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  To Kaci, Samuel, Evan, and Annie.

    May you face danger with courage;

    may you find safety in Christ.





  

    Foreword

    Marc Cortez

    
      SHOULD WE SEEK SAFETY?

      Most of us live in a world in which the answer to that question is obvious. Of course we should! Who wouldn’t want to be safe? And who wouldn’t want the people they love to be safe? We thus have all kinds of regulations, stipulations, and policies against various violations, all of which seek to protect something we hold dearly: our safety.

      Before encountering Jeremy Lundgren’s work, that’s certainly how I would have responded to such a seemingly simple question. However, as is often the case, there is tremendous complexity lurking just beneath the surface of that simplicity. What do we mean by safety? How do we pursue it? Why is it such a great value that we should all seek it? And what do we mean by should? Is this a moral obligation? Have we done something wrong if we don’t seek safety? And how does all of this relate specifically to Christian discipleship and maturity? Should Christians pursue safety? Avoid it? Some combination of the two? And if that last question is the right way to frame things, how do we discern when pursuing safety is the right course of action?

      If you haven’t noticed already, these are all fundamentally theological questions. Although you won’t find a lot of talk about “safety” in the history of theology, you will find plenty of discussion about the things we ought to pursue as faithful Christ-followers, the ways in which we ought to pursue them, and the moral obligations that pertain to those pursuits. In other words, any question that asks whether Christians should seek “X” is a theological question.

      The problem is that we often have a hard time recognizing when questions are “theological.” Ask us a question about the nature of the atonement, the persons of the Trinity, or the existence of free will, and most Christians will quickly recognize that they are operating in “theological” territory. However, ask us about how we should view food, whether sports are good, or if we should pursue safety, and most Christians won’t even realize that they are being asked questions with all kinds of theological significance.

      That is often the case with safety. Most of us will see a sign on the wall announcing how many days it’s been since the last accident, and at best we’ll think briefly about how well that place is doing with promoting safety. For Lundgren, though, that sign is an opportunity for theological reflection, another signal that a pervasive value is at work and is worth serious consideration.

      I encourage you to accompany Lundgren on his theological tour through our culture’s near obsession with safety. He ably demonstrates how safety is one of the dominant values of the Western world, encoded in countless practices and policies. With years of experience in construction, ministry, parenting, and other areas of life that are dominated by safety-related perspectives, Lundgren is well positioned to help us think well about the nature of safety, whether it ought to be the dominant value that it has become, and if so, how we ought to pursue it as Christians seeking to live faithfully in a broken world.

      Should we seek safety? I think the answer is still yes. But by the end of this book, you will see that question in entirely new ways.
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    Series Introduction

    Studies in Christian Doctrine and Scripture (SCDS)

    DANIEL J. TREIER AND KEVIN VANHOOZER

    
      THE STUDIES IN CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE and Scripture (SCDS) series attempts to reconcile two disciplines that should never have been divided: the study of Christian Scripture and the study of Christian doctrine. Old walls of disciplinary hostility are beginning to come down, a development that we hope will better serve the church. To that end, books in this series affirm the supreme authority of Scripture, seeking to read it faithfully and creatively as they develop fresh articulations of Christian doctrine. This agenda can be spelled out further in five claims.

      1. We aim to publish constructive contributions to systematic theology rather than merely descriptive rehearsals of biblical theology, historical retrievals of classic or contemporary theologians, or hermeneutical reflections on theological method—volumes that are plentifully and expertly published elsewhere.

      The initial impetus for the SCDS series came from supervising evangelical graduate students and seeking to encourage their pursuit of constructive theological projects shaped by the supremacy of Scripture. Existing publication venues demonstrate how rarely biblical scholars and systematic theologians trespass into each other’s fields. Synthetic treatments of biblical theology garner publication in monograph series for biblical studies or evangelical biblical theology. A notable example is a companion series from IVP Academic, New Studies in Biblical Theology. Many of its volumes have theological significance, yet most are written by biblical scholars. Meanwhile, historical retrievals of theological figures garner publication in monograph series for historical and systematic theology. For instance, there have been entire series devoted to figures such as Karl Barth or the patristic era, and even series named for systematic theology tend to contain figure-oriented monographs.

      The reason for providing an alternative publication venue is not to denigrate these valuable enterprises. Instead, the rationale for encouraging constructively evangelical projects is twofold and practical: The church needs such projects, and they form the theologians undertaking them. The church needs such projects, both addressing new challenges for her life in the world (such as contemporary political theology) and retrieving neglected concepts (such as the classic doctrine of God) in fresh ways. The church also needs her theologians not merely to develop detailed intellectual skills but also ultimately to wrestle with the whole counsel of God in the Scriptures.

      2. We aim to promote evangelical contributions, neither retreating from broader dialogue into a narrow version of this identity on the one hand, nor running away from the biblical preoccupation of our heritage on the other hand.

      In our initial volume, Theology and the Mirror of Scripture, we articulate this pursuit of evangelical renewal. We take up the well-known metaphor of mere Christianity as a hallway, with particular church traditions as the rooms in a house. Many people believe that the evangelical hallway is crumbling, an impression that current events only exacerbate. Our inspection highlights a few fragmenting factors such as more robust academic engagement, increased awareness of the Great Christian Tradition and the variety of evangelical subtraditions, interest in global Christianity, and interfaces with emergent Christianity and culture. Looking more deeply, we find historical-theological debates about the very definition of evangelical and whether it reflects—still, or ever—a shared gospel, a shared doctrine of God, and a theological method that can operationalize our shared commitment to Scripture’s authority.

      In response, prompted by James 1:22-25, our proposal develops the metaphor of a mirror for clarifying evangelical theology’s relation to Scripture. The reality behind the mirror is the gospel of God and the God of the gospel: what is revealed in Christ. In disputes about whether to focus on a center or boundaries, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no doctrinal core. But we propose treating what is revealed in Christ—the triune God and the cross of Christ, viewed in the mirror of Scripture—as an evangelical anchor, a center with a certain range of motion. Still, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no hermeneutical coherence, as if interpretive anarchy nullifies biblical authority. But we propose treating Scripture as canonical testimony, a God-given mirror of truth that enables the church to reflect the wisdom that is in Christ. The holistic and contextual character of such wisdom gives theology a dialogic character, which requires an evangelical account of the church’s catholicity. We need the wisdom to know the difference between church-destroying heresy, church-dividing disagreements that still permit evangelical fellowship, and intrachurch differences that require mutual admonition as well as forbearance.

      Volumes in the SCDS series will not necessarily reflect the views of any particular editor, advisory board member, or the publisher—not even concerning “evangelical” boundaries. Volumes may approach perceived boundaries if their excellent engagement with Scripture deserves a hearing. But we are not seeking reform for reform’s sake; we are more likely to publish volumes containing new explorations or presentations of traditional positions than radically revisionist proposals. Valuing the historic evangelical commitment to a deeply scriptural theology, we often find that perceived boundaries are appropriate—reflecting positions’ biblical plausibility or lack thereof.

      3. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine through creatively faithful engagement with Scripture. To some fellow evangelicals and interested others today, we commend the classic evangelical commitment of engaging Scripture. To other fellow evangelicals today, we commend a contemporary aim to engage Scripture with creative fidelity. The church is to be always reforming—but always reforming according to the Word of God.

      It is possible to acknowledge sola Scriptura in principle—Scripture as the final authority, the norming norm—without treating Scripture as theology’s primary source. It is also possible to approach Scripture as theology’s primary source in practice without doing that well.

      The classic evangelical aspiration has been to mirror the form, not just the content, of Scripture as closely as possible in our theology. That aspiration has potential drawbacks: It can foster naive prooftexting, flatten biblical diversity, and stifle creative cultural engagement with a biblicist idiom. But we should not overreact to these drawbacks, falling prey to the temptation of paying mere lip service to sola Scriptura and replacing the Bible’s primacy with the secondary idiom of the theologians’ guild.

      Thus in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we propose a rubric for applying biblical theology to doctrinal judgments in a way that preserves evangelical freedom yet promotes the primacy of Scripture. At the ends of the spectrum, biblical theology can (1) rule out theological proposals that contradict scriptural judgments or cohere poorly with other concepts, and it can (5) require proposals that appeal to what is clear and central in Scripture. In between, it can (2) permit proposals that do not contradict Scripture, (3) support proposals that appeal creatively although indirectly or implicitly to Scripture, and (4) relate theological teaching to church life by using familiar scriptural language as much as possible. This spectrum offers considerable freedom for evangelical theology to mirror the biblical wisdom found in Christ with contextual creativity. Yet it simultaneously encourages evangelical theologians to reflect biblical wisdom not just in their judgments but also in the very idioms of their teaching.

      4. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. We do not promote a singular method; we welcome proposals appealing to biblical theology, the history of interpretation, theological interpretation of Scripture, or still other approaches. We welcome projects that engage in detailed exegesis as well as those that appropriate broader biblical themes and patterns. Ultimately, we hope to promote relating Scripture to doctrinal understanding in material, not just formal, ways.

      As noted above, the fresh understanding we seek may not involve altogether novel claims—which might well land in heresy! Again, in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we offer an illustrative, nonexhaustive rubric for encouraging various forms of evangelical theological scholarship: projects shaped primarily by (1) hermeneutics, (2) integrative biblical theology, (3) stewardship of the Great Tradition, (4) church dogmatics, (5) intellectual history, (6) analytic theism, (7) living witness, and (8) healing resistance. While some of these scholarly shapes probably fit the present series better than others, all of them reflect practices that can help evangelical theologians to make more faithfully biblical judgments and to generate more creatively constructive scholarship.

      The volumes in the SCDS series will therefore reflect quite varied approaches. They will be similar in engaging one or more biblical texts as a key aspect of their contributions while going beyond exegetical recital or descriptive biblical theology, yet those biblical contributions themselves will be manifold.

      5. We promote scriptural engagement in dialogue with catholic tradition(s). A periodic evangelical weakness is relative lack of interest in the church’s shared creedal heritage, in churches’ particular confessions, and more generally in the history of dogmatic reflection. Beyond existing efforts to enhance understanding of themes and corpora in biblical theology, then, we hope to foster engagement with Scripture that bears on and learns from loci, themes, or crucial questions in classic dogmatics and contemporary systematic theology.

      Series authors and editors will reflect several church affiliations and doctrinal backgrounds. Our goal is that such commitments would play a productive but not decisive hermeneutical role. Series volumes may focus on more generically evangelical approaches, or they may operate from within a particular tradition while engaging internal challenges or external objections.

      We hope that both the diversity of our contributor list and the catholic engagement of our projects will continually expand. As important as those contextual factors are, though, these are most fundamentally studies in Christian doctrine and Scripture. Our goal is to promote and to publish constructive evangelical projects that study Scripture with creative fidelity and thereby offer fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. Various contexts and perspectives can help us study Scripture in that lively way, but they must remain secondary to theology’s primary source and soul.

      We do not study the mirror of Scripture for its own sake. Finding all the treasures of wisdom in Christ to be reflected there with the help of Christian doctrine, we come to know God and ourselves more truly. Thus encountering God’s perfect instruction, we find the true freedom that is ours in the gospel, and we joyfully commend it to others through our own ministry of Scripture’s teaching.
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  Tokens of Safety

  
    
      If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the world, do you submit to regulations—“Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch”?

      COLOSSIANS 2:20-21

    

  

  
    ON A TRIP SEVERAL years ago, my wife, Kaci, and I shuffled our three small children out to the front porch of a restaurant to find a table and wait for our food. Once the children were settled, I ran a quick errand a couple blocks away and returned to find them sitting just where I left them. Something was wrong, though. The kids were subdued, and Kaci looked like she had something she needed to say.

    After I had left, our oldest son, Samuel—a preschooler at the time—said he needed to go to the bathroom. Kaci could not haul all three children and our bags to the bathroom by herself, so she told him to wait until I got back. Soon he needed to go “really bad,” though, so she told him to go inside and ask to use the bathroom. He returned and said it was around back on the outside of the building. They waited for me again, but the situation only got worse. After some deliberation with herself, she finally told him to go use the bathroom and then come right back. He ran off in search of relief, and she sat waiting with the younger two. The seconds ticked by. A minute or two ticked by. She wondered how long it had been. She told herself not to worry. At any moment he would come back, or I would pull up. More time passed. He did not come. I still did not come. Suddenly, a sense of urgency came over her. It had been too long. She picked up the toddler, grabbed the stroller, abandoned the belongings, and made her way to the back of the building. As she got closer, she thought she could hear noises. Her pace quickened. When she rounded the corner, the noises became louder and distinct. He was yelling, pounding, and crying for help from inside the bathroom. Horrible thoughts flooded her mind as she raced to the door.

    To her great relief he was unharmed and alone in the bathroom. He was yelling and pounding because the door was stuck, and he could not get out. He was sitting safely next to me as she recounted the story, but horrible thoughts flooded my mind as well when I heard that he had been calling for help from inside the bathroom. My fists clenched. For my wife in the moment and for me as I heard about it, we were briefly but powerfully seized by the fear of what our child’s cries might have meant. The event was troubling, not so much because of what happened, but because of what could have been happening during those tense moments of separation.

    Humanity is affected by the harm that befalls it. That is obvious. Humanity is also affected by the harm that could befall it, and that is fascinating. When harm comes—when a child has a complicated birth or falls off a bike, when a woman is assaulted or diagnosed with cancer, when a worker loses a finger or crashes heavy equipment—life is disrupted. Things no longer fit together as they should. Damaged bodies need healing, damaged belongings need fixing, and damaged hearts need mending. Areas of life once navigated with ease are now avoided or tiptoed through. Perhaps there is a hole where there used to be wholeness, fear where there used to be innocence, or regret where there used to be contentment. Conversely, perhaps there is strength where there used to be weakness, hope where there used to be fear, or courage where there used to be cowardice.

    When harm could come—when parents imagine a complicated birth or a child almost falls off a bike, when a woman hears of an assault or a worker narrowly avoids an accident, when students learn of another school shooting or citizens look at the likelihood of war—life is also disrupted. Anxieties and suspicions rise. Dangerous people and places are avoided. Risks are assessed and managed. Warnings are given. Precautions are taken. Fates are cursed, and guardian angels are invoked. We try to anticipate all the various ways that harm could come, and we look back at all the ways that it could have come, but we do not know with certainty when or how it will in fact befall us. In the face of such uncertainty, it is not harm itself but the possibility and proximity of harm that affect our lives.

    
      SIGNS AND SYMBOLS

      The world we inhabit is scattered with tokens of safety. These tokens—the warnings, notices, slogans, and labels that have been so thoroughly incorporated into the modern landscape—exert authority over our lives, mediating our interactions with each other and the world around us. The tokens of safety function as signs. They point to dangers and give instruction on how to avoid them. They remind pedestrians to watch out for traffic, alert consumers to the dangers of devices, and tell children how play equipment is to be used. When you start your car, little lights and bells remind you to buckle up. When you plug in a new appliance, a small tag advises you on the dangers of electrocution. The plastic that the appliance was wrapped in advises you that it can suffocate children and pets. When passengers check in at airports, kindly voices prohibit them from leaving their baggage unattended and direct their hands to the railings on escalators. Signs at jobsite entrances show workers what protective equipment to wear. When you board a train, grab a cart at the grocery store, or engage in any number of everyday activities, you are encountered by such tokens of safety. They fill the spaces, surfaces, and silences of our world with a steady stream of reminders that while we may want summers to be fun, journeys to be successful, and encounters with strangers to be enjoyable, we also want them to be safe.

      The tokens of safety also function as symbols. Beyond their explicit messages, they carry implicit meanings. They connect their observers to fundamental ideas and beliefs about the very nature of safety. As symbols, the tokens of safety are echoes of a deeper power, reminders of an underlying authority on which a morality of safety has been built. The importance of these tokens lies not merely in what they claim or demand regarding the practicalities of safety but in their very presence, what they assume and imply concerning humanity and its relationship to the dangers of this world. They point to the concerns and habits of safety, but also to the beliefs that legitimize those concerns and the powers supposed to make those habits effectual.

      The tokens of safety draw attention to the enigmatic relationship we have with danger, and then offer ways out. They shape the way we think about safety. They set the terms of the discussion, the rules of engagement, and the boundaries of the field in advance. They tell us what safety is, where it is located, and how to pursue it. These tokens are not alien to the modern world, though, as if they were being imposed from elsewhere. They are themselves fruits of our age, and while they are typically produced and plastered about by authorities, institutions, and bureaucracies, each of us bears responsibility for the ways that we interact with them.

      There are probably many people who do not give much thought to the tokens of safety. Such people just look past them or through them. The tokens are part of the scenery, nothing more than background noise in a busy world, little annoyances to ignore, get around, or placate in order to get on to better things. Such an attitude would have been difficult to maintain during the Covid-19 related mandates and restrictions of 2020 and 2021. Signs, barriers, masks, and enforcements sprung up everywhere. Participation was not optional. The tokens related to that virus reduced significantly in the years since, but the events surrounding them brought to light an enduring feature of the modern tokens of safety: they are intended, by those who post them, to be given their proper due. Safety is meant to be the business of everyone.

      When people do give thought to the tokens of safety, they often acknowledge and submit to them simply as signs. They do so without much deliberation or critical reflection, being motivated by a basic desire for safety, a basic fear of danger. The announcement says to stay clear of the closing train doors, so they take a step. The arrows indicate a sharp curve in the road ahead, so they slow down. The sign says masks are required to slow the spread of the disease, so they put them on.

      There are times, though, when people engage with the tokens of safety as more than signs, more than basic sources of information or instruction for navigating dangers in this world. The tokens, and people’s responses to them, take on symbolic significance. Sometimes, when the warning comes on about the train doors, a commuter who is already clear can be seen taking an additional and emphatic step. Sometimes a safety officer has more regard for his authority than the well-being of his workers. Sometimes violating the demands of these tokens is an act of selfish obstinance. At other times, it is a triumph of sanity and wisdom. Sometimes submission to the tokens of safety is an exercise in superstition. At other times, it is a calculated means of self-justification.

      A utility worker parked his truck, half on the shoulder, half in the lane, of a rural highway, in order to perform repairs during an ice storm. On his side of the road were a ditch, utility poles, and a field. On the other side, a row of houses. He had stopped his truck in a blind spot, at the crest of a hill. Video footage showed the chaos that followed. Cars were sliding one way, hitting the ditch. They were sliding the other way, through front yards. Still more were spinning, skidding, and crashing into each other. He was in the wrong place. He was being dangerous. But when motorists pleaded with him to move, he coldly explained that he was acting in accordance with policy. His yellow warning lights were on, and he had put up hazard signals at the required distances. He insisted that if other people were harmed, it was their fault, not his.

      I was at a campground with family and friends once, and on the morning of our departure, a park ranger came by and reminded me that the fire needed to be put out. I thanked him and he started to leave, but then hesitated, returned with a shovel, and started putting the dying embers out himself. After the fire was extinguished, after all the embers had been repeatedly dug up and smothered, he continued stabbing and stirring the ash and dirt for an astonishingly long time. People often think a fire is out when the embers are still hot underneath. One small spark can set an entire forest ablaze. The signs say to put fires out—dead out. It is better to go beyond that point than to stop short of it. I thought about all these things as he stirred and talked. The fire was far past death, but he continued on. As he did, his actions changed from the focused movements of a man accomplishing a task to the exaggerated gestures of a man proving a point. His fire-safety speech had become repetitive and tired, and his attitude toward us had become rude and condescending. When he finally gave his shovel a rest, he had long since stopped putting out a fire.

      My daughter Annie spent the first half of one of her school years sitting in classrooms and walking down hallways with crowds of other middle schoolers who were all required to wear masks in order to “stop the spread of Covid.” The masks came off frequently. They regularly sat below the nose or sagged beneath the chin. Students spent maskless hours together after school. If there was any chance that those masks could have reduced the spread of a respiratory virus, the behaviors of the children ensured they would do no such thing. Once the school district could no longer compel masks, Annie stopped wearing one. She showed up to one of her classes. It was deep winter. The teacher opened the windows, made any maskless students sit under them, and told the class to start bringing winter coats if they got cold. The actual spread of the virus in that teacher’s classroom over the previous months, the question of how much harm it may have caused, the level of effectiveness of masks in that school, as well as the goodness of being kind to others—all those things were overwhelmed by this teacher’s zeal for one particular token of safety.

      Perhaps you disagree with my characterizations of these different scenarios. An interesting feature of conversations about safety is the ease with which they can turn in one direction or another, take on one mood or another. You may find yourself in a conversation in which safety is looked on as an enemy. It is a hindrance, a nuisance, an object of ridicule and contempt. The long procession through airport security checkpoints is intrusive, demeaning, and overwrought, an elaborate inconvenience for millions of travelers that should be replaced with focused, investigative security work. There is so much concern about the safety of children that they grow up not knowing the adventure of exploring the world around them, never allowed to take risks, never growing through pain and failure, never learning how to get out of a tough situation or find their way home after getting lost. The long-winded script read by passionless attendants while handing rental equipment over to customers is infantile and clearly given to satisfy the wishes of lawyers, not to aid in the use of the equipment. When a mother, who is recognized and well-known, comes to pick up her child from the church nursery, but is not allowed to because she cannot find the voucher given at check-in, the whole situation feels just a bit ridiculous. These types of conversations draw attention to the numerous ways that our efforts to keep ourselves alive suck the life out of us, the ways that safety measures often turn out to be unnecessary, ineffective, and even harmful.

      Other conversations focus on the preciousness and value of what is at stake, the magnitude of the tragedy if a worst-case-scenario became a reality, the small price of safety in contrast to the great cost of its neglect, and the regularity with which it is effective. Most car trips end well, without a crash or the need for seatbelts, but it is good to buckle them every time because you never know when one of those trips will be cut short by an accident. Children naturally like to run around and explore, but safeguards need to be in place because they are unaware of the dangers they may face and because of how devastating it would be if something horrible, no matter how small the chance, happened to one of them. The procedures in the church nursery may seem redundant and may cause inconveniences at times, but how would a church body recover if a child was somehow taken? Modern industrial jobsites are complex and dangerous. Employers have a responsibility to adequately train their employees on the dangers and protocols of the jobsite and to make sure they are aware of the hazards that surround them.

      I was talking recently with another father about safety, and the conversation went in both of these directions. He was involved with safety compliance at nuclear power plants, so he was familiar with both the devastation that could come if things went wrong and the aggravations that can accompany bureaucratic redundancies. We talked about our desires for our children to be strong, skillful, and competent. We talked about the various ways that our society, supposedly for the welfare of children, sabotages their attainment of these virtues. As we discussed the benefits that could come with giving children additional freedoms, he told me about a news story he had just heard in which a little girl disappeared from a park while her parents and friends were nearby. Her bike was found on the path, but she was gone. What if you gave your child some additional freedom, the chance to ride off a little ways by herself, and then something like this happened? Our conversation faltered. She was thankfully found a couple days later, but we did not know that at the time. It could have turned out differently. Perhaps he and I had been too cavalier in our earlier pronouncements. Perhaps it is just not worth it to allow your child to be alone in a park. But then we remembered all of the children in all of the parks, and all of the times that they safely play and roam and explore. The tokens of safety point to mundane matters of life, yet those matters evoke potent reactions and confound simplistic reasoning.

    

    
    
      WHY A THEOLOGY OF SAFETY

      Safety has a prominent place in our lives, but we often accept its influence uncritically. This is so in everyday activities—travel, business, industry, education—but also in the life and mission of the church. Christ calls his followers to die to themselves, take up their crosses, and follow him. He calls his church to walk in submission to his Word, make disciples of all nations, care for the least of these, and demonstrate love among its members and toward outsiders. The church has many dangers to navigate as it does these things. In fact, navigating the dangers of this world in a way that is faithful, hopeful, and honoring to God is itself one of the things the church is called to do.

      The church has long known that it would face danger and harm as it fulfilled its mission. Jesus said so. Persecutions, tribulations, and martyrdom come from without; attacks, compromises, and betrayals from within. Amid such threats, though, there are missionaries to be sent to foreign lands, churches to be planted in new cities, and aid to be brought to areas of poverty and disaster. There are the vulnerable, sick, and weak to be cared for. There is malice and exploitation to be rooted out, times when those who ought to keep others safe are themselves dangerous, manipulative, and abusive. There are also youth events that need supervision, congregants with food allergies who need to be served the Lord’s Supper, and church vans that need maintenance. All for the sake of Christ.

      When I was a youth pastor in Arizona, I canceled a week-long mission trip to Mexico because of concerns within the church about travel warnings related to drug violence in Mexico. The small town where we were planning to serve was peaceful and calm, but we still decided not to go. Instead, I put together a last-minute trip to Los Angeles. While we were there, we served at a rescue mission surrounded by drug use, theft, drunkenness, and prostitution. We walked through neighborhoods rife with drug distribution and violence. We were much closer to a variety of dangers than we would have been in Mexico. The trip to Los Angeles turned out very well, and I still chuckle at the irony of it all, but as I look back, I wish I had been better prepared to work through that decision and the concerns involved. When Covid-19 hit, many churches were similarly ill-equipped, and as anyone involved in the life and mission of the church knows, other scenarios like these will arise and demand responses from us.

      This world is filled with manmade rules and regulations that have “an appearance of wisdom” but offer no help in “stopping the indulgence of the flesh” (Col 2:23). A person’s efforts to procure safety are not necessarily indulgences of the flesh, but the tokens of safety, with their strong warnings and clear imperatives, are often invitations for the flesh to indulge itself, while also justifying the indulgence. They appear to be the opposite. They appear to offer opportunities for caution, discipline, and self-control: “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” (Col 2:21). But the flesh, that residue of corruption, pride, and godlessness that abides in each of us, feeds on acute fears and vague worries, ascetic rigors and easy promises. It does not want to be bound to Christ or nourished by him, so it is held captive by “the elemental spirits of the world” (Col 2:20)—those dark powers that leverage the basic human desire for safety against the weakness of the flesh. The flesh is unsound and treacherous. The flesh compromises. It sells its birthright for a bowl of fleeting comfort. It does not wait. It does not trust. It does not hope. It is not a reliable guide to follow. Yet, we repeatedly listen to it and feed it in our pursuits of safety.

      Therefore, the church would benefit from a clear understanding of what Scripture teaches about safety, danger, risk, and security and from firm convictions about how to live, worship, gather, and serve while facing possibilities of harm with hope, joy, and thankfulness. There is a pressing need for clear theological reflection and courageous moral deliberation on safety. Toward those ends, I will seek to develop a Christian theology of safety. I want to look at the dangers that the tokens of safety signify, but more importantly, the ideas that they symbolize. I want to follow these tokens to the fundamental conceptions of safety that lie behind them and consider what is found in light of the lordship of Christ and the fatherly care of God. Our conversations about safety, as well as our thoughts, affections, decisions, and actions, are too often guided by fleshly insecurity and worldly boastfulness. They need to be tethered to the Word of God.

      Safety has to do with humanity’s condition in this world, its capacities, limitations, strengths, and frailties in a world of splendor and danger, a world that both sustains and destroys life. God has endowed humanity with creaturely capacities effective in the avoidance of harm. Humankind is given dominion over creation. It can anticipate the future and shape the surrounding world. But there are limitations. The future is neither entirely clear nor entirely opaque. The world is neither entirely controllable nor entirely chaotic. Sin strains humanity’s relationship with the world. Creation is a means of God’s blessings but also of his judgments. Sin also distorts humanity’s perception of its condition and standing in this world. John Calvin has famously said that true wisdom “consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.”1 To this may be added the hope that true wisdom, as bestowed through God’s redemptive work in Christ, would also lead to the knowledge of creation not only as the theater of God’s glory, but also as the arena of human life. For it is here, in this world, between the anticipated and actual future, between intention and result, that attempts are made to navigate a favorable path through the dangers that confront us.

      Safety is a legitimate desire, but it is pursued on ground that has been cursed by God. Sometimes we can avoid harm. Sometimes it overwhelms us. Sometimes small dangers are greatly feared while great dangers are carelessly ignored. Sometimes complex dangers are easily avoided while simple dangers cause confusion and harm. The legitimate desire for safety as a creational good often becomes an idolatrous desire for safety as an ultimate good. Therefore, safety’s relative worth must be viewed in comparison to the supreme value of walking with Christ, and humanity’s sinful tendency to misjudge its relationship with danger must be acknowledged. Safety in this world must be considered in its proper place, in right relation to other good things, as well as to dangers that are of a spiritual and eternal nature.

      Our world is filled with tokens of safety. It is also filled with reminders of all that could go wrong, all the areas of life where threats press in on us and fears rise up within us. By far, the most common question other Christians have asked me regarding safety has been whether we should be safe or trust God: “Should I keep walking my daughter to school or let her walk alone and trust God to protect her?”; “Do we really need all these provisions before we begin? Shouldn’t we move forward and trust God to supply?”; “I know I should trust God to take care of my husband when he’s away, but is it ok that I feel better when I can see where he is?”; “When should I just have faith, and when should I be wise?”

      The problem with these questions is that having faith and being wise are not opposites. Neither are being safe and trusting God, nor being in danger and trusting God. You can trust God when you walk your daughter to school, and you can trust him when you send her out the door on her own. You can trust God when he protects you, and you can trust him when he does not. You can trust him when he gives, and when he takes away. Seeking for safety in conformance to the pattern of this world, as a means of indulging the flesh, or as an exercise in worry—those are the opposite of trusting God. But if we trust him whole-heartedly, if we place our lives in his hands, come what may, if we remember that he has seated us with Christ in the heavenly places, then we would find much clarity, simplicity, and freedom in our use of the things he provides for our protection and security. We will not see each situation with perfect clarity, and there may be more than one acceptable way to handle any given situation. There may also be times when danger and harm are unavoidable. Roughly speaking, though, there are instances in which we ought to make use of the means of safety that God provides, other instances in which we are free to use or not use means of safety, and some instances in which we ought to let go of the means of safety for the sake of Christ and the work he calls us to do. However we handle the dangers that we face, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind” (Rom 14:5), and whatever we do as we encounter danger in this world should be done with thankfulness to God.

      As I develop a theological account of safety, I will look into some historical questions: How did safety become so pervasive in the late-modern world? Why is it pursued in the ways that it is pursued? I will also look into some ethical questions: How should the church engage with the world’s pursuit of safety? To what extent should the church affirm, encourage, and participate in this pursuit? To what extent does Christ reshape the church’s understanding of safety and how it is pursued?

      The above questions are raised, and their answers will be developed against the backdrop of the industrialized, modernized world. Yet, this theology of safety is further motivated and shaped by Christianity’s answers to questions concerning the nature of human existence in God’s creation. Life in this world is shaped by God’s initial work of creation and humanity’s subsequent fall, as well as God’s work of redemption in Christ and its coming consummation. Theological reflection on humanity’s relationship to the dangers of this world harkens back to the lost safety of Eden and points forward to the unshakable safety of the new creation, but it also draws attention to safety’s present tenuousness.

      Questions about why safety has become so important and why it is pursued in particular ways are answered, in part, by paying attention to the reasons, arguments, and justifications given by those involved in the pursuit. Therefore, I will interact with works on safety, risk, and related topics from various fields of study. Some of these sources offer perceptive critiques of late-modern humanity’s pursuit of safety. Their overall arguments are inadequate, though, inasmuch as they attempt to understand humanity and its condition in this world apart from any acknowledgment of God, apart from any recognition that this world is his creation or that Christ is its Lord.

      In recent years, a number of theologians have used risk as a central idea in their understanding of God.2 These theologians typically reject the teachings that God fully knows the future or that he established a definite course for the world to follow. Instead, they say that God took a risk in creating the world, opening himself up to both intimacy and suffering. A risk-taking view of God then serves as a basis for understanding human risk. The future is not certain for God, so it is not certain for us either. We should be hopeful, though, and open ourselves up to risk because of the blessings that may come, even through suffering and wounds. A theology of safety is located at the intersection of the doctrines of humanity, creation, and God. Why are human bodies so vulnerable to external forces? To what extent can humanity anticipate and shape the future? Why has God placed humanity, as such creatures, in such a world? Does he care about the dangers we face? Will he keep us safe? Answers to these types of questions will be sought, not by following the idea that God take risks, but with the confession that he rules supremely over all things. I will approach these doctrines from a broadly Reformed perspective, grounded in classical doctrines of God and divine providence, along with the affirmation that he is not vulnerable to but sovereign over the dangers of this world: “Who is this who comes from Edom, in crimsoned garments from Bozrah, he who is splendid in his apparel, marching in the greatness of his strength? ‘It is I, speaking in righteousness, mighty to save’” (Is 63:1).

      When reading the Bible in order to develop a theology of safety, a number of passages stand out because they address practical matters of safety. There are laws about ox gorings, infectious diseases, accidental deaths, and fall protection (Ex 21:28-32; Lev 13; Deut 19:4-6, 22:8). There are numerous admonitions to care for others in dangerous situations (e.g., Deut 24:21, Eph 4:28, Jas 1:27). Scripture has much more to say about safety, though, because it addresses fundamental themes regarding humanity and its standing before God in this world. Therefore, I will engage with passages that address matters of safety directly, as well as many that address these key theological themes. The dogmatic content of the Christian faith should shape the church’s understanding of safety. Throughout this work, then, I appeal to Scripture as the authoritative revelation of humanity’s condition in this world before God and of Christ’s headship over all things. In other words, the Bible speaks to the matter today, and what it says is relevant and authoritative to all who desire safety in this world.

    

    
    
      SIGNPOSTS OF SAFETY IN THE MODERN LANDSCAPE

      The tokens of safety are signposts. They point to a way forward in the pursuit of safety, and they point to the ideas and assumptions at the heart of that pursuit. Throughout this work, I will draw out those ideas and assumptions in order to consider how Christians should relate to the world’s pursuit of safety. Two prominent features of safety today are its modernized form and elevated status. I will describe these features in the next chapter, the second half of part one. The concepts of risk and safety have become quite prevalent in our world today. They are used in all sorts of situations and for thinking about all sorts of things. As I describe the current form and status of safety, I will set the focus of this study on physical safety, while affirming its relevance for wider conceptions of safety, risk, security, and danger.

    

    
    
      SOURCES OF DANGER THROUGH THE AGES

      Safety is everywhere in our world. That is easy to see. But since safety is so prevalent, it is difficult to evaluate. It is hard to see the unique characteristics of safety today. In part two, in order to gain a fresh perspective on something that surrounds us every day, I will trace the historical development of the concept of risk through its premodern, early modern, and late-modern phases. The trajectory of this development begins with premodern humanity viewing the gods or other spiritual powers as the primary sources of danger, then moves to early modern humanity viewing nature as the primary source of danger, and concludes with late-modern humanity viewing itself as the primary source of danger. I will follow this story about the sources of danger through the ages, offering historical and theological criticisms along the way. The overall shape of this story is helpful in understanding how people today conceive of safety, but its fundamental flaw is that it takes itself to be a story of progress, getting closer and closer to the true essence of risk, instead of recognizing that throughout all of history humankind is in danger because of its estrangement from God and therefore from all three of these sources—itself, natural powers, and spiritual forces.

    

    
    
      AVOIDING HARM IN A FALLEN WORLD

      A basic image used in Scripture to describe human existence in this world, especially in its inescapably ethical quality, is that of a path traveled: “You shall walk after the LORD your God” (Deut 13:4); “Walk in the way of insight” (Prov 9:6); “Follow me” (Mt 9:9). When life is conceived in this way, time, the world, and the mobility of the one traveling present themselves as its three essential ingredients. Time provides a when for human existence. Life moves forward as the future opens up and the past closes in. The world provides a where for human existence. Life moves through creation, in dynamic relation to other people, creatures, and things. The who of human existence is given in the action and agency of the one traveling. Life moves forward in conjunction with the movements of the one who is walking.3 Taken together, these three ingredients—time, creation, and action—provide a helpful recipe for theological engagement with safety. In the modern world, safety is pursued probabilistically in relation to time, technologically in relation to creation, and procedurally in relation to action.

      Therefore, in part three, I will engage with the probabilistic, technological, and procedural tools of contemporary safety. These tools reflect humanity’s God-given capacities to anticipate the future, shape the material world, and act purposefully, but those capacities, when not submitted to the lordship of Christ, become presumptuous overextensions of humanity’s proper place in this world. Humanity relies on probabilistic predictions, but the future is seen rightly in light of the promises of God. As the ant in Proverbs 6:6-11 and the ravens and lilies in Luke 12:22-31 show, Christ calls his church to engage with the uncertainties of the future through faithful preparation apart from fruitless anxiety.

      Technology is a form of power, a way to order the world. Dangers are anticipated probabilistically and then controlled technologically. A canonical study of the biblical phrase “work of one’s hands” will contrast creation as the work of God’s hands with technological devices and idols as the works of human hands. In the late-modern world, humanity’s engagement with the material world is rarely explicit idolatry but it is frequently idolatrous. Humanity orders creation technologically in pursuit of safety, but it often does so without acknowledging that this world, in both its original creation and coming renewal, is ordered by Christ.

      Probabilistic predictions and technological manipulations work best when related human behaviors are controlled and consistent.4 Proceduralism seeks to guide human action down predetermined paths by anticipating problems and making decisions beforehand. Such an approach to human action, as employed in the contemporary pursuit of safety, is limited by its inability to anticipate all dangers, its own susceptibility to accidents, and its reluctance to extend forgiveness. In contrast, the Mosaic law contains both instruction to avoid inadvertent harm and means of forgiveness when it happens, while Ecclesiastes 10:8-11 points to the advantage that wisdom affords in humanity’s engagement with dangerous activities.

    

    
    
      LIVING AND DYING UNDER THE LORDSHIP OF CHRIST

      The arguments developed in part three on how God’s people should engage with the world’s pursuit of safety are based implicitly on the theme of discipleship. I will develop that theme in part four. Into a world where safety holds such an elevated status, the words of Christ echo loudly: “Whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it” (Mk 8:35). These words follow his call to discipleship: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mk 8:34). The path that Christ calls us to navigate through this world full of dangers is the one that follows him to the cross, but with the hope of life on the other side.

      I will explore what it means to subject the demands of safety to the lordship of Christ. His teachings on discipleship provide a lens on the Christian life that highlights how all Christians should face today in light of his present and coming reign. When the seemingly radical commands of Christ are contrasted with the seemingly reasonable demands of safety, it turns out that Christ, not safety, guides us on a path of prudence and wisdom. The contemporary pursuit of safety is more of a defensive attempt to avoid harm than an active effort to pursue life. Discipleship is a pursuit of life by way of the cross. Christ calls his disciples to follow him in “delivering up” their lives, a key concept in the New Testament that will be explored in detail. Christ then gives wholeness, freedom, and life through fellowship with himself.

      I will conclude by considering the proper place that safety should have in our lives. After the symbols of safety have been demystified, after the light of the Word of God has shone on the deeper powers behind the tokens of safety, the weaknesses of the world’s pursuit of safety are laid bare. It lacks the conceptual capacity to acknowledge the spiritual realities of our world, it fails to recognize the constancy of humanity’s vulnerabilities in this age, and it is thwarted by its own inherent limitations. Jesus is a more trustworthy guide through the dangers of this world.

      Discipleship is a fitting theme for theological engagement with the pursuit of safety. Christ’s juxtaposition of those who lose their lives with those who save them brings into sharp focus the ultimate futility of safety apart from him, while also presenting a clear path to life. He speaks of saving or losing one’s life in relation to the physical condition of the body. He talks about suffering and death, denying oneself, and bearing one’s cross. He speaks of rejection and shame. He speaks of gaining the whole world, whatever good things we may want in life. In so doing, he includes other aspects of safety along with the physical—social, relational, emotional, etc.—in the saving of one’s life. But Christ contrasts all of this, all that can be gained or lost regarding the “things of man” with what can be gained regarding the “things of God”: one’s life and the vision of the kingdom of God.5

      Discipleship is also a fitting theme because of its comprehensiveness. The demands of contemporary safety lack any pretense of modesty. They meet us in our inward thoughts and desires. They meet us in our hopes and anxieties, in our plans, memories, and intentions. They meet us in our outward behaviors, conversations, and interactions with others, in the structures, traditions, systems, and powers of this world. The pursuit of safety is a total pursuit, a way of life, a state of mind. But however extensive the pursuit of safety may be, however far its demands may reach, the call of Jesus is deeper and wider. Discipleship encompasses all those areas of life. Christ claims lordship over each of them. His voice is present, confronting the demands of safety wherever they may be found, even to the point of death and beyond. Death sets a hard limit on the pursuit of safety. Death is the very thing that safety promises to help us avoid, but when it comes—and it does come—safety’s weaknesses and limitations are exposed. Christ’s call of discipleship extends unashamedly through the doorway of death. He promises victory over it, not merely its avoidance or delay.
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  The Form and Status of Safety Today

  
    
      “Safety first” is burned in our brains so that it is always “Safety first” and not second or third or fourth or last, but always safety first, then we do things.

      R.C. RICHARDS,

        FIRST CO-OPERATIVE SAFETY CONGRESS

    

  

  
    SAFETY TODAY HAS A particular form, one that bears the hallmarks of modernity. It is thought about and pursued in certain ways. Safety is commonly viewed today as mechanistic protection from physical harm or material loss.1 It is shaped by the early modern hopes of grasping the future probabilistically, mastering creation technologically, and guiding human action procedurally. While the form of safety today is also shaped by late-modern uncertainties about things like the true nature of safety, differing perceptions of risk, and whether dangers can actually be conquered, it retains its probabilistic, technological, and procedural character. In other words, when confronted by danger, people today look to things like statistical models, technological devices, and behavioral restraints to find safety: eat fish to reduce the probability of a heart attack; wear this watch to track your sleep patterns; do not take strollers on escalators.

    The observation that safety has taken this form may come across as unremarkable. How else would safety be conceived but as human control of the physical world? How else would it be pursued? The human desire to control the physical world is nothing new, of course, but the contemporary form of safety—with its probabilistic, technological, and procedural aspects—is a relatively recent development. It is part of modern humanity’s relationship to the world in general and should not be overlooked or uncritically assumed simply because of its current prevalence and familiarity.

    Safety also has an elevated moral status. In the early 1940s, German philosopher Ludwig Marcuse observed that safety is “the real obsession of an age which is not very obsessed at all.” He says that earlier generations were enraptured by ideals such as “liberty and the pursuit of happiness”—with all the entailing uncertainties—but that the place once held by those ideals is now occupied by safety.2 In an era typified by the lack of a cohesive moral framework, safety is something of an unquestioned, and therefore unifying, virtue. Its unifying power can be seen in the pervasiveness and homogeneity of the tokens of safety across all spheres of life. Safety has an authoritative ethical place in our world, influencing how we make decisions, interact with creation, respond to hardship, and relate with each other. Declaring something unsafe is generally equivalent to declaring it wrong. Safety has a distinctly modern form, but because of its elevated moral status, it is also pursued with a high level of stringency. There is a strong desire to see modernity’s probabilistic, technological, and procedural hopes deliver on their promises. There is a widespread expectation that the demands of safety ought to be satisfied and disapproval when they are ignored. Those who do not fulfill safety’s demands have done something taboo.3

    When someone steps out of line, others will often intervene. On a family bike ride, my daughter Annie got ahead of us and disappeared around a corner in the bike path. She was not distressed or harmed in any way. She was happily pedaling, but when we caught up, a man was stopped next to her asking if she was ok, if she knew where she was, if she needed help. Apparently, it was too dangerous for her to be on that bike path, so he stepped in. In another scenario, a mother of young children left them in the car while she went into a store to pick something up at the counter. While she was gone, someone noticed the children, the police were called, and a small crowd gathered around the car to make sure nothing troubling happened and to confront the mother when she returned. The children were frightened. There was probably a greater likelihood of harm traversing back and forth through the parking lot, but that did not matter. It was unacceptable for them to be in the car without their mother. When Child Protective Services visited their home, the children were further confused and frightened. And Lenore Skenazy was famously dubbed “Worst Mom in America” because she let her nine-year-old son ride the New York subway home by himself.4

    The topics of safety and risk—especially risk—have gained notable standing in several academic fields. A distinction can be made between research that uses the conceptual tools of safety and risk in its engagement with other issues and research that critically engages with the conceptual tools of safety and risk.5 Literature that makes use of safety and risk in its engagement with other issues is ubiquitous and can be taken as evidence of safety’s elevated status in our culture. The array of literature that critically engages with the conceptual tools of safety and risk is narrower and part of “a distinct body of thought” that has developed in recent centuries related to “the academic study of risk.”6

    The concept of risk has gained a tremendous amount of traction in the late-modern age, so much so that there is a desire not only to understand risk or safety in light of the developments of modernity, but also to understand the developments of modernity in light of the concept of risk. Economist Peter Bernstein says that the “mastery of risk” is the “revolutionary idea that defines the boundary between modern times and the past,”7 and sociologist Ulrich Beck employs the idea of a “risk society,” not primarily to develop a late-modern understanding of risk, but rather to understand late modernity itself by means of the concept of risk. He then raises the question: “Can the concept of risk carry the theoretical and historical significance which is demanded of it here?” The answer for many, including Beck, is yes.8 Social anthropologist Åsa Boholm says that the concept of risk has become so prevalent in the late-modern age that it is “taken to be universally relevant: it is applicable to anything and everything of human concern.”9 Safety and risk may be applicable to all that is under the sun, but it will be helpful in further understanding the form and status of safety today to clarify what I mean by safety and other related concepts.

    
      ABSOLUTE AND ORDINARY SAFETY

      Within theology and philosophy, there are various forms of the idea that a person can be safe in a way that goes beyond bodily experience. Ludwig Wittgenstein describes “the experience of feeling absolutely safe” as “the state of mind in which one is inclined to say ‘I am safe, nothing can injure me whatever happens.’” Such absolute safety, he says, “has been described by saying that we feel safe in the hands of God.”10 Socrates says that “a good man cannot suffer any evil either in life or after death.”11 Søren Kierkegaard says that the world, in all its strength, “can no more punish an innocent one than it can put a dead person to death.”12 The idea of safety in spite of bodily experience or historical circumstance is found in Scripture as well: “Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day” (2 Cor 4:16). In fact, the teaching that the troubles and dangers of this world cannot separate the believer from the love of Christ is a central hope of the Christian faith (Rom 8:35).

      In contrast to absolute safety, there is also the ordinary safety of everyday life. Ordinary safety is not detached from bodily experiences and historical circumstances. It is defined by them. Wittgenstein distinguishes between absolute safety and “what it means in ordinary life to be safe.” He says of ordinary safety, “I am safe in my room, when I cannot be run over by an omnibus. I am safe if I have had whooping cough and cannot therefore get it again.”13

      Ordinary safety, the safety of traffic, bacteria, and other such things, will be the focus of this study. Such safety is theologically important in its own right and ought to be explored in a way that properly relates it to inner tranquility or the hope of eternal salvation, but without subsuming it under such categories as absolute or eternal safety. The psalmist boldly asks, “What can man do to me?” (Ps 56:11), and Jesus warns not to fear those who kill the body, but rather “him who can destroy both soul and body in hell” (Mt 10:28). Such passages keep ordinary safety in proper perspective in relation to matters of God’s coming judgment and the present comfort he gives to those who trust in him. But matters of ordinary safety are not lost from sight. Before asking his bold question, the psalmist laments his dangers and recounts his anguish (Ps 56:1-8). After saying not to fear those who can kill the body, Jesus gives a reminder that every hair on our heads is numbered by God (Mt 10:30). Therefore, the killing of the body or, in less extreme instances, the damaging of the body will be considered in light of Christ’s warning about the destruction of the soul, but also in light of God’s present care for his children.

    

    
    
      PHYSICAL SAFETY AND OTHER KINDS

      Ordinary, everyday safety is most commonly focused on the physical aspect of safety. This is where its tokens draw our attention. At the physical level, safety has to do with the absence of harm to our bodies—avoiding injuries, stopping the spread of diseases, protecting against intruders, securing ample provisions. It also has to do with the absence of harm to those physical things that keep our bodies healthy and safe—food and water supplies, houses, vehicles, clothes, and property. The physical aspect of safety, which has to do with protection against the destruction of the body, is the primary focus of this study because it is the primary focus of everyday conceptions of safety.

      However, everyday conceptions and discussions of safety frequently expand beyond the physical. Some tokens of safety draw attention to other facets of safety, other areas of life in which protective efforts can be made to avoid or minimize harm. Along with physical safety, there is emotional, relational, mental, financial, psychological, social, political, and spiritual safety, among others. The concept of safety is applicable to any area of life in which there are things of value that could be lost or harmed. This widespread applicability is a reminder of the inconstancies of this world and all the various ways that harm intrudes on our lives. It also shows that safety is a versatile concept that has made its way deep into the ethos of our culture.

      To the extent that conceptions of human well-being are expanded beyond the physical to include other aspects of life, I think that is good. Contemporary safety is often reductionistic in its approach to human well-being, emphasizing its physical aspect to the neglect of others or failing to adequately account for the connections between them. To the extent, though, that the logic and methods of contemporary safety are being applied to these other areas of life, the expansive applicability of safety will be matched by limitations in its usefulness.

    

    
    
      DANGER AND HARM

      For Wittgenstein, absolute safety is an experience of safety in spite of circumstances. Others define absolute safety differently, as safety that is achieved through perfect control of circumstances. In these instances, absolute safety, or a total control of dangers, is distinguished from relative safety, or a tolerable control of dangers.14 Since that sort of absolute safety is not possible in this world, there is an appropriate apprehensiveness about defining safety, in the everyday sense, as the complete absence of danger. There is always a chance, no matter how small, that a danger that has been controlled could get out of control again or that an unexpected danger could appear suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere. In everyday speech, safety is typically discussed in a comparative or relative sense, whether or not it is stated explicitly. If someone speaks of living in a safe neighborhood, we do not take it to mean there are no possible circumstances in which that neighborhood could be dangerous but that it is as safe as can reasonably be expected. If someone says that a building is fire-safe, we do not take it to mean that it is impossible for the building to burn but that it is relatively safe from fire.

      While it is true in many cases that safety is implicitly discussed in a relative sense, it is important to notice that expectations and reactions easily slide from relative to absolute. We may be able to acknowledge that dangerous things sometimes happen in safe neighborhoods or that fire-safe buildings sometimes burn. But when something dangerous happens in our neighborhood or when our fire-safe building burns, the responses often shift to the absolute: “How could this ever have happened?” The tension between absolute and relative conceptions of safety is due, in part, to the future-oriented understanding of safety as the absence of danger, rather than a present-oriented understanding of safety as the absence of harm. There are important differences between danger and harm, even if our imaginations often lose track of those differences. Danger is the possibility of harm. It is not actual harm. Being in danger or being threatened with harm can themselves be harmful in their own ways, like “a deadly wound in my bones” (Ps 42:10).15 But there is a very real difference between being in danger and being harmed, between almost crashing and crashing, between being threatened with violence and being attacked, between being exposed to a disease and being infected by it. A friend once said her worst nightmare came true when she realized she had forgotten to pick up her daughter from soccer practice and she was alone in the field after dark. That is not a nightmare, though. A nightmare is whatever terrible thing my friend imagined could have happened in that circumstance. Not all dangers become harms. In view of the present, safety can be defined as the absence of harm. But inasmuch as safety is oriented toward the future, it will also be defined by danger in terms of what could happen, in terms of possibilities and probabilities, “the fuzzy world of potentialities.”16

      The forward-looking aspect of safety is unavoidable. Life moves into the future, and God has given humanity the capacity to anticipate what is coming. However, a place should also be found for conceiving of safety in terms of the present, and even the past. This may help foster thankfulness to God for the safety of yesterday and today, whether that safety is removed or used by God as provision for the dangers of tomorrow. It may help us to see safety, not only in regard to what may or may not happen next, but comprehensively, in regard to God’s guidance through the entire course of life. Calvin notes that the godly person “will count it among the blessings of the Lord, if he is not destitute of human helps which he may use for his safety.”17 Safety in this world is often elusive. We may have it to greater or lesser degrees. We may have it one moment but not the next. Therefore, safety may be thought of as the relative absence of harm in view of the present and the relative absence of danger in view of the future, with an awareness of past provision.

    

    
    
      SAFETY AND HEALING

      Safety is primarily future-oriented. Healing is primarily past-oriented. When a mother says to her son, “Be careful with that knife,” and when a doctor says to him, “Hold still. You are going to feel some pressure,” they both have in mind the same goal—the wholeness of the son’s finger. The mother’s words had to do with safety because harm was possible but he had not yet sliced his finger open. The doctor’s words had to do with healing because harm had already occurred and his finger needed to be sewn shut. Safety seeks to prevent harm, while healing seeks to restore health. While the focus of this study is on safety and the prevention of harm, it is worth acknowledging that the pursuit of safety has much in common with the pursuit of healing.

    

    
    
      SAFETY, SECURITY, AND RISK

      A recent analysis of the use of the terms safety and security in everyday speech revealed that the two are synonyms. In many instances they are interchangeable with each other. They do not carry the same meaning entirely, though, and the difference between the two is often related to the nature of the danger at hand. We tend to associate security with protection against intentional harm and safety with protection against unintentional harm. With intentional harm, one person or group is seeking through their actions to bring about harm to others. Murder, war, abuse, theft, and sabotage are examples of intentional harm. Unintentional harm has to do with things such as accidents, crashes, injuries, and mishaps, occasions when harm comes about through carelessness, chaos, or unanticipated events.18

      Another possible way to conceive of the relationship between safety and security is in how one avoids being harmed. Safety has more to do with the avoidance of dangerous situations or protection from their harmful results, while security has more to do with subduing threats in an active manner. The safety on a gun is intended to protect against accidental firings, but the gun itself may be intended to provide security against violent assault. The distinction between intentional and unintentional harm could, perhaps, be carried over to natural threats as well to the extent that agency and intention are ascribed to the actions of animals and to the extent that the actions of God or spiritual powers are bracketed off. Hurricanes and lightning bolts seem like unintentional threats on the part of nature, while dog bites and bear attacks seem intentional on the parts of those creatures, and things like bee stings and mosquito bites fall somewhere in between.

      Teasing out the differences between safety and security is helpful to some degree because it draws attention to the various ways that harms come on us and the various ways that we seek to protect ourselves from them. The distinction between safety and unintentional harm on the one hand and security and intentional harm on the other is not hard and fast. Again, these terms are synonyms, with a high degree of overlap in meaning and usage.

      As with the idea of safety, “the idea of risk,” according to Danish theologian Niels Gregersen, “has increasingly dominated public perception of the world” in recent decades.19 Therefore, this theology of safety will be shaped in important ways by its engagement with current conceptions of risk. A risk is typically understood today as “an unwanted event that may or may not occur.”20 Earlier notions of risk, rooted in the Renaissance, paired the possibility of harm with the possibility of gain, as represented in the classic formula: “Risk equals Probability (of events) multiplied by the Size (of the benefits and damages).”21 In this venturesome understanding, a person takes a risk hoping to see gain but aware of the possibility of loss. However, understandings of risk have shifted over time. Currently, there is much more talk of managing risks than taking risks. In defining a risk as “an unwanted event that may or may not occur,” the contingency of the event, as found in the classic formula, is maintained. The possibility of an undesirable outcome is also maintained. But the possibility of gain has been dropped, evoking a more defensive posture. Risk, in this newer sense, is therefore closely related to danger. We may say that driving has risks or that it has dangers, that a behavior is risky or that it is dangerous. In either case, we are referring to the possibility of harm or unwanted consequences. Risks are those things that hinder safety or must be managed in the pursuit of it.

    

    
    
      IMAGINARY, POSSIBLE, AND ACTUAL HARM

      Since safety has to do both with what does happen and what could happen, it is important to distinguish between imaginary, possible, and actual harm. Imaginary harm is harm that has no chance, or only a very small chance, of happening. Actual harm is harm that is happening. Possible harm occupies the space between those two and is harm that could happen or might happen. When we imagine harm coming upon us, we worry. When actual harm comes upon us, we suffer. When faced with possible harm—harm that is not actual, but could become so in the future—we respond, typically, by pursuing safety. This pursuit encompasses the entire range of activities meant to lower the likelihood that possible harm will become actual harm, whether by preventing a harmful event from happening or by insulating ourselves from its effects if it does happen. Therefore, we can differentiate to some degree between worry as a correlative of imaginary harm, suffering as a correlative of actual harm, and the pursuit of safety as a correlative of possible harm.

      For example, a helmet is worn specifically for the sake of safety. It is not something you put on at home to help calm your worries about crashing your bike, nor is it something you put on after you crash to alleviate the pain in your head. It is something you put on when you ride your bike in order to lower the likelihood of harm if you crash. It would be difficult to draw clear lines between imaginary, possible, and actual harm, just as it would be difficult to draw clear lines between worrying, pursuing safety, and suffering. These categories overlap in complex and nuanced ways. The anxious anticipation of a harmful event can cause suffering even if the event does not occur. Safeguards are employed for harms that never come about, and harms come about that were never foreseen. Nonetheless, possible harm and the corresponding pursuit of safety have risen in prominence as distinct categories that play formative roles in humanity’s engagement with the dangers of this world.

    

    
    
      THE CONDITION AND PURSUIT OF SAFETY

      The pursuit of safety encompasses a large sphere of human activity. When we speak of safety we are often speaking of engagement in those activities, as well as the hoped for results. But it is important to distinguish between the condition of safety and the pursuit of that condition. If safety is the absence of harm or danger, then the efforts made to attain that condition are part of the pursuit of safety but not safety itself. When the National Safety Council defines safety as the “control and elimination of recognized hazards to attain an acceptable level of risk,” the “control and elimination of recognized hazards” is not safety, but a set of activities engaged in to procure safety. Safety, in this instance, is the attainment of “an acceptable level of risk.”22 In general usage, safe and safety often refer to both the condition and the pursuit of safety. So, when we say to someone, “Be safe,” we have both in mind. The person should act in such a way that will help attain, or maintain, the condition of safety. However, it is vitally important to the proper development of a theology of safety to maintain a clear distinction between the condition and pursuit of safety. There is not a one-to-one correspondence between the two. Sometimes a person is being safe but harmed anyway. Sometimes a person is not being safe yet suffers no harm. In order to uphold this distinction, I will use safety in reference to the condition and pursuit of safety or an equivalent phrase in reference to the efforts made to attain that condition.

    

    
    
      INDIVIDUAL AND CORPORATE SAFETY

      By saying that the focus of this study is on safety as physical protection, I have initially located safety primarily in the body of the individual. Again, I have done so because that is where the tokens of safety most typically draw our attention. Warnings not to suffocate on plastic packaging, fall off a train platform, touch the edge of a blade, leave belongings unattended, nor stick your hand out the window make safety about the individual’s body and possessions. However, safety can be located in other places as well, particularly when it is thought about corporately.

      First, safety can be conceived of corporately as an aggregation of the safety of individuals, perhaps a defined group of individuals such as the citizens of a town, the members of a family, or the employees of a business. The town, family, or business is safe insofar as the individual members are safe. On the one hand, this sort of safety could be thought of numerically, as a percentage or ratio. If most of the individuals in a group are safe, say ninety-nine out of one hundred, while only one is in danger, then the group itself is safe, or mostly safe. On the other hand, if the safety of any given individual within the group is connected to the safety of any other given individual or the group as a whole, as is often the case, then even if only one member is harmed or in danger, the group itself may not be safe. Its other members may be exposed to additional dangers. Perhaps a father is harmed and can no longer care for his children. Perhaps a member of a team is harmed and can no longer help the others complete a demanding task.

      When safety is thought about corporately, the sources of danger may come from outside, but also from within the group. Members may be dangers to each other, dangers to the group, or in danger from the group. In recent years, a spotlight has shined on the harm that occurs in businesses, institutions, and churches through sinful actions such as sexual immorality, fits of anger, and deception, through ungodly outflows of the heart such as pride, lust, and conceit, and through self-interested compromises such as laziness, cowardice, and negligence. These behaviors and attitudes, which often include violence and abuse, are physically dangerous. They are also harmful emotionally and relationally because of the manipulations and coercions that accompany them. They are dangerous to the members in a variety of ways, and they are corrosive to the group as a whole.

      Second, safety can be conceived of corporately as a function of the larger societal setting in which individuals and groups encounter dangers and pursue safety. For example, a person may seek to be a safe driver, but must do so in a vehicle designed by others, on roads engineered by others, alongside cars driven by others, and in accordance with regulations administered by others. Safety while driving, or doing any number of other activities within society, is dependent on a set of conditions that arises through the decisions and actions of many.

      Third, safety can be conceived of corporately by locating it, not in the individual body, nor in the aggregation of multiple bodies, but in a corporate entity itself. A person can be safe, but so can a town, family, or business. Its ongoing existence, its relative strength and health, its ability to function as intended, can all be harmed, whether that harm occurs on a physical level to its members, property, land, or resources, or on some other level. So, along with the safety of an individual, we may also speak corporately of the safety of a family, church, city, or civilization. Dangers do not just threaten individuals, but institutions and nations.

    

    
    
      SAFETY, WHOLENESS, AND WORSHIP

      Safety relates to the absence of harm or the likelihood of harm, but the meaning of harm needs to be clarified. Christ asks the question: “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to destroy it?” (Lk 6:9). Harm is that which destroys life. Doing harm to someone is the opposite of doing good to them (cf. Prov 31:12; Is 41:23; Jer 21:10). This raises the question of what is good for a person, of what is entailed in the flourishing of human life. Human flourishing is often assumed to entail such things as health, prosperity, and longevity.23 But these are desired, or should be desired, as means to some greater end, parts of some greater whole. The goodness of life is a tree by streams of water (Ps 1:3), a sheep in green pastures (Ps 23:2), a face shining with oil (Ps 104:15). God provides all these. He gives life so that we would live with him, love him, and serve him. Harm refers to any deficiency or damage that hinders people from thriving in their proper environment.
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