







Τέλειoς / Teleios

A Journal of Holistic Christian Spirituality

VOLUME 2 / NUMBER 1 / WINTER 2022



Tέλειος/Teleios: A Journal of Christian Holistic Spirituality
VOLUME 2 1 | WINTER 2021

Copyright © 2022 The Crossroad Publishing Company, Inc.

Tέλειος/Teleios: A Journal of Christian Holistic Spirituality (ISSN 2694-0949) is published two times a year in winter and summer. All rights reserved. No portion of this journal may be reproduced by any process without the formal consent of the publisher. For permission, please contact rights@crossroadpublishing.com with the details of your request.

SUBSCRIBER INFORMATION

Individual members of the Teleios Society receive the journal as a benefit of membership. Dues for 2022 are $75.00 for individuals in the USA and Canada (will receive both the digital and print version) and $55.00 for all other countries (will receive the digital version only). Membership also includes admission to the annual meeting and additional digital news bulletins.

Subscriptions to Teleios without membership to the Teleios Society are currently $30.00 per year for the digital version only and $50.00 per year for the print and digital versions (only available to subscribers in the USA and Canada). Institutions may subscribe for $50.00 per year and will receive the print and digital versions (restricted to subscribers in the USA and Canada).

For up-to-date pricing information, please visit the journal webpage at www.teleiosjournal.com. Prepayment is required.

Please direct all membership and subscription correspondence (including claims for missing issues, address changes, subscription payments, and subscription inquiries) to the publisher: sales@crossroadpublishing.com.










Τέλειoς / Teleios / A Journal of Christian Holistic Spirituality

EDITOR

G. Steve Kinnard, Rocky Mountain School of Ministry and Theology

MANAGING EDITOR

Mary Beth Bowen, Oblate School of Theology

POETRY/SHORT FICTION EDITOR

Nathan Shank, Oklahoma Christian University

BOOK REVIEW EDITOR

James Becknell, Harding School of Theology

PHOTOGRAPHY EDITOR

Sissi Hopper, School of Visual Arts, New York City

THE EDITORIAL BOARD

Dudley Chancey, Oklahoma Christian University

Trevor Cochell, Lincoln Christian University

Douglas Foster, Abilene Christian University (Scholar in Residence)

John Mark Hicks, Lipscomb University

Douglas Jacoby, Lincoln Christian University

Jennifer Konzen, Point Loma Nazarene University

Gregg Marutzky, Rochester University

Jamila Michener, Cornell University

David Pocta, Oblate School of Theology

Edward Robinson, Texas College

Gabriel Santos, Virginia Commonwealth University

Nick Zola, Pepperdine University

THE ADVISORY BOARD

G. Steve Kinnard, Editor (skinnard@teleiosjournal.com)

Mary Beth Bowen, Managing Editor (mbowen@teleiosjournal.com)

Nathan Shank, Poetry/Short Fiction Editor (submissions@teleiosjournal.com)

James Becknell, Book Review Editor (jbecknell@teleiosjournal.com)

Sissi Hopper, Photography Editor (submissions@teleiosjournal.com)

Gregg Marutzky, Advisor

David Pocta, Advisor

Steve Staten, Advisor

WEBSITE: teleiosjournal.com

EMAIL: info@teleiosjournal.com

MISSION STATEMENT

Teleios is the journal of the Teleios Society. The Teleios Society exists to promote holistic Christian spirituality in the lives of disciples of Jesus.

The editors believe the Christian community needs an academic journal that explores both the theory and praxis of teleios. Teleios is a Greek word that means “mature, complete, whole.”

The Apostle Paul used this word, teleios, to state his purpose for writing to the churches in Colossae, Laodicea, and Heirapolis, “It is he (Christ) whom we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone in all wisdom, so that we may present everyone mature (teleios) in Christ” (Col. 1:28). This verse serves as the mission statement of the Teleios Society and the Teleios Journal. The Editorial Board and the Advisory Board of Teleios pray that this journal “may present everyone teleios in Christ.”

The goals of Teleios are:

1. To encourage holistic spiritual growth and to provide material for maturation for followers of Jesus.

2. To promote the study of Christian spirituality.

3. To provide peer-reviewed articles for the advancement of scholarship in schools and churches.

4. To build bridges between the various branches of the Stone-Campbell Movement.

All of these goals center around the definition of Teleios. Teleios believes that art and artists have much to contribute to theological well-being. Therefore, Teleios will publish poems, essays, short fiction, photography, and other forms of visual art.

Teleios will review recent publications in the fields of biblical studies, theology, spirituality, church history, social justice, literature, leadership, and ministry.

Teleios will be published biannually (winter and summer). The Teleios Society will sell subscriptions to the journal. Members of the society will receive the journal, regular electronic bulletins, and admission to the annual society meeting.

SUBMISSIONS FOR PUBLICATION

Authors and artists are encouraged to submit articles, short fiction, poems, and photographs for publication. Guidelines for publication can be found at www.teleiosjournal.com/submissions.

Submission for academic and general articles should be sent to submissions@teleiosjournal.com.

Peer-reviewed scholarly articles should be 5,000 to 6,000 words.

General articles should be 2,000 to 4,000 words.

The guidelines for academic articles can be found at www.teleiosjournal.com/academicarticles.

The guidelines for general articles can be found at www.teleiosjournal.com/generalarticles.

Submissions for photography should be sent to submissions@teleiosjournal.com.

All photos must be black and white.

Guidelines for photographs can be found at www.teleiosjournal.com/photographs.

Submissions for poetry and short fiction should be sent to submissions@teleiosjournal.com.

Guidelines for poetry and short fiction can be found at www.teleiosjournal.com/ poetryandfiction.

Book reviews are by request only. James Becknell is our Book Review Editor. If you wish to be considered to author a book review, contact James at jbecknell@teleiosjournal.com.










CONTENTS

[image: images] COVER PHOTOGRAPH

Fallen Leaf

MARY ALICE LOTT

[image: images]  EDITOR’S PREFACE

Let Justice Roll | Prophets of Biblical Justice

G. STEVE KINNARD

ESSAYS, PHOTOS, AND POETRY

[image: images]  PHOTO

2021 Teleios Society Award for Christian Service Honoree | Fred D. Gray, Sr., Esq.

TURNWALL

[image: images]  FEATURED ARTICLE

The Lawyer of the Civil Rights Movement in America | Fred D. Gray, Sr., Esq.

G. STEVE KINNARD

[image: images]  FEATURED POEM

Let Justice Roll On

LINDSEY DOMINGUEZ

THEMATIC SECTION: BIBLICAL JUSTICE

[image: images]  PHOTO

Slopes

COLTER CARLSTEDT

[image: images]  POEM

Refuge of My Soul

CLYDE H. SLIMP

[image: images]  PHOTO

Passage to Nostalgia

BETH BREWSTER

[image: images]  ARTICLE

A Disciples of Christ View of Communion and Justice

REV. D. NEWELL WILLIAMS

[image: images]  PHOTO

St. George’s Monastery

SERI ONIN

[image: images]  ARTICLE

Did Jesus Have a Green Card? Biblical Justice, the Mission of God, and the Church’s Response to Undocumented Immigrants

DANIEL A. RODRIGUEZ

[image: images]  POEM

The Day the Leaves Fell

JAMES CAIL

[image: images]  PHOTO

Focusing on the Present

MAYA HOYT

[image: images]  ARTICLE

Escaping the Web of White Supremacy | A Crucial Task for Christians

RICHARD T. HUGHES

[image: images]  PHOTO

The Catch

NICHOLAS KAPLAN

[image: images]  ARTICLE

There Is Neither Jew nor Greek | The Church, The Gospel, and the Question of Race

ANDREW K. BOAKYE

[image: images]  PHOTO

Get Up Again, Dunlap, Illinois

SUMMER LYNN

[image: images]  ARTICLE

Justice for Dry Trees | Single, Barren, and Other Foreign Bodies in the Body of Christ

SHERIE GAYLE

[image: images]  POEM

Trial and Fire

BRYCE WOODASON, SPOKEN WORTH

[image: images]  HOMILY

Justice in the Stone-Campbell Movement | How Long Lord, How Long?

JERRY TAYLOR

[image: images]  POEM

Your Elusive Presence

CAELAN KNOX

BOOK REVIEWS

[image: images]  Scot McKnight and Laura Barringer | A Church Called Tov: Forming a Goodness Culture That Resists Abuses of Power and Promotes Healing

REVIEWED BY JEANIE SHAW

[image: images]  Richard A. Knopp | Truth About God: What Can We Know and How Can We Know It?

REVIEWED BY DOUGLAS JACOBY

[image: images]  Martin Laird | An Ocean of Light: Contemplation, Transformation, and Liberation

REVIEWED BY GREGG MARUTZKY

[image: images]  Gavin Ortlund | Finding the Right Hills to Die On: The Case for Theological Triage

REVIEWED BY JEREMY LEFLER

[image: images] CONTRIBUTORS









EDITOR’S PREFACE

Let Justice Roll:
Prophets of Biblical Justice

G. STEVE KINNARD


Human love constructs its own image of the other person, of what he is and what he should become. It takes the life of the other person into its own hands. Spiritual love recognizes the true image of the other person which he has received from Jesus Christ; the image that Jesus Christ himself embodied and would stamp upon all men.1

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together



I love this quote by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Most scholars look at Bonhoeffer as a theologian, not a prophet, but he was both. He stood against injustice, even sacrificed his life in his stance against injustice as presented by the Nazi regime in Germany. He was executed one day before the camp where he was imprisoned was liberated by Allied soldiers.

Bonhoeffer believed that “the image that Jesus Christ himself embodied” was stamped upon all people. Therefore, “spiritual love recognized the true image of the other person which he has received from Jesus Christ.” When systemic evil enters to crush the image of Jesus Christ by stomping on the well-being of people, the prophet, like Bonhoeffer, objects and takes a stand. The prophet feels compelled to speak out against evil and injustice.

Amos of Tekoa, the shepherd and sycamore fig-tree keeper who became God’s dynamic prophet of social justice, wrote:


Surely the Lord God does nothing,

without revealing his secret

to his servants the prophets.

The lion has roared;

who will not fear?

The Lord God has spoken;

who can but prophesy? (Amos 3:7–8 NRSV)



Prophets of biblical justice come in many shapes and sizes. They might be a shepherd and gardener like Amos or a cultic priest like Isaiah. They might be a lawyer like Fred Gray or a historian like Richard T. Hughes. The articles in this issue of Teleios have been written by prophets of justice. Since God has spoken, these prophets must prophesy.

This issue of Teleios is focused on biblical justice. Many of the articles in this issue were presented at the Let Justice Roll Conference hosted by the Teleios Society in March 2021.

Our featured article focuses of the life and work of Fred D. Gray. The highlight of our Let Justice Roll Conference was our Friday night presentation, “An Evening with Mr. Fred Gray.” In an article entitled “The Lawyer of the Civil Rights Movement in America: Fred D. Gray, Sr., Esq.,” I provide a summary of the night’s events. This includes statements from an interview with Mr. Gray with the journalist Michelle Wright, and Mr. Gray’s acceptance speech of the Teleios Society Award. Since Mr. Gray is living history, we at Teleios consider it a unique honor and privilege to include his words in our journal. I also consider it an unique honor to have transcribed Mr. Gray’s interview and to have written this article. Mr. Gray kindly gave us permission to print, at length, quotes from his interview. It was a distinct honor for Teleios and the Teleios Society to host Mr. Gray at our first conference and to give Mr. Gray our first Teleios Society Award.

Rev. D. Newell Williams, President of Brite Divinity School of Texas Christian University, contributes an article entitled “A Disciples of Christ View of Communion and Justice.” Dr. Williams is a renowned church historian whose expertise is the Stone-Campbell Movement. He begins his article by stating, “I will describe a Disciples of Christ view of how Christians become agents of transformation and renewal in human relationships through the experience of the Lord’s Supper.” Dr. Williams reveals this “experience of the Lord’s Supper” through the lens of Alexander Campbell, William Robinson, and the perspective of a number of Disciples of Christ women. He adds, “The thesis of this paper is that there is an enduring Disciples of Christ belief that Christians are strengthened by the Lord’s Supper as agents of transformation and renewal in human relationships through an encounter with the crucified and risen Christ.” Thank you, Dr. Williams, for this erudite paper.

Teleios is indebted to Dr. Richard T. Hughes for his article, “Escaping the Web of White Supremacy: A Crucial Task for Christians.” Dr. Hughes is the Scholar in Residence for the Center for Christianity and Scholarship at Lipscomb University. He opens his article by noting that “when it comes to understanding race in this country, I have been a slow learner all my life.” I appreciate Dr. Hughes’s humble admission, and I relate to it. I grew up in a segregated southern city and attended a segregated southern church. I, too, have been a “slow learner.” Dr. Hughes uses his prophetic voice to expose white supremacy in the church and in America. Thank you, Dr. Hughes, for sounding the trumpet of justice against white supremacy.

This particular issue of Teleios includes a homily presented by Dr. Jerry Taylor. In the tradition of Howard Thurman and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Dr. Taylor composes a prophetic message to members of churches in the Stone-Campbell Movement in America. Dr. Taylor is the Founding Director of the Carl Spain Center on Race Studies and Spiritual Action and an Associate Professor of Bible, Missions, and Ministry at Abilene Christian University. Dr. Taylor’s article is entitled “Justice in the Stone-Campbell Movement: How Long Lord, How Long?” He focuses on Isaiah 6:9–13 as the basis for his prophetical call to racial justice and radical repentance. All of my life, I have heard Isaiah’s call (Isa. 6) described as a call to evangelism. Dr. Taylor refocuses Isaiah’s call as a call to justice. This is more in line with the socio-political context of Isaiah the prophet. How will the Stone-Campbell Movement respond to Isaiah’s call and to Dr. Taylor’s homily? Thank you, Dr. Taylor, for your courageous and challenging message.

Andrew K. Boakye is a New Testament text critic and a lecturer in Religions and Theology at the University of Manchester. His article is entitled “There Is Neither Jew nor Greek: The Church, The Gospel, and the Question of Race.” The article focuses primarily on Paul and the Antioch incident in Galatians 2. Before considering Galatians 2, Dr. Boakye considers the question of race in today’s church by reflecting on a recent incident of racial injustice in the Anglican Church. This is an important consideration. Paul’s thoughts can help us take a critical look at racism in today’s church. Dr. Boakye writes, “God’s new world necessitates the destruction of ethnic hierarchy. Justice in Pauline thought is predicated on being crucified as Christ was and being made alive again as Christ was, bearing the new covenant status before God.” The editors thank Dr. Boakye for his scholarly contribution to the journal and his prophetic voice.

Daniel A. Rodriguez offers an article with the purposely provocative title, “Did Jesus Have a Green Card?” Dr. Rodriguez is the Divisional Dean of the Religion and Philosophy division at Pepperdine University, where he is also a Professor of Religion and Hispanic Studies. His paper discusses biblical justice and the mission of God and the church’s response to undocumented immigrants. Dr. Rodriguez notes that this is both a controversial and important topic. He approaches it from a biblical framework, a Hispanic Christian perspective, and with twenty-first-century cultural awareness and sensitivity.

Sherie Gayle has written a thought-provoking article entitled “Justice for Dry Trees: Single, Barren, and Other Foreign Bodies in the Body of Christ.” Sherie received her Masters in Theological Studies from Loyola University Maryland, where she was named the Emergent Scholar of the Year in Theology in 2018. She is currently in the doctoral program in Theology and Religious Studies at Georgetown University. Her research centers on religion and gender within a Christian and Islamic comparative framework.

Thank you to all of these authors for adding your prophetic voice to this journal. In the words of the prophet Amos,


But let justice roll down like waters,

and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (Amos 5:24)





A Personal Note Concerning My Journey in Biblical and Racial Justice

I grew up in a segregated world in the 1960s (my formative years) in Middle Tennessee (the Deep South). I went to an all-white elementary school, an all-white church, and played baseball in an all-white Little League. In my hometown, a river literally separated the black community from the white community. Racial lines were clearly divided; they still are.

It wasn’t until my middle school years that I went to an integrated school. But at that integrated school, when lunch began, all the white kids sat at their own tables and all the black kids sat at theirs. Over the summer, when school was out of session, we went back to our black and white worlds. Even after laws of integration were passed, I lived in a segregated world.

From elementary school through high school, I had only two black teachers. I went to a Christian college that had zero black teachers, and I can count the number of black students at that college without using all ten of my fingers. I have experienced white privilege all my life. I have absolutely no idea what it is like to live as a person of color in America. So if you want to stop reading at this point, I understand.

After college, I moved to Raleigh, North Carolina, and became part of an interracial, multiethnic church. I also attended seminary in Wake Forest, North Carolina, in the early 1980s and started reading works on biblical justice. I read the entire corpus of Walter Rauschenbusch, an early-twentieth-century advocate of biblical and social justice in New York City. If you haven’t read his Prayer of the Social Awakening, then you ought to “Tolle lege.” I subscribed to Sojourners. I devoured every word from the pen of Mother Teresa of Calcutta (now Saint Teresa) and began following the story of her life and ministry. I started reading liberation theology and black theology. That was over forty years ago.

I moved from North Carolina to New York City in 1983 and became part of an interracial, multiethnic church. From my early twenties to my early sixties, I’ve been part of an interracial, multiethnic, multilingual, diverse church—diverse in membership and leadership. If I’ve done the math properly, that’s over two-thirds of my life.

The integrated churches I’ve been a member of weren’t perfect. They still aren’t. But I personally believe they are better than the alternative—segregated churches. Jemar Tisby writes, “Diversity is God’s ‘Plan A’ for the church.”2

I have learned many lessons on my journey in Christ. I have learned about forging community with people who look different from me, have a different culture from me, and have a different history from me. I have learned some lessons, but I am still learning, still growing, still maturing. I have much to learn.

I continue to learn by listening. I listen to stories of people who are different from me. I hear their journey. I read their narratives. Having said that, I admit I don’t understand first-hand what it means to be a person of color in America. I never will “get” it.

But I am attempting to listen and learn. I learn and grow by working side by side with people who are different from me. We work side by side and fight a common enemy—racism.

I learn by reading authors like Howard Thurman, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the Attorney Fred Gray, Esau McCaulley, James Cone, Shelia Wise Rose, Willie James Jennings, and Dr. Edward Robinson. Dr. Robinson shared the story of Hattie Tuggle in his biography of her life. Sister Tuggle was a black woman who lived in the Jim Crow era in Tennessee. Her story challenged and inspired me. I am grateful for Sister Tuggle, and I’m grateful to have learned from her story.

I learn by reading the stories and poetry of Alice Walker, Jesmyn Ward, Carson Whitehead, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, James Baldwin, W.E.B. Du Bois, Octavia Butler, James McBride, and others. I read books of history, sociology, and political science that shed light on racial injustice and systemic racism. I benefit from books by Jemar Tisby, Bryan Stevenson, Robin DeAngelo, and Ta-Nahasi Coates.

I have learned, by reading the gospels over and over and over, to teach myself how to see people and see the world through the lens of Jesus.

Let me reiterate a basic truth: I will never understand what it is like to be a person of color in America. I’m a person who experiences white privilege every day of my life. But because of Jesus I have a deep conviction that systemic racism exists inside and outside the church, that it is evil and it must be fought. I also have a deep conviction that racism is sin. Sadly, I didn’t acquire that conviction in my childhood church in Tennessee. I learned it from reading the Bible and listening to Jesus.

I’m part of the ICOC Teachers Task Force on Racial Reconciliation. Suzette Lewis leads our team. She’s a specialist in the field. Other members of the team are Andrew Lewis, Joey Harris, James Becknell, and Steve Staten. Though I consider myself to be the least qualified person of the group, I’m grateful to be on the team because it gives me an opportunity to be with people who know more about the topic than I do, and I am able to learn from them. They are a safe group. Safety is important.

I’m a student of the Bible. I’m also a teacher of the Bible. So I approach this topic as a Bible teacher. I’m not a sociologist, and I did not major in political science. Both of those fields interest me, but I’m not trained in them. So I approach the study of racial justice from a biblical perspective.

I am a work in progress. I always will be. But I do want to learn and grow.

It is my hope that you will join me on this journey of growth as we explore the topics of biblical justice and racial justice in this issue of Teleios. Together we can fight the battle against racial injustice and for biblical justice. I pray we can walk this journey together. And in the words of Bonhoeffer, we can embrace a “spiritual love” that “recognizes the true image of the other person which he has received from Jesus Christ.”3

NOTES

1 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (New York: HarperOne, 1978).

2 Jemar Tisby, How to Fight Racism: Courageous Christianity and the Journey Toward Racial Justice (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2021). Kindle Edition.

3 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (New York: HarperOne, 1978).
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2021 TELEIOS SOCIETY AWARD FOR CHRISTIAN SERVICE HONOREE FRED D. GRAY, SR., ESQ | Turnwall



The Lawyer of the Civil Rights Movement in America

Fred D. Gray, Sr., Esq.

G. STEVE KINNARD




As the editor of Teleios and a founding member of the Teleios Society, I was thrilled to learn that Mr. Fred Gray had accepted the Society’s invitation to be our keynote speaker at our 2021 Teleios Society Conference entitled “Let Justice Roll.”

The theme of the conference was biblical justice. In my mind, Mr. Gray was the perfect person to speak on this topic.

Having grown up in the mainstream Churches of Christ, I knew the life and work of Mr. Fred Gray. I had read his autobiography, Bus Ride to Justice. I had read articles about him in The Christian Chronicle (the newspaper of the Churches of Christ). I remember unfolding The New York Times on Christmas Day 2020 and seeing an article about Mr. Gray on the front page, entitled “For a Civil Rights Hero, 90, a New Battle Unfolds on His Childhood Street.” The article focused on Mr. Gray’s current struggle to change the name of Jefferson Davis Avenue. (Jefferson Davis was the President of the Confederate States of America.) Mr. Gray, now in his nineties, was continuing to fight for racial justice in America.

When the society extended the invitation to Mr. Gray to speak at our conference, I held little hope that he would accept the invitation. After all, Mr. Gray is living history. In Stride Toward Freedom, Dr. Martin Luther King described Mr. Gray as “the brilliant young Negro who later became the chief counsel for the protest movement.”1 Mr. Gray provided legal counsel for Rosa Parks. He provided leadership and legal counsel in the successful campaign to desegregate the Montgomery bus system during the Montgomery bus boycott. Mr. Gray argued legal cases before the Supreme Court of the United States. To me, asking Mr. Gray to speak at our conference was a big, huge, gigantic ask. Plus, COVID restrictions were still in place. The conference was going to be an online conference, yet the organizers were asking Mr. Gray to meet with a small team of people face-to-face for an interview. I’m not sure I would have accepted the invitation.

I was stunned when Mr. Gray accepted our invitation and agreed to be our keynote speaker. But should I have been stunned? Not really. Mr. Gray has always been an advocate for justice. As a teenager growing up in Alabama, Mr. Gray decided that he was going to “destroy everything segregated.”2 This was an opportunity for Mr. Gray to continue his work.

Who is Fred D. Gray? He is a prophet of social and racial justice. He is a forerunner in the fight for social justice in areas of desegregation, integration, equality, constitutional law, diversity in the workplace, farm subsidies, ethics and medicine, racial discrimination in voting, education, housing, jury service, and the national judicial system. Mr. Gray was integral in changing the social fabric of America. Not many people in American history have influenced American society as much as Fred D. Gray.

In January 2021, a delegation from the Teleios Society traveled to Tuskegee, Alabama, to interview Mr. Gray. The delegation was made up of Michelle Wright, interviewer; Turnwall, videographer; James Becknell, Teleios book review editor; and Wade Cook, Teleios Society conference organizer.

The following is an edited transcript from “An Interview with Fred D. Gray, Esq.,” conducted by Michelle Wright and broadcast at the Teleios Society Conference on March 6, 2021. I transcribed the interview and then edited it. I have added editorial comments in the interview that help give the article context. Any mistakes in the following material are mine, and I apologize in advance for those mistakes.

An Interview with Mr. Fred D. Gray, Esq.

Religious Background to Lawyer

The interviewer, Michelle Wright, began the interview by thanking Mr. Gray for his “courage, fortitude, and faith” in the work he and others had done in fighting for justice in America. She stated, “I am indebted to you.” Michelle expressed the sentiment we all feel. We all are indebted to Mr. Gray.

Mr. Gray responded to Michelle, “I grew up on the west side of Montgomery, Alabama, where nothing good was supposed to come out of. It was a ghetto. We had no running water. You couldn’t hardly get to our house by an automobile. I am the youngest of five children. My father died when I was two. My mother had very little formal education. She had to take care of these five children in the middle of the Depression. She told us that we could be anything that we wanted to be if we did three things: one, keep Christ first in our lives; two, stay in school and get a good education; and three, stay out of trouble. I tried to do those things.”

“I was from a very religious family,” said Mr. Gray. “My mother would send us off on Sunday morning to Sunday School ahead of her, so we got to the Hoyt Street Church of Christ before her. This church is affiliated to some degree by name with the group that is operating this seminar. That was my Christian background. I didn’t know anything about being a lawyer. In my youngest days, my sub-teenage days, I didn’t even know about law school.”

Mr. Gray continued, “When I was growing up as a sub-teenager in the thirties and the early forties, there were two occupations that a young person could look forward to—being a preacher or A teacher. I decided that I would be both. They tell me that I baptized the cats and the dogs in my neighborhood. We had a preacher who was from Tennessee. His name was Simpson Johnson. He told my mother, ‘I think your son would make a good preacher, and there is a Church of Christ school for Black boys and little girls up in Nashville, Tennessee. We ought to try to get him up there.’” Mr. Gray summarized his early religious background in Montgomery, Alabama. Next he moved on to discussing his time in Nashville, Tennessee, as a student in the Nashville Christian Institute, a preparatory school for Black students.

Marshall Keeble and the Nashville Christian Institute

Mr. Gray had the opportunity during his teenage years to receive ministry training from Marshall Keeble, a Black evangelist in the mainstream Churches of Christ who was one of the greatest preachers of the twentieth century.

Mr. Gray spoke of how he arrived at the Nashville Christian Institute, saying, “I don’t know how they did it, because my mother didn’t have any money, but somehow I went to Nashville, and I ended up learning a little something about preaching. The president of our school was a man named Marshall Keeble.”

Mr. Gray continued to tell the audience, “Brother Keeble had no academic degrees, so he didn’t deal with the academic part of training, but he decided that it was his responsibility to raise money and to recruit students. He decided that the way he would recruit students was to travel to Black Churches of Christ throughout the southeast. He would introduce the ‘boy preachers.’ We would get up for a few minutes and preach, then Brother Keeble would end up preaching, raising an offering, and he would tell the people, ‘You see how these boys are developing; you send us your boys, even if they are bad boys, and we will make men out of them.’ He selected me as one of the first ‘boy preachers.’ He traveled with us from Tennessee to Georgia, and we went from Chattanooga to Atlanta and then to Valdosta. We went into Florida, down the west coast of Florida, from St. Petersburg to Bradenton to Tampa, preaching to churches and recruiting students. Then we went to Miami, and we ended up on the east coast. It was those spiritual activities and my religious background that equipped me. After I finished school at the Nashville Christian Institute and came back home to Montgomery to be a teacher, I knew a little something about preaching.”

To Destroy Everything Segregated

Mr. Gray moved onto speaking about his time as a college student in Montgomery. He attended Alabama State College for Negroes. It was on the buses of Montgomery, Alabama, that Mr. Gray decided that he was going to “destroy everything segregated.”

Mr. Gray shared the following with the conference attendees: “I lived on the west side of Montgomery. I went to Alabama State, which was on the east side, and I had to use the bus system. It was while I was a student at Alabama State between December 1, 1947, to the middle of May in 1951, when I graduated from Alabama State, that I realized that African Americans were not only being mistreated on the buses, but everything was completely segregated. During that period of time, in addition to being a preacher, and whether I became a teacher or not remained outstanding, I decided I was going to be a lawyer. We were being mistreated, and I understood that lawyers helped people solve problems, and the African Americans in Montgomery at that time had problems…. The religion of Jesus says to treat everyone like you want to be treated. That is in the Sermon on the Mountain; it’s the basic part of it. I decided that in addition to being a preacher, I was going to become a lawyer.”

What was Mr. Gray’s plan after graduating from college in 1951? He commented, “I was not going to apply to the University of Alabama for law school, because I knew they were not going to accept me. So I would leave Alabama, become a lawyer, return to Alabama and pass the bar exam (even though at that time if you graduated from the University of Alabama you didn’t have to take the bar exam). I was willing to jump through all the hoops that were put before me in order to become a lawyer. On the 7th of September I was sworn in, and I began my career of destroying everything segregated.”

Rosa Parks and Claudette Colvin

Mr. Gray spoke fondly of Mrs. Parks and Miss Colvin. He worked as a lawyer for both of these courageous women. He noted, “I met Mrs. Rosa Parks before I met Claudette Colvin. I met Mrs. Parks because she was working with the NAACP. She was the secretary, and she was also a youth director. I was just a few years older than the children that she was dealing with. It was during my law school days that I knew her. When I arrived back from law school, we renewed our acquaintance. She lived only about three blocks from the housing project where the church that I attended was located—the Hoyt Street Church of Christ.”

“After I opened my law office,” Mr. Gray continued, “Mrs. Parks ended up working at the Montgomery Fair, which was a block and a half from where my office was located. She would come to the office about three days a week, sometimes every day of the week, and we would talk about the problems, we talked about segregation, and we talked about the youth problem.”

Next Mr. Gray shared about how he met Miss Claudette Colvin, stating, “Then in March of 1955 we were told that a young lady named Claudette Colvin had been arrested. The day was March 2nd. The incident that led to her arrest was as follows. She lived in a part of the town that was called King Hill. (Incidentally, just this past week on King Hill they dedicated a marquee on the side of the street for Claudette. The city had already named the street she lived on after her.) Claudette refused to give up her seat on a segregated bus.”

Mr. Gray continued Claudette’s story: “Claudette’s teacher, Mrs. Norris of Booker T. Washington High School, which is a Black high school on the east side of town, had been teaching Black history because we had just had Black History Month in February. One day the teachers had a teacher’s meeting, so the school let students out early. These kids ended up riding a bus from downtown Montgomery out to where they lived. They did this earlier than was normal for them. On that bus there were more white people than usual. The first few rows of seats on the bus were always reserved for whites. Black students sat at the back of the bus. Claudette was actually seated in the Black section on the seat just in front of the back door of the bus. More white people came on the bus, and the bus driver asked the Black students to get up and give their seats to the white people.”

Mr. Gray concluded this story by speaking of the courage of Miss Colvin, stating, “Three of the students got up and moved, and Claudette did not. Claudette told the bus driver, ‘I’m not sitting in the seats reserved for whites; I’ve paid my fare so I’m not gonna get up.’ She was a teenager coming from school. The other kids got up. Claudette did not get up and give up her seat. She was arrested. She did what any teenager does when they get in trouble (the late Congressman John Lewis would call that ‘good trouble’): she called her mother. In any event, she was arrested and she called her mother.”

Mr. E.D. Nixon

Mr. Gray shared about a hero of the Civil Rights Movement in America: Mr. E.D. Nixon. He stated, “Claudette’s mother called her preacher who was preaching for the Hutchison Street Baptist Church in Montgomery. They got Claudette out of police custody. They didn’t know anything about Fred Gray, because I had only been in practice for about six months. Claudette’s mother did know about Mr. E.D. Nixon. He was Mr. Civil Rights in Montgomery. When people were in trouble, they would call Mr. Nixon, and he would try to help if he could. He had been president of the chapter of the NAACP of Montgomery. He knew about me, and he was a personal friend. He and Mrs. Parks were very good friends, because she was secretary and at one time he was president of the NAACP.”

“Mr. Nixon told the Colvin family about me. He mentioned that I was a young lawyer who had just opened a practice in town. He told them that I would be a good person to represent Claudette.”

Defending Claudette

Mr. Gray’s first civil rights case was his defense of Miss Colvin in juvenile court in Montgomery, Alabama. He told the conference viewers, “I had a talk with the family, and I agreed to represent Claudette. This became my first civil rights case. The trial was before Judge Hill, who was the judge of the Juvenile Court of Montgomery County. They charged Claudette with being a delinquent. I told the judge that Claudette was not a delinquent, she was an honest student.”

“The prosecution was attempting to avoid the segregation laws,” added Mr. Gray. “I believed these segregation laws were unconstitutional based on Brown vs. the Board of Education, which had passed only a year earlier and had not been tested in Alabama. The judge listened to me very nicely; he didn’t mistreat me. He ended up finding Claudette guilty of being a delinquent and placed her on unsupervised probation. This meant that if she got into any more trouble, even ‘good trouble,’ she would have serious problems.”

“That was her case, and I lost her case. This was my introduction civil rights litigation in Alabama. I knew that if we were going to do away with segregation in Alabama, then it was going to take a lawsuit to the federal court to do it. You would never be able to get the state court to rule on those cases to have a test case.”

Mrs. Jo Ann Robinson

Mr. Gray shared about another hero of the Civil Rights Movement: Mrs. Jo Ann Robinson of Montgomery, Alabama. He told the audience, “The community was ready to do something. Mrs. Jo Ann Robinson was the president of the Women’s Political Council, which was an organization of Negro women working in all areas and aspects to try to improve the life of African-Americans. Mrs. Robinson became involved in this case. In 1948, several years earlier, she had had a problem on a bus. The bus she was riding on was not full. She was sitting the middle of the bus. A white man wanted her to sit further back on the bus. She got off of the bus and decided to walk home, but she kept that incident in her mind. When she became president of the Women’s Political Council, they kept a record of all of these racial incidents on the buses.”

“When Mrs. Robinson heard about Claudette’s case,” Mr. Gray continued, “she immediately contacted the city officials and the bus company officials and had a conference with them. Mrs. Robinson had alongside her other Black leaders, including E.D. Nixon and the lawyer Fred Gray. She served as the chair of this delegation, and we had a conversation with these officials. The officials acknowledged the fact that they may have mistreated Miss Colvin, and they said they would make sure that never happened again. Six months later Rosa Parks happened.”

Claudette Colvin’s Contribution to the Civil Rights Movement

Mr. Gray spoke highly of the teenager Claudette Colvin. He underscored her unique contribution to the Civil Rights Movement, stating, “Claudette Colvin gave the mental courage to E.D. Nixon, Jo Ann Robinson, Fred Gray, and other African-Americans in Montgomery. Her action encouraged us to stay off the buses when Mrs. Parks was arrested. We would stay off the buses until we could go back on a non-segregated basis. Claudette gave us the courage to do what we did.”

Mr. Gray added, “If Claudette had not done what she did on March 2, 1955, Mrs. Parks may not have done what she did on December 1, 1955. And if she had not done what she did at that time, she would not have been arrested, and she would not have had a trial on the 5th. There would have been no meeting at Hoyt St. Baptist Church. The Montgomery Bus Boycott would not have started then. All of these events were started by what Miss Claudette Colvin did.”

In a brief aside, Mr. Gray stated, “This developed into the Civil Rights Movement, which played a role in electing the first African-American president of this country (Barack Obama) and played a role in electing the current president (Joe Biden) and the current vice president (Kamala Harris), who is an African-American. We trace this back to what Claudette Colvin did on March 2, 1955.”

Segregation in the Church

Mr. Gray shared about his experience of integrating two segregated churches during the days of the Civil Rights Movement. He told the audience, “In the middle of the Civil Rights Movement in the 60s and 70s, we have here in Montgomery a Historically Black University called Tuskegee University. The student body is basically Black, and the students got involved in various movements which were happening. They decided to go to the white church that was downtown, but the white church wouldn’t accept them.”

“Before that happened,” Mr. Gray added, “I’ll tell you what occurred with our church, the Church of Christ. We had a relatively strong member of the Black community who was a member of the Church of Christ, Fred Gray. I was preaching for them and I was doing legal work for the community.”

“There was a very strong white person in the white community who was respected by Blacks and whites. His name was Parker, and he was president of the Alabama Exchange Bank, which is now the PNC Bank. Brother Parker was a very respected member in the community; he was known to be fair, and he had been president of the bank from the 1930s on to the 70s. He took a very small bank and made it into a strong bank.”

After introducing Mr. Parker to the audience, Mr. Gray stated, “While I was doing some legal work with the bank, Brother Parker and I began to talk. Parker’s congregation was meeting at the East End Church of Christ on S. Main Street. My congregation was meeting on Highway 80 West. We had a handful of people in our building, and they had a handful of people in their building. We decided, Parker and I, that it didn’t make sense for us to believe the same thing, preach the same doctrine, and meet apart. It was just a handful of people between us; and if you put us together, it would still be just a handful. He talked to his people, and I talked to my people, and we all felt that we should meet together. We needed to do it. It was the proper thing to do. We decided to do a trial service together for a few weeks. Blacks and whites participated in officiating at the services. We would alternate preachers, and we would alternate song leaders. It worked out fine. We did not lose any members. This was right in the middle of the Civil Rights Movement when we were having all the litigation to integrate various facilities.”

A Christian’s Role when Voting

The interviewer, Michelle Wright, mentioned to Mr. Gray that many of the conference attendees wanted to know about Christians and voting. How should Christians think about voting? Without a moment’s hesitation, Mr. Gray answered Michelle: “I can answer that right quick. You need to vote! You need to be very active in all of these activities in the community that impact our lives. I think if you read the Sermon on the Mountain, which Jesus taught his disciples in the beginning of his personal ministry in Matthew 5, 6, and 7, then you will see that Jesus gives basic instructions on everything that Christians need to understand. Jesus says that we ought ‘to do to others as we would have them do to us.’ Then we will participate in all those things that will help make life better, so that we can be better Christians and better people.”

A Non-violent Manner

Many students from various campus ministries around the world attended the Let Justice Roll Conference. Mr. Gray turned his attention to these students, stating, “I want justice to roll. Amos knew what he was talking about when he wrote about justice. Israel had forgotten God. God had taken good care of Israel, and they didn’t act like he had. So he told them to let justice roll down like water and righteousness like a never-ending stream.”

To the students at the conference, Mr. Gray, said, “I’m not sure whether I need to try to give young people advice or not, but I could say this to them—I once was young and now I’m old. When I was their age, I had ambitions and desires just as they have. Mine was to destroy everything segregated that could be found. While they don’t say that, what they are doing is doing everything they can to destroy segregation, discrimination, inequality, and racism. They are trying to do the same thing that I did, and the same thing those who worked with me did, including Dr. King, Congressman Lewis, and all the others.”

“We did it in a non-violent manner,” Mr. Gray added. “We didn’t break into stores. We didn’t try to get guns to kill people. We knew, and Dr. King said, they have more weapons than we have; and if it comes down to a battle, the white power structure has more than Blacks.”

“If you believe in non-violence changing the society in which we live, it’s kind of hard when a person does all these things to you and you don’t do anything back. It is more difficult for the person to do the harm. They would rather just go ahead and kill you rather than to have you return evil with good.”

As Mr. Gray drew his remarks to the students to a close, he added, “I would say to the young people that they need to continue to fight, to continue to protest, to continue to do everything you can to bring about equality and to do away with racism. I would tell you we did it in a non-violent manner, and it worked well for us. I think if you will try it, it will work well for you.”

“Jesus tells us in the Sermon on the Mountain and throughout his whole life— ‘do to others as you would have them do to you.’”

A Christian’s Role

The interview concluded with a question about the Christians’ role in today’s society. Mr. Gray encouraged the conference attendees: “Christians need to do what Jesus taught us to do. It is summarized in Matthew 5, 6, and 7, but it is also seen throughout the Bible. The apostles and all those men who were led by the Spirit of God, they also taught it. All of the biblical instruction that we have is not for one race or another race, it is for all of us. They said that all of us are created equal. That is also what our constitution says. All we are trying to do is make this nation live up to what its constitution says.” And thus, Mr. Gray concluded his remarks.

I’ve been a member of the International Churches of Christ for over four decades (which is longer than our churches have been called the ICOC). In my over forty years of attending conferences, I’ve never heard a presentation as socially relevant as Mr. Gray’s. For our churches, this was a historic moment. How could it not have been? Mr. Gray is living history. His life has been a crucial component in the fight for racial justice in America.

I will never forget Mr. Gray’s calm, gentle, and humble demeanor as he spoke. And I’ll never forget his charge to the audience: “Christians need to do what Jesus taught us to do.” Thank you, Mr. Gray, for sharing your wisdom, experience, and stories with us. Mostly, thank you for being a living example of what it means to “let justice roll.”



Acceptance Speech for the 2021 Teleios Society Award for Christian Service

By Mr. Fred D. Gray, Esq.
March 6, 2021

I sincerely appreciate the opportunity of being invited to share this wonderful event with you. As I listened to the opening remarks, it reminded me that in addition to the work that we did at the Hoyt Street Church of Christ, during those early days of the Civil Rights Movement, I also went to a little church in the northern part of the city of Montgomery called the New Town Church of Christ. There were some young people at this church who would never think about doing anything with their lives, but out of that church we ended up developing lawyers and preachers and elders and deacons and doctors; even the person who was at one time the chief of staff of the Veterans Administration Hospital in Montgomery grew up at that church. The current deputy director of the Alabama Education Association grew up right next to that church and is still a member of it.

I thank you, and I am just happy that my religious activities have helped me accomplish what I have been able to accomplish. I accept this award, as I accept all awards that are given to me, on behalf of those clients of mine who entrusted a young lawyer with their cases. Particularly those clients you don’t read about, like Claudette Colvin, a fifteen-year-old girl who did what she did, those men in the infamous Tuskegee syphilis study who said they wanted a historical monument for them, and we are doing this program in this facility dedicated to them—The Tuskegee Human and Civil Rights Multicultural Center. We need your help as we grow and develop so that you can come and see what happened here.

I accept this award not only for those people, but I accept this award in the names of those hundreds and thousands of African American children from kindergarten through graduate programs and professional schools throughout the state of Alabama where we were able to do away with segregation. I accept this award for those young men who played on the University of Alabama football team, the NCAA National Championship team for 2021. This is all because I filed the case of Vivian Malone vs. the University of Alabama that did away with segregation and made it possible for those students to enjoy those things.

I accept this award on behalf of those persons whose names never appear in print, whose faces never appear in the media. I accept this award for these men who appear here in this memorial to the participants of the Tuskegee syphilis study. We don’t even know their names; we are trying to find out their names. I accept this award on behalf of all of those legal claims, all of those clients of mine that you never see and you never hear about, but they received benefits from our work.

And finally I say that as long as I continue to live, and as long as the struggle continues, I will continue to do the right thing, keep right, and I will try to keep the record straight.



Teleios and the Teleios Society would like to thank Fred Gray, Esq., for his presentation at our 2021 Teleios Society Conference. The Teleios Society interview with Mr. Gray and the presentation ceremony occurred at the Tuskegee History Center in Tuskegee, Alabama.

Mr. Gray is the principal founder of the Tuskegee History Center. The center is a memorial to the participants of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. It educates the public on the contributions made in the area of human and civil rights by Native Americans, Americans of African descent, and Americans of European descent. It highlights the history of human and civil rights in Macon County, Alabama.

Donations to the Tuskegee Human and Civil Rights Multicultural Center may be sent to http://www.tuskegeecenter.org/donate.html.

NOTES

1 Martin Luther King, Jr., Stride Toward Freedom (Boston: Beacon Press, 2010), 41.

2 Fred D. Gray, Bus Ride to Justice (Montgomery, AL: NewSouth Books, 2013), 19.









LET JUSTICE ROLL ON

LINDSEY DOMINGUEZ


We are the war-torn product of misunderstood roots.

A garden where good and evil were still unknown to us,
this Eden evergreen produced strange fruit.

Introduce:

Deceit dressed in snakeskin boots.

He would introduce us to the noose that would teach us the irony of a tree alive that could still hang death.

Who knew the sweet seeds of that first bite would produce such sour deeds that our stomachs couldn’t stomach.

Even Eve would eventually believe that evening was no longer just night, but darkness.

Like it was something to be afraid of.

Like something to reject.

This wouldn’t be the first time we would misunderstand blackness.

But black is not the same as dark.

Darkness is a void of light and an open palm grasping at an image of sovereignty he was only meant to bear, not be.

It’s a Nimrod thinking he could colonize the heavens with those who look just like him

only to be taught that communication is a far greater divider than carbon copies with no color.

Little did they know that their tower would resemble that which we build when we try to place people on top of people in an attempt to be like God.

As if those up top caught greater wind of his breath.

As if it made them more alive.

As if being up top made them less likely to die.

But ain’t it like God that those at the bottom would be low enough to identify a Messiah should He ever walk by.

And they did.

That they would be the first to escape should judgment ever fall on that place.

And it did.

And so we learned not the battle of moving people out of Egypt,

but moving Egypt out of people.

Where they first learned that slavery was painted in primary economics.

Where they first lost the big picture of who they were purposed to be.

A place where Shalom was replaced with Pharaoh and farmland and it felt right.

But it’s a mistake to believe that God is found in pitched tents where Lot hoped to harvest opportunity.

Where those with fine clothes and gold rings deserved a front seat.

When did we allow taxonomy and equality to become the responsibility of mortality?

When did we begin listening to the foam voices of wild waved men whose throats carry no omnipotence?

Maybe it’s when we began to believe that wielding power was greater than wielding humility.

Maybe it’s when we realized that as limited beings the only way to have power was by taking someone else’s.

As an exhausted David stood over a sleeping Saul,

he taught us to beat an oppressor means you must not become like him.

We must be wiser. We must be kinder.

We must place our hope in something greater no matter how strange it seems to an enslaved people or dying world.

We must walk like….

Jesus.

Did not come dressed in royal purple as we like to think kings do.

There was no red carpet rolled out for His great procession.

The borrowed donkey was not adorned with gold or silver.

You see, we’ve been using colors to identify the value of others for a long time.

And it may not have always been skin but we are crafty at using things akin to possess what we think we deserve.

Our challenge has never been simply systematic.

Our roots are products of a forbidden fruit.

We share DNA with Babylon and Egypt.

Why else do you think it would be unwise for slaves to rule over princes?

Without the right narrative, we are vulnerable to becoming just like those we hope to dethrone.

We must buy back into Shalom.

We must stop believing that deserts are only for the condemned when it’s been the place where God has always taught us that He is enough!

And unless we become a people who learn how to march on with the poor, sick, needy, scared, and marginalized

not on the perimeter of our tribe

but in the center surrounded by chariots and wagons,

protected and cared for as family,

then we’ll only ever be a resounding gong.

Because that’s what love does.

That’s what love has always done.

So fight not for mere civility or equality.

Love has always been a far more provocative,

a far more controversial,

and a far more victorious standard.

So let love press on.

Let love hold on.

Let … LOVE.

And let justice roll on.




THEMATIC SECTION



Biblical
Justice







SLOPES | Colter Carlstedt







REFUGE OF MY SOUL

CLYDE H. SLIMP


Rescue me, O God,

From the people who would hurt me,
Who twist the truth and bring me to my knees.

Do not turn away;

Do not leave me in the darkness!
I cry to you, O Lord; deliver me.

Send forth your light and your truth.
Guide me safe to you.

I wait for your help, O my savior.
Look down and see what I need,
And all my praise will be

For my God, the refuge of my soul.

Let me come to you!

Bring me to your holy mountain,

And lead me to the altar of your praise. Joy you give to me

Fills my heart to overflowing. Despairing turns to blessing all my days.

Send forth your light and your truth.
Guide me safe to you.

I wait for your help, O my savior.
Look down and see what I need,
And all my praise will be

For my God, the refuge of my soul.

For my God, the refuge of my soul.

https://timelesspsalter.com/search?type=product&q=refuge+of+my+soul
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A Disciples of Christ View of Communion and Justice

D. NEWELL WILLIAMS




The topic of this paper is a Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) view of the connection between the Lord’s Supper and justice. This denomination, sometimes referred to simply as the Disciples of Christ, is one of three historic streams of the Stone-Campbell Movement. Sometimes referred to as the Restoration Movement, Churches of Christ, Christian Churches and Churches of Christ, and the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) emerged out of the nineteenth-century union of the followers of Barton W. Stone and Alexander Campbell.

I will describe a Disciples of Christ view of how Christians become agents of transformation and renewal in human relationships through the experience of the Lord’s Supper. My sources are writings of the nineteenth-century leader Alexander Campbell; twentieth-century British Disciple William Robinson, who influenced Disciples of Christ both in Britain and the United States; and Disciples of Christ women, whose perspectives on the Lord’s Supper were first published in a collection of theological essays titled Setting the Table: Women in Theological Conversation, edited by Rita Nakashima Brock, Claudia Camp, and Serene Jones. The thesis of this paper is that there is an enduring Disciples of Christ belief that Christians are strengthened by the Lord’s Supper as agents of transformation and renewal in human relationships through an encounter with the crucified and risen Christ.

Alexander Campbell

Alexander Campbell (1788–1866) described his understanding of the Christian’s experience of the Lord’s Supper in an essay titled “Breaking the Loaf,” which he included in a collection of essays, The Christian System, first published in 1839. In Proposition VI of “Breaking the Loaf,” an apostolic term that Campbell believed was short for “The breaking of the loaf and the drinking of the cup,”1 he writes:

Upon the loaf and upon the cup of the Lord, in letters which speak not to the eye, but to the heart of every disciple, is inscribed, “When this you see, remember me.” Indeed, the Lord says to each disciple, when he receives the symbols into his hand, “This is my body broken for you. This is my blood shed for you.” The loaf is thus constituted a representation of his body—first whole, then wounded for our sins. The cup is thus instituted a representation of his blood—once his life, but now poured out to cleanse us from our sins. To every disciple he says, “For you my body was wounded; for you my life was taken.”2

Campbell continues:

This institution commemorates the love which reconciled us to God, and always furnishes us with a new argument to live for him who died for us. Him who feels not the eloquence and power of this argument, all other arguments assail in vain. God’s goodness, developed in creation and in his providence, is well designed to lead men to reformation. But the heart on which these fail, and to which Calvary appeals in vain, is past feeling, obdurate, and irreclaimable, beyond the operation of any moral power known to mortal man.3

Campbell concludes this essay with a model service of the Lord’s Supper that he reports having observed. He notes that the breaking of the loaf and the drinking of the cup was followed by the congregation’s joining together in an appropriate hymn followed by a prayer, “supplicating the Father of Mercies in behalf of all the sons and daughters of affliction, the poor and the destitute, and in behalf of the conversion of the world,” adding, “the whole church proved the sincerity of their desires, by the cheerfulness and liberality which they seemed to evince, in putting into the treasury as the Lord had prospered them.”4

William Robinson

William Robinson (1888–1963) built upon the foundations of Alexander Campbell. Robinson was Principal of Overdale College and Professor of Christian Doctrine and Philosophy of Religion at Selly Oak Colleges in Birmingham, England. In 1947, Robinson was granted a six-month leave of absence to lecture in the United States. During this period, he lectured at the International Convention of Disciples of Christ in the United States and Canada and the World Convention of Churches of Christ, both held in Buffalo, New York; spoke in New York City; delivered eight lectures at Butler University in Indianapolis, Indiana, where he received an honorary Doctor of Sacred Theology; and taught in the fall semester at Brite College of the Bible (now Brite Divinity School) in Fort Worth, Texas. In addition, he lectured on behalf of the Association for the Promotion of Christian Unity (now known as the Disciples’ Christian Unity and Interfaith Ministry) in Lexington, Kentucky; Chicago, Illinois; St. Louis, Missouri; and Enid, Oklahoma. A Texas newspaper reported that during these six months, Robinson traveled some 8,600 miles and spoke to over 15,000 people. Returning to the United States three years later, Robinson served for five years (from 1951 to 1956) as Professor of Christian Theology and Doctrine at the Butler University School of Religion (now Christian Theological Seminary) in Indianapolis, Indiana.5

Robinson’s affirmation of Campbell’s view that Christians are strengthened as agents of transformation and renewal in human relationships through their Lord’s Supper encounters with the crucified and risen Christ is evident from his earliest publications. His Essays on Christian Unity, published in 1923, includes a chapter on the sacraments along with individual chapters on Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. In the chapter entitled “The Church—Its Sacraments,” he identifies a “sacramental” Christianity as distinguished from a non-sacramental Christianity, as “Christianity concerned with the whole of life, with every day and not only with Sunday, with business as well as Church.”6 For Robinson, Christianity is sacramental because it is “founded on the Incarnation—God manifest in the flesh.”7 The Church and the sacraments “are extensions of the principle of the Incarnation.”8 In his chapter on the Lord’s Supper, he argues that participation in the supper fosters morality by proclaiming in symbols louder than words “the awful price of our sin.”9 Thus, the Lord’s Supper “stands as a perpetual barrier to sin in the Christian” and “may be said to be the moral dynamic of our religion.”10

Though Robinson’s many publications include his 235-page The Biblical Doctrine of the Church (1948), he influenced Disciples churches primarily through booklets and manuals designed to assist congregations in their celebration of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The most influential of these booklets may have been his 55-page A Companion to the Communion Service, first published in 1942. The connection between the Lord’s Supper and living as agents of transformation and renewal in human relationships echoes throughout this booklet designed primarily for the laity. Starting with his advice on preparation in advance of the service, he offers a prayer that includes these petitions:

O gracious God, who callest me to the Table of my Lord…. May I be as the disciples of old upon the Mount of Transfiguration beholding the glory of the Son of Man, and may I return to transfigure life around me so that Thy glory may be seen in the things of our common life….11

Robinson’s recommended prayer after the service repeats the same themes:

Grant, O father, that by our Communion this day we may learn to walk as Jesus walked…. Grant that our lives may be re-fashioned after the pattern of His life and transfigured by Him. Grant that we may do to-day here on earth what Jesus would have done, and in the way He would have done it. May this be the end of our Communion.12

In 1949, the Christian Action Fellowship of the British Churches of Christ published Robinson’s 15-page booklet The Sacraments and Life. In the closing paragraph, he observes that “Men and women should see in the Church, in its fellowship life, in those who commune with the Body and Blood of Christ, the spear-head of the Kingdom.” Recalling that we are instructed to pray, “Thy will be done on earth,” he opines that “what this is to mean in the sacrifice of our own selfish interests in the economic, social and political life or our time may be left to the imagination of each Christian” as we come “face to face with the reality of our Lord’s sacrificial life and death in the service of Holy Communion.” Echoing the view of Disciples of Christ founder Alexander Campbell, he adds, If we do not find here that “judgement” upon our own conscience and “that strength and grace to enable reformation,” we will “find it nowhere else.”13

In a 47-page booklet written for persons called to lead in the administration of the Lord’s Supper, Robinson discusses six “moments” in the Lord’s Supper that he argues are “essential to a complete rite”14: (1) Thanksgiving (“It is the Church’s continued act of thanksgiving and praise for our redemption.”),15 (2) Communion (“In this service we have communion first of all with our Lord, but we do so as His Body, the Church.”),16 (3) Commemoration (“The Greek … ‘Do this as my anamnesis’ is not properly translated, ‘in memory of me’ [but] … would be better translated, ‘for my recalling,’ where ‘recalling’ has the significance of ‘bringing back’ in actual presence.”),17 (4) the Sacrificial Aspect (“We offer the sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving and we ‘present our bodies a living sacrifice.’”),18 (5) Mystery (“First of all, there is the mystery that Christ Himself is present in the midst as the true Celebrant…. Then there is the mystery that the sacred elements become to us the vehicle of His self-communication…. And finally there is the mystery of fellowship through His Church in the mystical Body of Christ.”),19 and (6) the Eschatological Aspect (“The Word which we hear and which is shown forth before our eyes, is not man’s word; it is God’s Word, and it speaks of creation, of redemption, and of consummation.”).20

That said, Robinson could describe the Lord’s Supper succinctly in two sentences that he identified as quotations from the earliest leaders of the Disciples of Christ in Britain—sentences that, if read carefully, describe actions that allude to four of his essential “moments” (communion, commemoration, mystery, and the eschatological aspect) and if enacted would result in the other two (thanksgiving and the sacrificial aspect). These are the two sentences: The Lord’s Supper, like Baptism, is

the Crucifixion, or Death, Burial, and Resurrection of Christ, repeating themselves in the life and profession of the disciples, and proclaiming to the ages that He that was to come, is come. The intelligent believer receives the bread and the fruit of the vine as such, but at the same time constituted to him the Body and Blood of his now risen Lord, so associated that to look on them is to re-behold his Saviour’s death.21

In short, for Robinson, the Lord’s Supper that transforms believers into agents of transformation and renewal in human relationships is a face-to-face encounter with the crucified and resurrected Christ.

Women Enter the Conversation

Well into the twentieth century, Disciples of Christ public discourse regarding the Lord’s Supper was predominantly conducted by men. This began to change in the 1970s when increasing numbers of Disciples of Christ women began to enroll in graduate theological schools, and some became teachers in seminaries, colleges, and universities. In 1990, women scholars from the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) attending their denominational breakfast at the joint annual meeting of the American Academy of Religion and the Society of Biblical Literature discovered that they were no longer a handful of women in a group of men, but had increased in number sufficiently to be their own group, a group that could make a difference in the church. Beginning with that breakfast meeting in 1990, the book Setting the Table: Women in Theological Conversation began to emerge. Taking the Disciples’ nonhierarchical structure as a point of departure, they envisioned a collectively written book that would join many voices. True to the ecumenical heritage of the Disciples of Christ, they envisioned as well a book that would speak not only to Disciples, but to an audience interested in North American Protestant thought in general and its “low church” aspects in particular.22

The final chapter of Setting the Table is distinctive in many ways. Rather than addressing a topic that might be of more interest to a larger audience, this chapter is a reflection on the meaning of communion for the Disciples of Christ authors of this volume. Moreover, rather than being the work of a single writer, as are the other essays in Setting the Table, this final chapter is an account of a conversation among fifteen women. The editors explain that “The relational nature of communion led the authors to decide that our meditation on it should represent all of us, rather than a single person.”23

The conversation reflects the abiding influence of earlier Disciples of Christ statements regarding the Lord’s Supper. One hears clear echoes of Robinson’s “communion” moment in their assertion that:

We eat together, we are the body of Christ. Communion is not simply a private act of piety. While it has an important personal dimension, it is certainly not just “me and God.” It’s all of us, brought into being by God’s gracious love.24

There is also a clear echo of Robinson’s eschatological aspect of the Lord’s Supper in a participant’s reflection on Paul’s words of institution, which end with the phrase, “until he comes again”:

Whether these words are an allusion to Christ’s resurrection, to a future advent, or to the times in our life when we really know Christ’s presence with us, they point beyond death to the resurrection. They remind us that whatever death, whatever pain, whatever suffering lay behind us, those things are not our future. Our future, tasted together around the communion table, is the joyful feast of new life at which no soul will go hungry and no pain unassuaged.25

Echoes of both Robinson’s mystery and thanksgiving can be heard in another statement:

Now that I live in Taiwan, so far from home, so far from all of you, so far from all the people I love, communion has become for me a powerful bond that transcends the seemingly impermeable walls of space. Every time we celebrate communion here we know that somehow we are reconnected with our community in the States. At the same time, we have also come to know what it means to be connected to a community that we hardly knew existed a year ago. Here in Taiwan we gather around the Table with people whose literal words we do not understand and yet who speak for us the language of our hearts in prayers, in the ritual acts, in the sharing of bread and wine. Not only are the walls of space and time penetrated in communion, the walls of culture and language become bridges of thanksgiving and praise for the God who calls all people to share the gifts that have been given to us.26

At the same time, there are concerns and experiences articulated by the women that do not appear in earlier Disciples of Christ treatments of the Lord’s Supper. For Robinson, the significance of Jesus’ sacrifice upon the cross could be succinctly stated. It was “the awful price of our sin” and thus “stands as a perpetual barrier to sin in the Christian.” 27 Though he asserts that, as communicants, “we identify ourselves with our Lord in His sacrificial action” and “join ourselves to Him in His redemptive work for mankind, doing good to all,” he does not oppose substitutionary atonement interpretations of Jesus’ death.28 Thus, although Robinson, in fact, rejected theories of substitutionary atonement, the casual reader might assume that Robinson believed that Jesus was crucified as a substitute to atone for human sin.

In contrast to Robinson, some of the women clearly stated their opposition to the idea of substitutionary atonement and its implications for the meaning of human love. One participant expressed concerns regarding what women and children in particular might take away from the Lord’s Supper.

What we communicate to children is very important. We ought not to take lightly what we say at the Table and what children see. I am terribly uncomfortable and dissatisfied with the image of blood sacrifice and the theories of atonement that I ruled out in writing my chapter. Feminists are not the first ones to say that these ideas are abhorrent. But we’ve continued that criticism that has gone on for centuries about the limitations and actual harm from these ideas. What kind of loving God requires the death of a child? What kind of God requires the execution of anyone in the name of love? As women we are asking the questions with new fervor perhaps because we have some direct experience with harm. Women suffer most from a theology that equates self-sacrifice with real love. We can say to the Christian community that the blood sacrifice image is not ennobling or redemptive.29

To be sure, for that speaker, the reality of Jesus’ sacrifice was not to be ignored in observing the Lord’s Supper. Rather, due care was to be exercised in how it was interpreted.30 Another participant in the conversation had earlier observed that although the image of sacrificial love is “troublesome,” it was not one that she was willing to give up:

In a positive sense, it is love that reaches out for the community and the commonwealth of God, over and against the powers that want to control us through greed and fear for our little selves. Brave love sacrifices, not because sacrifice is good but because there are wonderful things that are worth being brave for.31

Another difference between the writings of Robinson and Campbell and the women’s conversation is the manner in which some of the women personally identified with the sufferings of Christ and pointed to contemporary examples of suffering as akin to Christ’s sufferings. While Robinson expects that our encounter with Christ’s death in the Lord’s Supper will result “in the sacrifice of our own selfish interests in the economic, social and political life of our time,” he does not suggest that communicants will identify Jesus’ physical sufferings with their own physical sufferings and that of others who suffer oppression and violence. Not so the woman who confessed:

When I come to the communion table, I … sometimes think … about … how his body was brutally tortured, broken, and destroyed by the religious and political authorities of his day. And when I remember this, my feelings at the communion are of deep grief for the ways our bodies continue to be broken by people with power. I think of the Last Supper and the cross that follows. The pain of the Table wakes me up to the pain of the world.

I also feel immense anger when the Table reminds me of this brutality, anger at the injustices that destroy our good and loving bodies every day. Often at the table with me are thoughts of battered and raped women, of children who will suffer [from state spending cuts], of unemployed workers.32

Yet, for this woman, as for others in the conversation, the eschatological aspect of the Lord’s Supper remains:

But with these thoughts, there is hope as well. When I taste the bread and wine, it’s as if I am being filled up with the sustenance needed to fight those injustices. Profound grief, anger at injustice, and hope for the struggle, that is a lot to get all at once from a simple meal.33

An awareness of oppression and violence coupled with commitment and hope for the future through an experience of the Lord’s Supper is also voiced in a chapter of the Chalice Introduction to Disciples Theology, published in 2008. In this case, the experience of hope in the Lord’s Supper is explicitly connected to an encounter of the risen Christ. Drawing on the conversation in Setting the Table, the authors, both women (one of whom was a participant in that conversation), write:

Those with firsthand, embodied knowledge of violence—survivors of rape and torture, human rights workers, those living in the midst of war-making—often cherish this Lord’s supper … [because] it tells the truth about the cruelty that is visited upon human bodies every day. We encounter that truth at the table in the presence of Jesus, who touches our hearts and makes them tender, as he did when he fell into step with the disciples on the road to Emmaus…. He opens our eyes to the pain of others, and he nourishes us for the work of discipleship.34

In concluding, they declare:

This is where we encounter Christ and remember his terrible death; and where we remember his resurrection. This is where the brokenness and pain of the world is made visible, and this is where we rekindle our hope…. This is where our bodies are shaped for service and solidarity. This is where we learn to make room for others. This is where we encounter the living God…. This is where we can see each other as we really are, as children of the living God, made in God’s image. This is where we learn to risk living within God’s economy, where all God’s children eat together and there is enough for all.35

Conclusion

Disciples of Christ have taught and experienced the potential of the Lord’s Supper to strengthen Christians as agents of transformation and renewal in human relationships through an encounter with the crucified and risen Jesus Christ. To be sure, there are differences in the experiences and teaching of the Lord’s Supper in the testimonies of Alexander Campbell, William Robinson, and the women quoted in this paper. The different experiences of our lives influence our experience of the Lord’s Supper. These differences, in turn, point to the capacity of a Disciples of Christ view of Communion to enhance the Church’s understanding and practice of justice.
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Did Jesus Have a Green Card?

Biblical Justice, the Mission of God, and the Church’s Response to Undocumented Immigrants

DANIEL A. RODRIGUEZ




“I was a stranger and you invited me in….” (Matthew 25:35)

Immigration, especially undocumented immigration, is one of the most inflammatory issues in the United States of America today.1 Political pressure from nativists and monists is regaining influence after decades of selectively admitting significant numbers of non-white immigrants into our country. Xenophobes across the United States express concern about the balkanization of American society and are predicting the end of our way of life if drastic measures are not taken. However, immigrant advocates are also vocal—some, in fact, contending that the issue of immigrants’ rights is the Civil Rights Movement of our time.

In 1996, Dana Wilbanks, author of Re-Creating America, predicted that debates about immigration policy would mirror those surrounding abortion. He said, “How one views the matter may have little to do with rational arguments or empirical studies. One may be disposed either to favor or to oppose immigration on the basis of perspectives and values that may be more unconscious than conscious.”2 Wilbanks was right! For example, during the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections, the candidates’ views on abortion and undocumented immigration were decisive for many voters, including disciples of Jesus. The purpose of this article is to help readers become aware of their assumptions, perspectives, and values regarding immigration and immigrants, allowing each to be assessed from a distinctly Christian, biblical, and non-partisan perspective.

Did Jesus have a Green Card?3

An affirmative response to this intentionally provocative question suggests that our Lord and Savior was an immigrant, a foreigner, and an alien among those with whom he lived. This is precisely what the Scriptures suggest. For example, shortly after his miraculous birth, the baby Jesus and his parents were forced to flee to Egypt as “refugees” to avoid the murderous plot of King Herod (Matt. 2:13–18). Jesus’ experience as a political refugee and asylum-seeker4 is analogous to that of more than 30 million people worldwide forced to flee from their homelands due to conflict, persecution, or natural disasters in 2019.5 This number includes 46,500 individuals who sought asylum in the United States and more than 12,000 refugees settled in the United States in 2020.6

Following Herod’s death, Joseph, Mary, and the boy Jesus returned to the Land of Israel. Warned of the danger posed by Herod’s son Archelaus, who now ruled over Judea, Jesus and his family were forced to migrate north to Galilee, settling in the town of Nazareth (Matt. 2:19–22). This experience is similar to that of 45.7 million “internally displaced” people worldwide seeking refuge within their own country.7

More importantly, the Scriptures remind us that the Lord Jesus consciously lived out his time on earth as an immigrant and stranger among us. For example, the Gospel of John reminds the reader that Jesus, the Light of the World, was not of this world. The author says, “The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world” (John 1:9).8 Perhaps this is one reason John’s gospel lacks any birth narrative. Instead, it places Jesus Christ “with God in the beginning,” before the creation of the world (John 1:1). Later, the Lord Jesus confounds his opponents, insisting he is not of this world: “You are from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world” (John 8:22–24; cf. 17:14–16). Finally, before Pilate, Jesus claims that his kingdom is not of this world (John 18:36).

Likely inspired by the assumptions about the “otherworldliness” of Jesus Christ, the Apostle Paul encouraged early disciples to imitate the Lord’s humiliation (Phil. 2:6–8), which required migration and ontological change, “taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.” Possibly citing an early Christian hymn, Paul continues, “And being found in appearance as a man, [Christ Jesus] humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross!” Clearly implied in this sacred hymn is the belief that in order to make God known to humanity (John 1:18), Jesus left one world and migrated to another. “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).

When the Lord migrated from Heaven to earth, we are told, “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him” (John 1:11). That disappointing statement prompts the following question: “In 2021, are disciples of Jesus in the United States guilty of inhospitality when it comes to welcoming the Lord Jesus Christ into our country, state, city, neighborhoods and lives? According to the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matt. 25:31–46), the Lord Jesus Christ may be disguised among us as a stranger and foreigner. In the judgment parable, those who welcome Jesus incognito, disguised as “a stranger” among us, receive an inheritance from their Father in Heaven, the kingdom prepared for them since the creation of the world (Matt. 25:34). On the other hand, those who do not welcome Jesus incognito as a stranger among us will inherit a curse, eternal punishment. The blessings and warnings described in the final parable of Jesus in Matthew’s gospel provide an additional rationale for this article and this important volume on biblical justice.

The remainder of this article will explore ways in which the migration (i.e., the Incarnation) of Jesus Christ from Heaven to earth informs contemporary Christian perceptions, attitudes, and responses to undocumented immigrants in the Unites States. Throughout the article, I will draw upon the wealth of biblical materials that speak of justice, compassion, and love toward the strangers among us as inseparable from the mission of God and his people. I will also describe the sociopolitical context in which disciples of Jesus find themselves in the United States.

I am convinced that the Christian church in the United States is strategically positioned to offer a prophetic and theologically nuanced response to contemporary discussions surrounding the so-called “immigration debate.” My purpose is to offer a distinctly Christian response to the divisive debate concerning undocumented immigrants, anti-immigration rhetoric, and policies promoted in the church and at local, state, and national levels in the United States. Finally, I will make several recommendations for a just, compassionate, and missional approach to this divisive topic, and try to do so in a way that reflects the way of the Cross.

Christian Support for DACA, Refugees, and Undocumented Immigrants in the United States

On his first day in office, President Joe Biden signed a memorandum preserving and fortifying the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program created by President Barack Obama in June 2012. Biden insisted that “DACA reflects a judgment that these immigrants should not be a priority for removal based on humanitarian concerns and other considerations, and that work authorization will enable them to support themselves and their families, and to contribute to our economy, while they remain.”9 The president’s memorandum notwithstanding, on July 16, 2021, a federal judge in Texas ruled to end DACA, a program designed to protect from deportation those brought into the United States as children who do not have citizenship or legal residency status.10 High-profile Christian leaders were quick to respond to the recent ruling to end DACA, urging congressional action to find a permanent solution. For example, Scott Arbeiter, President of World Relief, insisted that

This new decision is devastating for these resilient young people, and for their families, churches, communities and employers. Congress should not wait for further court decisions: they must act immediately to finally pass legislation that the significant majority of Americans, including the majority of Evangelical Christians, say they support.11

Daniel Patterson, Acting President, Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention, expressed similar concerns:

Once again, government inaction is hurting individuals. This court decision confirms that a fair and just solution for our broken immigration system is needed immediately. Too many immigrants live needlessly in constant fear. It doesn’t have to be this way. Christians must not waver in pleading the case for these fellow image-bearers.12

Gabriel Salgüero, President of the National Latino Evangelical Coalition, expressed the concerns of many Hispanic Evangelicals in the United States:

For years, Americans of all political persuasions have agreed that Dreamers are a vital part of the American mosaic. The present judicial order highlights the urgent need for bipartisan congressional action to protect DACA recipients. As Hispanic Evangelicals who know firsthand the contributions of Dreamers, we lament this decision impacting thousands of God’s children and call for immediate bipartisan action.13

Christian leaders voiced similar concerns in September 2017, when President Donald Trump signed an executive order ending DACA. The order met with swift legal challenges and was ultimately blocked by the Supreme Court. In 2018, high-profile Christian leaders also responded adversely to President Trump’s “U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program.” The program significantly lowered the number of refugees settled annually in the United States. Leaders representing many of the largest Evangelical denominations and institutions noted that the historic refugee resettlement program had long been a lifeline for persecuted religious minorities, including Christians from countries such as Iraq, Iran, and Syria.14 On May 4, 2021, many of the same Christian leaders commended President Biden for raising the refugee ceiling for fiscal year 2021. For example, Russell Moore, President of the Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention, expressed gratitude to President Biden:

I’m thankful President Biden revised his decision on the refugee ceiling. This action is the first step in bringing admissions back to the historical average and our nation back to our own ideals as a beacon of freedom. There are real people facing slaughter, including persecuted Christians and other imperiled religious minorities, and this decision means that we will soon be able to welcome and protect them as our new American neighbors.15

Another example of Christian advocacy on behalf of immigrants came in 2018. It was in response to President Trump’s “zero tolerance” policy at the U.S.-Mexican border that resulted in the separation of children from their families, causing a humanitarian crisis.16 Many high-profile Christian leaders were quick to condemn immigrant family separation at the border. These included Russell Moore, President of the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention, and Cardinal Daniel DiNardo, President of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops,17 as well as the Council of Bishops of the African Methodist Episcopal Church.18 Even staunch supporters of President Trump such as Franklin Graham, son of late evangelist Billy Graham, were critical of the policy separating families but did not call out the president. He told the Christian Broadcasting Network, “It’s disgraceful, and it’s terrible to see families ripped apart and I don’t support that one bit.”19

When Attorney General Jeff Sessions and Press Secretary Laura Sanders used religious language from Romans 13 to defend the policy, the issue took on theological as well as political overtones. On June 13, 2018, the Southern Baptist Convention, representing the largest Evangelical denomination in the county, voted to affirm its support of immigrants. The Convention called on Congress to pass comprehensive immigration reform highlighting the importance of maintaining family unity, the need for a pathway to legal status for undocumented immigrants, and the importance of secure borders.20 These and many other examples of prominent Christian leaders and institutions speaking out on behalf of DACA, refugees, and immigrant families separated at the border might give one the impression that the vast majority of Christians in the United States are pro immigrant. Such is not the case. For example, according to a Pew Research Center poll in May 2018, 68% of White Evangelicals said that America has no responsibility to house refugees, a full 25 points over the national average.21

In 2016, the Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI) published the findings of a study entitled “How Americans View Immigrants and What They Want from Immigration Reform.” The study analyzed attitudes about immigrants by age, race, and ethnicity. Overall, the study found that Americans “are more likely to say that newcomers from other countries strengthen American society (50%) than they are to believe that they represent a threat to American customs and values (34%).” The study also assessed attitudes about immigrants by religious affiliation. Among Christians, Hispanic Catholics had the most positive views of immigrants (70%), followed by Hispanic Protestants (60%) and Black Protestants (53%). Fewer White Catholics (44%) and White mainline Protestants (41%) believe immigrants strengthen our country. On the other hand, 38% of Mormons, 41% of White Catholics, and 43% of White mainline Protestants say that immigrants present a threat to American culture. White Evangelicals stood out as the only religious community in which a majority (53%) believe that immigrants threaten traditional American customs and values. Only about one-third (32%) of White Evangelicals believe newcomers from other countries benefit the United States.22 Findings from the PRRI study help us understand why the majority of White Evangelicals supported Donald Trump’s anti-immigrant vision for the United States in 2016 and again in 2020. I am convinced that President Trump’s anti-immigrant rhetoric and policies, and those of his supporters, have contributed to a societal fear of immigrants, especially undocumented Hispanic immigrants.

Hispanic Evangelical Responses to Anti-Immigrant Rhetoric and Policies

Mr. Trump’s provocative anti-immigration rhetoric, proposals, and policies continue to receive support from high-profile politicians, conservative media outlets, and on social media platforms. Unfortunately, this rhetoric reinforces two common misconceptions concerning immigrants: first, that the majority of immigrants in the United States are from Mexico; and second, that most Latinos23 in the United States are undocumented immigrants from Mexico. Non-partisan demographic data dispels these misconceptions. Undocumented immigrants from Mexico are no longer the majority of those living illegally in the United States. For the first time since at least 1990, those from Mexico (47% in 2017) were not a majority of the total. The number of undocumented immigrants from nations other than Mexico grew between 2007 and 2017 from 5.3 million to 5.5 million. Undocumented immigrants born in Central America and Asia increased significantly during this time.24 However, it would be a mistake to assume that the majority of Latinos in the United States are undocumented immigrants or immigrants at all. Today, 65% of all Latinos are native born, that is, they are the children and grandchildren of immigrants to the United States.25

Hispanic Evangelicals, like Latinos in general, came out strongly in opposition to President Trump’s anti-immigrant, anti-Latino rhetoric and policies and against a recent ruling by a federal judge in Texas ending the DACA program created by President Barack Obama in June 2012. Two of the most high-profile Hispanic Evangelicals are Rev. Gabriel Salgüero, associate senior pastor at El Calvario/Calvario City Church in Orlando, Florida, and President of the National Latino Evangelical Coalition (NaLEC), and Rev. Samuel Rodríguez, President of the National Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference (NHCLC). Days before President Trump decided to rescind DACA, Gabriel Salgüero wrote in an op-ed: “Now is not the time to turn these children away but rather to remove the fear of deportation and family separation.”26 Similarly, Samuel Rodriguez told CBN News that he fears the Dreamers will be deported if the president makes the wrong decision. “Should these children pay for the sins of their parents? It’s anti-American and more importantly, anti-Biblical,” he told CBN News.27 Predictably, many of the same Hispanic Evangelical leaders have expressed approval of President Biden’s rhetoric and policies toward refugees, Dreamers, and undocumented immigrants.

In addition to protesting the divisive rhetoric and anti-immigrant agenda of President Trump and his supporters, Salgüero, Rodriguez, and others have also made important recommendations for helping Christians escape what Soong-Chan Rah refers to as the “Western cultural captivity” of the church.28 Furthermore, these recommendations help to critique and redefine the meaning and character of Christianity, especially in the United States.

Recommendation #1: Focus on immigrants and immigration through a distinctly Christian lens. Hispanic Evangelicals challenge the church to focus on immigrants rather than on immigration. Samuel Rodriguez of the NHCLC argues that “To only consider immigration as a political issue alone is to depersonalize or dehumanize it. The real issue and the real need each of us must face is not immigration but the immigrant or immigrants, the people who find themselves displaced and struggling to find a home.”29

Hispanic biblical scholar Daniel Carroll Rodas, Blanchard Professor of Old Testament at Wheaton College, argues that rather than viewing undocumented immigrants through partisan or utilitarian lenses, Evangelicals must see immigration and immigrants through a distinctly Christian lens, that is, a perspective clearly informed by God’s attitudes and commitments to foreigners and aliens revealed in the Scriptures.30 Inspired by the biblical mandate to serve and advocate for “the least of these” (Matt. 25:40), colleagues at Evangelicals for Social Action agree.

As Christians, we have a choice to make. We can look at the stranger in our midst and see them as nuisances and criminals, try to use them as scapegoats, and blame them for all the problems which our country now faces. Or perhaps we can finally dare to see our undocumented brothers and sisters as angels, representatives of Christ on earth.31

Like Roman Catholics, we must consider recognizing immigration as a prolife issue.32 Father Allan Figueroa Deck, a Latino Catholic theologian at Loyola Marymount University, is even more emphatic when he draws a parallel between immigration and abortion.

The Holy Father has noted that it is possible to become “obsessed” with the evil of abortion and fail to see the entire gamut of life issues in all their complexity and urgency. Refugees and immigrants, whether authorized or not, are persons whose lives are seriously in jeopardy and society has a responsibility to do what it can to protect the dignity and life of these very vulnerable persons. If we show concern for fetuses we must show it also for refugees and immigrants.33

Recommendation #2: Divorce Christianity from partisan politics.In the wake of the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections, Hispanic Evangelical leaders such as Gabriel Salgüero of the NaLEC and Samuel Rodriguez of the NHCLC have urged Christians, especially those who identify as Evangelicals, to divorce Christianity from partisan politics. Rob Dreher, author of The Benedict Option (2017), agrees.

No matter how furious and all-consuming partisan political battles are, [theologically and socially conservative] Christians have to keep clearly before us the fact that conventional American politics cannot fix what’s wrong with our society and culture. They are inadequate because in both their left-wing and right-wing forms, they operate from the position that facilitating and expanding human choice is the proper end of our politics. The left and the right just disagree on where to draw the lines. Neither party’s program is fully consistent with Christian truth.34

Responding to President Trump’s 2017 decision to rescind DACA, Samuel Rodriguez indicted both Democrats and Republicans.

For far too long in this country, Hispanic young people have been the political bargaining chips of our powerful politicians. This is an affront to the sanctity of life, it is inhumane, and the Hispanic community will stand for it no longer. Our elected members of Congress have, time and again, professed concern for the Hispanic community and yet, have chosen to do nothing. We will not distinguish between Republicans and Democrats but between those who stand for righteousness and justice and those who do not.35

In the previous quotation, Samuel Rodriguez is calling on Evangelical Christians to ask themselves where their true loyalties lie. To what extent should party affiliation influence a Christian’s views on these social justice issues? M. Daniel Carroll Rodas offers the following observation.

What is a Christian to think? My experience has been that most Christians’ view of immigration/immigrants is more reflective of their political affiliation, personal experience, or hearsay than it is informed by their faith. They have not considered what the Bible may have to say about the migration of people.36

Samuel Rodriguez would add that Evangelicals must embrace a non-partisan commitment to the Lamb’s agenda. He insists that the next great spiritual revival in America will not be ushered in by a reformed Democratic Party or by a revitalized Republican Party, but by a “Christ-centered, Bible-based, Spirit-empowered movement committed to righteousness and justice in the name of Jesus! The most important platforms will not stem from the agenda of the donkey or the elephant, but it will be the agenda of the Lamb.”37

The National Latino Evangelical Coalition offers the following principles for the agenda of the Lamb concerning non-partisan comprehensive immigration reform:


[image: images] We believe all people are made in the “image of God” and deserve to be treated with dignity and respect (Genesis 1:26–27, 9:6).

[image: images] We believe all people have a responsibility to love and show compassion for the stranger among us (Deuteronomy 10:18–19, Leviticus 19:33–34, Matthew 25:31–46).

[image: images] We believe that immigrants are our neighbors, both literally and figuratively, and we are to love our neighbors as ourselves and show mercy to neighbors in need (Leviticus 19:18, Mark 12:31, Luke 10:25–37).

[image: images] We believe in respect for the rule of law, but we also believe that we are to oppose laws and systems that harm and oppress people, particularly the most vulnerable (Isaiah 10:1–4, Jeremiah 7:1–7, Acts 5:29, Romans 13:1–7).38



Informed by prominent Hispanic Evangelical leaders, including Gabriel Salgüero of NaLEC and Samuel Rodriguez of the NHCLC, I offer the following suggestions to Christians committed to biblical justice and social action. First, pray for President Biden and Congress to govern with wisdom and a commitment to justice and equity for all. Second, build a strong multicultural and multiracial coalition of Christians to champion a non-partisan, gospel-centered public policy agenda. Start with comprehensive immigration reform. Third, promote strategic solidarity with other Christians championing issues of life, liberty, and equity for all. This would include embracing and promoting the non-partisan agenda of the Evangelical Immigration Table calling for a bipartisan solution on immigration that:


[image: images] Respects the God-given dignity of every person

[image: images] Protects the unity of the immediate family

[image: images] Respects the rule of law

[image: images] Guarantees secure national borders

[image: images] Ensures fairness to taxpayers

[image: images] Establishes a path toward legal status and/or citizenship for those who qualify and who wish to become permanent residents39



Recommendation #3: Embrace our role as a colony of resident aliens. If disciples of Christ are going to successfully divorce themselves from partisan politics, they must also see their ancestral and native homelands through a distinctly Christian lens. First, we must recognize that all cultures are created by humans; therefore, all cultures have inherent strengths and weaknesses. As Gailyn Van Rheenen reminds us, “All cultures simultaneously demonstrate the original goodness of the creation and the satanic brokenness resulting from the Fall. Cultures exhibit both a proclivity to sin, which alienates them from God, and attributes of goodness, reflecting divine presence.”40 All cultures, including Anglo-American and Hispanic cultures (plural), are what Sherwood Lingenfelter calls “palaces” and “prisons of disobedience.” They are “palaces” because they provide human beings with “comfort, security, meaning and relationships.” However, they are also “prisons of disobedience” because they restrict our freedom to live the abundant life we were created for, the life provided for by Jesus Christ (John 10:10). Instead, every culture sets barriers between people, God, and others. As such, God judges every culture.41 This rejection and rebellion against God is often manifest in what we call “religion” (cf. Rom. 1:18–23). Implied in this worldview assumption is a critique of every culture, including the dominant culture in the United States.

Next, we must embrace a counter-cultural ecclesiology. This is precisely what Hauerwas and Willimon offer as a biblical corrective to the cultural superiority and ethnocentrism prevalent among many White Evangelicals in the United States. Concerned with the nature and purpose of the church in a post-Christendom context, Hauerwas and Willimon ask, “What does it mean for us to live in a culture of unbelief?”42 They insist that to be a Christian is to accept “the invitation to be part of an alien people who make a difference because they see something that cannot otherwise be seen without Christ.”43 To be a disciple of Jesus Christ implies joining “a countercultural phenomenon, a new polis called church.”44

As the spiritual descendants of Abraham through faith in Jesus Christ (Gal.3:27–29), it behooves Christians to remember that our spiritual ancestors were sojourners and resident aliens. Our ancestors through faith in Christ include Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Heb. 11:8–16), Joseph and his brothers in Egypt, Rahab and Ruth among the Israelites, Daniel and other exiles in Babylon (Jer. 29:4–9), Esther, Mordecai, Ezra, and Nehemiah in Persia, as well as Jesus of Nazareth (Phil. 2:5–11). The Hebrew writer encourages us to embrace our personal and collective identity as sojourners and resident aliens.

13 All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance, admitting that they were foreigners and strangers on earth. 14 People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own. 15 If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return. 16 Instead, they were longing for a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them (Heb. 11:13–16).

When we embrace our identity as “resident aliens,” whose true “citizenship” and hope is in heaven (Phil. 3:20–21), we will look at the lands of our birth through different eyes. Professor Juan Francisco Martinez insists that when the Christian church accepts her God-given identity as a colony of “resident aliens,” it also embraces the opportunity “to teach kingdom values that transcend culture and society,” especially to those coping with life at the margins of U.S. society. They do so by demonstrating in word and deed that the kingdom of God is superior to any human culture or society. In this way they are forming “people to be Christians with a worldwide vision, not just with a Latino or a U.S. mindset.”45 Embracing and actively promoting our identity as resident aliens whose true citizenship is in heaven (Phil. 3:20–21) will also help us to recognize how much we have in common with undocumented immigrants living in our racialized and anti-immigrant society. We will recognize that we have infinitely more in common with an undocumented immigrant Christian from Mexico than we do with our non-Christian, U.S.-born American neighbors who stand with us at baseball games singing the national anthem.

Finally, the church as colony of resident aliens embraces the opportunity “to teach kingdom values that transcend culture and society” to our children, teens, and young adults, especially to those coping with life at the margins of U.S. society (i.e., Babylon) in at-risk, underserved neighborhoods.46 We do so by embracing an “exodus-shaped mission” and message that proclaims the superiority of the Kingdom of God to any human culture or society, including American.47 Furthermore, as we challenge the socially constructed barriers that keep us apart, we rehearse before a divided world the multinational, multiethnic, and multilingual celebration envisioned in Revelation 7:9–10:

After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands. They cried out in a loud voice, saying, “Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!”
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THE DAY THE LEAVES FELL

JAMES CAIL


What does it mean that leaves falling made me ache?

I don’t mean they all came down at once;

They showered, cascaded, dribbled and dawdled

And sounded like hesitant rain at the end of a drought.
An untimely freeze, and, oh yeah,

It’s winter, and they fell. But today, it was crisp
And golden and no meaning accrued to the
Cycle of loss as the mind tried to right itself,
Resisting mawkish analogies about

Death midst beauty, expectation bitter on the tongue.
Did I really hear a respirator switched off

Or doctors, eyes dissembling, unctuously offering hope
For adorned trees till, say, oh, tomorrow? In
Communities and singles and mobs they twisted down,
Some too dry not to have dropped before and some
Yet so, ummm, natural, near life like. Were

There laments that “this year I wasn’t grandest on the
Street but next year my virtue shall surely be rewarded
And November will be delayed? Is my only offering
To be the gardener’s annoyance at dealing with

Grandeur become refuse? It seemed for a while in summer that people almost
Noticed my grace, freely hanging.” I am not much comforted

That all this will surely happen again.









FOCUSING ON THE PRESENT | Maya Hoyt








Escaping the Web of White Supremacy

A Crucial Task for Christians1

RICHARD T. HUGHES




When it comes to understanding race in this country, I have been a very slow learner all my life.

When Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” I was twenty years old and a college student in Arkansas, living not far from the great, defining events of the Civil Rights Movement. But Searcy, Arkansas, might just as well have been on the moon.

What I remember most about those years is that I remember nothing—nothing at all about the Children’s March in Birmingham, nothing at all about Sheriff Bull Connor and his police dogs that attacked those children, nothing at all about the high-powered water hoses that took the skin off the young marchers, and nothing at all about the paddy wagons and the jails. I didn’t read King’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” I didn’t even know he had written it.

Malcolm X was murdered on my birthday in 1965. I didn’t even know who Malcolm was.

The fact is, the Freedom Movement passed me by like a ship in the night.

That failure to listen, that failure to hear, and that failure to see defined my world and everything about my world. Sadly, it even defined my church and the church-related college I attended from 1961 to 1965.

Today I recognize that habit of mind as the heart and core of what we often call white privilege. The fact is, I was a privileged college student, preparing for a life of greater privilege than even my parents had known. I was living in a bubble we call the American dream. And it was that bubble—that all-encompassing bubble—that rendered Martin Luther King, Jr., and the black struggle for social justice irrelevant to my concerns.

Not until 1967 did I begin to wake up to the tragic realities of racial injustice in the United States. What woke me up were the protests and the ferment over race and war at the University of Iowa, where I was a doctoral student. Slowly, I began to see and hear what black people wanted us to know about our nation, about our churches and, indeed, about ourselves.

But part of me remained in a stupor.

Fast forward now some 45 years to 2012 when I participated in a panel discussion at the national meeting of the American Academy of Religion. That panel convened around James Cone’s important book on the role white Christians played in lynching blacks in the United States. That book is titled The Cross and the Lynching Tree.

As a white man, I knew I couldn’t critique a book on “the lynching tree.” So I simply told my story in light of Cone’s book. As part of my presentation, I explored the five American myths that I discussed in the first edition of Myths America Lives By. I tried to explain that, from an early age, those myths had shaped not only my view of the American nation but also my understanding of black people and of race relations in the United States.

When I concluded my remarks and took my seat alongside the other panelists, the late James Noel, a professor of African American Christianity and American religion at San Francisco Theological Seminary, leaned over and whispered, “Professor, you left out the most important of all the American myths.”

“And what might that be?” I inquired.

“The myth of white supremacy,” Noel replied.

My initial response to Noel’s assertion underscores the subtle power of the myth of white supremacy, on the one hand, and why so many white Americans would likely reject Noel’s claim out of hand, on the other. I had spent years thinking about the Great American Myths. I had taught classes and written books and articles on that subject. In the first edition of Myths America Lives By, I had done my best to assess the Great American Myths from the perspective of various blacks throughout the course of American history. And while I acknowledged the persistence of racism in American life, not once had I considered the notion of white supremacy as an idea that has been central to the American mythos. It simply never registered on my radar screen.

Thus, when Professor Noel told me that I had omitted the most important of all the American myths, my initial response was skepticism. I understood that there were avowed white supremacists, but I had always viewed them as standing on the margins of American life. To suggest that white supremacy was a defining American myth struck me as preposterous.

But as I reflected over many months on what Noel had said, I began to see his point. I began to see that even whites like me—whites who strongly reject racist ideology—can escape the power of the white supremacist myth only with extraordinary effort, if at all. That is because assumptions of white supremacy are like the very air we breathe: they surround us, envelop us, and shape us, but do so in ways we seldom discern. Put another way, notions of white supremacy are so embedded in our common culture that most whites take them for granted, seldom reflecting on their pervasive presence or assessing them for what they are.

“You Shall Not Bear False Witness”

I want now to explore the theme of white supremacy in the United States, and I want to build my remarks around three biblical texts. The first is this—“You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor” (Exod. 20:16). This text is crucial since, on the subject of race, western culture and the Christian church have, with few exceptions, been bearing false witness for some six hundred years.

As Ibram X. Kendi tells us, it was almost 600 years ago, in 1453, when Gomes Eanes de Zurara of Portugal published the first book-length defense of the African slave trade and the doctrine of white supremacy that sustained it.1 From that small beginning, Europeans began to develop the racist stories that gave them meaning—stories that transformed vice into virtue, that recast criminal behavior as Christian charity, and that soothed the “Christian” conscience of Western Europe.

And the stories kept coming. They came from explorers like Captain John Smith, literary elites like William Shakespeare, Christian thinkers like the New England Puritan divine Cotton Mather, scientific luminaries like Robert Boyle, and nation builders like Thomas Jefferson. They flourished during the sixteenth-century Reformation, the seventeenth-century religious wars, and the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, and they flourished on both sides of the Atlantic.

The stories ranged from tales of inherent black depravity to claims of black stupidity to affirmations that blacks had more in common with apes than with human beings. These stories rested on other equally malicious narratives—that black skin signaled a curse from God, or that black skin would return to its white and normal hues if exposed to colder climes. Each story reinforced the dominant themes—that blacks were fundamentally aberrant and whites were superior to blacks in every conceivable way.

Each new turn of history’s massive wheel cemented those stories ever more firmly into the hearts and minds of whites in Europe and America alike. The layers upon layers of racialized history, stacked upon each other for some 600 years, amplified those stories and turned them into myths—the stories white people lived by, the stories that gave them meaning. And after influential white thinkers from both Europe and America reinforced, repeated, amplified, honed, and fine-tuned those stories for all those years, it would be a miracle had the doctrine of white supremacy not emerged as the dominant, defining, and primal myth in the American nation.2

I chose the first of my texts—“You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor”—because for so many years we have lied to ourselves and to the world about the pervasive reality of white supremacy, and our lies have caused unspeakable pain to people of color. We have deceived ourselves because, on the subject of race, we consistently listen to people who look like us—white people who tell us what white people want to hear, that we are simply not guilty.

“Do unto Others as You Would Have Them Do unto You”

But it is here that we must pay close attention to the second of our biblical texts: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” For if we would be faithful to the Golden Rule, the very first step is to listen to others, especially those others who are least like us in terms or privilege and opportunity. We must hear their voices without second-guessing their motives, hear them without maligning them or distorting their words, hear what they desperately want us to know about ourselves, our culture, our churches, and our nation.

If we listen to people of color, we will hear a very different story from the one white Christians in the West have told each other for the past 600 years, for people of color know from painful experience that white supremacy is not the exclusive property of marginal groups like the Ku Klux Klan. They know from experience that white supremacy is part of the American DNA. And they know that far too often, assumptions of white supremacy define even America’s churches.

They know this because they have lived it, but we are loath to hear their voices because we fear they will tell us truths about ourselves that we do not wish to hear. And so we push back. We mute their voices, we distort them, and we malign them. We have done that to every black prophet who has arisen in the United States. We did it to Martin Luther King, Jr., whom FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, with the strong support of many American Christians, labeled a communist. We did it to Malcolm X, whom we dismissed as a radical subversive. We did it to Muhammed Ali when he refused to fight in Vietnam. And today we accuse sports figures like Colin Kaepernick and other black athletes of betraying the American flag.

But if we have any hope of telling the truth about the demon of white supremacy who stalks our nation, who hides in our churches and lurks in our hearts, we must hear these voices, as difficult as hearing may be.

I invite you now to listen to the voices of several black Americans and to try your best to hear the pain that lies behind their words.

The Erosion of Black Self-Esteem

The first is the voice of one of my students at Lipscomb just a few years ago. This student recalled with obvious pain how, when she was in grade school, a teacher asked her a piercing question: “Why do you always draw white girls?” Later that evening, she remembered, “The image of my teacher kneeling down to ask the impossible question stomped through my mind and raged through my ears like a violent storm. The weight of the question bent me, splitting my mind and my heart.”

And then she said this: “When I was in high school, I would often do what many girls did. I would imagine myself years from now, getting ready for work early in the morning. The house was quiet, I would be tranquil but moving quickly to beat the traffic. I’d check the mirror in the foyer before leaving, straighten my perfectly pressed collar, twist the ring on my wedding finger so that the beautiful carved diamond would face the right way. I’d check my long and silky hair for any strands that had fallen out of the elaborate style I’d wrapped it in. I’d check my skin for imperfections.

“It was always the skin that grabbed me, that pulled me away. It was always then that I realized the beautiful, successful, loved woman in my dreams was white. I have never felt more gut-wrenching shame than those times, when I was suddenly torn from my unreachable dream to face a reality that was impossible to ignore. I could not be white. I wasn’t white….

“It is harrowing to live with a stress you can never escape—the fear that you will never be fully accepted.”3

The experience of Malcolm X was like the experience of my student. When he was in the seventh grade in Lansing, Michigan, he recalled, “I didn’t really have much feeling about being a Negro, because I was trying so hard, in every way I could, to be white.”4

In her novel The Bluest Eye, Toni Morrison tells the story of a young girl named Pecola to whom “it had occurred … some time ago that if her eyes … were different, that is to say, beautiful, she herself would be different…. Each night, without fail, she prayed for blue eyes. Fervently, for a year she had prayed. Although somewhat discouraged, she was not without hope. To have something as wonderful as that happen would take a long, long time.”5 In one way or another, Pecola’s experience reflected reality for millions of American blacks.

Twenty-three years after writing that novel, Morrison reflected on its meaning. “The Bluest Eye,” she wrote, “was my effort to say something about … why she [Pecola] had not, or possibly ever would have, the experience of what she possessed and also why she prayed for so radical an alteration. Implicit in her desire was racial self-loathing. And twenty years later I was still wondering about how one learns that. Who told her? Who … had looked at her and found her so wanting, so small a weight on the beauty scale?”6

Self-loathing, indeed! James Baldwin (1924–1987) picked up on that same theme when he wrote to his nephew about Baldwin’s father, his nephew’s grandfather. “He had a terrible life,” Baldwin asserted. “He was defeated long before he died because, at the bottom of his heart, he really believed what white people said about him.”7

Blacks and the American Nation

These kinds of experiences, so common to blacks in the United States, help us understand why the black appraisal of the American nation is so different from that of most whites. The poet James M. Whitfield (1822–1871), born in New Hampshire to free parents, described black life in this country in the starkest of terms.


America, it is to thee,

Thou boasted land of liberty,—

It is to thee that I raise my song,

Thou land of blood, and crime, and wrong.8



Charles Lenox Remond (1810–1873), an abolitionist from Massachusetts, proclaimed that “it does very well for nine-tenths of the people of the United States to speak of the awe and reverence they feel as they contemplate the Constitution, but there are those who look upon it with a very different feeling, for they are in a very different position. What is it to them that it talks about peace—tranquility—domestic enjoyments—civil rights?”9

And in 1852 the great black abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, asked the searing question, “‘What, to the American slave, is your Fourth of July?’ I answer: a day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is sham; your boasted liberty an unholy license; your national greatness swelling vanity; … your shouts of liberty and equality hollow mockery.”10

White Americans in the nineteenth century could no more hear these voices of protest than white Americans in the twentieth century could hear Malcolm X when he said in 1964, “I’m not a Democrat, I’m not a Republican, and I don’t even consider myself an American…. No, I’m not an American. I’m one of the 22 million black people who are the victims of Americanism…. I don’t see any American dream; I see an American nightmare.”11

“You Shall Have No Other Gods before Me”

And now we come to the third of my texts: “You shall have no other gods before me.”

Exactly forty-four years after Malcolm affirmed that he saw only an American nightmare, Jeremiah Wright, pastor of the largely black Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago, the home church for Barack and Michelle Obama, preached a sermon in which he told the truth about the black experience in the United States. “When it came to treating her citizens of African descent fairly,” Wright said,

America failed. She put them in chains. [She] put them in slave quarters, put them on auction blocks, put them in cotton fields, put them in inferior schools, put them in substandard housing, put them in scientific experiments, put them in the lowest paying jobs, put them outside the equal protection of the law, kept them out of their racist bastions of higher education and locked them into positions of hopelessness and helplessness … and then wants us to sing, “God Bless America.”

And then Wright said the only words that any white person remembered from that sermon—the only words, in fact, that most media outlets reported. “No, no, no,” Wright said. “Not ‘God Bless America’; God Damn America!”

The media didn’t report on the historical context that Wright had developed up to that point. And it didn’t present Wright’s complete statement, for he went on to say, “God Damn America for treating her citizens as less than human. God Damn America as long as she keeps trying to act like she is God and she is supreme.”

That single line—“God Damn America as long as she keeps trying to act like she is God and she is supreme”—was the lynchpin for Wright’s sermon that morning. His text for that sermon might well have been, “You shall have no other gods before me.” But precious few American whites grasped that point.

The reaction to Wright’s statement among white people, including white Christians, was swift and overwhelming. The issue was not the fact that Wright said “damn” from his pulpit, for the majority of Americans had no problem with the judicious use of that word. The issue was the fact that Wright, a black man, had summoned divine judgment on white America. And Wright made his reason for that judgment crystal clear—“as long,” he said, “as [the nation] keeps trying to act like she is God and she is supreme.” The issue was that Wright had spoken words very much like the words we read in the biblical book of Revelation, condemning ancient Rome, disguised there as Babylon, for trading in slaves and building its empire on the backs of the poor.

“Fallen, fallen is Babylon the Great,” John wrote, for she has sold not only gold and silver and sheep and horses, but also “slaves, that is, human souls” (18:11–13). “Fallen, fallen is Babylon the Great,” John wrote, for “the merchants of the earth have grown rich with the wealth of her wantonness” (18:3).


Therefore, John exhorted,

Rejoice over her, O heaven, O saints and apostles and prophets,

for God has given judgment for you against her!

Then a mighty angel took up a stone like a great millstone and threw it into the sea, saying, “So shall Babylon the great city be thrown down with violence, and shall be found no more;

And the sound of harpers and minstrels, of flute players and trumpeters, shall be heard in thee no more;

And a craftsman of any craft shall be found in thee no more;

And the light of a lamp shall shine in thee no more;

And the voice of bridegroom and bride shall be heard in thee no more;

For thy merchants were the great men of the earth, and all nations were deceived by thy sorcery.

And in her was found the blood of prophets and of saints, and of all who have been slain on earth.” (18:21–24).



Then John made the crucial point, that God—not Rome—is Lord. “For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns,” John wrote. And unlike Rome, this great God Almighty “will wipe away every tear … and there shall be neither mourning nor crying nor pain anymore.”

This was precisely the point Jeremiah Wright sought to make, for when he reached the end of his sermon, he said this:

The United States government has failed the vast majority of her citizens of African descent. [But] where governments fail, God never fails…. I want you to know that you are more than a conqueror; through Christ you can do all things…. God never fails. You can’t put down what God raises up. God never fails. You can’t keep down what God wants up. God never fails. He’ll abide with you, he’ll reside in you, and he’ll preside over your problems…. God never fails.12

But white America condemned Wright so completely that Barack Obama had to break ties with his pastor or risk losing the election. I can assure you, however, that not a single person in that congregation of more than 8,500 African American members—and precious few blacks who lived in Chicago’s South Side or elsewhere in the nation, for that matter—very few of them criticized Jeremiah Wright for what he said that day. And if we as white Christians want to be agents of reconciliation, then we must hear what blacks have been trying to say to us for hundreds of years. If we want to grasp the truth about white supremacy in our culture, in our churches, and in our hearts, then we must listen to people like Frederick Douglass and Malcolm X and the Black Lives Matter movement and Colin Kaepernick and Jeremiah Wright.

Conclusion

I have spoken frankly today because the hour is late. Our nation is in crisis, and much of the burden for addressing this crisis rests on those of us who presume to be Christians. The burden means that we must tell the truth about the role white supremacy continues to play in our nation.

And that is why I chose my texts for today. You remember them. “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.” “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” And “you shall have no other gods before me.”

The first of these texts requires that we tell the truth about ourselves, about our churches, about our culture, and about the doctrine of white supremacy.

The second text requires that we place ourselves in the shoes of the oppressed, that we see the world through their eyes, that we open our hearts to their lament. For only in this way can we even begin to follow the counsel of Jesus: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

And the third of our texts—the one that says “you shall have no other gods before me”—calls us to reject the idolatry of white supremacy.

Together, these three texts issue the challenge to which we must respond if we intend to be light in this world of darkness.

We can read these texts through a white American lens and, if we do that, we will almost certainly trivialize them and perpetuate the doctrine of white supremacy. Or we can read our nation and its racial crisis through the lens of these biblical texts. If we do that, then we have a fighting chance to resist that demonic doctrine.

I want to close by sharing with you what I regard as some of the most powerful words that Martin Luther King, Jr., ever spoke, words that come from the speech that likely got him killed, his speech at the Riverside Church in New York City where he spoke with great power against America’s war in Vietnam. I share these words because they embody all that I have tried to say today.

Because I believe that the Father is deeply concerned especially for his suffering and helpless and outcast children, I come tonight to speak for them. This I believe to be the privilege and the burden of all of us who deem ourselves bound by allegiances and loyalties which are broader and deeper than nationalism and which go beyond our nation’s self-defined goals and positions. We are called to speak for the weak, for the voiceless, for victims of our nation and for those it calls enemy, for no document from human hands can make these humans any less our brothers.13

I grasped virtually nothing of this vision when I was a college student almost sixty years ago. But today we understand oppression. Today we understand injustice. And today we understand racism. And because we understand, we must speak for the weak. We must speak for the voiceless. And we must speak for the victims of our nation and those it calls “enemy.” Even more important, we must act on their behalf.

If we are serious about living as Jesus’ disciples, we have no other choice.



A presentation to the ICOC Scholars Conference, March 4–6, 2021. A version of this essay was published in The Cresset: A Review of Literature, the Arts, and Public Affairs (AdventChristmas 2019), pp. 4–8.
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There Is Neither Jew nor Greek

The Church, The Gospel, and the Question of Race

ANDREW K. BOAKYE



Introductory Comments


There are as many ways of thinking about justice as there are theorists who have contemplated it. Rawls called it first virtue of social institutions.1 For the Greek philosopher Plato, justice was about the maintenance of harmony in the city state by having all its citizens in the correct occupations and social roles—including having philosophers be the decision-makers because they were the most rational.2 TM Scanlon of the American Philosophical Society described justice as the debt of morality that we owe to one another.3 Thomas Hobbes, in his epic work Leviathan, said that justice was an artificial virtue in a social contract, necessary for a society to function correctly.4 This brief foray into justice is largely concerned with the writings and experience of Paul the Apostle.

Paul’s lexicon of justice, usually translated as “righteousness” in English-language versions of the New Testament, is largely confined to Galatians and Romans, about which there is undisputed consensus that Galatians was the earlier letter.5 As such, Paul’s earliest use of righteousness language is in Galatians 2:16, and one element of my point of departure in this paper is my view that scholarship has been generally insensitive to the context in which this passage emerges.6 Paul writes in Galatians 2:16, “Yet we know that a person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ.” The first-person plural in this assertion is a reference to himself and Peter, and the assertion emerges from the incident in Galatians 2:11–14, where upon the arrival of some colleagues of James (Jesus’ brother and one of the key pillars in the Jerusalem church administration), Peter and other believing Jews withdrew from an ethnically mixed fellowship supper in Antioch, marginalising the gentile contingent. In other words, the context for Paul’s introduction of justification/righteousness language is an ethnic marginalisation drama.

Ever since the Protestant Reformation, Martin Luther’s hermeneutics have dominated the understanding of Galatians. Influenced as he was by Saint Augustine, justification for Luther answered the question “How can a sinner find a gracious God?” One of the key questions Pauline scholars have attempted to disambiguate over the last 40 years is whether Luther’s question was Paul’s question. Again, few would dispute that Paul’s central concern in Galatians was whether circumcision ought to be demanded of non-Jews to be inducted into the people of God—a question that Paul answers with an unambiguous “No.” It is only in this context that one can address issues of grace for sinners. As Stephen Westerholm puts it, if justification by faith is the answer, what is the question?7

I suggest, then, that the question is how readers determine the identity of God’s covenant people. For Paul, ethnicity cannot determine the identity of God’s covenant community. Only the presence of the living Christ who is mediated to the faithful by God’s Spirit can do that.8 Thus, Paul blew his top in Antioch; to marginalise gentile identities is to add a component to redemption history that God Himself did not intend. This explains Paul’s assertion that “if I build up again the very things that I once tore down, then I demonstrate that I am a transgressor” (Gal 2:18). If Paul were to invest justification with the capital of Jewish identity, then he would, in the words of Scott Hafemann, be turning back the clock on salvation history.9

My position is this: if the context of justice or “righteousness” language in Paul is correctly understood, we have in Galatians the basis for a Christian position on ethno-racial harmony. Readers ought to detect in the incident at Antioch in Galatians 2, the third of three marginalisation dramas in Galatians 1–2. By so reckoning Paul’s argument, readers may observe his attempt to demonstrate how ethnic hierarchy destroys community. As such, the argument of this paper will proceed thusly. First, I want to lay out the modern problem as I perceive it; then, I want to present the incident at Antioch as a marginalisation drama; finally, I will suggest how Paul’s response to the crisis speaks to the pursuit of ethno-racial justice in the modern church.

An Articulation of the Modern Problem

In a Christianity Today article dated June 17, 2020, The Church of England apologised after a black trainee vicar was rejected for a post at a white-majority church because he was not deemed a sufficient “match” for the congregation.10 Augustine Tanner-Ihm, from Chicago, said he felt “deep pain” after receiving the notice via email. The email noted the 30-year-old’s “obvious gifts” for the curacy but said it was nonetheless “not worth pursuing a conversation” because the congregation was “monochrome white working class.” “We are not confident there is a sufficient ‘match’ between you and the particular requirements of that post,” the email said. It continued: “The demographic of the parish is monochrome white working class, where you might feel uncomfortable.” Mr Tanner-Ihm’s response was: “As an African-American man from Chicago, with parents and grandparents who lived during the civil rights movement, I was under the understanding that my race has nothing to do with my ability to minister. I think the church has institutional issues with [racism].” The Church of England has since apologised; Chris Goldsmith, the Church’s director of ministry, said that the diocese concerned had “recognised its failure” and sent a written apology to Mr Tanner-Ihm. “We take very seriously any allegation that a curacy post, or any other position, may have been denied to someone on the grounds of their ethnic heritage,” he said. “We fully recognise that the Church of England has a lot more work to do to become a place where our leadership is representative of the rich heritages of all the people of England.”

The cynical part of me cannot but think that Goldsmith’s letter may as well have ended with “we have lots of black friends”; but cynicism aside, a couple of issues emerge from the church’s response. It is not difficult to imagine what was meant by describing the church as “monochrome,” “white,” and “working class.” What was concerning is that this was not some civic guild, Sports Club, or local political organisation (not that the treatment of Mr. Tanner-Ihm would have been much more forgivable in any of those contexts). Rather, it was a church—allegedly a community of Christ-believers. These were monochrome, white, working class, “followers of Jesus,” raising the obvious but awkward question of how Christians self-identify. Are we Christians who happen to be black or white, or are we black people and white people who happen to be Christian?

The other issue was the church’s comment that, “We take very seriously any allegation that a curacy post, or any other position, may have been denied to someone on the grounds of their ethnic heritage.” Having personally contacted Mr Tanner-Ihm, he informed me that he felt incredibly isolated and unsupported, never made it to the interview stage, and was never offered the job. Indeed, he even said that the apology email was more a kind of “we’re sorry you felt that way” rather than “we’re sorry we did something wrong.” Surely, this was the perfect opportunity to demonstrate the capacity of the Christian gospel to dissect colour and class lines in a way where the onlooking world could see the Gospel in action.

At the Anglican General Assembly, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, said that the Church of England was “still deeply institutionally racist” and that he was “ashamed” of its history. Members backed a motion to apologise for the Church’s racism since the arrival of the Windrush generation and voted to “stamp out conscious or unconscious racism.”11 Welby continued: “I’m ashamed of our history and I’m ashamed of our failure…. I’m ashamed of my lack of urgent voice to the church. I’ve often wondered how the German church in the 1930s managed to ignore what happened to the Jews. I think they just didn’t really notice … and perhaps that’s what we’ve done [also].”12

The issue of racial tension in the church was reignited as part of the broader conversation on race associated with international protests against police brutality in the United States. Whilst few would deny that there is a problem of ethno-racial marginalisation in the church, it is less clear what the precise contours of the problem are, or how confidently the rank and file in worshipping congregations could articulate it. The most severe disconnect to my mind is that ethno-racial division within the church is still considered a mere social problem—for Paul, ethnic marginalisation was not just a weakness in the broader issue of community cohesion, or the fact that ethno-racial inequalities had surreptitiously crept into the church, but rather an abject failure to comprehend the gospel of Jesus Christ. With that in the foreground, we may move to the next section of the argument.

The Antioch Incident as Marginalisation Drama

The incident Paul records in Galatians 2:11–14 is as follows:

But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood self-condemned; for until certain people came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But after they came, he drew back and kept himself separate for fear of the circumcision faction. And the other Jews joined him in this hypocrisy, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that they were not acting consistently with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?”

The temptation to sanitise the showdown at Antioch in Galatians 2 proved overwhelming for the church fathers. Clement suggested that the Kephas whom Paul dresses down in the episode is a follower of Jesus other than Simon Peter.13 Tertullian bemoaned what he called Paul’s “gross overreaction” for his outburst.14 Origen, followed by John Chrysostom and Jerome, proposed that Peter and Paul had staged the entire saga as a pedagogical exercise for the sake of the Galatian believers.15 Enemies of the ancient Jesus movement, like Celsus, seized upon the opportunity to assert that such a calamitous falling out could not happen between men of God.16 Yet, irrespective of how ancient Christian critics manoeuvred to weaponize the event against the apostolic community or how ancient Christian apologists attempted to mask the church’s embarrassment with historically implausible alternative narratives, there was certainly a lot at stake here. As previously suggested, the incident in Antioch is the third of three marginalisation stories Paul relates. The first story is Paul’s harassment of the early Jesus movement:

You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it. I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors.. (Gal. 1:13–14).

This is followed by the account in Galatians 2:1–5 of some false brothers attempting to bully Paul’s Greek co-missionary Titus into being circumcised:

Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, taking Titus along with me I went up in response to a revelation. Then I laid before them (though only in a private meeting with the acknowledged leaders) the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure that I was not running, or had not run, in vain.3 But even Titus, who was with me, was not compelled to be circumcised, though he was a Greek. 4 But because of false believers secretly brought in, who slipped in to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus, so that they might enslave us—we did not submit to them even for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might always remain with you. (Gal. 2:1–5).

Only then does Paul relate the drama in Antioch, and his rationale seems clear. Paul is saying, “I have seen this kind of marginalisation before, and it is going to damage the community!” Although gentiles eventually numerically outnumbered Jews in the Jesus movement, they were a political minority as gentiles entering a Jewish messianic movement.

The social dynamics of meal celebrations speak volumes—one need only think of the charges against the dinner company that Jesus kept. When Mark records dinner at Levi’s house, he notes that

Many tax collectors and sinners were also sitting with Jesus and his disciples—for there were many who followed him. When the scribes of the Pharisees saw that he was eating with sinners and tax collectors, they said to his disciples, “Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?” (Mark 2:15–16).

The marginalisation of gentiles in Antioch was saying loudly and clearly that the gentiles were not accepted, by God or the believing community. At this juncture, we turn our attention to Paul’s response. Firstly, as Galatians 2:11 relates, “But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood self-condemned.” Paul opposed Peter to his face and in front of an audience; this is significant for two reasons. The initial reason is that this is the second of two occurrences of the Greek word πρόσωπον (prosopon), which is rendered “face.”17 In Galatians 2:1–10, Paul recounts his disdain for the authority of the Jerusalem leaders and in Galatians 2:6 explains this by asserting that God shows no partiality. The phrase translated “God shows no partiality/favouritism” renders the Greek πρόσωπον ὁ θεὸς ἀνθρώπου οὐ λαμβάνει—literally, “God does not receive the face of a man.” The implication is that no one can persuade or impress God by showing him their faultless face. When Paul then writes that he opposed Peter to his “face” in 2:11, a connection is implied—just as God is unimpressed by the face of a man, Paul is not intimidated by the face of Peter at Antioch. The connection is strengthened by the fact that the two occurrences of “face” are just five verses apart, and that in both cases it is Peter’s face that is at issue. The second reason Paul’s public dressing down of Peter is significant is connected to Galatians 2:2, which reads: “I went up in response to a revelation. Then I laid before them (though only in a private meeting with the acknowledged leaders) the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles.” Paul presented his Law-independent gospel to Peter and the other leaders in Jerusalem in a private meeting—Paul highlights this to contrast with how he then addressed Peter in Antioch—he did it in a most non-private fashion indeed, publicly condemning Peter and those coerced by his actions. We may surmise, then, that when the “truth of the gospel” is in jeopardy and a marginalising version of the gospel threatens to emerge, it must be publicly declared within the community and not furtively whispered in dark corners. Neither embarrassment nor guilt ought to become barriers to frank and honest conversations. Paul would certainly resist the muting of the dialogue about ethnic marginalisation in the church, which can be stifled on any number of grounds. These include (but are by no means limited to) the assumption that the church has somehow already supernaturally transcended ethnic marginalisation; self-righteous tone-policing of black voices and/or accusations of over-visceral reactions by black believers (not least of all, labelling passionate black sisters as angry); and the other side of that coin—over-sentimental pandering to the fragile sensibilities of white believers who are either too guilty, too ill-informed, or “too tired of hearing about it” to fully engage. These all represent pernicious hindrances to the “truth of the gospel” which only exacerbate the marginalising of believing minorities. One scarcely need venture far into the Antioch scandal to see why Paul would take this view.

Secondly, we consider the term “truth of the gospel.” In Galatians 2:5, the Apostle states, “We did not submit to them even for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might always remain with you”; if Paul did submit to these false brothers and Titus was bullied into circumcision, the truth of the Gospel was in jeopardy. In Galatians 2:14, Paul writes, “But when I saw that they were not acting consistently with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?” There is a clear consistency to the dual uses of the term; the truth of the gospel represents the inconsequence of ethnic difference. If Titus was circumcised, it would dictate the message that Jewish ethnicity was an essential component of the gospel. If Peter’s actions went unchecked, the message was that gentile ethnicity was of a lower class. In both cases, an ethnic hierarchy would be established that relegated any non-Jewish ethnicity. If the truth of the gospel corresponds to the inconsequence of ethnic difference, then, correspondingly, the marginalisation of black Christians is patently anti-Christian. That is to say, if it goes unchallenged within the communion, it is not just that racism has crept into the church—it is that the gospel’s truth itself has been fundamentally compromised. Jesus routinely referenced marginalised classes to demonstrate the truth and meaning of the Gospel—e.g., the faith of the Syro-Phonecian woman, the charity of the Good Samaritan, the gratitude of the Samaritan leper, etc. The truth of the Gospel is, at its heart, the removal of domination and the refusal to privilege any group or class. If Jesus championed Samaritans and Paul championed gentiles, then, by definition, one cannot be both racist and Christian. If Titus could not be fully Greek and fully Christian, or the gentiles in Antioch be fully gentile and fully Christian but had to embrace Jewish cultic practice to be accepted, then they were victims of the very false gospel that Paul indicts (Gal. 1:6–9). If being black and Christian requires some manner of the social modification of blackness, then we have an analogous problem.

Thirdly, racism can be both easily spread and easily rationalised. Paul’s use of the term συνυποκρίνομαι (joined in with hypocrisy) implies that the other Christian Jews in Antioch compromised the truth of the gospel because of Peter’s actions. One need only think of Paul’s yeast metaphor in 1 Corinthians 5:6 to see why Paul considered Peter’s actions so dangerous; just as it takes only a minute amount of yeast to make a batch of dough rise, it takes just one Christian leader to be lackadaisical, socially disconnected, intellectually stubborn, narrow-minded, or closed off to the experiences of black believers for the rank and file to live in uncritically, self-justified denial.

Concluding Thoughts

Paul employs crucifixion and new life language to speak of the change of identity when people turn to Christ. In Galatians 2:19–20, Paul himself was crucified with Christ in order to live to God; in Galatians 5:24–25, the gentiles crucified the passions and live through the Spirit. In Galatians 6:14–15, even the cosmos itself is crucified and reborn as a new creation. This last trope in Galatians 6:14–15 is significant because after the cosmos suffers crucifixion of its identity, the emergent new creation is one free of the disruptive polarity “circumcised vs. uncircumcised”:

May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is the new creation.

God’s new world necessitates the destruction of ethnic hierarchy. Justice in Pauline thought is predicated on being crucified as Christ was and being made alive again as Christ was, bearing the new covenant status before God. The reborn self has an interiorized identity—all external markers of identity are thus thoroughly relativized. The truth of the gospel is compromised by ethnic marginalisation precisely because it rebuilds externalised identity markers such as ethnicity, social class, and gender, which are reconfigured in Christ as Paul famously says in Galatians 3:28. It is with these ideas in our mental foreground that I suggest the following reflection questions about ethno-racial justice in your communities:

How easy is it to speak about issues of racial injustice in your churches? What conscious anti-racist measures exist in your churches? Do issues fester in your communities because of a trenchant fear to confront them? The answers to these sorts of questions determine the broader commitment to the truth of the Gospel.
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Justice for Dry Trees

Single, Barren, and Other Foreign Bodies in the Body of Christ

SHERIE GAYLE



Introduction


It might seem crass or explicitly graphic to construct a theological study that discusses genitals, and yet, pages upon pages have been committed to exploring this region of the body. Along with the biological and ontological makeup of the beings they are to represent, interest in genitals is everywhere. A cursory internet search for articles related to this topic returned approximately one hundred and seventy-one million hits. Within the academy, a similar search produced comparable results. This region of the body appears to dictate and order one’s behavior in the public sphere. It determines where one urinates when in public; when, where, and whether one lactates; and, God forbid if convicted of a crime, the place of incarceration. Entire medical specialties have grown around genitals. Given the nature of one’s genitals, one might never need the services of a gynecologist or a urologist. It might also be said that genitals give order to and categorize the clothing, luxuries, and accessories marketed to and deemed appropriate for an individual. The discourse around genitals has been brutal and incredibly contentious. Fascination, repulsion, and prurient interest in and how one’s genitalia interact with another is a persistent “hot-button” issue. Interests run the gamut from curiosity to outrage concerning the rights, access, and privileges one receives based on the nature of one’s genitals. The heart of the contentious discourses seems to center on public spaces: schools, workplaces, shopping centers, and even the church. Within the body of Christ, one’s genitalia serve to structure and order the most intimate circles and, controversially, the level of ecclesiastical authority one is said to possess this side of heaven. Ecclesiastical authority, however, is not a topic toward which this work is directed. The Spirit through James has said, “The tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts.” As small as it is, if the tongue is described as making great boasts, genitals are silent, secretive, and covert, yet somehow wield great power behind the scenes.

These observations take something for granted. They assume that genitals are present in two fundamental ways: genitals for men and genitals for women. This assumption presupposes and ascribes normativity and essentialism to the concepts “women” and “men.” Consider that the questions around ecclesiastical roles these days are framed with the a priori understanding that it is clear who and what is a woman or a man. Hand in hand with this presumed man/woman, male/female assumptive dichotomy, we might also detect a privileging of male/female bodily union—a wonderful gift, and a blessing from God. However, a challenge exists when this male/female union becomes a type of pseudo-zenith in spiritual formation or a telos toward which most are actively and too often aggressively steered.

Over the past five decades of the still-young movement that is the International Churches of Christ, bodies have been predominantly steered toward the direction of divinely sanctioned male/female union. For many single disciples, once they get to a particular age, they are faced with the dreaded question from some well-meaning married or young person, “Why are you still single?” When reframed and unpacked for this study, the question asks, “Why aren’t you in a divinely sanctioned, male/female union?” Said yet another way, it reads, “I’m detecting a problem in your state of being, your ontology. Something is askew or strange in your embodied presentation since you are neither betrothed, affianced, nor wedded. To what is this owed? How do you account for this lack?”

Male/female unions and pressure to enter into such unions predominate. Not only do male/female unions predominate, but certain practices and rituals also lend themselves to the notion that those male/female united bodies are at their highest level of desirability and performance when they produce offspring. Children are beautiful gifts from God; however, the emphasis on unions that spawn offspring establishes and memorializes procreative, male/female, offspring-bearing bodies as the gold standard toward which one ought to strive if in the body of Christ. This constructs an environment in which reproductively potent bodies in offspring-producing unions are most at home in the church, the body of Christ. What then becomes of strange bodies? What do we make of those (allowedly) few bodies where genitalia are biologically unclear or ambiguous? Or, what of those instances where an individual has no interest in, or are not called to male/female procreativity and, even if they are interested in this way of being, they are biologically incapable of becoming procreative bodies? What level of visibility or number of recognizable kin and kind do these see influencing the spiritual agenda of the International Churches of Christ and other Protestant denominations? Do these “strange” bodies feel at home in the body of Christ? I contend that too often they do not. They become marginalized bodies in the body of Christ this side of heaven. Is there then a word from God for them? Is there a word those of us charged with guiding souls to Christ might actively take to heart to make inchoate steps toward celebrating, honoring, and lending greater visibility to the plurality of bodies in the body of Christ? To that end, this study, centers the figure of the eunuch. The eunuch is a biological male who has had his testicles removed or destroyed. Under Mosaic law, the eunuch might have been barred from worship in God’s temple (Deut. 23:1 and Lev. 21:20; 22:24). This prohibition is problematized considering Isaiah’s prophecy in Isaiah 56:1–5, where it says:


Thus says the Lord;

Maintain justice, and do what is right;

for soon my salvation will come,
and my deliverance be revealed.

Happy is the mortal who does this,
the one who holds it fast,

who keeps the sabbath, not profaning it,
and refrains from doing any evil.

Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say,
“The Lord will surely separate me from his
people”;

and do not let the eunuch say,
“I am just a dry tree.”

For thus says the Lord;

To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths,
who choose the things that please me
and hold fast to my covenant,

I will give, in my house and within my walls,
a monument and a name
better than sons and daughters;

I will give them an everlasting name
that shall not be cut off.



In the pericope, the Holy One of Israel makes a covenantal promise to the eunuch (the subject of this work) and the foreigner. In justice and righteousness, through upholding the Lord’s sabbaths and refraining from doing evil, individuals once barred from cultic worship will now find a special place in God’s temple. The soteriological promise dawns a new order, one in which previously “strange” bodies will find domicile, remembrance, and a sense of belonging close to the blessed God of Israel. The topos of eunuchism is revived in Matthew’s gospel, where Jesus responds to his disciples’ apparent incredulity at God’s plan for marriage. When speaking to the disciples and some Pharisees, Jesus says in Matthew 19:11–12:

Not everyone can accept this teaching, but only those to whom it is given. For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by others, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Let anyone accept this who can.

What impact would these prophetic words have had on their post-exilic and Graeco-Roman/Jewish audience, and what message might there be for worshippers of Israel’s God today?

This study will first explore one ancient historio-cultural context depicting the bodies identified as eunuchs to become familiar with and further contextualize their embodied reality. Next will follow an exploration into how an Israelite eunuch may have been viewed, primarily through data from approximately 600–300 BCE in the Achaemenid Empire. From here, we engage in an exegetical analysis of the Trito-Isaiah pericope that in many ways bears witness to a post-exilic expansion and inclusion of once-marginalized figures (the eunuch and the foreigner) into God’s covenantal and salvific plan. This exploration is undertaken primarily in conversation with Hudyard Muskita’s commentary on the passage. Finally, I include comparisons of the ancient eunuch with an ever-increasing, aging, non-procreative, primarily single Christian population throughout. The hope in this is to press the fellowship that is the International Churches of Christ gently but firmly toward lending greater visibility and granting greater exposure to strange bodies.

Israel’s Eunuch and the Achaemenid Empire

According to historian Vern Bullough, no one knows the first appearance of the eunuch in history.1 The first recorded instantiation of eunuchism, however, is characterized by male (both human and animal) castration.2 Bullough claims that

Since most animals tend to flock together and produce roughly the same number of male and female offspring, and one male was all that was actually needed to service dozens of females, castration to early herders served as the ideal solution to fighting and competition that resulted from male animals seeking to mate with as many females as possible.3

Eunuchs are not foreign to our zeitgeist, existing usually as plot devices in movies and literature to move a narrative forward. In Dan Brown’s The Lost Symbol, a tattooed eunuch named Mal’akh serves as the antagonist to the straightlaced protagonist Robert Langdon. Other examples of eunuchs, typically serving in supporting or antagonist roles, exist within our popular culture. Male castration or eunuchism (as I have called it) also appears diachronically throughout history and across cultures. The practice of castration has been noted in Indian and Chinese texts. It is historically presented as an ascetic practice in India. Among the male ascetic cult of the Hijra in India, “renunciation of sexual desires [is] proven by total castration in an operation called nirvan, a term for the state of mind where the individual is liberated from the finite human consciousness and is approaching the dawn of higher consciousness.”4 So we see here an association between eunuchism and spiritual devotion. Children born with ambiguous genitalia were often sent to be raised in hijra communities to spare themselves and their families from stigmatization and, more seriously, from being discarded at birth. Though some eunuchs were revered as religious ascetics, others provided distraction as entertainers, and still others served as slaves. Violence, slavery, and death, due in large part to their embodied presentation and status, seemed commonplace in most cultural and historical settings for the eunuch.

Linguistically, the Latin Vulgate Bible refers to the Egyptian high official to whom Joseph was sold into slavery as a eunuch.5 The Akkadian term for eunuch, ša reš or šarri (or simply ša reši, meaning cut off), informs the Hebrew loan word saris, which when translated may mean cut off or one who stands at the head of the king.6 This has led some to believe the Israelite reformer, the prophet Nehemiah, cupbearer to the Medo/Persian king Artaxerxes, may also have been a eunuch. When Xenophon speaks of cupbearers to the Persian kings in Cyropaedia, he uses the Greek word οινοχόοι, which could potentially be linked to εὐνοῦχος, ου, ὁ, a later Greek term for eunuch.7

Turning now to ancient Israel, we do not have much that would inform our knowledge of an Israelite eunuch. This presents a challenge when attempting to decisively grasp the nature of Israel’s eunuch during this time. In view of this lacuna, Joseph Blenkinsopp’s methodological approach—to peruse regional comparative data—seems a fitting analytical apparatus by which to ascertain data on the Israelite eunuch.8 The comparative data informing our knowledge of eunuchs across this region and during this timeframe are derived from Achaemenid/Persian and mainly Greek sources around 600–300 BCE. Persian sources do not give way to much information about the lives of “women and servants, especially castrated slaves [who] too often fade into the background in the androcentric Persian royal texts.”9 As a caveat, Greek sources, though more forthcoming, may suffer from cultural bias, since “classical Greek evidence in particular likes to portray the Persian court as a feminized hotbed of decadence.”10

In Eunuchs and the Royal Harem in Achaemenid Persia, historian Lloyd Llewelyn-Jones reiterates that eunuchs were a real part of everyday life for many millennia.11 They were typically found in homes, in harems, and among the courts of ruling men throughout the Assyrian, Roman, and Byzantine Empires (large empires of the Near East with which the Israelites would have most certainly interacted and by which they would have been influenced). Although eunuchs did not and have not only served as fictional characters or slaves to societies’ elites, historical data demonstrate that this is in fact the predominant way most eunuchs were utilized and viewed.

Saul Olyan dates the Isaiah pericope to the late sixth and fifth centuries BCE, and so, when God speaks to the eunuch and the foreigner through the prophet Isaiah, there is a strong chance that God would be speaking to Israelite eunuchs in the Achaemenid court.12 In a prophetic speech, Isaiah warned King Hezekiah, at that time the king of southern Israel, about an eventual collapse in his dynastic rule. Isaiah tells the king,

“Days are coming when all that is in your house, and that which your ancestors have stored up until this day, shall be carried to Babylon; nothing shall be left, says the Lord. Some of your own sons who are born to you shall be taken away; they shall be eunuchs in the palace of the king of Babylon.” “The word of the Lord you have spoken is good,” Hezekiah replied. For he thought, “Will there not be peace and security in my lifetime?” (2 Kings 20:17–18).

Achaemenid court eunuchs were also linked to women and children (a group fiercely protected from non-related men) in the royal harem, though some eunuchs advanced to positions of power within the military. Llewellyn-Jones not only defines the eunuch as a “castrated man,” but also as a being “often found serving at the courts and palaces of kings and nobles and frequently linked with safeguarding and serving women.”13 The connection between women and eunuchs seems simple enough, according to Llewellyn-Jones, since “most cultures that make the association regard both women and castrated men as imperfect creatures and incomplete human specimens.”14 In this history, there does not exist records of eunuchs who were not domesticated through slavery and servitude.

One vulnerability shared by both eunuchs and women at this time was their sexual availability, most often to powerful men and less frequently to powerful women. As though the physical marks of his otherness were not sufficient, the eunuch’s life was one of perpetual instability. Even with this dower picture, eunuchs also enjoyed certain benefits. By virtue of a prior life as a male, the eunuch could move with relative fluidity between both female and male worlds; however, he never truly inhabited either and lived always at the mercy of a master’s whim (2 Kings 20:37). One might detect a similar liminality shared between the ancient eunuch and the presnt-day single Christian beyond a particular age. Their bodies, like the eunuch’s, do not reflect privileged expressions of being—that of procreative male/female, offspring-bearing bodies—neither are their bodies entirely excluded from participation in their larger communities. They move, as it were, between the groves of their socio-religious contexts as though wreathes, caught in the in-between.

Eunuchs in Christianity

Earlier, it was noted that, in Matthew 19:12, Jesus is recorded as saying, “There are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by others, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Let anyone accept this who can.” Scholars have debated whether the eunuchs mentioned here were the primary subjects of Jesus’ reflection or whether they were used as a metaphor for marital faithfulness, chastity, or, in the case of Tertullian, celibacy.15 Level of meaning notwithstanding, Jesus’ speech identifies three significant delineations that may provide a useful taxonomy for the present reflection. First, there is the eunuch who is biologically a eunuch, meaning they were born that way (perhaps with no, or ambiguous, genitalia). Second, there is a eunuch made so oppressively through violence, or by the will of another being enacted without their consent on their bodies. Scholarship tends toward exploring the historical data on the eunuchs who fall into this category. Finally, Jesus speaks of the eunuch with agency, one who of their own volition chooses the path of eunuchism with intentionality, and so is spiritually a eunuch. Given Jesus’ foreknowledge of the prophetic literature in the Hebrew Bible, it follows that he would carry on the divine vision of the eunuch’s full incorporation into God’s house as articulated through the prophet Isaiah and elevate the status of this once-marginalized figure (Luke 4:17). In many ways, one might even consider Jesus’ statement here a form of progression or fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophesy, culminating in the baptism of the eunuch from Ethiopia in Acts 8. The phrasing in this verse also lends credence to the fact that embodying single-hood, or possessing a singular devotion to God and to the kingdom of heaven is a viable spiritual route to flourishing. In fact, Jesus himself was a single man who would make such a choice. (I am not here saying that Jesus was a castrated male.) What would the fellowship that is the International Churches of Christ look like if, like Jesus, singularity in devotion to the kingdom of heaven was encouraged and nurtured with the same vitality, energy, fervor (not over and above) as a marital union?

Exegesis—Isaiah 56:1–5

Isaiah 56:1–8 is described in poetic terms. It denotes a dialogue in Trito-Isaiah between God and the foreigner and God and the eunuch. God is introduced as the primary speaker throughout, but conversation partners, namely the foreigner and the eunuch, also speak. The passage adheres to this general pattern:


a. A prologue and announcement

b. An exhortation in light of God’s impending salvation

c. A promise of salvation to marginalized figures (including the speeches of the foreigner and the eunuch)

d. An epilogue confirming the Lord as the gatherer of Israel.



The prologue and announcement in verses 1 and 2 contain a general promise of divine salvation.


Thus says the Lord;

Maintain justice, and do what is right;

for soon my salvation will come,
and my deliverance be revealed.

Happy is the mortal who does this,
the one who holds it fast,

who keeps the sabbath, not profaning it,
and refrains from doing any evil.



God’s salvation here is not a standalone, unconditional promise. It follows a covenantal formula requiring righteousness, justice, and an engagement in and with proper cultic practices, namely the keeping of sabbaths and refraining from evil. Characterized as a covenant, it does not only require its subjects to act in keeping God’s commands; it also provides a rationale for this requirement—happy is the person who does these things.

The exhortation of verse 3 registers a shift in the address:


Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say,
“The Lord will surely separate me from his
people”;

and do not let the eunuch say,
“I am just a dry tree.”



God moves from directing speech and blessings generally to a delimited group of foreigners and eunuchs. In an attempt to connect Trito-Isaiah and Ezra-Nehemiah, Joseph Blenkinsopp describes these subjects as “two categories of those known to sociologists as ‘the dubiously belonging’—namely, proselytes of foreign origin and the sexually mutilated, perhaps on account of service in the harem of a foreign court.”16 God first speaks to the foreigners, a group that has generally been excluded from worship in the community. The foreigners are further qualified. This address is being made to the faithful foreigner and not to foreigners as a whole. The eunuch, on the other hand, needs no qualifier. The eunuch is an assumed Israelite reality. The eunuch is a son of Israel.

While the foreigner fears being rejected from the community of the faithful, the eunuch laments their status as a “dry tree.” There are some obvious points to highlight here. According to Muskita, “while [the eunuch’s] statement is simple and short … it has a deeper theological implication.”17 In Kirstin Nielson’s There Is a Hope for a Tree: The Tree as Metaphor in Isaiah, Nielson indicates that Proto-Isaiah contains a significant number of references to trees and these references are of theological import”(Isa. 7:2; 10:19, 33–34; 17:6; 24:13; 34:4; 36:16). Nielsen will go on to state that, “by using the image of the tree, Isaiah not only gives the hearers new proposals for understanding the political situation in which they find themselves; he also tries to involve them in the world of the image so that it takes over the image’s interpretation of reality and [they] orient themselves in accordance with it.”18 The tree imagery provides a way to navigate the Assyrian threat to Israel. Within this image of the tree is housed pronouncements both of life and of death. Nielsen continues noting that the tree, though it might be cut down (a signal of God’s judgment), will also spring to life again, pointing to God’s salvation. The tree metaphor then becomes a literary mechanism by which to hold the tension of judgment and salvation.

When eunuchs express that their tree is a dry tree, it is a lament of utter despair. Muskita notes that the eunuch, “even though he has been faithful to the Lord, as his characteristics given in v. 4 indicate, he is convinced that his condition and status rendered him unnatural and necessitating removal from the reward assigned to the righteous.”19 The eunuch employs the metaphor of the tree, projecting it to an extreme. His tree is a dry tree, a tree that will not bear in itself the paradox of judgment and salvation. The eunuch’s tree is unrevivable, attesting to his own condemnation and leaving him irredeemable. Though the eunuch belongs to Israel, he does not feel as though he has a share in Israel. This sense of desolation and despair is a psychic distortion. This distortion becomes reinforced by routinized and communal rituals, practices, and constructs. A similar distortion, likewise reinforced in present-day contexts, plagues many who find themselves on the outs within the fellowship. This becomes the psychic experience of many single Christians beyond a particular age, married individuals experiencing infertility, or disabled individuals. These do not conform to the visible patterns of celebrated bodies, celebrated unions, and celebrated legacies.

The image of a dry tree also unearths notions of sterility. The eunuch is sterile, unable to sire children. The context in which we read his lament is in that of a divine invective for him to no longer see himself as a dry tree. A divine reversal is being constructed here, one that should certainly address the eunuch’s concern for inclusion in the community, total annihilation, and inability to sire progeny.

In verses 4 and 5, the passage returns to the divine speech:


For thus says the Lord;

To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths,
who choose the things that please me
and hold fast to my covenant,

I will give, in my house and within my walls,
a monument and a name
better than sons and daughters;

I will give them an everlasting name
that shall not be cut off.



The eunuch is promised two gifts, a “memorial” and a “name.” The location for these gifts is important, since they are both situated “in God’s house and within his walls,” pointing to Israel’s temple (a place which might have been off limits to bodily figures like the eunuch under Torah). The text qualifies the location with the possessive “my.” God uses an authoritative voice through the prophet to demonstrate that the eunuch’s gifts are given not in a parochial house but in God’s eternal home.20 Not only is the eunuch a full Israelite subject, he is also divinely recognized as rightly belonging rightly to God. The gifts given to the eunuch bear great significance. The eunuch will receive a memorial that is “better than sons and daughters” and “an everlasting name that will not be cut off.” The eunuch through God will now be remembered. Typically, the gift of remembrance was given through the birthing of progeny. According to Olyan, ancient texts suggest that “descendants normally invoke the name of the dead”(2 Sam. 18:18). Without children, who would carry this out for the eunuch? God will. God promises to supernaturally carry on the eunuch’s name and legacy. The eunuch’s remembrance is not then proffered through human means. The eunuch is now divinely elevated and will be remembered through God’s own creative doing. The path of the eunuch now becomes a path toward flourishing.

The gift of a name points to a divinely created and established identity that will not be “cut off,” appearing here to allude to the eunuch’s castrated genitalia and being identified with this severing. This identification as being “cut off” is reversed in the salvific promise. Muskita mentions that the Hebrew word for memorial, “yad,” literally meaning “hand,” may harken back to a “memorial established for one who dies childless.”21

The eunuch’s position, which is lamentable, is a position of which the eunuch is acutely aware. New Testament scholar Rebekah Eklund notes that this idea of lament is a

persistent cry for salvation to the God who promises to save, in a situation of suffering or sin, in the confident hope that this God hears and responds to cries and acts now and in the future to make whole. Lament calls upon God to be true to God’s own character and to keep God’s own promise, with respect to humanity, Israel, and the church.22

If the one who laments is confident that God hears and responds to the cries both now and in the future, the eunuch’s circumstances are such that he dares not invest in this hope; after all, he is a dry tree. The eunuch does not appear to be possessed of the emotional reserves to weather the realities that have led to his cry. The sterility, despair, and marginalization ensconced in the eunuch’s lament are thus addressed by and through divine gifts. These gifts also serve to countervail the eunuch’s then place in the societal structure. God steps in, the keen observer might note, and commits to changing not the eunuch’s body, nor the eunuch’s marital status, nor the eunuch’s prospects for having children. God changes the context, the circumstances, and the temple protocols that led to the eunuch’s lament. The eunuch’s body, the eunuch’s status, and even the eunuch’s sterility need no alteration. In fact, through the promise of a memorialization in the temple and a name never to be cut off, God pronounces judgment on the social context and setting that would rob the eunuch of those very things, a monument and a name. His rightful place is in the house of God, a part of the community of God, a visible and active member in the household of God. The same is true today for those bodies who, like the eunuch, stand too often on the margins of fellowship.

Conclusion

The systemic privileging of procreative, offspring-bearing bodies becomes a self-perpetuating, self-fulfilling paradigm that, as it stands, leaves scant room for the celebration of a life of spiritual eunuchism, or modern-day singlehood. Singlehood is rarely if ever framed as an active, viable, and visible option of flourishing within the Church. While recently there have been certain tepid strides to rectify this historical and cultural bias, these steps lack the force to decidedly confront the problem. For the few single Christians in positions of influence, these positions are and have too often been lonely ones, ones without peers. It would be disingenuous not to mention concerns and worries around the preservation of sexual purity and integrity, and other fears that reify the narrative of single invisibility at the highest levels of Church leadership. To acquiesce uncritically to such fears, however, would be akin to living primarily by sight and not by faith.

It is challenging to guard while at the same time diffusing the historical record of the faith inherited from centuries prior. This task of simultaneous preservation and promulgation should not be taken lightly. As presumed vice regents of the kingdom spreading of the word of God, social and contemporary challenges exacerbate this dual mission. On the one hand, this role of vice regency demands vigilance in Christ’s church, protecting her from ever-changing whims of culture, appetites, and proclivities. On the other hand, to continue to engage such a task, uncritically incorporating the weight of questionable cultural accretions is liable to stifle growth potential today. Ephesians 4:11–14 says, “The gifts he [Christ] gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ. We must no longer be children, tossed to-and-fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming.”

Pat answers and unexamined tropes that developed in a cultural context many millennia ago will not suffice. Christians must engage the kind of agapic love that leads not to quick fixes and pithy responses but must instead carefully, faithfully, and humbly, and in the power of the Holy Spirit, engage biblical and historical records to ascertain patterns of thinking and of behaving that will inform the present social context in a manner that is befitting the God we serve, and that provides an ever-so-small glimpse of the heaven for which we are bound, a heaven that will be filled with glorious and strange bodies.
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TRIAL AND FIRE

BRYCE WOODASON, SPOKEN WORTH

I remember the heat that touched my face

The waves of Sunrays seemed to graze my eyes until I was blinded by beauty

I knew the pain was only temporary, and I knew this hurt would soon turn to happiness

I knew that haughtiness would transform to humility

And I knew that defeat would be defeated by victory

Push me

Make me uncomfortable I beg you.

Press me

Stretch me

Challenge me and test me

I know it takes enough pressure to turn something broken into something precious

I know pain can lead to pleasure

I know some things can’t be measured

God, put me through the fire until the fire doesn’t burn

Let this trial remain until I learn that Jesus can’t be earned

Melt me away if it means I’m melted into eternity

I would rather be tested than proven to fold under the weight of your Glory

Life is a trial—that God allows to prepare us

Heaven is heavy and the weak won’t withstand it

The smell of smoke leads most to abandon

When the fire is the hottest only some will be standing

I want all the smoke even if it smokes me

I want to be willing to do anything to be more Holy

I want to be more than mediocre, because Mediocracy won’t save me from carrying my own cross

I want to be a diamond in the rough

Burn my anger into the ashes of compassion

Turn my impatience into perseverance

Refine my faith to the kind that is fearless

Choke the weakness out of my lungs so I can finally breathe freely

Pluck my eyes until they bleed if it means I’ll see more clearly

Kill me if that means you’ll save me

Save me if you know the fire will consume me

Move me to where you are

Because where you are is better than where I was

The fire is my friend, because friends strengthen each other

The trials are tough, but they always make you stronger

So, hold on my friends

Allow God to prepare you

Trials and Fires are made for you so you can be the best you.

Spotify – Bryce Woodason
http://poetrybw.org/
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Justice in the Stone-Campbell Movement

How Long Lord, How Long? Isa. 6:9–13

JERRY TAYLOR



Introduction


In Mark, Chapter 11, Jesus calls the Temple of God the House of Prayer for all nations. God has always had a universal concern for the healing of all the nations of the world. God’s steadfast love for Israel was never meant to be limited to Israel.

Israel was to serve as an example to other nations of what a nation’s character could look like when that nation is truly behaving as one nation under God, with liberty and justice for all.

During Jesus’ day, the Temple had fallen into the hands of greedy money-changers. Jesus accused the temple rulers of having turned the house of prayer for all nations into a den of thieves and robbers.

The spiritual condition inside Israel wasn’t much different from the spiritual condition that existed inside the Temple. Whenever corruption existed at the highest levels in Israel’s political ruling classes, it was most likely that a religious version of that corruption existed among the fraternity of self-interested priests and prophets.

There was a thin veil that hung between the religious system and the theocratic political system that enabled people in both systems to interact with one another.

Today, a similar veil exists between the religious systems and the political systems in America, despite the lip service given to the idea of the separation of church and state.

In America, politics are so closely aligned with American Evangelical Christianity that whenever the American “church body” sneezes, the spiritual germs show up as flu-like symptoms in America’s “body politic.”

The covert merger between the political establishment and Evangelicalism in America has left the nation’s body politic smelling like the foul stench of a rotting corpse dressed in the well-pressed suit of Christian nationalism.

The Sacred Writings teach that justice exalts a nation, but injustice is a reproach to any people. Despite this clear pronouncement in the Holy Scripture, many Americans unapologetically continue to endorse political speeches and policies that proudly promote injustice.

Americans of stature and influence boldly engage in open corruption in the passionate pursuit of power, celebrity, money, and fame. Political strongmen act as villains starring in the drama of history, with their political cronies serving as their supporting cast.

Political charmers have seduced the hearts of many Christians away from God and have led them blindly astray into political personality cults.

The same seducing spirits, in collusion with the prince of the air, fill television, radio, and social media with Luciferic lies that promote false propaganda through the psychological warfare of misinformation.

The toxic lips of false prophets speak the perverted language of the first professional liar who, from the beginning, told a falsehood that misled the first human couple into open rebellion against the truth of their Divine Creator.

In Isaiah 9:16–17, God’s prophet issues a strong indictment against Israel’s leaders who are guilty of engaging in injustice. Prophets in each generation must courageously and boldly speak truth to leaders, institutions, systems, and nations that violate truth and justice.

Israel’s leaders are described in this way: “Those who guide this people mislead them, and those who are guided are led astray. Therefore the Lord will take no pleasure in the young men, nor will he pity the fatherless and widows, for everyone is ungodly and wicked, every mouth speaks folly…. Surely wickedness burns like a fire; it consumes briars and thorns; it sets the forest thickets ablaze, so that it rolls upward in a column of smoke.”

In Chapter 6, Isaiah is in the Temple. God’s piercing presence splits Isaiah’s heart wide open. God’s presence uncovers Isaiah’s personal impurity and also allows him to see clearly the corruption at work in Israel.

Van Goethe’s words ring true here: “A man sees what he carries in his own heart!” In verse 6, Isaiah says, “Woe is me! For I am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips: For mine eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts.”

Isaiah says, “Woe is me,” “I am a man of unclean lips!” Behind the unguarded gates of a person’s lips resides the dangerous and unruly tenant known as the untamed tongue.

The mouth of the wicked is a warehouse wherein unwholesome words are stacked on the toxic pallet of the tongue like deadly explosives waiting to be detonated in a destructive slander war against the reputations of good people.

Despite the corrupt condition of Isaiah’s lips, he says, “Mine eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts.”

Isaiah’s mouth would have been useless had his eyes not been able to see the King, the Lord of hosts. It is when our eyes see the king that our mouths can conform to speaking in accordance with God’s Will.

Setting our eyes upon political soothsayers cannot produce a spiritual conformity to God’s will. Isaiah’s eyes did not see a political ruler; instead his eyes saw the King, the Lord of hosts.

In verse 6, Isaiah says, “Then one of the seraphim flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. With it he touched my mouth and said, ‘See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.’”

Isaiah’s lips experienced restoration. Isaiah’s mouth and heart experienced conversion. In order for the Stone-Campbell Movement to be productive in the cause of justice in this nation, it too must undergo a genuine restoration and an authentic conversion of the mouth and heart.

An unconverted heart always exposes fake lips that pretend to be converted. It is not good enough to simply experience lip restoration, while neglecting to experience a restoration of the heart.

Jesus said, “You honor me with your lips, but your heart is far from me.” A huge segment of the Stone-Campbell Movement stood paralyzed with its mouth closed and its lips sealed tight in the face of slavery and in the face of Jim Crow segregation.

The Stone-Campbell Movement, for the most part, stood still and remained silent with no cry for justice as it witnessed the snarling faces of lynch mobs that strung up black bodies in the backwoods of Mississippi like pork meat being hung up in Tennessee smokehouses.

The Stone-Campbell Movement committed the sin of silence in the face of black suffering when members of its own churches joined the Ku Klux Klan and remained silent when some of its own preachers led invocations at Klan meetings throughout the South.


[image: images] The live coal taken from the altar in the Temple of justice must touch the lips of the Stone-Campbell Movement, so that in this historical moment, which is pregnant with the twins of white supremacy and Christian nationalism, she will not remain passively silent.

[image: images] The live coal from the holy altar in the Temple of justice must touch the lips of the Stone-Campbell Movement, enabling it to discourage Christians from participating in the distortion of facts and to discourage them from taking part in the spreading of malicious gossip and fictitious falsehoods.

[image: images] The live coal from the holy altar in the Temple of justice must touch the lips of the Stone-Campbell Movement so that it strongly discourages its members from joining malicious militia groups who quietly plot plans to use violence as flash mobs that run swiftly to shed innocent blood.

[image: images] The live coal from the holy altar in the Temple of justice must touch the lips of the Stone-Campbell Movement in order to prevent Christians from using their First Ammendment right, the freedom of speech, as an excuse to violate the Ninth Commandment, thou shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.



It wasn’t until Isaiah felt the remorse of guilt and shame for having unclean lips that his ears became open to hearing the voice of the Lord.

In verse 8, Isaiah says, “I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, whom shall I send, and who will go for us? Then said I, Here am I; send me.” It is here that the “Am I” meets the “I AM!”

Christians today are hearing many voices that speak messages that contradict the voice of the I AM. The angry voices of talk radio angrily contradict the teachings in the Sermon on the Mount. Many of these angry radio celebrities traffic in the trade of racism and white supremacy.

The church is divided because too many in the pews are no longer listening to the voice of the chief shepherd, who said, “My sheep will know my voice.” Many members in our churches are exalting the voices of their political heroes and their racial saviors above the voice of the Great I AM!

Like prophets of every generation, Isaiah had a difficult assignment before him. The success in carrying out that assignment would require Isaiah to have a genuine encounter with God. Only such an encounter with the Divine One could prepare him for what awaited him.

Only a clear hearing of the voice of the Lord could keep Isaiah from giving up on an assignment that already sounded like a failed mission.

Isaiah would have to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that God was with him. However, little did Isaiah know that God was sending him to speak truth to a rebellious and stiffnecked people that would not receive his message.

Isaiah is going to preach to a people who no longer cared about truth and had no tolerance for justice. Isaiah is going to preach a message of bold truth to a people that cared only about maintaining power and control over a collapsing system that was crumbling to pieces right in their hands.

Isaiah’s audience was obstinate and stubbornly committed to ignorance. In verses 9–10, God says, “Go, and tell this people, hear ye indeed, but understand not; and see ye indeed, but perceive not. Make the heart of this people fat, and make their ears heavy, and shut their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears and understand with their heart, and convert, and be healed.”

Israel, like America, was teetering on the brink of moral collapse. Like Isaiah’s audience, America’s national mind has lost its appetite for rational thinking and sound reasoning.


[image: images] Like Isaiah’s audience, America’s national mind has been dumbed down and spiritually raped by corrupt politicians that enlisted false prophets to promote their false propaganda using strategies of mass hypnosis.

[image: images] The vision for national unity, the vision for justice, has become bruised, battered, bloodied, and blurred. Foolishness, falsehoods, and fabrication of facts have found a comfortable home in America’s political consciousness.

[image: images] The addictive grip on political power has made America heartless, deaf, and blind to justice.



It was in a similar state of spiritual whoredom that Isaiah’s audience had lifted up their national spirit to the worship of lifeless idols made of wood, clay, and stones. Because of their spiritual treason, God took the light of wisdom and reason away from them.

God gave Israel permission to smother herself in the thick quilt of spirtual ignorance knitted together by the ungodly hands of her leaders.

Paul described a similar situation in Romans 1:21–25. “For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like a mortal human being and birds and animals and reptiles (and donkeys and elephants). Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the truth about God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen.”

Isaiah sees what God is getting ready to do to Israel. The prophet cries out to God in deep concern:

“How Long Lord, How Long?”

[image: images] He said I know that what you have said about the people is true.

[image: images] But how long shall this pitiful condition last?

[image: images] How long will the people have to walk in the dark futility of their own corrupt thinking?

[image: images] How long will they be set against justice?

“How long, O Lord, How long?”

God’s answer to Isaiah’s question is not a comforting one. The sin problem had existed at the root in Israel’s heart for far too long. It would take drastic measures to uproot it.

In verses 11–12, God says, “The cities will lie in ruin without inhabitant. The houses will be left deserted. The fields will be ruined and ravaged. The Lord will send everyone far away, and the land will be utterly forsaken, the land will be laid waste.”

God tells Isaiah that Israel’s destruction will remain in effect until the rebellious nation humbly faces the full consequence of exalting their leaders above God’s will.

Israel’s sin of rebellion was like a bad cold. It would have to run its course. Israel would have to feel the pain of God’s withdrawal from Israel as a nation in order for them to humble themselves. It is a social and spiritual tragedy when God withdraws from a nation.

That nation will begin to experience deterioration in every facet of its society.


[image: images] When God withdraws from a nation, creativity leaves that nation, no matter the number of artists and creative geniuses it may have.

[image: images] When God withdraws from a nation, security leaves that nation, no matter the size of its national military and homeland security.

[image: images] When God withdraws from a nation, abundance leaves that nation, no matter the economic strength of its national treasury.

[image: images] When God withdraws from a nation, peace leaves that nation, no matter its number of peacekeeping forces.

[image: images] When God withdraws from a nation, intelligence leaves that nation, no matter the number of its colleges and universities, and no matter the expertise and professionalism of its intelligence angencies.

[image: images] When God withdraws from a nation, justice leaves that nation, no matter the lip service that nation’s Justice Department gives to valuing law and order.

[image: images] When God withdraws from a nation, hope leaves that nation, no matter the number of false prophets that sell false hope like poisonous dope through the dispenseries of their television ministries.



It alarmed Isaiah to know that Israel would be brought to complete devastation

and ruin, and that there was nothing he could do to prevent the course of events that God had already ordained.

But right at the point where it seems there was no hope, God gives Isaiah a teaspoon full of hope.

In verse 13, God says, “But yet in it shall be a tenth, and it shall return, and shall be eaten: as a teil tree, and as an oak, whose substance is in them, when they cast their leaves: so the holy seed shall be the substance thereof.”

Isaiah’s divine encounter in the Temple assured him that he would be one of the faithful few who would make up the tenth. Will the Stone-Campbell Movement be in the number of the faithful tenth? In order to be in the faithful tenth, the Stone-Campbell Movement must first cry aloud the same words of repentance and confession as Isaiah did.


[image: images] We must cry aloud, “Woe unto the Stone-Campbell Movement, who for the length of its existence has for the most part been missing in action on the battlefield of racial and economic justice in America.”

[image: images] We must cry aloud, “Woe unto the Stone-Campbell Movement for keeping silent while white supremacists served in its elderships without rebuke, and sat comfortably on its pews without being confronted with the truth of the Gospel as Paul confronted Peter in Galatians 2!”

[image: images] We must cry aloud, “Woe unto the Stone-Campbell Movement for allowing the wealthy to turn its Christian colleges, universities, and seminaries into conservatories for white supremacy.”

[image: images] We must cry aloud, “Woe unto the Stone-Campbell Movement for allowing monied people to finance the doctrine of Christian nationalism in its church-related institutions and for allowing those stealthy powers to covertly push their political agendas in the name of academic freedom for thirty pieces of silver.”



Isaiah names his eldest son Shear-Yashub, meaning a remnant shall return. His son will serve as a reminder that a remnant of individuals will return to Yahweh, will turn from their sins, and will be forgiven. However, repentance and confession are prerequisites to divine forgiveness.

In 2 Chronicles 7:14, God says, “If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land.”


[image: images] There can be no healing of this nation unless the nation renounces injustice in all its nefarious expressions.

[image: images] There can be no healing of this nation unless America stops exalting and esteeming corrupt men who pervert justice.

[image: images] There can be no healing of this nation unless America stops providing judicial cover for those who carry out violence in the name of patriotism.

[image: images] America cannot heal as long as there is an easy rule of law for wealthy white men, while a more harsh and punitive rule of law exists for poor people of color.

[image: images] America cannot heal until her political and religious systems evict from their infrastructure the antichrist spirit of white supremacy.

[image: images] America cannot heal as a nation as long as she disobeys God’s will and continues to function under the satanic seduction of spellbound seditionists.



It is in Isaiah 9:2–7 that the prophet describes the future of God’s people when they repent and confess their sin and guilt. He says, “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light: on those living in the land of deep darkness a light has dawned. You have enlarged the nation and increased their joy; they rejoice before you as people rejoice at the harvest…. For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the greatness of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this!”

There is only one kingdom that shall endure forever. There is only one ruler that has no end! His name is Jesus, the Prince of Peace.

His power and leadership are not dependent upon ratings, polls, elections, and primaries. In order for there to be justice in the Stone-Campbell Movement, we must remember that our citizenship in the kingdom of Christ is superior to our citizenship in the kingdoms of this world.

Kingdoms will rise, fall, and break apart, but the kingdom of Christ shall last forever. For his is the power and the glory forever and forever, Amen.










YOUR ELUSIVE PRESENCE

CAELAN KNOX

I see you. I hear you.

Taste, touch, and smell you.

Then you are gone.

You are elusive. Hidden. Shy perhaps?

An elusive Presence.

If I look closely. Concentrate. Focus.

Purse my lips, squint my eyes, and furrow my brow,

you are there.

I step into the woods on a crisp spring morning.

You are there.

In the bounce of the black bear on the ridge

and in the plodding pace of the turtle in my path,

I see you.

In the staccato peck, peck, peck of the woodpecker

hammering beak to wood in search of dinner,

I hear you.

As I drink from my ancient, aluminum canteen,

I taste you.

As my bare foot sinks into soft cushion of green moss,

I touch you.

As I walk past the musky, humid air of the fern-laden swamp,

I smell you.

You are elusive,

but I see you.

In nature,

I see you.

I return home where you are absent, hidden, nowhere to be found.

Pressure squeezes you out of my sight.

No sight. No sound. No taste, touch, or smell.

Presence ever elusive.

Then I stop. I breathe.

Purse my lips, squint my eyes, and furrow my brow.

There you are.

In the faces of our grandchildren as they enter our apartment

yelling, “Nana,” “Pop Pop,”

I see you.

In the voice of my son

when he phones at the end of the day,

I hear you.

In my wife’s sweet Southern banana pudding,

I taste you.

When I hug my daughter,

and she hugs back.

More than three decades of hugs,

and she still hugs back.

I touch you.

When I unfold the morning paper

and pour my first cup of coffee,

I smell you.

You are elusive. But if I look for you,

you are there.

In nature. And at home.

Your Presence is there.

Even when you appear to be hidden.

Your Presence is there.
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BOOK REVIEW

Scot McKnight and Laura Barringer | A Church Called Tov: Forming a Goodness Culture That Resists Abuses of Power and Promotes Healing

Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale Momentum, 2020 | 241 pp. $22.99




Using personal experiences, the Scriptures, and examples from various churches, Scot McKnight and daughter Laura Barringer chronicle the insidious growth of toxic church cultures and compare them to cultures of goodness, or tov. The Hebrew word tov, used over seven hundred times in the Bible, not only describes God’s goodness in creation, but also the lifestyle for following Jesus (86).

Part 1 of A Church Called Tov recounts stories of all-too-pervasive toxic church cultures, highlighting (or perhaps lowlighting) several church cultures and their leadership sins. While this section might tempt one to hold suspect strong, charismatic leadership, the authors seek to defend the redemptive value of the church while accepting the truth that broken and fallen people within the church will sin (7).

Part 2 unpacks seven characteristics necessary to form a goodness culture of tov that will resist the abuses and downfalls of toxic, ungodly church cultures through the power of God’s Spirit working individually and collectively throughout the church.

The book documents insidious ways that church cultures (and all churches do have cultures) shape their thinking and behavior and become self-perpetuating. Since cultures are visible and contagious, one might come into a fellowship seeing (or sensing) love, grace and truth, safety, compassion, service, and generosity. In contrast, one might sense a culture of heavy-handed authority, people-pleasing, competition, entitlement, fear, secrets, and a celebrity status of leaders.

The authors illuminate warning signs of narcissistic and “power through fear” cultures, where church members do not speak up for fear of retaliation or status degradation (25). In these cultures, power also becomes an agent reducing a leader’s capacity for empathy and compassion, especially toward those who are powerless (like women in many churches) (33). In these cultures, entitlement and abuse (including sexual abuse) too often follow.

Chapter 4 recounts common false narratives in toxic cultures, sometimes through forms of exaggeration, embellishment, or spin (143). Designed to create alternative versions that support the leader and create doubts about allegations, these false narratives often question, gaslight, or demonize the motives of critics, even seeking to make the perpetrator the victim.

In contrast to this culture, I cannot help but think of King David, who vulnerably and humbly (eventually) described his sin for all to see. True repentance brings humble, vulnerable responses without concern for one’s persona or power. Though the authors used poignant, contemporary examples, I would have liked a few more biblical references to both toxic and tov cultures.

In Part 2, the authors contrast a toxic church culture with a tov church culture. Thankfully, the authors offer hope, suggesting that toxic cultures will resist tov cultures and, by the power of the Holy Spirit (rather than programs or even hard work), will go to battle and overcome a toxic culture (96). As tov churches see thorough the eyes of another’s pain, a culture of compassion follows that embraces the wounded and marginalized. McKnight spills notable ink describing ways in which women have been slighted (or worse) in many church cultures. He continues, “When a male-based culture is re-formed into a male and female-based culture, it presents a truer picture of the character of God, who created all people as his image bearers” (111).

McKnight warns of celebrity culture, often nurtured by a leader or the congregation. Not only can individuals fall prey to celebrity status, but so can churches if they think “their church alone is truly the best and (perhaps) the only faithful church in the entire world” (179). He challenges church leaders to share the pulpit and to develop the discipline of losing arguments.

The authors contend that a Spirit-formed tov culture nurtures Christlikeness and truth, offers healing for the wounded, shows redemptive grace and love, focuses on serving others (rather than on being served), and looks for ways to establish justice in daily life. These characteristics result in a culture wherein all are equally loved, valued members of the body of Christ, reciprocating love and forgiveness for each other rather than establishing hierarchal power relationships (117). They speak the truth to one another out of love, despite any consequences for doing so. A tov church practices transparency, openly lamenting, repenting, and seeking forgiveness for her sins. In tov churches, justice prevails over loyalty and speaks up for the oppressed. Like Jesus, they seek to serve rather than be served. Such is the culture of tov, created as Christians are transformed by God’s Spirit.

By practicing the Christlike qualities above, churches can better avoid what McKnight describes as having crept into our churches: “The American meritocracy has reshaped pastors and churches, and a new culture has taken root, based on achievement and accomplishment rather than holiness and Christlikeness” (201).

To move toward a circle of tov, the authors suggest opening the space for God’s Spirit to lead the church, to be available for the revealing discernment from the Spirit on how tov can take root in the church, dwell in the Word, routinely reading the Word together, and cooperate with other churches in the process of eradicating a toxic culture and forming a church full of tov (221).

During my sixty-seven years, I have experienced both cultures: a toxic church culture that felt unsafe, where some leadership was narcissistic, entitled, and committed sexual sin; yet thankfully, in contrast, I experienced numerous church cultures of tov. One must not let personal experience define all church leaders, church culture, or God’s trustworthy plan for leadership. Romans 3:4 must remain a stronghold as Paul speaks to fellow Jews: “What if some were unfaithful? Will their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God? By no means! Although everyone is a liar, let God be proved true.”

While the authors bring to light all-too-common toxic cultures, which all churches should self-examine, caution is needed so that one does not assume that strong leadership automatically becomes toxic. One’s family background, work, political, cultural, and church history can often skew their vision of leadership, even godly leadership. Each must test their own heart as they look to Jesus, not putting too much trust in individuals, while still giving themselves fully to the community of Christ and her leaders. While church should be a “safe place,” followers of Jesus will continually be opposed for their truth stance (John 3:19–20; 2 Tim. 3:12). Even so, the authors’ warnings need heeding so that A Church Called Tov will bring goodness to a world in desperate need of tov.

JEANIE SHAW

Nazarene Theological Seminary










BOOK REVIEW

Richard A. Knopp | Truth About God: What Can We Know and How Can We Know It?

Franklin, TN: Renew Co, 2021 | 120 pp. $9.99




Apologetics is vital for the purpose of enabling the world to come to faith, especially younger people. Christian evidences address common objections to the faith, provide thoughtful answers to questions, and, by removing intellectual obstacles, serve to make the spiritual world real and credible. In our increasingly secular world, evidences are playing an ever more crucial role in effective evangelism.1 No one who does not have “ears to hear” (Mark 4:9; Rev. 3:22) will understand the saving message. In a real sense, then, apologetics scholars like Richard Knopp are providing those ears.

Knopp’s latest work, Truth About God: What Can We Know and How Can We Know It? is published by Renew Co, “A collaborative network, equipping millions of disciples, disciple makers, and church planters among all ethnicities” that is especially active within the Stone-Campbell Movement.2

Introduction

Noting that believers make all sorts of claims, Knopp introduces the epistemological question often posed to Christians: “How do you know that?” He then explains, “This book offers some guidance on where to start with that question.” Truth About God isn’t an advanced work (although the author is clearly capable of one). Rather, it is a highly readable introductory work, one that accomplishes what it sets out to do.

Part One: Truth and Its Defense in the Bible

In Knopp’s own words, “Part One discusses the biblical emphasis on truth and our obligation and privilege to defend it” (326). Headings include The Biblical Emphasis on Truth and Its Defense, The Importance of Truth, and The Importance of Defending Truth.

The opening salvo of Chapter 1 is powerful:

In his 1993 classic work, No Place for Truth, David Wells argues that truth has become marginalized in the church.3 And Douglas Groothuis characterizes the loss of truth more generally in the title of his book, Truth Decay.4 It’s really not anything new. Isaiah said that ‘truth has stumbled in the streets, honesty cannot enter. Truth is nowhere to be found’ (Isaiah 49:14–15, NIV). Jeremiah declared, ‘…Truth has perished; it has vanished from their lips’ (Jeremiah 7:28, NIV). The prophets’ words are eerily applicable to our modern world.”

Part Two: How Can We Know Truth About God?

Part Two “explains how we can know truth about God, and it makes some important clarifications about what it means, and doesn’t mean, to know something is true” (326). Headings include The Challenge of Modernism, The Challenge of Postmodernism, and The Loss of Truth about God. After explaining the origins of modernism with Descartes, Hume, and Kant (331), Knopp clarifies the difference between modernism and postmodernism, providing helpful explanations and a simple graphic in Table 1 (333).

Citing MacIntyre’s famous quip, “The God in whom the nineteenth and twentieth centuries came to disbelieve had been invented only in the seventeenth century,”5 the author compellingly amplifies: “The God that many reject is often the unbiblical God they project.” A practical application would be to ask someone about the God they reject. Wait for the response. Then you can likely say, “I don’t believe in that God either” (344).

After summarizing correspondence theory, coherence theory, and pragmatic theory, Knopp suggests that “knowing truth about God includes insights from all three of these perspectives on truth. What we accept as true should correspond to reality; it should cohere with the vast array of rational, empirical, and existential considerations we regard as true; and it should generate valuable pragmatic benefits that are intellectual, social, psychological, emotional, and spiritual” (346).

We then transition to Philosophical and Theological Foundations for Knowing Truth about God, addressing the questions What Is Truth? and What Is Knowledge? Valuable epistemological insights are provided in Guiding Principles on Knowledge and Doubt: Certainty vs. Certitude and The Sources of Truth and Knowledge (reason, empirical experience, inner experience, conscience, human desires and needs, information from others, special revelation, and tradition).

Especially practical are his guiding principles, which we should “clearly communicate to Christians and non-Christians—to adults and to youth” (337–38).


[image: images] It isn’t right to pretend to be more certain about spiritual truths than we are. Modesty and humility enhance evangelism.

[image: images] Genuine knowledge doesn’t require absolute certainty. It’s possible to have genuine knowledge about God with sufficient justification for our truth-claims.

[image: images] Lacking absolute certainty or proof, especially about metaphysical claims, isn’t unique among Christians; no one has that kind of certainty or proof.

[image: images] Doubt isn’t necessarily bad, nor is it the same thing as disbelief.



These principles strongly resonate with me, and I believe they will also resonate with the younger generation. So, how can we know truth about God? Knopp’s answer: “We can know truth about God through God’s general revelation in creation and special revelation in Scripture, in Jesus the Savior, and in the impact of the Holy Spirit” (331).

Part Three: What Truth Can We Know About God?

In the final section of the body of the book, Knopp asks, “What truth can we know about God?” (345). The reader is then treated to an interesting exploration of how God’s world begs a Creator, under headings The Existence of the Universe Points to God and The Design of the Universe Points to God. This section includes a helpful scientific discussion.

Next, the author focuses on The Character of God (God is Eternal, Immortal, and Self-Existent; God is Omnibenevolent (All Good); God is Omnipotent (All Powerful); and God is Omniscient (All Knowing) (350–53), followed by a treatment of The Acts of God (types and purposes of miracles); The Word of God (revealed message, inspired Scripture, and the Son of God); and The Power of God (knowing that we are in Christ and that his Spirit is in us) (355–59).

What truth can we know about God? At least five things: “We can know truth about God’s existence, character, actions, word, and power” (345).

Final Reflections

After recapping the evidence adduced in his book, Knopp cautions,

It’s not a mere matter of knowing truths or facts; it’s not a mere matter of mentally accepting truths about who Jesus was/is (Matthew 16:16) or about repentance or faith or the resurrection of the dead or eternal judgment (Hebrews 6:1–2). It’s a matter of knowing God…. Knowing God calls us to a personal relationship. It calls us to a life of loving God and loving others. It calls us to faithful faith. It calls us to sacrificial service. It calls us to devoted discipleship (366).

End Material

Questions for Reflection and Discussion make this book especially suitable for small groups and classroom settings. Following the questions are Additional Resources, About the Author, Endnotes, and a Brief Bibliography (though even more references are contained in the endnotes).

Despite its serious subject matter and scholarly approach, Truth About God is easy to read. It is a compendium, but it is not dense. The tone is friendly and modest. Concepts are well explained, so that the non-specialist may easily follow the lines of reasoning.

One minor weakness is a failure to distinguish advocates of Intelligent Design (typically Old Earth Creationists) from evolutionary creationists (sometimes called theistic evolutionists).6 I might also suggest a zippier title for the book; the present one is certainly accurate, but flat—not fully capturing the rich offering Knopp has provided. Yet these are both small points. In all fairness, this is an exemplary work.

Highly Recommended

In an age awash with slippery and sloppy notions of truth, a voice of sanity is welcome indeed. Richard Knopp is such a voice. The author covers all the basics and does so well. Truth About God is compact but not dense, punchy yet still pithy. This is a book I will be recommending to all my students.

DOUGLAS A. JACOBY

Lincoln Christian University
Athens Institute
Rocky Mountain School of Ministry and Theology

NOTES

1 As apologist Tim Barnett explains, “After a five-year study, Barna Research president David Kinnaman found that 6 in 10 young people leave the church either permanently or for an extended period of time, beginning at age 15. This is an alarming statistic. Many people once thought the exodus from the faith started in college. Kinnaman found that it actually begins in the early teens…. In 2012, Christianity Today summarized Kinnaman’s findings into six reasons why young people leave the church.” The church is perceived as (1) isolationist, (2) shallow, (3) anti-science, (4) hung up about sex, (5) exclusivist, and (6) hostile to doubters. https://www.str.org/w/how-apologetics-can-address-the-six-reasons-why-young-people-leave-the-church, in Stand to Reason (www.str.org), November 27, 2018.

2 Their website is https://renew.org. Truth about God is also published as Book 11 of Real Life Theology (Franklin, TN: Renew Co, 2021).

3 David F. Wells, No Place for Truth: Whatever Happened to Evangelical Theology? (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993).

4 Douglas Groothuis, Truth Decay: Defending Christianity Against the Challenges of Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, MI: InterVarsity Press, 2000).

5 Alasdair MacIntyre, The Religious Significance of Atheism, ed. A. MacIntyre and Paul Ricoeur, 14; cited in Alister McGrath, Intellectuals Don’t Need God: And Other Modern Myths (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1993), 101.

6 Knopp mentions Stephen Meyer and Francis Collins together (346), although Meyer is in the ID camp while Collins is an evolutionary creationist. In fact, Collins is the founder of BioLogos. See https://biologos.org.
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Martin Laird | An Ocean of Light: Contemplation, Transformation, and Liberation

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019 | 232 pp. $18.95




The story begins with an old fish asking two young fish, “How’s the water?” The young fish reply, “What is water?” Too often we lack the self-awareness to know where we are at the present moment. Contemplation is about awareness and reality. An Ocean of Light is the third book by Martin Laird about the contemplative life. “Contemplation is about the consummation of what it means for us to be made ‘Real’ by love” (p. xiii). Reality can only be found in silence as we connect with God and experience his love and light. The concepts are simple, but the process is exhaustive. “Contemplation is a word that describes the most subtly significant thing that can happen to a person before death and through death” (p. 15).

Laird offers a typology of three minds that signify the contemplative journey: the Reactive Mind, the Receptive Mind, and the Luminous Mind. The Reactive Mind is cluttered with defense mechanisms that are narratives for self-protection. “Cultivating the skill of becoming aware of our thoughts allows for the possibility of choosing what we give our attention to” (p. 5). But the defense mechanisms of our minds keep us from becoming self-aware. Defense mechanisms include pride, competitiveness, anger, hatred, prejudice, and fear, to name a few. We tell ourselves stories that create a false narrative regarding ourselves and reality. The Reactive Mind has a story for everything. But the stories block us from realizing the truth. Letting go of our defense mechanisms does not occur easily. “In order to face the inner noise of a heavily cluttered mind we learned to investigate the mind directly by cultivating the ancient discipline of vigilance and awareness” (p. 162).

Contemplation is about silence. Laird maintains the journey is about silence until we hear and see properly. Seeking the inner peace that allows us to be self-aware allows us to realize the light within each one of us. God breathed his spirit into each of us, so deep within ourselves is the light of God. God is never absent from us but is rather too close for many of us to realize. “God did this so that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from any one of us” (NIV, 2010, Acts 17:27). We cannot experience the light within ourselves until we declutter our minds.

Decluttering is a metaphor for letting go of our thoughts. Who can really control their thinking? Decluttering our minds requires contemplative silence. We must let go of all the self-protective stories to achieve self-denial. As we travel the journey of true silence within, we acknowledge but let go of all thoughts. We understand that whatever is, just is. Not resisting or reframing our cognitive thoughts but just acknowledging and being aware allows us to have a Receptive Mind. “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (NIV, 2010, Rom. 12:2).

The Receptive Mind, according to Laird, becomes aware of much that we have not noticed. “We become ever more present to this Presence only by way of release and receptivity” (p. 27). We remain in the moment and become aware of everything. We see more clearly. We experience life without reacting or trying to control. With a Receptive Mind, we learn more about ourselves and the world we inhabit. “The practice of contemplation cultivates the interior ground that allows this inner eye to open up within awareness, the very aware-ing itself” (p. 45).

Laird warns his readers not to think he is offering a step-by-step guide to illumination but rather a generalized direction to journey to discover our inner light. Laird’s comfortability in describing inner spiritualities is clear from his warnings to just be. “Contemplative practice gradually dispels the illusion of separation from God” (p. 57). Be silent, be aware, and be surrendered.

Throughout his book, Laird quotes the master contemplatives. The offerings of the historical exemplars provide reinforcement, depth, and clarity for the thoughts Laird emphasizes. The book is short and compact, but so profound and dense that it is not a hurried read. Laird invites his readers to practice his insights and journey along with all those who seek to realize the ocean of light within.

The path to the Luminous Mind is less traveled since the journey requires much silence, discipline, and contemplative practice. The transitions between the Reactive Mind to the Receptive Mind to the Luminous Mind just happen. Contemplative practice furthers the seeker, but movement occurs unexpectedly due to continued practice.

The journey according to Laird is not linear, as though when we arrive we are done, but rather a cycling through our inner minds to arrive and return to the ocean of light. Laird offers four indices of awareness for contemplation: (a) What is practice like? (b) What is ego like? (c) What contemplative skills are developing? (d) What are some special challenges? Practice grounds us in what is and frees us to just be present. Ego is an illusion that separates us from God by clinging to a perception of self or comparing ourselves to others. The skills we develop are habitus and inner vigilance. “A habitus is a dynamism––mental, physical, or moral––that generates an increasingly positive momentum toward love of God and neighbor” (p. 76). The challenges occur due to measuring, striving, or expecting to move forward instead of just being and trusting the process.

Laird warns that the clutter of the mind can reoccur. The defensiveness of self-protection can insidiously clutter our thoughts as stubborn obstacles to self-awareness, surrender, and illumination. Freeing ourselves of thoughts that are unconscious, second-nature, and automatic is much harder than we imagine. The worthy goal propels us on the journey of silence. Poetically, Laird invites us to the ocean of light and offers an inspirational glimpse that many will realize God is close. God is within. If only we will seek, we can find.

I recommend this book for the serious contemplative. Laird’s first book, Into the Silent Land, is better for the novice who wants to understand the basic practices. The foundations for this third book are laid in Laird’s second book, A Sunlit Absence. Laird’s subtitle of An Ocean of Light is Contemplation, Transformation, and Liberation. The journey of contemplation leads to transformation. If we become aware of our oneness with God we are liberated from darkness, since God is an ocean of light!

GREGG MARUTZKY

Johnson University
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Gavin Ortland’s Finding the Right Hills to Die On speaks to the place we often find ourselves as Christians and Christian institutions: trying to navigate the troubled waters of theological and doctrinal tension, both internally and within the broader Christian world. He asks a question for which there are no easy answers: “What does it look like to handle, with integrity and transparency, personal differences of conviction that may arise with your church, boss, denomination, or institution?” (20).

At the core of this book is the concept of theological triage. Typically used in the field of medicine, triage refers to the assignment of degrees of urgency to wounds or illnesses, particularly in the case of a large number of patients. Theological triage is an appropriate term and a necessary work, considering the broad and rich theological and doctrinal setting inhabited by the church. Presumed in the title of this book, and in the concept of theological triage, is the idea that some hills are worth dying on and others are not. Theological and doctrinal ideas don’t all carry the same weight and discerning that is critical to the unity, strength, and mission of the church.

In this book, Ortland provides a framework for the task of theological triage, a story of his own journey in navigating doctrinal tension in a denominational context, and three doctrinal case studies as examples of what he calls second- and third-rank doctrines. In this short volume, he argues convincingly that theological triage is crucial work. He then provides a model for doing that work and uses it to address the areas of baptism, spiritual gifts, and the role of women in the church. In each case, Ortland does not set out to convince the reader of his position on these matters, but rather aims to demonstrate the work of theological triage. His model offers Christians and Christian institutions a path forward for dealing with doctrinal disagreement or controversy. The approach he advocates can contribute to unity and strength, as well as empower the church’s mission.

Ortland begins by addressing two extremes. Doctrinal sectarianism is a willingness to fight, divide, or die for every matter of Christian theology and doctrine. This approach treats all doctrines as if they are of ultimate importance: necessary to maintain truth, salvation, and one’s integrity as a theologian. Doctrinal minimalism, in contrast, reduces much or all of theology to a matter of personal preference. Typified by a “casual, take-it-or-leave-it attitude about theology” (50), this approach identifies a very few crucial doctrines and treats everything else with indifference. In reflecting on his own multi-denominational experience as a member and pastor, Ortland observes that “In the worse cases, Christians part ways, often uncharitably, over the most petty and ignorant disagreements. In the other direction, many Christians wink at serious theological error, as if doctrine were unimportant” (70). Ortland’s model presents a thoughtful and deliberate third option that honors the complexity of the gospel and yet still takes seriously the importance of theology.

Ortland’s model for theological triage categorizes doctrines into four groups:

Essential to the gospel: first-rank doctrines on which the gospel depends

These “mark a fault-line between the gospel and a rival ideology, religion, or worldview (as with the virgin birth)” (75). First-rank doctrines are often litmus tests for one’s acceptance of the authority of scripture. Most needed regarding these issues are the virtues of courage and conviction, as these doctrines rest on hills worth defending with our lives.

Urgent for the church: second-rank doctrines that are urgent, but that are not essential to the gospel

These are doctrines that have great impact on how one understands and lives out the gospel. They shape how we function and how we minister to a significant degree, but they are not necessarily core to the gospel itself. These are perhaps the most difficult to navigate, and they sometimes regrettably warrant division or separation. On these matters, Ortland points primarily to the need for wisdom and balance.

Important to Christian theology: third-rank doctrines that are important but that do not rise to the level of those ranked above

While important and worthy of attention, these doctrines do not warrant separation among those who think differently. They are typically addressed sparingly in scripture, without the kind of clarity one would need to draw a firm line on the issue. These doctrines have little impact on the life of the church and its witness. Ortland argues that the necessary mentality in addressing these matters is circumspection and restraint.

Indifferent or theologically unimportant: fourth-rank doctrines include everything else

These are peripheral to the gospel, lack clear testimony or focus in the history of the church, and have little to no effect upon the church, lacking the importance held by third-rank doctrines.

Ortland also draws a distinction between a doctrine and its constituent parts. Often a first- or second-rank doctrine will have particular formulations, practices, or understandings within it, or associated with it, that do not rise to the same level of importance. It is critical that we know the difference between a doctrine as a whole and the individual parts or practices within it, as they may need to be treated differently. Altogether, Ortland’s model for the work of theological triage is immensely useful and provides much-needed insight into how we might approach the many doctrinal challenges faced by the modern church.

In his conclusion, Ortland argues that theological triage requires more humility than theological skill or savvy. His work is a call to unity, humility, honesty, tact, and grace. At the same time, it’s a call to courage and conviction and a willingness to die on the right hills. His appeal for thoughtful theological triage is compelling, and his framework for doing that work is insightful and timely. Knowing one hill from another is an immense challenge, and Ortland’s work is a welcome guide for the task ahead.

JEREMY LEFLER

Midwest Institute of Ministry
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