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  The World Is Not Ours to Save




  Thinking We Will Save the World
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  Contemporary critics of Christianity often ask what good the faith has done. I would introduce them to any one of the extraordinary believers I’ve come to know, whose faith compels them to work for myriad world-improving causes. Followers of Jesus, especially in the generation now coming of age, are near the heart of many places where the world shows signs of hope: clean water access, educational justice, HIV/AIDS treatment, creation care, poverty relief and development, microfinance, natural disaster response, post-conflict reconciliation, religious liberties, women’s and children’s welfare, and work to combat human trafficking, slavery and sexual exploitation and many, many more.




  The activist spirit animating twenty-first-century Christianity is impossible to understand without the historical context of the previous generation’s public engagement: that of the Religious Right and a more progressive wing typified by Jim Wallis’s Sojourners, Ron Sider’s Evangelicals for Social Action and Tony Campolo’s Evangelical Association for the Promotion of Education. These groups broke with the preceding generation of evangelicals by living out their faith in the public arena, seeking systemic solutions to systemic problems, a move that has been embraced by the generation that has followed them. In the typology of cultural change described by sociologist James Davison Hunter, Christians have shifted decidedly in their cultural engagement from exclusively individualistic models like evangelism to include systems-based models like politics and social reform.[1] Current Christian efforts to help the poor, for example, are likely to demonstrate a simultaneous commitment to addressing poverty’s root causes and providing direct aid to individuals and communities.




  The current context of cultural and religious pluralism magnifies this development. After the disintegration of Christendom—a historical apparatus that gave cultural pride of place to Christianity—Christian truth claims cannot be taken for granted or simply asserted using logical apologetics. Rather, the truth of the faith appears to stand or fall based on its goodness, as shown in the lives of those who claim it. This means that Christianity has something to prove, and this in turn has generated a faith that is focused outward, engaged with culture, concerned with authenticity and activist in its orientation.




  As a thirty-something, my hopes and fears for this generation are the hopes and fears I have for myself. Both hope and fear have been amplified with increased exposure to how I have seen us living out our faith. I believe that this generation bears extraordinary promise, but the fulfillment of this promise depends on our ability to confront our particular weaknesses. That is, the shift to systems thinking is not simply about having a more comprehensive perspective on complex phenomena like poverty and ecology. It also often means that we engage such issues in a way that presupposes that, or at least acts as if, the human condition can be fixed through human effort—that the world is ours to save. This is a problem.




  The reasons this belief makes for a fragile spiritual foundation for world engagement are the central concern of this book. We are already seeing hairline fractures, like the “cause fatigue” I increasingly encounter among younger Christians. This doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with causes per se, but rather that we need a better way to engage them. We need a sense of enduring calling.




  Christians heaven-bent on saving the world make me fear for the church of ten, twenty or thirty years from now—when, barring the Lord’s return, the world is profoundly different than it is now but still irretrievably broken, violent and wicked. I wonder what will happen to us in the process.




  Will zealous young Christians who are sold out for Christ eventually age out of faith-based activism, leaving our radical commitments for the safety of a private, middle-class “churchianity” that fits better with the demands of kids and family?




  Will we go the other direction and reduce a gospel-proclaiming faith to its ethical and moral components, neglecting evangelism and sanctification in favor of a social program to which Jesus and the church are optional at best and superfluous at worst?




  Will we suffer disillusionment and disappointment en masse, abandoning Christ in the process, as the passage of time relentlessly reveals to us that this will not be the generation specially equipped to solve the world’s problems?




  Will we respond to a calamitous event in a way that reveals that we have been rocky soil for the word of God, from which it blows away, rootless, during a time of testing?




  I would not be surprised if future generations criticize ours along precisely such lines, though I hope they will be more merciful and charitable than we have often been with those who preceded us.




  And yet none of these outcomes is a foregone conclusion. There is still a better way.




  October 3, 1999, San Francisco




  The Herbst Theater is a glittering wonder of gilt columns and crystal chandeliers and acres of red velvet. Eight giant beaux-arts murals by the Belgian artist Frank Brangwyn stretch to the soaring ceilings. A little more than a half century earlier, when the world was still convulsed in war, representatives from fifty nations gathered in this very room to sign the United Nations Charter. San Francisco’s majestic city hall sits directly across the street. If you could bottle elegance and sell it, it would smell like this place. In sum, it is not a venue you might associate with the act of getting naked.




  But tonight you would be wrong, because there are fifty-odd people disrobing outside the dignified foyer. They march out onto Van Ness Avenue and begin their chant: “Nudes, not nukes!” The following day, the brief San Francisco Examiner story about the protests would wryly note that, “The night air was chilly enough to have a noticeable effect on some participants.”




  I am there too—the only representative of the organization hosting the event—fully clothed, rooted to the spot and sporting a suit and tie and a look of utter, slack-jawed horror.




  In a little under twenty-four hours, I would hear the voice of God. But I didn’t know that yet. I was simply convinced that I faced arrest for inadvertently presiding over an act of mass public indecency.




  Each of us has his own road to the foot of the cross, and I suppose that a naked anti-nuclear protest in San Francisco is no more or less worthy than any other mile marker. The particular leg of the journey that led to this night, however, is just as odd as the evening itself.




  How I Learned to Hate the Bomb




  My path to the Herbst Theater that night had begun four months prior, on Memorial Day, the day I graduated from Swarthmore College. I had majored in religious studies, though I had no religion myself. Nor did I have a job lined up. After the commencement ceremony, I fell to talking with the father of a classmate. He told me I needed to go work for Alan Cranston, the retired US senator from California. “Doing what?” I asked. “Eliminating nuclear weapons” was his answer. A month and three thousand miles later, I crossed the Bay Bridge into San Francisco to start my new job.




  Alan, who insisted on the informality of first names, was an extraordinary man. As a young journalist in Europe before World War II, he had witnessed the rising menace of Nazism. So, when he saw how the official English-language edition of Mein Kampf had been sanitized of much of its anti-Semitism, Alan translated and published a complete and annotated version to expose the führer—a project that came to a halt only when Hitler sued him for copyright violation in a Connecticut court.




  After the war, Alan entered politics, and in 1968 he was elected as one of California’s senators. He served the state for four terms, until 1992, in the process rising to the position of Democratic whip and running in the 1984 presidential primaries. During the Cold War, he became a forceful critic of nuclear dangers and the arms race with the Soviet Union—a position bolstered by his equally vigorous advocacy on behalf of soldiers as the top Democrat in the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs. Utterly convinced of the evil of nuclear weapons, he dedicated his considerable energies in his post-Senate retirement to their global abolition.




  The ambitiously named Nuclear Weapons Elimination Initiative was three people: Alan and me and Zack Allen, a year older than me and fresh out of Stanford. Alan worked from his home in the South Bay hills. Zack and I worked from the most splendid office I will ever hope to occupy: the former Coast Guard commandant’s house, converted into office space and separated from the San Francisco Bay by fifty feet of sand beach.




  Glorious location aside, this was a hard season. San Francisco boomed with dot-com fever, so I couldn’t find or afford an apartment. For several weeks, I slept under my office desk clandestinely. This arrangement ended abruptly when a cleaning lady and I scared each other half to death, and the office manager told me, not unkindly, that I needed to make other arrangements.




  I had little money and fewer friends, so I worked all the time. I became immersed in nuclear weapons. I learned that the threat had not gone away with the Cold War’s end. Especially chilling was the knowledge that the United States and Russia maintained their intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM) on high-alert launch status and that these systems were far from foolproof. Given that one side’s ICBM takes about fifteen minutes to reach the other’s territory and that a counterattack would be ordered on detection of a launch, this meant that an invisible thirty-minute countdown clock hung permanently over the world. My new awareness haunted my every waking minute and probably explains a good deal about my social life at the time. I was not, you might say, the life of the party.




  The Voice in the Stairwell




  The night of the naked protest happened about three months into my job. We had convened a public panel discussion about nuclear dangers, in the splendor of the Herbst Theater, unaware of the backdrop we were setting for the incipient nude tableau. My boss, the senator, shared the stage with some other anti-nuclear advocates of a decidedly more flamboyant stripe. Among them were Patch Adams, the physician/clown depicted by Robin Williams in the eponymous film, and Dr. Helen Caldicott, an Australian physician and famous activist. I think Alan made his remarks, and then Dr. Caldicott and then Patch Adams took the podium.




  As I watched the episode unfold, I had no idea it was setting the stage for a life-changing event. Patch Adams got up and asked the audience how much they really cared. “What are you willing to do,” he roars in my memory, “to get rid of nuclear weapons? Would you—” he pauses for effect, “take off all your clothes and march in the street?”




  Let’s assess the scene. I’ve spoken to literally thousands of people about nuclear weapons in recent years, most of the time in churches, and I can say with some certainty that this line would not go over well in 99.9 percent of venues. But a (1) free (2) public forum (3) about nuclear weapons (4) on a school night (5) in San Francisco (6) ten years after the end of the Cold War involves the other 0.01 percent, because the room is full of unreconstructed hippies. Perhaps they have been walking around for decades with a tiny itch in the backs of their skulls—an amorphous longing, an unarticulated need.




  This evening, Patch Adams has given their inchoate desire a name and direction: they want to get naked, meaningfully. It has been so long since anyone asked them to. Would they? Just try to stop them. Hands move toward the hems of ponchos; fingers twitch around toggles on Guatemalan vests. And then, like a horrified Moses, I stand in the back while a pink sea parts around me and makes a jubilant exodus into the wilderness of San Francisco.




  That’s really how the story of that evening ends. We whisked my boss out the back; senators, even in retirement, are not hugely partial to being associated with naked protests. Unsurprisingly, the White House did not dispatch a special envoy to San Francisco to let us know that the nude march had prompted an emergency disarmament summit with the Russians. Nothing happened. The police ignored the event. A reporter or two filed a bemused report. And that was that.




  Often it is the questions you are asked, however, not the answers you are given, that prove most important in the long term. The day after the naked march, I was running around doing my other jobs for the conference. But I couldn’t get Patch Adams out of my head. What would you be willing to do to get rid of nuclear weapons?




  If you have ever been twenty-two and passionate about a cause, you know the answer to this one: anything. You would do anything. Visions of dramatic, world-saving actions filled my mind: a hunger strike in front of the White House or chaining myself to the fence of a nuclear base. But as my imagination played out these scenarios, I quickly saw their vanity. They would accomplish no more than the ludicrous (albeit brave) protest of the prior evening. My daydreams moved on to less ostentatious ambitions, like just showing up to labor against nuclear weapons every day for the rest of my life. But this vision, albeit more longsuffering, led to the same place: the nuclear weapons system could smile and swallow my sacrifice as if nothing had ever happened.




  It hit me as I walked briskly down a hallway on the mezzanine level at the south side of the Fairmont Hotel: I was willing to do anything. But there was nothing I could do. This realization dropped me midstride. I saw a service stairwell to my right, slipped inside and crumpled onto the rough concrete stair. And I wept in despair for the world I so desperately wanted to save from itself.




  Then, for the first—and, to date, the clearest—time in my life, I heard the voice of God.




  God said, The world is not yours, not to save or to damn. Only serve the one whose it is.




  I walked out of the stairwell with a wet face and a peaceful heart.




  Founding Two Futures




  In the more than a decade that has passed since that day, I have become an insider practitioner in the world of Christian activism and an eyewitness to the hopes, fears and passions that mark a rising generation of would-be world changers. This book emerges from that vantage point. For this reason, it is a deeply personal book as well: the criticisms I level find their first target in my own work and tendencies, and the hopes I articulate for faithful Christian work and witness are those I aspire to.




  The path that I took out of that stairwell in the Fairmont Hotel led me eventually to seminary and ordained ministry. That’s another, longer story. But even as my commitment to the elimination of nuclear weapons was transformed by my emerging faith, I never left the cause altogether. And, in early 2007, when an old friend from the disarmament community phoned to ask whether I could help bridge the divide between nuclear security and religious communities, I discerned a call from God to return and give all my attention and energy to that issue.




  The result was an experimental outreach to Christians on the dangers of nuclear weapons in the twenty-first century, focusing primarily but not exclusively on theologically and politically conservative, evangelically minded Protestants—that is, the types of Christians who are not known for their participation in “Ban the Bomb” campaigns. Our goal was to get the threat and evil of nuclear weapons back on the church’s radar and thus to create a morally grounded, nonpartisan body of believers who could act faithfully and create constructive change. After a couple years of behind-the-scenes outreach to key Christian leaders, the Two Futures Project (2FP) debuted as a public cause in 2009.




  I believe that this movement’s work has helped to focus new attention on nuclear weapons as a matter of faith. Stories about evangelicals against the Bomb have appeared in national and regional media, both Christian and secular, in print, television and radio. Relevant magazine’s tenth anniversary issue cited our work as one of the top fifty ideas to emerge since they began publication. Major Christian conferences like Q , Jubilee and Catalyst have featured 2FP’s work. In 2011, the board of directors of the National Association of Evangelicals, representing more than forty-five thousand churches and tens of millions of American Christians, voted without objection to adopt a new policy position on nuclear weapons, reflecting the types of concerns 2FP has focused on. The World Evangelical Alliance, representing more than 600 million Christians in 129 national alliances worldwide, has engaged the issue by forming the Global Task Force on Nuclear Weapons. With similarly renewed attention to nuclear weapons in mainline Protestant and Roman Catholic circles, I believe that Christians are moving as one in the right direction and that the issue is with us to stay.




  The work has been challenging and often exhausting, but immensely gratifying as well. One of the things for which I am most personally grateful has been the way that 2FP has opened the doors for me to encounter a generation of Christians that is passionately committed to living their faith in every part of their lives, working to do good and alleviate suffering in a huge variety of issues.




  But younger Christians at the start of the twenty-first century aren’t special. We get some things right, and we get a lot of things wrong, just like those who came before us and just like those who will follow us. This means we are called to a task that is at once as particular as our historical situation and as common as the sinful condition from which every follower of God is redeemed.




  Seeking Fidelity




  The question to us is, simply, how can we seek the particular shape of faithfulness in the time and place that God has called us into being and over which God has given us the privilege of stewardship? This book is an attempt to address that question in two parts.




  The first begins with this chapter’s diagnosis of the potential dangers in the activist sensibility currently on the rise within the church. It then critiques four tendencies that I often see at work in Christian efforts to save the world—including my own.




  First, we get our calling wrong when we imagine that God needs us, to be the hero of our own story, rather than Christ (chapter two). Second, we routinely misdiagnose the problem of our world, under­estimating the brokenness of sin and overestimating our ability to fix things (chapter three). Third, our witness of God often depicts a Lord who is domesticated to serve our causes (chapter four). Fourth, a justifiable focus on external problems can easily blind us to the depth of our complicity in the pain of the human condition (chapter five).




  I know these errors intimately because I have personally stumbled on every one. The problem with such tendencies is not that they make us into activists, because there is nothing wrong (and there is often a great deal of good) with being an activist. Rather, the problem is that they make us into bad activists. They do not offer an accurate depiction of our callings, our world, our God or our condition. As such, they set up a false understanding of reality, leading in turn to bad theology, bad practices, bad activism. This results in discouragement, burnout and cause fatigue.




  The second half of the book builds a constructive alternative that unfolds in precisely the opposite order from the critique: human condition, God, world and calling. It begins with God’s kingdom of peace as the solution to the human condition, as articulated in Micah 4:1-5 (chapter six). This commitment to comprehensive peace seems to be a natural next step for a church community that has rediscovered justice as a core value of Christian life.




  Then, digging deeper into Micah’s vision, we explore his description of peace with God, as seen through worship, discipleship and evangelism (chapter seven). Next we look at Micah’s depiction of peace among the nations, which entails justice, industry and non­aggression (chapter eight). Third, we see that Micah’s peace in community is marked by dignity, prosperity and security (chapter nine). We conclude in chapter ten with a two-part proposal. First: that a spiritually faithful and pragmatically sustainable activism must be seen through the limiting lens of vocation, or calling. And second: a new vision for the shape of Christian activism, in light of this vocational focus.




  In closing, two caveats. First, my obsessive insistence that we cannot fix the world may sound to some readers like an exhortation to passivity, do-nothingism, cultural retreat or despair. Nothing could be further from my intention. I write this book as one who began his Christian journey as an activist and who has remained an activist while walking the paths of discipleship and ordained ministry. I applaud the millions of Christians whose daily, loving labor makes an invisible God visible to a broken and sinful world, and I offer this book with the hope that it will encourage their continued service.




  Moreover, though my reading of Scripture sees the kingdom as something that God alone will bring—rather than a world order that we can gradually build—I totally disavow any end-times theologies that treat the world as a disposable quantity to be used and abused. I have no desire to return to the branches of Christianity that saw efforts of social reform as little more than “rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic.” There is no contradiction in laboring as Christians to serve the kingdom that is “at hand” and “near to us” while believing that such efforts are distinct from its final consummation.




  In fact, I see this understanding as encouraging activist freedom, which is the point of this book: because we know that the work is God’s to bring about, we can labor without the anxiety of imagining that the welfare of history rises or ebbs on the tide of our own blood, sweat and tears. And we can rejoice at those foretastes of the kingdom that we are privileged to behold in our own time.




  Second, this book is an unfolding answer to an open-ended question: how can a results-minded Christian best seek the kingdom of God? As such, it demonstrates the character of wandering more than it does a tried-and-true recipe for getting discipleship right. The vision of the narrow road, whose fruits I have seen in the lives of elder saints, inspires me to inhabit the lifelong calling of dying daily to sin and rising in Christ and thereby seeking to embody God’s will on our patch of earth as it is through the whole expanse of heaven. This is a story about not saving the world.
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  Don't Be a Hero




  Getting Ahead of Our Calling
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  Nobody spends time working to make a difference that doesn’t matter. To the contrary, Christian activists past and present have tackled some of the world’s biggest problems. In our drive to accomplish great things, it’s easy to get caught up in the idea that we’re called to be heroes. But such a vision misses three things that will undermine us at every step.




  The first is the way in which our love of heroes can subtly celebrate our fallen condition rather than grieve over it. This leads to the second mistake: our personal discipleship as followers of Christ can take second place to making a bigger impact for our causes. Third, a heroic calling puts us and our concerns at the center of history, when we are actually all minor characters populating the salvation drama centered around Jesus Christ.




  Egg




  My mother held me fast to her side as I stared over the balcony rail and she let the egg drop. Then we trooped down three flights of stairs to inspect the white and yellow mess splattered across the driveway.




  “This is what could happen to you,” she told me, as I crouched to inspect the broken remains, “if you keep trying to fly.” I took in her words in silence, a tiny, serious figure sporting red underpants and socks over blue pajamas, my homemade cape brushing the ground.




  Today my mother cringes to tell this story. She worries that it might have been a bit much for a young child to take in, and she laments a first-time mom treating her three-year-old like a rational adult. Her concern was well founded, however, because I was a stickler for realism when it came to my Halloween costumes. My second Halloween I groused about the mismatch between my rabbit outfit and my all-too-human hands, until my mom finally stuck tube socks on my hands. Content that my costume was at last complete, I sat in my head-to-toe white fleece, pouring sweat, happily struggling to turn the pages of my books with my smooth cotton paws.




  I had become a danger to myself, therefore, with the combination of a growing ability to climb and a Superman costume that I preferred over normal clothing. Our house was almost laughably un-child-friendly: a rambling three-story affair clinging to a hillside in Laguna Beach, with a little pond for me to drown in and seemingly limitless ledges from which I could leap to my death. Flushed with the discovery of my first superhero, I would fly, cape streaming, off the back of the couch, off the high hearth and off anything else I could climb.




  As every kid understands, Superman offered heroism—an attribute notably deficient in my previous costumes. My Superman outfit came with a purpose that practically demanded an endless reservoir of dramatic gestures: a messiah flinging himself from untold heights to right wrongs below. Superman saved things.




  So it should have been no surprise that my mother, growing more and more petrified by shouting leaps followed by increasingly loud thuds, took an egg in one hand and me in the other up to the balcony for a bit of performance-art-as-discipline.




  We never did clean that egg up. Like a crucified criminal in ancient Rome, the corpse of the egg simply desiccated where it lay—a warning to passers-by, a grim reminder of our standing under powers greater than us. Afterward, I would point at it as we came and went, each time pronouncing a somber eulogy, “Egg.” Thus I received one of my first lessons in limitations.




  It didn’t stick.




  Loving the Fall




  As we age, we begin to realize that the world is not exactly the way it’s supposed to be. Our parents tell us not to play in the street or touch the oven or run away in the grocery store. Such boundaries teach us that existence is unavoidably dangerous. We also acquire the sense that this danger, the inherent vulnerability of life, is morally charged. There are good guys and there are bad guys, and we should avoid the bad guys. So we don’t talk to strangers or get in cars with people we don’t know.




  I suspect that it’s this very recognition that makes us fall in love with superheroes the way we do. How could we not? On the one hand, here’s a world that we’re discovering is broken and fraught. And on the other, here are these characters who are super-­empowered to do something to fix the big problems. They can swoop into a hopeless situation and make it right.




  These superhero ambitions are a funny kind of fantasy, though. As children confronted by the world’s fallenness, we rarely seem to dream up a different kind of world, one where there aren’t any problems. We usually dream up a different kind of me—a hero who’s up to the challenge of confronting it. That’s interesting, isn’t it? There’s no particular reason why, when we meet a situation that seems daunting, we shouldn’t simply wish for the challenge to go away. But kids seem to prefer imagining a way to defeat it instead.




  A few years back, someone who didn’t know me very well suggested that I might enjoy John Eldredge’s Wild at Heart, a sort of manual for masculine Christianity. The premise of the book is that “in the heart of every man is a desperate desire for a battle to fight, an adventure to live, and a beauty to rescue.” I think the assumed gender roles in this are mostly nonsensical and sad: our friends’ sons and daughters alike range in demeanor from St. Francis to Genghis Khan, and the idea that all girls are wilting damsels and all boys triumphant warriors leaves out a lot of people. But Eldredge might be right about the fact that people often have an intrinsic, desperate desire for battle.




  I am ambivalent about this. In part, I have to think that our inclination toward conflict can serve the good, because the world is fallen and life is hard. As we read in Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church, our adversaries are not simply our own weak flesh and blood but spiritual “powers and principalities” that struggle against us (Ephesians 6:12 kjv). That’s why Paul talked about every follower of Christ putting on the armor of faith. Hero stories—from ancient mythology to modern comics—give girls and boys a sense of courage and self-sacrifice. They help us understand the struggle of living in a fallen world, and they magnify what it means to be virtuous in that context. We need heroes because the world is the way it is, and heroes give us examples of how to live in it with grace, persistence and nobility.




  But our heroic impulse also reveals something dark and sinister about human nature. After all, superheroes require supervillains. They’re nothing without them. Imagine Superman in a world without Lex Luthor and kryptonite. He just goes about normal business, flying to and from the grocery store, cooking up his Swanson dinner with heat vision, using his X-ray vision to see whether the mail has come yet. He irons his cape. He composts.




  In other words, Superman minus villains equals boring.




  Superman, Batman and Spider-Man are crimefighters. They’re not defined by what they’re for, but what they’re against. True, Superman is about “truth, justice and the American way.” But that doesn’t require superpowers unless someone is threatening those ideals. Superheroes are who they are because they’re in the struggle, in the combat. They depend on their opponents for their existence. If crime stopped, what would superheroes fight? Who would they be? They’d just be a bunch of strong, smart guys in oddly tight outfits moping around with nothing to do.




  This means that there’s something in our love of heroism that also must love, in a strange and hidden way, everything that heroes fight against—the villain, the evil adversary. The adversary makes the hero the hero. It’s the adversary who lets us fight.




  I’ve reflected a great deal about this as someone whose life work is primarily negative in orientation. For much of my adult life, I have woken up every day thinking about a problem: how to ensure that nuclear weapons are never again used and that they are eventually abolished. I hope that my motives for doing this are mostly pure. But there’s definitely some part of me that loves the war of it, too, the excitement and the scale.




  I know I’m not alone. The nonprofit world mostly deals with problems that need fixing, and those of us in the field talk a good game about wanting to work ourselves out of a job. Most of this is true; my friends who work in humanitarian fields are high-minded and care about others. But I suspect that a lot of them, like me, also secretly love the sense that they’re stepping into the ring and popping the devil in the jaw. This is a dangerous desire to indulge.




  In Sebastian Junger’s superb book War, which chronicles a year he spent in Afghanistan’s Korengal Valley with the US Army’s Second Platoon, Bravo Company, he describes how the men grew to crave the excitement of firefights. Perched in the most dangerous outpost at the edge of the most dangerous valley in one of the world’s most dangerous countries, the troops didn’t have much to do but eat poorly, sleep anxiously and fight like hell.




  When days or weeks went by without enemy contact, the men started to go stir crazy, and tension rose in the camp. They had become addicted to the thrill of combat, and normal life just didn’t cut it anymore. Things only got worse when the men tried to reenter the banalities of civilian existence. A lot of them couldn’t take it and found their way back to a combat deployment as quickly as they could. They’d gotten to the point of needing an enemy.




  In a strange way, to accept evil as our opponent is to affirm it. This forecloses the possibility of imagining the holy alternative, where evil is not fought because it does not even exist. Finding ourselves in an arena with evil, we happily draw our swords and wade into the fight. But this means fighting on the devil’s own terms, accepting the boundaries he has drawn for our gladiatorial arena. Loving the fight with sin means loving sin itself. It means that you can’t want to win. What would you do if you did?




  And yet we cannot be indifferent to evil. So how do we hate evil the way that God would have us do? The answer is the acceptance of Jesus’ astonishing declaration about the crucifixion: “It is finished” (John 19:30). God has “disarmed the powers and authorities [and] made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross” (Colossians 2:15).




  Such claims can be difficult to believe—just look at the world! The powers and authorities of evil seem well armed, and the battle seems far from over. This is why faith in the cross of Christ is precisely that: faith that the moral pivot of history was a hill in an insignificant corner of the Roman Empire two thousand years ago. It requires faith to believe that all the heroism the universe could need was exercised there, in one man dying for the sin of the entire cosmos (John 1:29). In that very faith, we can see that the Lord does not call us to be heroes fighting evil, but to love the one who has already defeated it.




  The BBs in the Coat Closet




  I learned my lesson in limitations—and gravity—with the egg off the balcony. But the urge to be Superman, to save the world, only got stronger. This did not make my childhood unique. In most respects, I suppose I grew up like many other children of the eighties in suburban Southern California. We went to the beach and had taco night and lived in a stucco house with a sycamore tree in the front yard. What made my house and family different from those of my friends, though, were the BBs—the copper-coated ammunition for an air gun—that we kept in our closet. When it came to world saving, those BBs gave me a sense of the stakes.




  You see, my parents had alter egos. By day they worked normal jobs as a computer programmer and a public school teacher. But in the evenings, our house hosted meetings of the anti-nuclear group with which they were passionately and deeply involved. I remember meeting nights with great pleasure, because I got to watch TV with my dinner (an otherwise taboo practice in our house) and eat Kraft mac and cheese. I can still clearly recall the sounds and smells of those evenings: the muffled pitch of people greeting one another as they arrived; coffee burbling in the big percolator; the easel and flip charts and permanent markers; the comforting murmur of grownup voices through the den wall.




  My parents weren’t the sort of activists who held picket signs and shouted slogans. Instead, their group focused on public education about the dangers of the nuclear arms race in the 1980s and about the need to pursue alternative solutions to conflict. So they’d go around to schools and community centers and talk with other concerned citizens. That’s where the BBs came in. They were part of a teaching exercise used to demonstrate the insane firepower of the global nuclear arsenal.




  To do the exercise, you needed a couple thousand of the little pellets and a small steel trash can. You’d take a single BB, tiny and hard to grasp, and you’d say, “This one BB represents the power of the first atomic bomb, dropped on Hiroshima in 1945, which killed more than one hundred thousand people.” Then you’d drop the BB in the trash can with a sharp, resounding ping. And then you take your Tupperware full of thousands of BBs and say, “This represents the total destructive power of all the nuclear weapons we have today,” and pour it slowly into the can. It was deafening and took forever. People winced throughout the whole thing, and afterward everyone in the room sat under a sort of stunned hush.




  The BBs are emblematic of the conceptual juxtapositions that made up my happy and essentially ordinary childhood: this illustration of humanity’s capacity for global suicide sat in the hall closet, next to the jackets and my boogie board. In my childish perception, I knew that nuclear weapons were bad and that they would kill a lot of people—maybe everyone—if ever used. I knew that the arms race was also bad and that our political leaders were risking everything in a showdown with the USSR. I knew that we had more in common with the Russians than most people thought and that the path to peace ran through a better understanding of our shared humanity.

OEBPS/Images/6452_CH.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780830864522.jpg
TYLER WIGG-STEVENSON
Founder, Two Futuos Projoct

THE WORLD
IS NOT OURS
T0 SAVE

FINDING THE FREEDOM TO DO GOOD






OEBPS/Images/ShortLine.jpg





OEBPS/Images/6452_PART.jpg





OEBPS/Images/IVP_Books_Quarter.jpg
VP Books





