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We dedicate this book to
those heroic people around the globe
whose stories are told in these pages.
At great personal cost they have embraced
the selfless calling of Christ to serve the poor,
to love their neighbors, to create space at their tables,
and to help shape communities of faith
that alter their worlds.



What we actually need is to imagine that
God is up to something. Imagine that
God is active in the midst of what seems to be
an unremitting unraveling of not just our
churches but our way of life in North America....
We are invited to embrace a fundamentally
different reality where God is remaking
the world and we are called to participate
in that remaking.

ALAN ROXBURGH





INTRODUCTION


In our post-Christendom, pluralistic context, how should those who follow Christ engage the public sphere? In the eyes of its detractors, the church’s current forays into culture-shaping can be seen merely as argumentative and whiny at best, or privileged and triumphalist at worst. The church’s public attempts to reclaim societal influence can appear to be about regaining power and control, something which is completely at odds with the self-emptying example of Christ.

And yet, while this may be an accurate assessment of some church rhetoric, it certainly doesn’t represent the much wider, more subversive transforming presence of Jesus followers in the world. Why is there such disparity and misrepresentation of the Christian community in the public arena? And how can Christians better represent the true mission of God to reconcile the world?

One of our greatest challenges as the church of tomorrow lies in finding the balance between retaining our missional particularity and humbly interacting as one perspective and voice among many. Our task is not to grope for cultural dominance, but to build bonds of peace and collaboration. To participate in God’s ongoing work of renewal in the world, we believe the church needs a fresh vision for and model of Christian partnership in these partisan times.

That will require a shift from combative discourse (para-logos) to the dialectical exchange of our deepest world-forming narratives (dia-logos). It will include learning how to resist our impulses to separate, segregate and condemn, in order to embrace the power of collaboration without compromising our convictions as Christ followers. We’re convinced this shift will unearth the wisdom that serves holistic human flourishing and, by God’s grace, bring together the disparate factions in society—including the church—to join God’s world-altering movement toward a truly common good in the here and now.

So, how do a missiologist from Sydney, Australia, and an urban missionary from San Diego, California, end up collaborating on a book about the church’s contribution to altering the world? Don’t ask us—we’re just as surprised as anyone. While we have several mutual friends and our paths have crossed at various events and conferences over the years, the idea to write together seemed to emerge spontaneously and come to fruition unexpectedly and remarkably easily.

It seems like an obvious collaboration when you think about it. Christiana is a local practitioner. She leads a grassroots faith community in the Golden Hill neighborhood of San Diego, as well as teaching, coaching and leading people who desire to see Christ’s transformation in their lives and on their streets. And Michael is a seminary professor who has been writing and speaking about a missional paradigm for the church for many years, as well as leading a missional community, Small Boat Big Sea, in the Manly neighborhood of Sydney. In other words, one is a practitioner who teaches, and the other is a teacher who practices.

We met years ago at a Missio training event in Denver, and have been involved in the development of the Parish Collective’s annual Inhabit Conference in Seattle. Through those interactions it became obvious we share a passion for God’s mission, incarnational living, leadership development and experiencing and expressing God’s restoration in local contexts. The book you’re holding represents not only our thinking on the culture-altering work of Christ and his people, but also it emerges from the mistakes we’ve made and the successes God has granted us in our respective communities. It also includes many of our friends’ stories about engaging with culture in places such as Cape Town, South Africa; Karlsruhe, Germany; Vancouver, Canada; Sioux Falls, South Dakota; El Paso, Texas; and elsewhere.

We are convinced that God is at work across the globe, reconciling the world to the divine order and giving us this ministry of reconciliation. As part of God’s world-changing work of reconciliation we are invited to be, as Lesslie Newbigin once wrote, a sign—an instrument and a foretaste of that reconciled world. As part of our dialogical, collaborative engagement in society we are signposts to the new world God is ushering in, instruments through which God answers our prayer for that new world to come, and a real, flesh-and-blood, locally rooted taste of the new heavens and new earth.

Whenever we talk to our students or the people we mentor and lead about this vision for the church in society, we sense they are greatly stimulated by our discussion. Innumerable others are thinking about the same things and longing for communities through which to live out these God-breathed dreams and hopes. Yet the challenges of moving in this direction and making the necessary adjustments to be a sign, instrument and foretaste of the new creation are considerable and costly. Church business-as-usual will not adequately lead to congregations influencing society, joining forces with their neighbors and being open to learn from others. It is our hope that this book might contribute, even if ever so slightly, to helping churches take the leap into their true identity and fulfill their destiny to alter their world and be the people God intended for us to be.
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For a long time I have held my peace,

I have kept still and restrained myself;

now I will cry out like a woman in labor,

I will gasp and pant.

ISAIAH 42:14





Israel longed for God to speak. They were enduring the humiliation and dislocation of exile in Babylon, and they needed a new word, just a fragment of hope. False prophets had predicted their exile would be short-lived, that Babylon would fall, Jerusalem would be saved, and the people would soon return home. But theirs was a fictitious hope. There seemed no indication that they would soon return to the land of their forebears. The prophet Jeremiah counseled them that Babylon would be this generation’s only home. He called on them to settle in the land of their enemies, to work that land and “build houses . . . plant gardens and eat what they produce” (Jer 29:5). So they stayed, attempting to make a home among their captors, desiring a fresh vision from God that a new world was coming.

And finally through another prophet, Isaiah, God begins to speak: “For a long time I have held my peace, I have kept still and restrained myself.” The word that comes to them through Isaiah is breathtaking. Its imagery is profound. And surprising. “Now I will cry out like a woman in labor, I will gasp and pant,” declares Yahweh (Is 42:14).

It is the stunning announcement that God, groaning like a woman in labor, will soon give birth to new life.

It’s an unexpected metaphor for God because in the ancient world no one was more vulnerable than a birthing mother. The instances of death during childbirth were high. Giving birth in the ancient world wasn’t as it is today. Women squatted, kneeled or stood on brightly painted birthing bricks around a hole in the ground. Those from more affluent families gave birth on a specially made birthing chair with a hole in the seat. Both these practices were common among Jewish women in biblical times as well.

Like a vulnerable woman in the final stages of labor, God’s silence during Israel’s defeat and captivity had been taken for powerlessness. But God’s seeming absence wasn’t weakness. It was gestation. Now, Yahweh will cry out as if in labor, birthing a new future for them.

In fact, while a woman might be at greater risk during labor, her apparent helplessness shouldn’t be taken as anything less than the extraordinary power to bring forth life. This is the metaphor God chooses to describe the profaned absence the people of Israel had experienced in exile, and it beautifully describes the work of God throughout the ages—showing strength through weakness.

Some people today have referred to the church’s current situation in the West as being a kind of exile. Christians haven’t been carried to a new land, but the culture around them has changed. It is not uncommon for Christians to feel as though they’re building their houses and planting their gardens on foreign soil. It’s as if the land beneath the church’s feet has shifted over recent generations and they feel a desperate need to hear Yahweh’s voice, to know the way forward, to trust in God’s promises for the future.

The world today is clearly foreign soil for us. As we write, the self-described Islamic State is beheading Christians in Libya and Syria. Health professionals are laboring to control an Ebola pandemic in West Africa. America is struggling to deal with a child-migrant crisis. We live with the chronic brokenness of domestic violence, child sexual assault, family breakdown, oppression of the weak, dirty politics, unfair business practices, racism, extreme poverty, dishonest government, murder, theft, environmental degradation and many other indicators of the fissures and fractures that run through the heart of everything.

Nations are constantly at war. Societies are continually distressed. There’s a deep yearning for a different way to educate our children, and a hunger for a new way of conducting business and politics. No one believes that continuing on this same trajectory will make a difference in the healing of the world.

Like exiled Israel, the church today yearns for a word from God. As Christians, we believe that Christ came into the world to bring a new order; to bring redemption, healing and restoration; and to birth a new society of redeemed persons. And as that new society, we hold fast to the truth that God is directing history toward its true end. But like Israel, we need to hear afresh that God is at work. We need to be reminded that, though forces of chaos and evil seem evident, God groans like a woman in labor, giving birth to the new world promised throughout the generations and confirmed for us in Christ.

We believe that the life, death and resurrection of Jesus invite all of humanity to enter deeply into the needs of a broken world and to join God as agents of the renewal, restoration and reconciliation of all things in readiness for the age to come. Furthermore, we would suggest that it’s not so much our task to change the world as it is to be that part of the world that is already being birthed by Christ. As Bishop Lesslie Newbigin says,

The Bible, then, is covered with God’s purpose of blessing for all the nations. It is concerned with the completion of God’s purpose in the creation of the world and of man within the world. It is not—to put it crudely—concerned with offering a way of escape for the redeemed soul out of history, but with the action of God to bring history to its true end.1


Rather than enjoining another contest for the right legislation, or capitulating to our borderline status, we believe it is possible to join God’s world-birthing enterprise by inhabiting and engaging at a central but grassroots level. God’s redemptive plan invites us to inhabit neighborhoods, towns and villages in the way of Jesus, to live wholeheartedly into our vocational calling and, there, to join God’s work of making all things just and whole. This is a monumental task, one not easily undertaken and one we embrace with no confidence that we can achieve it in our lifetimes. It is a task bigger than us and even bigger than the work of the church. As Newbigin says, it is the action of God to bring history to its true end. And we are invited to love and serve God as agents, sowing the seeds of renewal in the contaminated soil of a broken world. N. T. Wright describes our work this way:

Our task, as image-bearing, God-loving, Christ-shaped, Spirit-filled Christians, following Christ and shaping our world, is to announce redemption to a world that has discovered its fallenness, to announce healing to a world that has discovered its brokenness, to proclaim love and trust to the world that knows only exploitation, fear and suspicion.2


As followers of Jesus, we learn to receive and demonstrate redemption, healing, love and trust in the ordinary, everyday beauty and brokenness of life here on earth. Coming together as communities of faith and reconciliation, we embody our sacramental calling to be a sign of the new creation God is giving birth to in the world. This is our collective identity. And by it and through it we join God’s work to alter this world and to anticipate the next.

While the false prophets of Israel urged the Babylonian captives not to put down roots but to stay on their toes, ready for their impending departure, the true sons and daughters of God know that God’s reign is not something we can quickly achieve in our own strength. If God is groaning like a woman in labor, and if a new world is being born before our very eyes, being pushed forth through the cracks of our broken world, our job isn’t to hurry it along. Rather our job is to join God and partner with him in the delivery room and to stop imagining we can birth the new world with our own strategies and methodologies. Indeed, our attempts to usher in the new order in recent years haven’t produced the kind of restoration, redemption or reconciliation in this world that we believe God envisions.


RELIGIOUS AND POLITICAL ACTIVITY ALONE WON’T BIRTH A NEW WORLD

For the past half century the church in America has put its culture-shaping energy into a broadly two-pronged approach of planting and growing churches, and entering the political process, particularly on certain moral ethical issues. It is as if we’ve believed that more and bigger churches and better legislation could birth a new world. So, how’s that been working out for us? How well has the suffering of nations been relieved through this particular vision? Well, frankly, on the whole, not that well.

For example, recent research tells us that wealth inequality has widened significantly along racial and ethnic lines since the end of the Great Recession. The wealth of white households was thirteen times the median wealth of black households in 2013, compared with eight times the wealth in 2010.3 That’s the biggest gap since 1989, when whites had seventeen times the wealth of black households. Is this the world as God intends it?

Furthermore, the 2014 riots in Ferguson, Missouri, highlighted what Ed Stetzer said was, “the important if seldom acknowledged truth that racism is still present and deep-seated among many in our culture.”4 In a Christianity Today blog, Pastor Leonce Crump writes, “We live in an oppressive system, strategically engineered to subvert the progress of entire people groups and benefit the progress of another. This is the injustice.”5 In response to Crump’s blog, Stetzer remarked, “Many godly African American leaders are hurting and they are explaining why. I think we should listen to them.”6

Listening is certainly the first step, and surely we agree that the abuse of privilege and power is not a mark of the world that God is giving birth to. In her book The New Jim Crow, civil rights activist Michelle Alexander writes, “If we want to put an end to the history of racial caste in America—we must lay down our racial bribes, join hands with people of all colors who are not content to wait for change to trickle down, and say to those who would stand in our way: Accept all of us or none.”7 Our listening must lead to enacting the good news of Jesus in ways that revolutionize society and bring freedom for all, not just for some.

Add to this recent examples of mass shootings across America and it’s obvious that the United States has a problem with violence, where there are an estimated 283 million guns in civilian hands. In fact, more than 30,000 people are killed by firearms each year in this country. That’s more than thirty people each day, half of them between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five. Homicide is the primary cause of death among African Americans of that age group.8

And if firearm deaths aren’t concerning enough, we are in the grip of an epidemic of domestic violence against women. One in four women report experiencing violence at the hands of their intimate partner. As Soraya Chemaly points out, in an age of anxiety about terrorism, “statistically speaking, an American woman has as much a chance of being killed by her own furniture as being hit in a terrorist attack.” Strangulation at the hands of a husband or boyfriend is even more common, so much so that the Washington Post called it the “gateway to murder.” To put it in context, more than 6,800 US troops were killed in combat in Afghanistan and Iraq.9 In the same period (from 2001 to 2012), the number of women killed as the result of domestic violence in the United States was 11,766.10

If you need further evidence that our world needs healing, a recent report found that one in thirty American children are homeless. That translates to 2.5 million children living in shelters, neighbors’ basements, cars, campgrounds and worse—a marked increase on previous rates. Racial disparities, increasing poverty and domestic violence were identified as responsible for the historic high.11

Despite a generation of political opposition by Christians to abortion there were still over one million terminations performed in the United States in 2011. Interestingly, while the abortion rate has been dropping somewhat since 2000, abortions have increased 18 percent among poor women, while decreasing 28 percent among higher-income women.12

We could recount instances of disadvantage, cruelty, discrimination and hatred. Our point is simply that we are not living in the world that God desires. It feels like exile. But fear not, God is crying out like a woman in labor, gasping and panting out a different future to the one we currently endure. Reducing the culture-altering work of God’s people to church growth and political lobbying has not shifted the trajectory of society in any marked ways. And yet the American church continues to pour time, energy and money into trying to turn the tide on the decline in their attendance and membership and the diminishing lifespan of new church plants. Should this really be our primary concern? We believe our calling is more ambitious, more dynamic, more daring than that.

Our social media feeds frequently feature blogs and articles about why young people are leaving the church. While the statistics on the numbers of people who come from Christian homes and have now either left the church or denied the beliefs of their upbringing aren’t good, maybe focusing on why they’re leaving is actually contributing to driving them away. If the church spent more time on actually being what it should be, and less time on figuring out whether millennials are lazy or self-centered or whatever, perhaps the problem wouldn’t be so great. In other words, stop trying to work out what’s wrong with church-leavers and start looking at where the church has gone wrong. As Carlos Rodriguez puts it, “Somehow the pro-guns, anti-abortion, immigrants-are-bad, only-Conservatives-know Jesus approach, is causing us to lose what God values more . . . souls.”13

In saying this, Rodriguez isn’t suggesting a watering down of biblical values. He’s speaking about a culture of militancy that has become distasteful to younger Christians. His article was written in response to actor Jennifer Lawrence’s criticisms of the Kentucky church she grew up in. He quotes Lawrence as referring to people holding crucifixes like pitchforks, fighting the good fight. That’s a startling image, and whether it’s fair or not, it has become a broadly held caricature of Christians today. We think many younger Christians would agree with pastor and blogger John Pavlovitz’s summary, “If you can’t affirm what you believe without belittling what someone else does, then you have a lousy testimony.”14




WITHDRAWAL FROM POST-CHRISTIAN SOCIETY

More recently, other voices have been calling on the church to abandon its combative stance toward society, to recognize that we now live in a post-Christian culture and to withdraw to the margins as a kind of community-in-exile. For example, in response to the Supreme Court’s 2015 gay marriage decision, conservative blogger and author Rod Dreher declared it was time for Christians to strategically retreat from center stage and embrace their marginal status where they could keep “the light of faith burning through the surrounding cultural darkness.” He continued: “We have to accept that we really are living in a culturally post-Christian nation. The fundamental norms Christians have long been able to depend on no longer exist.”15

English writer Mark Woods weighed in on the discussion, explaining that European Christians have long embraced their peripheral status in society and calling on American conservatives to wake up and smell the coffee: “Evangelicals are going to have to get used to living in a society which is no longer as congenial to them as once it was.”16 He went on to commend a two-tiered system in which Christians could choose to define marriage one way, while the state defines it another. In other words, the church would be a marginal, alternative community, extolling the benefits and blessings of their approach over and against the state.

This approach seems appealing to many people who are tired of the combative stance many in the Religious Right have adopted. When socially conservative Christians railed against the Supreme Court’s Obergefell decision legalizing gay marriage by calling it the Roe v. Wade of marriage, there was a collective groan from many moderate and progressive Christians. Another battle? Another culture war like the last one, even though that battle saw no victory for conservative Christian values? Either battle-weary or just weary of others battling, many Christians find some solace in the idea of withdrawal to the edges to find purpose as exiles in post-Christendom.

But Jeremiah’s prophecy to the Babylonian captives wasn’t to hunker down at the edges of society and wait it all out. The word from God through Jeremiah was this:

This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: “Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number there; do not decrease. Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper.” (Jer 29:4-7 NIV)


The exiles were called neither to fight Babylonian culture, nor to retreat from it. They were urged to inhabit it. We think this is the way for the church today, too. It’s a third way between fighting and retreating. We believe it is not time for the church to retreat, but to lean into the rhythms of the societies we are an integral part of, recognizing our shared humanity with others. Only then can we truly be catalysts for transformation and, like salt and light, shift the cultural values slowly but surely as a participatory community of grace, love and mercy.

Recently, we were delighted to read New York Times columnist David Brooks urging “social conservatives” outraged by the Obergefell decision to engage a different strategy to the old culture wars approach. We think his advice holds for both moderate and progressive Christians as well:


We live in a society plagued by formlessness and radical flux, in which bonds, social structures and commitments are strained and frayed. Millions of kids live in stressed and fluid living arrangements. Many communities have suffered a loss of social capital. Many young people grow up in a sexual and social environment rendered barbaric because there are no common norms. Many adults hunger for meaning and goodness, but lack a spiritual vocabulary to think things through.

Social conservatives could be the people who help reweave the sinews of society. They already subscribe to a faith built on selfless love. They can serve as examples of commitment. They are equipped with a vocabulary to distinguish right from wrong, what dignifies and what demeans. They already, but in private, tithe to the poor and nurture the lonely.

The defining face of social conservatism could be this: Those are the people who go into underprivileged areas and form organizations to help nurture stable families. Those are the people who build community institutions in places where they are sparse. Those are the people who can help us think about how economic joblessness and spiritual poverty reinforce each other. Those are the people who converse with us about the transcendent in everyday life.17



In other words, as he puts it, more Dorothy Day than Franklin Graham; more Salvation Army than Moral Majority. Brooks does not publicly identify as a Christian, yet he is calling the church to do precisely what we are commending—to repair a society torn apart by dissension, wracked by hatred, numbed by carelessness. Christian moralism has gotten us nowhere. In fact, the church has spent more energy developing a moral code that we can’t fully prove and which none of us thoroughly lives by (try though we might) than we have simply sought to love our neighbors as ourselves. God is love, and only God holds the wisdom of perfect love. No moral code is going to get us closer to that love.

Do Christians believe Jesus has an answer for racism and racial inequality? Do we think the Bible provides responses to a world of violence, both domestic and international? Does it involve more than just inviting people to a church service? Of course it does! But perhaps our missiology is stunted and our imagination shallow as we envision the future of the church. The redemptive plan of God cannot be divorced from the fruitfulness of the church. As the world is redeemed, the church flourishes; and as the church flourishes, the world is redeemed. So, the church is both commissioned and equipped to repair the fabric of society, and to serve as envoys of love, dignity, commitment, communion and grace. As David Bosch wrote,

The central theme of our missionary message is that Christ is risen, and that, secondly and consequently, the church is called to live the resurrection life in the here and now and to be a sign of contradiction against the forces of death and destruction.18


This book is about satisfying the desire to see the church altering the trajectory of culture in the way God envisions. To do so will involve new ways of thinking about community, politics, business, education, health care, art, religion and society itself. It will involve everyone, not just the clergy. It will involve not merely asking what kind of church the world needs, but what kind of a world God is giving birth to.




WHAT IS GOD GIVING BIRTH TO?

We recognize the metaphor of God panting like a woman in labor is a disturbing one for some readers. There are reasonable concerns about using feminine imagery for God, based on their similarities to pagan ways of talking about the divine feminine. We find theologian Elizabeth Achtemeier helpful in this respect. Acknowledging the patriarchal and exclusive ways language has been used by the church, she nonetheless cautions us about appearing to suggest God is feminine:

First, it is universally recognized by biblical scholars that the God of the Bible has no sexuality. Sexuality is a structure of creation (cf. Gen. 1-2), confined within the limits of the creation (cf. Matt. 22:30), and the God of the Bible is consistently pictured as totally other than all creation.19


We agree. And we are not proposing we all start praying to “Mother God,” which, while not technically impossible to say, is fraught with theological controversy. The reference in Isaiah, quoted earlier, is a metaphor describing the work of God among the Hebrews during the time of exile. Biblical metaphors for God as a birthing woman or a warrior or an eagle aren’t offered as descriptors of the nature of God, but as ways for us to see the activity of God in our midst. Therefore, the various feminine similes found in Scripture are very useful for us in trying to grasp the fullness and beauty of the biblical God. Theologian Elizabeth Johnson is helpful on this:

The mystery of God is properly understood as neither male nor female but transcends both in an unimaginable way. But insofar as God creates both male and female in the divine image and is the source of the perfections in both, either can be equally well used as metaphor to point to divine mystery. Both in fact are needed for less inadequate speech about God, in whose image the human race is created. This “clue” for speaking of God in the image of male and female has the advantage of making clear at the outset that women enjoy the dignity of being made in God’s image and are therefore as capable as men of representing God.20


But further to this, as Achtemeier explains, the God of the Bible is not identified with creation as in other religions, lest human beings are inclined to worship that creation rather than the Creator (see Rom 1:25). Essentially any imagery of creation having come from the “womb” of God cuts deeply across the very important Hebrew emphasis on that distinction between Creator and the created. It is no accident that such imagery is rare in Hebrew literature. It could have opened the door to all kinds of pagan interpretations. Achtemeier says,

The God of the Bible is sharply distinguished from everything that he has made. To be sure, God works in his creation through the instruments of his Word and Spirit; he orders his creation and sustains it; he constantly cares for it; but he is never identified with it. And it is that holiness, that otherness, that transcendence of the Creator, which also distinguishes biblical religion from all others.21


Acknowledging that, we would argue that Isaiah 42:14 isn’t referring to God’s work as Creator, but to God’s activity in “birthing” the new creation, the alternate reality to the brutishness and humiliation of the exile. God is genderless. And God is distinguished from creation. But the reign of God proceeds from God’s holy and gracious nature. It is a reflection of Yahweh’s divine character; the evidences of it here on earth, we would say, are birthed by God, not by us. This was a hard lesson for the Babylonian exiles, as it is for us. Just as they were powerless to end their exile and were forced to submit to God’s timetable, so we today need to learn we cannot speed the coming of God’s kingdom by our own activity, whether ecclesial or political. We are merely God’s attendants, God’s servants, responding to the arrival of the world we were promised.

Wanting to change the world quickly is understandable. Impatiently organizing our energies and marshaling our forces seems reasonable. But there are grave dangers when all that activity drifts into trying to take control of God’s agenda. This is a book about changing the world. But it’s also a book about patiently listening to God, taking our cues from the unfurling of God’s reign, staying in step with the Spirit’s agenda, and joining the triune God as colaborers in the work of the kingdom.

Daniel was an exile in Babylon. He embodied this mission perfectly. Brought into the palace of the Chaldean King Nebuchadnezzar II, Daniel was to enjoy enormous privilege and opportunity (and court great danger and near death at times), rising effectively to the role of prime minister of the empire. This was no mean feat for a Hebrew exile. Through what Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann calls “an endlessly cunning, risky process of negotiation,”22 Daniel lives an uneasy life of balancing between resistance and embrace among the Babylonians, all the while relying on Yahweh’s faithful presence with him.

In Daniel 7, during the reign of Nebuchadnezzar’s successor, Belshazzar, Daniel has a bizarre dream of ghastly beasts rising up from a great sea. These four monsters represent the great empires of the Ancient Near East—Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece and finally Rome, the worst of all. By playing this terrifying scene across the landscape of his imagination, God serves to reveal to Daniel the true nature of human empire. It is beastly, cruel and capricious.

Since Babylon and Rome, history has seen empires like Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union, Mao Zedong’s China and Pol Pot’s Cambodia come and go. Today we live with the despotic North Korean empire of Kim Jong-un and the dramatic rise of the self-described Islamic State.

In Daniel’s dream the stranglehold of the empire wasn’t broken by the efforts of Daniel or his fellow exiles. The four beasts he sees appear to be insurmountable, unstoppable, all-powerful. No amount of effort by the exiled Hebrews could have made any difference to Babylon, just as no amount of human effort by the early church could have brought Rome to its knees. Ultimately, they are defeated by the sheer, unadulterated power of God’s reign. In Daniel 7, we are offered a glimpse of the majesty of God:

As I looked,



“thrones were set in place,

and the Ancient of Days took his seat.

His clothing was as white as snow;

the hair of his head was white like wool.

His throne was flaming with fire,

and its wheels were all ablaze.

A river of fire was flowing,

coming out from before him.

Thousands upon thousands attended him;

ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him.

The court was seated,

and the books were opened.” (Dan 7:9-10 NIV)



Yahweh is presented as holy, ineffable, eternal and all-powerful. All the empires of the world are impotent before this king and judge. It is this king and judge who cries out like a woman in labor, giving birth to our redemption and restoration. Only this one—the Ancient of Days—can change our world, and those of us who have heard God’s groans and responded in faith are invited to serve God in this empire-shattering work.

Our hope throughout this book is to explore what this might look like in real terms today. To do this, we don’t only want to detail steps and stages and practical applications. We want to redesign the very metaphors the church has been using to understand its role in the world. But before we get there we need to look closely at the current assumptions and practices of the church that are standing in our way.
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There should be a difference in the community because the church exists, and if it left for some reason, there should be a void that’s felt. Unfortunately, that’s not often the case. We become more about church preservation than community transformation.

ED STETZER





In this clash of empires that Daniel dreams of, how can a “more relevant” church be the full answer? We are not suggesting that culture-shaping doesn’t include church growth or legislation. We just think those are too limited. And we think the evidence from the past fifty years bears that out. While some conservative Christians have been outraged by the claims of people like columnist Cal Thomas saying that Christian political engagement has achieved little since the 1970s, that doesn’t mean Christians should retreat from the political process. Christians should indeed engage these issues deeply. In fact, we believe Christians can be, should be and indeed are present in every aspect of society, bringing God’s perspective on all of life that is shaped by Jesus, not merely reducing the Christian mandate to what some pundits call “front-burner moral concerns” (discrediting the theory of evolution, defending traditional marriage and opposing abortion).

Likewise, while we don’t put all our hope in church growth and church planting, we love church planters. We love their heart for people, their enthusiasm and their never-say-die attitude to any challenging circumstance. We agree that the world needs more churches. But we aren’t convinced that more and better churches should ever be the sole objective. Planting more churches isn’t a silver bullet. Seeing church planting as part of a greater vision for the birth of a new world seems reasonable to us, but not as an end in itself. Perhaps planting new churches and the growth of existing churches is more of a fruit of God’s vision than a goal to chase after.

So, what’s standing in our way? Why has there been so little overall impact for all our effort (significant as it is) in church growth strategies and political engagement? We suggest the following reasons.


THE DOMINANCE OF SUNDAY

Clearly, if the church is to have meaningful cultural effect it must be engaged at every aspect of society. This is why we don’t rule out political activity at all. We think Christians should be affecting the way the country does politics, business, the legal process, education, the arts and more. To quote N. T. Wright again,

We are called to be part of God’s new creation, called to be agents of that new creation here and now. We are called to model and display that new creation in symphonies and family life, in restorative justice and poetry, in holiness and service to the poor, in politics and painting.1


In our vision of birthing a new world, as in Wright’s, if agents of that new world flooded every aspect of society and brought their values informed by Christ to bear, we could see a serious altering of the path our culture is taking. This has to include a recognition of the contribution of all Christians to culture-shaping in every aspect of society. It is not merely about changing the church, but changing the whole world. Wright explains this further:

The world of space, time, and matter is where real people live, where real communities happen, where difficult decisions are taken, where schools and hospitals bear witness to the “now, already” of the gospel while police and prisons bear witness to the “not yet.” The world of space, time, and matter is where parliaments, city councils, neighborhood watch groups, and everything in between are set up and run for the benefit of the wider community, the community where anarchy means that bullies (economic and social as well as physical) will always win, where the weak and vulnerable will always need protecting, and where therefore the social and political structures of society are part of the Creator’s design. And the church that is renewed by the message of Jesus’s resurrection must be the church that goes to work precisely in that space, time, and matter and that claims it in advance as the place of God’s kingdom, of Jesus’s lordship, of the power of the Spirit.2


This space, time and matter to which Dr. Wright refers must necessarily include our Monday-to-Friday lives. Christians need to be equipped to be agents of change in their vocations for the sake of Christ.

Recently, I (Michael) met a Christian man named Ed who has been working in the California education system, seeking to revive flagging local schools in poor neighborhoods. A gifted leader with a PhD in educational administration, he has worked his way up the bureaucratic system and might have contented himself with a comfortable government job with a corner office. Instead, he chose to take a demotion and work as a district superintendent in a socially and economically deprived town. His most recent challenge has been to revitalize three underperforming high schools. Ed believes that reviving schools leads to neighborhoods that flourish. And it’s working. When I asked him what support or help his own church or other local churches had given him, he looked at me blankly. It hadn’t occurred to him that church might have had any contribution to make to this endeavor. But surely Ed’s empire-shattering work is the work God calls us to in this broken world. It challenges the beasts of privilege, poverty and entrenched disadvantage. We suggest that such incredibly useful work gets overlooked, not because we think helping whole neighborhoods to flourish isn’t kingdom work, but because it’s not the kind of work that pastors usually participate in or support.

A significant way the church joins God in birthing the new creation is to unleash, shape, nurture and support people like Ed to do what God has called them to. Whether the new creation is modeled and displayed in music, poetry or painting, family life, restorative justice or service to the poor, it must operate in realms beyond which the clergy normally engage.

There is often a narrative in our churches that states that no matter your income base, the time, talent and treasure you possess are most valuable in the church in order to run and fund church programs and pay the clergy, all to fuel the ministries employed by the church to bless the city. As for evangelism and disciple-making, your good and moral example, your ability to articulate your own testimony, and your loving disposition where you work, play or live is meant to attract people to the gospel and ultimately lead them to join the church, or more specifically, to join your church.

Each of us has an ultimate contribution in life, and that is much more than simply supporting and funding church programs to increase church attendance. We are uniquely called to join God’s redemptive plan to improve the world, not simply to improve the church. Our churches have the opportunity to resource and equip their congregants to discern their calling and to make vocational decisions, viewing their careers and everyday life as sacred places where God is at work.

Justin Vandewater in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, found himself at a crossroads after years of serving in the local church. With a conviction that all of us, no matter our life work, have a primary calling to join the mission of God to love the world, he cocreated a ministry called Our Primary, which comes alongside Jesus followers to help them discover their primary calling expressed in every sector of life. Through workshops and one-on-one coaching, Justin and team are awakening people to their dreams and helping them view their vocation as a valuable aspect of God’s mission. We aren’t implying that followers of Jesus shouldn’t view their service and volunteer work in church activities as valuable. Rather, we’re saying their contribution to culture-shaping shouldn’t be limited to those things.

Jesus followers are in fact engaged in a variety of sectors of society and doing remarkable things to stimulate culture-altering change. Unfortunately, many churches have undervalued or undersupported their congregants in living out their God-given calling in their places of passion, profession and creativity. Churches are filled with gifted individuals who crave companions, mentors, mothers and fathers to walk beside them on the journey of life with Jesus and to help them discover the ways they can join God’s renewal in the world.

Investing deeply in the lives of church members won’t happen at any given Sunday gathering. These kinds of investments require committed, life-on-life relationships. We fear that many people are leaving the church because of a lack of relational connectedness that can support and fan the flame of their dreams and callings.

The term “dechurched” is sometimes used to describe those who were once part of an organized church expression but have left for one reason or another. Just because they left the institution of church, however, doesn’t mean they don’t maintain an enduring love for Jesus. One such leader in particular comes to mind. Emilie worked at a large church for over twelve years. Eager to love people and foster Bible-centered community, she finished her Master of Divinity degree and joined the pastoral staff. Emilie taught, discipled, organized volunteers and completed any odd job necessary to help the church run as smoothly as possible. A few years in, Emilie, then in her early thirties, had a growing heart for contemplative spirituality and a fuller participation in what God was doing outside the walls of her very successful church. She sensed it was time to branch out and start another church expression, one that God had been formulating in her imagination for some time. Stepping away from a big church was heart wrenching and liberating all at the same time. She knew God was leading her out, but her vision was misunderstood and unsupported by her fellow staff members. The uncertainty of the future was heavy on her heart, yet she, like many others, took the risk to step forward in following God.
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