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Dedicated to students and servants
in God’s vineyard
throughout the cities of this world





Preface


As I think through the process leading up to this book, I recall how Harvie Conn spoke of his desire to provide a textbook for students moving into urban ministry, for those wrestling with the complexities of the city as pastors, for evangelists, for missionaries who are planting urban churches in the United States and throughout the world, and for faculty who have taken the lonely road of teaching urban mission studies in Christian institutions. When he asked me to labor with him in this project, I was both delighted and fearful that I would not meet his expectations. But we worked hard at embracing the mission of this book. I gladly submitted to his demands on time and writing style as I recognized the excellent opportunity for me to work with a master writer.

Harvie was ill and struggled with his last chapters until it was impossible for him to continue. He was extremely apologetic when I spoke with him a few days before his death. How badly he wanted not to let the readers down. Nothing would comfort him—there was still more he wanted to include in the book. We hugged and kissed as we knew his departure was imminent. He went home to be with his Lord on August 28, 1999.

Harvie always excelled in writing and research. He left enough behind to allow the completion of this volume, and you now have in your hands the final work of Dr. Harvie Conn.

On behalf of Harvie I want to thank those friends at Westminster and his family who greatly supported him as he undertook this project while gravely ill. I myself am greatly indebted to his mentoring during this process. I also want to thank my family, who helped me carry out much of what is written in these pages. I thank the faculty of Westminster for their ongoing support and encouragement. Finally, I thank my colleague in ministry and in teaching at Westminster, Sue Baker, who gave valuable input and evaluation throughout the writing of this book and assisted in its completion upon Harvie’s passing.

Manuel Ortiz









Introduction


During the wilderness wandering, the spies returned to Moses with their mixed report. The land truly was flowing with milk and honey. “But the people who live there are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large” (Num 13:28). The providence and promises of God took a back seat in a majority report that measured urban challenge only in terms of size, density and population.

Have things changed, or are God’s people still afraid of what cities hold? This book aims to address today’s urban reality in all its complex and interrelated facets.


How to Use This Text

The content of this book was carefully structured for students to work through sequentially in order to get a full-orbed understanding of urban ministry. Yet the work can also be used as a reference book; any section can be read by itself.

The first three sections provide a foundation for what follows. Part one is a historical section, attempting to lay out a global view of urban history and demographics. We wanted our treatment to be as comprehensive as possible. This historical analysis provides perspective and renewed vision for what the sovereign Lord is doing in his world. It identifies some missiological concerns that have not yet been addressed fully by present-day mission strategies.

The second section takes a biblical-historical look at God’s concern for cities. Drawing on both Old and New Testaments, this material helps the reader put together the present contemporary world with the world of biblical times. Actually very little has changed regarding either issues or solutions. Biblical strategies must be operative in contemporary society if there is to be kingdom reign.

The third section—”Understanding the City”—presents ways to interpret and define the city. It is strong on sociological information. How do we do theology in the midst of the historical reality of where and how people live? The city’s complexity can be overwhelming; this section assists the student and practitioner in wrestling with the various aspects of the city as a Christian.

Now that the foundation has been laid, section four looks at practical skills and highlights the importance of the social sciences. In the early 1970s Donald McGavran and C. Peter Wagner from the School of Church Growth at Fuller Theological Seminary introduced social-scientific perspectives and methods into church planting and church growth. Their work was helpful but was often dismissed as too secular and not Christian enough. Again and again, both in classes and other forums, we have insisted on the utilization of the social sciences as an applied science for mission. This section leads the reader to grasp the need for doing serious field work before embarking on any mission endeavor. Bible translation work since the beginning of the twentieth century exemplifies how insights from anthropology and sociology help us understand cultures and societies for the purpose of bringing the gospel to unreached peoples.

Section five addresses Christian community development among the poor. The church has to reckon with its inescapable responsibility to the poor. The Lord Jesus has summoned his body to be what he is in the world. Mercy ministry is not optional but is demanded of all Christians, reflecting God’s concern for the value of life and his image bearers (Rom 5:21-26).

Much will depend on the development of leaders, which is the subject of our final section. This section may be one of the most important, because all the ministry described in preceding sections is vitally dependent on biblical leadership. The city will not see effective kingdom ministry if leaders are not preaching and living the whole counsel of God. Reductionism will not do. Sociology without biblical theology misses the mark. Justification without justice will not be divine salt that penetrates and preserves our God’s world.

All across the world urbanization is proceeding apace, not waiting for us to decide whether the city is a legitimate place for mission. The Lord of history is calling us to be servants of his gospel in the cities of his world.

Lima, Peru, one of the major cities of South America, can serve as a specific example of contemporary urban challenges. This will lead us to formulate a contemporary agenda for reflection which lays out the many questions this book seeks to address.




Lima, Peru: Looking for Clues

Indigenous peoples have inhabited the area we now call metropolitan Lima for nearly seven thousand years. But 1535 was a crucial turning point. Conqueror Francisco Pizarro saw Lima’s safe harbor advantages and began its transformation into his “City of Kings.” City-minded Spanish colonialists shaped Lima into one of the two most important urban centers of what became Latin America (the other is Mexico City). “As both the political-administrative capital for the viceroyalty and its principal economic center, Lima also took on the role of the social capital of Spanish South America” (Kent 1994:459).

Population patterns. For a little over four hundred years, Lima grew slowly. By 1796 its population accounted for a little over 6 percent of Peru’s total. By 1940 the city had grown to 645,000 people, about 8.6 percent of the nation’s population.

Then came the last half of the twentieth century. And Lima, like the world’s major urban centers, underwent a demographic explosion. By the early 1990s well over six million people, nearly one-third of Peru’s population, were calling themselves Limeños.

The city is now a center of political and economic power. By 1988 Lima was thirteen times larger than the country’s second city. Its metropolitan boundaries enclose more than 50 percent of Peru’s entire urban population (León 1992:201). And paralleling this demographic growth have come significant urban challenges.

Religious directions. Over 90 percent of Lima’s residents are formally attached to the Roman Catholic Church. Some of the church’s 136 parishes are home to tens of thousands of constituents. But, reflecting a long history, there is a divorce between church and religion. Few fulfill Catholicism’s minimal requirements of participation in Sunday Mass. Faith expresses itself in a more individualistic way, often disconnected from the official church. It is to the confraternities and brotherhoods, in what is termed “popular religion” that one looks for manifestations of serious commitment (Klaiber 1992:16).

“Popular religiosity” is a genuine expression of Catholic piety fitted to native traditions and the painful marginalization of the poor. It is “a people’s way of crying and remembering and aspiring” (Cox 1973:117) the faith of those who have been least integrated into the mainstream of urban society.

Processions and feast days, the multiplicity of saints, the prominence and popularity of religious relics bespeak rural backgrounds of devotion and veneration. Those less linked to the agricultural cycle turn to more secularized forms of faith, to horoscopes and astrology (Candelaria 1990:9-14).

“Without doubt the most important popular religious manifestation in Peru is the great procession of Our Lord of Miracles, which takes place three times during the month of October in Lima” (Klaiber 1992:91). Clothed in purple penitential robes, the faithful accompany the image of the crucified Christ, the “Purple Lord,” carried on a heavy platform through the streets of Lima. The Brotherhood of the Bearers of the Lord of Miracles had three hundred members in the 1920s; by the 1980s the membership had reached some four thousand.

But such expressions of “popular religiosity” are often less (or more) than the church expects or wants. The distance between private faith and ecclesiastical practice is a concern.

Some in the 1990s looked to the papal push of the Lumen 2000 movement, the “new evangelization” of Latin America, to narrow the gap. Others, like Gustavo Gutiérrez, Lima’s “father” of liberation theology, struggle with the connection between popular religion and the poor. In his earlier writing Gutiérrez expressed fear of its opiate impact on the poor. Conversion, he noted, demands society’s transformation, not just a personal change of heart. Can these expressions of popular religion deaden the poor, those very agents of change, to their identity as the church of the poor, for the poor? In more recent years Gutiérrez appears to be looking for more positive connections.

Poverty’s expansion. The recent expansion of migration has underlined the challenge of poverty in Lima. Since 1950 the people of the Peruvian countryside have been slipping through the city’s back door. Pushed by poverty and fear of the violent activities of the Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path), they are pulled by an optimistic urban hope. Most settle in the pueblos jóvenes (“young towns”), an aristocratic euphemism for the 598 squatter areas that ring the metropolitan area.

Between 9 and 10 percent of the city’s population lived in these “slums of hope” in 1955; by 1985 that figure had reached 50 percent. There are also hundreds of thousands in old, overcrowded inner-city tenements called tugurios (Grigg 1992a:24, 103). Marginalized by poverty and a government simply unable to keep up with the flow, these urban migrants form cities within the city.

Relatively untouched by large-scale industrialization, the new Limeños join the 49 percent of Latin America’s work force who find their livelihood in the informal sector. By 1984 nearly 70 percent of Lima’s working population was linked to this nonformal sector, which the government does not regulate. “Many join the 200,000 to 300,000 army of street vendors, who sell everything from brooms to artichokes” (Maust 1984:10). Cars are repaired in backyards, and furniture gets repaired and clothing is manufactured in people’s homes. “This trade does not get registered in the country’s economic statistics. It pays no taxes to governments strapped for cash. And millions of citizens in the informal sector are outside government health programs and have no provision for their old age” (Berg and Pretiz 1992:91).

Poverty’s youth. Old age is not always a problem in Lima; youth is. Typical of Latin America’s cities is the youthful age of Lima’s population. One-third of the country’s population aged fifteen to twenty-four—1.2 million—are Lima residents.

Typical also is the marginalization of the young. By the mid-1980s officials estimated there were ten thousand abandoned children in the city. They shine shoes, change tires, wash cars or go begging during the day. At night they sleep in parks or on sidewalks. A major in the Salvation Army comments, “I know of children who live on a cup of tea and a couple of bread rolls a day.”




Contemporary Urban Challenges

The story of Lima is reproduced with variations in many cities. By looking at these cities we become aware of the challenges facing the church today. But just what are these challenges, and how is the church responding?

Population explosion. Whatever else we see, we see the city as more of everything—more people, more buildings and expanding neighborhoods.

Isolated voices speak of a “decline in the growth rates of cities nearly everywhere. The era of rapid urban growth is about to finish” (Prud’Homme 1989:45). But usually these predictions are limited to so-called developed countries, suggesting more slowdown than decline.

Many continue to affirm the 1985 predictions of Rashmi Mayur, then president of the Global Futures Network. “Ninety percent of the earth’s population,” he suggested, “will likely be urbanized by the end of the next century. Much of this urbanization will take place in ‘supercities’ in Third World countries” (Mayur 1985:28).

Urban populations will continue to grow at almost twice the rate of national growth, and large cities at a rate three to four times as high. Does the church show any indication of interest in these expanding urban centers? Vital signs are beginning to appear in the Southern Hemisphere. In Latin America, Protestants “have now reached a critical mass of about 15% (with wide variations from country to country). Although the vast majority of Latin Americans when polled still identify themselves as Catholics, relatively few attend mass regularly. The upshot is that the number of active Protestant churchgoers is comparable to that of practicing Catholics” (Berryman 1994:7).

How much of that Protestant presence is urban? Full figures are not yet available. And hints are sometimes not consistent. Between 1990 and 1992, 710 new churches—five a week—were established in greater Rio de Janeiro. Typical of elsewhere, 90 percent of these were Pentecostal. During the same period one new Catholic parish was established. El Salvador claims 390,000 evangelicals in its capital, 26.4 percent of the city’s population. On the other hand, in Venezuela 4 percent of the total population is Protestant, but in Caracas the figure is just 1.16 percent. Lima now boasts an evangelical community of 212,000, 3.2 percent of its total (Pretiz 1995:8-9).

A full recognition by the church of the potential of the world’s cities seems yet to appear. Commenting on Africa, a Catholic observer remarks that “about 80% of missionary personnel in Africa are engaged in rural parish work, while there are very few actually involved in ministering to the slum dwellers of the towns and cities” (Zanotelli 1988:283). An evangelical addressing the same context adds, “Churches . . . have failed to recognize fully the tremendous needs of the multitudes who left their homes and went to the cities” (Falk 1979:426).

Socioeconomic gap. Everywhere the global city is becoming identified with the poor. In the United States past practices of housing discrimination have locked blacks and Hispanics into isolated urban neighborhoods. In the meantime, the work base of the American city has shifted from industry to service orientation. Factories spring up in industrial parks in the suburbs far from these urban communities, while new office buildings transform the urban skyline. Entry-level and low-education-requirement jobs become scarcer in the city. Blue-collar employment opportunities shrink as white-collar openings expand.

Economically marginal communities are finding more doors of occupational opportunity closed to them. Federal aid resources for the city are greatly reduced, and a crumbling urban infrastructure must look to a diminishing tax base among the growing poor. Help is not there to give. The white middle class, now joined by a rapidly emerging black middle class, continues its movement to the suburbs with its tax dollars, while central-city expenses skyrocket.

In England’s urban priority areas (UPAs) the patterns are similar. The gap between rich and poor becomes a gulf. The poor, both unemployed and working, bear both the brunt of recession and the blame as “social security scroungers.” By 1981, just over 2.6 million unemployed people and members of their families were living in poverty or at its margin—three out of every ten people under pension age.

And what lies at the heart of the problem? “The national decline in the number of manual jobs, and the concentration of manual workers in the UPAs” (Faith in the City 1985:202). As in the United States, the major source of new British jobs (with some shifting between the 1970s and 1980s) is the service sector.

But outside the historically industrialized world, poverty speaks even louder. “Nowhere else is the economic, political, and social distance between the few rich and the masses of the poor greater than in towns of the Third World” (Gutkind 1974:35). And nowhere is poverty more visible than in the slums and shantytowns that spread out from the edges of Lima or Bangkok. In San Francisco and Philadelphia, Houston and Boston, the word suburb denotes home for the middle and upper classes. But in the Matheri valley of Nairobi and high on the hills above Caracas, the suburbs are where we find the poor and marginalized. It is estimated that half the urban populations of Africa, Asia and Latin America live in slums. Africa’s cities have become what one author has called “centers of despair.” An estimated 79 percent of Addis Ababa residents live in squatter settlements, as do 70 percent of Casablanca’s residents and 65 percent of Kinshasa’s. “More than one-third of the populations of Nairobi and Dakar are slum dwellers. In Nairobi, the population of the lowest squatter settlements has been growing more than twice as fast as that of the city as a whole” (Rondinelli 1988:304).

The overall pattern is staggering:


By the year 2000, 2,116 million, or 33.6 percent of the world population, will be in Third World cities, and 40 percent of these (a low figure) will be squatters (846 million people). This would indicate a world that is about 13.6 percent squatters by the year 2000—a bloc nearly the size of the Muslim or Hindu populations, doubling each decade. Squatters thus constitute an immense people group—a distinct entity deserving specific strategies for evangelization. (Grigg 1992a:25)



The picture becomes even more compelling if we include the decaying inner-city areas as well as the street people living in cities. That brings our estimate of the urban poor up to one billion by the year 2000, a figure totaling 30 percent of these cities, or 16.9 percent of the world’s population.

Where is the church in all this? The picture is not uniform. In Latin America the majority of the churches are among the poor. In ranges varying from 60 to 90 percent, Mexico City’s 1,200 churches, Sao Paulo’s 5,294 congregations, Lima’s 610 fellowships reach out to the marginalized (Grigg 1992a:102-7).

Leading the way in church planting in this social class have been Pentecostal churches. While mainliners and evangelicals have moved up the social ladder, Pentecostal churches have concentrated their evangelistic efforts on the lower classes in mushrooming cities:


Millions of rural-to-urban immigrants, their village life left behind forever, were ripe for new ideas, including religious teaching. The Pentecostals provided them the opportunity to hear the gospel free of intimidation from relatives or neighbors, to experience warm Christian fellowship in the impersonal city, and be treated with dignity as children of God. (Greenway 1994:190)



By contrast, “nowhere in Asia, with the exception of Korea, does the church in the slums make up more than four percent of the existing church in the city” (Grigg 1992a:95). In 1986 over 19 percent of Bangkok’s population lived in its 1,024 slum areas. Only three churches and two house groups were located there at the time. In Calcutta, between 48,000 (officially) and 200,000 (the generally accepted figure) live on the streets. No figures exist for residents of squatter areas, but some estimate that a million may be living there in tents and mud or thatched huts. Of the 132 churches in Calcutta, only one has targeted this population.

Also missing from the Asian church is the blue-collar factory worker. In patterns similar to the past in England and the United States, Christianity in Hong Kong and Taipei is perceived as a middle-class institution.

In Taiwan that perception is not far off. By 1984 almost 23 percent of Taiwanese church members had a college-level education (compared with 5.1 percent of the general population). It is easy to understand why the working class see most church programs as geared toward the needs of the intellectual or the middle class.

Three million strong by 1984 and increasing at the rate of ten thousand a month, working-class Asians tend to hang on to their folk religions. Living in company-built dormitories, their weekly work hours are long—fifty-two in Korea, forty-eight in Singapore (1979), fifty in Taiwan (1983). And their expectations are low. A high percentage are women, who enter the factories “as a means of liberation or as a new and exciting experience” (Tsai 1985:125). That optimism quickly turns to cynicism and passivity; women workers soon see themselves as mere assemblers who count for very little.

There are signs that the church1 may be awakening to the needs of this forgotten group. But the signs are still geographically isolated. In Hong Kong, visionaries like Agnes Liu of the China Graduate School of Theology saw the need years ago. And that awareness has spawned over one hundred lay-led factory fellowships. A dozen churches have started. In Taiwan the Fellowship of Covenant Churches initiated a church-planting project in the central part of the island among the more settled factory workers—those married or planning to stay in the area after marriage. Making initial contact through the factories, particularly those with Christian management, the Fellowship planned to create home meetings to meet the need (Fredericksen 1993:16-18).

The public arena. There is still another dimension to the urban world that the gospel cannot ignore: public life and the policies shaped by it.

Politics and economics, real estate matters and city planning, history and socioeconomic policies shape the directions of population demographics and cultural systems. Here global movements mold local responses to issues of poverty and development; powerlessness listens as power speaks. Political and military colonialism fades into the urban past, to be replaced by what many call economic neocolonialism. The global reach of the world-class city marginalizes rural and small-town interests—and now it is shifting even national concerns to the periphery.

Across the globe, urban realities require that Christianity develop an agenda that addresses more than church planting or evangelism. South Africa’s explosive urbanization led to population shifts that helped topple the oppressive pass laws and the structures of apartheid. Human rights abuses, government corruption, sexism and racism have become urban questions in Kampala and Recife, Seoul and Chicago. Pressures mount on society and the family. New urban financial struggles strain human relationships. Roles shift as Korean immigrant wives in the United States find themselves transformed from rural homemakers to second-income earners. Families in Zaire and Thailand wrestle with splitting their time between the city and their country roots. New questions arise: kin obligations on narrowed incomes; conflicts between parents and children as rural value systems are challenged by urban values adopted by the children; newly emerging patterns of sociability, based now not only on family but on vocation. Children and youth encapsulate these challenges of rapid urbanization on more than simply a private level. As the poor become visible, they become younger. A Roman Catholic study notes that in Africa “youth are the most affected by the rural exodus and the consequent urbanisation” (Meeting on African Collaboration 1983:3).

City dwellers in the United States have a median age of about thirty. In Mexico City the average age is 14.2. Sixty-eight percent of the urban populations of Argentina, Chile, Uruguay and Costa Rica are made up of young people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four. In Brazil, Mexico and Venezuela it is 75 percent. By the year 2010 more than 10 percent of the world’s population will be children living in the urban slums and squatter settlements of Asia, Africa and Latin America.


How exploited are the children? Forty million abandoned children live on the streets of the poorest cities. In São Paulo, Brazil, for example, 700,000 live by their wits in that city’s streets. Abandoned by their parents, they survive by begging, stealing or selling their bodies.

City children who work in order to stay alive number, worldwide, between 100 million and 200 million. Sixty percent of all children in Asian cities are full-time wage earners. Child prostitution is one of the principal means of making money. Forty thousand of the estimated 100,000 prostitutes in Bangkok are 14 or younger. In Manila, 15,000 children are in prostitution, most purchased from their parents to be sex slaves. (Linthicum 1994:21)



The West is not exempt from this victimization of children. In the United States “every day 15 children are killed by firearms; 2,660 babies are born into poverty; 8,493 children are reported abused or neglected and 3 die from it; 2,756 teens become pregnant; 2,833 students drop out of school; and 100,000 children are homeless” (Rachel’s Tears 1996:4).

The Christian community faces a new urban generation. They are less idealistic and considerably more pessimistic. Jaded and old before their time, without hope and marginalized by broken promises, they become easy prey to the temptations of cynicism and meaningless violence. How do we respond to their needs?

In the recent past the church often found itself sharply divided in seeking solutions. The Anglo-Saxon church world expressed that division more quickly and sharply than the minority churches within its cities or the more holistically oriented congregations of the developing world. Mainline and Catholic voices have turned more easily to face the public side of these issues. Their agenda concerns incorporate with relative ease topics of homelessness, political power brokering, rapid social change. They call readily for a partnership of theology, politics and urban policy.

Evangelical bodies find themselves more comfortable with responses that reflect the private dimensions to these questions. Evangelism, church planting and traditional expressions of charity toward the poor, they argue, will ultimately effect “redemption and lift.” Beyond this limit they are extremely reticent to speak.

Reinforcing these proposals is their legitimate concern for past capitulation to theological liberalism. Will a both/and mixture of the public and the private lead once more to the theological reductionism that previously minimized the gospel and maximized the social? And further, is entrance into the urban public sector a legitimate role for the church in its institutional form? What, after all, is the calling of the church? Where does the limited competence of the church end?

These concerns and warnings have affected the daughter churches of the mission fields in a similar way. And reinforcing an inherited theological reluctance have been other contextual factors. How will the church speak to public issues in countries where it is often socially and politically restricted to a closet existence? In Muslim-majority countries where the church can exist only as a ghetto, forbidden growth by Qur’anic legislation? In the People’s Republic of China and North Korea, where even its private life is subject to constant scrutiny and intrusive suspicion? How will a marginalized church of the poor in Latin America shift the weight of global power forces that shape local economies and larger development programs? How can African church leaders trained and experienced in rural settings carry rural-shaped worldviews of social connection into urban settings and styles of ministry (P. Fritz 1995:33-34)?

There are encouraging signs of change. Asia’s evangelicals “recognize that our ministry demands a clear and intelligent understanding of the complexities of our economic, environmental, social and cultural context. . . . Our gospel must reach the poor, down-trodden and marginalized as well as the rich, powerful, and comfortable sections of urban population” (Ro 1989:1).

In Latin America many evangelicals support a holistic approach to the city. A 1988 consultation of the Latin American Theological Fraternity calls for the churches to be agents of transformation in the city. Five areas are targeted for that process: (1) better understanding by the church of the city’s social and economic structures, (2) the incarnation of the church in those social and cultural realities, (3) sensitivity to all social levels in the city, and particularly affirmative action on behalf of the poor, (4) a clearer definition of the prophetic role of the church in the city and (5) a reemphasis on the church as a community of compassion by way of a Christ-centered message of hope and incarnation (“Seeking the Peace” 1989:22-24).




Agenda for Reflection

The challenges we have summarized are large and complicated. What kinds of questions flow out of all this for our mission reflection? What are some of the issues we must engage?

1. What is the basis of urban mission? What place does the city occupy within the total framework of Scripture’s commands and promises?

The history of urbanization points to many motivations in the church’s interaction with the city. Frequently that motivation was a Western desire to connect “Christianizing” with “civilizing.” The city has been seen as the venue for spreading what was seen as a superior white culture. In more recent times the urban interests of the church often became tied to the colonial interests of the sending church’s home base. Concerned over those very connections, some mission agencies have turned to rural areas for church planting, fearful of the watchful eye of government on urban activities.

Also affecting the mission of the church to the city has been a growing antiurbanism in the mentality of Europe and North America. Overwhelmed by the impact of the industrial revolution, these traditional centers of evangelistic activity have turned with approval to a nostalgic rural ideology of mission. Remembering the recent rural successes of the gospel, an increasingly middle-class church is paying less attention to the sudden growth of the developing world’s cities. The growing visibility of the poor in those cities reinforces middle-class suspicions of poverty and makes antiurbanism an obstacle to mission. God’s providential opening of the cities becomes a secularized history of mixed motives and ideas.

a. How does Scripture view the city? Is the Bible a rural book, promoting a rural understanding of mission? Where do we find the proper patterns to read that revelation? In sample models and case studies drawing principles from cities like Ur and Sodom, Jerusalem and Antioch, Athens and Rome? Or from the larger hermeneutical structures of the history of special revelation?

b. How do we fashion a full-orbed urban mission from the Bible? Is the work of urban mission to be restricted exclusively to the work of evangelism and church growth? What is the connection between urban mission and the kingdom of God? Is that kingdom emphasis fully exhausted by the preaching of Christ? Or is it more comprehensive? Does it also include urban social transformation? If so, does that transformation spread out to the life of the non-Christian? In what way?

2. How do we understand the city as a process and urbanism as a way of life? The city, we are learning, is a holistic system of networks. Those networks are geographical, social, institutional, political, cultural and religious. Through them social community takes on new forms.

a. How are ties of ethnicity and kinship affected by the city? What new challenges face them in secondary relationships such as friendships and work partnerships? How are human norms and values reexamined? How is the concept of neighborhood changed by the city? How do these new perceptions affect the congruity, the link, between neighborhood and local church? How far does the impact of the city extend? How do new urban influences reinforce or question traditional patterns of religion and faith?

b. Wrestling with these questions draws us deeply into definition of the term urban—and that definition will have a crucial effect on our perception of urban mission. We can make it an adjectival addendum. But this will add little to a radical, basic understanding of a theology of mission. A second possibility makes the term urban into a “definitive category, part of a new core that will create a new sub-discipline, urban missiology” (Conn 1994b:viii). The first choice can leave Christian discipleship as a calling to witness, church attendance, Bible study and prayer. The second choice can add to that list the practice of justice and love in every sphere of urban life.

Will our vision for urban ministry be holistic enough to meet these new perceptions of the city? Will the theology of mission we develop be merely a theology of mission in the city or a theology of mission for the city? Will the first choice treat the city only as a place in which mission operates? Will the second choice go further and treat the city as a fundamental variable in the design of urban mission?

3. What tools does God provide to help us see the city and urban church growth more clearly? How do we develop urban church growth eyes?

Urban mission studies in recent decades have followed earlier academic interests in focusing on demographics. The reasons may be different, but the bottom line has been the same. Built into the nature of the church, after all, is its deep yearning that men and women everywhere come to Christ in repentance and faith. It is a missiological concern that does not stop at any geographical or political boundary of the world.

Those boundaries expanded particularly in the world’s urban centers during the last half of the twentieth century. Massive urbanization has brought explosion of the cities of the so-called Third World.

a. Demographics has taken a prominent place in mission research, given these population shifts. Discussions of unreached peoples and their size, number and location in this world has accelerated. Through its institutions, the church continues to expand its efforts to collect more reliable statistical information on these groups.

More recently still, that search began to zero in on the least evangelized cities. Preliminary strategy plans are emerging, built around the transformation not merely of people groups but of cities (Grigg 1995). The term “gateway cities” is applied to the most significant entry points for evangelizing unreached people groups.

b. But demographics alone is not enough. Other tools must be used also. What use can be made of the social sciences as we analyze class systems in city and church? How can urban ethnographies aid us in looking past statistical surveys to the cultural settings in which a church might grow?

c. How do we link all this research with God’s plan for the evangelization of the cities? All truth, no matter where we find it, comes from God. But how do we prevent this search for truth from losing its Christian edge and becoming research exuberance instead of spiritual discernment? Recent Christian literature, wrestling with this temptation, calls for “spiritual mapping” as a key to the process of research and planning and praying. How should we evaluate this new appeal?

4. Where should our research and planning be directed? Where do we look to see signs of the kingdom of God in the city?

a. We must begin with a drive for new churches and their growth. Writing in 1970, Donald McGavran noted that “after a hundred and fifty years of modern missions, the plain fact is that churches have not done well in most cities” of Africa, Asia, and Latin America (McGavran 1970:280). Reinforcing that judgment is the decline of Christianity in the cities of North America and Europe.

In the twenty-first century the need for urban church planting is growing. “We will live in a world of seventy-nine supercities (fifty-nine of them in developing countries), each with over four million inhabitants. Our globe will have 433 mega-cities with over one million people in each. Our urban population will increase by 1.6 million people per week. Poverty in our urban areas will continue to expand, producing a ‘planet of slums’ ” (D. Barrett 1987:84).

b. Where should we look to accomplish this task? How will the concept of reachable people groups aid us? What potential for church planting will we find among the world’s poor, among the global movement of border-crossing migrants and immigrants? What of neglected industrial factory workers, or government employees who make up a large percentage of the world’s primary cities, or new ethnic and tribal groups settling in urban areas?

c. What unmined treasures can we still find in the Scriptures to help us shape new contextual forms of worship and message for these peoples? How can Spirit-directed promptings stirred by these new cultural encounters with the gospel help us look at the Bible in a fresh way? What new theological light still waits to break forth with evangelistic force from the cities of Brazil and Japan, from the slums of Philadelphia and Cairo?

d. The theological paradigms that have shaped the church’s self-understanding in its dialogue with the city can create a measure of distortion. Hidden behind stone and mortar are the philosophies of ministry that have shaped the urban church. And basic to these are unseen assumptions that dictate those church statements of purpose. Our image of the city and of urban ministry is affected by the paradigms, the presuppositions, out of which we create our models for mission.

Can we construct a historical typology of paradigms fashioned by the church’s perception of the city? What are the paradigms available to us in the dialogue of church and city? How do the paradigms shape the models that shape self-understanding? How many of these paradigms are shaped by an antiurban bias? Where are the boundaries we cannot cross and remain the people of God in urban mission? What are the boundaries we must break down to be the people of God?

5. Most of the boundaries of our paradigms are structured to define church Sunday morning. Where are those boundaries Monday morning? Can we look for signs of the kingdom in the public sector of the city?

Across the globe, cities have become concentration points for problems not exclusively urban. Massive poverty, human exploitation, government corruption and the abuse of human rights cry out for answers. Racism and ethnic cleansing devastate East Los Angeles and Lusaka. Sydney wrestles with a massive influx of non-European immigration. Prostitution becomes a major tourist industry for Bangkok. Trade imbalances create joblessness in Houston, put people to work in Shanghai, and accelerate shouting matches between Tokyo and Washington, D.C. Industrialization in Seoul marginalizes rural and small-town interests.

a. What is the responsibility of the people of God in this public sector? Will the pursuit of some sort of social calling leave evangelism in the dust? Does biblical shalom incorporate social justice activities in the task of urban mission? Is mercy, not justice, our part in social transformation? Should the church be only a servant of righteousness? Can it also be an advocate for righteousness? Prison Fellowship, set up by Charles Colson, carries on Bible studies for inmates and helps the families of prisoners. Should it also press, as it does, for changes in social legislation to bring prison reform?

b. Where do the agenda boundaries end for the church as an institution? Should Christians alone or in community take action in the public square? How does our holistic understanding of the kingdom of God affect the boundary lines of the church’s work? Can we shape a legitimate public theology?

c. How do we determine where we can establish incarnational ministries? Many churches are incarnating their social conscience in Christian community development. Free medical clinics for the poor, reconstruction of deteriorating housing in the inner cities, legal services for the “underclass” and food distribution programs are appearing in the world’s cities. Base Ecclesial Communities are reshaping perceptions of the nature of the church and its relation to the poor and to the community.

How do we determine what we can and cannot do? How are Christian community development projects related to the shalom of the kingdom of God?

6. How do we prepare Christian leaders for these tasks? What shape should discipleship training for the city take?

Experts warn us that “when training Christian leaders for ministry in the city, the church is going to have to abandon assembly-line, denomination-oriented, systems-associated ministries” (Elliston and Kauffman 1993:135). People and task orientation, rather than institution orientation, they tell us, will have to carry the day.

Spiritual formation and technical skills must be shaped to meet new demands and confront new needs—worldview adjustments, increasing ethnic diversity, more easily discernible differences between the classes, moral demands that cannot always be addressed by traditional patterns of behavior, the growing visibility of the poor, urban openness to change and the accumulated effect of new ideas.

Past models of decision making will face adjustments. Hierarchical patterns of African group thinking will cope in the city with the pressure of a more individualistic style of choosing. First- and second-generation Koreans in the United States will struggle to cross a gulf of alternate leadership models as wide as that between Japanese and Anglos.

a. In the cultural and social diversity of the world’s cities, how will we discern leadership gifts? Where do we look to find gifts that are appropriate to the cultural context and faithful to biblical demands? How will those gifts be tested in ministry?

b. How will the training of leaders be carried on? The formal schooling model of learning has severe drawbacks in cultural settings where education moves on nonformal lines. Can mentoring avoid the one-way concept of learning, where instruction is deposited in student receptacles as money is deposited in a bank? How can we develop mentoring models in which content is not detached from the real world of the learner, where every mentor/teacher is also a learner?

c. How do we develop a model for mentoring laity that equips unpaid as well as paid leaders of the church? That instructs every Christian in equipping skills? That leaves out no generation in the church—youth or adult? How do we create a holistic program of discipleship that encourages the people of God to take their ministry outside the church into the urban public world?

The agenda just outlined is the focus of this book. It is what might be termed a calling to spiritual warfare and ultimately to the urban mission of God himself. We cannot improvise; we may only ask at each step what it is that God demands (Bavinck 1960:5). How does God see the mission of his people in this world of cities?














Part 1
The City Past & Present








1
From the Present to the Past



GRAFFITI MESSAGES ON THE TERMINAL WALL of Tegucigalpa’s airport in the mid-1980s introduce the intention of this chapter. “Poor Honduras—oppressed and occupied,” reads one plaintive, angry line. Below it, a second line in dialogue with the first, scrawled by another hand: “You s.o.b. communist: go back to Cuba.” And under that, a third and last word by yet another writer: “Christ is the answer!” (Berg and Pretiz 1992:13-14).

That third line needs some filling out. How can Christ be the answer to the glory and misery, the order and chaos, the sanctity and sin of our vast cities? If Christ is the urban answer, what are the questions?

If we pluck phrases and adjectives at random from the literature, the verbal impressions become strong: religious “syncretism,” “people who know only despair,” “a population deprived of security and stability,” “an outcast subculture,” a working class caught in a cycle of “insecurity, instability, and low wages,” “a ruling class of some lineage and power,” children as “the victims of economic depression.” How did our cities get this way? Can we find clues from the cities’ past? parallels? connections?

Moving to the urban present requires at least four stopovers along the way. This chapter will review the first two great urban waves—urban empires and feudal and commercial cities—but let’s begin before the territorial state borders of nation and empire, past the boundaries of Rome and Athens, in the hazy world of the city-state.


Shrine City-States

In this world people take their name not from their identity as a people (e.g., Israel) but from their connection with an isolated urban nucleus of political power (e.g., Sumer, Ur). In this world there are no national capitals. There is only one city with its hinterland surroundings. And that city and its monarchy are the state (Buccellati 1967:12-15).

In keeping with the Genesis narrative, the beginnings of these city-states are found in the Tigris-Euphrates river valleys of Mesopotamia (Gen 4:17, 22; 11:1-9). Here, before 4000 B.C., on sites like Al Ubaid in modern Iraq, people built temples on city terraces surrounded by dwellings. Here other cities emerged about the same time—Ur, Eridu and Uruk (probably the Erech of Gen 10:10). Here around 3500 B.C. the Sumerians migrated, drawn by the twin magnets of sea trade and metal, to usher in the bronze age (Moholy-Nagy 1968:37-38).

From these beginnings came years of urban development and struggle. The city-states of Sumer and Akkad battled for dominance. Lagash, Umma, Eshnumma, Kish and Ur, each in its turn, sought to gain hegemony over others. The new city-states of Knossos and Mallia developed on Crete. In the Nile Valley grew centers like Heliopolis, Thebes and Akhetaten (Tell el Amarna). By 1400 B.C., over two millennia later, urbanization was languishing. The cities in the very regions where urban life first appeared went into eclipse. They would not flourish again until the fourth century B.C.—and then with a new shape.

What social, technological and physical conditions created these early city-states? That is a question still widely argued by archaeologists and social scientists. Much of the debate appears to us to be too heavily dependent on evolutionary assumptions of social and cultural development (Adams 1966; Childe 1950:3-17; Kempinski 1983:235-41; Redman 1982:375-82). The biblical record, by comparison, associates the appearance of the city with the first family on earth (Gen 4:17).

Power and the city-state. What links today’s Lima or Jakarta to the early city-states? Certainly not size. Defining these city-states by size is relatively problematic. There was, to be sure, a concentration of people in one place. But the concentrations were small by modern standards. “The walls of ancient Babylon, for example, embraced an area of very roughly 3.2 square miles, and ‘Ur with its canals, harbors, and temples, occupied some 220 acres; the walls of Erech encompassed an area of just two square miles.’ This suggests that the famous Ur could hardly have boasted more than 5,000 inhabitants and Erech hardly more than 25,000” (Davis 1960:430-31).

Where then do we go to find the link between Lima and Akkad? And what enables the archaeologist, as he or she searches among the oldest remains of settlements, to differentiate between small sites considered to have been cities and others labeled villages? The answer may be power.

Signs of it are in evidence everywhere. Craft production and the distribution of trade goods, the presence of monumental buildings like temples and palaces, marks of creativity and innovation, and the fortresslike walls of Jericho all point to a place of radiating power and expanding influence.

Whether small or large the city-state was the anvil of civilization, the center of power, a physical metaphor of human society itself. In the city converged piety and trade, security and politics. Its walls marked it as protector, its shrines and temples its place as the center of the world.

Religion and power. At the heart of power’s expression in the city-state was its religious role, a prologue to the later religiosity of the world’s Limas. Ancient Eridu and Ur, Sumer and Uruk were marked by elaborate temple structures raised on platforms or mounds, the forerunners of the later ziggurats. The temple was central to the life of these cities.

In these urban centers “every feature . . . revealed the belief that man was created for no other purpose than to magnify and serve his gods. That was the city’s ultimate reason for existence” (Mumford 1961:74-75). Citizenship was defined in terms of service to the gods. Family, agriculture and economy were bound together by their religious commitment to the local gods in a seamless experience of everyday life.

Idolatry was not simply an isolated worship of deity. It was the foundation of community, “the shared conviction that the land and all humankind, indeed nature itself, were the property of the gods” (Lapidus 1986:265). Each city was ruled by a king seen as the representative of the city’s tutelary deity. His voice was the voice of the gods, his whim the whim of the gods (Frankfort 1978). Temple priests were judges and politicians; society was sharply divided between the temple elite and the masses who executed the will of the gods. A stratified class system appeared to divide the social hierarchy. Standing at the pinnacle “were small numbers of princely families who seem to have been vigorously extending their control of land by purchase” (Adams 1966:109). At the bottom of the hierarchy? A concentration of slaves. As in Lima, society was polarized.




The First Great Urban Wave: Urban Empires

Mesopotamia’s urban model would have its wider influence. From its cultural cradle ancient cities like Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa would appear in the Indus Valley of present-day Pakistan, Anyang and Zhengzhou in the Huang-Ho valley of China. Egypt bore its Memphis and its Thebes. But the urban achievement of the Indus Valley proved abortive. And in Egypt cities sprang out of the idea of a unified territory, not vice versa (Hammond 1972:57-76). In fact, the first great city-building wave would come not from Mesopotamia at all but from Greece.

The history of Mesopotamia’s city-states would still make contributions to the new urban drive. Emerging from these early city-states was a new twist to urban power that would shape a new direction—the expansion of the city past local borders through conquest. The urban empire was born, and the shrine city became also the imperial city.

Sargon of Akkad (born about 2400 B.C.) was one of the earliest to add this geographical dimension to armed conflict between the cities. And others followed. Asshur, the city named after its god (Gen 10:22), became Assyria the empire, Babel Babylon.

Invested with the divine authority of the city gods, the city kings grew in pride and greed (Dan 4:30) that could not be contained by one city’s borders. The city’s trade routes, its monopolizing control of resources, its manpower demands became structural routes along which spread sin’s quest for power (Jas 4:1-2). The dark side of colonialism that would one day engulf Latin America, Africa and Asia had been born.

Hellenism and the Greco-Roman Empire. Alexander the Great saw the imperial city as a tool for the colonization of his conquered world. By 323 B.C. that world included the Persian empire and stretched from Macedonia on the Balkan peninsula across Asia Minor, Mesopotamia and Persia into India. At strategic points Alexander built Greek cities to serve as administrative centers. Through these cities a new cultural vision began to penetrate the world of the East: “urbanization became the means of hellenization” (Meeks 1983:11). For six and a half centuries from Alexander to Constantine, through Greek and Roman empires, the cities were founded and refounded. Political, sociocultural and religious changes were to reshape them and be shaped by them in return.

In the ancient Near East the formation of far-flung empires was already reducing the integrating religious power of king and temple. With their growing institutionalization, “the temples, cities, and city-states ceased to be territorial governments, municipalities, communalities of worshippers, or communities of economic exchange” (Lapidus 1986:281). Cities began to lose their totalitarian roles as representatives of the gods.

In the Hellenistic and Roman empires that process continued. The gods, though ever present (Acts 17:16), slowly lost their place as integrating centers of the city. And the city itself replaced them as a civil sanctuary, a polis, from whose center flowed political, economic, military and cultural power.

Under the influence of Hellenism, urban government shifted from the top-down of Mesopotamian theocracy to the bottom-up of local authority. In place came a formally enrolled citizen body (demos) and a governing body (boule). The Roman empire in its early years continued that practice. The empire became a commonwealth of self-governing cities, functioning, by Hellenistic heritage, in a general spirit of tolerance and openness.

This was to change in the later years of the empire. As Rome expanded, so did the need for administration and defense. More centralizing control imposed limits on local urban autonomy. Popular sovereignty was fading by the end of the second century A.D. as Rome vested political power in the hands of the well-to-do.

But in the early days of transition and growing imperial power, the cities remained the centers of power. The city was where the empire was. A growing antagonism between city and country appeared to accent this urban emphasis. Ownership of land became concentrated more and more in the hands of fewer and fewer. Tenancy and slavery reduced the number of small independent landowners, a social characteristic reflected in the New Testament.

The city shaped a common Greco-Roman culture. “When Rome conquered Greece, Greece conquered Rome” (Stockwell 1993:30). The pluralistic nature of the globe-spanning empire was united by a common culture and a common Greek language. “It is no accident that all the documents of the New Testament and virtually all other extant writings from the first two centuries of Christianity were written in Greek” (Meeks 1983:15). And that language was not the language of the classical world but the language of the urban marketplace.

Rome’s military conquests carried the urban model far and wide. Full-fledged cities began to form around Rome’s colonial settlements and military forts. Ancient Italy was said to contain 1,197 cities, Spain 360. “North Africa had hundreds of cities, and north of the Alps major cities rose from Vienna to Bordeaux. Even in far-off Britain there were major cities at York, Bath, and London. Rome’s domination resulted in an urban imperialism” (Palen 1992:38). At its height, close to half the world’s population would be included in its grasp.

Rome. Linking all this together was Rome, “goddess of the earth and of its people,” the most powerful city of the world at that time. Gargantuan by all previous urban standards, its population may have been 650,000 by A.D. 100 (Chandler and Fox 1974:303), perhaps as high as a million. Some fifty-two thousand miles of roads crisscrossed its conquered world to link them to the mother city.

Its lifestyle matched its size. “If the Greek conception of the ‘good life’ was to build the city around the principles of moderation, balance, and human participation, the Roman conception was centered on a celebration of sheer excess and unremitting domination” (Spates and Macionis 1982:179). Its best efforts to establish a universal commonwealth, comments Lewis Mumford, “succeeded only in achieving a balance of privileges and corruptions” (Mumford 1961:210). Rome’s authors, from the elegance of their rural villas, made few attempts to conceal their contempt for the city (Lowenstein 1965:110-23).

Megalopolis became Necropolis, the city of death. Rome’s unique contributions to urban life were the arena and the bath, “one contaminating it, the other purifying it” (Mumford 1961:234). Its order, its justice, its pax Romana were all built on savage exploitation and suppression. By the second century after Christ a third of Rome’s population was slaves, and between a third and a half of its people were on government and private benefactor doles. The entertainments of the circus, carnivals of sadism and death, satiated a depressed populace.

The church and the city of God. In the midst of all this came Jesus and the church, and a new kind of citizenship was formed. Its roots were not shaped by birth in Roman city or colony but by new birth in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. To a culture of injustice and social division it offered a new society in which slave and owner became brothers (Philem 16), service the sign of power, and righteousness the partner of justice.

Along the Roman roads it moved in triumph, planting this new kind of city, the civitas Dei. By the beginning of the third century Edessa in northern Mesopotamia had become the first city-state to make Christianity its official religion. By the middle of that century seven missionary bishops had been sent to cities in Gaul (including Paris). In southern Italy there were over one hundred bishoprics, all centered on cities. Rome’s Christian community was 5 percent of a decreasing population (D. Barrett 1986:40).

In A.D. 313 Christianity emerged from persecution and oppression to become a licensed religion of the empire. And a hundred years after that, in A.D. 410, it numbered twelve hundred bishops in the urban centers of North Africa when the Visigoth army of Alaric sacked Rome and this urban empire moved toward its final collapse.

The poet Rutilius Namatianus could say in his epitaph to Rome, “You made a city of the far-flung earth.” The poet’s words were a good description of the past but useless as a prediction of the immediate future. For at least the next six hundred years the cities of the West entered into a period of either minimal survival or nonexistence.




The Second Great Urban Wave: Feudal and Commercial Cities

The reasons for the urban decline in the West are many and much debated. The decay of the Roman Empire, the impact of barbarian invasions, the throttling of trade by an expanding Islam through the Mediterranean basin in the seventh century all played their part.

Outside the Western world, however, great cities were making their appearance. By A.D. 800 in China, Chang’an with a population of 800,000 and Loyang with 245,000 were two of the five largest cities in the world. Around the same time in Mexico, Teotihuacan’s future was abruptly ended for unknown reasons. At one point in its previous thousand-year history it had sheltered a population of nearly 100,000 inhabitants (Lezama 1994:352).

But in the ruins of what once was the Roman Empire the picture was different. Once great cities became isolated hamlets, marked by the architectural return of the wall. From the fifth through the eleventh century the Western world became a rural mosaic of feudal manors, autonomous villages and small towns. All roads no longer led to Rome; they led to the feudal lord. Service on his lands was bartered for security.

At least two factors began to prompt a return to the city during the closing years of this period—gold and God. The city was reborn, and commerce and the church were its midwives.

The church and urban revival. As the barbarian populations of northern and central Europe swung over to Christianity, the urban role of the church began to grow. After the fall of the Roman Empire, the church became the one powerful and universal community in western Europe. The fundamental political divisions of society, the parish and the diocese, took their forms from the church that had once taken them from the empire.

“From the smallest village with its parish church to the greatest city with its Cathedral, its many churches, its monasteries and shrines, the Church was visibly present in every community; its spires were the first object the traveler saw on the horizon and its cross was the last symbol held before the eyes of the dying” (Mumford 1961:265-66; see Brooke 1970:59-83). Other aspects of church architecture kept alive these intended connections between church and city. For a thousand years the cathedral form was cast in the shape of a stylized and miniaturized fortress city. “The orb atop St. Peter’s dome proclaims the church’s power over urbs and orbis; the towers of Notre Dame de Paris, with rows of kings below, assert the absolute kingship of God and the endurance of His city against all assaults” (Dougherty 1980:46).

Commerce and urban revival. But the church was not the only instrument for urban reawakening. Commerce also had its partnership role to play. Around the physical shell of the ancient Roman city was growing up the walled fortress, the bourg now occupied by bishop or church official. Surrounding it was the faubourg, the merchants’ settlement, growing up on the hills or slopes just outside the bourg. Primarily a trading center, it was sometimes adjacent to the city gates leading into the bourg.

Its residents formed an emerging merchant class of entrepreneurs and traders. These residents were referred to as “burghers” or “bourgeoisie” (from the root burg or bourg). Later to become a Marxist epithet in the industrial age, it was initially a label to denote a new direction for the city as it moved from the Mediterranean basin into western Europe. The city had started as a shrine and been transformed into a military and colonial center. Now it was finding a new identity as a permanent marketplace under the protection of fortress and church.

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries that shift to the city as economic marketplace would be symbolized even more dramatically. A new model for city building, the bastide, appeared in southern France, England and Spain.

No longer built on previously settled land, the bastide was virtually the first “planned” city in history. Its purpose? To increase wealth through the trade of agricultural products. It was normally laid out with a regular street plan, often a rectangular grid. Settlers were treated equally, with no feudal hierarchies or imposition of stringent guild rules from the past. And at its symbolic center was neither church nor fortress but the market (J. Vance 1990:178-205).

English settlers in North America in the seventeenth century would bring this new city form with them. Cities like Cambridge, Massachusetts, and New Haven, Connecticut, would exemplify them. Like their European counterparts, they were designed to be working places. They lacked massive housing or imposing churches. At their center was the public square, the “green” that was the marketplace. Here on the commons the practice of economics and trade was thought to be the great equalizer.

The Crusades (1096-1291) played their part in this shift. That unique military mixture of God and gold gave new life to the cities as commercial centers. They expanded local and regional trade to routes linking Europe and the Middle East. Cities formed steppingstones in the march of goods (Mumford 1961:255-56). In return, the reopening of such trade brought new ideas and products to Europe’s reawakening cities (Pirenne 1952).

As commerce and trade expanded, so did the cities. In the year 1000 Europe boasted some thirty-five to forty-five cities with populations of more than twenty thousand. By 1340 that figure had probably risen to more than one hundred (Bairoch 1988:136).

By the start of the fourteenth century there were five European cities with populations likely exceeding 100,000. Paris had jumped from 20,000 in the year 1000 to around 160,000 in 1300. Venice may have been a city of 110,000, Milan and Genoa around 100,000.

At the same time, the level of urbanization remained stationary in comparison to the rapid growth in overall population. From a population of about thirty-four to forty-two million in the year 1000, Europe probably reached seventy to eighty million in 1300. By the middle of the fourteenth century, however, the opened trade routes also became the path along which the Black Death of bubonic plague spread through the Middle East and Europe. In its first three years, from 1348 through 1350, one-fourth of Europe’s population died. Percentages were especially high in the cities. Over half the population of most cities was wiped out. Not until the end of the fifteenth century did the continent’s urban population return to its 1340 level.

The questioning of Christianity and the church. In spite of these losses, however, Western sociocultural history was again to be the history of cities. Urban populations began their unsteady but gradual climb again. From 1500 to 1800, “in every single fifty-year interval the urban percentage rose, reaching 10 percent by 1800” (de Vries 1984:38). In 1500 Europe included 154 cities with at least ten thousand inhabitants. By 1800 that number had more than doubled to 364.

But they were to be cities with new direction. A final blow to the rural-based feudal system had been struck. A new urban culture was evolving—and at its heart a new worldview was forming.

Undoubtedly the Renaissance, which was to reach its apex in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, played a part in this change. Urban man was heralded as the competent architect of an urban future. For many, this did not mean a rejection of the institutional church. But it did mean marginalization of a more radical sort.

The medieval ideal of the Christian knight and the Christian prince was being replaced. Disappearing with it was urban respect for the church and the gospel. Cities were beginning to look for a new way to define themselves without God at the core. More and more they saw Christianity, represented by the clergy, tied to another world, outsiders to the city and its citizens.

Late medieval Flanders, for example, was a city of only external, formalized religiosity among laypeople. A significant number of its citizens never darkened the doors of the confessional for years on end (Ozment 1975:18). Germany’s cities were in a similar state.

Ecclesiastical bureaucracy had preserved the cities in earlier years. Now it was seen as having the opposite effect. Town councils struggled with the bishops’ right to intervene, with the muscle of patronage and the well-entrenched benefice system of the church (Moeller 1979:263-64). With feudalism gone, cities were tasting a new freedom for the first time. And their residents were beginning to wonder whether the church was not a leftover of feudalism and a deterrent to freedom. Bishops, after all, were traditionally appointed from the nobility. And how many of those holding church office had any knowledge of and sympathy with local urban problems?

A new vision for the city was appearing. With the last fetters of feudal restraint being broken, disenchantment with the church’s medieval theopolis grew. But the new urban freedom was feeling pressure from another direction. The structure of social organization was shifting to the economic power of the nation-state, not the chartered city.

The Greco-Roman world had integrated religion and the city by asking, Am I a good person? The medieval world had asked, Am I a church person? The modern question, prompted by the Renaissance mentality, was becoming, Am I a secular person?

The Reformation interlude. Interrupting this time of urban transition came the sixteenth-century Reformation, a uniquely urban event. Neither medieval nor Renaissance in character, it posed a different question to the urban dweller: Am I a Christian? The Reformation called for a return to a new cosmopolis. It rediscovered a sovereign God unleashed by an open Bible in the life of the city.

The Reformation, as we have said elsewhere (Conn 1992a:256-59), cannot be understood as reinforcing the iconoclasm of the late medieval period. Nor can it be understood as simply a call for the church’s purification. Its attractiveness to the cities and towns did not lie simply there.


Protestant preachers pointed out what many laymen had evidently also come to suspect—that the church and her clergy would first have to undergo a major redefinition before they could be integrated as good citizens into society. The root of the problem . . . was not the privileges of a special clerical class or even its administrative or moral failings but the most basic beliefs and practices of the church it represented. (Ozment 1975:44)



To be sure, this was a call to a religious transformation, and it was sounded loudly by voices like those of Martin Luther, John Calvin and Menno Simons. The ultimate purpose of the city, whatever its form, was to be God’s righteousness fulfilled in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Grace, not the works of the law, was to mark our path through the cities of this world.

But this call to the obedience of faith also involved a new social ethic for the city. The Protestant concept of the clerical ministry as an activity, not a passive sacramental state, appealed to burghers who had fought to curtail clerical privileges and immunities. The Reformation slogan of the priesthood of all believers opened the path of service to all the urban citizenry. The importance of secular life and vocations was confirmed. Conversely, the Reformation also worked to secularize the clergy.

The urban citizen saw the Reformation as inner freedom from religious superstition and nominalist uncertainty. It was perceived as a new ethic of urban service (Ozment 1975:83), an unprecedented religious flattering of life outside the institutional church but without the medieval separation of the sacred from the secular.

Before the century ended, the Reformation’s urban impact was widespread. Fifty of the sixty-five imperial cities subject to the emperor officially recognized the Reformation either permanently or periodically, as either a majority or a minority movement. Of Germany’s almost two hundred cities and towns with populations exceeding one thousand, most witnessed Protestant movements. Some of the largest—Nürnberg, Strasbourg, Lübeck, Augsburg and Elm, all with populations in excess of twenty-five thousand—became overwhelmingly Protestant. Geneva under Calvin became the Jerusalem of Europe, its impact stretching far and wide.

But ultimately the Reformation remained a parenthetical interruption. It provided no brake on the growing pressure for the secularization of the city. A new urban order was taking over. Christopher Wren’s plan for the reconstruction of London after the Great Fire of 1666 symbolized it. The dominating site did not go to St. Paul’s Cathedral. Wren planned the new avenues so as to give this honor to the Royal Stock Exchange.












2
Into the Industrial Age



THE THIRD URBAN WAVE IN HISTORY, the topic of this chapter, flowed around the machine. The industrial revolution was to shape city, church and civilization for years to come. Someone has said that it “marks the most fundamental transformation of human life in the history of the world recorded in written documents” (Hobsbawm 1968:1).

It changed family lifestyles, our understanding of social strata, our politics. It gave some nations special prominence and helped push others toward independence. And it made new demands on the church. It did more than merely coincide with colonialism and the global expansion of the church. Those histories are, in many ways, inseparable.


Preindustrial Colonialism and Commerce

Rome’s had been the last successful, far-flung urban dream of an empire. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries western Europe began to dream also. Supported by a revolution in ship building and seamanship, and the developing science of cartography, the Atlantic age of colonial capitalism was about to begin.

Portugal was first in the field. The ships of Spain, in commemoration of its constitution as a nation in 1492, soon followed. By 1532 “Portugal was firmly established in West and East Africa, in India and Malacca, and at the mouth of the Persian Gulf. Spain had opened up the route to America, and was supreme for thousands of miles on both sides of the Equator” (Neill 1966:37). Conquest, catechization, trade, fame and wealth motivated the drive.

Others later joined in the pursuit. By the seventeenth century, France had surpassed the faltering activities of Spain and Portugal and had undertaken colonial and commercial empire building in the West Indies, North America and India. England was expanding its power in Africa, Asia and North America.

Colonization and the city. Before colonization, many areas already had a long but limited urban tradition. By 1519 the island city of Tenochtitlán, the center of the Aztec empire in the valley of Mexico, covered more than twelve square kilometers. It may have contained as many as 200,000 people then. Its conqueror, Hernando Cortés, said it was as large as Seville or Cordoba. To the south, the Inca empire of the Andes flourished between 900 and 1463. Cuzco, its administrative center, may have contained a population between 100,000 and 300,000 at the height of its power (Butterworth and Chance 1981:4-5).

Africa’s history was similar. Until it was destroyed, Carthage in North Africa was the greatest rival of Rome. From the eleventh to the late seventeenth century, the cities of the Ghana, Mali and Songay empires in West Africa were of considerable importance, primarily as market and trade centers. The Nigerian Yoruba had lived in towns long before colonization. “Each of the Yoruba towns was ruled by a king and was in fact the capital of a kingdom which was itself a network of smaller towns whose chiefs were subject to the king at the capital” (Shorter 1991:21-22).

Colonization was also an urban venture but in a new direction. In the majority of cases it bypassed indigenous cities and created new ones to serve the colonizing power’s own commercial, military and administrative interests. The colonial city became a vehicle of conquest and exploitation. All wealth and power flowed into the cities.


The Spanish were the first to inaugurate such a colonial urban network. Of Latin America’s twenty largest metropolitan cities in 1970, sixteen were founded before 1620. In fact, most of the cities created by the Spanish were founded in the sixteenth century, in particular between 1530 and 1560. “The Portuguese cities, on the other hand, were founded two centuries later.” (Bairoch 1988:385)



Exploitative patterns were similar elsewhere. Africa’s early stages of colonization, between 1500 and 1850, were marked by the inhumanity of the slave trade.

The Spanish and Portuguese imported slaves to Latin America to replace the decimated Indian population; the English and Americans shipped them in vast numbers to the New World to do the backbreaking work of building a new country. Other European countries participated as well. All enlisted the aid of a professional cadre of slave traders—Europeans, Muslims, Africans—whose job it was to bring the “black gold” to market at Dakar in Senegal, Elmina on the coast of Ghana, Zanzibar in Tanzania and other slave-trade towns established up and down the continent’s coasts. (Spates and Macionis 1982:271-72)

In Asia the cities created, transformed or enlarged by European impact were very few. The west coast Indian city of Goa, taken by the Portuguese in 1510, got little attention from its captors despite its early fame as “the Rome of India.” By 1619 Batavia (now Jakarta) had been made over into a veritable Dutch city. British trade interests either created new port cities (Calcutta, 1690; Singapore, 1819) or occupied them by concession (Bombay, Hong Kong).

These cities would not feel a very strong impact from European colonization until the nineteenth century. “At no time before the second half of the eighteenth century did these cities, including their non-European population, have more than 1% of the total urban population of Asia, the exact figure in all likelihood being some 0.3-0.6%” (Bairoch 1988:396).

Early colonization and the church. Where was the church in these new urban directions? Economics was the driving force behind colonial expansion. And the church rode on its coattails as it opened evangelistic doors into Africa, Asia, China and the Americas.

The Spanish conquest of the Southern Hemisphere Americas in the sixteenth century and beyond was far more than a remarkable military and political exploit. It was, at the same time, one of the greatest and most fractured attempts the world has seen to make Christianity prevail outside the boundaries of the corpus Christianum.

One cannot talk about Spanish colonial imposition without talking about the evangelization and catechization of America. “The official intentions of the conquest were twofold: to annex the newly conquered lands to the Spanish domains, and to incorporate the baptized indigenous peoples into the Catholic Church” (Floristan 1992:137).

The colonial cities were keys to both these goals. Borrowing the mother country model of Spain, the city became the spearhead for settling and appropriating land, for “civilizing” and “Christianizing” people. It was “a microcosm of the imperial and ecclesiastical order” (Morse 1992:5).

In the seventeenth century the Netherlands, England and Denmark became important sea powers. Protestant mission, slowed by Reformation interests in the renewal of the European church, also took to the colonial seaways. “ ‘The religion of truth’ accompanied ‘the religion of trade’ ” (Jongeneel 1995:225). Dutch missionaries came with the East Indies Company to the Gold Coast in Africa, to southern Africa, to Ceylon, Malacca, the Dutch East Indies and Taiwan. North America became the object of early missionary concern for England. Before the century was over, the largest transoceanic passage in all history had been launched toward North American shores. The movement was migrant rather than missionary. But the colonization was interpreted by its Puritan minority as a chapter in the gospel epic of transforming the wilderness into the garden paradise of God. The formation of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in New England in 1649 supported these concerns.

In these early years, and stretching through the eighteenth century, the paternalistic identity between mission and colonialism was very strong. Too often mission societies and orders, whether Catholic or Protestant, identified the best interests of the nation in which they served with the “civilizing” cultural values of their homeland in Europe, the British Isles or the United States.

Those “civilizing” values came with the price tag of racism and cultural arrogance. In Latin America Iberian conqueror and priest lived in social isolation in the cities they created. In large metropolitan centers like Mexico City, Lima and Bogotá, the majority of the population was Spanish. Indians were forcibly resettled into towns or “reductions,” ostensibly to achieve the goals of “civilizing” and “Christianizing” them (Estragó 1992:351-62).

Similar patterns of elitist superiority could be seen among Protestants. In the early New England colonies they encouraged a policy of “civility with religion” for Native Americans who professed Christianity. The praying Indians (as they were called) were formed into Christian communities (praying towns) isolated from both the colonist and their indigenous cultures. And paralleling Catholic social isolation, evangelists kept their distance. “Of the 309 Atlantic-coast agents of the (Anglican) Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in the eighteenth century, not one lived among the Indians” (Hutchison 1987:29).

But the most inhuman sample of colonialist arrogance was the colossal evil of the African slave trade. Kenneth Latourette calls it “the most extensive selfish exploitation of one set of races by another which history has seen” (Latourette 1943:320). For approximately three hundred years its trade enriched West Africa’s colonial ports of embarkation. Liverpool, England, and Nantes, France, grew rich as slave-trading centers. From 1783 through 1793 Liverpool traders were responsible for the passage of over 300,000 slaves through their city.

In these early years of African colonialism, Christianity and the church were linked to this trade.


Some priests traded in slaves. The Church in Angola derived much of its income by baptizing and instructing the enslaved, and the end of the slave trade caused a financial crisis. Exported slaves were branded as proofs of ownership and of baptism. It was a peculiar irony that only Christians could be sold, and that they could be sold only to Christians. Catholic debates about the slave trade tended to focus not on its intrinsic evils, but on matters such as whether or not slaves should be sold to heretics. Protestants shared this same myopia. John Newton made three slaving voyages after his conversion: “I never knew sweeter or more frequent hours of divine communion than in my last two voyages to Guinea.” (Isichei 1995:71)



But there were other voices also speaking for Christianity in those early days of the colonial city. Some, like the Dominican bishop of Chiapas, Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474-1566), pled at great risk for compassion and justice on behalf of the indigenous populations. Between 1504 and 1620 one-third of the Latin American bishops are said to have aligned themselves with Las Casas’s concerns. His denunciation of the Spanish conquerors’ “insatiable greed and ambition” would not be forgotten (Floristan 1992:144-46).

In colonial centers outside the Americas there were still others whose missionary strategy questioned the validity of “civilizing.” Francis Xavier (1506-1552), one of the first six members of the Society of Jesus, went to the colonial port of Goa in south India in 1542. Initially he “had shared the usual European assumption that non-Christian cultures offer nothing on which the missionary can build” (Hutchison 1987:21). That view changed with his three-year experience in the highly developed civilization of Japan at the end of his life. The missionary, he decided, refines and re-creates; he need not destroy.

Other Jesuit examples supported Xavier’s final conclusions. Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) in Beijing, Roberto de Nobili (1577-1656) in Madura, India, and Jean de Brebeuf (1593-1649) among the Hurons in Canada were learning the same lessons. Eventually their calls for accommodation (as it came to be termed) would win the day. “Civilizing” as a task of Catholic mission would begin to fade. But not before papal debate over the views of Ricci and de Nobili and heated disagreement among the missionary orders. And not before the pope, under pressure, dissolved the Jesuit Order in 1773.




The Third Great Urban Wave: The Industrial City

The colonial city had begun as a global front door for Western expansionism. Toward the end of the eighteenth century that mentality was showing severe signs of fatigue. The wars of the Napoleonic era had turned European interests away from overseas ventures. Capital needed for colonial mercantile trade had been consumed.

Industrialization, linked to the strength of the nation-state, gave expansionism a new lease on life. As the need for cheap raw materials grew, Europe looked once more to Africa, Asia and Latin America; only now it would seek a new kind of political, economic and social leverage for control. Colonialism would begin to take on a territorial form that extended beyond its earlier interest in trading-port toeholds (Drakakis-Smith 1990:13-17). England’s early industrial dominance would give it an equally dominant role in this new shape of colonialism.

This new shift would underline what earlier centuries have continued to teach: cities are not isolated blips of society, independent nodes of administration and commerce. They connect things rural and urban, powerful and powerless, religious and cultural in connecting networks of dependency, holism and mutual interaction.

Western technology and the population boom. Up until now, one might say that three buildings symbolized the main functions of the city in history: the market, the castle and the temple. The third urban wave has added still another: the factory.

For about two hundred years, from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-twentieth century, that symbol was largely located in the Western city. Infatuated with capitalism, the cities of Europe and North America embraced the machine. The medieval city represented protection and security. The industrial city represented the priority of the individual and the calculated risks that promoted the individual. England in particular was its point of inauguration. By 1790-1810, it had become what others later would call the “workshop of the world.”

Those beginnings were in the textile mills of the late 1700s. In two generations a cottage industry of textile workers laboring on hand looms was replaced by an urban-industrial proletariat toiling in giant spinning factories. By 1825, the output of an average worker in a spinning mill was equal to that of two to three hundred workers at the end of the previous century.

Other business realms also witnessed the power of change. The production of cast iron using coal instead of charcoal began to accelerate around 1750. By 1806, 97 percent of iron was being produced in coke blast furnaces. Production had increased tenfold. By 1825, with only 2 percent of the world’s population, England was producing a volume of ironworks equal to that of the rest of the world.

Water and steam power replaced hand labor. Machinery grew in complexity. The small-scale family workplace was replaced by massive industrial establishments. Transportation technology expanded to meet the demands. The first railroad line was opened in 1825, and by 1835 nearly four thousand kilometers of canals had been constructed for shipping.

London especially grew to dominance in these years. Already a growing city before the industrial revolution, it had a population of nearly 900,000 by 1800, twice the size of Paris. By 1861 its population had reached nearly three million, making it the largest city in the world; within a few years, it was the first to exceed the three-million mark. By 1901, that figure had passed almost four and a half million.

Other English cities shared in industrial and population growth. Liverpool and Manchester had populations of only five to eight thousand in 1700. By 1831 Manchester’s population had increased nearly six times in sixty years and by nearly 45 percent in the decade just ending. “No one doubted that the cotton industry explained the increasing size and wealth of the town. Manchester became ‘one of the commercial capitals of Europe’ long before it became an incorporated town in 1838” (Briggs 1993:89). By 1910 Manchester and Liverpool each exceeded 700,000.

Continental Europe’s cities were slower to enter the industrial age and slower to feel the population boom. Between 1800 and 1850 England accounted for 35 percent of all growth in urban population in the developed world. As late as 1910, its ratio of urban to rural population was twice as great as that of continental Europe (Bairoch 1988:290).

In the meantime, another industrial power was beginning to emerge—and urbanization was growing with it. The United States, no longer a colonial outpost of the British empire, had moved quickly toward industrialization. By 1830, manufacturing had turned from home-produced products to factories. And the process was accelerated following the country’s civil war in the mid-nineteenth century.

The massive growth of rail transportation was a key factor. Chicago illustrates it well. A fort established in 1804 for trade, it had only a few hundred residents right up to the start of the 1830s. By 1852 the railroad reached the city, and ten years later its population had more than tripled in size to 109,000. By 1890 it was the second largest city in the United States.

Urbanization had became a controlling factor in the country’s national life by the 1880s (Conn 1994a:49-58). In the one hundred years between 1790 and 1890, the total U.S. population grew sixteen-fold, but urban population increased 139 times. By 1920 the urban population had passed 50 percent.

Unlike developments in England and Europe, the earliest history of the United States displayed no vested colonial interests of a political sort. But its dreams of world impact and global markets were expanding. Developing since the 1840s was a compelling sense of manifest destiny, “of a national mission assigned by Providence for extending the blessings of America to other peoples” (Anderson 1995:374). In the 1890s manifest destiny would refocus beyond the limits of continental expansion to a global calling. Encouraged by nativistic fears over its crowded cities and growing Roman Catholic and Jewish populations, U.S. leaders began to see the country as “the primary agent of God’s meaningful activity in history” (Anderson 1995:375).

The pains of urban industrial childbirth. None of this urban growth was achieved without grief or cost to human life. The factory had become the symbolic instrument of the modern worldview initiated by the Renaissance. And the essence of that religious worldview is the polarizing struggle between autonomous freedom and the world of nature. Given such a mindset, with grace marginalized in both freedom and nature, Mammon, always a hard taskmaster, was harder still. Now it came clothed in the iron armor of the machine, and one could see its evil marks in many areas.

The urban interconnection of Western industry and colonialism was one such display case. As in the shrine cities of old, power remained the chief indicator of the presence of the gods. And power belonged to the machine. The colonial city was only the launching pad, never the winner; only the market, never the marketer.


By the nineteenth century, the goods manufactured from Europe’s and North America’s own resources, above all coal and iron, had knocked out much of the old luxury handicraft exports from Asia. India and China, too, became exporters of raw materials—tea, jute, cotton—Malaysia of rubber and tin, Latin America of cocoa, coffee, tin, and copper in exchange for Manchester textiles and Pittsburgh ironware. Africa was brought into the system on the same basis. Having long supplied slaves and gold, it began to be developed for new materials. Palm oil for soap became an indispensable commodity amid unspeakable filth in the new industrial order. Cocoa and coffee were added, diamonds and gold simply appropriated. In the twentieth century, the most fateful of all raw materials came into play—petroleum from Arabia and the Caribbean and the West Indies. This underlying pattern of trade—raw materials from the then colonial or near-colonial world in exchange for manufactured products from Europe and North America—provided the larger framework within which Western industrialization took place. (B. Ward 1976:25)



The stimulation of manufacturing in the growing colonies was not a part of colonial policy.

Within the industrial city itself the pursuit of power and wealth brought its own Midas curse. History’s traditional urban social patterns that divided the powerful from the powerless were reinforced. Industrial wealth accumulated in the hands of the few at the expense of the many. In the United States, robber barons like John D. Rockefeller could say, “I believe the power to make money is a gift of God” (Wauzzinksi 1993:90). Meanwhile “the main elements in the new urban complex” would become “the factory, the railroad, and the slum” (Mumford 1961:458).


England asked for her profits and received profits. Everything turned to profit. The towns had their profitable dirt, their profitable smoke, their profitable slums, their profitable disorder, their profitable ignorance, their profitable despair. The curse of Midas was on this society For the new town was not a home where man could find beauty, happiness, leisure, learning, religion [but] a bare desolate place without color, air, or laughter, where man, woman, and child worked, ate, and slept. (Hammond and Hammond 1975:232)



Social critics and writers were quick to see the pain. Charles Dickens’s novels chronicled the grim decay of London’s slums and workhouses. Nineteenth-century reformer William Cobbett spoke of the same city as “the Great Wen” (literally, a tumorous cyst). “Civilization works its miracles,” wrote the great French liberal Alexis de Tocqueville of Manchester, “and civilized man is turned back almost into a savage” (quoted in Briggs 1993:115). “Wretched, defrauded, oppressed, crushed human nature, lying in bleeding fragments all over the face of society,” lamented American visitor Henry Colman in 1845. “Every day I live I thank Heaven that I am not a poor man with a family in England” (Briggs 1993:116).

The United States, however, fared no better. Its industrial cities were swollen by vast numbers of new immigrants from southern and eastern Europe near the end of the nineteenth century. The term slum was coined to refer to their already aged housing on the edge of the central business districts. Urban reformer Jacob Riis spoke for many when he described the urban poor in his 1890 work How the Other Half Lives. “The half that was on top cared little for the struggles, and less for the fate of those who are underneath so long as it was able to hold them there and keep its own seat. How shall the love of God be understood by those who have been nurtured in sight only of the greed of man?” (quoted in Riis 1971:1-2).




The Industrial City and the Church

How did the church respond to these needs? And how did the industrial city affect the church?

Urban church growth. In England and the United States, the most industrialized countries, early indications pointed to significant improvement in church attendance compared to the previous century. In 1851 the only official census of religion ever taken in England was conducted. It indicated that somewhere between 47 and 54 percent of the total population over the age of ten were in church on census Sunday. By comparison, over a hundred years later (1979) adult church attendance was 11 percent.

At the same time, the census signaled a growing gap between rural and urban churchgoing. By 1850 the urban population of the United Kingdom was 10.2 million. The official 1851 census indicated that “the index of attendance (total attendance as a percentage of the population) was 71.4 for rural areas and small towns; but for large towns with a population of more than 10,000 it was 49.7. All eight London boroughs and Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, Sheffield, and Bradford recorded an index of attendance below 49.7” (Bebbington 1989:107).

The urban population swing in the United States was later in coming, making exact comparisons more difficult. In 1850 it stood at only 3.4 million. Not until 1900 did it reach 28.6 million and surpass the United Kingdom (then 27.8 million) in its rate of urbanization.

At this point of growth, the United States conducted the only two religious censuses in its history, those of 1890 and 1906. The results were equally impressive. Total church membership grew 60 percent nationally between 1890 and 1906. In cities the rate of growth was more than 87 percent. “By 1906, 39 percent of Americans belonged to some church, while over 46 percent of city residents were affiliated with a local congregation” (Christiano 1987:20).

How much of America’s urban church growth came from the massive infusion of immigration in the latter part of the nineteenth century, especially from the largely Catholic areas of southern and eastern Europe? To be sure, large numbers of immigrants came from these areas, and a heavy percentage of them settled in the major cities of the north. The Italian population in the United States, for example, numbered fewer than 4,000 in the middle of the nineteenth century, but fifty years later it had reached 500,000.

Recent scholarship has questioned the ease with which a large and vital Catholic population has been numbered in this period. “In truth, most of the millions of immigrants from ‘Catholic’ nations . . . were at best potential American Catholic parishioners” (Finke and Stark 1992:109). But even factoring in overcounting and the nominalism of the European immigrant, there were still slightly more than a million American Catholics in 1850 (5 percent of the total population). By 1860 that total had doubled, to nearly 2.5 million adherents. The largest increase came between 1890 and 1906, when Catholic membership went from more than seven million to more than fourteen million (Finke and Stark 1992:113). In 1908 Pope Pius X terminated the mission status of the American church.

This early demographic concentration has remained to this day. The U.S. Roman Catholic community has continued to retain a significant place in largely urban areas. So much so, in fact, that urban mission as a category loses any defining sense for that church’s ministry. Sixty percent of all U.S. Catholics are concentrated in 30 metropolitan dioceses out of a total of over 180.

The working classes and church growth. At the same time there were ominous social trends in the demographic patterns of British and American urban churches. These patterns would accelerate as the churches moved into the twentieth century.

In England the urban working class viewed the church as aligned with the powerful and the privileged. Its clergy were suspect because of their middle-class character and comfortable lifestyle. Class divisions in society were carried over into the church. The gulf between the church and the poorer classes grew.


The 1902-03 census of church attendance in London gave a clear indication of the close association between the social status of a district and the level of Anglican church-going. Adult attendance at Anglican services averaged 4 percent in the poorest working-class districts, 5 percent in average working-class districts, 7 percent in upper working-class districts, 9 percent in lower middle class, 11 percent in middle class districts, 18 percent in wealthy suburban districts, and 22 percent in wealthy West End districts. Although most cities had a few conspicuously flourishing working-class parishes, the hundreds who attended these churches were few if set beside the thousands who stayed away. (Faith in the City 1985:31)



Outside the Anglican fold the picture was less stark but still apparent. The growth of class-specific suburbs in the later nineteenth century accentuated the tendency. “By 1902 in London there was a close correspondence between levels of churchgoing and the position of a suburb in the social hierarchy” (Bebbington 1989:110). Unskilled workers, usually the majority of the working classes, attended in smaller numbers. Even evangelicalism, though it enjoyed substantial working-class support, could not count on the allegiance of the laboring masses.

In the United States the picture was similar. Its great industrial transformation took place in the middle third of the nineteenth century, and it “saw Protestant church leaders reacting to urban and early industrial change by huddling up to the self-made men of the middle and, when possible, the upper classes. Most of the clergymen came from these classes, had most successes with them, shared their values, and tried to help people make their way upward in them. The Church born among the poor and developed for their passion and their solace was coming to despise the outcasts” (Marty 1970:107).

The American revivalism prominent during this same period did little to change the picture. The urban campaigns of Dwight L. Moody (1837-1899) reached their peak in 1885. But they did not reach the poor of the city.


His audiences were essentially middle-class, rural-born native Americans who had come to the city to make their fortunes; they believed that he spoke God’s truth in extolling hard work and free enterprise. But he was not a spokesman for those who were becoming discouraged or disillusioned with the success myth; nor did he reach the foreign-born or Catholic poor who made up so large a proportion of the labor class. His revivals represented an effort to reassure the middle-class (or those rising into it) that urban industrial problems were minimal and temporary. (McLoughlin 1978:144-45)



The urban revivals of Charles Finney (1792-1875), reaching their high-water mark before midcentury, showed similar characteristics. Finney was far more deeply involved in social reform than Moody, and he sought through his revivals to “gather in all classes.” But the revivals apparently found their greatest success not in the laboring classes but among those higher on the social scale. “Such success as urban Protestantism did enjoy in these years was primarily among the more settled and comfortable ranks; the families of professional men, merchants, clerks, and skilled artisans; the more successful of the native-born newcomers” (Conn 1994a:46).

The urban church and industrialization. In the face of the industrial city’s mounting pain and squalor, there were those outside the church who saw little hope in change through the individual. “The unfeeling isolation of each in his private interest becomes the more repellent and offensive, the more these individuals are crowded together This isolation of the individual, this narrow self-seeking is the fundamental principle of our society everywhere [but] it is nowhere so shamelessly barefaced, so self-conscious as just there in the crowding of the great city” (Engels 1950[1845]:24). When Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) looked at industrialized Manchester, England, he saw “the marvels of civilization” for the few linked to “nameless misery” for the many. With Karl Marx (1818-1883), an observer of London’s growing gap between the rich and the poor, he saw hope for the future in the inevitability of class struggle.

Within the Christian community, these needs were not unrecognized. In England, legislation initiated by Christian leaders in Parliament sought to address many of the open sores of British industrial life. Child labor in factories, female labor in mines and collieries, overlong hours, the lack of safeguards and medical protection, unhealthy working conditions, prison abuses, housing needs among the working class—all were affected by Christian political commitment. Moral crusades were mounted in both England and the United States against the slave trade, against alcoholism.

But these signals of Christian concern were not always unmixed or completely supported by the church. Social evils were assaulted, but not always from a clear sense of public justice or righteousness as a social calling. Often the campaigns were essentially protest movements against individual evils played out on a large scale. In England (compared to the United States), the establishment connection between church and state made legislative recourse easier in the “anti-” policies of reform.

England’s (and America’s) evangelical community, for example, “was aware of the cruelties perpetuated by slaveholders long before the sudden upsurge of demands for the termination of slavery. Inhumanity in itself did not prod their consciences” (Bebbington 1989:133). Slavery became the target of Christian assault in England in the early 1830s only when it began to be seen for the first time as a barrier to missionary progress in the Caribbean. Similarly, the struggle to reduce working hours may have been motivated in part by the desire to allow workers more time to attend church meetings. Some saw the individual’s sabbath observance at risk.

Concern over individual misbehavior may have partly propelled outrage against mining conditions and overcrowded housing. Families living in single rooms, Christians were told, were prone to incest. A Royal Commission report indicated that mining conditions required that male and female children be lowered to work together half naked. Christians were shocked into action (Bebbington 1989:134).

Individualism led churches to turn most naturally to charities and voluntarism to respond to urban needs. And on both sides of the Atlantic they appeared. The motivating compassion of Christ, coupled with the acculturated individualism of a middle-class church, produced large-scale religious philanthropy and organized charity programs for the city—the rescue mission, the Salvation Army “slummers,” cheap hotels for the impoverished, shelter homes for women and children, the settlement house, the “institutional church” movement (Conn 1994a:62-65).

Industrial modernity and the church. What lay behind this Christian mindset that found itself more comfortable with charity than with justice—that could reduce questions of social structures to individualist dimensions? Part of the answer may lie in the failure of the church to understand well enough the challenge of modernity.

Modernity was a worldview in internal conflict. Basic to that conflict was an inherent struggle between individual autonomy and a view of nature now isolated from God and dominated more and more by the machine. How would the Christian community respond to it? Repeatedly the church resorted to dualisms in this face-off, sometimes moving toward the individualist end of the modernity pole, sometimes the social end. The dualisms can be seen in several areas.

The attitude toward the labor movement was one example. Protestants reached out in charity toward the poor but saw “something almost indecent about the lowly members of the nation’s labor force banding together in an effort to improve their lot in life and to claim a greater share of the national product” (Wirt 1968:59). Organizing labor found itself contending against more than management and ownership. Middle-class churchgoers saw the fledgling labor movement as marked by ingratitude, disrespect, sedition and worldliness.

The voting record of English bishops in the House of Lords on labor and factory reform issues was hardly anything like “good news to the poor.” In America the picture was similar. The gulf that placed “ ‘huge capital alongside huge misery, . . . over-production on the one side and starvation on the other’ found most Protestants embarrassingly silent” (Greenway 1973:33).

The Catholic Church in America had a more positive response. With Roman Catholic immigrants making up a great part of the urban working force, it eventually positioned itself as a supporter of organized labor—but not without controversy of its own as it struggled with the issue of its participation in “Americanism” (Marty 1984:277-80).

In all this a pattern was being set. Protestant church growth in England and the United States was isolating itself from the industrial worker. This pattern would be repeated in the future in the expanding mission field.

Also placing its stamp on the future would be the growing Christian dualism that looked for individual converts in the city but turned against the city as a perversion of nature. A growing transatlantic antiurbanism divided the poor of the cities into worthy and unworthy (D. Ward 1989) and would eventually isolate evangelism from social transformation. Class sensitivities in England and Anglo-Saxon racist attitudes in America toward blacks and new immigrants molded negative opinions about the city. Urban slums began to be seen as blighted ghettos, centers of hereditary depravity.

A corollary of this antiurbanism was a resurgence of the Arcadian myth of back to nature. Virtue was to be sought in the wilderness, nature unsullied by urban traces. A variety of movements arose to institutionalize this mentality. Campfire Girls and Boy Scouts (begun in 1908), landscape gardening and conservation crusades, the establishment of national parks and other means of retreat to the solitude of the wilderness became middle-class responses to urban pressures (Schmitt 1990).

Theological formulations began to reflect the antiurban dualism of individual and society. They revolved around attitudes to what was eventually called the Social Gospel. On both sides of the Atlantic (Bebbington 1993:195) the debates were to become more prominent in the twentieth century. In its early stages the center of the theological struggle was the poverty and despair of the city. How were those urban needs to be met? Initially the Christian response had been to make common cause (White and Hopkins 1976:5-13). But gradually differences began to appear. Evangelical confidence in the piety of the energized individual insisted, “Change the person and you change the setting.” Supporters of a wider program and those fearful of quietism demanded, “Change the setting and you change the person.”

Strategies employed to deal with the urban crisis reflected these same commitments. The Social Gospel movement focused strongly on the need for change in social setting. Evangelicals began to fear this focus.

Collaboration dwindled as theological differences became clearer. Moving into the twentieth century, the Social Gospel movement swung toward the public, the political, the social, while the evangelical movement, in reaction, emphasized a private, individualized outlook. Evangelical hope for urban change turned from the public square to the private world of regenerated individuals who might change society. The long partnership of evangelism and social transformation was moving toward divorce in what came to be called the evangelicals’ Great Reversal.




Later Colonialism, Industrialization and Mission

The industrial revolution was to open other doors for Christianity. It “became a kind of irresistible bulldozer, forcing a way for Western civilization into the non-Western areas of the world” (Van Leeuwen 1964:317). And with it came a new shape to the old question of modernity.

Earlier colonialism had searched for wealth and markets. From the latter half of the nineteenth century it began to search for more. Colonialism turned to political expansion. In India a half century of quasi-sovereign domination by the British East India Company came to an end after the Indian mutiny of 1857. British governmental rule took its place.

In China the picture was similar:


Cannon balls smashed open the gates of China in the Anglo-Chinese War of 1839-1842 and the War of 1856-1860, in both of which China was beaten. Treaties signed in 1858 between China on the one hand and Britain, France, Russia and the United States on the other hand gave western businessmen, diplomatic officials, and missionaries the right of entrance and residence in China. (Mathews 1951:159)



Africa’s turn was not far behind. The electrifying words of missionary explorer David Livingstone (1813-1873) before the University of Cambridge in 1857 spurred on more than mere missionary interest. “I go back to Africa,” he proclaimed, “to make an open path for commerce and Christianity. Do you carry on the work which I have begun.” Between the death of Livingstone in 1873 and the end of the century, Britain and the powers of Europe “carved up Africa like a gigantic Thanksgiving turkey” (Mathews 1951:138). They arrived at an agreement in Berlin in 1885 to regulate the “scramble for Africa.” By 1900 some eleven million square miles had come under white domination—British, French, German, Belgian, Portuguese and Italian (Groves 1955:3-43). Tribal and ethnic rights of domain were disregarded. And from Africa flowed rubber for Western tires, tin for Western canning, cocoa for Western chocolate, gold and diamonds for the Western economy.

Colonialism, the city and Christian missions. Everywhere that the colonial powers were at work, pushed by industrialization’s search for new frontiers, Christian missions were also to be found. The nineteenth century became “the great century” of the global expansion of Christianity.

At the beginning of that epoch the total Protestant missionary force hardly exceeded several hundred persons. The majority of those came from the British Empire. By 1910 there were over twenty-one thousand missionaries, single women making up about one-fourth of that number. A new Christian force was emerging.

Thirty-four percent of the 1910 missionaries came from the United States and Canada (Hogg 1977:369). After all, “the main missionary achievement of the nineteenth century was the Christianizing of the United States” (Walls 1990:8). Energized by this shift, North America’s churches were turning their attention from home to foreign mission. Reinforcing their concern was America’s sense of manifest destiny, underlined to some extent by fears over its own urban changes. It began now to define this sense of self in missiological terms (Marty 1984:338-43). The twentieth century of mission would become “the American century.”

What impact did all this have on the world’s cities? In 1800, notes David Barrett, thirty-six million people lived in cities (4 percent of the world’s total). Thirty-one percent (11.2 million) of that urban total were Christians. By 1900 the world urban community had jumped to 14.4 percent of the total—and the Christian population in those cities (159.6 million) stood at 68.8 percent (Barrett 1986:16).

These statistics showing the emerging urban strength of Christianity need balancing. A large part of the world’s urban community was still Western (or Northern Hemisphere) in its base. By the year 1900, the world’s five largest cities—in order of size, London, New York, Paris, Berlin, Chicago—had become strongholds of Christian life and evangelism. To be sure, this represented a major achievement in urban mission. But the gospel’s urban impact was not yet fully global.

The demographic world of the nineteenth century was rural, and most missionary leaders appropriately focused their efforts on rural areas. Antiurbanism also reinforced this rural strategy. Nineteenth-century British Protestant missionaries came from churches that had ignored the massive urban problems brought by the industrial era in their own country. The Catholic Church all over Europe continued to be identified with conservative rural communities (Shorter 1991:62). Similarly, the emerging American missions contingent was motivated to some degree by a desire to flee the decaying American cities.

Political circumstances also played their part in the rural mission focus. In areas like China, trading treaties restricted foreign activity, political or missionary, to port cities. Not until the Tientsin and Peking treaties of 1858 and 1860 could mission personnel travel beyond the approximately sixteen urban centers where they had been restricted by law. “In 1865, no Protestant missionary was to be seen in eleven of the eighteen provinces of China; and in the seven ‘occupied’ provinces the area of missionary penetration had not reached far from the coast, except for a number of stations in the Yangtze valley” (Neill 1964:332). In Africa also, early mission activities were limited to coastal ports.

Breaking out of these limitations was not always wise. In Asian civilizations like China, cities were centers of a highly controlled bureaucratic system. Depending on the desires of the ruler, gospel progress might be obstructed rather than encouraged.

Colonial rulers too could prove resistant to the missionary impulse. In Africa in some cases they “were hostile to Christianity, or at best uncomfortably impartial, favouring Islam, for example, as a counterweight to the Church” (Shorter 1991:58-59). In such situations, missionaries found themselves between a rock and a hard place: they could not do without government approval, yet remaining in the cities and working under the close scrutiny of a hostile government was not wise.

Thus missionary direction turned from the coastal ports of China and Africa to the interior. Following the lead of the China Inland Mission (founded in 1865) and its intentional march to the hinterlands, stirred by the African explorations of David Livingstone, they began to dream new dreams. But the dreams remained largely rural. Peter Scott, the founder of Africa Inland Mission (1895), envisioned a chain of mission stations across Africa to bar the southward progress of Islam and open the door to Africa’s heartland. Other bodies like Sudan Interior Mission (founded in 1896) and the Heart of Africa Mission (founded in 1912) shared this dream.

The mission-station model that emerged from this rural drive was not unique to Africa. It was repeated around the world (McGavran 1955:42-67), and it bore some striking resemblances to the praying towns of earlier American colonial days. The mission stations embodied the continuing colonial association of Christianization with civilization. Converts drawn to them formed colonies in isolation from their traditional societies and found themselves stigmatized as foreigners to their own cultural roots and people.

In the end, suggest some, the mission-station strategy may well have been the instrument that “turned away great numbers of workers from the cities” (Hildebrandt 1993:44). The mission station was developed originally as an outpost ministry when cities were small and rural areas neglected. But increasingly it became a substitute instead of a supplement.

Colonialism, mission and modernity. The age we have described was, par excellence, the age of the “white man’s burden.” The two streams of colonialism and Christianity were seen by the West as the confluence of civilization and Christianity. “Colonial officials and missionaries alike gladly but consciously took it upon themselves to be the guardians of the less-developed races. The peoples of Africa and Asia were wards dependent upon the wise guidance of their white patrons who would gradually educate them to maturity” (Bosch 1991:308).

Later years would reveal the tragic results of these flawed judgments. In areas where the ties were strong, the collapse of colonialism would signal a national judgment against Christianity. Theological divisions would erode the holistic certainty of the gospel as sides chose one or the other of the two alternatives. Liberalism, as it had done in Europe and North America, would move toward the Christianizing pole in a comprehensive approach that gave equal space to preaching, education, medical assistance, and technical and socioeconomic aid (Bavinck 1960:107-12). In knee-jerk reaction to civilizing as the wrong path to follow, some evangelicals would reduce their calling to personal evangelism. Christianity’s mandate for social transformation became charitable service. The spiritual formation of national churches would omit social and public ministries as a significant part of Christian discipleship.

Recent scholarship, however, is painting a more nuanced picture of the complicity of the missionary enterprise in the colonial expansion. “It is simply inadequate to contend that mission was nothing other than the spiritual side of imperialism and always the faithful servant of the latter” (Bosch 1991:310). To the colonial powers, the church was often a nuisance. In China the missionaries opposed the British introduction of opium in their quest for imperial power. In 1923 the British declared that Kenya was African territory and that in the event of any clash of interests those of the African must be paramount. That ruling was obtained almost entirely as a result of missionary and Christian pressure. After American rule had been established in the Philippines in 1898, “missionaries spent more time challenging the government to adhere to the high purpose that they had assigned to it than they did in praising its accomplishments” (Foreman 1982:55).

The list goes on—the missionary production of the first ethnologies of human cultures and religions, the Christian crusade against the slave trade, the promotion of vernacular languages and revitalization of indigenous literary movements, the defense of national rights. Medicine as a social service, educational movements open to women as well as men, and literacy campaigns would promote a growing taste for independence and self-reliance that would eventually become colonialism’s downfall.

An anthropologist paints this summary of the complex and often contradictory picture: “Christian missions have thus been sometimes the forerunners, sometimes the followers of colonial government and frequently an enlightened and liberal controlling influence, but never permitted by events to have much lasting influence beyond the colonial frontiers” (Southall 1961:3). Where does one go to find the sources for these contradictions—a Christian mission that could both embrace colonialism and oppose it?

Was a compromise with the worldview of modernity once more in evidence? Was there a naiveté regarding colonialism as there was regarding industrialization—a naiveté that stumbled into the dualistic polarizations that lay implicit in modernity’s own contradictions? Should Christianity choose again to isolate the world of faith from the colonial world of public policy and law, thus splitting the expression of individual faith in Jesus from its expression in the open secular marketplace (Boer 1984:132-37)? Such a split could also engender a fear of the emerging spirit of nationalism in colonized protectorates and a blindness to the nationalism implicit in the mother country’s own colonial quest for God and gold.

What legacy would these choices leave the global church of the city in the twentieth century?
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