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        He is not, therefore, eternally responsible for whether he reaches


        his goal within this world of time. But without exception,


        he is eternally responsible for the kind of means he uses.


         


        And when he . . . only uses those means which are genuinely


        good, then, in the judgment of eternity, he is at the goal.


         


        SØREN KIERKEGAARD, PURITY OF HEART IS TO WILL ONE THING

      

    

  


  
    
      PREFACE


      
        Over the past twenty years I’ve personally and professionally succumbed to various failed justice shortcuts instead of living the freedom of faithful practices. I’ve been paralyzed by the complexity of trying to help others. I’ve huddled in bed during daylight because of sadness and discouragement. I’ve rushed to get good things done and so didn’t treat people as well as I should. I’m still confessing regularly my faults and my longing to better participate in justice—that God’s kingdom would come on earth as in heaven. I confess that I wish this weren’t such a slow kingdom coming.


        But I’ve also seen people be incredibly generous with their time, talents and money in ways that inspire about humanity and are testimonies to God’s love. I’ve seen people in brutal circumstances make the best of new opportunities. I’ve seen hope stay tenaciously alive when by almost any measure it should be dead. I’ve seen ingenuity and humility in service of love.


        All this has happened as I’ve been working for justice through education in Haiti for the past thirteen years. I’ve also been teaching and speaking around the United States and Canada. Before this I worked for a couple of years with refugees in Europe. I’ve been on short-term missions trips and have led some. I’ve had the photo of a sponsored child on my fridge. I’ve worked for and been a director of nonprofits. I’m a small donor and also a board member of a foundation that gives away millions of dollars each year.


        Out of these experiences I’ve written this book about doing good without hiding from the bad—both around us and within us—because we’re called to be part of God’s kingdom coming. We’re invited to confess our vulnerabilities in serving justice so we can avoid dead-end shortcuts that damage others and ourselves. We’re invited to accept the grace and responsibility of living into our deepest longings for God’s kingdom. We’re invited to a responsible approach to helping other people flourish in our neighborhoods and in our world, where there is too much suffering. We’re invited to be part of deep, lasting change.


        I’ve been seeking to understand how we can best stay faithfully committed to humbly doing justice and loving mercy in our world. This has led to the five practices in this book. Where can they apply?


        These days racial injustice and the threat of climate change are top of mind. No big issues are more important right now, right? Well, except human trafficking and endemic violence against women also must be added to the list. Then there is the growing chasm between the wealthy and poor, with the resulting disenfranchisement and the long-term fracturing of society. The latest refugee crisis. Access to education and clean water. Protecting the rights of people who are vulnerable because of their sexuality. Cruelty toward animals in factory farming. Nuclear disarmament. And the list keeps multiplying all too easily.


        And then without even touching that list, think of your daily life. Your neighbor who has emotional issues and is deeply lonely and latches on every chance she gets, but even if you were to give her all the attention you had to give for the rest of your days, you still wouldn’t meet her heart-rending, unquenchable need.


        So you feel guilty avoiding her as you drive to the grocery store, and then along the way at an intersection stands a man in a tattered, too-heavy coat holding a cardboard sign that says, “Homeless vet, will work for food.” And then the sign says, “God bless you.”


        It’s hard to feel God’s blessing in this moment. It’s tempting to respond with, “Hey God, I’m willing to skip the blessing if we could get a little more help down here—because it’s more than we can handle!”


        Yes, it is more than we can handle. The five practices in this book can help you find the freedom to handle what you can and what you’re called to—and then handle this well—as we respond faithfully to needs and opportunities around us.

      

    

  


  
    
      


      PARTICIPATING

      IN THE COMING KINGDOM


      
        
          The kingdom of God has come near.


          MARK 1:15

        

      


      
        On the fifteenth of each month, Alicia has thirty dollars withdrawn from her checking account to sponsor Belyse, a beautiful, brown-eyed girl from Kenya, who then gets school and a hot meal each day. Alicia’s job is a grind at the moment. Belyse’s photo on her fridge has become deeply important to her, almost like an icon. Pulling out milk for morning coffee, she pauses to quickly pray for Belyse, but also that through Belyse God would give her own life more meaning.


        But she’s read the small print. She knows her money doesn’t all go to Belyse, which makes sense. But it means even this straightforward bond is manipulated. She feels distant from the help she is giving—like she’s watching it on TV instead of being part of it. She consumes justice. She picked Belyse by scrolling through photos, like picking a new pair of shoes off Zappos.com. She feels both more connected to and yet further from love because of this relationship.


        And then there are the other relationships she has to block out. She lives in Brooklyn, where she works for a tech startup. Just today she walked up the stairs to her apartment shuffling through junk mail appeals from a wildlife fund, a local domestic abuse shelter, a medical relief organization that works somewhere parched and poor, and a local political group. That’s not to mention emails that sneak past her filtering system and urgent Facebook posts from friends. Who can carry this weight of the extinction of a species, abused women around the corner, fixing cleft palates and a political movement to save democracy?


        Can I really make a difference? she asks herself. Some of her friends from college did this kind of thing, but they seemed born to organize for fossil-fuel divestment. She was glad they were, but she never saw herself in them. She’s looking for herself in Belyse’s eyes.


        Yet she feels something awakening in her—something like anger mixed with hope—that she is scared and excited to follow. “I don’t know if I can do this,” she says, “but I know I have to try.”


        She wants to be free from either ignoring or dragging around the needs of the whole world every day, so she can faithfully do her part.
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        Sam’s school and city were proud of their focus on tolerance. He is white, and the immediate neighborhood where he lived was mostly white, but the school district was racially and economically diverse. Sam played basketball from the time he was in primary school. On those teams he was usually in the minority. As he got older he sometimes heard his teammates mention racial issues, but the incidents seemed minor, and he and his teammates all shared the same taste in hip-hop.


        Then they made it to the varsity team. Sam and his friends got their driver’s licenses. Stories of police stops began, but only from the African American players. Other differences followed: stories of uncles being in jail for minor issues, discrepancies in summer jobs because of family connections. Those jobs then got listed on college applications. The differences didn’t break down exactly along color lines, but Sam would have to be colorblind to not see how skin color was a profound factor in all their lives, much more than skin deep. As he grew up, he assumed they all had been living the dream they’d read about in the civil rights part of their history class. His African-American friends had long been awake to the fact that the dream isn’t yet here.


        Sam recently graduated from college. He’s stayed aware, but life became busy. Then Ferguson, New York, Charleston, Black Lives Matter. It’s too easy to simply get caught up in taking care of himself, but he knows he wants to care about a lot more.


        He wants to stay awake and on guard against the privilege of complacency so he can faithfully learn about and make a difference in a world still marked by racial differences.
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        First Church sent a small group to New Orleans right after the hurricane. They worked and prayed and slept on thin mats on the floor. The next year the church went to Uganda to spend time at a camp with former child soldiers. Last year they went to a Guatemalan orphanage. The photos from that trip were especially moving. Next summer they’re going to Mexico City. “We feel like we’re helping in lots of places,” says the young missions pastor, who feels pressure to keep busy people interested, “and it keeps our people engaged!”


        It’s hard to challenge an approach that is presented so positively, but a few people are asking themselves questions. The trips are starting to feel like flirting, like being a serial dater who moves from girlfriend to girlfriend, bounces from romance to romance. When someone behaves this way in his teens or early twenties, we shake our heads and figure he’ll mature. If he keeps flipping through relationships into his thirties or forties, the immaturity starts to look pathological.


        Others are saying the trips cost a lot. What about local needs? The young missions pastor knows it’s important to connect personally with others who live very different lives. People come back from trips saying, “I feel so grateful for what I have. We shouldn’t complain about the little things.” That’s good to realize, but it’s not enough. One week in New Orleans can’t touch the deeper racial and economic cracks that burst open after the hurricane. A couple of years later, how are those young men doing in Uganda? Holding babies in Guatemala felt like love, but what did it do for the parents who had to give up their children for adoption? A growing number of people feel uneasy but aren’t sure what to do differently.


        They want to be free from service that feels self-centered so they can faithfully serve others well.
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        The four twenty-somethings had been talking about doing something about sex trafficking, but then they are inspired while attending a conference that showed a heartbreaking but warming video about orphans. Orphans in Cambodia need better care; Americans need to adopt more children abandoned into misery.


        So they get started. They raise money. They take people on inspiring trips. Tears fall. Prayers reach up. Two of them who had spent a college semester in China move to Cambodia while the other two stay back to start paperwork for a nonprofit and raise money.


        Their bold faith inspires people around them. When you’re partnering directly with God, why slow down to partner with others? Conversations with people who had already been doing this kind of work were depressing—always about how slow things go—stuck in old-fashioned ways.


        Three years later two of the four have quit. They’ve repeated mistakes they now remember others warning them about. “It’s a spiritual battle,” they’ve said in their e-newsletters. “We just have to press on,” they tell each other. “Amazing things are happening,” they say as they share the before and after photos of how much healthier little Angel has gotten. The gap grows between their story and the reality. Since one of the key Cambodian staff members quit and another was fired for borrowing money from the orphanage budget, well, they’re starting to wonder if they’re doing as much harm as good. They went on the wings of faith and self-confidence—like those inspiring stories they’d heard. Instead of soaring, they’re crashing to earth.


        They want to be free from having to be American heroes so they can humbly learn the best faithful ways to help.
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        Yanique feels the weight and exhilaration of caring more than the people around her. It started after her family visited a farm when she was eleven and she became a vegetarian. As a teenager she felt like she was climbing from naiveté to cynicism to a more rarified hope. She also felt lonely. After college she spent three days at the original Occupy Wall Street while interning at Amnesty International. Her parents and more conservative friends thought she’d lost it. “She’ll get over it” wasn’t working anymore to smooth out the frictions.


        But her faith also renewed along the way. How she talks about Jesus both disturbs and comforts her mother. When Yanique isn’t around, her mom says to her dad, “Honey, she talks about Jesus. She cares about him. Do you know what most of my friends would give for their kids to do that? Won’t you be glad she loves Jesus when she has our grandkids one day?”


        She wears fair-trade clothes, mostly. She has an iPhone, though she once read about conflict minerals inside it. She wears gray-green hemp slacks that chaff occasionally. She wears TOMS shoes, but then saw the guy sold half the business to venture capitalists for $300 million. Her identity is justice. She supports living-wage legislation, though she barely makes one herself. Her mom thinks Yanique gets life both way more wrong and way more right than she ever has. Yanique’s ideals are getting battered. She wonders at times where she ends and her posture begins.


        She wants to be free from the confusion about whether she’s doing all this to help herself or the people desperately in need so she can faithfully answer God’s call.
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        This book is about five faithful practices that can help us be committed to deep instead of shallow change. We can be committed to making a long-term difference instead of settling for quick fixes that don’t last. When things around us are moving too fast, we can be committed to the slow work of the kingdom. This doesn’t mean we want change any less urgently. Quite the opposite. We press forward with a faithful approach because we’re so dedicated to hope.


        
          
            When things around us are moving too fast, we can be committed to the slow work of the kingdom.

          

        


        This is especially important as progress in science, technology and information zip around us. People can connect instantly across vast distances. Our knowledge about the far reaches of space and the intricacies of the human body has expanded faster in the past few decades than the previous thousand years. Our phones carry far more computing power than NASA used to put the first people on the moon with Apollo 11. Twelve hours after a news story breaks, experts and hacks around the world have weighed in and everyone has moved on to the next story.


        We have free instant access to virtually all the world’s information, which was unimaginable thirty years ago. Now I’m annoyed if a bad signal means waiting twenty seconds for a page to load. As the comedian Louis C. K. said about planes, “People say there’s delays on flights. Delays, really? New York to California in five hours. That used to take thirty years to do that and a bunch of you would die on the way there and have a baby. You’d be with a whole different group of people by the time you got there. Now you watch a movie . . . and you’re home.”1


        As everything keeps moving faster, we want to upgrade to more speed. Speed begetting speed makes us impatient, feeling ever entitled to more speed.


        Yet all of this progress also makes us aware of the world’s needs like never before. This same technology means that within hours of his death we can all see the body of a young Syrian refugee boy pulled from the water after he’s drowned. We know about disasters around the globe in close to real time. We’re aware of so much, yet like the people in the stories at the beginning of this chapter, we don’t find making a difference easy. We look to Jesus and find our hope. But looking toward him is also sobering.


        Two thousand years ago Jesus prayed, “Thy kingdom come . . . on earth as it is in heaven.” We see hopeful signs of and steps toward a better world where love and peace rule, but have to confess the prayer is still a long way from being answered. We’re surrounded by a lot of speed these days, but this is a slow kingdom coming.


        “Thy kingdom come . . .” but another family huddles in fear as bombs rip through concrete and flesh nearby.


        “Thy kingdom come . . .” but another innocent young black man is assaulted as though guilty.


        “Thy kingdom come . . .” but another woman was raped on a college campus, her cries later answered with shame instead of justice.


        “Thy kingdom come . . .” but it still hadn’t come this morning when a child, instead of going to school, walked three miles to fetch a bucket of water that will give him diarrhea.


        “Thy kingdom come . . .” but the kingdom is still divided as another person made in God’s image was denigrated for her gender or sexuality instead of receiving respect as a fellow child of God.


        “Thy kingdom come . . .” while the world’s richest eighty-five people luxuriate in as much wealth as the poorest 3.5 billion people try to survive on. Today someone gave everything at his dignity-crushing work to provide for his family. He still didn’t bring home enough.


        As we watch some things move with so much speed and other things move so slowly, it is important to reflect on how we can stay faithful to doing justice, loving mercy and walking humbly in the world when we want “on earth as it is in heaven” right now.
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        Sometimes I wish the answer were faster and simpler, like an app with a justice calculator built into my phone or fitness band that would tell me precisely when to give more, what to focus on, when I’ve done enough and when I’m allowed to pull back. Like a step counter that will say, “10,000 Justice Points Earned Today! You’re free from the needs of the world till next week!” But a justice tracker would diminish the truth that we’re invited into a way of life. Along this way I want to keep following step by step so we can make our way together toward a better kingdom.


        Whether considering global issues or a neighbor’s need, here’s why it sometimes feels like too much to handle:


        
          	
            Whose needs?


            
              	
                family—friends—neighbors—local—national—international

              


              	
                women—children—refugees—minorities

              

            

          


          	
            Respond to disaster or try to prevent it?


            
              	
                emergency relief—long-term development—research

              

            

          


          	
            What level?


            
              	
                individuals—institutions—societal systems

              


              	
                people—animals—environment

              

            

          


          	
            How to personally get involved?


            
              	
                implementer—giver—volunteer

              

            

          

        


        This isn’t even an exhaustive grid. No wonder it feels daunting. Yet precisely in the face of this, we still want to help.


        This has led me to these practices that can help us stay faithfully committed to doing justice. God calls us collectively and individually to participate in myriad ways in God’s kingdom coming on earth. Whatever way you’re called, I hope the practices I offer in this book will help you understand how to make a more meaningful, lasting difference. I hope they can help you to see more clearly the yeses along the way that make it possible to say the thousand unfortunate nos.


        You and I want the kingdom to come, as do the people in the stories that opened this chapter (who are composites of people I’ve known and heard about). And we rightly want it to get here sooner. Shortcuts can tempt us to settle for an easier-to-reach kingdom that ultimately crumbles. Integrating the right practices will help them—and us—find the freedom to work with determination for lasting change. We can press on with a hope that is both patient and urgent. We’re freed to participate in the kingdom coming through these five faithful practices: attention, confession, respect, partnering and truthing.


        
          
            Shortcuts can tempt us to settle for an easier-to-reach kingdom that ultimately crumbles.

          

        


        Whatever your primary vocation, these five practices can help you work faithfully for a world where fewer people suffer and more people flourish. They’re related to traditional practices of faithfulness like baptism, Communion, fasting, prayer, tithing and Scripture reading. But we also need specific practices that focus on sustaining us for the mission


        
          to bring good news to the poor . . .


          to proclaim release to the captives


          and recovery of sight to the blind,


          to let the oppressed go free. (Lk 4:18)

        


        These practices are crucial because a paradoxical element of faith within our work for justice is that in a sense we believe the outcomes are completely up to God, yet in another sense it seems God has left the outcomes up to us.


        What strikes me, as we begin Slow Kingdom Coming, is how these practices also apply to the world of The Pilgrim’s Progress, which I just began reading with my nine-year-old daughter. Recent bedtime reading had meant my wife and daughter cuddle with youth literature classics that often seemed to lead to their crying together. Meanwhile my son and I just finished the first book of the Harry Potter series and instead of weeping, we seemed to end in wrestling, which, yes, it has been pointed out to me, has the opposite effect of winding down.


        But after their most recent book, Simone asked my wife if they could read The Pilgrim’s Progress next because she’d heard about it recently and found a copy on our shelf. I then listened to my wife give my daughter excuses for why they couldn’t read it: the language is too archaic; it’s too dense. My daughter was unconvinced.


        “Actually, now that I think of it,” my wife told her, “I’ll be honest. I don’t like the book and don’t want to read it. When I was young and read it, I didn’t understand who the different people were and I kept getting tricked into thinking the bad guys were the good guys. And I got tricked into thinking the bad shortcuts were actually a good idea.”


        This sounded irreverent in a way that made Simone want to read it even more. So she asked if I’d read it with her.


        We’re twenty-five pages in. It’s slow but good. I explain and smooth things out here and there. She’s tracking as the main character goes on a quest. He’s encouraged to stay on the good path but is soon tempted. He makes a few mistakes and then meets his guide, who questions why he listened to the person who led him off-track: “He bid me with speed get rid of my Burden; and I told him ‘twas ease that I sought. . . . So he said that he would show me a better way, and short, not so attended with difficulties as the way, sir, that you set me.”2


        Yes, we’re tempted toward the quick and easy way. And why not, since the burden of injustice around us is too much to handle if we try to carry it all? When we commit to faithful practices of justice, we don’t shed the burden, but we lighten it enough to continue on the path toward the slow kingdom coming.


        We will stumble. We will be tricked by shortcuts. But we learn. We dust ourselves off. We fight bravely to strengthen these practices that help us keep moving forward. The truth is that we’re vulnerable, like in The Pilgrim’s Progress, to being pulled off our path, so it should be hopeful and freeing to admit, yes, we’re vulnerable and need guidance.


        A few years ago, facing a midlife crisis, or rather hoping to avert one, with a group of friends I did a rigorous twelve-mile obstacle race with twenty-four obstacles.


        
          
            We will stumble. We will be tricked by shortcuts. But we learn.

          

        


        Beforehand, I looked at what obstacles we might face. Then to get ready I ran a lot of miles. I trained climbing up and over. I did and hated squats. I did monkey bars for the first time in thirty years (a lot harder than they used to be). My children teased me as they showed off how easily they could swing back and forth. When the time came for the race, it was hard but fun. Our team made it to the end. I never would have finished if I had shown up unprepared.


        In the work of justice it’s also possible to anticipate many of the obstacles we’ll face. We can build up endurance in order to keep going when our energy lags. We can build up strength in areas we know we will be tested. I hope and pray the five practices in this book, so much more serious than my running through mud, can inspire and guide your joyful commitment to helping this slow kingdom to come.


        For individuals, these five practices apply to how to participate in God’s justice in your family, community, country and the world. They can help interactions with a neighbor as well as how to decide what nonprofit to give to. They can help you think through how to volunteer, travel, start a business, buy things. They can become part of the practice of your faith in action, shaping you and shaping the neighborhood and world around you.


        For a nonprofit or community group, these practices can help you to align and get focused, to make decisions and grow and learn together. There are always temptations toward mission drift, and it is hard to get different callings to align. None of us can be great at all of these practices; we each have different strengths and vulnerabilities. These practices help to move a group together toward the slow kingdom coming—and to cherish the different gifts and perspectives that each person brings.


        For a church, these practices can help you grow and collaborate in ways that transform the lives of those in the church and those you work with as you follow Jesus together. Within a community these practices can help to focus and evaluate your ministries, to encourage people to discover how their gifts fit into working together for justice, and to choose and work with the right partners.


        We long to know God, to love God and to be loved by God. Jesus gave the beautiful vision of finishing our life and then hearing from our loving Creator, “Well done, good and faithful servant” (Mt 25:21 NIV). We won’t hear these words because we earned them, but, we hope, because we accepted the invitation of grace to participate with God in the kingdom coming. And we can commit to practices that ensure our efforts help others well and also transform our own lives.


        Bible scholar Walter Brueggemann says, “The defining ingredient of real human life is fidelity. It’s not wealth, power, control, or knowledge. It’s fidelity, the question of practice—how do we maintain fidelity [with God]?”3 The answer isn’t easy. Faithfulness is both the strength and weakness of Christians as we try to help others. At times our faith that we’re doing God’s work has led us to sacrificial giving of the highest order of love. But we don’t want this same faith to be an excuse to be patronizing or think our good intentions are enough, as though God wouldn’t expect us to love our neighbors in the best ways possible.


        These practices have sustained me. I’ve seen the difference they make for people I’ve watched and worked with, whose stories I share in this book. They can help sustain us for the marathon, because even if there are occasional sprints, this is a lifelong run with regular obstacles. The same love that calls us to work for a more just world also calls for our inner lives to be shaped by justice. Who we are determines how we act, and how we act determines who we are as we do justice, love mercy and walk humbly in the world.
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“Kent Annan provides us with practices that give us strength . . .
so we can run and not grow weary. I wish I'd had this book years ago!”

—BRIAN FIKKERT, coauthor of When Helping Hurts





