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    Lee Beach has written an evocative, suggestive book that will reward careful attentiveness. His argument about the future of the church concerns a convergence of social analysis, biblical exegesis and practical theology. His social analysis outlines “the end of Christendom” and the displacement of influence and privilege for the church in the conventional Christianity of North America. Much of his data and illustrations are drawn from Canadian experience, but of course the same pertain in the United States as well.


    Beach offers a rich exegetical foray into Old Testament and New Testament texts that concern the notion of “exile as displacement” as an experience in the Bible that serves as a metaphor that may illumine the loss in the contemporary church. He offers an extensive inventory of texts for Israel’s exile and then considers especially the first epistle of Peter, where the theme of the church in exile is voiced. He draws the conclusion that “the people of God are by nature exilic” (p. 24).


    Midway through his exegesis, however, there is a notable shift of gears that Beach does not acknowledge—a shift that is, in my judgment, altogether commendable. By consideration of the narratives of Esther, Jonah and Daniel, Beach takes up texts that are in fact from the subsequent Diaspora of Israel and not from the usual period of exile. The segue from exile to Diaspora made here is a critical one, one that many interpreters, including this commentator, are making. The difference is that the theme of “exile” leads to an expectation of a return home to normalcy. By contrast “Diaspora” is a practice of life and faith among those who are far from home, who settle in new contexts that become home, with no serious expectation of “returning home” or returning to an old normalcy. The matter is decisive for getting on with ministry. “Exile” might be a hope of “recovery” for the way the church used to be, whereas “Diaspora” is a recognition that there will not be any return home and there will not be a recovery of any old normalcy.


    Diaspora as distinct from exile requires finding a new way for theology, church and ministry. The matter is put succinctly by Beach: “[This] leadership will seek to help engender hope in the life of a congregation by cultivating an imagination within them that fuels a missional vision for its future existence” (p. 153).


    The key terms are hope, imagination and missional vision.


    The book, then, is an extended and bold articulation of practical theology that considers what is now required and permitted for a church that is not “going home.” Much of Beach’s reflection concerns the holiness of the church. In exile Israel had to focus on being “a holy people to the Lord,” which led to the punctilious provisions of Leviticus. And then the church, in the Epistles, is to be a holy people amid the Roman Empire:


    But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.


    
      Once you were not a people,


      but now you are God’s people,


      once you had not received mercy,


      but now you have received mercy. (1 Pet 2:9-10 NRSV)

    


    Beach shrewdly sees that a different kind of holiness is urgent and is required in context. He shakes off an older essentialist notion of holiness that had its settled habits. It must now be, rather, a relational, narrative holiness that issues in bold nonconformity. And surely it is the case, that to be gospel-free the urgency of nonconformity has always been crucial for the church as it has shaken off the assurances and expectations of establishment society.


    As a card-carrying “progressive” Christian, I have often reflected of late on the fact that many evangelical Christians (by no means all!), including Beach, seem more ready to engage the new, disordered openness of the postmodern context of the church with more energy and expectation than are some fatigued progressives. And when I ask why that is the case, what becomes clear is that there is the well-grounded hope that is rooted in God’s own fidelity that is the warrant for fresh initiatives. It is that good hope that makes Beach’s argument serious and makes it need to be taken seriously.


    More than once his argument returns to the narrative in Acts 10–11. That narrative reports on the way in which Peter is led by the Spirit to new notions of holiness that move past old precisions about purity and cleanness. This new holiness, as Beach views it, is highly contextual, a learning that was most demanding for Peter. His new context in the presence of Gentiles determined that Peter must be adventuresome in his faith and apostolic calling. What is required and permitted for God’s holy people is largely determined by context. This kind of Spirit-led faith invites the church to go where it has never been and has never thought to go. The new context for the church is in the midst of radical otherness, as radical as the Gentiles were to Jewish Christians in the first century. Beach’s assessment is surely correct. His book invites church leaders to recognize where God has now put the church. The work of new leadership—in terms of hope, imagination and missional vision—is to be about the business of “defining reality” in ways that violate, subvert and transgress all old definitions of reality. Specifically this means to contradict the dominant definitions of reality that oppose gospel truth. Such leaders will anticipate that such new definitions of reality will be vigorously contested, outside the congregation and within it. Anything less than that work will end in irrelevance and despair. This book is a rich exercise in hope!


    Walter Brueggemann

    Columbia Theological Seminary

    August 19, 2013


    

  


  
    Introduction


    Exile and Life in a Post-Christian World
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    July 1, 1967, was a beautiful summer day in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, as a crowd of 25,000 people gathered in the nation’s capital for the country’s centennial birthday celebration. As Canada turned one hundred years old, the festivities began with a prayer service, which was carried on national television and was a centerpiece of the day’s events. The crowd waited excitedly as various dignitaries arrived for the service, including all of the main political leaders of the day, the prime minister, members of the cabinet and members of the Senate. When the guest of honor, her majesty Queen Elizabeth, arrived, accompanied by her husband, the duke of Edinburgh, they were greeted by eight members of the clergy, who escorted them to their respective places on the dais. The service consisted of readings from the Bible, including a reading by then–Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson himself, who read from 1 Peter 3:8-14. Hymns from the Christian tradition were sung, and prayers, including a prayer of confession for the sins of the nation and a recitation of the Lord’s Prayer, were offered. A litany was recited, and those gathered were invited to respond with the words “We rededicate ourselves, O Lord.” The service was a clear nod to the role that the Christian church had played in the first hundred years of the nation’s development. The message was that Canada was a religious country, a country whose religion was decidedly Christian.1


    Similar scenes would not have been uncommon in the United States or in countries all around Western Europe at that time and certainly in years prior. In most of the Western world the Christian religion helped to form the overall ethos of the country and held a certain pride of place in many public celebrations and gatherings.


    However, for many of us, the scene that I have briefly recounted is hard to imagine now. Such a public display of Christian faith is rare if not nonexistent in many places where faith once played a major role. The extent of this social evolution may be captured in another snapshot taken of another public service in Canada’s capital thirty-four years after the centennial service of 1967. On September 14, 2001, a gathering took place in front of the Parliament buildings three days after the attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon in Washington on September 11. A crowd estimated at close to 100,000 people gathered on Parliament hill for a day of mourning to commemorate the lives that had been lost in the attacks. While the reason for the gathering could not have been more different and the tone more distinct than the one in 1967, the proceedings were telling in terms of demonstrating the sea change that had taken place in Canadian cultural life.


    While representatives from several religions were seated on the dais that day, no Christian clergy (or leader of any religion) was invited to participate in any way. The memorial service, which lasted half an hour, was a quiet one that included brief remarks by Prime Minister Jean Chretien, American ambassador Paul Celucci and Governor General of Canada Adrienne Clarkson. No Scripture was read, no prayers were offered, and no hymns were sung. The only remark that could be considered the least bit religious was the prime minister’s words that in a time like this “we cling to our humanity and our common goodness and above all to our prayers.”2


    The contrast between the 1967 gathering and the 2001 gathering could not be clearer. Each ceremony represented the Canada of its era, and the two together demonstrate how Canada had dramatically changed as a nation, and in fact how drastic those changes had been in a single generation. If the Canada of the early to mid-twentieth century was one decisively shaped by its Christian religious heritage, the Canada of the twenty-first century is one in which no one religious faith of any stripe, let alone Christianity, takes center stage at times of national gathering. In fact, even in a time of national mourning religion was not seen as a necessary part of the grieving process. If such national gatherings provide insight into the ethos of the nation, then in thirty-four years Canada had moved from a nation in which the church played a major role to one in which it was no longer included at all.


    While this scenario is drawn from my experience in my own home country, the displacing of Christian faith from countries throughout the West is a shared story. People in the UK, France, Germany, Spain and many other European countries could share similar experiences. Even in the United States, where Christian faith continues to play a more prominent role in national affairs, one can easily find anecdotal evidence of how Christianity is slowly moving from the center of culture to a more peripheral role in many parts of national life. An example of this is in the US’s own 9/11 memorials. Three days after the horrible events of September 11, 2001, a memorial service held in Washington offered a distinctly Christian perspective, including Rev. Billy Graham as guest preacher. However, another memorial service was held shortly thereafter at Yankee Stadium in New York City, and this service was hosted by Oprah Winfrey and included a variety of religious traditions. This was a signal of the shifting religious landscape of America, telling those present and those watching around the country that Christianity, while still a part of American life, no longer held the exclusive place that it once did in times when the nation came together and looked to religion for answers. Furthermore, while the dependable Billy Graham was looked to for pastoral care, it was clear that when in national crises the person who would be called on to guide the nation through its grief was a television celebrity known for her eclectic approach to spirituality.


    This evolution in the religious orientation of the country would be made even clearer on the tenth anniversary of 9/11, when another service was held at Yankee Stadium. Controversy swirled because the planners chose to completely exclude clergy and prayer as part of the service of remembrance. This drew great ire from many members of the clergy and some members of the media. For some this was indicative of what was happening in the country at large, as religion in general and Christianity in particular were increasingly pushed to the peripheries of the culture.3


    A survey released by the Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion and Public Life in June 2011 reported that most evangelical Protestant leaders who live in the Global South (58 percent) say that evangelical Christians are gaining influence on life in their countries. However, most leaders who live in the Global North (66 percent) say that evangelicals are losing influence in their countries. United States evangelical leaders are especially negative about the future of evangelical Christianity in American society; 82 percent say evangelicals are losing influence in the US today, while only 17 percent think evangelicals are gaining influence. Overall in the Global North, 54 percent of evangelical leaders say that the overall influence of the church will either stay the same or worsen in the next five years.4


    Because of this shifting of religious orientation, these are unique days for the church in the Western world. Western culture is in a time of tremendous change. Perhaps the only thing that does not change today is the fact that things are always changing. Representative of this reality is the place that the church occupies in Western culture. At one time the church played a significant role in the shaping of culture and the daily lives of its citizens. As has already been mentioned, for the most part in decades past life in North America and parts of Europe was highly conducive to Christianity in its many expressions.5


    This can no longer be considered true of the contemporary setting for the church in the West. The place of the church is shifting significantly as the culture in which we find ourselves increasingly wrestles with, and is at times even hostile toward, distinctive Christian values.6 By this I do not mean that there is overt anger toward or persecution of Christian beliefs, although that may occur at times. Rather, when examined—even in a cursory way—it is clear that the norms of Western culture often move in a direction that challenges the church and its identity within the culture. Christianity, which at one time stood at—or at least near—the center of Western culture and could presume for itself a privileged voice, has witnessed that center unravel and watched as its place at the center has ceased to exist.


    Walter Brueggemann’s observations concerning American culture reflect on the ramifications of this shift:


    There was a time . . . when a Christian preacher could count on the shared premises of the listening community, reflective of a large theological consensus. There was a time, when the assumption of God completely dominated Western imagination, and the holy Catholic Church roughly uttered the shared consensus of all parties. That consensus was rough and perhaps not very healthy, but at least the preacher could work from it.7


    Brueggemann’s comments present a fair picture of the contrast between former days and the situation as it now stands. With the lack of anything close to a Christian cultural consensus, the church must continue to wrestle with ways to define itself and engage the culture of which it is a part. Some church traditions are consciously aware of this need. Others may be less aware that something has changed, and even if they are aware may not feel overly compelled to respond. However, many who are serious about the future of the church are looking for new ways to understand how better to express the uniqueness of Christian faith in our current cultural context.


    In considering how to do this, it may be that the motif of exile offers one of the most provocative and potentially fruitful ways for the church to define itself in this particular historical epoch. There is an emerging conviction that the situation of the contemporary church may be similar to that of ancient Israel or the early church in their respective, and distinctive, focus on exile.8


    Exile as a Potential Motif for the Church


    Perhaps exile is the way that the people of God should understand themselves at all times in their history.9 Christendom, it can be argued, is an anomaly that produced mixed results for the church’s mission and identity.10 In light of this it could be that the recovery of an exilic paradigm as a means of self-definition is absolutely necessary for the church in postmodern, post-Christian times.


    In order to appreciate the full potential of this motif we must understand that the concept of exile entails more than the stereotypical definition of being displaced from one’s native country as a result of forced expulsion or voluntary separation. Exile implies much more than simple geographical dislocation; it can be a cultural and spiritual condition as well. It is the experience of knowing that one is an alien, and perhaps even in a hostile environment where the dominant values run counter to one’s own.11


    In other words, one can experience exile even when one returns to or remains in one’s homeland. Well beyond the sphere of religious identity, this observation is confirmed by the experience of artists, poets, political dissidents, philosophers and religious leaders in countries throughout the world. In his important study on the experience of exile, Paul Tabori has reflected on the concept of “inner exile,” that is, the experience of “being an outcast within one’s own country.”12


    From a cultural and sociological perspective Tabori’s work reveals the possible extent of exilic experience and how it includes but should not be limited to physical displacement. He underscores the fact that one can be “in the land” and yet still be in exile. Exile is, in its very essence, living away from home.13 This is at the heart of Christian faith, as we live away from our ultimate eschatological community. Furthermore, exile is a result of understanding ourselves as a distinct people, strangers in the world. This distinction is defined by our relationship with the supreme God and is rooted in God’s call for us to live our lives in accord with this relationship, often in ways that will come into conflict with the dominant culture. This sense of exile is experienced by anyone who feels alienated, cast adrift or marginalized by their inability or unwillingness to conform to the tyranny of majority opinion.14 Simply put, Edward Saïd writes that exile is “the perilous territory of not belonging.”15


    For Christians in the West this experience of general cultural marginalization may be compounded by the postmodern ethos that permeates culture today, leading to what Saïd characterizes as an experience of dislocation or “rootlessness.”16 Postmodernism is intrinsically a cultural ethos that tends to leave its citizens feeling homeless. At its heart it is a culture that rejects any universal narrative or collective ethic that might offer a sense of common foundation to its inhabitants, as the Christian story once did for North America and large parts of Europe.


    This is because postmodernism is ultimately a reaction to modernism and as such is a deconstructive movement rather than a reconstructionist one. Postmodernism is, by definition, a tearing down of former beliefs and patterns of life. It produces not a new order of things but rather a new “disorder.” Brian Walsh and Sylvia Keesmaat explain that the postmodern ethos that questions former assumptions, entertains multiple possibilities and posits few conclusions is a culture of fragmentation. They write, “When one is accustomed to toying with a multiplicity of perspectives, identities, and worldviews it is not surprising that life starts to feel fragmented.”17 Such an outlook produces a fragmented culture and potentially a fragmented self, which can be an isolating experience. In postmodernism the self can slip into a form of isolation as a result of loss of connection with stabilizing community.18 This destabilizing cultural ethos is compounded all the more when one’s social group was once at the center of cultural power and is now increasingly at the margins, as is the case with Christianity in North America and Europe. In such a situation, exile becomes a useful way of self-understanding for the church in the Western world.


    While exile is a complex term that can be understood in a number of ways, for the purposes of this book it will be applied to the church today through the lens of theo-sociological exile. This acknowledges that our exile encompasses both theological and social aspects. As we will see, exile is a deeply theological experience for Israel, and continued to be so for Second Temple Jews. Even in the New Testament, exile is a theologically charged idea that has implications for the ministry of Jesus and the early church. In this study we will see demonstrated that the Western church continues to share a theological kinship with such people. Furthermore, we will explore how our experience of being decentered within Western culture also places us in sociological kinship with Israel, Second Temple Jews and the early church in such a way that the resources they produced can inform our contemporary experience.


    It must be said that when appropriating a motif such as exile one must do so cautiously and with deep respect for the seriousness of the term. Exile has been a terrifying experience for many, and glorifying the idea of being stripped of cultural power may seem romantic on the surface, when it does not actually infringe on personal rights, but it is far less appealing when it results in actual violence, forced removal and disenfranchisement. Some will be quick to embrace a post-Christendom identity and its subsequent outsider status for the church. However, Sze-kar Wan warns that when truly stripped of power, exiles experience a longing to regain power rather than to celebrate its loss.19 Caren Kaplan writes about using the exilic motif in a “faddish” way and thus divesting it of any serious meaning.20 In the same vein, Edward Saïd wonders, “If true exile is a condition of terminal loss, why has it been transformed so easily into a potent, even enriching motif of modern culture?”21 These critiques must be heard, and we have to be sensitive in our appropriation of the exilic motif for the church today. However, its legitimacy comes in part from the fact that exile is not a new motif for the biblical people of God.


    In biblical perspective, the people of God are by nature exilic. Throughout history, those who worship the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob have often perceived themselves to be a threatened minority, struggling to preserve their particular identity and beliefs. From the original couple being cast out (exiled) from the Garden, to the wanderings of Cain, to the nomadic journeys of the aforementioned patriarchs, to slavery in Egypt, to the constant threats of enemies throughout the period of the monarchy (including both the northern and southern kingdoms’ final period where both kings were essentially vassals to Mesopotamian power), to conquest by the Assyrians (eighth century), by the Babylonians (sixth century) and to Israel’s subsequent existence under Persian, Greek and Roman rule, the people of Israel never had the pleasure of living with a permanent sense of national security. Neither did the Christians who made up the first generations of the church. Thus the people of ancient Israel, Second Temple Jews and early Christians were plunged into cultural situations where who they were and what they were called to be was at odds, sometimes drastically so, with where they found themselves.


    This experience can aptly describe the situation of the church in the West today, and just as the ancient Israelite, Jewish and Christian communities understood their exile in a variety of ways similar to those delineated above, they responded to their exilic existence with a variety of resources. In fact, exile was for Israel a time of immense creativity, as it was also for the early church. For the community to thrive in exile would take more than simply going back to former practices. A fresh interpretation of faith would be necessary not only to sustain the community but also to meet the challenges of a new life setting. For ancient Israel exile provoked theological creativity that produced new understandings (the Hebrew canon) and new practices (Judaism).22


    Walter Brueggemann elaborates on this idea by stating that “exile evoked the most brilliant literature and the most daring theological articulation in the Old Testament.”23 In similar terms, Michael Frost speaks directly to the challenge at hand for the contemporary Western church when he suggests that the work of exile is to rediscover the teachings of Jesus and the practices of the early church and to apply them to life on the soil of a post-Christian empire.24


    Indeed, exile tends to infuse communities with new creative energy that rises to meet the challenges of new cultural circumstances.25 Accordingly, the responses to exile that are offered by the communities depicted in Scripture provide resources to the contemporary church and its own formation as an exilic people. That is, exile is an appropriate motif for the Western church’s understanding of itself and its mission in its current setting; a robust biblical and practical theology rooted in both the Old Testament and New Testament visions of exile can inform the contemporary church’s self-understanding and mission.


    In this book I will attempt to help us begin to consider both a biblical theology of exile and some of the ways that the church can appropriate this theology in its practice as a church on the margins. In order to do this, we will start by offering a brief consideration of some of the cultural realities that make exile a legitimate paradigm for the church to appropriate as a way of understanding its place in Western culture today. From there we will examine the exilic story of Israel as it is offered to us through the Old Testament. Several major themes that defined Israel’s response to their dramatically new circumstances, when they were defeated by the Babylonians and remained in captivity in one form or another for many subsequent centuries, can be identified. In particular we will consider three biblical narratives that depict the potential of exilic life. The stories of Esther, Daniel and Jonah are a particular kind of exilic literature that offers a hopeful vision and compelling model of life in exile. These “diasporic advice tales,” as they are sometimes called, offer the same kind of generative vision to contemporary exilic communities as they did to the ancient ones to which they were first directed.


    Following our consideration of Israel’s exile we will briefly trace the development of the exilic theme in Second Temple (or intertestamental) literature. While exile continued to be an important orienting idea during this period of history, we will consider it in an abbreviated form because it helps to introduce exile as a theme in the ministry of Jesus and the early church. Here, particularly through a focus on the epistle of 1 Peter, we will see how Israel’s response to exile and Second Temple Jews’ continued development of the idea resonated with the author of 1 Peter, and how he appropriates what were even then ancient approaches for his contemporary (first-century) audience. A study of 1 Peter will demonstrate a consistency of ideas between Old and New Testament exilic experiences and will offer compelling suggestions for our own appropriation of this paradigm.


    The final section will offer an application of this ancient wisdom for the twenty-first-century church. Specifically we will look at how a biblical theology of exile can apply to the practice of ministry in the areas of leadership, theology, holiness, mission and eschatology. These are not random categories; rather, they are the very categories that the Bible itself identifies as central to exilic practice. An exploration of them in our contemporary context will empower us to appropriate their potential for guiding our ministries as we seek to be the church in exile.


    It is almost universally agreed on that the church in the Western world is in decline. After having played a central role in the development of Western culture, the church now finds itself on the sidelines, wondering how it can make a valid contribution to society. My own perspective on this is rooted in my experience as a Christian and a church leader in Canada. While Canada has a distinct story in terms of its move into post-Christendom, and the Canadian church has its own story of marginalization as a result, the experience of responding to this reality may prove informative to Christians in other contexts, in particular the United States, who are “behind” Canada in terms of their cultural experience of exile but who are clearly moving in that direction. The goal of this book is to contribute to the necessary and ongoing conversation around the church’s identity in changing times by offering a biblically informed reflection on who the church is and how an exilic self-understanding can put us in touch with life-giving resources essential for renewal, with the hope that the church can continue to have influence in our world, albeit from a very different position in society. As exile was for Israel a time for self-evaluation and reorientation, so it can be for the church. The way forward is to look around and understand our context, to look back and gather the resources that our Christian faith offers us, and then to look forward with a clear vision of how the church ought to and can function as God’s people in contemporary exile. In this study I will seek to help inform all three aspects of that necessary process in the hope that the mission of the church will be renewed from its current “home” on the margins of culture rather than from its former home at the center.


    While exile was devastating for Israelite life and faith, and life for the early church was a continual challenge, their circumstances proved to be a time of development that generated a better future for both. As Ephraim Radner eloquently states regarding Israel’s exile, “Exile is also a movement by which our Lord delineated deliverance. As such, it can hardly be a cause for fear.”26 This can also be the case for the Western church in the twenty-first century if we are willing to learn from the wisdom of our ancestors in the faith.
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