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    Foreword


    Brent A. Strawn


    

      CHRISTIANITY IS A BOOK RELIGION. It may well be more than that, but it is certainly not less than that. Holy Scripture is simply indispensable to any version of Christianity worthy of the name.


      The “bookishness” of Christianity brings with it a number of benefits and not a few difficulties. On the plus side, the centrality of Scripture offers the church a lodestar. The church knows (or should know) where its most careful and reverent attention must be paid, where it must look to find supreme insight into the God the church confesses as triune. On the difficult side is the fact that the book in question is, to put it mildly, complex. Few, even among the truly pious, have the patience to sit with it for very long any more: the world is fast and information is cheaply gathered. (Of course, cheap information is typically worth the asking price.) Adding to this complexity, if not lying at its root, is the Bible’s antiquity: few, even among professionals, can long stomach its ancient and diverse literature, let alone read it in its original languages in order to conduct an informed conversation about it, especially about its meaning(s).


      Unfortunately, there is a third sticky spot: for a book that is supposed to be “useful for life,” the Bible’s given form seems singularly unsuitable for the job. Policy is not written, at least not easily, on the basis of a Hebrew psalm or a Greek parable. The parts of the Bible that seem most conducive to “life application” (whatever that means—and that remains a question) are, ironically, the ones that many Christians have little knowledge of: namely, the first five books of the Old Testament known as the Pentateuch or Torah. To be sure, there are plenty of “preachy,” ethically rich parts elsewhere in Scripture, especially in the prophetic and Wisdom books, but these texts, too, are increasingly off the beaten track. Yes, Isaiah has a role to play in the Advent season, but many churches these days know little of the Christian calendar let alone the lectionary. As for the Wisdom literature, it is often robbed of its long-form shaping of the moral self and thinned down to “Bible promise” one-liners, at best, or, at worst, to simplistic justification for corporal punishment of children or some other stupidity that makes Christians look like they still live in the Stone Age. Unfortunately, even the parts of Scripture that are most familiar to Christians are seldom straightforward. How, exactly, does one practice “the kingdom of heaven is like yeast, which a woman took and hid in a bushel of wheat flour until the yeast had worked its way through all the dough” (Mt 13:33; CEB)? Again, policy (polity, too) is not usually based on aphorisms and psalms. The translation process from these genres to “actionable intel” is tricky to say the least.


      This conundrum—the Bible as sine qua non for Christianity but manifesting difficulties that lead Christians increasingly away from it to other, more seductive resources—is a real problem but not one without recourse. In fact, recourse is exactly the issue: clearly, what we need now is help. Not unlike Israel at Sinai, who called on Moses as intermediary, or the Ethiopian eunuch, who asked for Philip’s assistance in Acts, the average Christian needs an interpreter from back then in “Bibleland” to help here and now in our world. As was the case with Moses and Philip, such an interpreter should be a figure with knowledge and experience, one who is close to God and to God’s ways in the world—someone, to borrow a phrase from John Wesley, who is a real Christian.1


      At this point we come to the current book and its author, Michael J. Rhodes. I first met Michael in England and in Idaho: he was in England defending his dissertation, I was in Idaho examining his dissertation (via video conferencing). I was surprised to learn at that time that the author of the Trinity College Bristol/University of Aberdeen dissertation under discussion that day was not British at all, but an American from Memphis, Tennessee. To backtrack a wee bit, I admit that when Michael’s dissertation arrived several months earlier, I felt sucker-punched. The initial invitation to serve as Michael’s external examiner indicated that the dissertation was about Deuteronomy, something I know a little bit about, but when the dissertation showed up in the mail, it was clearly not about Deuteronomy—at least not primarily—but about community formation especially around shared meals. Deuteronomy figured in the discussion, as did the eucharistic practices reflected in 1 Corinthians, but these were exegetical case studies in a much larger, far-reaching argument. Indeed, the first hundred pages or so were an extensive discussion of virtue ethics. That is not my expertise, but there was nothing to do in the face of this bait-and-switch than to roll up my sleeves and start reading…


      …and learning. I found Michael’s dissertation educational, as all theses ought to be, but his hit that standard at a more existential level than any others I had read. Here was not merely (!) new knowledge that made a distinctive contribution to a scholarly subfield. Here was a thesis that argued for a better way in the world, that showed how Scripture, from Torah to Epistle—despite its complex, ancient, and odd form—could affect real change in real communities and in real lives, even over something as simple as a shared meal. I was informed and also profoundly moved. Needless to say, the thesis passed with flying colors.2


      A few weeks after the dissertation examination, Providence had me traveling through Memphis, with Michael back home, and so it was that he picked me up on a downtown street early one summer morning and we had breakfast in a delicious hole-in-the-wall dive. There I learned more about Michael the person, not just Michael the biblical scholar and theologian. I heard of his upbringing in the still-segregated city of Memphis. I learned of his missionary work in Africa and his family’s decision to live in impoverished communities in Memphis on their return. Michael did not brag about this; it was simply a matter of fact, just what he and his wife Rebecca and their kids did as part of their everyday lives. The life of faithfulness, the poet Robert Bly once wrote, “goes by like a river, / With no one noticing it.”3 Saintliness, in other words, is baked into the saintly life: a river doesn’t have to try to flow downstream. What I read from Rhodes the scholar, in the theoretical mode of his dissertation, and what I heard from Rhodes the person, that day over scrambled eggs and hash browns, matched. Together they testified to a saintly life, as regular as a trustworthy river—one that was making a difference in Memphis, a difference based on, rooted in, and shaped by nothing less than the odd, complex collection of texts we call Holy Scripture.


      Once again I found myself deeply moved. I, not unlike Michael, have devoted my life to the study of Scripture because I am convinced that it matters above all else: that it is the church’s only “sure thing.” But I also admit to feeling my fair share of despair over the actual place of Scripture in Christian experience, where the sure thing is often the last thing on anyone’s mind, let alone on their mobile devices (these are increasingly identical entities).4 Michael’s work gave me hope; Michael’s life gave me more of the same. And what gave me the greatest hope of all was that Michael’s biblically rooted work and Michael’s real-Christian life were integrated, connected, ultimately of a piece.


      I could say more about all that, but what I most want to say is this: here is an author you can trust. What Michael and his family have attempted to live out in Memphis to the best of their ability, they are now replicating in New Zealand in his teaching post there. And what Michael tried to do in his thesis he does even more broadly and accessibly in the present book. Michael has real experience and real expertise. He also has real integrity; he is a real Christian. And that means that he is precisely the kind of person we need: one who can offer assistance as a helper and guide from the back-then Bible to life here and now. Let me put it even stronger: I think Michael is one of the best guides we presently have on offer for this kind of work. People talk a lot about justice and discipleship. Sometimes they define those things. (Oftentimes they don’t.) Michael has studied these things, and can define them, but, most important of all, he lives them. In the present book he shows the rest of us how to do the same: how, for example, Deuteronomy’s tithe and feast legislation cultivate dispositions of solidarity that lead directly to the contemporary practice known as relocation (something that the Rhodes family has done more than once on three different continents); or how Job’s transformation, which moved him from all-sufficient giver to one who gives-and-receives from all members of his community, can transform our own present-day structures that facilitate oppression. With gritty and insightful exegesis-into-practice engagements like these, Rhodes shows all of us how to become just, and how to do that precisely as disciples—how to become, as he puts it “militants of reconciling love and justice.” That is the type of militancy even the strictest Christian pacifists could get behind, lest the discipling and justice-loving ways of Scripture fade from a Christianity increasingly adrift from its true center.


      In one of the liturgies for baptism in my own Methodist tradition, there is a charge to the parents that reads as follows:


      

        Do you therefore accept as your bounden duty and privilege


        to live before these children (persons)


        a life that becomes the Gospel?5


      


      The verb “becomes” here is used in a sense that is now mostly obsolete: “to accord with, agree with, be suitable to; to befit.”6 The derived adjective, “becoming,” signifies the same: “befitting, suitable, having graceful fitness,” as in the sentence “the clothing is becoming on you.”7 The baptismal charge is thus urging the parents of the child awaiting baptism to live in a way that befits the gospel, that suits it and corresponds to it. Such living will make a difference, the liturgy assumes, in the life of the baptized child.


      I have loved this liturgy for a long time, in part because its increasingly archaic use of “become” allows it to be reinterpreted. Nowadays, “becomes” usually means simply “to come into being or existence.”8 In modern parlance, therefore, this baptismal charge conveys the remarkable idea that the life to be lived before the baptized child is to turn into the gospel. What would it mean for a life to become the gospel in this way—not only to be suitable to or befit the gospel but to actually turn into the gospel? Michael Rhodes has written a book that tells us about that, that points us on the way, that gives us an example—no, that gives us many examples on how we might do precisely that, and do so justly, as faithful disciples on The Way. And so, no less than during that online dissertation examination a few years back, I stand in his debt: deeply grateful and profoundly instructed; moved, astonished, and amazed. I am confident all who read this book will experience the same.
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  The Story Behind
(and the Story of) This Book


  

       JUST DISCIPLESHIP EXPLORES what Scripture says about how disciples of Jesus become just. Before diving in, it may help to know a bit of the story behind this book. I was raised by a family that loved Jesus, and in a church that taught me to follow Jesus with all my heart, soul, mind, and strength. They also taught me that the Bible was an authoritative, fully reliable guide to understanding what following Jesus meant in every area of life. These convictions remain central to what it means for me to live as a disciple of Jesus.


    I was also raised in Memphis, a majority Black southern city with a legacy of racism and poverty. To take but one example, Dr. King was assassinated here while supporting the Memphis Sanitation Workers strike. Like many American Christians, our family and church shared in that long, problematic legacy in various ways, some of which I explore in the chapters that follow. One result of that legacy during my growing up years in the ’80s and ’90s was that while nearly 65 percent of Memphians are Black and nearly 25 percent fall below the poverty line, my church, neighborhood, Christian school, and overall upbringing was almost exclusively white and upper-middle class.1


    I remember very little explicitly racist talk in my growing up years. I was raised in a segregated community, but we would never have identified ourselves as segregationists. Living a life of white, middle-class affluence in a city filled with Black poverty just seemed natural. Nor did the dynamics of being white, middle class, and affluent seem to have much to do with discipleship.


    And then, at some point, our church invited Dr. John Perkins to speak. The moment he opened his mouth, you knew Perkins loved Jesus and loved his Word. He was just like us!


    But he pointed out all this stuff in Scripture I’d never paid attention to, stuff that had never crossed my discipleship radar. Stuff like God’s overwhelming love for the poor, his care for the ethnic outsider, his passionate commitment to justice. Perkins showed us that to be serious about Scripture, to be serious about discipleship, we had to be serious about poverty, racism, and injustice. Not because of some liberal agenda or to “keep up with the times.” Because “the Bible tells us so”!


    This changed my life. Our youth group visited Baltimore and met with white Presbyterians like me who had taken Perkins’s challenge seriously. They’d moved into an economically depressed community, and seen the Spirit move powerfully.2 I went to Covenant College and studied community development, and my wife, Rebecca, and I spent our first two years together working on agricultural development projects in Kenya. In 2011, we came home to the United States, and moved into South Memphis, the economically poorest urban neighborhood in our state. We joined a church plant in the community; Rebecca went to work as a schoolteacher, and I worked for Advance Memphis, a nonprofit in our neighborhood. All along the way, we saw ourselves as simply responding to Jesus’ invitation in Scripture; the Bible told us so!


    The Lord has been so kind to us on this journey, bringing joy into our lives that we could not have imagined. But along the way, we’ve been struck again and again with our failures. I have been shocked by how hard we find it to love our neighbors as ourselves. God has called us “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly” with our God (Mic 6:8). Why is it that even when we agree this is central to our mission, we struggle so much to live it out?


    I believe part of the answer comes down to this: knowing that Jesus wants us to do justice isn’t enough. Disciples don’t just know what Jesus wants us to do. Disciples are on a journey of becoming people who follow Jesus in doing what he wants us to do. Discipleship, in other words, is all about formation. And if the discipleship of my childhood often forgot that God cares about justice, the discipleship of my adulthood has often been shallow in knowing how to become people who embody God’s justice.


    This book asks the question, What does Scripture say about how the people of God become just disciples, and what does that mean for just discipleship today? In trying to answer this two-part question, I do three things.


    

      	

        1. Carefully read biblical texts related to justice. Most chapters of Just Discipleship focus on close readings of specific biblical texts. Discipleship is about following Jesus, and Scripture offers us authoritative guidance on how to do that.


      


      	

        2. Bring biblical texts into dialogue with what theologians say about ethical discipleship. Theologians have spent thousands of years investigating moral formation, or what I will often call “moral discipleship.”3 Theological accounts of character, virtue, ritual, and liturgy offer us resources for understanding how God intends for us to become who he created us to be, and I draw on these resources in my exploration of justice in Scripture.


      


      	

        3. Imagine what moral discipleship might look like today. The biblical texts I explore do not give us a blueprint for doing justice today. But, as Chris Wright suggests, they do offer us paradigms—models that, in all their messiness and materiality, inspire us to imagine what it might look like to live out just discipleship in the messy material realities of our world. Because of this, chapters 4 through 12 of this book each:


        

          	

            a. begin with a contemporary justice issue,


          


          	

            b. wrestle with specific biblical texts related to just discipleship, and


          


          	

            c. consider how these specific texts inspire us to live as just disciples in relation to that contemporary justice issue.


          


        


      


    


    How did I pick the contemporary justice questions I explore? I have drawn from my own context and experience, beginning with some of the issues that I’ve wrestled with as an upper-middle class white male seeking to follow Jesus in an almost exclusively Black, economically poor neighborhood. Because of this, let me state as clearly as possible: issues of poverty and race are not the only justice issues facing Christians in our world—not by a long shot. Modern day slavery and sex trafficking, the plight of the unborn, religious persecution, the marginalization of people with disabilities, the refugee crisis, global hunger, climate change, the suffering of women, war, and more demand the attention of God’s people and could be explored in a book like this. My focus on racial injustice by white Americans against Black Americans is not intended to downplay the importance of the suffering of other groups, nor to explain that suffering by buying into a problematic Black/white binary.4 This book focuses on the issues it does because it emerges from my personal experience reading Scripture within my context, for the sake of following Jesus on the road toward just discipleship in that context.


    Your context may be different from mine, but the Bible’s invitation to just discipleship is universal. I hope that my exploration of what it might look like to receive that invitation in one time and place will help you imagine how you could receive that same invitation in yours. Indeed, our family currently finds itself in precisely this kind of recontextualizing. While this book emerged out of our time in Memphis, during the final stages of editing, our family moved to Aotearoa/New Zealand. Our new context requires us to reimagine what the timeless biblical call to just discipleship looks like in this time and place.


    Even if you occasionally disagree with what I argue just discipleship looks like in my context, I hope you’ll allow the biblical interpretation to inspire you to think about what just discipleship might require in your context. Because, at the end of the day, Scripture declares that seeking justice is the path to joy. Or, as the psalmist would say, “Happy are those who observe justice” (Ps 106:3, emphasis added).


    

      THE ROAD AHEAD: THE STORY OF THIS BOOK


      Speaking of disagreement, some may already wonder whether I am overemphasizing the role justice plays in the Bible and discipleship, or perhaps slipping in a definition of justice contrary to the Bible’s own. These are legitimate concerns! To address them, in chapter two, I summarize the justice story in Scripture as it unfolds from Genesis to Revelation. I also explore several ways biblical scholars and philosophers have defined justice before making a case for John Goldingay’s definition of “justice and righteousness” as “the faithful exercise of power in community” as our most reliable shorthand summary of what the Bible’s justice language means.5


      In chapter three, I offer a theological model designed to help us understand the process of moral discipleship. I particularly draw on theologians exploring questions of virtue and character. This chapter concludes part one, “Just Discipleship: Mapping the Terrain.”


      In part two, “Becoming Just Disciples,” I explore the way the feasts of Deuteronomy (chapter four), the justice songs of the Psalms (chapter five), the wisdom teaching of Proverbs (chapter six), and the imitation of Jesus in 1 John (chapter seven) all intend to help God’s people become just. Along the way, we’ll consider how these texts might shape us to do justice in relation to economic segregation in American neighborhoods, the way we sing and pray in church, the plight of low-wage workers, and the persistence of racism and classism in American life. And for readers already wondering where the grace is in all this justice talk, in chapter seven I explore how these practices of just discipleship are both received as God’s gracious gifts and embraced as God-ordained tasks.


      In part three, “Becoming a Just People,” I consider how Scripture shapes the whole people of God for the work of justice. The texts I draw on address the people of God as a political community in the sense that the church itself is an outpost of God’s kingdom. Moreover, these texts call that outpost community to organize its life in ways that align with the divine king’s just rule.


      In chapter eight, I do a deep dive on the year of Jubilee in Leviticus 25. While many may be familiar with this text, I suggest there’s far more going on here than we realize. In chapter nine, I explore how later biblical authors drew on the Jubilee even when their situations and circumstances were quite different from those envisioned in Leviticus. I suggest we follow in their footsteps, not least in seeking a robustly Christian response to a particularly controversial justice question: the case for reparations for Black Americans.


      I conclude part three with an example from the New Testament, drawing on Paul’s words to the Corinthian church regarding the Lord’s Supper (chapter ten). I explore the relevance of Paul’s teaching for the way contemporary churches organize their common life, and draw special attention to possible implications for multiethnic churches in the United States.


      In part four, “Discipling Politics: Just Discipleship amid the Nations,” I consider how just disciples should relate to the political communities within which we find ourselves. I take a close look at two of the few characters in the Bible who find themselves wielding significant political power within Gentile political communities: Joseph (chapter eleven) and Daniel (chapter twelve). Their stories illuminate some of the pitfalls of contemporary Christian approaches to politics in the United States, as well as offer an invitation to just discipleship in our political lives.


      In the final chapter, I summarize the key arguments of the book and offer some final reflections on what it might look like for the church to begin embracing God’s program for just discipleship today.


      Hopefully you now have a sense of where this book comes from and where it’s going. For some, the journey may sound familiar and exciting. For others, it may seem strange and threatening. Regardless, I hope you’ll keep reading, bring your questions along, and join me in exploring just discipleship in God’s Word and in God’s world.
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  “Justice to Victory”


  Reclaiming the Old, Old Story


  

    WHEN A WHITE COLLEGE STUDENT named Jim Bullock and a Black college student named Joe Purdy tried to attend Memphis’s Second Presbyterian Church on Palm Sunday in 1964, it was the church’s commitment to segregation that inspired church leaders to physically block their way. Bullock and Purdy’s commitment to justice inspired them to kneel on the front steps and pray in response.


    That same commitment to justice inspired dozens of Christians to join them over fourteen Sundays in the civil rights movement’s longest sustained “kneel-in” campaign. The kneel-ins took aim at church segregation by drawing on the lessons of the sit-ins that desegregated restaurants, buses, and other public spaces across the South. “We really were very concerned about segregation not being just,” Purdy recalls. “And the churches should have been the last places on earth to be segregated, in our minds.”1


    The line separating praying protestors outside and praying worshipers inside was a dividing line between a Christianity committed to justice and a Christianity in which concern for justice was conspicuously absent, at least in relation to American racism. Of course, many Christians at Second Presbyterian claimed that Bullock, Purdy, and others like him were not “true worshipers,” but simply angsty agitators who wanted to make a scene at church.2 But historian Stephen Haynes’s extensive study demonstrates that the majority of the protestors at Second Presbyterian were devout Christians. They genuinely believed the church was both uniquely positioned to address and uniquely complicit with the injustice of racism.3 At least for Christian activists whose commitment to justice grew out of their theological convictions, praying on the steps of a segregated church was itself—in the words of one protestor—“an act of worship.”4


    What about those praying worshipers inside the church? Although many of the members and pastors of Second Presbyterian were against the hardline segregationist stance of the elders, this majority failed to end the rampant racism on display outside their church for many months. This silent majority found it “extremely difficult . . . to openly defy men whom they regarded as pillars of the local community, generous supporters of the church and its ministries, and paragons of personal piety.”5 The church had a reputation among its members and many in the city for its commitment to “evangelism, foreign missions, education, and benevolence.”6 The members of Second Presbyterian saw themselves as—and by all accounts were—deeply committed Christians. But their theology embodied a justice-less Christianity, at least in relation to racism.


    In 2014, on the fiftieth anniversary of the Memphis Kneel-Ins, I walked into the sanctuary at Second Presbyterian Church, the church in which I was baptized, confirmed, catechized, and sent out as a missionary; which I continue to visit regularly, and which planted my family’s home church. I greeted the Black woman next to me on a pew in a sanctuary where I’d spent a lifetime of Sundays worshiping, and asked her how she was doing.


    “I’m okay,” she replied. “It’s been fifty years since I visited this church, and my memories from the last time aren’t so great.”


    That was the first time I got to thank one of the protestors whose courageous commitment to justice helped integrate the church I grew up in.7 If it had not been for them, the church that raised me might have remained openly committed to racism for much longer. Thanks to their activism, the church I grew up in was a congregation in recovery from racism. Like alcoholics still working on the first of the Twelve Steps, we—and I mean we—had then and have now a long way to go. But the acknowledgment that our Christian lives had become unmanageable came about, in part, because of the just activism nurtured primarily in Black pulpits and pews across the country and that showed up at our sanctuary door for fourteen Sundays in the mid-’60s.


    The story of white Christians worshiping inside a church while another group of Christians protested their segregation on the steps outside might sound extreme. The failures of just discipleship explored in this book, however, suggest that this seemingly extreme story offers us a glimpse of the way many Christians and churches, in a variety of ways, have offered the world a justice-less, or at least, justice-light, version of our faith.


    

      THE STORY OF JUSTICE IN SCRIPTURE


      Justice-light Christianity stands in stark contrast to Scripture’s own witness. Indeed, when the Gospel of Matthew declares that Jesus fulfilled Isaiah’s prophesy that the Messiah would lead “justice to victory,” that “in his name the Gentiles” would “hope,” he placed Jesus at the turning point of a justice story that stretches across the entire Bible (see Mt 12:17-21).


      There are many good, faithful, and indeed complementary ways to summarize the story of Scripture. Attempts to summarize Scripture’s story around any one theme fail to capture the full range and complexity of the Bible’s witness. But Matthew’s language of Jesus bringing “justice to victory” gives us ample reason to explore the story of Scripture as a justice story. Before going further, we need to reclaim this way of telling the “old, old story.”


      Royal priestly family members: It’s who we are and what we do. Scripture’s justice story begins at the beginning, with God creating women and men in his image (Gen 1:27-28). The description of humans as made in God’s image suggests both an identity and a job description as God’s royal priestly family members.8


      Early readers of Genesis would have heard royal overtones in the description of God making humans in his image.9 In the ancient Near East, kings could be understood as made in God’s image,10 and Genesis 1:26 may best be translated, “Let us make [humanity] in our image, according to our likeness, that they may rule” over the rest of creation.11


      At the same time, priests were also sometimes described as the “image of God,” not least because ancient Near Eastern ideology often thought of rulers as priest-kings.12 Many scholars argue that Genesis’s first readers would have recognized the creation narrative as the story of the building of a cosmic sanctuary, with the man and woman placed in that garden-sanctuary as the world’s first priests,13 or perhaps even as living idols.14 In either case, humanity is being called to mediate God’s presence to creation. Genesis thus summons humanity to a royal priestly familial identity and job description in God’s world.


      However, Catherine McDowell may be right that, at its heart, “image and likeness” language is the language of kinship. Thus, in the closest parallel in the Old Testament to Genesis 1:26-27, Genesis 5:3 declares that Adam and Eve had a child in Adam’s “own likeness and after his image.”15 Image language suggests that humanity, in some mysterious, metaphorical sense, shares a “family resemblance” with God. As members of the divine king’s family, we are crowned priests and rulers and commissioned for work in his world.16


      Yahweh’s creation of humanity in his image gives us an identity and a job description as Yahweh’s royal priestly family members. That’s who we are and that’s what we do. Such royal, priestly family members mediate God’s “power and presence” throughout the cosmos.17


      Rebellious image bearers and what to do with them. Genesis 3 introduces into the biblical story the tale of two image bearers who want out. The first man and woman reject their identity and vocation. Yahweh’s response to this rejection, and the broader violence, sin, and devastation that follows, is shocking. Yahweh does not give up on his plan to rule his world through his royal priestly family members; he graciously invites Abraham to become the head of a new family that will become Yahweh’s “priestly kingdom” (Ex 19:6) and his “firstborn son” (Ex 4:22-23). Yahweh thus calls Israel into existence so that they may take up the job description and identity that all humanity had rejected.


      Israel is uniquely chosen to live out Yahweh’s intentions for humanity.18 But Yahweh makes equally clear that he has called Israel into this unique existence in order to bless all the nations of the earth through Israel (Gen 12:3).19 Indeed, blessing for the nations is the ultimate goal of God’s covenant promises to Abraham; God calls this particular people in order to rescue humanity.20 Deuteronomy 4:5-8 suggests that one way blessing will flow through Israel to the nations is as Israel’s life mediates God’s “power and presence” by publicly living out God’s way in the world.21 In other words, Yahweh will use Israel’s restoration to their identity and job description to restore humanity to that same vocation and identity.22


      But what does image bearing have to do with justice? This summons to live as God’s royal priestly family members who mediate God’s “power and presence” reveals the centrality of justice to Israel and humanity’s identity and job description. Why? Because “righteousness and justice are the foundation of [God’s] throne” (Ps 89:14[15]).23 Indeed, Yahweh “loves righteousness and justice” (Ps 33:5; cf. Is 61:8). In one vivid image, the psalmist Asaph envisions Yahweh calling the gods of the nations to court, judging them and casting them down because they fail to do justice and righteousness for the marginalized (Ps 82:1-8). Justice and righteousness not only characterize the heart of the divine king, but are the very measuring rod for what it means to truly be God.24 The testimony of Israel is that every other pretender god is found wanting when weighed in the scales of justice and righteousness.25 “Justice on earth,” if any is to be found, “flows from justice in heaven,”26 and the just character of Yahweh is the only such heavenly source.


      If Israel wants to embrace their vocation to mediate Yahweh’s power and presence, they will have to learn to mediate the power and presence of Yahweh’s justice and righteousness. Because doing justice and righteousness is at the heart of Yahweh’s character and the top of Yahweh’s job description, it will have to be at the heart of Israel’s character and the top of their job description as well.


      Perhaps nowhere is this clearer than in Genesis 18:18-19. In this passage, the narrator allows us to overhear Yahweh asking himself whether he should share with Abraham his plan to bring judgment on Sodom and Gomorrah, given that Abraham will become a “great and mighty nation,” one in whom “all the nations of the earth will be blessed.”27 Then Yahweh continues:


      

        For I have chosen him, in order that he may command his children and his household after him to keep the way of Yahweh by doing justice and righteousness, in order that Yahweh may bring on Abraham what he has spoken concerning him (Gen 18:19 AT).28


      


      Incredibly, the Lord declares that he will use his people’s just and righteous character to enable them to become a vehicle of God’s blessing to all the nations of the earth.29 In other words,


      

        Yahweh calls into existence a royal priestly family (Israel)


        in order that


        they will become a family characterized by justice and righteousness


        in order that


        they might participate with Yahweh in his mission of blessing to all the nations.


      


      One major feature of this mission of blessing is the restoration of all the families of the earth to their royal priestly familial identity and job description.30


      Genesis 18:18-19 summarizes Israel’s vocation to do justice and righteousness in God’s world; the rest of the Old Testament unpacks it. In the Torah, Moses boldly declares that Israel’s laws are superior to the nations when judged against the standard of justice, asking, “And what other great nation has statutes and ordinances as just as this entire law that I am setting before you today?” (Deut 4:8). Indeed, Israel maintains (uniquely in the ancient Near East) that God himself created these laws and assigned the entire people the task of doing justice by obeying them.31


      This does not mean that the community’s rulers are off the hook, of course. No, leaders at all levels “were charged with the primary function of maintaining or restoring righteousness and justice.”32 Consider, for instance, Israel’s monarchy. At first sight, the Old Testament’s ambiguous and varied testimony concerning the king borders on the bewildering. Some passages seem to see the king as the source of Israel’s problems (see 1 Sam 8:11-22), while others seem to see the king as the solution (see 2 Sam 8:15; Ps 72).33 One key to understanding this variation is to recognize that both critics and defenders of the monarchy evaluate the king’s job performance on the shared conviction that the king’s primary task is to “do justice and righteousness” and “judge the cause of the poor and needy” (Jer 22:15-16).34


      Ultimately, however, justice is everyone’s responsibility. The prophets summarize “what the LORD requires” from his people as nothing less than to “do justice and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God” (Mic 6:8). Doing justice and righteousness simply is what it means to know Yahweh (Jer 22:15-16). Proverbs places “righteousness, justice, and equity” (Prov 1:3) at the center of Israel’s program of moral education. Indeed, doing justice and righteousness is even more important than sacrifice (Prov 21:3).


      But righteousness and justice are the standards that Israel, like all humanity before her, fell far short of. “The vineyard of Yahweh is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of his delight,” Isaiah declares. “And he looked for justice, but behold, bloodshed! For righteousness, but behold, an outcry of distress!” (Is 5:7 AT). This passage reads like Genesis 18:18-19 in reverse; righteousness and justice are the fruit that God was after when he planted his people as a garden for his delight. Yet when he went looking for justice, he found injustice; when he went looking for righteousness, he found the outcry of the oppressed. According to Isaiah 5:8-30, these failures elicit God’s devastating judgment, ultimately culminating in the exile.


      While that may strike us as harsh, Isaiah’s vineyard song poses the right question: What good is a garden that produces no fruit? The answer is obvious. A fruitless vineyard is good for nothing. God sees a people that fail to produce the justice and righteousness for which they were planted the same way: they have become good for nothing.


      Considering Yahweh’s response to Israel’s failure to live up to their just and righteous vocation will take us out of the Old Testament and into the New. But before we get there, we need to pause and consider a working definition for the two words that have dominated our discussion thus far: righteousness and justice.


      “You keep using those words . . . ” In one of my favorite scenes from the film The Princess Bride, the sword-fighting Spaniard Inigo Montoya has had enough. Over and over again, the events his boss Vizzini has declared to be “inconceivable” have nevertheless occurred. After the final such outburst from Vizzini, Montoya looks at him and says, “You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it means.”


      Before going further, we need to pause and ask ourselves if the words justice and righteousness mean what we think they mean. Our first associations with the word righteousness are often limited to issues of personal piety. Old (chauvinist) maxims like “don’t smoke, drink or chew, or go with girls who do” come to mind. The immediate image provoked by the word justice may be a blind Lady Justice carved into the ceiling of a local courthouse. While personal piety and impartial courts are good, biblical things, it’s unlikely that they stand at the center of Yahweh’s purposes for humanity. So what do these words mean?


      We could proceed by an in-depth word study of occurrences of tsedeq/tsedeqah (“righteousness”35) and mishpat (“justice”36), both individually and together as a word-pair. Such a study would suggest that tsedeq/tsedeqah point primarily to that which is “right,” either relationally or in conformity to a norm.37 Mishpat—more directly derived from judicial contexts—points to the idea of “putting things right.”38 A word study might also suggest that when paired together, tsedeq/tsedeqah and mishpat describe something like certain accounts of “social justice” or “social equity.”39


      Another option for proceeding would be with philosophical treatments of justice. Many Christians take for their starting point a sixth-century Roman definition: justice is a “steady and enduring will to render to each their ius,” their “right” or “due.”40 Alternatively, we could consider philosopher John Rawls’s description of justice as the way “major social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the division of advantage from social cooperation.”41 We could examine Nicholas Wolterstorff’s magisterial argument that justice names a social condition in which the members of a society “enjoy the goods to which they have a right.”42


      Despite the strengths of these approaches, I suggest a different entry point altogether. Let’s listen to how one blameless, upright God-fearer describes the sorts of things he did when he clothed himself with tsedeq and mishpat in Job 29:12-17.


      Job 29 begins with Job’s longing for a return to the days when he richly experienced God’s presence (Job 29:1-6). This grounds everything he goes on to say about his own character and conduct in his prior relationship with God. His just and righteous behavior are a response to God’s kindness.43 Job 29:7-11 makes clear that his character nevertheless won him extreme honor within the entire community. Then, in Job 29:12-17 (AT), he explains the heart and substance of this God-grounded character that elicited such communal respect:


      

        For I rescued the poor who cried out for help, and the fatherless who had no helper. The blessing of the dying person came upon me, and I caused the heart of the widow to shout for joy. Righteousness (tsedeq) I put on, and it clothed me; my justice (mishpat) was like a robe and a turban. I was eyes for the blind and I was feet for the lame. I was a father for the needy, and I investigated the court case of the one I did not know. I smashed the fangs of the unrighteous and made them drop their prey from their teeth.


      


      By embracing and embodying justice and righteousness, Job exercises his substantial social power on behalf of a long list of society’s sufferers. He lifts up the downcast, liberates the poor, brings both support and joy into the lives of the vulnerable, goes to court on behalf of the stranger,44 and actively defangs the oppressor.45 Job’s metaphor of clothing himself in justice and righteousness suggests a whole-life orientation that leads Job to go far beyond what the law required and indeed beyond what any law could require on behalf of the vulnerable and oppressed.46


      The justice with which Job clothes himself includes personal piety and the kind of fair treatment suggested by Lady Justice with her scales but is not reduced to these dynamics. Standing at the white-hot center of the justice Job embodies is the active, intervening, rescuing, liberating, laboring justice loved and practiced by Yahweh himself (see Ps 33:5; 146:7-9).


      This is why typical summary definitions of justice won’t do, at least not as our primary shorthand. This is not because the language of social justice and social equity, the virtue of rendering each their due, or the description of a society that ensures members enjoy their rights, fail to accurately describe aspects of Scripture’s treatment of tsedeq/tsedeqah and mishpat. Properly defined, all such language helpfully contributes to our understanding of the biblical idiom.


      The problem is that such language does not sing. Job’s poetry in praise of justice and righteousness reminds me of Cornel West’s famous line: “Justice is what love looks like in public. . . . Not simply an abstract concept to regulate institutions, but also a fire in the bones to promote the well-being of all.”47 In a similar vein, John Goldingay summarizes tsedeq and mishpat as the “faithful exercise of power in community.”48 While perhaps no simple sentence can ever capture the full breadth and depth of what Scripture means by justice and righteousness, West and Goldingay capture something of the bright hot center of the concept. So with biblical justice summarized as “what love looks like in public” and “the faithful exercise of power in community,” we can identify four significant features of Job’s just character before returning to our overview of the justice story in Scripture.
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          Figure 2.1. Some dimensions of biblical justice


        


      


      First, Job’s faithful exercise of power includes actions that we recognize as acts of justice, like standing against oppressors or going to court on behalf of the vulnerable. But Job’s justice also includes actions that we tend to think of as mercy or charity rather than justice. For that matter, it also includes actions that we more typically associate with upright behavior or piety.49 Indeed, while we sometimes draw a stark distinction between charity, justice, and piety, Scripture’s use of justice and righteousness language often includes all three.50 Biblical justice is more than merciful, charitable, or pious action, but it is not less. While I focus primarily on what we might call “public justice” in this book, we need to keep the broader vision for “righteousness and justice” in the Bible in view.


      Second, Job’s actions make clear why the saints in Scripture love and long for God’s justice. Who doesn’t want the world to be filled with orphan-adopting, immigrant-welcoming, community-creating justice? By contrast, sometimes Christians talk about God’s justice as a sort of bad thing that must be overcome by God’s love or grace. The partial truth here, of course, is that God’s justice does include judgment. But it’s worth pointing out that the people of God celebrate, rejoice over, and long for God’s justice. Seeing God’s justice at work in Job’s life makes it a bit easier to understand why they do so!


      Third, the biblical authors don’t talk about justice in the abstract for very long. Scripture most often speaks of justice and righteousness by speaking of the victims of injustice and unrighteousness, by bearing witness “to the inhuman situation in which orphans, widows, and strangers live.”51 Job’s use of no less than nine different descriptors for marginalized groups is a particularly dense example of this biblical pattern.


      This is not to say that biblical justice has nothing to do with equal treatment under the law. Exodus 23:3 specifically forbids showing partiality toward the poor in court. As Wolterstorff recognizes, “The prophets do not approve burglarizing the wealthy or assaulting the powerful.”52 What Roman Catholic theologians have often referred to as God’s “preferential option for the poor” is not some abstract preference by God for one group over the other, but rather Yahweh’s realistic recognition that “injustice is not equally distributed.”53 God’s justice and righteousness prefers the vulnerable because they are the primary victims of injustice and unrighteousness.54


      Fourth, and more subtly, the text hints that Job exercises justice precisely as a royal priestly family member of the God who loves justice. Psalm 132:9’s invocation that Zion’s priests “be clothed with righteousness” closely parallels Job 29:14. Most references to being clothed in a robe or a turban (as in Job 29) refer to either priestly or royal garments.55 Job describes himself as one “like a king” in Job 29:25, and the passage overall may allude to the portrait of the Just King in Psalm 72.56 Job’s royal priestly practice of justice reflects the royal priestly work to which all human image bearers are called.


      Moreover, in his royal priestly exercise of justice and righteousness, Job imitates Yahweh.57 Because Yahweh is a “father of orphans and protector of widows” (Ps 68:5[6]), Job is a father to the orphan and the needy, and he causes the widow’s heart to shout for joy. Because Yahweh loves immigrants and outsiders (Deut 10:18), Job defends their rights in court. And whereas elsewhere in Scripture smashing the teeth of the oppressor is God’s work, here Job participates in God’s justice by defanging the oppressor and forcing them to drop their prey from their teeth.58 By exercising power on behalf of the oppressed in line with his royal priestly familial job description, Job imitates God.


      Of course, we may have questions about this powerful patriarch doing justice on behalf of those several steps down the social ladder, especially given that the existence of a socially stratified ladder does not seem to be addressed.59 In chapter four of this book, we will see that the book of Job itself identifies this issue and portrays Job’s just character as both vindicated and transformed over the course of Job’s story. But in my view, Job gives us a glimpse of what, for the authors of the Bible, “love looks like in public.”


      Picking up the pieces: Yahweh responds to his people’s justice failures. Returning to the story of justice in Scripture, we’ve seen that Yahweh created image bearers tasked with doing justice as his royal priestly family members. Tragically, both humanity in general and Israel in particular failed to deliver. When Yahweh comes looking for justice, he finds injustice instead (Is 5:7).


      Miraculously, the prophets declare that in response, Yahweh would clothe himself in righteousness (Is 59:16-17) and “faithfully bring forth justice” through the work of his Spirit-anointed servant (Is 42:1-4). This divine justice-bringing would not constitute an abandonment of God’s plan to rule his world through his image bearers. No, the charismatic ministry of the servant would both liberate the oppressed and establish them as Yahweh’s “oaks of righteousness” who would rebuild long-devastated communities (Is 61:3).


      But for God’s people to participate in Yahweh’s mission of justice and righteousness, they would need the kind of just and righteous character that had perennially eluded them. Here too Yahweh offers incredible promises:


      

        “This is the covenant I will make with the people of Israel


        after that time,” declares the LORD.


        “I will put my law in their minds


        and write it on their hearts.


        I will be their God,


        and they will be my people.” (Jer 31:33, NIV).60


      


      Yahweh promises to transform his peoples’ hearts so that they may follow the just and righteous way of life embodied in the laws he has given them.


      It is the testimony of the New Testament that Yahweh accomplishes all of this through the incarnation, the sending of Emmanuel, God-with-us. As depicted in figure 2.2, when all humanity failed in their vocation to live as Yahweh’s royal priestly family members, God sent Israel as his “firstborn son” and his “royal priesthood.” But when Israel failed, Yahweh sent a faithful Israelite, the King, the High Priest, the Son, the true and full image of God, the “radiance of [his] glory and the exact representation of his being” (Heb 1:3 NIV). God brings justice to victory in Jesus.
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          Figure 2.2. God brings justice to victory in Jesus


          

            A diagram with a large circle on the far left that reads, “Humanity called to be royal priestly family members … and fails.” It points to another smaller circle that reads, “Israel called to be royal priestly family members … and fails.” This circle points to an image of a crown and thorns on the far right with the words, “Jesus arrives as king, priest, and Son of God.”


          


        


      


      Jesus prioritizes justice and righteousness in his embodiment of humanity’s royal priestly familial job description. In his first sermon, Jesus identifies himself as the just, liberating king who declares good news to the poor and proclaims the year of the Lord’s favor (Lk 4:16-21). He brings justice to victory by healing the sick, gently caring for the “bruised reeds” and “smoldering wicks,” offering hope to the nations, restoring those with physical disabilities, casting out demons (Mt 12:13-21), and prophetically confronting the religious establishment for neglecting justice (Mt 23:23; cf. Lk 11:42). Jesus embodies and enacts what love looks like in public in his generous solidarity with and welcome of the powerless, poor, oppressed, and ostracized. Jesus arrives as the Just King who inaugurates the long-expected reign of God.


      Against every expectation, this Just King dies on a cross as a victim of religious and political injustice. At the cross, God sides with the victims of injustice by becoming one of them. At the resurrection, Jesus vindicates the justice of God and ensures the ultimate defeat of injustice and oppression.61 Death, the “ultimate weapon of the tyrant,” is overthrown forever.62 Jesus’ resurrection is the down payment toward the final justice that will be fulfilled in the new creation at his return. In all of this, Jesus, as the divine Word-made-flesh, fulfills the Father’s plan to rule the world through his royal priestly familial image bearers by living, dying, rising, and ruling as the King, the High Priest, the Son, and the perfect Image of the living God.


      Much more could be said, but for the purposes of our sketch of Scripture’s justice story, there remains but one final point. In Genesis 18:18-19, Yahweh declared that Abraham would be the father of a family who practiced justice and righteousness; when Zacchaeus enacts justice by repaying those he defrauded and sacrificially giving to the poor, Jesus declares him a “true son of Abraham” (Lk 19:9). Jesus does justice himself and, in fulfillment of God’s promises to Abraham, creates a just family who will join him in his mission of blessing to the world.


      The triumph of the justice of God in Christ does not signal the end of Yahweh’s plan to rule his world through his image bearers. The triumph of the justice of God in Christ reestablishes that plan. In other words, as depicted in figure 2.3, one way Jesus brings justice to victory is by establishing a people who live out their human vocation to do justice. Indeed, through his rescued and restored people, Jesus offers all humanity an invitation to become the royal priestly family members they were always meant to be, through him.
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          Figure 2.3. Jesus brings justice to victory by establishing a people who do justice


          

            A diagram with a crown and thorns in the center and the words, “Jesus arrives as king, priest, and Son of God.” To the left are two circles. The one on the far left says, “Humanity called to be royal priestly family members … and fails.” It points to another circle that says, “Israel called to be royal priestly family members … and fails.” To the right of the crown and thorns are two other circles. The one closest to the center says, “People of God called to be royal priestly family members … and are empowered to succeed through union with Jesus.” It points to another circle that says, “All humanity invited to become royal priestly family members through union with Jesus.”


          


        


      


      This new human community is launched into the world by Jesus’ death and resurrection, as a reading of Paul makes clear. In Romans 3:10, Paul declares that all humanity stands under the judgment that “there is no one who is righteous [dikaios], not even one.” Paul’s description of unrighteousness includes injustice,63 as can be seen in the frequent connection between the word adikia (unrighteousness/injustice) and violence (see Rom 1:29-32; 3:10-18).64 Indeed, no “vice” listed in Romans 1:18-32 is “highlighted as strenuously as injustice or the refusal to honor God’s righteousness.”65


      Humanity’s injustice is more than just a behavioral problem because, for Paul, universal injustice is a result of humanity’s enslavement to sin, understood as a hostile alien power (Rom 6:17).66 Enslavement to sin leads to human guilt because any human enslaved to sin inevitably ends up offering their bodies as “instruments of unrighteousness”—a phrase that could just as well be translated “weapons of injustice” (Rom 6:13). Because all are “under the power of sin,” “there is no one righteous, not even one,” “since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:9, 10, 23). In Romans 1:18 Paul declares that “the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against” such injustice. Throughout the passage that follows, “Paul portrays God as the righteous judge who brings God’s just contention against all of humanity for its injustice.”67


      Humanity finds itself fighting a losing battle with sin and injustice, failing in their vocation as image bearers of God, and justly standing under God’s wrath because of their willing acts of disobedience. Paul understands the cross and resurrection of Christ as the turning of the tide. In the Christ event, the only truly just and righteous human was crucified by unjust humans. But—miracle of miracles!—by his death on the cross, Jesus became a “sacrifice of atonement” for our sins (Rom 3:25). As Peter puts it, Jesus died in our place, suffering on our behalf, the “just for the unjust,” that he might bring us to God (1 Pet 3:18 KJV).


      Moreover, the Father vindicated Jesus by raising him from the dead. This resurrection-vindication is both the triumph of the Son over human injustice, and the disarming and defeat of sin, death, the devil, and any other “power” or “authority” that stands against the reign of God (Col 2:15).68 Moreover, because humans can now be united to Christ by his Spirit through faith, we who are in Christ are also justified, declared to be in the “right” (dikaioō; see Rom 5:19), despite our sin.69 “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” because sin has been condemned in the flesh of the Crucified One (Rom 8:1-3).


      By virtue of this same union with Christ in his resurrection (see Rom 6:4-5), believers are both acquitted and empowered, even re-created, to live lives of love, mercy, holiness, and, yes, justice in God’s world. Christ-followers have been liberated from “service to ‘sin’ and its ‘injustice’”70 for service to God. They offer this service to God through the presentation of their bodies as “instruments of righteousness,” or perhaps better, as “weapons of justice” (hopla dikaiosynēs) under the generous reign of God’s grace (Rom 6:13).71 Unjust, broken image bearers are being re-formed to the image of God in Christ (see Col 1:15; 3:10) and restored to their vocation as God’s royal priestly family members (see Rev 5:10; 1 Pet 2:9).


      The result is more than a collection of just individuals, but rather the establishment of a new family, a new community that becomes the good news of God’s justice in the world.72 In Jesus, who is our wisdom, justice, holiness, and redemption (1 Cor 1:30), we become “the justice of God” (2 Cor 5:21 AT).73 The end goal is the final establishment of the just kingdom of God under the lordship of the Just King in a resurrected, new creation. Incredibly, even when Christ returns, when his just kingdom comes and his just will is done on earth as it is in heaven, even then, the Triune God will not abandon his plan to rule his world through his royal priestly family members. No, indeed. The one who “loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father” (Rev 1:5-6) has an eternal intention: “The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. . . . And they will reign for ever and ever” (Rev 22:3-5 NIV; emphasis added).


    


    

    

      ENTERING THE STORY


      Scripture isn’t just a story. But it is a just story, the story of a Just King who does whatever it takes to co-rule his good world through humans who bear his image and embody his just and righteous way. As such, it’s a justice story that invites any who would follow Jesus as disciples to enter it and to receive it as their own.


      But what if you, like me, are part of a Christian community with a history of trying to follow Jesus without fully entering his justice story? What if, having heard the justice story, we don’t know how to become the just disciples of the living Lord who offers it to us? Perhaps we need a map or model that can help us imagine what it might look like for Christian communities to become just.


    


    








[image: Image]

Becoming Just

Mapping Moral Discipleship


THE PHOTOGRAPHIC EXHIBIT “This Light of Ours” presents black-and-white images of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and ’60s. In one image, a group of young people can be seen sitting in the grass in a circle. Two individuals in the middle of the circle are curled up into a fetal position. The caption identifies this as a session of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee training volunteers to protect themselves and others if attacked by violent white supremacists during their participation in nonviolent direct action.1

Cheryl Sanders argues that Christian participation in the civil rights movement then and now depends in part on a “militant reconciling love” that gets lived out through a “militant reconciling ethics.”2 The photograph of young people training for nonviolent action brilliantly captures one task of such an ethics: the task of moral formation or moral discipleship.

To clarify, it may be helpful to summarize three major approaches to ethics. What ethicists call deontological approaches focus on moral obligations, laws, or commands. Christians exploring justice from this perspective try to answer the question, What are the rules or obligations that help me understand what justice demands? Doing justice is understood as taking action that conforms to one’s just duty.

Teleological or consequentialist approaches focus on the moral outcomes of our actions in specific situations. Christians exploring justice from this perspective try to answer the question, What would a just result look like in this context, and how do we get there? Doing justice is understood as taking the sort of actions that would lead to that just outcome in a particular time and place.

Scripture operates in both modes at various points. Both deontological and teleological elements would be included in Sanders’s militant reconciling ethics. But neither ethical approach answers the question with which this book is primarily concerned and which I think the photograph of the students training for nonviolent action captures so powerfully: How do we become just?3 What training do we need in order to give ourselves wholeheartedly to the work of pursuing justice, even and especially in ever-changing, complex situations?

Questions of moral formation are central to the third approach to ethics: character ethics. Character ethics has experienced something of a comeback in recent scholarship. Drawing on ancient accounts of the virtues and their role in character formation, philosophers such as Alasdair MacIntyre and theologians such as Stanley Hauerwas argue that Christianity must recover an ethic of character. Character ethics highlights the way that moral formation occurs as a community


	learns to tell its shared stories,


	celebrates certain virtues and condemns specific vices,


	engages in formative practices aimed at the cultivation of virtuous character, and


	embraces the community’s structures, norms, and policies.




Christians exploring justice from this perspective try to answer the question, How do we become just? Answers will focus on what I call moral formation or moral discipleship, the journey of individuals and communities toward becoming just disciples. Since character ethics often focuses on the role of community in character formation, Christian character ethics often emphasizes the unique role of the church in moral discipleship.

Scripture reflects all three approaches to ethics. Indeed, as figure 3.1 makes clear, at its best, Christian ethics seeks to hold all three approaches together. God’s just way, embodied in laws, norms, and commands (the deontological focus) must be embraced and embodied by just disciples (the character focus) who find creative ways to seek justice in particular situations (the teleological focus).4 Each corner of the triangle is connected to all the others.

[image: A triangle. The top is labeled God’s Just Way. Bottom left corner says Just Disciples. Bottom right says Seeking Justice in Particular Situations.]

Figure 3.1. A threefold approach to Christian ethics


In practice, though, ethicists tend to enter ethical conversations through the doorway of one of these approaches. Beginning with a character ethics approach, we can glimpse just discipleship in that powerful image of those young student activists. They are not simply learning what just, reconciling love requires or would look like when it arrived—they are practicing to become militants of reconciling love and justice, to become disciples who “take Jesus seriously” by prophetically and sacrificially pursuing justice for others.5 Indeed, this moral discipleship included training in how to take a beating in the quest for a more just society. The moral formation required to become a just disciple was serious business.6

In contrast, moral formation in many other streams of American Christianity, including my own, has often been anything but serious, at least when it comes to becoming just. Many American Christians have grown more vocal about the need to “let justice roll down like waters.” But many of us have too often failed to ask how Christians with a history of injustice might become just.

Scripture’s justice story shows us that justice—the faithful exercise of power in community—is central to our job description as God’s royal priestly family members. But does Scripture give us guidance as to how to become people who faithfully exercise power in community? And if so, could character ethics help us hear and respond to this biblical invitation to just discipleship? To answer these questions, we need to dig a bit more deeply into what character ethics teaches about the mechanics of moral discipleship.


MAPPING THE MECHANICS OF MORAL DISCIPLESHIP

We all know that communities shape us. Every community offers its members a path of discipleship that leads toward a certain way of life. But how does this transformation happen? What are the mechanics of formation at work in community life?
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Figure 3.2. The mechanics of moral discipleship

A diagram titled Ecclesial Community. 4 circles, labeled clockwise from top as Stories, Character, Formative Practices, and Politics, surround an image of a church.



My desire to consider these questions led me to explore the writings of ethicists and theologians interested in virtue, character, ritual, and liturgy. In figure 3.2, I offer a visual model of what I see as character ethics’ best answers to the question of how moral formation happens. Let’s unpack each of the four central elements of the diagram.

Stories, character, formative practices, and politics. First, character ethics claims that a community’s stories shape the individual and corporate character of that community. Grounding narratives provide each member with a sense of identity: who they are, and where they are headed. These stories identify the grand goals that every member seeks, both individually and collectively. They also offer the community stories of people who embody the kind of character to which every member ought to aspire. For instance, the way the Bible tells Job’s story helps us imagine what it would mean to put on righteousness and justice like clothing.

Stories do not simply shape our thinking. Stories shape our desires, our affections, and our gut-level sense of what the world is like and what our role is in it. A community disciples its members, in part, by telling and retelling their stories.

Second, character ethics recognizes that formation occurs through the way the community promotes a certain type of character. Communities disciple their members, in other words, by celebrating certain virtues as central to their life together and condemning certain vices as threatening to that common life.

Drawing primarily on Aristotle and Aquinas, character ethicists describe virtues as habits or dispositions that empower a person to work effectively toward a particular telos, or goal.7 The goals themselves are specific goods such as love, courage, or justice, which the virtuous person has learned both to long for and seek with their actions.8 A person who has acquired the virtue of justice, for instance, is both driven by a deep desire for justice and proactively aims their actions toward it.

At the same time, acquiring the virtue of justice requires gaining the habits necessary to make progress toward justice in a complicated world. This is another reason character ethics understands the virtues as habits: they involve “precognitive tendencies to act in certain ways and toward certain ends.”9 Virtues, like the skills of a craft, give us “the ability to respond creatively to the always unanticipated difficulties involved” with our ever-changing situations.10 Like an athlete who acts intuitively to score the next goal, the virtuous person carries an embodied, intuitive disposition toward the practice of the virtue in question.

Having a particular virtue, then, means that we have a sort of constant disposition to recognize, desire, and act effectively in pursuit of a particular virtuous goal in a variety of circumstances. Communities disciple their members in part by teaching and celebrating certain accounts of these virtues and condemning their corresponding vices.

Third, character ethics recognizes that one way community members acquire these virtues is through formative practices.11 Because the virtues are habits, we develop them by “doing the things that we shall have to do when we have learnt [them].”12 Virtuous habits, in other words, require habituation. Through repeated actions aimed at a particular virtuous goal,13 we acquire virtuous habits or dispositions. Such repeated actions include imitating virtuous characters from our community’s stories or embracing the rituals and liturgies that shape our community’s rhythms.

If a virtuous person’s instinctive ability to act virtuously is a bit like the way an athlete can instinctively avoid the defender and score the goal, then formative practices are a bit like that athlete’s training program. Or to use a musical example, formative practices are like the scales a guitar player practices to gain the virtue of guitar playing; practicing the scales shapes them for the day when they’ll be able to improvise freely and fully with others.

Sometimes this work is particularly hard because we’ve already acquired bad habits by practicing vicious actions, or even simply because we do the right thing half-heartedly. Perhaps we practiced the scales with poor technique under the influence of an inadequate guitar teacher. Perhaps we did not practice our scales frequently enough, or simply practiced them without much energy. Regardless, the point is this: what we do, or fail to do, shapes who we are.

Finally, a community disciples its members through corporate structures and policies. Character ethicists often refer to this as the community’s politics. Although it may strike us as a bit strange, when character ethicists talk about politics, they are not referring to the community’s participation in government. Instead, they use the language of politics to describe the way that every community has structures, norms, policies, ways of making decisions, processes for initiating new members, and other social arrangements that shape its life. The politics of the church, in this sense, would include the church’s structures for receiving members, deliberating over important decisions, organizing corporate gatherings, caring for the poor, and much more. Character ethics recognizes that living within the politics of a community shapes the character of community members.14

The overlap between these four elements in figure 3.2, and the arrows between them, capture further insights about moral discipleship. Each element works in concert with the others to shape the members of the community. When people participate in the life of a community, they enter a morally formative feedback loop composed of the community’s stories, character, practices, and politics. For instance, a community’s core stories determine what they see as virtue and vice, become memorialized through rituals and practices, and shape the community’s politics. At the same time, a community’s ability to tell their story or faithfully participate in their community’s politics and practices depends in part on their having become a community of character.

To take another example, when we adopt a particular role within our community’s politics, fulfilling that role will require us to embrace certain practices and relate to others in particular ways. These often taken-for-granted norms within the community’s politics create “smooth pathways to certain kinds of activities and produce barriers to others.” Over time, this will “encourage the acquisition of certain character traits and discourage others.”15 Life in the community creates a kind of soil in which it is extremely likely, though not quite inevitable, that members will acquire certain virtues, and, more concerningly perhaps, acquire similar vices.

The stories, practices, account of character, and politics of a particular community are interdependent and mutually influential. Moral discipleship happens as people engage in this formative feedback loop within community.

While this model seeks to capture truth about how formation occurs in any community, Christian character ethics is particularly concerned with how it illuminates the way moral discipleship happens within ecclesial communities. By ecclesial communities I refer to the shared life of local Christian communities as they


	1. Gather weekly to worship God, confess sins, give of their resources, hear the Word preached and taught, celebrate the Lord’s Supper, baptize new members, and more.


	2. Participate in shared lives of love and service beyond such gatherings by sharing resources, working together to welcome children, loving and serving neighbors, seeking justice together, and much more (fig. 3.2).




Moral discipleship in competition and collaboration with the alternatives. Of course, no community is as isolated as figure 3.2 suggests. Ecclesial communities pursue moral discipleship within various cultural contexts in which they participate in all sorts of ways (see fig. 3.3). We aren’t just members of a church. We’re also members of neighborhoods, workplaces, local and national governments, and more. Each of these has their own stories, accounts of character, formative practices, and politics. These communities disciple us too.

The dotted lines between the circle representing the ecclesial community and the circle representing the cultural contexts in figure 3.3 remind us that every aspect of our discipleship within the ecclesial community occurs in implicit dialogue with and under some influence by the formation occurring in the broader cultural environment. What difference does this make for how we understand the mechanics of moral discipleship?
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Figure 3.3. Moral discipleship in context

A circular diagram with the outer ring labeled Cultural Contexts. The inner circle, titled Ecclesial Community, has 4 circles labeled clockwise from top as Stories, Character, Formative Practices, and Politics surrounding an image of a church.



First, the way ecclesial communities practice moral discipleship influences and is influenced by practices of moral discipleship in their broader cultural contexts. Christian discipleship doesn’t take place in some rarefied space perfectly sealed off from the rest of “the culture.”16 The boundary between the church and the broader context is less like a solid concrete wall than it is like the sides of a porous sponge.17 For that matter, we as individuals are porous like sponges as well; our character is deeply influenced by both the ecclesial community and the broader cultures around us, for better and for worse.18 We bring who we’ve learned to be in other cultural spaces into the church, and we take who we’re becoming in the church out into the cultures of which the church itself is a part.

Second, this isn’t just the way it is. It’s also the way it should be. The broader cultural context is part of the arena of God’s mission and the mission of God’s people. This is true not only because God calls us to share the good news with those currently outside the church, but also because Christians are called to bear witness to God’s reign over all of creation. Indeed, Christian engagement with the broader cultural context can even help transform the church itself.

The fact that moral discipleship occurs within the church and within the broader cultural context presents us with both problems and opportunities. To understand these dynamics further, we can identify a continuum of engagement between ecclesial communities and their cultural contexts (fig. 3.4).

[image: From left to right: rejection, adaptation, collaboration, cooption. Arrows point from adaptation to rejection and from collaboration to cooption.]

Figure 3.4. Continuum of engagement with cultural contexts


On the one hand, the church’s moral discipleship will sometimes require us to completely reject stories, practices, accounts of character, or political formations embraced elsewhere. For instance, when the New Testament authors celebrated humility as a virtue, they rejected the Greco-Roman culture’s idea that pride was a virtue and humility a vice.19

Other times, ecclesial discipleship will shape us to adapt cultural discipleship, bending it toward God’s purposes. Meals in the ancient world had tremendous power to shape the character of those who ate them. Both the Old Testament and New Testament give us depictions of God’s people drawing on food’s formative power, while dramatically adapting cultural food practices for a discipleship quite distinctive from that on offer in their broader cultural environment.

Sometimes, the ecclesial community collaborates with the broader culture. As we will see in a later chapter, Daniel worked to promote certain virtues in the political community of Babylon that he had learned as a member of God’s people. But at other times, the culture’s stories, accounts of character, formative practices, and politics co-opt and corrupt the moral discipleship of the ecclesial community, luring the people of God into de-forming discipleship.

This suggests that moral discipleship occurs both within the ecclesial community and beyond it, and that discipleship requires learning to navigate this dynamic faithfully. At the same time, by placing the ecclesial community at the center of these circles, I am claiming that


	to be a member of the church of Jesus is to give primary allegiance to Jesus and his kingdom,


	moral formation in line with such allegiance puts a strong emphasis on life in the local body of believers as the primary place where we experience transformation, and


	such ecclesial formation is always influenced by the formation occurring within our broader cultural context, both because the church exists within that context, and because the church’s mission draws God’s people into creative engagement with it.20




Mapping moral discipleship in God’s good world and under his generous reign. Ultimately, Christian character ethics recognizes that moral discipleship finally occurs in God’s good creation and under the active reign of the triune God (see fig. 3.5). “Whether they acknowledge it or not, churches and cultures only exist in the real world: created good by God, under the ever-encroaching reign of Christ, and pervaded by the Spirit.”21

On the one hand, then, Christian character ethics must grapple with the fact that all ecclesial communities and every human culture have participated in humanity’s rebellion against God’s reign. We have refused to live in ways that “go with the grain” of God’s good world. “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23), and all our stories, accounts of character, practices, and politics likewise fall short. Indeed, because of sin, the church’s formative discipleship often proves frail, faulty, and even de-forming.

On the other hand, the good news is that “the world-as-it-truly-exists” nevertheless remains “the world with God on the throne as the creating, sustaining, reconciling, and ruling King.”22 The hope of ecclesial formation is that by God’s grace we can truly (albeit imperfectly) begin to embody narratives, practices, politics, and character that reflect God’s reign and “go with the grain” of God’s universe.
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Figure 3.5. Moral discipleship in God’s good creation

A circular diagram with the outer ring labeled Creation Under God’s Reign and the middle ring labeled Cultural Contexts. The inner circle, titled Ecclesial Community, has 4 circles labeled clockwise from top as Stories, Character, Formative Practices, and Politics surrounding an image of a church.



This means that we cannot finally or fully talk about moral discipleship without talking about grace. Our existence as disciples is God’s gift to us before it is ever our task. As the late John Webster reminds us, we can only talk about the church’s acts of moral discipleship by constantly talking about God and God’s acts.23 Even and especially when we strenuously pursue moral formation, we discover that the Lord’s own powerful work hems us in, behind and before, and that the Lord himself lays his hands on us in our journey of discipleship.

The difference grace makes for how we think about church. Grace makes all the difference for how we think about moral formation. It helps explain, for instance, why the ecclesial community stands at the center of our “map” of moral discipleship. The church’s unique identity and job description is grounded entirely in God’s grace poured out into the life of this particular community.24 The church exists as a “a movement launched into the life of the world” by God and given the gift of bearing “in its own life God’s gift of peace for the life of the world.” Because of God’s grace, the church not only tells people about the kingdom; the church bears “in its own life the presence of the kingdom.”25

This dynamic can be seen in Paul’s references to the church as a temple (see 2 Cor 6:16) or his summons to little groups of believers to live out their citizenship to God’s kingdom amid the kingdoms of the world (see Phil 1:27). These images suggest that the church is a prototype of the world to come.26 Paul believed that when the people of God embraced their allegiance to Jesus within the church, they embodied the good news to such an extent that their communities made the kingdom of God encounterable in the world.27 Such congregations served as a “form of down payment, a guarantee that the age of justice, peace, and joy is not a pipe dream but a future reality.”28

This is all grace! It is only because God unites his people to the body of Jesus that his people offer the world a glimpse of the resurrected new creation that is to come.29 But because God does so, participation in ecclesial communities allows the people of God to learn how “to trace out where and how the Spirit is liberating creation.”30

The difference grace makes for how we think about character. The fact that Christian moral discipleship is God’s gift before it is our task radically reshapes the way we think about the virtues. Consider, for instance, the difference between Aristotle’s account of the virtues and Thomas Aquinas’s attempt to transform that account in light of the good news about Jesus. Both Aristotle and Aquinas believe that the virtues are habits that empower us to know, desire, and effectively work toward particular goods. Both recognize that what we do shapes who we are. But while Aristotle thinks that good teaching and practice are enough to make at least some people truly virtuous, Aquinas disagrees. True, perfect virtue is always God’s gift. We can only live out the virtuous law of love if God writes it on our hearts through the indwelling work of the Holy Spirit.

But doesn’t this put an end to our entire discussion of moral formation? If God gives us the gift of a transformed character, can’t we just expect to automatically and passively live just and righteous lives as a natural response to that gift? By no means! Aquinas argues that the virtues God graciously gives us involve our active effort. When we practice them, they take greater root in our hearts. Moreover, discipleship requires us to exercise the character God has given us to uproot the bad habits we accrue from our lives apart from Jesus. In all of this, Aquinas seeks to offer a model of virtue formation that is faithful to Scripture’s twofold claim that we both receive transformed lives as a gift and pursue transformed lives as a task.

This theological account of the virtues is by no means peculiar to Aquinas or Roman Catholic theologians. Within my own Reformed tradition, Calvin’s ethical theology stands in significant continuity with Aquinas “in regarding [good works] as a pathway of transformation along which the goal of steady growth in sanctity throughout the Christian life is sought.”31 The authors of the Westminster Confession of Faith believed that sanctification was “the work of the Holy Spirit infusing a habit of holiness in the believer,” so that “sanctification” included the “human pursuit of holiness subsequent to justification.”32 Both Calvin and the Confession identify the “divine law” as a “summons” intended to “elicit character-forming practices of obedience,”33 a point that is particularly relevant to my exploration of Leviticus and Deuteronomy in the chapters that follow. While there are substantial disagreements in the details, Reformed virtue ethicists, like Aquinas and much of the Christian theological tradition more generally, understand the Christian’s virtuous character as a gift from God that elicits and enables our own efforts in the task of moral formation.34
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