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  THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO MY KIDS:


    JOSIAH, LEVI, AND NINA. 


  My prayer is that the church you come to know and serve is an
evermore faithful reflection of Jesus—the One making us all
whole and putting the broken pieces back together.






FOREWORD

Dennis Edwards


Adam Gustine has done the church in the United States a great service. Becoming a Just Church is one of those rare books possessing the potential to change the way we think about and do Christian ministry. We need to hear what Dr. Gustine has to say because there are way too many “here’s how you can have a church like mine” sort of books, written by charming leaders who managed to grow large churches but who try to quantify and perhaps even commodify the grace of God through their books.

I’ve twice been a church planter (Brooklyn, NY, and Washington, DC) and twice been called to serve established churches (Washington, DC, and Minneapolis, MN). Along my journey of over thirty years in urban ministry, I’ve become acquainted with books that typically tell the stories of a church’s (or a pastor’s) success—usually defined as large numbers of people attending weekend worship services. Rarely have I encountered books to help Christians understand that the practice of God’s justice is part of Christian discipleship and not merely some program added onto an already overloaded schedule. Becoming a Just Church offers a way of thinking for newly planted churches as well as established churches in a variety of settings (i.e., urban, suburban, rural). While Gustine’s principles are certainly biblical, they are not merely theoretical; they mirror genuine pastoral realities.

I think that many pastors can relate to people getting fired up over an issue in the news and wondering what the church (or the pastor) will do about it. We find that our passion for justice comes in waves or flares up, depending on the news cycle. Yet God calls his people—in both Testaments of Scripture—to do justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with God. Passion for justice does not have its provenance in any particular political ideology, although it can often feel that way in our polarized society. The Great Commandment—to wholeheartedly love the Lord and love our neighbors—provides the drive for Christian commitment to justice, not the Democratic or Republican parties of the United States.

Becoming a Just Church provides both a theological framework as well as practical guidance on how followers of Jesus can live out the Great Commandment.






INTRODUCTION


I am a liability in the work of justice. I think it’s important to just come right out and articulate reality here at the start.

As a white, male, American I carry with me a way of seeing the world—and of engaging in it—that has serious blind spots in the work of pursuing God’s shalom. The tangible markers of my privilege have afforded me much in the way of opportunity, network, support systems—even access to capital—and so while I may think I have accomplished this or that of my own accord, the final valuation of my life will reveal that at every step of the way I’ve been positioned by influences, seen and unseen, to ensure the best possible outcomes. Struggle and tribulation have been infrequent—even absent—from my life. In some ways, I am the model of the American “self-made man” because it’s possible for me to believe I am self-made and ignore the reality that I have been profoundly made by a culture that is designed to see me succeed.

The same society whose structures created a nearly effortless path for my “success” is also at work in other ways for other folks. For a social status quo to prefer some groups of people (white, male, American, educated, upwardly mobile), it also must push other groups to the margins. But inequality is not easily understandable to someone who has not experienced the back side of privilege. This has been my experience. I had no awareness of systemic injustice or structural inequality growing up. Injustice and discrimination were things of the past, and the major flare-ups of, say, racial tension, were not a sign of current reality but of people refusing to let go of the past. When Rodney King and O. J. Simpson inflamed cultural moments, which escalated—beyond the stories themselves—the conversation around race and structural inequality in America, I lived in a world comfortably distant from those realities, so I was comfortable in dismissing the protest that emerged as something unworthy of my time and attention. The world I grew up in had no imagination for a life we didn’t make on our own—we all have to sleep in the bed we make—and that if we would just try harder, not make stupid mistakes, and make sure to not be like those people, everyone had a fighting chance to make it. That my high school classmate Marcus might not go to college had little to do with his social location—the particulars of where and how we were born and raised, and opportunities afforded us—just the same as the fact that I would go to any school I wanted to had little to do with mine. My success—academic or otherwise—was a reflection of me as a person. Marcus’s future was a reflection of him.

This, I’ve come to see, is one of the base positions of white America. What we do with our life is a reflection of our character and our identity. Because we live in the land of equal opportunity, what a person makes of themselves is evidence of work ethic, drive, vision, talent, and so forth. I’m convinced this is why so many of us are scared to go back to our ten-year high school reunions. If our decade of postsecondary achievements weren’t a determining factor of whether or not we had value as people, we’d probably all go and have a good time. Another book maybe . . .

This idea—so central to the white American imagination—is poison for justice. We who grow up in the waters of white America are swimming in this poison, and we become toxic. At least I did. I’ve never waved a Confederate flag at a race rally or systemically defrauded the poor, but I have personally participated in—and benefitted from—a cultural way of life that does. And for most of my life, I had no idea.

My first steps into the world of justice came through my exposure to the global AIDS crisis. I was just out of college and Bono was trying to get Christians to pay attention to the way this disease was ravaging sub-Saharan Africa. I heard his 2006 prayer breakfast sermon; one of the best I’ve heard on justice. I still catch my breath when I read it.

God is in the slums, in the cardboard boxes where the poor play house. God is in the silence of a mother who has infected her child with a virus that will end both their lives. God is in the cries heard under the rubble of war. God is in the debris of wasted opportunity and lives, and God is with us if we are with them.1


“God is with us if we are with them.” I really don’t think that any single sentence has ever shattered my life more than this one. It’s hard to say why it did because I didn’t really have any life experience to corroborate it as true. I think, though, that Truth finds its way into our souls and makes itself at home, even when we don’t open the door. At least that’s what happened to me. I dove in with both feet. I led a team to Africa, I sat at the bedside of a small boy—the same age as my middle son is today—who wouldn’t leave the clinic he was in because of a disease that would claim his life. We worshiped alongside sisters and brothers who were dealing with the most incredibly difficult conditions, facing challenges that I had never dreamed of, and I was simultaneously inspired and mortified. How could this be? How could it be that this kind of suffering existed in the world? (I still had no concrete imagination for an American expression of injustice.)

Coming home from this trip, I found myself wondering how God could allow this to happen. Still laboring under an unrefined, predeterminate worldview, I wondered, What could God be thinking here? Until one day, sitting with my mentor and boss, Greg, on our little Christian college campus on the outskirts of Chicago, I was lamenting this serious question, this challenge to my faith. I asked some version of How could God let . . . ? and Greg’s response changed the trajectory of my life. He said, “Adam, God’s already given the world what it needs—the church.” He proceeded to talk about how—in hard numbers—the church had every resource needed to address a huge swath of the injustices plaguing our world. Poverty, hunger, clean water, disease, housing, education. The problem wasn’t that God didn’t care about helping these folks. The problem was that the means God chose to demonstrate justice wasn’t working right. The church was blocking the free flow of God’s shalom.

So, now fifteen years later, the question is, Was Greg right? Was that the answer? You might guess that I do think he is right. I don’t think the answer is straightforward, but the intervening decade and a half of ministry—overwhelmingly focused on justice and the church—has proven to me two things: that justice is central to the heart of God and his mission in the world, and that the church has not seen it that way for far too long.

After this conversation, I became a crusader for justice. My wife’s and my passion for these things eventually led us to move our young family a few times in search of a way to live out of and into the passionate center of our view of the kingdom, that care and concern for justice—focused on the margins—is an inextricable part of a gospel-shaped life.

But despite my newfound zeal, I was still a liability. I just didn’t see it. The time it took for me to come to grips with this liability status might have been my biggest blind spot of all. The issue is that I don’t automatically assume I am a liability. I was groomed to have faith in myself that I have the answers for any and all questions, problems, or crises that might arise. I believe there’s much more messiah than monkey wrench in me.

I’ve noticed two things about my journey that I find helpful in reflection. One, when I first encountered the reality of injustice, I turned it into an issue of systematic theology. How could God allow . . . ? is a super white way of reacting to injustice. The notion that the church, and therefore I, might be complicit in the systems of an unjust world was unimaginable. Crazily, it was easier to lay the fault at the feet of God than to wonder if it might mean I’ve been out of alignment somehow. After all, I was trained to know the problem wasn’t me, or in me, it was out there somewhere. Because the problem was out there, that meant, two, that I needed to fix it. Having noticed the injustice of the world, I was ready to save the day, just give me the chance. And chances I had. And mistakes I made.

Over the last fifteen years of ministry, I’ve had to come to grips—an ongoing journey to be sure—with the way I keep questions of injustice at arm’s length while also jumping in to try to save the day. And over this fifteen years of ministry I’ve recognized the pattern that, like me, this is pretty normal for many white evangelicals. Injustice is abstracted or taken on as our pet project where we can save the day.

The church I pastored in New York had undertaken some pretty serious new justice initiatives that were innovative within our denomination. Not surprisingly, there was a significant amount of buzz regarding the work we were doing. A magazine called and wanted to feature our story. I granted an interview—very humbly of course—and at the end of the interview the writer said we needed to schedule a photo shoot. A few days later the photographer —who’d shot spreads with Eli Manning—showed up and began taking pictures. We spent hours getting different shots, but throughout the shoot he and his assistant kept saying, “We still need to get the hero shot.” I had no idea what they were talking about until, at the very end, they sent everyone home but me and began taking my photo, alone. Then it hit me. This was the hero shot. That makes me . . . the hero.

It’s probably bad to believe your own press, but in this case it was pretty easy. I had come to this congregation when it was at the end of an extreme season of crisis and we were leveling out. We were getting healthy. We were engaging in ministry that lined up with God’s heart for justice. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t been there making it happen. I was the hero!

I never would have admitted it, but I had fallen into the trap—so consistent with white American evangelicalism—of being blind to the fact that I was part of the problem while also believing I was the only solution. This was not a new phenomenon for me, but it was a new degree of intensity.

While I was pastoring there, I enrolled in a doctor of ministry program at what is now Missio Seminary in Philadelphia. I was the only white American in my urban-intercultural cohort, which was led by the late Dr. Manny Ortiz and Dr. Sue Baker. The vast majority of the folks in my cohort were black, bivocational pastors who had labored in the difficult neighborhoods of north Philly for decades. I was unprepared for that experience. It might have been one of the most challenging experiences of my life, but it is a grace upon grace that God put me in the midst of these saints for that season.

The first day of class, Dr. Ortiz—he asked us to call him Manny—started talking about what he called the hermeneutics of repentance. He drew a descending spiral on the board and said that while we usually come to the text of Scripture in search of better answers, the work of justice—especially in urban and intercultural contexts—required a different approach. Instead of better answers, we needed better questions. These questions drive us downward, deeper, yes, but also to the realization that we’ve been asking the wrong questions all along. At first, this came across like a clever way to talk about the same old topic of hermeneutics, but I’ve realized this is another major breaking point for folks like me. We need better questions, he asserted, because the quest for answers makes us arrogant. The search for the better question is fundamentally about repentance. The hermeneutic of repentance says, “I’m so blind I don’t even know the question to ask.” Of course, we learn through this way of approaching the text, but the point was that hermeneutics is an exercise of discipleship, of becoming a different kind of person, and that requires repentance.

I couldn’t keep my grip on my identity as a hero and embrace a hermeneutic of repentance. This cohort changed my life because it was an eighteen-month immersion in the hermeneutic of repentance. These were sisters and brothers who loved me deeply but challenged me greatly. They graciously exposed my blindness to injustice—even as I sought to write about it—and helped me ask the better question. Manny always used to say, “I think you’re very nearly there.” He always said nearly; I apparently still haven’t arrived, and I think about those words often. He challenged me to keep pushing into my blind spots as a way of continuing to probe God’s heart for the world and what it means to be the church.

The white evangelical church in America is in desperate need of Manny Ortiz. It makes me sad to think he is no longer with us. But his hermeneutic of repentance is still here, and we need that as well. Without the hermeneutic of repentance, I will always be a hopeless liability in the work of seeking God’s justice. With it, I truly believe I can be mitigated a bit so that God’s shalom might flow out into the world through me.

Becoming a Just Church is an invitation to a hermeneutic of repentance. Many of the topics we cover in this conversation are the fruit of work that took root in the classroom with Manny and in the local church spaces I’ve been graciously entrusted to pastor. The topics this book covers are admittedly not always easy to embrace. They represent a critique of the way the white evangelical church in America particularly has missed—and continues to miss—the mark on justice. I poke and prod in some sensitive areas of church life, but I do so from the sincere desire that we would together learn to ask better questions.

Over time, I’ve come to see that if you come to these conversations as I did (and probably still do) abstractly or messianically, then the conversation I’m hoping to provoke will likely create a significant strain on our relationship. But from the vantage point of being passionate about questions that drive us to repentance—not only giving us insight but making us more faithful along the way—I hope you will join me in seeing these conversations as a kind of freedom to be the kind of people God has always envisioned us to be. I don’t claim to capture that vision well, I just know that the deeper I press into God’s heart for justice, the more I experience God’s life and freedom.

I don’t think it comes as a surprise to note that the record on justice is spotty at best for white evangelicals. It has not been part of our normative framework for thinking about the gospel and the mission of the church. Beyond that, justice issues often get framed as liberal, making it difficult to have nuanced conversations about modern-day injustice at the level of the local evangelical congregation. In the main, the history of evangelicalism in the United States is evidence of our leeriness if not outright opposition to the pursuit of justice. In 1947, Carl F. H. Henry, the first editor of Christianity Today, lamented this reality: “It remains a question whether one can be perpetually indifferent to the problems of social justice and international order, and develop a wholesome personal ethics.”2 Seventy years ago the problem of a disconnect between justice and the lived faithfulness of evangelicals in the United States was a most pressing concern. Sadly, not much has changed.

Our current reality is such that evangelical justice seekers have largely become a sidelined people. Most evangelicals who have a passion to seek the shalom of God in the world have found that their local congregation is indifferent or antagonistic to that desire. In some rare cases this congregational marginalization looks like an often-overlooked justice team, but that is probably an exception rather than the rule. The most likely scenario is that justice-minded evangelicals have learned that the local evangelical congregation is not a safe space to work out those passions.

It is not surprising, then, that this antagonism parallels the rise of evangelical parachurch organizations focused on issues of justice. Understandably these folks, feeling unwanted in local congregations, have increasingly gravitated toward the more proactive organizations and movements that have sprung up along the way both as a way of giving expression to their deepest passion and as a way of making sense of their understanding of Jesus.

Thus, most of the major justice initiatives of the last generation have been outsourced by the local church. Urbana Student Missions Conference, World Relief, World Vision, International Justice Mission, Christian Community Development Association, Sojourners, and Evangelicals for Social Action are just a few of the incredibly powerful evangelical movements for justice that have generated enormous momentum and have helped mobilize a generation of Christians around the cause of justice.

If you spend much time in these circles, as I have, it is stunning to note how often people articulate a sense of family and homecoming when describing their experience of affiliation with these parachurch organizations. Over time, these groups have started to function as ekklēsia (church) for the justice-minded Christians who have experienced displacement from congregational life. I suppose this is a kind of double-edged sword. On the one hand, I am thankful for groups that create the spaces for followers of Jesus to work out their worldview into action in a safe and supportive community.

On the other, isn’t this reality a tragedy? Isn’t the fact that these organizations function as safe havens from the local church a devastating critique of the kind of people we have become? Justice organizations play a valuable and needed role in the world without question, but I mourn the role they are also required to play in the lives of many justice-minded evangelicals today because it evidences the severe deficiency of our local, embodied ecclesiology related to justice.


WHAT IF THERE WAS A WAY FORWARD?

Becoming a Just Church is not just a critique of the current realities. Instead, in this book I aim to offer a vision for how the local congregation might regain its foothold in the work of justice and the pursuit of God’s shalom. In suggesting that there is a way forward, I suppose I am tipping my hand that I am an idealist when it comes to the local church. I cannot escape the reality that God intends for the kingdom mission to work in and through the church.

That the missio Dei extends into the world through the local church is an exceedingly common sentiment these days in evangelicalism. There is a danger here, namely, that saying so can actually function to allow us to perpetuate our evangelical status quo without careful examination and reformation. In many cases, I experience it to be the case that this belief works to cosign our brokenness rather than make our knees quake in fear that the God of all creation would intend to work out the purposes of cosmic reconciliation and renewal through us.

I contend that the way we resist allowing this theological reality to function like a cliché is to be rigorously committed to self-examination as we lean into the reality of being the primary instrument of God’s purposes in the world today. If local expressions of the body of Christ are going to live into the fullness of God’s vision for the church, specifically as it relates to the pursuit of justice, much will need to change. And it will probably start with repentance.




HOW TO READ BECOMING A JUST CHURCH


This book is for anyone, but I write primarily with white American evangelicals in mind. I hope that this creates a lot of conversation in many circles about the nature of the church and what it means to be a people in pursuit of God’s shalom. The fact is that I am a white American evangelical, so to write for any other group would be an overstep and presumptive. I’m praying that for justice-minded folks—evangelical, evangelical-ish, or other—this book is refreshing and maybe challenges you to reconsider your conviction related to the necessity of the local church. For those of us who have grown up in white evangelical spaces, I’m praying this book is not just an accurate description of reality but is practically helpful in our common passion to be the church God has us on earth to be.

A word about my use of terms. Justice is a slippery word that gets used broadly in a variety of unhelpful ways. Without taking the time to develop a complete biblical theology of justice, let me say that justice refers to the presence of God’s shalom. That is, God’s wholeness where, as some say, nothing is missing and nothing is broken.3 This comprehensive reality involves every arena of life and is, in my estimation, the notion Jesus is referring to when he said he came to bring abundant life. Abundant, flourishing, thriving life for people and communities as defined by the story of Scripture where what has been broken because of sin is restored, renewed, and reconciled by God in Christ. That is shalom, and the presence of shalom means that justice has taken root in the world.

The terms justice and shalom are used interchangeably to refer to the reality of God’s intentions being realized in concrete ways in the world. There is an interplay between the eschatological reality of God’s shalom and justice and the work of God’s people in pursuing, living into, those realities in day-to-day life.

Regarding the structure of the book. The intention is to generate a conversation that will aid local congregations in reimagining their life together in a way that creates the possibility for becoming a just people as they seek to do justice in the world. While not a step-by-step guide, the book is structured to provide definition to the ongoing discernment happening in congregations around the role of justice in their common life.

Part one is focused on unpacking a theologically rooted vision for justice in and through the local congregation. These first chapters are about the identity of the church and ask the question, What does it mean to be the church? through the lens of justice and God’s shalom. These chapters aim to bridge the gap between strong ecclesiology and the church’s witness against injustice. The fourth chapter in part one focuses on what the church should be for in the world. We need new ways to think about and act out what it means to be for shalom in the world, namely, flourishing and transformation.

Part two seeks to build on the theological vision of part one by engaging the concrete arena of congregational life and asking hard questions about the extent to which God’s justice permeates those spaces. Examining the way we discern vision and direction, build community, disciple Christians, and gather for worship helps us gain a better sense of the way justice can become an embodied reality for our congregational life.

Part three asks, What’s next? in two ways. First, the question of power. Without a serious examination of power—and the way it corrupts the possibility of shalom—all of our other efforts will be for naught. I’m grateful to my friends Juliet Liu and Brandon Green—two of the most thoughtful and passionate pastors I’ve ever met—for contributing their insights to this chapter. And then a closing word about public justice. I didn’t write this book to be a primer on the public work of justice. I have been incredibly fortunate to work alongside people who practice the work of public justice by directly confronting systems of oppression in their day-to-day lives. They are the voices we should hear and the stories we should trust on these issues. My only hope in closing with those words is to point us again to hearing the voices of the often ignored, particularly for us in the white evangelical church.

I hope that no matter where your church sits on the spectrum of seeking justice, you (as a pastor, leader, or layperson) will find it helpful in the discernment of the critical questions facing us in the church and as the church in society. May God use our way of life together as an expression of the kingdom and as a signpost of a world being made new again in Jesus.
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  JUSTICE ISN’T AN OUTREACH STRATEGY


  A WAY OF LIFE FOR THE PEOPLE OF GOD


  

    A few years ago I was involved with developing an immigrant legal ministry. Our church, located in a first-generation immigrant neighborhood, saw this as a tangible way to care for our neighbors and connect to our community. At the time it was still unusual for a local church to do this kind of work, so start-up required quite a bit of vision casting and support raising. As we cast vision broadly for this legal center, we regularly sold this ministry initiative to the larger evangelical world with a vision of evangelizing “lost” immigrants. We marketed the idea this way because of our hunch that evangelicals generally had little imagination for a legal clinic that wasn’t in its essence a cleverly disguised evangelism and church-growth strategy. We did this without regard to whether the populations we served might in fact already be Christian, and without asking if the work of providing this pathway within the US immigration system might be a worthy end on its own. We hadn’t planned on creating a dynamic in which the success of a legal clinic would ultimately be judged by the number of conversions we made. But that is exactly what we did.


    Am I suggesting that God could not work through a legal clinic in an evangelistic way? Of course not. As Paul preached in Athens, God sets the times and places for people’s lives in order that they would encounter him, so I am comfortable seeing and celebrating the evangelistic fruit of any ministry initiative. No, the problem is more subtle than that.


    One of evangelicalism’s fatal flaws is that we usually frame justice as an expression of the Great Commission. Jesus sent us into the world to make disciples of all nations, and this disciple-making work requires a wide variety of strategies and approaches. Outreach ministry is our catchall designation for this collection of strategies. Unfortunately, many, or most, evangelical congregations categorize justice as outreach—work we do “out there.” Seen as an application of the Great Commission, justice morphs into a strategy that helps us make disciples more efficiently. We wind up doing justice so we can win people to Jesus. On the face of it, it makes sense that justice would be framed this way. The problem is that framing justice as outreach is theologically inaccurate. The Scriptures do not frame the work of justice as a means to the end of evangelism. The commands to “loose the chains of injustice,” to “break the yoke of bondage,” and to see to it that widows, orphans, and immigrants flourish are rarely portrayed as a missional outreach strategy in that sense.


    Framing justice as outreach is also practically problematic. In our normal ways of thinking about church ministry, we invite people to participate in outreach based on their personal preferences and passions. Folks passionate about youth ministry sign up for youth outreach. People fired up to serve others head to the park to distribute free water bottles. Evangelists head door-to-door to engage their neighbors in intentional spiritual conversations. There is something for everyone—in the work of making disciples everyone gets to play—and everyone gets to choose the outlet that suits them. When we frame justice as one of the options on the outreach menu of church life, church members sign up for opportunities to “do justice” by checking that box in the bulletin.


    If justice is an option on the outreach menu, that means justice is optional for everyone. If you want to do justice, great! If not, we have other options better suited for you. A lot of churches operate this way, and it means we are shaping generations of Christians who feel free to opt in or out of the pursuit of God’s shalom.


    

      GREAT COMMANDMENT, NOT GREAT COMMISSION


      Justice is not at home in the Great Commission, but it thrives in the Great Commandment. It is essential to our understanding of what it means to love God and love our neighbors, the commands by which our allegiance, obedience, and faithfulness to God will ultimately be evaluated. When we allow justice to become a mere outreach strategy, we fail to grasp this reality in two ways. First, if justice is made to serve the ends of outreach and evangelism, it is rendered impotent to deal with actual injustice experienced by neighbors God calls us to lovingly lay down our lives for. Splitting our focus in this way will mean justice takes a back seat to the more urgent “outreach” priorities. Second, justice as outreach fails to engage us in a formational way. If justice is always “out there” and its purpose is to “lead people to Jesus,” it insulates us from the work God might want to do in our lives and in our congregation.1


      Instead of compartmentalizing justice as outreach or evangelism, we need a fuller and more nuanced understanding of mission that sees God’s intent as larger (though surely not less) than the salvation of souls. God is, in Christ, reconciling all things and renewing all of creation back to God’s original intent. The story of what God is doing in the world through Jesus is bigger, better, and more beautiful than personal salvation, and we benefit from this enlarged view of God’s salvific purposes. This worldview that sees the gospel of the kingdom of God as the ultimate renewal and restoration of all things gives shape to our understanding of the role of justice in the life of the church.


      David Fitch contends that the vocation of the church is to embody “faithful presence” to God and neighbor in the world.2 This is helpful language because it points us to the reality that the extent to which a church is faithfully present to God and neighbor in the world is the extent to which that church is participating in mission. This is the imaginative shift we need to employ to the work of justice as well. Justice must be more than an outreach strategy because it is both a matter of the character of our community (faithful) and our posture and practice in the world (presence).


      Justice isn’t an outreach strategy; it’s a way of life for the people of God.


    


    

    

      A WAY OF LIFE FOR THE PEOPLE OF GOD


      The pursuit of justice is, first, about becoming a particular kind of people in the world. David Fitch is again helpful in noting that the pursuit of God’s shalom requires a “new kind of formation.” But rather than perpetuating discipleship and formation systems that focus primarily on individuals, we need to hear Fitch’s call to see the church as a “social reality witnessing to God’s kingdom in the world.” Because of this, cultivating “faithful presence . . . must therefore be a communal reality before it can infect the world.”3 This is a critical reminder that the formation of a people, more than the formation of persons, is the baseline work of the church, including justice.


      If we are to see new ways of pursuing justice in the world, we must see the work of extending God’s shalom into the world intertwined with becoming a just people ourselves. Overwhelmingly, Scripture speaks of justice as a matter for the people of God, not to merely engage “out there” but to engage internally because the character of the people of God is measured by the extent to which they embody the justice of God in their way of life together.


      This stresses the importance of cultivating a communal way of life—an ecclesiology that lives out the justice of God’s kingdom. Cultivating an embodied way of life as a local church requires a dedication to communal discipleship that gives source and depth to the discipleship of individual believers. If justice is ever going to flourish in and through the local church, it will do so because evangelicals embrace the notion that becoming a just people is central to the formative work God wants to do in our midst. This is one reason why justice is so ill at home in evangelical churches. We have never really conceived of justice as an expression of faithful ecclesiology and formation.


    


    

    

      MOVING AWAY FROM COMFY INDIVIDUALISM


      There is a lie hidden in our belief that justice is but an option on the menu of church life, and it is wrapped up in our belief that we can live our lives inconsequentially. It seems we believe that our actions, choices, values, voting patterns, and so on do not impact people outside of our spheres of relationships. We have come to insulate ourselves from those who live outside our spheres and who experience the world in a manner much differently than we do.


      That insulation works just like insulation is supposed to. It makes us comfortable. When I am cozily inside the warmth of my own home, I am unconcerned about the elements battering those who are walking on the sidewalk out front. The great tragedy of that way of life is that a comfortable life renders us indifferent to the discomfort of others. As Dorothy Day said, “People insulated by their own comfort lose sight of it.” I no longer feel compelled to act with purpose and intentionality. It’s not so much that I disagree with the notion that God intends everyone to experience shalom and flourishing but that I am warm and comfy where I am.


      When Dr. King wrote his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” he wrote it to pastors and religious leaders who could not see the world through the lens of his faith tradition. They were unable to understand the perspective of faith communities who were used to, and forced to, work out their faith “from below.” So, when Dr. King asserts that “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly,” it would have been as obvious to him and his church as the notion that Jesus is Lord.4 And yet this notion of a mutuality between oppressed and oppressor, between those on the margins and those onlookers from the sidelines, would have seemed foreign to the mainstream white audience Dr. King was attempting to reason with.


      Melba Padilla Maggay, writing from her context in the Philippines, shares similar sentiments. “We live in the presence of one another. Human solidarity is such that we all suffer together. . . . Whether we like it or not, one person’s deprivation is an indication of the guilt and humiliation of all.”5


      The notion that we somehow share in one another’s reality because of our common humanity, and also because of our shared participation in a society with broken, unjust systems is nearly incomprehensible within the modern white evangelical imagination. American evangelicalism operates by an internal logic built on the primacy of the individual, and everything from our theological systems (think, penal substitutionary atonement) to our ministry strategies (think, four spiritual laws) is rooted in the foundational belief that faith is ultimately an individualist enterprise, a series of transactions between a human person and God.


      A church full of people who are taught that faith is between them and God is perfectly positioned to assume that justice is not something that concerns them or their congregation. We can also fool ourselves into thinking that God’s shalom is attained incrementally through the progress made possible by, say, hard work or good financial management. This makes an intentional pursuit of justice totally optional. Tragically, this approach to faith and the subsequent deprioritization of justice is precisely the kind of moderation that compelled Dr. King to write his letter from the jail in Birmingham in the first place.


      The church suffers from a kind of atrophy of the muscles of shalom in the world. Maggay contends that our “inertia of indifference springs from the notion that we can live our inner lives with integrity without having to concern ourselves with the poor.”6 Sadly, to be a church who leaves the pursuit of shalom to others who are “more strategically positioned” reveals that we have fallen prey to the lie that we can live with integrity without a concern for the poor and marginalized neighbors in our midst.


      My experience growing up and working within the white evangelical context has served to reinforce this observation. It is not something we left behind in the civil rights movement as though we had some great awakening with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. These are current problems. These are choices we are making today, choices that are shaped, informed, and codified through decades of indifference and generations of insulating ourselves from the injustice experienced by those at the margins of American society. This dynamic has accelerated the exodus of justice-seeking evangelicals from the daily life and ministry of the local church, folks who have opted to create alternative communities of support for the work of justice in the nonprofit and parachurch world.


      Of course there is a fatal flaw in this plan. Despite the good work happening on the ground by those who find themselves at the margins of congregational life, this supposedly tidy division of duties is ultimately settling for something less than what God intends. God’s intentions for shalom and justice will invite us to reconsider the divide and our way of being the church in the world.


    


    

    

      GOD’S SHALOM IS EXPRESSED AND EXTENDED IN THE PEOPLE OF GOD


      God’s shalom cannot be expressed fully (to the extent that we can experience it before the new Jerusalem) apart from the people of God embodied and rooted in local contexts. The reality of God’s shalom (where nothing is missing and nothing is broken) is God’s intention for all of creation. And that shalom is expressed in and extended out from a people in constant formation.


      The formation of a people. God’s shalom is most fully expressed to the world through the formation of a people. This is not to say that we don’t, or can’t, catch or create glimpses of God’s intentions in other ways, but the 4K ultra HD picture of God’s shalom is only available to be experienced in the context of a people.


      God as the original expression of shalom. In the beginning, God. Before the creation of the world, before the destruction caused by sin, before the need ever arose for the work of justice, God.


      And God is, in God’s very essence, a people. It may seem a bit strange to say that God has existed throughout eternity in a peopled form, but central to what makes God, well, God, is that God exists in community. The Scriptures reveal this triune God to us as a community of three that make up the one true God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.


      That God has always existed in community is important because it is the baseline of our understanding of shalom. God, existing in perfection and harmony between Father, Son, and Spirit, is a communally embodied expression of shalom. In God nothing is missing and nothing is broken. In God there is no oppression or evil or injustice or marginalization. Each person of the Trinity exists in loving, dynamic mutuality with the other persons of the Trinity, and each in their specific way contributes to and submits to the community of the other. This community that God enjoys is the highest and greatest expression of God’s shalom. It is this God-who-exists-as-shalom-community who then acts in the world in creation and re-creation.


      Creation as the original extension of shalom. If, in fact, God exists in loving perfect union without need or want of any kind, what would motivate God to create?


      This starts to make sense through the language of shalom. Shalom is expressed in a people and extended through a people. If that’s the case, then God exists as the perfect expression of shalom, and creation serves as the original extension of shalom.


      The reality of creation itself suggests that “it would not do” for God to stop at being simply an expression of shalom. Rather, God purposes to extend it out beyond the relational borders of God’s shalom community. Shalom rightly expressed in community will naturally look to extend itself beyond its existing relational borders.


      The creation narrative demonstrates God’s work of extending the community of shalom beyond its initial boundaries. The physical creation becomes a tangible outworking of shalom, the Garden of Eden is, by existing, a metaphor of shalom. God is acting to create the conditions by which a larger number of persons might be able to participate in that community of shalom.


      When God creates Adam and Eve, and by extension all of humanity, we witness a widening of the circle of persons who live within the relational borders of the shalom community. What was originally experienced in God by God alone is now an ever-widening circle of persons who participate in the community of God’s shalom.






OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Sommaire



		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication Page



		Contents



		Foreword by Dennis Edwards



		Introduction



		PART 1: AN ECCLESIOLOGY FOR JUSTICE

		1 Justice Isn’t an Outreach Strategy: A Way of Life for the People of God



		2 Exiles in the Promised Land: The Church as Prophetic Alternative



		3 Demonstrating Mañana: The Church as a Parable of God’s Intent



		4 Gardeners of Shalom: The Church for Flourishing and Transformation







		PART 2: JUSTICE IN OUR CONGREGATIONAL LIFE

		5 Low-Ground Church: Discerning Vision in a High-Ground World



		6 Recovering Kinship: Hospitality as Resistance



		7 Finding Common Kingdom Ground: Discipling People into Shalom Community



		8 Worship: Questions That Drive How We Gather







		PART 3: WHAT'S NEXT?

		9 Power: A Conversation About the Linchpin of Justice with Juliet Liu and Brandon Green







		Epilogue: Commence Justice



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Praise for Becoming a Just Church



		About the Author



		More Titles from InterVarsity Press



		Copyright





Pagination de l'édition papier



		1



		V



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



Guide

		Cover

		Becoming a Just Church

		Start of content

		Contents





OEBPS/images/TP_art_color.jpg
Vel
22

ADAM L. GUSTINE
s

BECOMING A

IIiIC'I'

CHURCH

CULTIVATING
COMMUNITIES OF

D ALO






OEBPS/images/AI_IVP_Academic_G.jpg
W

IVP Books

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, Illinois





OEBPS/images/chap1.jpg





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg





OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
— BECOMING A

IIIC'I'

CHURCH

EU LTIVATIENG
Ce@rM*M-U N L. | E 83O F

GOD’S SHALOM






