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  To Hannah


   


  Acknowledgments


  Just after finishing the first draft of this work in the fall of 2008 I watched prairie grasses smoldering under a controlled burn at a Benedictine monastery where I often go to get alone with God. Prairie restoration involves rescuing some seeds from the prairie, then setting the grasses on fire with the objective of destroying the weeds and predatory plants and enriching the soil. The rescued seeds are replanted so that in the spring the prairie begins a new, more vibrant life.


  I felt God say to me, “This is what I want to do with your book.”


  That was a bit discouraging to hear, but it was what the manuscript needed. The first draft of this book was discontinuous and rambling, so I invited some friends to harvest some of the seeds and help me burn it. Now, in 2009, I see some early shoots sprouting up from the ashes of the original. Without that controlled burn and replanting, you would definitely be holding something with more weeds and less beauty.


  Dave Zimmerman, my editor, pressed me forward on this project when I debated whether I should write the book in the first place. Anyone who makes comments in the margins like, “Yummy! More of this” or, “This reads a little sterile, like you’re holed up in your cubicle,” displays a love affair with words and their power to move us. He also solicited feedback from readers who helped enrich the soil. Thanks for not taking a torch to it in an uncontrolled burn.


  Work colleagues Jim and Beth Tebbe, Helyn Luisi-Mills and Jill Feldkamp gave sacrificially of their personal time to comb through the ramblings and help me determine what it was I really wanted to say. Justin Markofski and John David Pitts stirred me with their lives as much as with their comments on the manuscript. Lots of students, InterVarsity staff and my church family have all listened patiently to me wrestle with these ideas, and they asked questions which have really sharpened my thinking on the topics of meekness, submission, repentance, following, servanthood, obedience and real leadership.


  Janine, my wife, who models so much of what I talk about in this work, and my kids, Hannah, Philip and Laura, who know how unmeek I can be, have borne with patient encouragement my writing, thinking and speaking on the topic. Sharing life together with you all has been such a wonderful tool to deepen my spiritual walk. Hannah, to whom this book is dedicated, has a passion for justice for those on the margins like very few others I know.


  At one point in my writing I confessed to God that I did not want this to simply be a collection of my own impotent thoughts, but then again neither did I want to serve as God’s keyboard, letting him write the book. I wanted this to be our work . . . together, a kind of father-son project. To the extent we achieved that collaboration, it is more a testament to his grace than to my yieldedness.


  For those of you who find only charred remains and very little life in How to Inherit the Earth, set the book aside. Maybe if you pick it up a few years from now and look at it again you’ll find something small growing.
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  Subverting MONOPOLY™ Through Meekness


  For Sale: Quaint Southeast Asian Country Priced to Sell.”


  I stepped into the ten-foot-by-ten-foot scrap wood shed on a hot Phnom Penh afternoon. Bopha[1] lay dehydrated and ashen, fading in and out of sleep on a bed of wood slats. Her baby, now five days old, was sleeping next to her. This was child number seven. She had delivered her in the shanty on Tuesday, cutting the umbilical cord herself as she had no one to help. When my eyes adjusted to the dark, I could see her husband, passed out on a hammock just two feet from me. Child number one was gone. Bopha didn’t know where, probably one of the many street kids of Cambodia. Child number two was “stolen,” she said, which probably means she was sold or abducted into the sex industry. The third child was about twelve; he came in and out a couple of times during our visit. The fourth and fifth children played about us, and child number six, hardly a year old, sat naked next to his mother, pulling at her for attention. Bopha lifted her head and looked at him in irritation for a moment, and then plopped it back down on the wooden bed. Once or twice she vomited between the slats. Bopha, like her children, are casualties of MONOPOLY™.


  MONOPOLY™ is that all-American game where the sole objective is to be the first person to buy up all available property, plot by plot, and then to charge such exorbitant rent that you drive each and every friend or family member in the game into utter financial ruin, until finally you have acquired all the money and all the property possible. Created at the height of the American Depression, it’s easily one of the world’s all-time most popular board games. How do we account for the fact that the theme of personal domination makes for such well-loved games? It’s not just an American phenomenon either. The idea of lording over others is the essence of most games in most parts of the world. Could it be that one of our primal human instincts is titillated when we obtain utter mastery over others, even if it leads to their ruination? Are games that excite our desire for supremacy tapping into some kind of distorted version of the Genesis call from God for humans to “have dominion over . . . every living thing that moves upon the earth” (1:28)? Whatever the case, MONOPOLY™ has outsold all other board games of its kind with estimated sales of over 250 million copies. We all apparently love to rule over others.


  This would be just a curious observation but for the fact that a real-life MONOPOLY™ game is going on in most of the world. Much of the property in cities of the developing world is either wholly owned by or under the control of powerful families (or the corporations the families own). Other property is under the control of the “government,” which in some cases amounts to little more than a family-run business. For the world’s poor, the MONOPOLY™ board has been set and the property has been doled out to others. They will live their entire lives paying rent to the few who own everything—and with wealth and power concentrated in the hands of a few comes the power to maintain domination for generations. Bopha and her community are suffering under the oppressive power of MONOPOLY™.


  Honestly, I’m a bit ashamed to admit that I despaired of any hope for Bopha and her family. I wondered what it might be like to live in the conditions they endured day after day. Gambling and prostitution were probably among the most popular ways to earn money in this squatter settlement where families had no rights over the land they were living on. But gambling is no consistent way to bring home money, and prostitution probably contributed to the baby factory Bopha had become. Besides, if the little cash intake was being used to purchase alcohol, poverty’s anesthesia, then what hope was there of any real, lasting change?


  I suppose there is always the hope of conversion to Christianity. Buddhists believe a person is poor because they deserve to be, but in Christianity, we discover that all humans, no matter their station, are made in the image of God and have been redeemed at a great price. We then can experience a transformation of mindset. Unfortunately, I have known too many impoverished, drug-addicted Christians to be convinced that conversion alone would instantly heal the ills of this Cambodian family. For one thing, the family had few employable skills. But what if, along with conversion, Bopha and her husband received a basic education? In reality, early childhood malnutrition and years of “anesthesia” had likely rendered them partially learning disabled. Even with a university education or job training, double-digit unemployment in Phnom Penh means that some with university degrees are unable to find work.


  But let’s imagine for a moment that Bopha and her husband become Christians, stop drinking and gambling, and get trained to operate a sewing machine. By both working twelve-hour days in a sweatshop they may be able to scrape by. Nonetheless, accomplishing this feat would require a number of people helping for years just to get this family to the place of most poor Cambodians. It would mean somebody with patience and skill committing themselves to a long, trying period of three-steps-forward, two-steps-back progress. But even with this advance from desperate, intractable poverty all the way up to only bottom-rung poverty, Bopha and her family would likely never be able to own a small piece of property on which they could build a livable structure and pass along to their children. In fact, her community, Dey Krahorm, was being forcibly evicted and relocated to an undesirable area, far from city services and jobs.


  The government of Cambodia is parceling up the land on which Bopha and her community live and selling it to the highest bidder. Developers are betting that the tourist industry in Cambodia will grow. As of April 2008, 45 percent of the land mass of Cambodia had been sold.[2] The poor (and the middle class, for that matter) have no real chance to purchase this land. Wealthy individuals and developers are not only able to come up with the cash required to purchase the property, they’re also willing to pay for the prostitutes needed to “service” the government officials and the parties that will enable the sales to go through. The land on which Bopha’s community is located was purchased by a local rich family who is clearing the land under the guise of “developing” the area. “Development” almost always spells bad news to the poor who are “developed” right off their land and tossed into even deeper poverty, their homes bulldozed with little to no compensation. Economists like Hernando de Soto Polar believe that without the ability to legally own a piece of property, the landless poor like Bopha and her children are destined to live in perpetual desperation.[3] They are locked out of MONOPOLY™ and serve only as income generators—“rent payers”—for those who own the board, until it becomes more convenient to kick them out.


  Bopha’s family is one of many thousands of dispossessed, impoverished families in the area. Add to this the reality that there are a billion squatters on the planet, and that they’re growing at nearly three times the rate of general population growth, and you can appreciate my despair.


  If the property of billions of people is in the hands of a few game-winners intoxicated by the idea of winning at all costs, where is the hope for those who have been born losers?


  Meekness: A Counterintuitive Answer to the World’s Problems


  The hope for the world lies in meekness. Jesus said, “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” (Matthew 5:5). The reason that the meek will inherit the earth is that they are naturally disposed to use power in the way it was designed by God to be used—as a guard for the weak and to preserve the common good—in contrast to those with MONOPOLY™ power, who consolidate wealth and status in a single set of hands at the expense of everyone else. Notice that the beatitude from Matthew 5 does not say that the meek will conquer the earth or take over the earth. They will inherit it. It’s a trust given to them by their Father.


  Wielding power with meekness is part of the design for humanity. It is the means by which the cosmos can operate most effectively. And for the person at peace with themselves and with God, meekness is a natural impulse, a quality which emerges because the ego is not hungry. But when we’re insecure, when we fear the slippage of our position, our deeply engrained broken desires come to life, clamoring for money, status and power even if it means crushing those around us. As the apostle Paul said, “Those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains” (1 Timothy 6:9-10).


  Meekness is the state of the healthy human freed from those “senseless and harmful desires,” freed from the fear of losing. The meek are able, like Jean Vanier and Henri Nouwen, to leave their jobs at the height of their careers to care for severely developmentally disabled adults. The meek will gravitate to those whom the world discards—whether the poor, the disabled, the homeless or the socially leprous—not simply out of compassion, but because they know there is much to learn from the broken. The meek are magnets for children because they are like children in some ways; they have that remarkable ability to embrace innocence without becoming ignorant of evil. Meekness comes when the soul is at rest, and when given power to rule the earth, the meek will create a dominion that will subvert the self-oriented MONOPOLY™ world. But becoming meek requires dying, which is why so few pursue meekness.


  Starving the Old Self


  When I think about the greedy developers in Cambodia and the corrupt government officials, I’m filled with indignation. But it is an indignation eager to judge others and very reluctant to judge self.


  A Sunday school teacher once read to his class one of the parables told by Jesus in Luke 18. It’s the story about a righteous Pharisee standing in prayer next to a corrupt tax collector. In the parable the Pharisee prays, “God, thanks that I’m not like this tax collector,” and he proceeds to remind God of all the great things he’s done. The tax collector, on the other hand, beats his breast and says, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” The point of the story was that the repentant and humble sinner walked away justified, while the arrogant, self-righteous, do-gooder did not.


  Completely missing the point, the Sunday school teacher ended his class by praying, “God, thank you that we are not like this Pharisee!” The authors who recount this story joke that they had to suppress the desire to profess through their laughter, “God, thank you that we are not like this Sunday school teacher.” [4]


  I know myself well enough to recognize the resemblance between me and the developers or the Cambodian government officials. I cling to my money and sometimes scheme about how to use it as a magnet to get more. I can be jealous of those who excel at things I’m also good at, wanting to elevate my position in relation to them. I gravitate toward ruling over others and squirm under someone else’s authority. These are forces at work in me and, if unchecked, they push me to exploit power at the expense of others in order to increase my position in the MONOPOLY™ game. But that will do me little good when the meek inherit the earth.


  That tendency for followers of Jesus to succumb to the ways of this MONOPOLY™ world, giving up their inheritance in a kingdom where repentant sinners, poor people and unsophisticated children are at the top, and instead chasing after worldly pleasures through deceit, is referred to as the “old self” in the Bible (Ephesians 4:17-32; Colossians 3:1-17). Likewise, the Bible talks about the “new self” as that nature which faithfully resembles the God in whose image we were made, dominated by characteristics like meekness, love and the peace of Christ. The “new self” is the real picture of humanity without lust for supremacy over others. It is what we were meant to be.


  I’m trying to kill the “old self,” starving him of the things that feed his nature, and I’m attempting to revive the picture of God deposited in me by feeding those things true to my real nature. That’s what this book is about. To do that we first have to journey into a lifestyle of meekness and downward mobility at the expense of pride (chapter two). If I’m serious about starving the old self, I must find ways to embrace a kind of submission born of love in a culture that prizes the exercise of authority and the exaltation of leadership (chapter three). This path I seek is an exploration into wealth-crippling acts of generosity brought on by real repentance which spins resources out to the thirsty edges of the world (chapter four). I’ll need to examine the excellence of following without comparison (chapter five) and the beauty of embracing a slave mindset while destroying an attitude of entitlement (chapter six). Finally, I’ll try to capture the beauty of obedience as pictured in monastic orders while helpfully undermining the independent spirit which leaves us fractured and alone (chapter seven). In short, this book is about subverting the game of MONOPOLY™ through the practice of meekness, and becoming the people we were designed to be from the beginning, when the world was new. When we discover that, then we’ll be prepared to lead others into a new kind of kingdom (chapter eight).


  The Secret Rules


  What if there were secret rules to MONOPOLY™ hidden to the greedy, the arrogant and the power-hungry? What if things like giving away property, loaning money at low interest rates, redistributing property when things got too lopsided or lowering rent for those who couldn’t afford to land on your space were actions that were recorded and honored? What if love and meekness could be measured and remembered, and all those who had lost the dog-eat-dog version of MONOPOLY™ or been ridiculed because of their servile attitude of submission were put in charge of a new iteration of the game?


  The person hosting me and others in Bopha’s squatter community in Phnom Penh was a young, Finnish, YWAM[5] missionary named Pia. She was bright and intelligent and could have been a “property owner” in most any earthly game she chose to play. Instead, she had spent years in this community, learning the language, developing friendships and telling others about Jesus’ kingdom through her lifestyle as much as through her words.
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  Pia and friends


  Pia introduced me to her friend Dara[6] who lives in the same dispossessed community. Dara glowed with excitement when she talked. “My favorite song is ‘I Have Decided to Follow Jesus,’ ” she told me. “I love the part that says, ‘the cross before me, the world behind me, no turning back. No turning back.’ ” Dara had given up gambling and her husband was beginning to climb out of his alcohol addiction. She is materially poor, but she is the “good soil” upon which a seed has fallen. Her submission to Christ is infectious, and I thoroughly believe that in the course of her life there will be a thirty-, sixty- or one-hundred-fold increase of other people like her. Her decision to put the cross before her and the world behind her will change things. Pia and Dara are quietly and humbly subverting MONOPOLY™. A church is formed, a community center established and the balance of power invisibly shifts.


  I also met Chris on this trip. Chris works with InnerCHANGE, a Christian order among the poor. He and his family live in simplicity among the poor in Phnom Penh, believing that wealth can become a power dynamic which inhibits their dependence on God and becomes a barrier in their relationships with the poor. Chris and InnerCHANGE are standing up to developers by planting themselves among poor families on the eve of their illegal eviction in order to amplify their cries for justice. Attention is brought to bear on inequities, land rights lawyers are retained, laws change, and slowly, over time a new kind of kingdom begins to take shape.


  While in Phnom Penh, I also hung out with a group of people who work with Servants to Asia’s Urban Poor (Servants). Servants’ workers move into some of Asia’s most desperate slums, living alongside slum dwellers and working with them as neighbors for kingdom change. The Servants community in Phnom Penh is made up of rich, poor, foreign and local believers all living in simplicity among the poor just as Christ came to dwell among the least. These men and women have founded a Khmer-led organization called TASK which is caring for AIDS patients, sex workers, disabled children and those left to rot on the margins. Working humbly, often flying under the radar of the power-brokers, a kingdom which esteems the outcast is taking root.


  These are people who have learned the secret rules. They are living the reality of a kingdom more real than the kingdom of this world, which is passing away (1 Corinthians 7:29-31). They have taken the downward path, the path of service and meekness and submission. They know the secret about the coming reversal, where those at the bottom of the food chain are lifted up and those at the top are made low, and they live that reality today in the here and now as if the kingdom of God has come among us. And even though the way of meekness comes with its own set of troubles and hardships because it is both “here” and “not yet,” they live it because they know it is the way things were meant to be, the way that they were meant to be. Living our design is less wearing on our souls, less wearing on the earth and less wearing on those around us. That’s why it’s important for us to discover this path and to set out on it. That’s why I have written this book.


  2
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  Meekness and the Death of Pride


  The Collins Essential Thesaurus ties the following set of adjectives to the word meek: spineless, weak, tame, boneless, weak-kneed, spiritless, unresisting, wussy and wimpish. People exhibiting meekness are not exactly the sort of people you expect to rule the world. But according to Jesus, the meek are precisely the ones who will inherit the earth (Matthew 5:5), as we saw in the last chapter. Jesus is actually quoting Psalm 37 in that portion of his Sermon on the Mount:


  
    Be still before the LORD, and wait patiently for him;

    do not fret over those who prosper in their way,

    over those who carry out evil devices.


    Refrain from anger, and forsake wrath

    Do not fret—it leads only to evil.


    For the wicked shall be cut off

    but those who wait for the LORD shall inherit the land.


    Yet a little while, and the wicked will be no more;

    though you look diligently for their place, they will not be there.


    But the meek shall inherit the land,

    and delight themselves in abundant prosperity. (Psalm 37:7-11)

  


  Rather than sniveling wussys, this psalm describes the meek as men and women of deep conviction who patiently bear up when the wicked prosper. Rather than lashing out in anger at those who do evil, they restrain themselves, waiting for the final chapter to begin when a great twist in the plot will take place. In his book on the Beatitudes, Dave Andrews says that the word meek in Jesus’ day was used to describe someone who exhibited “quiet, controlled, internal strength of character, which opponents would interpret as a sign of weakness to their own peril.”[1] The Hebrew word for “meek,” anayw, is used synonymously with the word humble (Psalm 34:2) and even the word poor (Psalm 9:18). In fact, the great Isaiah 61 passage that Jesus uses as his inaugural address in Luke 4 (“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, / because he has anointed me / to bring good news to the poor”) is really a declaration that Jesus was appointed to bring good news to the anayw—the meek.


  Poverty of spirit, humility, meekness . . . these are the sorts of character traits at play when a young, educated woman with most any lucrative profession before her chooses to quietly work in a Cambodian slum empowering the poor, while government officials and wealthy developers seem to be prospering in their conniving ways. The meek one is the poor woman living in a slum who has given up gambling and drinking because she’s decided to follow Jesus. The cross of difficulty is before her and the temporary pleasures of this world are behind her. Still, she faces the powerlessness of her circumstances joyfully, without turning back. The meek are those working for land rights for the poor, loaning them their voice and standing up to the powers-that-be at great personal cost. These are not spineless wimps. They are people of courage, full of peace in difficult days because they know something that the corrupt men and women in power do not know. Namely, that it is the meek, not the corrupt, who will inherit the earth.


  A life lived in simplicity, humility and obscurity will be a very handy asset at the end of the game when God is looking for meek people to put in charge. The rich and famous who wield worldly power will be at a distinct disadvantage. Possessing disproportionate control in this world through the use of money, fame and power has a tendency to kill meekness in a person. I’m not saying you can’t be rich, powerful, famous and meek. I’m just saying it’s hard, like trying to push a camel through a needle’s eye. The possessor of money, fame or power can easily slip into imagining himself or herself to be more important than those who do not possess such things, and try as they might to beat ego down, they find themselves tangled up in pride.


  I’ve never really bumped into a famous person in my day-in, day-out existence. You know, the kind of thing where you run into Oprah at the mall. Once, however, I did sit next to a guy on a plane who was part of the sixties rock group The Turtles. They were the group that performed the 1967 hit “So Happy Together,” which kicked the Beatles’ “Penny Lane” out of the number one spot on the charts. During our flight from Los Angeles to Detroit, we struck up a great conversation. Turtle-man was a nice guy, a very interesting person to speak with. He told me how superstardom had really messed with his head. Apparently, being eighteen years old and touring the country with rock and roll celebrities of the day was the sort of stuff that bends your ego out of shape. I guess being turned into a god overnight had side effects he hadn’t reckoned on. The band entered the fast lane of pop culture, and suffered heartbreaking, bitter fights with managers, record label people and band members that more or less destroyed their rising star trajectory.
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