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  A Better Freedom


  Christ revealed himself to me


  Enslaved my soul to set me free


  I was bound to at him at Calvary


  And found a better freedom


   


  That Soul who suffered in the dark


  Has purchased and unchained my heart


  A shining slavery did impart


  To find a better freedom


   


  A better freedom can’t be found


  By those unwilling to be bound


  A better freedom is not known


  By those whose hearts will not be owned


  But those who follow find a better freedom


   


  We never can be truly free


  Till we’re bound to this community


  The Incarnation lets us see


  A path to better freedom


   


  A slave to sin, my heart before


  Was bolted like a prison door


  But in slavery to the Risen Lord


  I found a better freedom


   


  A better freedom can’t be found


  By those unwilling to be bound


  A better freedom is not known


  By those whose hearts will not be owned


  But those who follow find a better freedom


   


  Come with him and find a better freedom


  Follow me and find a better freedom


   


  Music and lyrics by Scott Roley and Michael Card


  (Recording available for free download at michaelcard.com)


  Introduction


   


  There the conviction was suddenly borne in upon me that Christianity is preeminently the religion of slaves, that slaves cannot help belonging to it, and I among others.


  SIMONE WEIL


  In order to be truly free one must become a slave to Christ.


  This book comes from a paradox. Basing books on paradoxes is risky enough, but when the paradox is centered on a corrupt institution as complex and convoluted as slavery you are really asking for trouble. But Jesus was always asking for trouble, and he is forever redeeming things that are corrupted and convoluted.


  This book has been rewritten many times. It began as a novel about a first-century slave. The slave was named Apolumius. He was owned by a Jewish merchant who had rescued him as an infant from a garbage dump. Together the two men journeyed to the ancient city of Ephesus, where they met the elderly apostle John. Along the way I took every imaginable opportunity to talk about the life of a slave from the New Testament era. Those who read that first rough manuscript of the novel agreed that the story was far more about the intricacies of slavery than the characters or the plot. They were correct. The novel was a failure. Who wants to be a novelist anyway?


  So I started again, focusing simply on slavery, with no characters and no story. But this version didn’t come together either. There was still something missing. I had failed to include the force that had drawn me to the topic of slavery in the New Testament in the first place—the experience of African American slaves. Having been a part of two African American congregations, I had heard my brothers and sisters speak almost continually of Jesus as their “Master.” They were able to relate to him in a way that had been closed to me. I needed to include, as best I could, their illuminating perspective. The result is the book you now hold in your hands.


  What This Is and What It Is Not


  This book is meant to provide a basic introduction to the subject of slavery, in both biblical and modern times, and what it means for the Christian life. It is designed to foster an interest in the topic. I hope that it will get you hooked on the notion of the radical transformation that occurs when someone embraces the gospel as a servant. It is about how freedom comes from slavery.


  The book does not pretend to be a comprehensive statement on first-century slavery, a broad and deep topic that has called forth shelves of books. It does not intend to argue for the use of the word slave over and above the word servant. The issue is a matter not of translation but transformation. For those who want to dig deeper into the academic issues a bibliography has been provided. In regard to slavery in the New Testament, I suggest you begin with Murray J. Harris’s Slave of Christ, a wonderfully concise yet comprehensive book on the subject.


  Neither does this book pretend to be anything like a complete introduction to the African American slave experience. For every book on first-century slavery I would guess there are a hundred on slavery in America. The voices of African American slaves appear in this book to speak for those first-century slaves who have no voice, who left virtually no record. To hear more of their voices, see the bibliography in the back. I would encourage you to begin with either Henry Louis Gates’s The Classic Slave Narratives or the truly amazing collection by Kai Wright, The African American Archive.


  It is also beyond the scope of this book to adequately discuss the current crisis of slavery in our time. The unthinkable truth is that there are more men and women, boys and girls enslaved in the world today than in the three centuries of African American slavery combined! I have included in appendix E a brief overview of the facts of modern-day slavery. My hope is that in the process of reading this book and engaging with the topic, your heart will be stirred to the global calamity that is human slavery. Sara Groves, a dear sister and fellow writer and musician, has provided a coda, a final note, reflecting on her exposure to human trafficking today. I hope that once we begin to reclaim our place alongside Christ as his slaves, we will take up the cause of those tens of millions throughout the world who are still in chains today.


  At the Level of the Imagination


  I will never forget the morning thirty years ago when William Lane looked over his glasses at me and said, “I am going to teach you how I read Scripture.” It seemed an unusual thing to say; after all, I could read. But in the years that followed, I slowly learned what it was he was talking about, how he “read” Scripture. He referred to it as “interacting at the level of the imagination,” and it will be my standard approach throughout this book as we wrestle with the biblical notion of slavery.


  To read at the level of the imagination is to seek to understand with the heart as well as the mind. It involves putting yourself in the place of those who first heard the words of the text. Bill liked to stress that we must interact by means of the “informed imagination.” Which is to say that we must do our homework before coming to the text of Scripture by becoming familiar with first-century resources and wrestling with the original languages if need be. Only the informed imagination can listen responsibly and imaginatively. Otherwise we simply speculate, with no connection to the real-life situation of the original hearers of the text.


  Finally, be reminded that even though the focus of our discussion is slavery, this is fundamentally a book about freedom; what it means and the only way to ultimately find it. The early Christians found freedom by becoming slaves to Christ. How is that possible?


  Though being “in very nature God,” Jesus came in the form of a slave. Why?


  How is it that early Christianity was regarded as a slave religion?


  Why did some of the first followers of Jesus sell themselves into slavery in order to set others free?


  How could Africans, who neither spoke nor read the language of their captors, who were persecuted and kept in chains by a nation that called itself Christian, nevertheless come to Jesus en masse?


  If we can cross that bridge between the heart and mind, and wrestle with some of these difficult passages at the level of the imagination, we just might be able to find the answers to these questions, and more.


   


   


  Part One
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  Beginning a Journey
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  My Master


  The silence had just settled in, a warm blanket, enveloping the congregation. Huddled beneath the comfort of that silence, my eyes were shut tight. Though the stillness was familiar, little else that morning was, for this was not “my” church. I was aware of the creaking of the ancient floors, the groaning of the pews, the musty smell of almost two centuries, for that is how long a worshiping community had been coming here for prayer. How many nervous couples had stood at the end of this aisle, waiting to hear the words “You are now man and wife”? How many coffins had rested there while a congregation lamented?


  The padding on the pew seemed thin as I rested my right hand on the coarse material. All at once, a large, warm hand took hold of my left. Through one squinting eye I peeked over to see who it was. I would come to know her as Dinah, Bob’s wife. Together the two of them had raised or fostered over seventy-five children, black and white. That morning, without knowing it, I began to be adopted. “If I don’t love them, I don’t know who else will!” was Dinah’s only rationale for decades of such extravagant loving. Though I was a stranger, I sensed her no-nonsense acceptance and affection for me. Without knowing it, I had entered a world full of such surprises there at the First Missionary Baptist Church.


  All around, prayers were being offered up; unfamiliar, repeated prayer formulas echoed through the congregation. I heard combinations of words and thoughts that had never occurred to me:


  “I thank you for the full use of my limbs . . .”


  “. . . that I awoke this morning from the very image of death. . .”


  (A sprinkling of Amens and Oh, yeses.)


  “I give thanks for waking up in my right mind.”


  “Sweet Jesus, there was food in my cupboard this morning. We do not take this for granted.”


  “Yes, Lord,” Dinah whispered under her breath, giving my hand a squeeze.


  As the time of corporate prayer came to an end, Denny, the pastor, stood up to offer his closing words. I had prayed with Denny for years at a separate weekly prayer gathering and had heard what he was about to say a thousand times. Yet this morning, surrounded by this African American congregation, I heard it for the first time. “My Master, strong God . . .” he intoned.


  Our most important journeys begin before we know we have taken a step. That morning a dozen years ago, this particular journey began for me. I, the sole representative of the dominant and usually domineering culture, was warmly welcomed by everyone, including the elderly woman who honestly yet kindly asked, “What are you doing here anyway?” By coming I had hoped to show my solidarity with Denny, with a group of us, red, black and white, who were committed to racial reconciliation in our town. We had been trying to attract African Americans to our congregation for years. One day it occurred to me, Why don’t we go to them?


  Without knowing it, I had placed myself on a path toward a new understanding of Jesus of Nazareth. The implications were so far reaching that I am still struggling to understand them. I had begun a journey to a new solidarity with him, my Master and Servant Savior.


  “Master . . .” I had never in my long Christian life heard Jesus referred to by that title. But in the context of an African American church service it struck me with disturbing clarity. When I asked Denny later, he confirmed, “Slaves generally referred to Jesus as ‘Master’ to let their earthly masters know they weren’t.”


  The tragic fact of their bondage nevertheless provided slaves with a unique ability to connect with Jesus, which they did by the hundreds of thousands. I saw as never before the potential meaning the slave experience has for the contemporary church, both black and white, which so badly needs to rediscover what it means to submit to Jesus as Master. I wondered what it would mean to become, in the true New Testament sense, his slaves.


  So I began asking questions. What did it mean for African American slaves to acknowledge Jesus as Master? What did Paul, Peter, Jude and James mean when they acknowledged themselves as Christ’s slaves? What could it mean for me to join my brothers and sisters by affirming that Jesus is my Master? What would it mean for us all to deliberately take upon ourselves the title “slave of Christ”?


  Those questions sent me on a journey that began in the Old Testament, as I sought to understand the initial slave experience and identity of Israel. Next, in the New Testament, I listened in a fresh way to the words of Paul, who, after all, identified himself more than once as a “slave of Christ Jesus.” Finally, I fled to the life of the Servant Savior. I listened all over again to parables I thought I had squeezed dry long ago. To my surprise, I discovered how frequently Jesus appealed to the image of slaves in his luminous stories, how often he set them up as exemplars.


  All along this journey I read and listened to the narratives of African American slaves, to their articulate accounts of what it cost, of what it meant to be a slave. They became my companions along the way. Their whispered accounts of submission and suffering, of radical obedience and miraculous forbearance, shed new light on the words of the Bible.


  I invite you to join me on this journey of discovery, to become acquainted with the complex and contradictory world of slavery, to listen to what the Scriptures tell us at the level of the imagination, to seek to listen to the word with both the heart and mind as they can only be integrated by the imagination. Most especially, come flee to the life of Jesus, who came in the form of a servant, who lived as a slave, but who is nevertheless our “Master and strong God.”


  The world seduces us with slavery and calls it freedom. Christ calls us to become his slaves, to take up the easy yoke, which is the only freedom.
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  A Better Freedom


   


  But let slaves serve the more faithfully to the glory of God, that they may obtain a better freedom from God.


  IGNATIUS

  Letter to Polycarp 4.3 (A.D. 110)


   


  If it is true that the prospect of death marvelously focuses the mind, then no one’s mind was ever clearer than Ignatius’s as he made his final journey to Rome and death in the arena. He had been a disciple of John, appointed the second bishop of Antioch in A.D. 69. (Paul had only just been martyred in A.D. 64.) Paul’s epistles had been written during Ignatius’s lifetime. He is the first Christian writer after Paul. Ignatius is as far back as we can go in the history of the church without actually stepping back onto the stage of the New Testament itself.


  As the second century was dawning, Ignatius was caught up in one of the first waves of persecution of the followers of Jesus. Having been found guilty, he was sentenced to “fight the wild beasts” in the amphitheater. What little we know of him we learn from the sparse details of this final journey from Antioch to Rome in A.D. 110, during the reign of Trajan.


  Eusebius, the first historian of the church, tells us that during an extended rest stop outside the city of Smyrna, Ignatius wrote five letters to the churches of Ephesus, Magnesia, Tralles, Philadelphia and Smyrna. Outside the city he was met by a small delegation made up of Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna, and two other men. Polycarp, who had also been a disciple of John, would later become one of the most celebrated martyrs in the history of the early church. Ignatius dictated the final letters to the second man in the group, a scribe named Burrhus. He closed his letter to Smyrna with these words:


  I salute the bishop, worthy of God, and the presbytery, fit for God, and my fellow slaves. (12.3)


  The man who spoke these words, on his way to die, had let go of his rights, knowing that a slave has none. He had sacrificed his identity, finding a new one in his Master, Jesus. To see him sitting beside the road chained to two Roman soldiers (he refers to them as “leopards”), you would assume he was only a slave. He saw himself as “wheat to be ground in the teeth of wild beasts.” As a faithful servant, his final hope would have been to hear, “Well done, my good and faithful slave,” when at long last the grinding pain was over.


  It is all the hope he needs for now. His self-understanding as a slave of Christ gave Ignatius a disturbing clarity, just as it had done for John, Peter, Paul, James, Jude and even Mary. Having let go of everything else, Ignatius held onto the One, to Jesus, who was also known as a slave.


  In an earlier letter to his friend Polycarp, Ignatius had warned the slaves in the church at Smyrna not to become impatient and discontent because of the fact that the church had not yet purchased their freedom. He wrote, “Offer a more devoted service so that you may obtain from God a better freedom.” He wanted the followers of Jesus in Smyrna to understand that their choice was not between slavery and freedom. The choice has always only been whose slave you will be. As Jesus had offered wisdom through foolishness, maturity through childlikeness, and wealth through poverty, Ignatius understood that the only way to this “better freedom” was to be found in slavery to Christ.


  When the last letter was finished, Burrhus the scribe rolled it up and handed it to the third member of the farewell delegation. He was the bishop of the great church of Ephesus, having succeeded John himself. His name was Onesimus, the runaway slave on whose behalf Paul had written to Philemon.


  Of all the confusion and anguish the small delegation must have felt as they watched Ignatius stumbling away in chains to a certain and violent death, one thing was clear to them all. This was a man who had found a better freedom.


  “Take up your cross and follow me.” These are slave words from Jesus, for crucifixion was a slave’s death (Matthew 10:38; 16:24). Come into a new, unimaginable way of life. Leave one way of thinking and living behind and enter into the mystery of an unimaginable new reality.


  “Take up my yoke,” Jesus invites. Take your place alongside others who are slaving for me and for the gospel. Take up the basin and the towel. Wash feet with the water of my Word. Let go of all your expectations, of the illusion that you possess “rights.” Abandon the myth of freedom the world offers and come find a better freedom. It is the only freedom you will ever know in an unfree world. They are parallels; the cross and the yoke of slavery. Jesus bids us pick them both up.


  Like the cross, slavery is both paradigm and paradox. The cross, the most excruciating and pervasive symbol of suffering and death in the first century, has come to represent for the followers of Jesus the only way to peace and life. In the same sense slavery, which represents the total denial of freedom, becomes for the follower of Christ, the Servant Savior, the only means to the realization of the true freedom, which Ignatius in his letter to Polycarp called a “better freedom.” The basin, the towel, the yoke and the cross; the implements of grace Jesus offers. They are the very tools he himself used. He came in the form of a slave, not to offer us freedom from slavery but a new kind of slavery that is freedom.


  In order to become rich you must become poor (Luke 12:33). In order to become mature you must rediscover your own childlikeness (Mark 9:36). In order to become wise you must embrace the foolishness of the gospel (1 Corinthians 3:18). In Jesus, life comes through death (John 5:24) and the only true freedom comes from slavery to him (1 Corinthians 7:22). He came to turn the world upside down, to shatter all our definitions and images, and to fulfill them. The fundamental mysteries of following Jesus are always rooted in paradox.


  These are the harsh realities of faith in Jesus. If we are to be his followers in the truest biblical sense, we must give ourselves to understanding them.
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  One Word, Three Worlds


  Worlds come together in words when you read Scripture at the level of the imagination. The word slave calls together at least three worlds; the Old Testament Hebrew world, the New Testament Roman world and for us, the world of the African American slave. The resonances of these disparate worlds accounts for the complexity involved in recapturing the biblical meaning of the word slave. Whenever Peter or perhaps Paul speaks of slavery, their thoughts originate from their unique background in Judaism, yet they speak into their contemporary world, defined by Roman slavery. But finally, their words fall on our ears, which have been conditioned to imagine slavery in our own milieu. One word is spoken, three worlds come together. (See appendix A.)


  The Old Testament World of Slavery


  A son honors [his] father, and a servant [ebed] his master. But if I am a father, where is My honor? And if I am a master, where is [your] fear of Me? says the LORD of Hosts to you priests, who despise My name. (Malachi 1:6)

OEBPS/Images/7818_CHAINS.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ShortLine.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780830878185.jpg
e
g

Finding Life as .

Slaves of Christ

A better freedom can’t
by those unwilling ¢

A better freedom i

Dby those whose he
heowned. Buk th

[WElduppREdEuEREE Py PR uEEERE P

T

e

2]

&






OEBPS/Images/IVP_Books_Quarter.jpg
VP Books





