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    Introduction:






    Introduction to the


    Second Edition




    When the novelist Barbara Kingsolver was asked about how she feels about the books that she had written earlier in her career, she remarked: “My fondness for my own first novel is enhanced by the fact that I don’t ever read it. Ditto for all my other books. Once they’re published, I never even glance at the text again.”[1]




    I tend to have the same attitude toward my own past writings, including what I wrote in the original edition of this book. I have been grateful for many appreciative comments readers have made about it, and I have been able to maintain that sense of gratitude by not glancing at the actual text. But recently I did feel obligated to do a rereading. People had been telling me that my case for civility is more needed now than when it first appeared, and a number of them urged me to do an updated version—some folks have even told me that they wish I had waited to write it until now, “because this is when we really need it!” When I contacted the folks at InterVarsity Press, they were supportive of the idea of an updating. So I sat down and looked at what I had written almost two decades ago.




    It was a relief to discover that I was not inclined to cringe at the quality of the writing, nor did I find myself disagreeing with my earlier thoughts on this subject. But it was clear to me that an updating was in order.




    As I write this, the commentators are depicting the current mood in Washington, D.C., in dismal terms. One such depiction that I read recently went something like this: “There has never been a time in recent memory when Capitol Hill is as polarized as it is right now.” That certainly rings true for my memory. The “us-versus-them” mentality in American political life these days is clearly more intense than when I decided, back at the end of the 1980s, to explore the subject of civility. In fact in those days I was thinking mainly about the incivility that was running wild on the international scene, especially insofar as religious differences seemed to be at the root of much of the mean-spiritedness: growing tensions—soon to be vicious warfare—between Muslims and Christians in Bosnia; Arabs versus Jews in the Middle East; Catholics versus Protestants in Northern Ireland.




    Some of those polarizations no longer loom large. The Middle East is certainly still a mess, but things have cooled down considerably in Ireland and Eastern Europe. Indeed, many of the worst incivilities are much closer to home for Americans these days, with the problems in Washington being only one of many manifestations of growing mean-spiritedness.




    When the first edition of this book appeared, I was interviewed frequently by journalists on the subject of civility. At first I was surprised by how often they wanted to talk, not about the “big” incivilities of tribal and international hostilities, but about very local displays of anger: “road rage” on California freeways and rudeness in the aisles of supermarkets. But they were onto something. These less global manifestations of incivility have increasingly become preoccupations for all of us. Kids in middle-class schools are driven to the point of suicide because of bullying by their peers. Campus gossip sites spread salacious stories about students who are identified by name. Bloggers sit daily at their keyboards to spew forth hatred. “Experts” shout at each other on our 24/7 cable news channels.




    And while religion is not responsible for all of this, incivility certainly does abound among people of faith. Denominations are torn apart by angry debates over sexuality. Congregations fight to keep their properties in local courts. Both sides in the ongoing culture wars engage in sloganeering. The “new atheists” hit the bestseller lists with denunciations of the life of faith. Religious extremists, on the left and the right, propagate their own conspiracy theories about their religious and irreligious enemies.




    I have done some revising throughout the book to take these more contemporary realities into account. In addition, my discussion of other religions—given the increasingly visible role of Islam in our everyday lives—has required considerable expansion, as has my treatment of polarizations about sexuality in society and on various issues within Christian communities. And I am now convinced that the spiritual underpinnings of civility need more attention that I originally gave to them—so much so that I have added a new chapter devoted to that topic.
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    Convicted Civility




    Can We Be Faithful & Polite Too?




    The two cars faced each other, bumpers almost touching and horns blaring. Neither driver was willing to yield.




    It was a narrow city street, crowded tighter by several double-parked delivery trucks. The two drivers who had encountered each other in this obstacle course were both in an uncompromising mood. Finally one car edged forward, pushing the other backward. The driver of the nudged car angrily backed out of the way. But he quickly jumped out of the car and, as the other driver passed by, let loose a series of curses and obscene gestures.




    Several of us who were passing along the street had stopped to watch this little drama. One woman offered a poignant assessment before she moved on: “Lordy, sometimes it makes you think that everything is falling apart!”




    I don’t know whether the woman on the sidewalk had ever read “The Second Coming,” a poem written in 1921 by W. B. Yeats. But her image—“everything is falling apart”—is one that Yeats also used to express a sense of social crisis:




    




    Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;




    Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,




    The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere




    The ceremony of innocence is drowned;




    The best lack all conviction, while the worst




    Are full of passionate intensity.[1]




    




    Yeats and the woman on the sidewalk are not alone in their worries about trends in human relations. Laments about the loss of civility—simple politeness and courtesy—are common these days in editorials, articles, books and sermons.




    I share that concern. Things really are falling apart. Common decency is on the wane. When challenged, people refuse to back off. They resent having to give others a little space. We talk past each other in many of our most important national and international discussions. Professions like law, medicine, education and finance have begun to lose the public trust. Violence is on the rise in our cities and villages. “Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.”




    The angry encounter between the two drivers on the city street can be seen as a metaphor for the whole. There they all stand, bumper-to-bumper, horns blaring: pro-lifers and pro-choicers; gay liberationists and defenders of the traditional family; husbands and wives facing each other in courts of law; artists and legislators; “politically correct” intellectuals and crusading fundamentalists; warring ethnic groups in Eastern Europe; Irish Catholics and Irish Protestants; Arabs and Jews in the Middle East.




    As a Christian I also worry that many believers seem to be contributing more to the problem than to the solution. Well-known clergy tell their followers that the time has come for a “battle” against the forces of unbelief. The TV cameras show Christians on the picket lines, angrily shaking their fists at their opponents. We are often good examples of the kind of difficult people whom Yeats described as being “full of passionate intensity.”




    When the elder George Bush made a speech a number of years ago calling Americans to be “a kinder, gentler people,” I responded with a spirited “Amen!” And I thought kindness and gentleness should be especially characteristic of those of us who are Christians.




    We were created for kind and gentle living. Indeed, kindness and gentleness are two of the fruit-of-the-Spirit characteristics that the apostle Paul mentions in Galatians 5. When Christians fail to measure up to the standards of kindness and gentleness, we are not the people God meant us to be.




    Not Civility Alone




    Not that civility is the be-all and end-all of life. We will not solve all our problems simply by becoming more civil people. There are times when it is appropriate to manifest some very uncivil feelings. “Passionate intensity” is not always out of place. If I am going to be a more civil person, it cannot be because I have learned to ignore my convictions.




    A journalist hit the mark in a review essay dealing with urban problems. He said that Americans are facing a crisis in our cities because we “have let our standards of civility and truth waste dangerously away.”[2] I am glad he included something about a lack of concern for the truth. It is not enough merely to reclaim civility. We need to cultivate a civility that does not play fast and loose with the truth.




    As Martin Marty has observed, one of the real problems in modern life is that the people who are good at being civil often lack strong convictions and people who have strong convictions often lack civility.[3] I like that way of stating the issue. We need to find a way of combining a civil outlook with a “passionate intensity” about our convictions. The real challenge is to come up with a convicted civility.




    “Inner” Civility




    Civility is public politeness. It means that we display tact, moderation, refinement and good manners toward people who are different from us. It isn’t enough, though, to make an outward show of politeness. Being civil has an “inner” side as well.




    To be sure, for some people civility is only a form of play-acting. A friend was telling me about the difficult time he and his wife were experiencing in their relationship. “We go through whole weeks where we’re lucky if we can simply manage to be civil to each other,” he said. For him civility was not a very pleasant arrangement. It felt like a form of hypocrisy. Being civil meant that he and his wife would mask their hostile feelings with polite words and grudging accommodation.




    In fact, my friend isn’t alone. Many people today think of civility as nothing more than an outward, often hypocritical shell. But this cynical understanding of civility is yet another sign of the decline of real civility. In the past civility was understood in much richer terms. To be civil was to genuinely care about the larger society. It required a heartfelt commitment to your fellow citizens. It was a willingness to promote the well-being of people who were very different, including people who seriously disagreed with you on important matters. Civility wasn’t merely an external show of politeness. It included an inner politeness as well.




    In The Hiding Place Corrie ten Boom tells of the time she and her father needed to find a safer place for a Jewish mother and child they had been concealing from the Nazis. A local clergyman came into their watch shop, and they asked him if he would take the Jews into his home. The pastor refused. On an impulse, Corrie ran to fetch the Jewish baby and brought it to him. But the pastor was not moved. “No. Definitely not,” he said. “We could lose our lives for that Jewish child.”




    At that point, Father ten Boom stepped forward and took the baby into his own arms. He peered into the child’s face for a moment, his white beard grazing against the tiny cheek. Then he looked up and spoke to the pastor: “You say we could lose our lives for this child. I would consider that the greatest honor that could come to my family.”[4]




    That was a wonderful display of civility. No mere outward show of politeness could have sustained the ten Booms through their fearful months of service to oppressed Jewish people. They had a deep and costly inner commitment to those God had identified as their neighbors, even though these neighbors represented a different cultural and religious ethos. Their civility was hardly an “empty shell.”




    Flourishing in Humanness




    I already said that I believe being civil is a way of becoming more like what God intends us to be. Though he would not have put it in those terms, the ancient philosopher Aristotle would have agreed. He was firmly convinced that civility is necessary for people to realize their human potential. Along those lines, he insisted that we human beings are essentially “political animals.” “Political” comes from the Greek word polis, which pertains to the city—like the Latin civitas, the root for our word “civil.” Aristotle was convinced that we cannot become truly human until we can capably function as citizens of the city.




    To be good citizens, we must learn to move beyond relationships that are based exclusively on familiarity and intimacy. We must learn how to behave among strangers, to treat people with courtesy not because we know them, but simply because we see them as human beings like ourselves. When we learn the skills of citizenship, Aristotle taught, we have begun to flourish in our humanness.




    Acorns do not realize their innate possibilities until they grow branches and sprout leaves. And people do not attain their full potential until they learn how to behave in the public square. In their kind and brave treatment of their Jewish neighbors, Aristotle would have said, the ten Booms had learned some important lessons about what it means to be human.




    The great Greek thinker’s views on civility and citizenship have been echoed in the teachings of many Christians. St. Thomas Aquinas, for one, was convinced that the Bible confirmed Aristotle’s philosophy on this subject. And John Calvin pursued a similar line of thought when he said that public life provides us with the opportunity “to shape our manners in accordance with civil justice.”[5]




    What Aristotle, Aquinas and Calvin are suggesting has profound implications for the way we make our way through the world. The woman on the sidewalk was expressing similar thoughts when she wondered aloud whether “everything is falling apart.” She knew that the incivility she had witnessed on that cramped street was a deep violation of something important. If too much of that kind of thing happens, then we are on our way to losing our humanness. Things will fall apart.




    The Struggle for Civility




    But how can we hold onto strongly felt convictions while still nurturing a spirit that is authentically kind and gentle? Is it possible to keep these things together?




    The answer is that it is not impossible—but it isn’t easy. Convicted civility is something we have to work at. We have to work at it because both sides of the equation are very important. Civility is important. And so is conviction.




    The Bible itself recognizes the difficulty of maintaining convicted civility. The writer of the epistle to the Hebrews lays the struggle out very clearly: we must “pursue peace with every one,” he tells us, while we work at the same time to cultivate that “holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14).




    For some of us, “pursuit” is a very appropriate image. Civility is an elusive goal. We have to chase after it, and the chasing seems never to end. We think we have finally caught it—and then civility slips from our grasp again. Just when we think we have figured out how we’re going to live with the latest cult or how to tolerate the most recent public display of sexual “freedom,” someone seems to up the ante; and the limits of our patience are tested all over again. So the pursuit goes on and on.




    The Christian experience in North America has been one long pursuit of civility. When the earliest generations of North American Christians were tempted by incivility, they were dealing primarily with their relationships with other Christians. Congregationalists had a hard time tolerating Baptists, and Roman Catholics fought with Presbyterians and Episcopalians. After a while, though, the skirmishes subsided; Protestants began to learn how to live in relative peace with each other, and with Catholics and Jews—as well as with the “fringe” types such as Mennonites and Quakers.




    And then another set of problems emerged with newer religious movements. Mormons practiced polygamy. Shakers and other groups introduced novel patterns of communal living. Jehovah’s Witnesses refused to allow their sick children to receive blood transfusions, and Christian Scientists rejected medical treatment altogether.




    Traditional Christians gradually found ways of dealing with these challenges too. In some cases, as with Mormon polygamy, they set limits on what they would tolerate. With some groups they simply decided to live and let live. In other cases they worked out practical strategies for coping with specific excesses—adult Jehovah’s Witnesses may refuse medical treatment for themselves, for instance, but when their children face life-threatening situations, they are temporarily made wards of the state so that the necessary transfusions can be given. After years of trial and error, a roughly acceptable arrangement was in place, and people with different religious beliefs and practices were able to live together with a fair degree of national harmony.




    But the challenges of recent decades have sent us back to the drawing board. Now we have mosques in our neighborhoods and New Age devotees in our schools and businesses. Some professors openly call for a return to witchcraft and other ancient pagan practices. Homosexual couples want our churches to bless their “marriages.” Cable television delivers pornography into our living rooms.




    It is tempting to conclude that these developments have brought us to a point where civility is no longer possible. Isn’t the social bond being stretched to the breaking point? Hasn’t America’s diversity reached proportions where we have lost any reasonable basis for living together in an atmosphere of tolerance and goodwill?




    Perhaps. But as a Christian I am not ready to give up in despair. It has never been easy for the church to nurture a convicted civility. Indeed, when the biblical writer first urged the followers of Christ to “pursue peace with everyone,” the society was at least as multicultural and pluralistic as ours is today. The early Christians were surrounded by a variety of religious and moral systems. Their pagan neighbors worshiped many gods, and that worship was sometimes so depraved that it would even be shocking in today’s permissive culture. What would we think of a religious service in which men were ritually castrated? And the representatives of the dominant culture were not inclined to live-and-let-live when it came to dealing with the early Christian community.




    Our forebears in the faith paid dearly for their commitment to the gospel. If they could work at treating people with gentleness and reverence in such an environment, what is our excuse for attempting less?




    Promoting the Cause




    There are two obvious ways to produce more people who combine strong convictions with a civil spirit: either we will have to help some civil people to become more convicted, or we will have to work at getting some convicted people to become more civil. Or both, since each of these strategies is important.




    The first requires a kind of evangelism. We need to work at inviting the “nice” people in our society to ground their lives in robust convictions about the meaning of the gospel. But in order to do that, we have to be sure that we are doing our best to present discipleship as an attractive pattern of life. This means that we must also devote our energies to the second strategy: learning as Christians to be a gentler and more respectful people.




    I admit that trying to make believers gentler and more “tolerant” will strike some Christians as wrong-headed. What about the devout, passionate people who picket abortion clinics and organize boycotts against offensive television programs? They might worry that becoming civil will mean a weakening of their faith. I am convinced that this is not necessarily so. Developing a convicted civility can help us become more mature Christians. Cultivating civility can make strong Christian convictions even stronger. That is what I want to try to show in these pages.
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    What Christian Civility Is Not




    I was trying out some of my ideas about convicted civility on a group of Christians in a retreat setting. As I presented my thoughts, I could tell that one woman was bothered by what I was saying. When it came time for group discussion, I asked her to speak up: “You look like something is troubling you. Would you like to tell me what it is?”




    She paused before she responded: “My problem is that what you are saying makes good sense to me so far. But I’m worried about what you might be getting us into!”




    Her worry was a legitimate one. I have my own fears when I hear people encouraging Christians to be more civil. Civility borders on many things, and some of them are problems. This is why I want to make it clear what I am not trying to “get us into” with all of this talk about civility.




    Not Relativism




    At a recent gathering of seminary professors, one teacher reported that at his school the most damaging charge one student can lodge against another is that the person is being “judgmental.” He found this pattern very upsetting. “You can’t get a good argument going in class anymore,” he said. “As soon as somebody takes a stand on any important issue, someone else says that the person is being judgmental. And that’s it. End of discussion. Everyone is intimidated!”




    Many of the other professors nodded knowingly. There seemed to be a consensus that the fear of being judgmental has taken on epidemic proportions.




    Is the call for civility just another way of spreading this epidemic? If so, then I’m against civility. But I really don’t think that this is what being civil is all about.




    Christian civility does not commit us to a relativistic perspective. Being civil doesn’t mean that we cannot criticize what goes on around us. Civility doesn’t require us to approve of what other people believe and do. It is one thing to insist that other people have the right to express their basic convictions; it is another thing to say that they are right in doing so. Civility requires us to live by the first of these principles. But it does not commit us to the second formula. To say that all beliefs and values deserve to be treated as if they were on par is to endorse relativism—a perspective that is incompatible with Christian faith and practice.




    Christian civility does not mean refusing to make judgments about what is good and true. For one thing, it really isn’t possible to be completely nonjudgmental. Even telling someone else that she is being judgmental is a rather judgmental thing to do!




    And suppose we could actually suspend judgment about other people’s beliefs and values. Would that be a desirable thing to do? The Bible regularly tells us to exercise judgment about questions of truth and value: “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil” (Isaiah 5:20 niv); “test the spirits to see whether they are from God” (1 John 4:1). Indeed, in the very same passage in which the apostle Paul calls us to cultivate kindness, patience and generosity, he insists that we take a strong stand against such “works of the flesh” as sexual immorality, impurity and drunkenness (Galatians 5:16-23). So it seems Christians can hardly avoid “judging” certain attitudes and behaviors.




    At the same time, there are many texts that apparently lean against judgment. Didn’t Jesus himself tell us, “Do not judge, so that you may not be judged”? And didn’t our Lord show us what this means by his own example, accepting people just the way they were—including prostitutes and tax collectors, who were generally considered to be very undesirable types?




    Those are important questions. But they do not get at a real conflict between the example of Jesus and the “judgmental” texts in the Bible. In both cases where Jesus is recorded as commanding us not to judge, he was warning against a certain kind of judgmental spirit. In Matthew’s account he is speaking about hypocritical people who criticize others without paying attention to their own faults, and in Luke’s Gospel Jesus is referring to people who criticize others with a condemning and unforgiving spirit (Matthew 7:1-5; Luke 6:37-38).




    Similarly, we must pay close attention to the sense in which Jesus accepted people just as they were. Much of the loose talk these days about “accepting” and “affirming” people is very different from Jesus’ patterns. Certainly there is nothing in his example or teachings that would tell us not to try to change people’s lives. In one way, perhaps Jesus wants us to “affirm” heroin dealers and to “accept” members of the Ku Klux Klan just as they are—but surely that doesn’t mean we should make our peace with drug-trafficking and racist crusades!




    When Jesus showed “acceptance” to prostitutes and tax collectors, he did not condone their sexual or economic behaviors. He loved them in spite of their unsavory ways. He called Mary Magdalene and Zacchaeus to correct their ways and become faithful disciples.




    But Jesus refused to define people in terms of their present sordid circumstances. He affirmed their potential for living as faithful and creative children of God.




    That is the kind of free and open acceptance we owe to people. A relativistic embrace of anything others do is no favor to them. It is not genuine Christian civility.




    Not Liking Everyone




    When I told a friend that I was writing a book on civility, he winced. “Oh, no,” he said. “I never thought that you would join the ‘feel good’ crowd. Whatever happened to the good old days when we could just dislike some people without having to feel guilty about it?”




    I’m not preaching a message about having positive feelings about everyone. To be civil toward people does not mean that we have to like them.




    As I write this, my thoughts quickly move to a person whom I find very unlikable. Instinct tells me that try as I might, I will never be able to like him. But my instinct could easily be a sinful one. Maybe I could learn to like him, although it would certainly require much time and effort. Civility is a different matter, though. I can treat this person with gentleness and respect even if I haven’t manufactured those feelings that would count as “liking” him.




    I learned a good lesson on this subject from a crusty old Irish Catholic judge who spoke at a conference on the ministry of the laity. His assignment was to tell how his life in the legal system is influenced by his Christian faith.




    As he began his speech, he sounded almost cynical. His days are filled with the routine and not-so-routine patterns of inner-city crime, and he confessed that he found it very difficult to see many connections between the gospel and his courtroom decisions.




    Then he went on to tell us of a recent experience. In a Sunday morning homily, his parish priest had talked about the importance of seeing things through the eyes of Jesus. Some time during the next week, the priest encouraged the congregation, stop and ask yourself how Jesus would view the situation you are presently in.




    A few days later a young man from the inner city appeared before the judge’s bench. He had been there several times before. “I was ready to give him a rather harsh sentence,” the judge said. “Then suddenly I remembered the priest’s words. I stopped and asked myself, What would Jesus see if he were sitting in my place?




    “I decided that he would see a young person with much street-savvy, who is using his considerable intelligence and skill to get the most he can from a social system that he feels is stacked against him. I looked this young man in the eye and told him that I thought he was a bright and talented human being. And then I said to him, ‘Let’s talk together about how we can get you living in more creative and constructive ways.’




    “We had a surprisingly good conversation. I don’t know whether it will do much good in the long run, but for once I think I really did act in a Christlike manner in the courtroom!”




    This judge had done more than deal with the young man in terms of a formal kind of “honoring.” He had actually shown him a gentleness and a reverence. Does this mean that he had quickly learned to like the young man? Probably not—but liking him was not really necessary.




    What the judge had done was to reflect on this young man’s value and potential. And this same attitude is what I owe to the person whom I find it impossible to like. I can choose to concentrate, not on his disagreeable characteristics, but on the value and potential he has in the sight of God.




    Every human being is a center of value. The value may not always be obvious to us. This is why we have to go out of our way to reflect on the value of specific human beings. We Christians can do this by reminding ourselves that the person in question is created by God. If an artist friend produces a work of art that I don’t particularly like, I can still treat that artifact with reverence if I remind myself of the value it has for the person who made it. The more I respect the artist, the more I will go out of my way to revere her work.




    Every human being is a work of divine art. God has crafted each of us; we are all “special creations.” Even when we have rebelled against God and distorted his handiwork in our lives, he continues to love us—much as an artist loves something that she has worked on lovingly, even when it has been severely damaged. I can learn a lot about how to treat an unlikable person with reverence if I keep reminding myself of the value the person has in the eyes of God.




    And I can also concentrate on people’s potential rather than their present disagreeable condition. The judge did not necessarily like the young man standing before him; but he did admire what the young man could be. Reflecting on people’s capabilities for betterment is a way of cultivating a gentle and reverent spirit toward them.




    Not Nationalism




    But let’s go back to the two angry drivers on the narrow city street. They don’t have time to reflect on each other’s God-given potential. For them to become more civil is to learn to be kind and gentle in brief encounters with total strangers.




    We must not lose sight of this very public dimension of civility. Being civil isn’t just trying to be respectful toward the people we know. It is also to care about our common life. It involves not only working hard at close relationships but also cultivating a deep concern for the civitas, for the way things go in our public spaces—on sidewalks and highways, at football games and national parks, in malls and legislatures.




    Here too there are some excesses that we should worry about. Caring about our common life can take on a dangerous shape. Some Christians seem to think the only way to show a genuine love for the public square is to cultivate a passionate and uncritical devotion to their nation.




    This is not what I mean by civility. Being civil does not require us to be superpatriots. From a Christian point of view, that would not be a very healthy thing to advocate.




    To honor your nation—your “fatherland” or “motherland”—is a legitimate thing. There can be something very noble and healthy about patriotic sentiments, just as there is something good about nurturing positive sentiments for our parents. We don’t even need to worry if these sentiments get expressed with a little exaggeration. I don’t get upset when I hear someone say to her parents on a special occasion, “You are the most wonderful mom and dad in the whole world!” Our patriotic expressions can be viewed in the same way: sometimes it’s a good thing to get carried away with enthusiasm for the nation that “births” us as citizens.




    The problem comes, of course, when our nationalistic statements are not meant as affectionate hyperbole. I would be very nervous about a person who is absolutely sure that her parents simply are the best mom and dad in the whole world. I have even bigger worries about people who feel that way about their own nation.




    The Best-Parents case does not pose a serious threat to others. The daughter may believe that her parents are actually superior to all other parents, and she may look with disdain on everyone who has a special affection for another set of parents. But her attitude is not likely to grow into anything more than an isolated case of weirdness.




    The threat is much bigger, though, when people start singing the Best-Nation song with intense seriousness. Nations often want things that belong to other nations. Nations have armies, and armies use weapons. When a specific nation starts thinking of itself as Number-One-in-the-world, it is time to start worrying.




    But from a Christian point of view the problem starts with the attitude itself, quite apart from any bad consequences that may flow from it. My nation does not deserve my uncritical loyalty. No country should ever be encouraged actually to think of itself in Best-Nation terms.




    Nationalism and superpatriotism are forms of idolatry. And the Bible makes it very clear that this is the kind of idolatrous attachment that Jesus wants to free us from. Christians are being gathered into a new kind of community in which all the older allegiances of our present world begin to take second place:




    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!” (Revelation 7:9-10)




    Not an Evangelistic Strategy




    As a college student, I was returning to school one year on a Greyhound bus. One of the other passengers was a middle-aged man who seemed to be making the rounds, engaging various people in quiet conversation. Walking down the aisle, he would exchange pleasantries with a person, and if the person seemed willing he would sit down and talk a while.




    Finally it was my turn. We chatted for about fifteen minutes; he asked me questions about myself—family, studies, hobbies. Then the conversation took an abrupt and rather forced turn toward religion; as I remember it, he went quickly from remarking on the heat of the noonday sun to a comment about the warm love of the Son of God.




    I immediately told him I was a Christian. His irritated retort caught me off-guard: “I wish you would have told me that a little earlier!” Then he got up and walked down the aisle, looking for another conversation partner.




    I hope there are not too many Greyhound evangelists who operate with that style. But the encounter, crude as it was, illustrates a point. This Christian man’s “civility” was a mere ploy. His questions about my family, studies and hobbies were quite insincere. Someone had probably told him that evangel-ism works best when you show an interest in the other person. So he “showed an interest” in me for fifteen minutes before he made his move. I felt manipulated. And I would not blame a non-Christian if she too felt very manipulated by this person’s approach.
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