (I suspect his request was another way of 

saying: "Is that really you?") God then gave him the 

sign he stipulated. He requested another sign. God 

obliged, and then G o d added an additional sign Gideon 

had not requested. 

T h e Gideon narrative is quite different from the ear-

lier Abrahamic narrative. Gideon had not had the fre-

quent contact with God's voice and presence that 

Abraham apparently enjoyed, which is why, I believe, 

Abraham could unflinchingly obey God's command to 

offer his son Isaac as a sacrifice (Gen. 22). He knew 

(felt certain) Yahweh was speaking because he knew the 

divine voice. He "judged" correctly that this was not a 

hallucination or the onset of senility. 

Some might ask: If you are correct that Abraham might 

have been mistaken (no judgment about an experience, 

even of God, can claim to be beyond error) about Yah-



weh's command to sacrifice Isaac, or Gideon 

mistaken about going into battle at Yahweh's 

command with all the evidence provided to 

them, how can we contemporary believers trust 

our experiences of God to help us make life-

and-death decisions? If the knowledge of God 

we need for those decisions is based on infer-

ences and judgments that may be erroneous, 

don't we need more than that? Don't we need to 

"know" absolutely? 

Others might point out that Jesus' disciples 

did not leave their fishing nets to follow an 

obscure carpenter from Nazareth based on a 

probability or a good guess. People don't do 

that kind of thing unless they are sure. 

T h e s e are important questions and they 

deserve a response. 

As I see it, believers can feel certain that 

G o d is real and the gospel is true (existential cer-

tainty, the converse of existential doubt) while 

at the same time admitting that theoretically 

they could be wrong. Thoughtful believers are 

well aware that G o d might not exist, that the 

gospel story might be a fabrication, and that 

there might be no such thing as eternal life. 

W e cannot—with integrity—deny this pos-

sibility. W e are like the man who plead with 

Jesus: "Lord I believe; please help my unbe-

lief." Our convictions about our beliefs are not 

certain beyond all doubt. If they were, faith 

would have no role to play. Nevertheless, at 

the same time we admit we might be wrong, 

we can believe with all our beings that the 

gospel claims are worth dying for ("existential 

certainty"). 

T h e next step is to ask whether the knowl-

edge of G o d we gain from the Bible and Ellen 

White's writings follows the same inferential 

process. W h e n we study these writings, we 

must recognize that we are reading and inter-

preting their interpretations (believed to be 

trustworthy) and making judgments about their 

judgments under the guidance of the Holy 

Spirit and the spirit-led community of believers. 

In relation to the Abraham and Isaac narra-

tive, we ultimately learn that God's purpose in 

commanding the sacrifice was really to teach 

Abraham something about the plan of salva-

tion Yahweh had crafted. Abraham knew Yah-

weh had spoken to him, but he could not 

understand how the command to sacrifice 

Isaac was consistent with Yahweh's earlier 

promise that he would be the father of a 

"great nation." But he went ahead by faith, 

believing Yahweh could not, ultimately, do 

anything wrong. 

W h e n the Corinthian believers doubted that 

Jesus had risen from the dead, Paul responded 

with a rational argument: "Hundreds are still 

alive who saw him! Ask them" (1 Cor. 15 :5 -8 ) . 

T h e y could have doubted the testimony of the 

people Paul identified, but at what point would 

their doubts become silly and absurd? Just as 

Jesus did not criticize Thomas for his doubts, 

Paul did not criticize the Corinthians for theirs, 

but he would have been deeply disappointed if 

the testimony of Christians willing to die for 

their proclamation of the risen Christ had been 

dismissed as unreliable. 

T o doubt the word of so many people who 

risked martyrdom is possible, but not very sen-

sible. Faith is based on evidence, even if it is 

not absolutely coercive (if it were, would it be 

"faith"?). T o refuse to take such evidence seri-

ously results in the crippling, existential doubt 

that will not allow even the seed of faith to 

take root. 

In contrast, as already suggested, method-

ological doubt does not imply a lack of faith. 

It can even be employed because the believer 

has a desire to buttress what she is inclined 

to believe by challenging it from every per-

spective that might indicate weakness. O n e 

achieves through this process not rational 

certainty (though evidence is very relevant)— 

but what we are calling existential certainty, 

the certainty we have that our spouses love 

us, that our friends can be relied on, or that 

the accused in the docket is guilty or inno-

cent of the crime. It's the kind of certainty 

that can lead believers to sacrifice their lives 

for each other or for the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Our convictions 

about our 

beliefs are not 

certain beyond 

all doubt. 

If they were, 

faith would 

have no role 

to play. 
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Such believers might indeed dream that G o d was 

speaking to them and question whether it was so, but 

that would not necessarily mean they were spiritually 

weak, only careful. If after testing their dreams they 

decide that it was G o d speaking to them, they should 

then take the knowledge they believe G o d shared with 

them to the Church for further testing through prayer 

and spirit-filled discussion. 

It is irresponsible to jump to the conclusion that G o d 

is speaking to an individual, especially in our modern 

period, without a rigorous process of verification. This 

process may not eliminate error, but it can certainly 

minimize it significantly. 

In conclusion: Joel prophesied that at the time of the 

end, men and women, old and young, would dream 

dreams, and see visions (Joel 2:28ff). W h a t a glorious expe-

rience that will be, but the Bible also warns that at the time 

of the end there will be false prophets and, presumably, 

false dreamers and visionaries. For that reason alone, we 

must not forget the power of Thomas Hobbes's statement: 

If we "dream God spoke to us," let us be as sure as we can 

be that "God has indeed spoken to us in a dream" before 

we suggest that we are speaking for God. B 

Notes and References 
1. I regret using the male pronoun for the divine since I have no wish 

to perpetuate the patriarchal/hierarchical baggage that accompanies it. 

But felicitous language leaves few choices if one wishes to keep the 

"personal" dimension in discussions about God. 

2. When people study philosophy at the graduate level, they study 

many of these other disciplines, as well. Courses can be taken in aes-

thetics, ethics, metaphysics, epistemology, philosophy of history, social 

philosophy, philosophy of religion, and so on. 

3. See Maurice Merleau-Ponty's The Primacy of Perception (Evanston, 

III.: Northwestern University Press, 1964). 

4. If the reader wishes to pursue this subject more fully, two helpful 

books are C. I. Lewis's Mind and the World Order (New York: Dover, 

1929), esp. Chap. 5, and Ernest Nagel and Richard B. Brandt's collection 

of essays titled Meaning and Knowledge: Systematic Readings in Episte-

mology (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1965). 

J a m e s J. Londis is professor of religion and ethics at Kettering College of 

Medical Arts, Kettering, Ohio. 
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BRAVE NEW WOFLLD OF ISSUES 

What Is a Christian to Make of 
Our Flat New World? BY J A M E S W A L T E R S A N D D A V I D K I M 

The United States 

cannot assume 

that because it 

prides itself on 

creativity in 

its educational 

systems... 

it produces 

better scientists. 

In this essay, we will assess the current state 

of our world economy, examine the role 

of democratic capitalism, and argue that a 

realistic Christian goal is eradication of 

world poverty. 

A Simultaneously Flattening and 
Bulging World 
Just seven years ago, at the turn of the twenty-

first century, a new epoch began that will go 

down in history as a pivotal transition for 

humankind, says Pulitzer prize-winning author 

Thomas Friedman. Around the year 2000, a 

triple convergence occurred. It consisted of new 

players from the developing world, on a new 

digital platform, developing new processes for 

horizontal collaboration in our increasingly 

computerized world. This triple convergence 

now allows individuals unprecedented opportu-

nity to effect world culture. There is no better 

example than the early October 2006 headlines 

about two Menlo Park, California, twentysome-

things who created YouTube in their garage 

two years earlier and sold it to Google for 1.65 

billion dollars. 

In his latest book, The World Is Flat, Friedman 

argues that the recent advances in multimedia 

and digitized communication so empower indi-

viduals that failure to join the horizontal revolu-

tion is an invitation to be tromped by connected 

millions of people worldwide. Globalization 

1.0 began in 1492 and extended until 1800, as 

increasingly strong countries dominated the 

world through their military might. Globaliza-

tion's second phase gave precedence to the cor-

poration, whose business savvy and communica-

tion skills further shrunk and flattened the 

world. However, we have just entered Global-

ization 3.0, and sole individuals have unprece-

dented power to download knowledge, and now 

upload content that's instantly available to mil-

lions of people worldwide. 

Maybe it's two youth from the San Francisco 

Bay Area today, but it could be a youth from 

India next year. America is falling behind in 

science education with the retirement of baby 

boomers who took up President John F. 

Kennedy's challenge to America to put a man 

on the moon. In our tiny, flattened world, Asia 

in particular is taking the lead. India has seven 

institutes of technology whose entrance require-

ments rival those of M I T and Cal Tech. Given 

the one billion-plus citizen pool, and the result-

ing meritocracy, it logically follows that Silicon 

Valley would prize India's technology graduates, 

and that one in four could end up in the United 

States. In our shrinking world of uploading, 

outsourcing, offshoring, and supply chaining, 

it's no wonder that 245,000 highly competent 

Indian telephonists serve Western needs, and 

that 89,000 MBA graduates per year are seeking 

to advance themselves. 

The United States cannot assume that 

because it prides itself on creativity in its educa-

tional systems (compared to reputed "rote" 

repetition in Asia) it produces better scientists. 

Asked about this issue, Microsoft founder Bill 

Gates said: '"I have never met the guy who does-

n't know how to multiply who created soft-

ware... .Who has the most creative video games 
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in the world? Japan! I never met these 'rote people.'.. .You 

need to understand things in order to invent beyond 

them.'' Young Indians, Chinese, and Poles are not racing 

us to the bottom. "They are racing us to the top," com-

ments Friedman (351). 

Bangalore is the hub of the modern India, with 1.5 

billion-dollar Infosys Technology leading the way; new 

homes, restaurants, and clubs dot the 

city. Yet only a few miles outside the 

city, a woman labors on the roads, 

breaking rocks by hand. Men plow 

dusty fields with oxen. This paradox 

underscores the moral and practical 

challenge of our mostly unflat world. 

One-fifth of that world is flattening, 

but the rest is as big and round as 

ever. T h e rift between flat and round 

is found not only between countries, 

but also within countries. Despite the 

250 million Indians whose lives are 

dramatically improved, 800 million 

are left behind, much of the popula-

tion is still illiterate, and the median 

income is only $2.70 a day, reports 

Nobel prize-winning economist 

Joseph Stiglitz, in his Making Global-

ization Work. 

The World Bank defines poverty as 

individuals who live on less than two 

dollars per day, and extreme poverty as 

those living on less than one dollar per 

day. Poverty has significantly increased 

in the developing world (excluding 

China), whereas during the last two 

decades some of the world has been 

getting dramatically flatter. The num-

ber of Africans in extreme poverty has almost doubled, from 

164 million to 316 million. "Some 40 percent of the world's 

6.5 billion people live in poverty (a number that is up 36 per-

cent from 1981)," says Stiglitz (11, 42). 

Why Are the Poor Getting Poorer? 
W h y do sections of the globe deal with poverty and 

lack of development as differently as they do? Stiglitz, 

who formerly served as chief economist at the World 

A higher 

percentage of the 

world population 

lives in poverty 

Bank and chairman of President Bill Clinton's Council 

of Economic Advisors, cites systemic inequities in world 

trade as being particularly influential. There is now a 

consensus among developed countries that the develop-

ing countries should be given a break in tariffs placed 

on their exports to the developed world. Yet despite 

this "preferential treatment," writes Stiglitz, "developed 

country tariffs against imports from 

developing countries are.. .four 

times higher than tariffs against 

goods produced by other developed 

countries" (82). 

Stiglitz cites the issue of farm 

subsidies as a glaring instance of 

how farmers in developed coun-

tries are artificially sustained, while 

farmers in the developing countries 

famish. Often subsidy programs 

are touted as helping family farms 

survive, but often in the United 

States the program is a form of 

corporate welfare. "Some 3 0 , 0 0 0 

farms (1 percent of the total) 

receive almost 25 percent of the 

total amount spent, with an aver-

age of more than $1 million per 

farm. Eighty-seven percent of the 

money goes to the top 20 percent 

of farmers, each of whom receives 

on average almost $ 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 . 0 0 , " 

according to Stiglitz (86) . T h e 

2 , 4 4 0 , 1 8 4 farmers who are small-

est, get only 1 3 percent of the 

total, less than 7 ,000 dollars each. 

Stiglitz contrasts the American 

cotton farmer with one from Burki-

na Faso (one of Africa's poorest countries), whose 

income is twelve hundred dollars a year. "Some 25 ,000 

very rich American cotton farmers get to divide $3 bil-

lion to $4 billion in subsidies among themselves, which 

encourages them to produce even more," writes Stiglitz. 

"The increased supply naturally depresses global prices, 

hurting some 10 million farmers in impoverished Burki-

na Faso and elsewhere in Africa" (85, 86). 

Many on the political left blame large international cor-

porations for much of the poverty in Burkina Faso and 



worldwide (see, for instance, the documentaries, The Corpo-

ration, and Wal-Mart: The High Cost of Low Prices). There sure-

ly are notorious instances of corporate greed (for example, 

Nestles advocacy of infant formula over breast feeding in 

developing countries, and long-term lying by tobacco 

companies about their product). 

These companies are very powerful, and current poli-

cies allow considerable latitude for executives to exer-

cise almost unilateral decision making on major issues. 

Their political power is directly correlated to their 

wealth, and this is immense. In fact, a number of multi-

nationals have larger budgets than most countries of the 

developing world. In 2004, General Motors had rev-

enues of 191 billion dollars, which exceeded the G D P 

of some 150 countries. In 2005, Wal-Mart's revenues 

were more than 285 billion dollars, more than the G D P 

of sub-Saharan Africa. 

With so much wealth, these companies are especially 

powerful in developing countries, where they employ 

thousands of citizens—directly or indirectly. If govern-

ments desire tighter regulations for their citizen 

employees, a multinational can often simply imply its 

plan to move operations elsewhere and the host coun-

try backs down. 

In the early 1990s, globalization was met with 

euphoria; there was hope that it would bring unprece-

dented prosperity to all. From 1990 to 1996, capital 

flow into developing countries increased six-fold. T h e 

World Trade Organization was created in 1995, but by 

the time of the 1999 Seattle Round of trade negotia-

tions, the media's coverage of riots showed the world 

the deep resentment that many common people had 

toward globalization. T h e World Commission on the 

Social Dimensions of Globalization, chaired by the 

presidents of Tanzania and Finland, in 2004 issued its 

report, which expressed concern that globalization 

might be creating rich countries with poor people. 

Stiglitz quotes from the report: 

The current process of globalization is generating unbalanced 

outcomes, both between and within countries. Wealth is being 

created, but too many countries and people are not sharing in its 

benefits. They also have little or no voice in shaping the process. 

Seen through the eyes of the vast majority of women and men, 

globalization has not met their simple and legitimate aspirations 

for decent jobs and a better future for their children. Many of 

them live in the limbo of the informal economy without formal 

rights and in a swathe of poor countries that subsist precariously 

on the margins of the global economy. Even in economically suc-

cessful countries some workers and communities have been 

adversely affected by globalization. Meanwhile the revolution in 

global communications heightens awareness of these dispari-

ties. . .[TJhese global imbalances are morally unacceptable and 

politically unsustainable, (s) 

Social consequences of globalization include its effects 

on world ecology. The drive of multinational corporations 

to be profitable has fostered contempt for natural and 

human resources. In her book, In Search of the Good Life, 

Rebecca Peters tells of studies showing that impoverished 

people groups, underprivileged classes, and less-developed 

countries have greater exposure risks to toxic wastes, dead-

ly toxins, and other corporate pollution (115-16) . In the 

era of multinational corporations, environmental and eco-

logical damages are particularly significant in communities 

that are powerless to resist. 

But there is at least mixed good news, and many 

would argue that the benefit of multinational corpora-

tions exceeds their sins, though we can do a much 

better j o b of minimizing their damaging impact. Con-

sider multinationals' significant contributions to devel-

oping countries. According to Stiglitz, they (1) 

channel almost two hundred billion dollars each year 

in foreign direct investment; (2) transfer technology 

from advanced industrial countries; (3) help raise stan-

dards of living; (4) enable goods to reach markets in 

developed nations; and (5) bring jobs and economic 

growth (188) . 

Despite his alluring title, The World Is Flat, A Brief His-

tory of the Twenty-first Century, Friedman acknowledges 

that only patches of the world are flattening—North 

America, Europe, Japan, Australia, and hot spots in 

Asia. T h e rest of the world, mostly in the southern 

hemisphere, is more round than ever. A higher percent-

age of the world population lives in poverty today than 

twenty-five years ago (40 percent vs. 30 percent). Simi-

larly, the percentage of those in extreme poverty 

(income of less than one dollar per day) increased 3 

percent during that time. 

This deeper impoverishment of the "round" world 

took place while selected portions of the planet became 

flatter—due at least in part to globalization. O f course, 



correlation doesn't prove causation. However, globaliza-

tion's promise for world betterment has not been real-

ized. In the rising tide of global trade, the largest ships 

are riding higher while the smallest crafts are increasing-

ly further below. 

The Tide of Globalization Can Raise All Ships 
Globalization is a fact in our contem-

porary world, and it would be sim-

plistic and unhelpful to pronounce it 

morally good or bad. T h e moral 

imperative is this: How can we trans-

form globalization, with the skills and 

technologies that make it possible, to 

realize its potential for betterment of 

the whole world? 

Such a vision is no mere pipe 

dream, at least if we take seriously 

Adam Smith's An Incjuiry into the Nature 

and Causes of the Wealth of Nations—and 

most capitalists surely do, often as 

their bible. Adam Smith is often mis-

understood. For example, Ronald J . 

Sider, in his Rich Christians in an Age of 

Hunger: A Biblical Study, asserts that 

"Smith argued that an invisible hand 

would guarantee the good of all if 

each person would pursue his or her 

own economic self-interest in the 

context of a competit ive society" 

(114) . Wel l , in Smith's monumental 

903-page volume there is only one 

reference to an "invisible hand" that 

guides the market economy, and his 

work is much more nuanced than 

critics such as Sider or believers 

often understand. 

Regarding his famous "invisible hand" reference in The 

Wealth of Nations, in a chapter titled "Restraints on Particu-

lar Imports," Smith discusses a businessman who prefers 

domestic rather than foreign trade. 

[H]e intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many 

other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which 

was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for 

the society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest 
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he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than 

when he really intends to promote it. I have never known much 

good done by those who affect to trade for the public good. (423 ] 

Smith saw himself laying out a system, an economic 

order, that was realistic about human nature in his 

recognition of the primacy of self-interest, and thus 

designed to unleash personal cre-

ativity. By design, the self-interest-

ed throbbing heartbeat of 

capitalism would usually result in 

good social consequences—regard-

less of the trader's motive. Michael 

Novak, in his The Spirit of Democratic 

Capitalism, argues that Adam Smith, 

Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, 

and Montesquieu were leading 

founders of democratic capitalism 

and that they consciously devised a 

pluralistic, tripartite structure for 

the good of all citizens. T h e eco-

nomic system was capitalistic, but 

this system was to be harnessed by 

a democratic political system, and 

by an emerging, vital moral-cultural 

system of universities, a free press, 

the church, and various independ-

ent associations. 

Novak emphasizes that Smith 

envisioned a political capitalism that 

would benefit all nations. "He con-

ceived of the abolition of famine, the 

raising up of the poor, and the ban-

ishment of material suffering from all 

humankind as an outcome morally to 

be approved of," comments Novak 

(77). At a time when the developed world had an essentially 

mercantilist economy, it was Smith who most carefully 

articulated a system of sustained economic development 

over time based on the freedom of individuals to create 

and market their inventions with minimal intervention. 

In elaborating his economic views, Smith gave many 

illustrations of useful, commendable governmental regula-

tion of free enterprise. 

Novak's interpretation of Smith is reflected by Peters, 

who asserts that Smith saw the economic system as only 



one element of human society steeped in moral senti-

ments; the capitalistic economy should be located within 

a moral framework. Problematically, modern capitalism 

has divorced economics from morality, seeing it as value 

free, thus allowing unchecked, self-interested wealth 

building. In turn, the drive to profit has fostered con-

tempt for ecology and the environment. 

Is Christianity Only about 
a Blessing for and Giving to the Poor? 
Reinhold Niebuhr, the father of Christian Realism and 

perhaps the most influential social theologian in the 

twentieth century, cut his theological teeth while serv-

ing parishioners who worked in Detroit factories. He 

was a socialist-leaning, left-wing Democrat who late in 

life addressed issues of self-interest and capitalism, and 

came to conclusions surprisingly similar to those of 

Adam Smith. In an essay titled "The Christian Faith and 

the Economic Life of Liberal Society," Niebuhr wrote 

the following words: 

It was the real achievement of classical economic liberalism to 

gain recognition of the doctrine that the system of mutual servic-

es that constitute the life of economic society could best be main-

tained by relying on "self-interest" of men rather than on their 

"benevolence" or on moral suasion, and by freeing economic 

activities from irrelevant and often unduly restrictive political 

controls. It released the "initiative" of men to exploit every possi-

ble opportunity for gain and thus to increase the resources of the 

whole of society, at first through the exploitation of commercial 

opportunities and subsequently through the endless development 

of technical and industrial power. (433] 

Niebuhr didn't flinch when dealing with the hardest say-

ings of Scripture that castigate the rich and powerful who 

exploit the poor. For example, a book of his titled The Nature 

and Destiny of Man cites the Old Testament prophet Amos 

(4:12; 6:4; and 8:4), who judges those "which oppress the 

poor, which crush the needy," and those who "lie upon beds 

of ivory, and stretch themselves upon their couches, and eat 

the lambs out of the flock," who "swallow up the needy, 

even to make the poor of the land to fail" (1:223). Niebuhr 

comments that the guilt of pride and injustice in the finan-

cially privileged is greater than that of the less privileged. 

How might one reconcile these two seemingly contra-

dictory aspects of Niebuhr's writings? W e think that 

Niebuhr, a realist and astute student of the Bible, history, 

and human experience, appreciated the cultural/scientific 

gulf between Bible times and our own. 

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 other-

wise. The way to deal with the poor was simple: give them 

alms. A person belonged to one's family, community, tribe, 

and nation by mere fact of birth; Novak speaks of "primor-

dial belonging." 

Although individual initiative is the focus of market 

capitalism, the productive individual must be a part of vari-

ous functional, value-embedded communities. "In this 

scheme," says Novak, "the individual is not atomic. 

Although the individual is an originating source of insight 

and choice, the fulfillment of the individual lies in a 

beloved community," he asserts. "Any community worthy 

of such love values the singularity and inviolability of each 

person. Without true individualism, there is no true com-

munity" (356). 

Friedman extols the role that trust plays in our market 

economy. Wall Street couldn't operate without basic 

human trust; there is a happy coincidence between trust 

and honesty serving self-interest and the good of all. 

If you wanted to summarize the net effect of all these institutions, 

cultural norms, business practices, and legal systems, it can be 

reduced to one word: trust. They create and inspire a high level of 

trust—and a high level of trust is the most important feature any 

open society can possess. Trust in many ways, is the product of 

all the ingredients in America's secret sauce. (320) 

In human development from the Renaissance 

through the Enlightenment, careful thought was given 

to many aspects of life that had remained largely 

unchanged for millennia—means of book production, 

knowledge of the human body, views of the universe, 

and Adam Smith's careful examination of how material 

well-being can be systematically increased by nation 

states for the good of all. 

W e suggest that the realistic Christian, following 

Niebuhr's lead, can see our democratic capitalism for what 

it is: a system that is pragmatic about human self-interest 

and how it can be molded for world betterment. 

Continued on page 63... 
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My Share: 
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Regardless of 

how much 

is harvested, 

manufactured, 

bought, and 

used—regardless 

of the monetary 

value we assign 

to the goods 

and services 

available on 

Earth—we only 

have one 

Earth, powered 

by the energy 

of one sun. 

Growing up, my five siblings and 

I were very interested in resource 

allocation. Gifts, school clothes, 

slices of dessert, time with grand-

parents—no resource was too mundane or nebu-

lous to be compared. I was the only one of six 

who didn't need braces, for instance, and I'm still 

unconvinced that my share of the orthodontics 

budget was legitimately assigned to having my 

wisdom teeth taken out. T o our "It's not fair!" 

our father had an all-purpose, invariably good-

humored response: "Of course it's not. I'm not 

trying to be fair; I just want to be equally unfair 

to everybody." 

I've since realized that, as an educated mid-

dle-class American, I have more than my fair 

share. But the old passion for equitable distribu-

tion bubbled to the surface again on September 

11, 2005. 

My husband, Ed, and I had just put our daugh-

ter, a sophomore in college, on a flight for Gene-

va. The French Language Institute at Collonges 

had designated September 12 "Arrival Day," 

dictating that American students start their trans-

Atlantic flight on the fourth anniversary of the 

9/11 attacks. So during the two-hour drive from 

Newark, New Jersey, to our home in Pennsylva-

nia, I floated various conversational distractions. 

"I'm thinking of a new book idea," I said to 

my husband, who was driving. "How about 

going around the world, seeing how people live 

in each country, and compare how families live 

in various countries on their exact share?" 

"What do you mean, 'their exact share'? Share 

of what?" he countered. 

"Well, food, water, wealth, resources—what-

ever there is on Earth, right now. Given that 

there are six or so billion people on Earth, you 

could calculate equal portions to come up with 

your share—everyone's exact share." 

Between Ed's challenges and my brainstorm-

ing, the drive passed without much anxiety. 

Mary landed safely and had a wonderful year 

in France, while I discussed the question 

"What's my share?" with reference librarians, 

economists, engineers, geographers, and envi-

ronmental scientists at Penn State and else-

where. I read outside my field of English 

literature, sometimes making my freshman 

composition students read along with me. I've 

learned two ways to calculate my share: inter-

national dollars and biologically productive 

acres. Economically, one share is 9 ,489 dollars 

per year. Ecologically, it is 4.5 acres.1 

International Dollars and Purchasing 
Power Parity 
Governments around the world survey their pop-

ulations and compile reports of economic activi-

ty. The questions asked differ from country to 

country, and the information gathered varies in 

accuracy. But anyone with access to the Internet 

can easily get an idea of how much money there 

is—or at least how much purchasing power. 

The World Bank compiles GNI, or Gross 

National Income, from countries around the 

world. (GNI, rather than GDP, or Gross 

Domestic Product, is now the standard measure-

ment because it includes the net flow of income 

from abroad.) These figures are available in two 
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different versions: Atlas calculations and PPP. The Atlas 

method relies on the currency exchange rates, with an 

adjustment to even out currency fluctuations. The letters 

PPP stand for "purchasing power parity," an international 

dollar that has the same purchasing power over GDP as a 

U.S. dollar has in the United States.2 

For example, consider Thailand. In August 2006, I drew 

on Thai ATMs for 10,000 Baht at a time. The transactions 

showed up on my bank statements as 269 dollars and 

change, the number of cents varying from day to day. 

Thus, at that time, the exchange rate was about thirty-

seven Baht to the dollar—the rate used (in an average with 

historical exchange rates) in the Atlas method of calculat-

ing Gross National Income. But that thirty-seven Baht 

bought more in Thailand than a dollar buys in the United 

States—about three times as much, in fact. 

If an American wants to know, not "What 's the 

exchange rate?" but "How does a Thai person live on a 

particular income?" the dollar amount can be adjusted 

(by a factor of about three) to reflect the local cost of 

goods and services. T h e PPP calculation makes that 

adjustment and is thus more helpful in giving a meaning-

ful comparison of lifestyles around the world. (More 

helpful than an exchange-rate comparison, that is, but 

still not perfect, since it takes no account of the different 

buying power of a Baht in Bangkok compared with its 

buying power in a rural area—just as a dollar anywhere in 

the United States is still a dollar, though it goes farther 

in the Midwest than in Alaska.) 

T h e difference between purchasing power and the 

exchange rate is one reason why economic comparisons 

between countries must be made with caution. There are 

other reasons. The information underlying the comparison 

comes from household surveys—that is, comes from indi-

viduals answering questions like "What is your household 

income?" and "What does your household spend each 

month?" Some of these individuals may not understand the 

question or may not know the answer—indeed, they may 

not tell the truth. At the next level, too, the information 

gleaned from such surveys is only reliable when all survey 

workers and analysts handle it accurately and in good 

faith. Finally, survey workers in different countries ask dif-

ferent questions, and data analysts make different assump-

tions to perform different calculations. 

An important difference in method is that some govern-

ments collect information about income, whereas others 

collect information about consumption. Consumption (how 

much money is spent on goods and services) reveals more 

about a family's actual standard of living than income (how 

much money comes into the household). Home mortgages, 

vehicle loans, and credit cards enable people to consume 

more, at least in the short term, than their incomes would 

allow them to purchase outright. Furthermore, the wealthy 

are likely to put part of their income into savings and invest-

ments once their consumption has reached a satisfactory 

level. Because the wealthy are likely to spend less than their 

income, and the less wealthy may borrow to consume 

beyond theirs, income is more unequal than consumption. 

Thus comparing, say, the distribution of income in the 

United States with the distribution of consumption in Thai-

land gives a somewhat false impression. 

Notwithstanding its shortcomings, this flawed compari-

son still yields valuable information about wealth and 

poverty in the two countries. And although the data avail-

able is far from perfect, it continues to improve in accura-

cy and comparability. (A byproduct of this improvement is 

the exasperating likelihood that the 2005 GNI figures 

quoted last week have disappeared from the World Bank 

database, superseded by an updated 2005 chart giving 

slightly different figures.) 

O n e way, then, to answer the question "What's my 

share?" is with a dollar amount. If each person on Earth 

had received an equal share of the total wealth generated 

in 2005, your share would have been 9,489 dollars (if you 

happened to be living in the United States)—or the equiv-

alent purchasing power elsewhere. 

Biologically Productive Acres, Global Carrying 
Capacity, and Ecological Footprint 
But regardless of how much is harvested, manufactured, 

bought, and used—regardless of the monetary value we 

assign to the goods and services available on Earth—we 

only have one Earth, powered by the energy of one 

sun. That Earth and sun provide the raw materials for all 

that we eat, drink, build, wear, drive, burn, and otherwise 

consume. If we are not to be poisoned or otherwise 

inconvenienced (by species extinctions, a changed climate, 

or depleted soil fertility), Earth must fully recyle all the 

wastes we discard, including gasses and chemicals. 

O f course, not all corners of the Earth are useful to us in 

terms of providing raw materials or recycling wastes. Some 

of the planet is biologically productive for human purposes, 



whereas some (desert, for instance) is not. But scientists 

have measured Earth's forests, cropland, pasture, fishing 

grounds, and built-up land—the total expanse of the 

humanly usable Earth. They have evaluated all these terres-

trial surfaces in terms of their human "carrying capacity," as 

if the planet was a self-contained, self-resupplying spaceship. 

So what is one person's share of the biologically 

productive part of our planet? If the parts of Earth 

that humans can use had been rationed out in 

equal shares in 2003, your allotment would have 

been 4.5 biologically productive acres.3 That is to say, all 

your food—along with all the lumber for your home, office, 

and their furniture, and all the wood pulp for the books in 

your library—would have been grown, and all your carbon 

emissions would have been absorbed by, the expanse of 

cropland, grazing land, and forest that would fit into 4.5 

acres. (The cropland, forests, and grazing land would have 

to leave enough room within those 4.5 acres to accommo-

date your share of the built-up areas and fisheries as well.) 

Carbon dioxide emissions, food, and transport account 

for the bulk of human demands on the environment. But 

some discrepancies arise when we compare the planet's 

calculated human carrying capacity with measured and 

estimated human impact (known as Ecological Footprint, 

or EF). First, humans are not the only life on Earth, but the 

calculation of 4.5 acres per person assumes that all biopro-

ductive land serves humans. Some types of land can serve 

more than one biological purpose, but many uses are 

mutually exclusive. Ranchers who shoot wild predators 

and farmers who use herbicides recognize this: the same 

calf cannot provide a meal for both humans and wolves; 

the same soil and water cannot support both weeds and a 

crop. Conservationists likewise remind suburban real estate 

developers that built-up land replaces habitat for coyotes. 

People who like wilderness need to make room for their 

share of a game reserve by using less of their 4.5-acre 

share for crops and C 0 2 sequestration. 

Four and one-half acres doesn't leave much room for a 

dump, either. Many substances humans use and produce 

in their various activities rob fisheries, cropland, forests, 

or grazing land of their biological productivity. Even 

when we leave aside sensational accidents that directly 

poison people, leaks from mines, factories, and under-

ground pipelines poison forests, cropland, and other bio-

logically productive acreage. Nonrecyclable wastes 

reduce Earth's carrying capacity. 

Third, current stocks of coal and petroleum are left out 

of the calculation. This is because, unlike livestock, crop-

land, and forests, mines and oil fields have no "regenera-

tive capacity"—they do not reproduce the commodity we 

value or accommodate another crop after harvest. In this 

model, current stocks of fossil fuel are not counted, but 

once they're gone, that's it. Your hypothetical 4.5-acre 

share of Earth does not include an oil well. 

Fossil fuels figure into the Ecological Footprint calcu-

lation in terms of the carbon dioxide they produce when 

burned, however. Oceans and forests absorb C O 2 and 

other gasses, but the extent of forest acreage required to 

absorb the carbon emissions of a typical American 

already exceeds 4.5 acres. This gives rise to the most 

serious discrepancy: not just the typical American, but 

also the average human lives on more than 4.5 acres. The 

combined human EF exceeds Earth's carrying capacity, 

and carbon emissions from energy use are largely respon-

sible for this "overshoot." 

More than 6.4 billion people currently live on Earth, in 

defiance of a calculation that decreed that, at the average 

human rate of eating, drinking, driving, and so on, the 

planet could only "carry" 5.1 billion in 2003.4 What are the 

additional 1.3 billion people living on? Are we to think of 

them as spaceship passengers without seats or rations? 

Let's look at the problem another way. T h e "carrying 

capacity" model tells us our world needs to be bigger by 

almost a biologically productive acre per person to accom-

modate the humans already present and the human activi-

ty demonstrably underway. That is to say, the average per 

capita human footprint in 2003 was more than 5.4 acres. 

How do Earth's inhabitants live on more than the crop-

land, wetlands, and grazing land, on more than the forests 

and oceans we actually have? 

Environmental scientists think we are accommo-

dating those additional passengers (creating the 

illusion of more seats and rations, if you will) by 

cannibalizing our spaceship. They point to agri-

cultural practices like irrigation, which makes cropland 

more productive in the short term but can cause erosion, 

reducing the amount of cropland available in the future. In 

many regions, irrigation is responsible for falling water 



power parity offers an approximate term of monetary 

comparison, a way to adjust for the differences in pur-

chasing power in various economies. It is based on 

actual prices of actual commodities as a proportion of 

actual GNI, but it is generalized and extrapolated 

beyond those prices, commodities, and locations for the 

sake of giving a general idea of how far money goes 

and how people live in unfamiliar places. T h e PPP fig-

ure will not give a proportionate conversion for every 

purchase; for instance, a bicycle may cost more relative 

to GNI in Thailand than it does in the United States. 

But PPP is still useful. You understand more with it than 

without it. 

Similarly, "carrying capacity" and Ecological Footprint 

are dimensions of a model based on measurements of 

crop yields, fossil fuel consumption, and other observ-

able categories on the national level. As these values are 

translated to the individual level or applied to specific 

activities, there will be inaccuracies and imprecisions, 

just as there are in working out what Thai lifestyle is 

comparable to how an American could live in the Unit-

ed States on 9 ,489 dollars. But even given the impreci-

tables. Irrigation as currently practiced can also dissolve 

and distribute salts that would otherwise have remained 

below root level, an effect called salinization that reduces 

cropland's fertility. (Salinization is largely responsible 

for transforming the cropland of Mesopotamia's Fertile 

Crescent into less biologically productive grazing land and 

unproductive salt flats.) Pesticide use (which increases 

crop yields but degrades wetlands) also boosts food sup-

plies in the short term while shrinking the spaceship. 

The discrepancy between human carrying capacity, or 

what the model says is available, and what humans actually 

use is even more understandable when we consider that 

Earth's forests and oceans no longer absorb all the CO2 

emitted by cars and other machinery. Increasing amounts 

stay in the atmosphere, trapping heat from the sun, raising 

Earth's temperature, and contributing to the changes under-

way in Earth's climate. 

Imperfect Models 
Admittedly, "carrying capacity" and EF are concepts 

that need to be applied with caution, just as "purchasing 

power parity" is an imperfect statistical tool. Purchasing 



sions and inaccuracies, the answer EF offers to the ques-

tion "What's my share?" is still worth considering. 

Living on One Six-Billionth 
Beyond economics and environmental sustainability, 

"What's my share?" is a human question. I wanted to 

create a b o o k with photographs and interviews that fea-

tured actual families from around the world and gave a 

sense of how they lived on their share. I fixed on some 

artificial parameters: thirty-six families from eighteen or 

nineteen countries across six continents, one family to 

represent a typical or traditional way of life for each 

country, perhaps with an income or consumption level 

close to the national household median, whereas anoth-

er family would represent the lifestyle available in that 

country on something close to the per capita global 

income of 9 , 4 8 9 dollars (or its equivalent buying 

power). Each family's Ecological Footprint would be 

analyzed as well. 

I developed a scratch list of countries to be profiled, 

aiming for a variety of income levels from each region 

or continent , as listed in Table 1. 

Table 1 
2005 GNI, PPP and 2003 Per Capita EF in Selected Countries 

Continent and Country 2005 GNI, PPP 2003 Per Capita EF 
(dollars) (acres) 

NORTH AMERICA U.S.A. 41,950 23.7 
Haiti 1,840 1.5 

SOUTH AMERICA Chile 11,470 5.7 
Colombia 7,420 3.2 
Bolivia 2,740 3.2 

EUROPE Finland 31,170 18.8 
Spain 25,820 13.3 
Russia 10,640 10.9 

AFRICA Botswana 10,250 4.0 
Egypt 4,440 3.5 
Kenya 1,170 2.0 
Burundi 640 1.7 

ASIA Japan 31,410 10.9 
Iran 8,050 5.9 
Thailand 8,440 3.5 
India 3,460 2.0 

OCEANIA Australia 30,610 16.3 
Indonesia 3,720 2.7 
P.N.G. 2,370 5.9 

Sources: 2005 GNI, PPP: World Bank, "GNI Per Capita 2005, Atlas Method 
and PPP," World Development Indicators Database, May 1, 2007. Available at 
<http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DATASTATISTiCS/Resources/GNIPC.pdf>, 
accessed May 8, 2007. 2003 Per Capita EF: World Wildlife Federation, Zoo-
logical Society of London, and Global Footprint Network, Living Planet Report 
2006 (Cambridge, Eng.: Banson, 2006). 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DATASTATISTiCS/Resources/GNIPC.pdf


Though the project was taking shape, two problems 

remained. How would I pay for my trips around the 

world, and how would I find the families to profile? 

After several grant applications to large nonprofits met 

with discouraging responses, I decided to waive the finan-

cial question for now. I could get enough money from 

Penn State (by teaching summer school and by competing 

for a small grant from the International Programs office) 

for a first trip to one exotic locale, and then write a 

"sample chapter" that might appeal to either major grantors 

or deep-pocketed publishers. 

T o find world families of the income niches I had in 

mind, my husband suggested I seek help from ADRA, 

which has projects in most of the countries on my draft 

list. Accordingly, I approached Tereza Byrne, ADRA Inter-

national's bureau chief for marketing and development. 

Byrne shared my excitement about the project and sug-

gested Thailand as a picturesque and friendly setting for a 

"starter" trip. She connected me with Greg Young, director 

of ADRA-Thailand. 

Getting to Thailand 
Young, an energetic and practical Australian now at ADRA 

world headquarters in Maryland, asked a number of con-

crete questions that helped me move the project from 

lofty meditation to gritty reality. He scouted families of 

the income levels I needed, detailed his office staff to facil-

itate my lodging and in-country transportation, and rec-

ommended a guide and translator. 

M y obligations as a Penn State faculty member were 

on a collision course with ADRA's mission, however. As a 

faculty member in the Department of English, most of my 

prior publications had advanced arguments about dead 

white males. I was unfamiliar with "human subjects" 

research—Shakespeare and his age-mates being entitled to 

no special ethical considerations. With a ticket for travel 

to Bangkok on August 16, I finally contacted Penn State's 

Office of Research Protections in late July. 

The initial phone meeting was a rude awakening to 

social science research protocols. Though no risks are 

associated with talking to an English teacher about one's 

daily life, I had to develop safeguards against any per-

ceived coercion to participate in the study and plan for 

how I would "report to the appropriate [Thai] agencies 

any concerns for a child's well-being." 

These two concerns precluded ADRA's involvement. If 

ADRA assisted with recruitment, it would be easy for indi-

viduals to construe participation in my project as a condi-

tion of ADRA's help. Also, important ADRA-Thailand 

programs seek to prevent the commercial sexual exploita-

tion of children. "Concerns for a child's well-being" are, to 

say the least, realistic in communities needing such pro-

grams, but alerting the authorities to a specific family's sit-

uation might harm people ADRA could have helped. The 

agency withdrew from the project and requested that I not 

contact the families they had found for me. 

Fortunately, the guide/translator Young had recom-

mended was not an ADRA employee and could still work 

with me. Warunsiri Manaviboon, known as Pink (most 

Thais use nicknames for all but the most formal occa-

sions), was game to publicize my project and put interest-

ed possible participants in touch with me. Since almost 70 

percent of Thais live in rural areas and almost half the 

labor force works in agriculture, I hoped to find a farming 

family to represent a "traditional" or "typical" Thai way of 

life.3 Moreover, the gap between Bangkok residents' 

incomes and those of the rural population is wide, so I was 

open to observing a rural family with an income well 

below the national per capita average.6 T o prospect for 

"representative" rural families, Pink returned to a rural area 

where she had negotiated lodging for Peace Corps 

trainees a year before. 

Thai Share: A Traditional Way of Life 
Boonsang Wichenwan (52 years) and her husband, Jaew 

(51), live in a village of about 100 families in a rural district 

of Uthai Thani province, 219 kilometers from Bangkok.7 

Their property comprises a rice field, a pond, and a gar-

den, where they grow almost all their own food. Selling 

produce in the provincial capital, four kilometers away, 

nets them about 3,000 Baht each month, with the buying 

power of about 240 international dollars.8 

Boonsang's parents raised their own rice and vegetables 

on the family land and sold palm sugar as street vendors in 

town. Introduced via family contacts at around age thirty, 

Jaew and Boonsang made a traditional arranged marriage. 

Boonsang, responsible as the younger daughter for caring 

for her aging parents, brought her husband into her family 

home, where they have lived, first with Boonsang's parents 

and their own daughters, and now, with the parents gone 

and their older daughter studying agriculture at a provin-

cial university, with fifteen-year-old Kwanjit. 



Though the Wichenwan family has a significantly 

lower-than-average income for Thailand and lives on only 

11 percent of the 2005 global average, their lifestyle is 

representative of rural tradition in many ways. T h e lower 

economic status of the family coincides with an Ecological 

Footprint of 2.5 acres each, an acre less than the Thai 

average and a sustainable level of consumption that, if 

emulated worldwide, would allow humans to coexist with 

other species. 

A "World Average" Thai Family 
It proved very difficult to develop a relationship with a 

"world average" family in Bangkok. Several individuals 

found the compensation offered participants to be no 

incentive for allowing "some group of people to come 

watch them like a reality T V show," as Pink reported to 

me. W h e n a family agreed to assist me because Pink had 

done a brief internship with the husband a few years 

before, I was relieved enough to be less than persnickety 

about their matching a specific economic profile. T h e y 

reported a monthly household income of 86 ,000 Baht, 

which ranks the seven members of the household at about 

the eighty-eighth percentile of the Thai income spectrum, 

a per capita income about 134 percent of the 2005 global 

average—a little high, but still quite close.9 

Pisit Klinsuwan (57 years) and his wife, Suri Chan-

thanat (61), live in a home they built thirty years ago in a 

Bangkok neighborhood dotted with temples and criss-

crossed by canals. Thanks to remittances from a daughter 

who moved to San Francisco four years ago, Suri owns ten 

rental homes in the neighborhood. Even more important 

to their prosperity is Pisit's career as a voice-over artist 

with Thailand's largest independent television station. T h e 

household now includes Pisit and Suri, one of their four 

grown children, three grandchildren, and an unrelated 

five-year-old boy Suri was babysitting when his parents 

abandoned him. 

T h e Klinsuwans, with seven people at home, have a 

household income almost thirty times that of the three 

Wichenwans, or about twelve times as much money per 

person. It's obvious to a visitor what some of that extra 

money buys: the car, city real estate, home appliances, and 

electronics; Pisit's business wardrobe and restaurant lunch-

es; Suri's presence at home throughout the day to oversee 

the household; and twice-yearly vacations for the extend-

ed family at the beach. But the Wichenwans' motorbikes, 

electric fans, refrigerator, and color television seem com-

parable to the Klinsuwans', and the families share medical 

and educational systems that reflect a choice by the state 

to equalize opportunity across the economic spectrum.10 

Perhaps the most important quality the two families 

share is their social outlook: they embrace the conven-

iences and technologies of modern life, but describe them-

selves as contented with their current economic and 

material status. T h e Wichenwans and Klinsuwans both 

identified other family members as their most important 

source of pleasure and their highest priority in terms of 

investing for the future. 

On to Pennsylvania 
As the journal goes to press, I'm querying publishers and 

agents, seeking funding, and recruiting American partici-

pants for a second sample chapter (I hope to find them 

here in southeastern Pennsylvania). Assuming all goes 

well, I will spend the 2 0 0 8 - 9 academic year traveling and 

writing. But even if the project has reached its zenith in 

this issue of Spectrum, I feel satisfied and challenged now 

that I have a better idea of the size of my share—and those 

of my 6.4 billion siblings. I 

Margaret R. Christian is associate professor 

of English at Penn State, Lehigh Valley, Fogelsville, 

Penn. 
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A Commentary on Wealth and Poverty in the Bible from the Africa Bible Commentary 

BY STEPHEN ADEI 

Our attitude to 

money, wealth and 

poverty reveals our 

eternal values, as 

well as our character and relation-

ship to both G o d and others. It 

can be a root cause of all kinds of 

evil (1 Tim 6:10) , leading us to 

break the first and last command-

ments (Exod 2 0 : 3 - 1 7 ) . Examples 

of those who have been consumed 

by love of money and wealth 

include Achan (Josh 7), Gehazi (2 

Kgs 5 : 2 0 - 2 7 ) , Ananias and his 

wife Sapphira (Acts 5 : 1 - 1 1 ) , 

Simon the sorcerer (Acts 8 : 1 8 - 2 3 ) , 

the rich fool (Luke 1 2 : 1 3 - 2 1 ) and 

the rich ruler (Luke 1 8 : 1 8 - 3 0 ) . Yet 

money can be a source of blessing, 

and the Scriptures also include 

examples of rich and holy men 

(Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, J o b and 

King Solomon). 

Poverty is a recurring theme in 

the Bible. It is also the experience 

of many Africans, for half of those 

in sub-Saharan Africa live on less 

than U S $1 .00 a day. Many are 

poor because we live in a world 

where injustice and a skewed eco-

nomic order mean they lack access 

to education, land and other means 

of improving their material condi-

tions Gas 5 :1 -6 ) . Nowhere do the 

Scriptures equate material poverty 

and piety, and Christians must 

work to remove the barriers that 

prevent people from escaping from 

poverty (Lev 2 5 : 3 8 - 5 5 ; Luke 

3 : 1 0 - 1 4 ; 18:22; Col 4:1). 

T h e Bible does, however, speak 

harshly to those who are poor 

because they have not used their 

God-given mind, strength and 

resources. Laziness or slothfulness 

are condemned (Prov 6:6-11 ; 

10 :4-5 ; 14:23; 20:4,13; 2 Thess 

3:10). Those who work hard, learn 

a trade, improve their knowledge 

and skills, are entrepreneurial, learn 

to save and invest small amounts, 

and who are faithful to G o d are 

often able to improve their material 

conditions (Prov 21:5). 

T h e Bible's guidance on wealth 

may be summarized as follows: 

• Our life is to be God-centred 

not thing-centred (Matt 

6 : 2 5 - 3 4 ) . 

• T h e basis of all wealth is God's 

bounty. Everything belongs to 

him (Ps 24 :1 ) and he gives the 

ability to produce wealth (Deut 

8 : 1 0 - 1 8 ) . W e are stewards (or 

managers) of the talents and 

possessions G o d gives us and 

are accountable to him for how 

we use them (Luke 16:1—15; 

1 9 : 1 1 - 2 7 ) . 

• W e should keep an eternal per-

spective. W e are to build treas-

ures in heaven "for where your 

treasure is, there your heart will 

be also" (Matt 6 : 1 9 - 2 1 ) . 

• There are biblically approved 

ways to earn money and create 

wealth. Gambling, stealing, 

exploiting our workers and the 

poor, as well as all dishonest 

business deals are condemned 

by G o d (Lev 1 9 : 1 1 - 1 3 , 35; 

Prov 1 : 1 1 - 1 9 ; 10:2; 11:18; 

13:11; 15:27; 21 :5 ; 2 2 : 2 2 - 2 3 ; 

28:8) . Money is to be acquired 

through diligent work (Prov 

14:23) inheritance (Prov 13:22), 

wise, non-speculative savings 

(Prov 6 : 6 - 1 1 ; 20 :21 ) and invest-

ment (Luke 1 9 : 1 1 - 2 7 ) . 

• T h e way we spend our money 

is important. W e are not to be 

like the prodigal son (Luke 

1 5 : 1 1 - 3 2 ) and spend our 

wealth on wild living and 

drunkenness. Instead we are to 

use it to meet the needs of our 

family and to leave a reason-

able inheritance to our children 

(1 T im 5:8; Prov 13:22). W e 

are also to use it to honour and 

worship G o d (Lev 22:18—23; 

Lev 27 :30 ; Prov 3:9), and to do 

so consistently, generously and 

joyfully (2 C o r 8 , 9 ) . T h o s e 

who are rich are commanded 

"to be generous and willing to 

share" (1 Tim 6 : 1 7 - 1 9 ) . W e are 

also to pay legitimate taxes to 

the state (Rom 1 3 : 6 - 7 ) . 

In sum, wealth in the hands of 

the righteous is a powerful 

tool to serve G o d and others. 

Money as a purpose for liv-

ing is not worth it even if one 

gains the whole world, for this is 

done at the cost of one's eternal 

soul (Matt 16:26). • 

Source: Reprinted with permission from 

Tokunboh Adeyemo, ed., Africa Bible Com-

mentary (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 

2006), 762. 
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D I S C U S S E D | eternal life without loved ones, money, sex, power, kingdom of God, open Christianity, attitude of learning 

The Sweet Problem of Indusiveness: 
Finding Our God in the Other I BY SAMIR SELMANOVIC 

Chomina, chief of the Algonquin tribe, lost all his men 

protecting an expedition of the French colonizers of Quebec 

as they traveled fifteen hundred miles to the Huron Mis-

sion. A cruel winter, a brutal attack, capture, and torture by 

another Native American tribe resulted in a mortal wound 

for the chief. ^ Sensing the end, Father Laforgue, 
Jesuit priest and leader of the expedition, said to the chief, 

"When I die, Chomina, I wil l g o to paradise. Let me baptize 

you now so you will g o there too." ^ "Why would I want 

to g o to your paradise?" Chomina responded. "My people, 

my woman, and my boy would not be there." ^ The next 

day, as the chief lay dying in the snow. Father Laforgue 

made one more attempt: "Chomina! My God loves you. If 

you accept his love, he will admit you to paradise!" ^ 

"Leave, my friend, leave," Chomina murmured as he died.1 

For many of us, the problem was not immediate-

ly apparent. Discovering the God of the Bible 

felt like puzzle pieces of all that is truthful and 

beautiful coming together. A flat world turned 

3D, the grayscale turned to color, as if someone had 

turned on the light. W e were bathed in light. In time our 

eyes adjusted and we became aware of shadows. 

It has always been that way. Every generation of 

those who decide to follow Christ learns that there are 

Bible texts to be reinterpreted, theologies to be recon-

structed, faith communities to be reimagined. T h o s e of 

us who are a part of the conversation about the emerg-

ing church believe such transformations are God's 

doing. And for our generation, the shadow is not to be 

seen in the flaws of Christian people or the dysfunction 

of Christian institutions, as flawed and imperfect as they 

may be. Our shadow is the idea of Christianity itself. 

Our religion has become a Christ management system. 

W e have experienced great j o y in God's embrace of 

humanity through Jesus Christ. It has filled our lives 

with light. But Christianity's idea that other religions 

cannot be God's carriers of grace and truth casts a large 

shadow over our Christian experience. Does grace, the 

central teaching of Christianity, permeate all of reality, 

or is it something that is alive only for those who pos-

sess the New Testament and the Christian tradition? 

Is the revelation that we have received through Jesus 

Christ an expression of what is everywhere at all times, 

or has the Christ Event emptied most of the world and 

time of saving grace and deposited it in one religion, 

Republished with the permission of Baker Books, a division of Baker 

Publishing Group, from Doug Pagitt and Tony Jones, eds.. An Emergent 

Manifesto of Hope (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Books, 2007), 190-99. 



namely ours? And more practically, how can we have a 

genuine two-way conversation with non-Christians 

about our experience of God if we believe that God 

withholds his revelation from everyone but Christians? 

Because we believe that there are no shadows in 

Christ, we want nothing less than to reinterpret the 

Bible, reconstruct the theology, and reimagine the 

church to match the character of God that we as fol-

lowers of Christ have come to know. 

When I put myself in the moccasins of chief Chomi-

na, I feel God's Spirit asking me, "What would you 

choose, eternal life without your loved ones or eternal 

death with them?" Chomina knew his answer. He 

would rather die than live without his beloved. Moved 

by the Holy Spirit, people like Chomina reject the idea 

of allegiance to the name of Christ and, instead, want 

to be like him and thus accept him at a deeper level. 

This choice between accepting the name of Christ and 

being Christlike has been placed before millions of peo-

ple in human history and today. 

One does not need to believe in God before living in 

God's presence. God is present whether we believe in him 

or not.2 And people do respond to him. Mark, a non-

Christian friend of mine from New York, says that for 

him "to become a part of Christianity would be a moral 

step backwards." Yet, he would say things like this to me: 

"To live is to be given a gift. I believe that there is a tran-

scendent sweep over our existence and it seems to me 

that humanity has been squandering this gift. One just 

needs to look at what we are doing to each other. But in 

the midst of the mess, I see grace of a new beginning all 

around me. And within me, I often fail to respond to it. I 

participate in the madness instead. Whenever in my inner 

life I do turn to this grace to look for a second chance, I 

am always granted one. I think I want to spend the rest of 

my life being a channel of that same goodness to others." 

This view embodies the doctrine of creation, sin, salva-

tion, and new life. That's Christ, embedded in the life of 

Mark, present in substance rather than in name. 

The Chominas and the Marks around us leave us won-

dering whether Christ can be more than Christianity. Or 

even other than Christianity. Can it be that the teachings 

of the gospel are embedded and can be found in reality 

itself rather than being exclusively isolated in sacred texts 

and our interpretations of these texts? If the answer is yes, 

can it be that they are embedded in other stories, other 

peoples' histories, and even other religions? 

Idolatry of Christianity 
Questions that seek to differentiate Christ and Chris-

tianity seem less and less absurd than they once did. 

Commonly defined, Christianity is "a monotheistic reli-

gion centered on Jesus of Nazareth, and on his life and 

Because we believe there are no 
shadows in Christ, we want 
nothing less than to reinterpret 
the Bible, reconstruct the 
theology, and reimagine the 
church to match the character 
of God that we as followers 
of Christ have come to know. 
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teachings as presented in the New Testa-

ment."3 It is worth being reminded that Christ 

never proclaimed, "Christianity is here. Join 

it." But Christ did insist, "The kingdom of 

G o d is here. Enter it." 

T h e emerging church movement has come 

to believe that the ultimate context of the spir-

itual aspirations of a follower of Jesus Christ is 

not Christianity but rather the kingdom of 

God. This realization has many implications, 

and the one standing above all is the fact that, 

like every other religion, Christianity is a non-

god, and every non-god can be an idol. 

Acts of greed, hatred, and neglect of peo-

ple aligned with Christianity that have lit-

tered the world throughout history are a 

result of their loving something else more 

than God. Sin is always a result of this dis-

placement of one's heart. Someone or some-

thing else, a non-god, becomes the focus of 

one's love. An idol is generated when some-

thing grabs the functional trust of an individ-

ual or a social group. It happens when, in a 

relationship with God, something other than 

G o d becomes a non-negotiable value. 

Has the supremacy of Christianity become our 

non-negotiable value? Every sin is a result of some 

faith commitment to things, people, or forces 

other than God, which are ultimately commit-

ments to self. Religion, any religion, is not exempt 

from these dynamics of human experience.4 

Scripture frequently describes other religions 

as idolatrous. Although worshiping idols would 

often result in violence, suffering, and degrada-

tion, these were only the symptoms of the larger 

issue God had with idol worshipers—their 

attempt to manage God. It was the sovereignty 

of God that was in question. 

In the Old Testament, G o d repeatedly 

rebuked his followers for treating him as a 

manageable idol, someone they could actually 

avoid through the means of religion. Chris-

tians can conceive of things like money, sex, 

and power being idols. But the Christian reli-

gion itself being an idol? Certainly, if we pro-

claim that Christianity is immune from 

idolatry, then we have come to believe that, 

finally, God has become "contained" by 

Christianity.3 W e do believe that G o d is best 

defined by the historical revelation in Jesus 

Christ, but to believe that God is limited to it 

would be an attempt to manage God. If one 

holds that Christ is confined to Christianity, 

one has chosen a god that is not sovereign. 

S0ren Kierkegaard argued that the moment 

one decides to become a Christian, one is 

liable to idolatry.6 

Religion, whether in its traditional or per-

sonal forms, is the way we approach the 

power and mystery behind life, and since all 

humans have to approach the power and 

mystery behind life, we are all religious. This 

includes skeptics who say, "I don't believe in 

God. I don't have religion." That's a religious 

statement, a statement of dogma. Religion is a 

way we justify our existence, an explanation 

of why we matter. It is our "immortality sys-

tem."' So for us to survive, for our meanings 

to stay intact, we have to dismantle or dis-

credit the meanings that are contradictory to 

ours. No wonder that for many of us consid-

ering the possibility that Christianity could 

itself be an idol in the biblical sense of the 

word is a thought too traumatic to entertain. 

Is our religion the only one that understands 

the true meaning of life? O r does God place 

his truth in others too? Well, God decides, and 

not us. The gospel is not our gospel, but the 

gospel of the kingdom of God, and what 

belongs to the kingdom of God cannot be 

hijacked by Christianity. God is sovereign, like 

the wind. He blows wherever he chooses. 

Taking a Backseat 
Christianity cannot regain credibility or recapti-

vate human imagination until it learns to exist for 

the sake of something greater than itself. People 

are rightfully afraid of any religion that will not 

accept its place at the feet of the Holy Mystery. 

If the Christian God is not larger than Christiani-

ty, then Christianity is simply not to be trusted. 



In the eyes of an increasing number of people seeking 

God, Christian or not, Christianity has developed an inor-

dinate sense of self-importance. In contrast, there is poten-

cy and beauty to a religion that is able to place the good 

of the world above its own survival. 

Paradoxically, Christianity professes to trust the most 

peculiar deity of all religions, the God who has incarnated, 

become a servant, and died for the sake of something 

more important to him than his own life. 

The future of Christianity depends on its willingness to 

serve something larger than itself. If Christianity is to be 

resurrected into a new life, it must aspire to be like the 

God it professes and take a backseat to something more 

dear than its own life. And what can be better than Chris-

tianity? The kingdom of God, of course. This kingdom 

supersedes Christianity in scope, depth, and expression. 

This is true regardless of whether we talk about "Christ-

less" or "Christfull" Christianity. Even in its best form, 

Christian religion is still an entity in the human realm. 

When we say that only Christ saves, Christ represents 

something larger than the person we Christians have come 

to know. He is all and in all. And Christ being "the only 

way" is not a statement of exclusion but inclusion, an 

expression of what is universal.8 If a relationship with a 

specific person, namely Christ, is the whole substance of a 

relationship with the God of the Bible, then the vast 

majority of people in world history are excluded from the 

possibility of a relationship with the God of the Bible, 

along with the Hebrews of the Old Testament who were 

without a knowledge of Jesus Christ—the person. The 

question begs to be asked: would God who gives enough 

revelation for people to be judged but not enough revela-

tion to be saved be a God worth worshiping? Never! 

God enlightens every human ever born and opens a 

way for a relationship with him. The Bible says that if a 

person talks like an angel, but acts like a devil, his 

actions mean more than his words. His deeds trump his 

faith. In the same way, one can deny a faith that is evi-

dent in one's life.9 M y friend Mark from New York 

serves Jesus in substance rather than in words, living out 

a wordless faith in God.10 This is only to say that there 

are no indications in the Bible that this dynamic applies 

only to individuals and not to groups. Religions live 

under the spiritual laws of the kingdom of God. Talking 

about other religions, theologian Miroslav Volf says, 

"God may employ their religious convictions and prac-

tices, or God may work apart from those convictions 

and practices... .That's partly how the giving and forgiv-

ing God works in Christians too, often using but some-

times circumventing their convictions and practices."11 

T o put it in different terms, there is no salvation outside 

of Christ, but there is salvation outside of Christianity. 

For the last two thousand years, Christianity has 

granted itself a special status among religions. An emerg-

The future of Christianity depends 
on its willingness to serve some-
thing larger than itself. If Chris-
tianity is to be resurrected into a 
new life, it must aspire to be like 
the God it professes and take a 
backseat to something more dear 
than its own life. 
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salvation 
outside of 
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ing generation of Christians is simply saying, 

"No more special treatment. In the Scripture 

God has established a criteria of truth, and it 

has to do with the fruits of a gracious life" (see 

Matt. 7:15-23; John 15:5-8; 17:6-26). This is 

unnerving for many of us who have based our 

identity on a notion of possessing the truth in 

an abstract form. But God's table is welcoming 

to all who seek, and if any religion is to win, 

may it be the one that produces people who 

are the most loving, the most humble, the most 

Christlike. Whatever the meaning of "salva-

tion" and "judgment," we Christians are going 

to be saved by grace, like everyone else, and 

judged by our works, like everyone else.12 

Becoming Master Learners 

Wisdom is so kind and wise 

that wherever you may look 

you can learn something about God. 

Why would not the omnipresent teach that way? 

St. Catherine of Siena 

For most critics of such open Christianity, the 

problem with inclusiveness is that it allows for 

truth to be found in other religions. To emerging 

Christians, that problem is sweet. In fact, instead 

of being a problem, it is a reason to celebrate. 

We don't want to just tolerate the godliness of 

"the other" as if we regret the possibility. The 

godliness of non-Christians is not an anomaly in 

our theology. Instead of adding it as an appendix 

to our statement of beliefs, we want to move it 

closer to the center and celebrate it as the heav-

ens certainly celebrate it. The gospel has taught 

us to rejoice in goodness we can find in others. 

Moreover, if non-Christians can know our 

God, then we want to benefit from their contri-

bution to our faith. Because God is sovereign, 

present anywhere he wants to be, our attitude of 

merely accepting the possibility of the salvation 

and godliness of others without an attitude of 

learning from them is simply lazy, a sin born of 

pride. Besides rejoicing, to celebrate means to 

learn about our God from others. 

In fact we have been doing it every week in our 

churches. We use sermon illustrations from all 

aspects of life under the sun to illuminate the 

gospel of the kingdom of God, but we stop short 

of using and crediting such illustrations when they 

are part of someone else's religion, such as a life of 

Muhammad or a Zen story. Why? Is it because we 

are afraid we might find our God there like we 

find him everywhere else? Christ, the apostle 

John, and the apostle Paul were not afraid. They 

used the terms, concepts, and sources of the reli-

gions of the time to convey the meaning of the 

gospel. They could do it, and we cannot, simply 

because Jesus, John, and Paul were not about 

Christianity but about the kingdom of God. 

This explains another phenomenon. If we 

believe that the ultimate method of spreading 

the Good News is through loving people, why 

do non-Christians so rarely feel loved by Chris-

tians? My thesis is that love accepts what others 

have to offer and we think non-Christians don t 

have much of anything to add to what is most 

valuable to us, namely the gospel. Although we 

accept their virtues with admiration and their 

brokenness with compassion, we do not serious-

ly expect them to add to what matters most to 

us—our knowledge of and our relationship with 

God. We withhold from them the possibility of 

being our teachers. Without an attitude of learn-

ing, we have not entered a sacred "I/Thou" rela-

tionship. And that's why they hold back. The 

world is withholding from us what we are with-

holding from the world. 

W e want to provide for them what they 

lack, care for their needs, and teach them 

what they need to know. T h e position of 

giver affords us a sense of control. But true 

love means knowing how to take. You love 

your grandma when you take her recipe; you 

love strangers when you need their company; 

you love your parents when you need their 

advice; you love your children when you need 

their forgiveness; you love your friends when 

you hear their stories. W e don't truly love 

someone until we take what they need to give 



us. Although we often think of God as self-satisfied, 

needing nothing, God does honor us by needing us. 

This need of God for us is symbolized in the Sabbath 

commandment that has no other purpose than creating 

a space in time when God can enjoy our full attention, 

when a lover can simply be with his beloved. Rabbi 

Abraham Joshua Heschel explained once how the 

greatest human need is to become a need. God needs us 

to participate with him in healing the world.13 

W e too love others not only by giving but by taking. I 

was a Muslim, then an atheist, then a Christian. I became 

a follower of Christ because another Christian found the 

footsteps of God in my story and my religion of the time. 

He loved me by learning about God from my story. 

Before teaching me, my friend took what I had to offer. 

The followers of God are not called to be the master 

teachers of God, but to be master learners. Pursued cor-

rectly, this attitude does not relativize what we believe. 

In fact it radicalizes what we believe because it estab-

lishes God as Sovereign one, one who "shines in all 

that's fair."14 Humble learning and strong convictions 

are not mutually exclusive because humility is not a sign 

of weakness but of strength. Genuine regard for what 

others can add to our faith does not compromise our 

Christian commitment but rather expresses it. That's 

why evangelism is to be a two-way street. If we expect 

others to learn from us and be changed, we must first 

allow for a real possibility that we have something to 

learn from them and be changed by what we learn. It is 

fear and not the strength of our convictions that stops 

us from learning about our God from other religions. 

Identity Worries 
If we accept the possibility that other religions have 

redeeming stories or truths in them, then what is going 

to become of our identity? Would this kind of reckless 

humility drive us into one big stew pot of religions 

where the meat of the gospel can get lost among the 

potatoes and carrots of other religions? 

Humility is the most powerful force in the kingdom of 

God. One needs only picture God kneeling before his 

creation in the person of Jesus washing our feet (see John 

13). Through the humility that is at the heart of the 

incarnation and atonement, God evangelizes us (see Phil. 

2:4-11). That's why humility holds such promise for the 

future of Christianity. It does not exclude evangelism but 

vastly improves its prospects.15 

Humility is the ultimate expression of courage. In the 

context of the kingdom of God, a sheer display of 

power is simply too weak to be effective. W e have cre-

ated a false tension between keeping our Christian 

identity intact and approaching the world in humility. 

Humility is to be our identity. When we open ourselves 

to be taught by "the other," we don't become less the 
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Humility is the ultimate expression 
of courage. In the context of 
the kingdom of God....Humility 
is to be our identity. When we 
open ourselves to be taught by 
"the other," we don't become 
less the followers of Christ but 
more so. 



In the 
world as a 
whole, 
no group or 
religion is 
repenting of 
anything 
much today. 

fo l lowers of C h r i s t but m o r e so. 

W e have c o m e to the place where we have 

accepted the depravity of individual human 

beings and the necessity of repentance for every 

person, but the m o m e n t we group ourselves into 

Christian denominations, or the Christian reli-

gion at large, the doctrine of depravity suddenly 

vanishes from our consciousness. In fact, behav-

ing like we hold all the truth about G o d and 

doing away with heal thy self-doubt is the ulti-

mate form of conformity—because every reli-

gion has a superiority complex—and thus a loss 

of a true identity. In the world as a whole , no 

group or religion is repenting of anything much 

today. That 's w h y be ing "chief repenters" would 

not b e a loss of identity; it would b e a first step 

in b e c o m i n g "chief learners" and the renewal of 

our identity as a Christian community . W e are 

to b e those w h o convert first, those w h o lay 

down their arms and submit to Sovereign G o d , 

those w h o put nothing before the k ingdom of 

G o d , even if it is our be loved religion. 

M y fr iend M a r k from N e w Y o r k asked m e 

m o r e than o n c e , " W h y d o y o u Chr is t ians 

w a n t C h r i s t i a n i t y t o win all t h e t ime? Y o u 

don't seem t o k n o w h o w to live in a w o r l d 

w h e r e y o u aren't in c h a r g e . " T h i s m a d e m e 

t h i n k about the h i s tory of C h r i s t i a n i t y and its 

aspirat ions to b e in c h a r g e . L o o k i n g b a c k nos-

ta lg ica l ly to t h e t imes w h e n C h r i s t i a n i t y was 

an empire , w e t irelessly m o n i t o r our power , 

our g r o w t h , our numbers , our f inancial suc-

cess, our pol i t ical s t rength . M a y b e the t ime 

has c o m e for C h r i s t i a n i t y to lose. 

T o lose one's life is to gain it. It would not be 

the first t ime that G o d has broken out of reli-

gion, which carries his message, and made some-

thing new. If G o d found it g o o d for his followers 

to break out of the confines of a religion two 

millennia ago, w h y should we expect G o d not to 

do such a thing in our time? M a y b e Christianity 

should b e thinned out and broken up, spent like 

Christ w h o gave himself for this world. 

If w e seek first t h e k i n g d o m of G o d , then 

m a y b e even our b e l o v e d re l ig ion, saved from 

ourselves, will b e added to us. • 

Notes and References 
1. This scene is from the 1991 movie Black Robe. Father 

Laforgue (Lothair Bluteau) and chief Chomina (August Schellen-

berg) are characters from the novel by Brian Moore that was 

adapted for the movie. The story is historical. 

2. See the chapter "Postlude: A Conversation with a Skep-

tic" in Miroslav Volf, Free of Charge: Giving and Forgiving in a 

Culture Stripped of Grace (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005). 

3. Seewww.wikipedia.org, s.v. "Christianity." 

4. Pastor Timothy Keller from Redeemer Presbyterian 

Church in New York City has developed this idea of religion as 

"self-salvation" and conversion as a "trust transfer" better than 

anyone I know. 

5. The notion that Christianity cannot possibly be a candi-

date for idolatry has been recently expressed by D. A. Carson, 

whose argument hangs on an assumption that sins of Chris-

tianity are always a departure from true Christianity (Becoming 

Conversant with the Emerging Church, 201-202). However, evil 

done under the banner of Christianity cannot be dismissed by 

declaring, "That was not true Christianity." Christianity is what 

it is. To dismiss Christianity's sins by appealing to a Platonic idea 

of some "true Christianity" is both dishonest to other religions 

and unhelpful to Christians. We simply never had and will 

never have pure, true Christianity. 

6.1 paraphrase Kierkegaard here. His books brought me 

into Christian faith and I recommend Either/Or (New York: Pen-

quin/Putnam, 1992) and Fear and Trembling/Repetition: 

Kierkegaard's Writings, vol. 6 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Universi-

ty, 1983). He manages to criticize Christianity in a way that 

compels the reader to become a Christian. 

7. Ernest Becker, a Pulitzer Prize-winning author for his 

book Denial of Death, writes about this in his last book Escape 

from Evil (New York: Free Press, 1975). He says: "Each person 

nourishes his immortality in the ideology of the self-perpetua-

tion to which he gives his allegiance; this gives his life the only 

abiding significance it can have. No wonder men go into rage 

over fine points of belief: if your adversary wins the argument 

about truth, you die. Your immortality system has been shown 

to be fallible, your life becomes fallible" (64). 

8. Inclusivism, a view about the destiny of the unevange-

lized, holds that all people have an opportunity to be saved by 

responding in faith to God based on the revelation they have. 

In contrast to restrictivism on one side and universalism on the 

other, inclusivism affirms the particularity and finality of salva-

tion only in Christ but denies that knowledge of his work is 

necessary for salvation. Inclusivists believe that the work of 

http://www.wikipedia.org
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Jesus is ontologically (in substance) necessary for salvation but not epistemo-

logically (in name) necessary. Among adherents to the inclusivist view are 

Justin Martyr, Zwingli, John Wesley, C. S. Lewis, Wolfhart Pannenberg, and 

Clark Pinnock. In the twentieth century, of all traditions, Roman Catholic the-

ology had most decisively embraced inclusivism, with Karl Rahner's "anony-

mous Christianity" as the most celebrated presentation of it. Presently, among 

evangelicals, inclusivism is beginning to challenge restrictivism for supremacy. 

For key biblical texts and a solid treatment of all three views see John Sanders, 

No Other Name (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992). 

9. Examples of this include Jesus's parable of judgment in Matthew 

25:31^-6 and the report about Peter's encounter with Cornelius in Acts 

10:23-48. 

10. For numerous examples of these dynamics from the Bible, history, 

and the writings of authors like C. S. Lewis, see Sanders, No Other 

Name, chapter 7. 

11. Volf, Free of Charge, 223. 

12.1 discovered this obvious teaching of the New Testament while reading 

Brian McLaren's The Last Word and the Word after That (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 2005). One needs only to look at any discussion of judgment or 

works in the New Testament to see this truth. 

13. For a condensed discussion of this concept, see chapter 23 in Abra-

ham Heschel's Between God and Man (New York: Free Press, 1997). 

14. This phrase from the Christian hymn "This Is My Father's World" 

is often used to express the teaching of "common grace," grace that 

God gives to sustain all the world, differentiated from grace that saves. 

In contrast, inclusivism (see n. 8) argues that all revelation is saving reve-

lation and that any grace God extends to us is not just to sustain the 

world, but to save it. 

15. Buddhism and Alcoholics Anonymous have already proved the point. 

S a m i r S e l m a n o v i c grew up in a European Muslim family and served 

as a Seventh-day Adventist pastor and community organizer in Manhat-

tan during 9/11 and its aftermath. A pastor, writer, teacher, advocate, 

and international speaker, Samir serves on the Coordinating Group for 

Emergent Village, on the Faith and Order Commission of the National 

Council of Churches, and on the leadership team of Re-church Network. 

He holds graduate degrees in religion, psychology, and education from 

Andrews University. Samir, his wife, Vesna, and their daughters, Ena and 

Leta, practice hospitality, advocate for Africa, admire Ena's writing, laugh 

at Leta's jokes, and cheer for Samir at marathon races. Contact Samir at 

www.samirselmanovic.com. 
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BOOK REVIEW 

Essays on New Ideas about What It Means 
to Be Christian A BOOK REVIEW BY RYAN BELL 

Emergent Village has always been about friend-

ship, and if the recent book, An Emergent Mani-

festo of Hope, is any indication, this friendship is 

growing and bearing fruit in remarkable ways. 

Alhough this book is the first volume of a publishing 

partnership between Emergent Village (also known as, 

simply, Emergent) and Baker Books, Emergent is far 

from new. This friendship has been evolving since the 

mid-1990s and is only now hitting its stride. Emergent 

describes itself as "a growing, generative friendship 

among missional Christians seeking to love our world in 

the Spirit of Jesus Christ." 

Through the years, this loose and amorphous network 

of Christians has defied categorization, but it seems fair to 

say that the glue that holds this broad friendship together is 

a shared vision for a theology and practice of Christian life 

that both blesses the world and gives witness to God's king-

dom, now present and yet to come. I have also observed 

with others that Emergent is a kind of "third place" for post-

Evangelicals and post-Liberals to fellowship and engage in 

serious conversation about how Christian faith is "emerging" 

in our increasingly post-Christian world.' 

This book is comprised of twenty-five essays, each by a 

different author, and edited by Doug Pagitt, pastor of 

Solomon's Porch in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and T o n y 

Jones, national coordinator for Emergent Village. Both men 

have authored numerous other books and have been instru-

mental in leading this conversation since its inception. 

Although the book is organized around the theme of 

hope, the reader quickly realizes that its diverse topics and 

perspectives defy categorization. At times, I struggled to 

understand how individual essays related to section themes. 

Part 5: Hopeful Activism is the most thematically consistent 

section, whereas Part 1: People of Hope is the most general. 

Each essay reflects deep theological thought, feet-on-

Doug Pagitt and Tony 

Jones, eds., An Emer-

gent Manifesto of 

H o p e (Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: Baker Books, 

2007). 

the-ground experience of living in 

God's kingdom, and unwavering com-

mitment to the gospel of the kingdom 

and the way this good news takes 

shape in diverse places. 

One pleasant surprise for readers of 

Spectrum is Chapter 16, "The Sweet 

Problem of Inclusiveness: Finding Our 

God in the Other." The author of this 

chapter, Samir Selmanovic, is both a 

Seventh-day Adventist pastor and a 

long-time participant and contributor 

to the Emergent conversation. I first 

met him when we were both pastors on 

the East Coast and the content of his 

essay is true of my experience of him as 

a person and as a leader.2 

W i t h his characterist ic insight, Samir wonders 

"whether Christ can be more than Christianity," and 

whether Christianity has become an idol—something 

greater than God.3 He reminds us that "Christ never 

proclaimed, 'Christianity is here. Join it.' But Christ did 

insist, T h e kingdom of G o d is here. Enter it.'"4 In short, 

Samir, like all the authors in this volume, calls the 

church to its better self rather than railing against a 

faith and a church that has somehow let them down. 

Although the topics range from postmodern parenting 

to sexual ethics, and from leadership to ecclesiology, each 

essay, in its own way, faithfully reappropriates our various 

traditions for a vastly different world. 

Another thing to say about this book, which is 

based on my own personal experience with Emergent 

Village and personal acquaintance with a number of its 

authors from years of meeting together at conferences 

and other gatherings, is that it is, above all, honest and 



real. T h e r e are no airs, no pretense, in these essays. 

T h e s e authors have no burden to make claims for 

things that are, as yet, unknown. 

But if you listen carefully to this choir of authors 

there is a melody that emerges amidst the harmony—a 

deep conviction that G o d is at work, here and now, in 

our world in surprising ways. In the words of Mark 

Scandrette, " W e are recovering from a legacy in which 

religious experience and devotion have been signifi-

cantly separated from the domain of everyday 

life. . . .Embracing the reality of the kingdom means that 

everything matters and that all of life is spiritual."' 

If there is one organizing principle to this book, it 

is the word hope. Some people have been critical of the 

word manifesto in the title. I like the evocative nature of 

these two words colliding: "Manifesto of Hope." It rings 

in my ears and enlivens my imagination, like "Waging 

Peace" or "Loving Babylon." 

It is hard to speak into the "noise" of contemporary 

culture. H o p e is a value that has difficulty getting trac-

tion in a world full of pain, suffering, and injustice. It 

sounds like little more than wishful thinking. This b o o k 

launches a volley into this fray—but it doesn't incite 

violence. T o the contrary, it is a manifest of hope, 

inciting goodness, mercy, and justice in communities all 

over the United States and around the world.. 

This is vintage Emergent Village—creative, forward 

looking, messy, exploratory, intelligent, passionate, and 

missional. • 

Notes and References 
1. For more information about Emergent Village, visit its Web site at 

<www.emergentvillage.com>. 

2 . Samir blogs at <www.faithhousemanhattan.org>. At his site, you 

can find both audio and video of him speaking on the same topic, 

"Finding Our God in the Other." 

3. Doug Pagitt and Tony Jones, eds., An Emergent Manifesto of 

Hope (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Books, 2007), 192. 

4. Ibid. 

5. Ibid., 27. 

Ryan Bell makes his home with his wife and two daughters in Hollywood, 

California, and is senior pastor of the Hollywood Seventh-day Adventist 

Church. He writes a blog called Intersections, at <www.ryanjbell.net>. 
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Watching the Mundane, Teaching the Profound 
Bell produces compelling postmodern video I BY RAEWYN HANKINS 

In the Nooma series, Rob Bell invites us to stop, look 

at life differently, experience Gods presence, and be 

transformed. T h e Nooma D V D s are particularly 

compelling for postmodern, young adult profes-

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

tions himself underground in a train station, watching 

the mundane rushing back and forth, to teach a pro-

found truth about the reality of God's presence, demon-

strated by the ordinary action of breathing. T h e Nooma 

style, use of meta-stories, theology, and simple truths, as 

seen in Breathe, is revolutionizing our communication of 

the gospel, especially to young adults. 

Bell's style utilizes this popular media and enters this 

generation's mind-set to speak in a way that attracts and 

engages. Today, we think in icons. W e spend our days 

seeing the world through the lens of the camera. Much 

as Jesus used parables, Bell begins with stories—spoken or 

seen—and experiences we all hold in common. For a gen-

eration oriented toward sound bites, Bell is able to pres-

ent a thought-provoking message in only ten minutes. 

Instead of using a preacher's voice and speaking from 

behind an elevated pulpit, Bell is conversational, inter-

acting one-on-one, friend-to-friend. His tone is relaxing, 

reflective. There is no distance between him and listen-

ers. His authenticity comes through as he shares his 

frustrations, such as dialing telephone numbers that 

won't connect. 

Before we look at the theology taught through Bell's 

words, let's explore what Breathe teaches behind the 

words. T h e meta-stories that happen all around him in 

the subway station accentuate his message. Beyond the 

busy-ness of the station, people look tired, depressed, 

and alone. O n e man sleeps, unaware of his breathing. 

Another couple put in their earpieces, separately disap-

pearing into their own worlds. Another person hides 

behind a newspaper. W e see a cou-

ple's hands intertwined, yet they do 

not face each other. A tired girl 

brings her Starbucks up to her pale 

face as Bell comments, "We're frag-

ile.. . .Life is fragile." 

As he sits underground in the 

subway station, Bell is talking about 

being adamah, "dirt-man," who will 

go back to the dirt. In this land, we 

watch the trains go back and forth, 

moving fast in opposite directions. 

Some people know where they're 

going; some don't; some really don't care. W e see the 

mundane existence of complete strangers—rushing, 

tired, and alone in their own worlds—yet each breathing 

God's breath of life. 

Theologically, Bell speaks about G o d in a language 

that postmoderns understand. He doesn't use "in-house" 

talk. For example, instead of quoting texts, he says, "One 

Scripture says. . ." or "the ancient Hebrews thought . . . . " 

Instead of presenting a complex, abstract explanation of 

"sanctification," Bell speaks about how the Spirit allows 

us to breathe out life's toxins. 

Beyond the terms he chooses, he explains truth 

through connect ion, asking contemplative questions, 

rather than offering solutions: " W h o actually thinks 

about their breathing?" "Are we standing on holy 

ground, passing burning bushes on the left and the right, 

and because we're moving too fast, we miss them?" 

"When a baby is born, what's the first thing they do?" 

"The last thing we do, is it taking our last breath?" " Or, 

is it that, when we can no longer say the name of God, 

we die?" Bell's questions ring in one's head a lot longer 

than the ten-minute Nooma. 

Rob Bell, Nooma: 

Breathe (Grand 

Rapids, Mich.: Zonder-

van, 2006). 



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 living within us 

without a chosen connection to the living God. I think 

this may stem from the common teaching that we are 

created with immortal souls (contrary to Hebrew 

thought). At 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. T o o 

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. His 

teaching corresponds with my own reality. Today as I 

breathe, I will think about being honest with what's 

going on inside of me, the toxins I need to breath out. I 

will also be aware that I'm breathing God's name, and 

praying for the Nooma to come in with each breath. I 

will be conscious that the same divine breath that flows 

through me also flows through the person next to me. 

Now I share Bell's appeal: "May you come to see that 

God is here, right now with 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." I 

CONVERSATIONS 
Continued from page i l 

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 

SDA Church and wrote his recommendation for the sec-

ond printed edition of our book on Adventism that I just 

mentioned. Of course, because of our past, it has been a 

gradual process, but we can see increasing acceptance of 

our church by other churches. 

Our publishing house is also benefiting financially. Our 

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 think what we are doing is just selling out our 

distinctiveness. However, we can keep our S D A identi-

ty clear, yet also be generous toward other Christians 

who have different convictions. After 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 Christ. In fact, one of our distinctive 

beliefs—like the Sabbath—has to be a sign of both the 

radical inclusiveness and the grace of Christ. 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 will take place in Japan in the near future. I 

would be happy to make contact with those who are try-

ing to implement Willow Creek's principles and style in 

the Adventist setting and find out how they are doing in 

other countries. I 

R a e w y n H a n k i n s is a Master's of Divinity student in the Seventh-day 

Adventist Theological Seminary at Andrews University. 

Source: Reprinted with permission from Progressive Adventism <http://pro-

gressiveadventism.org>. 



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. T h e 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. 

Smith saw that for the good of 

free enterprise, there needed to be 

certain government regulat ions— 

and, of course, in his day the only 

corporat ions he envis ioned were 

strictly national. But today we have 

truly multinational corporations. For 

example, one could originate in 

Europe, choose to put its headquar-

ters in New York City, 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-

ple of the world need to feel that 

they are treated fairly 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 Stiglitz, "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 e c o n o m y 

accountable. A nascent effort took place in 1993 with 

the meeting of the Council of the Parliament of the 

World's Religions, according to Hans Kiing and Karl-

Joseph Kuschel in their book, A Global Ethic. M o r e than 

six thousand people from various religions met in 

Chicago to work out a Declaration Toward a Global 

Ethic. T h e council approved statements affirming: (1) 

Most ancient 

cultures were 

relatively content 

with the status quo. 

It made sense 

ment to nonviolence and respect for life; (3) dedication 

to furthering a just economic order; and (4) agreement 

on the equality of all human beings ( 1 8 - 3 4 ) . 

Aside from national regulations, some multinationals are 

proactively setting their own ethical standards for world-

wide business practices. For example, in late 2004 , 

Hewlett-Packard, Dell, and IBM formed an alliance to 

work with key members of their 

worldwide supply chains to enact a 

unified code of socially responsible 

manufacturing practices. T h e new 

Electronics Industry Code of Con-

duct includes rules on usage of waste-

water, hazardous materials, pollutants; 

the reporting of industrial injuries; 

and bans on child labor, bribes, 

embezzlement, and extortion. Not 

surprisingly, Friedman claims that 

these corporations see value in their 

concern for values: 

to view the poor as 

SIS' ' m 
always with us 

because there was 

no practical way 

that life could be 

otherwise. 

"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." (3 83) 

m 

collective responsibility for a better world; (2) commit-

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 Friedman. In his The World Is Flat, he dis-

tinguishes between top-down (wholesale) reforms and bot-

tom-up (retail) reforms in the developing world. Reducing 

tariffs, making loans readily available, enhancing educa-

tional opportunities are examples of wholesale reform, and 

Friedman agrees with Stiglitz that worldwide poverty is as 

widespread as ever—despite wholesale reforms. 

W h a t is missing is widespread retail reform. Friedman 

contends that "persistent poverty is a practical problem 

as well as a moral one, and we do ourselves no good to 



focus on our moral failings and not the practical short-

comings of the countries and governments involved" 

(402). He cites the World Bank's International Finance 

Corporation (IFC), which studied 130 countries to pre-

pare a document titled Doing Business in 2004. The 

researchers, drawing on work by Peruvian economist 

Hernando de Soto, asked five questions about how easy 

or difficult 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). He quotes from the report: 

[IJt takes less than six months to go through bankruptcy proceedings 

in Ireland and Japan, but more than ten years in Brazil and 

India. It costs less than l 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. (405] 

Biblical insights into the need for the rich to aid the 

poor are more relevant than ever, given contemporary 

knowledge. However, like so much of the Bible, its 

message must be taken seriously without the mistake of 

taking it literally. Simply giving to the poor is insuffi-

cient. An examination is necessary to discover any per-

sonal complicity or detrimental behavior that may be 

furthering local or global injustices. Just as today's 

Christian must take into account modern thought about 

human rights when thinking about the biblically con-

doned institution of slavery, we must also take into 

account modern economics when advocating the best 

way to address world poverty. Moreover, precisely 

because of the biblical pronouncements about rich and 

poor, Christians have a strong impetus to join human-

ists in instituting savvy global reforms to eradicate 

extreme poverty in our world. • 

J i m 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. 

D a v i d K i m is a doctoral student in the Theology, Ethics, and Culture Pro-

gram of the Religion Department at Claremont Graduate University. 

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 Plantak 
PhD Professor of Theology, Columbia Union College 

V. 
J. 

For more information, visit 

Ilovethelordbut.com 
800-326-4674 
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Honoring Our Literary Forebears 

Ada L. Turner (1911-2007), Executive Editor, 1970-74 

Ottilie Stafford (1921—2006), 
Consulting Editor 

Insomnia Literata 
By Tom Wehtje in memory of Ottilie Stafford 

Impatient if your students sounded dull, 

You'd sigh and try another line of thought 

O r flash upon a muddle-minded mull 

A look of indignation woe-begot. 

T h e theater of life was your stage too, 

Not just the Shakespeare class, the actor's part: 

T h e word well chosen, thought's fine-tailored suit, 

Made conversation a dramatic art. 

Insomniac, your restless, roving mind 

Would not slow down to sleep, but racing fed 

O n mystery or poem, unconfined, 

O r mute unthinking torpor of the d e a d -

Unsentimental truth in plain garb dressed. 

Close up the book; it's time to take your rest. 

Ada's Life and Work and Influence Live On 
as an example of commitment to doing things right, by Fritz Guy 

In the nearly forty years that I knew Ada, I do not recall ever 

hearing her recite the line from Ellen White, "Higher than the 

highest human thought can reach is God's ideal for His children."1 

She didn't need to quote it, because her work ethic embodied it, 

and the rest of us knew it. Some might call it arrogant, and others 

might call it compulsive, but we intuitively appreciate this com-

mitment. When we need professional care, whether for our cars or 

for our bodies, we want someone who can do the job right. 

As editor of academic publications for Loma Linda University 

for more than two decades, Ada's job was to ensure the quality of 

printed materials. This meant attending to details of writing style 

and typographic design. She was, if you please, paid to pick nits, 

and she did it with diligence. Among her papers was a 1988 essay 

in Time magazine titled "In Praise of the Humble Comma."2 This 

diligence was not always appreciated by harried deans and other 

university officials, who did not always appreciate her priorities or 

her expertise. 

Ada designed the handsome initial format of Spectrum, the Journal 

of the Association of Adventist Forums. She was present at Spectrum's birth 

in 1969 as an editorial midwife, and she was formally recognized 

as executive editor for the five years from 1970 through 1974. As 

her Spectrum colleague in those days, I am happy to testify how 

valuable she was, and how comfortable the editor, Molleurus 

Couperus, and I were in knowing we would never be embarrassed 

by anything that passed her expert eye. 

Ada insisted that words and type be employed with care and 

discretion for two purposes—communication and art. O r is art 

also a kind of communication? T h e way a paragraph reads, or the 

way a journal or a printed program appears says something about 

the organization and people they represent, they re-present. And 

if the organization and people think of themselves as doing the 

work of God, the clarity of sentences and the design of pages are 

all the more important. A religious motivation is not a substitute, 

but rather a motivation, for literary and visual excellence. • 

1. Ellen G. White, Education (Mountain View, Calif.: Pacific Press, 1903), 18. 

2. Pico Iyer, "In Praise of the Humble Comma," Time, June 13, 1988, 80. 


