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  TO MY NEIGHBORS









  


    INTRODUCTION [image: ]


      THE MYTH OF THE AMERICAN DREAM


    

      

        For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths.


        2 TIMOTHY 4:3-4


      


    


    

      I AM ON A WALK IN MY NEIGHBORHOOD in January. The air is cold, the ground is wet, but the sun breaks out for a few moments. I see sidewalks on a side street and am struck by the green moss growing on them. It reminds me of old growth; the moss has been there for a long time, and it will remain until whatever it is affixed to crumbles into dust. Other things I see on my walk: a used diaper, a pile of orange-colored vomit, the father of my daughter’s schoolmate driving away in a small red car. Two For Sale signs on houses. Hot sauce packets scattered on the ground. Trees bare and stretching to the sky.


      Yet the moss hums with a vibrancy, it clings and covers that which remains. My son calls it fairy carpet because I taught him to say this. I am working on seeing little bits of magic where I can. I teach my children, and they teach me, our sight lines going to such different places. Look up, look down. I am learning to look at the ground again, to marvel at the good and the bad equally. I am learning to let the place teach me. This is probably as zen as I will ever get: meditating on bright green moss on a cold January day. This is how I am paying attention today.


      I used to prayer walk, bold as brass, longing to witness to others. Now I walk the streets that make up my underresourced, glorious neighborhood, and I try to lean into in the gift of being a witness to the good and the bad of the world, to articulating the reality of my neighbors, to God’s presence and God’s absence. I guess this means I’ve undergone a conversion of sorts. I suppose this means I am probably trying to convert you too.
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      Here’s the story of one of my many conversions: when I was young and convinced the world was mine to save, I started volunteering with Somali Bantu refugees. They had survived the worst the world had to offer only to come to my city and suffer in new and different ways. This shocked me, as it would shock most people who have been sheltered from the realities of the world. I tried to be strong, I tried not to flinch as every one of my most dearly held beliefs about the goodness of God and the goodness of my country wilted in front of me as I started to see life through the eyes of the refugees of the world.


      One day I went into the apartment of a Somali Bantu family. There, on the counter, was a stack of bills. No one in the family could read in any language, and translators were few and far between. They asked me to read the bills, and I thumbed through the stack, the costs of the American Dream piling up in that apartment with just a few curtains hung up for decorations, a pot of stew bubbling on the stove. One of the envelopes contained a staggering sum, the cost of the plane rides from the refugee camp in Kenya to the United States for this family of six. The bill was for thousands of dollars.


      I held it in my hands, my fingers burning. I hadn’t realized that refugees have to pay back the very tickets that supposedly mark their lucky chance to become a part of the dream. What should I tell my new friends? That they were already in debt, already in a hole that I saw no clear path out of? Looking at the faces smiling expectantly back at me, I felt a great chasm grow in my chest as I realized how wide the gap was between how I wish the world was and how it actually was.


      When I was young, it was so simple. I thought God was good. I thought God rewarded those who obeyed the rules. I thought my good news was accessible to everyone if only they had the ears to listen. I thought my country was a place where hard work was rewarded on a level playing field, no matter where you came from. Luckily, my life was complicated in beautiful ways that scraped at my very soul. I was plunged into a situation where I was confronted with my privilege and there was no way to wriggle out of it. Volunteering with, working with, and eventually living alongside people who had experienced forced migration help to shatter the unspoken norms I had built up in my mind—what I call the myth of the American Dream, but which can also be called empire or dominant culture ideology.


      I slowly realized I did not have a worldview or an ethical framework that accounted for realities different from my own. I was unable to solve the problems of my new friends with my correct doctrine, a Protestant work ethic, and the belief that I was at the tail end of a long line of people who had perfected the art of getting everything right about how to be a human. While the bills and stories and heartbreaks piled up in the lives of people around me, I had to recognize that there were larger forces at play that negatively affected people in my own city, country, and the world—and these systems seemed to harm people in particular who were not White, middle-class evangelicals like me.


      This has not been an easy conversion, and I am still in the throes of it. White evangelicals like myself are uniquely unprepared to engage in issues from an institutional or systemic perspective.1 Our belief in individualism (especially free-will individualism, where each person is accountable to God for their own choices) can lead to the denial, dismissal, or erasure of larger problems or one’s responsibility to them. Many White evangelicals grow up believing sin (including large issues like racism, sexism, and economic exploitation) to be a heart issue, due to our original sin nature, solved by a personal relationship with Jesus.2


      If you had asked me what Jesus came to do, growing up the daughter of a pastor I would have said he came to die and pay the price for the sins of those who believe in him. A few years ago I realized something: that is not actually how Jesus defined his own life and work. Instead, Luke 4 tells us that when he wanted to announce his ministry, he went to the synagogue in his hometown and read a striking passage of Scripture. He went straight to the heart of the religiously upright, those who knew all the right answers and quoted their own wild prophets right back to them.


      The book of Isaiah is chock full of indictments against the oppressive forces of its day, railing against what happens when the people of God forgot how to obey, how they started to ignore and forget the poor. So it is no surprise that Jesus used the book of Isaiah to lay the groundwork of his movement. And this is what he announced to that crowd:


      

        The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,


        because he has anointed me


        to bring good news to the poor.


        He has sent me to proclaim release for the captives


        and recovery of sight to the blind,


        to let the oppressed go free,


        to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Luke 4:18-19 NRSV)


      


      Perhaps I had never paid attention to this passage because I had never been truly poor or in prison; I was neither blind nor very oppressed. But now, thanks to my relationships with refugees, I did know people who fit these categories, and I was desperate for a God who was good news for them. The more I read this passage, the more I studied who Jesus was drawn to and who was drawn to him, the more it became clear: this wasn’t just Jesus announcing what he had come to do. This was Jesus providing a road map for where we would always find him at work in the world. And what did it mean that for most of my life I had been headed in the opposite direction?
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      The Sufi poet Hafiz wrote, “Slipping on my shoes, boiling water, toasting bread, buttering the sky: that should be enough contact with God in one day to make anyone crazy.”3


      There’s a progression here that I identify with. Waking up to the world, slowly, until you realize that everything is upended. Being faithful to swing your legs over the side of the bed, to put on the slippers. To boil the water for the coffee. And the next minute you find yourself waving your butter knife to the sky—perhaps in anger, perhaps in frustration, perhaps in gratitude. The exact reason isn’t important. But buttering the sky is a way we reach out to God when the normal routines of our life are no longer enough.


      For many of us, our lives have been carefully designed to follow certain values: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, perhaps. When I started to meditate on Luke 4, on taking Jesus at his word that this is the work he came to do, my own unspoken values started to shimmer to the surface. I began by asking questions: What is the opposite of poor? Of captivity, blindness, oppression? As I meditated on this question, the answers surprised me. The answers, it turned out, were the defining values of my life, the ones I was perpetually striving for, all in the name of a “good” life.


      Affluence, autonomy, safety, and power. Four concrete values that bled into each other and seeped into my bones, affecting the decisions I made every day, from the tiniest to the monumental. I feel drawn to pursue these values with little to no self-interrogation: of course, I want a good house in a good neighborhood, a stable job, the ability to provide for myself and my family, the best education possible for our kids, a life of ease and comfort, the ability to keep death and pain at bay, the opportunity to lead and to be at the top of the hierarchy, to be seen as an expert and accomplished, to take what I am owed by my virtue and hard work.


      Fighting for, hoarding, colonizing, and grasping after each of these values was something so ingrained in me that I didn’t recognize how powerful these desires had become or how they had oriented me in the opposite direction to Jesus. And I do mean opposite: when people of privilege pursue affluence, autonomy, safety, and power above everything else, not only do they miss out on the liberating and restorative work of Jesus, but they participate in greater inequality, segregation, and suffering for the most marginalized people in their community. When people of means pursue what is best for them and their own in an unequal society, their actions inevitably harm the common good. People like myself end up disobeying the central commandment of Jesus—to love God and to love our neighbors as ourselves—all in the name of pursuing a dream life for ourselves.
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      The myth of the American Dream comes in many forms, but its most basic iteration goes like this: anyone can make something of themselves if only they try hard enough. This myth is a double-edged sword. If the systems and structures that shape your world have worked for you, then you will believe this idea; it will strengthen your worldview and give you confidence that you’ve done something right, that you’re being rewarded for a job well done. And if other people experience it differently—say, if they are unable to find a job that pays a living wage or get access to education or secure a loan to buy a house—then something must be wrong with them, not the system. The myth of the American Dream not only baptizes the actions and desires of the privileged but also places the blame of inequality on those who are already disadvantaged, instead of turning the focus on changing the unjust systems.


      In this book I will consider the narratives lying beneath the surface of so many easy answers that both American culture and American evangelicalism have given to the problem of suffering in an unequal and unjust world. I will attempt to show what it has been like to learn to practice the discipline of lament and how I am being changed by my relationship to people who are exiles from the American Dream—those who have no way to win or who have been excluded from the very beginning. I will share how I have tried, and failed and keep trying to live in opposition to what I’ve been told (even by the church) is best for me. The more I try to follow Jesus, the more I realize that if the gospel isn’t good news for the poor, the imprisoned, the brokenhearted, and the oppressed, then it isn’t good news for me either.


      This is a book about paying attention. It’s about being fully alive, not just to the glories of electric green moss stubbornly growing between the cracks of pavement but to the systems and structures and policies that dull our imaginations for a world that truly has hope and good news and beauty for everyone. Parts of it will be hard. We who have been willfully blind will have to commit to noticing it all—the good and the bad, the ugly and the absent, the decay and despair. We will have to pay attention to inequality. We will lament. And we will learn to live as exiles from those who have walked the path before us. What we notice will leave a mark on us; we will be changed and converted. We will feel the responsibility to do something in return. It will feel like a blessing and a curse all at the exact same time.
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    I WAS TEACHING AN ENGLISH CLASS in a high-rise apartment complex full of low-income families in Minneapolis—mostly immigrant and refugees from East Africa. The tenants’ association paid for me to come and teach English, primarily to women who had never had access or exposure to education. It was a dream job for me, chaotic and joyful and never, ever boring. The women straggled into my class and settled heavily in their chairs, the first time perhaps in hours they had a moment to themselves. Papers and pencils were scattered on the tables in front of us. I taught them about the ABCs, how to hold pencils, how to have our eyes rove from the top left of the paper all the way down. We talked about our families, about grocery shopping, about rent problems, life in Africa versus life in America. We took a break in the midst of our three-hour classes for me to make them coffee and chai, pouring too much creamer and sugar into the mix, shooing away the cockroaches that always gathered in our makeshift kitchen.


    I was trained to be a teacher, to be at the front of the room and command attention. To be an expert, to be listened to. But quickly I realized this wasn’t what I wanted to be or what my students needed. We would interrupt an English lesson to talk about the actual problems they were facing—an eviction notice, a son getting in trouble at school, someone having a terrible headache, someone needing help reading a blood-pressure medication bottle. And I loved this because what I really wanted was to be of use, to be helpful. To make the lives of these incredible and complex women just the tiniest bit easier.


    My classroom was loud, full of laughter, chairs scraping, women commiserating in languages that were decidedly not the one we were supposed to be studying. And none of it bothered me, except one thing: the phones. Every woman had a small, compact, black cellphone—not a smartphone, just a utilitarian way for people to be reached in the case of emergency or missed appointments or reminders to pay bills. These tiny back phones never stopped going off, especially on Fridays. One such day I reached my limit. “Turn the phones off,” I said, loudly. “Off.” My students looked at me in surprise. They were quiet, for once, in the face of me trying to wield my influence, trying to muster up what little authority I was supposed to have. Finally, one of the women held up her little rectangle, the screen glowing green. “Teacher,” she told me, “teacher, we cannot read, we never know who is calling.”


    The women around her nodded their heads. I stood up front, abashed at my ignorance. As their teacher I should know that to most of them, the numbers blurred together into the same indecipherable squiggles that covered the rest of our worksheets. They had to take every call because they had no way of knowing who was on the other line. It could be a family member in the camps in Kenya telling them they have no food and need money. Friday is payday, which is why the phones ring on this day. To ignore those needs would be a travesty, it would be unthinkable.


    I went home that day and looked at my own phone. It did not light up on Fridays full of stories of people with no food in their bellies, of babies who were sick and the mothers who needed formula, of an illness that wiped out a caregiver. Living and working in refugee populations for the past decade had led me to feel secure in my belief that I was close to poverty, that I was starting to understand a bit how it worked in the world. But now I knew better: I always had been, and always would be, cushioned by the affluence of my life, by the community I was born into. I didn’t know what it was like to be born hungry. And I didn’t know how to be in a long-term relationship with those in the world who never, ever got their fill.
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    Affluence has shaped my life and therefore my imagination. I see this in my work with refugees, how it started with me believing myself to have something to offer to the poor and needy because I was born with more. It was a framework of charity, not righteousness—which in Hebrew can be translated as “justice.” I wanted to help individuals out of my personal cache of goodwill and resources, but I was unprepared to engage in the systems and policies that led to such deep brokenness and inequality. Quickly I realized that my charity was a failure. I could not fix generations of trauma, war, economic oppression, and political persecution with a few English worksheets or a bag of donated clothes. Instead, I would need learn how to show up, sit down, and listen as best as I could, thinking about my role as a follower of God in a world that produced such vastly unequal opportunities for flourishing.


    Later in life, I was surprised to find that the circumstances that felt to me like a crumbling of my worldview were actually moving me toward a more biblical one. One of my favorite Old Testament theologians is Walter Brueggemann, who reads the Hebrew Scriptures with an eye toward economics. In the stories, songs, and legal documents of Scripture he sees the common narrative is one of “the sustained struggle between the insatiable acquisitiveness of Pharaoh and ‘neighborliness’ in commitment to sharing the common good.”1


    The Israelites are marked as a new and chosen people not just by the one true God they worship but by how they approach wealth, economics, and the flourishing of the entire community in opposition to the greed of the powers all around. The God of the Old Testament is radical in that he didn’t create humanity only to serve him—but this God of the Israelites cares about the very least in the community flourishing. This God cares about the land and wealth and how we use it to either exploit or to help one another.


    In the New Testament this duality between the ways of pharaohs and the ways of Yahweh is expressed as the contrast between the kingdom of God and the kingdoms and powers of the world. Or, even more to the point, by Jesus simply telling his followers “you cannot serve both God and mammon” (the deity of money). God cares about how we operate our lives—including how we make, spend, and approach wealth—because God cares about people. God is well aware that people need food, shelter, and safety to live, as well as a society modeled on the radical concept of hospitality, to ensure that everyone can flourish.


    This is why the continual comparison and contrast between the ways of a God of neighborliness and the ways of the Pharaoh/empire are important in Scripture. It is important for those of us who are embedded in the dominant culture of the United States to take the time to meditate on the ways of Pharaoh, who ruled off of predatory economic practices and was never satisfied. The Bible shows us example after example of empire and how it works in the world: places like Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, and Rome. It was striking for me to realize how many Americans seem to idolize these powerful entities. Walking around Washington, DC, is a testament to these desires: the white columns and monuments and buildings in were modeled after Roman architecture to let everyone know that the American experiment would have a similar ideology.


    America as the new Rome: that is what the founding fathers envisioned. And, as John Dominic Crossan writes, we see similar threads between the two cultures. Roman imperial theology held that peace comes through victory—through military might and the affluence of the empire.2 Many of the same arguments have been made for America’s foreign policy and military intervention in recent decades and the ever-expanding desire to consume more and stimulate the economy. But Crossan and other theologians contrast the peace-through-victory approach of imperial powers with the work of Jesus. In Jesus we see peace coming through true justice for all and through the ultimate work of self-sacrifice.


    Jesus is the lens through which we all must view our lives in the midst of empire. We cannot escape the political, social, economic, and religious realities around us, nor should we. But an ethic of neighborliness—how we put our love of God in action—should drive us to interrogate the pernicious values of empire that we find ourselves swimming in. The stakes are rather high, however. In the end Jesus was killed by an empire that found him threatening to the status quo. His body was nailed to a tree, left next to the side of a road to be a visible, decaying symbol of what happens when you subvert the powers of the world, when you insist that God’s love goes beyond the borders we love to construct for ourselves, when you make it clear you will no longer serve the Pharaoh or his dehumanizing ways.
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    In the Bible wealth is a blessing from God—but it is one that can make us forget our neighbors, especially the most vulnerable. It is a blessing and a curse; both of these things are true, and because of this dual reality economics is a core preoccupation of the biblical tradition. Old Testament laws were very much concerned with how the people of God would live together in covenant community: it was assumed you would be close to those who were poor, and therefore you would be more likely to be invested in their future. Radical, some would say foolish, economic practices were put forth by God, including the Jubilee laws, where every fifty years the land would be returned to the original owners, slaves would be set free, and the earth would rest and lie fallow for a year. It should not be surprising that these laws were never fully followed, but Jubilee remains a sign to the rest of the world that God’s ideal economy is one where righteousness shall flourish, which involves limiting the disparity between the wealthy and the poor, where creation is valued. God’s ideal economy banks on the idea that you shall know your neighbor who is suffering and that you shall be compelled to do something about it.


    Pharaohs are always looking to create the illusion that all is well—building pyramids or coliseums or white houses as shining monuments to earthly success. But these illusions are shattered the moment we understand how those monuments came to be: built on the unseen labor and heartbreak of the marginalized. This is why relationship is at the core of God’s way of working in the world, and I see these values most commonly personified not in affluent communities but the opposite. People like my students intimately know both the blessings and the hardships of being connected to suffering and inequality at all times. There are those living in the shadows of the strip malls and city halls whose cell phones are always ringing, where a friend or family member is always in crisis, where generosity is always expected and nearly always given, sometimes at great personal cost. And there are other people, like myself, who have to wonder at the deafening silence in our own lives, our lack of connection to need and inequality that plagues our world.


    Becoming a do-gooder, a teacher, a volunteer: these are the ways I tried to reach out because it was what I knew to do. Charity can sometimes feel like neighbor love, especially to the one giving it. But all too often it fails to address the roots of poverty. It baptizes the inequality of the world as normal—where some people give charity and others receive it, and it will always be so. The trouble with this narrative, born of affluence, is that we don’t see these disparities, this hierarchy we have created, until it is much too late. Until we have effectively ruined any chance at a real relationship with God or with our neighbor. “Turn the phones off,” I said that day in class, confident I was doing the right thing, unaware of my own ignorance of structures and systems of suffering. And my students, my friends, gently illuminated my world.


    My own story is reflected in the pages of the Bible: how God uses the reality of the marginalized neighbor to check our natural desire to benefit from a predatory economy, of continuing on in a quest for more and more success and wealth and power. Neighbors change us if we let them. They reveal to me the walls I have built up in my own heart to not be responsible for my brothers and sisters in need. They point to the physical walls and the legal policies my country has designed to keep affluence in and poverty and need out. They show just how flimsy my theology is, how much I want to believe that everyone gets what they earn, that God really does operate like a cosmic vending machine in the sky. But walls, both psychological and physical, cannot stop the work of the Spirit of God. Even in the midst of policies and programs and closed borders, God sends neighbors to us, phones ringing wildly, hands patting our back, giving kisses on both cheeks. And until we learn to love these neighbors as God does, the promise of Jubilee, of an economy based in righteousness and not greed, will hang over our heads like a curse instead of the blessing that it is.


  







2 [image: ] WHO IS MY NEIGHBOR?


I HAD A FRIEND WHO LIVED and worked with refugee communities. One day a woman reached out to her, asking, “Do you have any refugees I could come hug?” This woman was agitated, anguished even, about the political situation that kept pushing refugees to the top of the headlines. She was a good-hearted person, no doubt, but my friend was at a loss for words. Her neighborhood wasn’t a zoo full of people that this woman could drop into and observe or hug somebody whenever she felt sad. But this woman, like so many, reached out to my friend precisely because of her lack of connection. She was trying to span the bridges our society had created, albeit on her own terms. And those terms dictated that some people were nameless, faceless groups of the miserable, always up for a nice woman to come in and comfort them.

I too have experienced many such offers of “help” and have polished my ministry of gently deflating these do-gooder dreams. The people in my neighborhood who have experienced forced migration don’t need a hug from a strange woman. What they need are good neighbors. They need people to live next door to them, to send their kids to school with theirs, to vote for policies that protect instead of harm them. They need people whose lives are intricately bound up with their flourishing.

It’s a hard message to give in my city—which, like so many in our world, is segregated by race and class. Asking people to do good, to give, to be charitable, becomes easy in these kinds of societies; asking them to be neighbors with those they most wish to help is not, since it points out an inconvenient truth that most of us try hard to forget all the time: some of us have worked hard to make sure we are only neighbors with certain kinds of people, and now we have to live with the results.
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There is a famous parable Jesus told about a good Samaritan in Luke 10. It is about how a priest and a Levite—the pristine, untouched, religious, the followers of God—ignored a man who had been beaten by robbers and left for dead on the side of the road that went from Jerusalem to Jericho. It is a Samaritan man—someone Jesus’ audience had been conditioned to despise from birth—who took care of the victim and found him shelter and clothes. There are many reasons people love and fear this parable. Jesus was telling the crowd that it is often the people we least expect who are the ones who actually do the work of God in the world, saving those who have been battered by our culture. He was telling us that the people who think of themselves as good often turn out to be terrible neighbors.

But I often think, too, about the man who asked the question that sparked the parable. We are told that a lawyer—an expert in the Old Testament law—wanted to test Jesus (Luke 10). So he asked the mother of all questions, “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus turned the test back on him, shrewdly asking him to sum up the law—which the man had studied his whole life. “How do you read it?” Jesus asks him, all innocent. The man is a good student, he immediately sums up the entire work of Scripture: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all of your strength and with all of your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” And Jesus replies, “You have answered correctly; do this, and you shall live.”

But the lawyer is not satisfied with Jesus’ answer. The lawyer could say all the words of what it meant to be good, to possess the keys to God’s approval and favor and eternal life; but he did not understand them. We know this because in verse 29 it tells us he reached out to Jesus again, not done with the conversation. “But he, desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, ‘And who is my neighbor?’ ”

This verse haunts me more than any other in Scripture, for it defines the ethics of our time. How many of us have orchestrated our lives around this same question, buoyed by a life of continual self-rationalization? In truth, I don’t really want the answer to that question who is my neighbor? I want to remain safe and secure, confident that I have accrued eternal life for myself, that I am a good person. But Jesus tells the lawyer, and he tells me and he tells you, that the good neighbor is the one who shows mercy to those who have been robbed and left by the wayside of society.

The irony is, the more you try to be the good neighbor, the good Samaritan with eyes to see the world, the more the battered and bruised bodies start to pile up. As one of my mentors once told me, you can only help so many people on the side of the road before you start to wonder where all of these damn robbers are coming from. The more you see a world that creates Jericho highways and profits off of there being a society full of both robbers and victims. The more you notice the outwardly righteous who either cannot or will not see their responsibility to alleviate the suffering, the more we might have to ask ourselves where we fit in the parable. I think about that priest and that Levite in the story, how they were so sure they were doing what was right. The Samaritan man possessed something they did not, something I am now on a perpetual quest for: curiosity at the way the world works and what our responsibility might be to each other.
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The people who most hate talking about money are the rich. This is one reason I’ve come to appreciate the work of Rachel Sherman, a sociologist who studied the very wealthy in New York City.1 She describes the lack of research on the wealthy—study after study talks about how poverty influences people but not affluence. One of the reasons for this is that wealthy people abhor talking about money. It is incredibly difficult to do research on this topic. But Sherman found more than fifty wealthy couples in New York City, the most unequal city in the world, to research, and the results are fascinating.

Several of the most important takeaways from Sherman’s research are that wealthy people love to downplay their own privilege. This happened almost exclusively with people Sherman describes as “upwardly oriented.” Their $1.5 million beach house is the smallest on the block; they struggle to keep up with the other families at their children’s expensive private school. Someone always has a better penthouse. Nearly everyone, Sherman found, had a hard time articulating the reality that they were some of the richest people in the world.

Sherman also found that many of the wealthy people she talked to downplayed their wealth as a way of dealing with being on the top of an unequal system—one where the top 1 percent has more than the rest combined. But another way they coped is by believing that inequality and unjust social systems always had and always would exist. Therefore, they reasoned, they should strive to be good people and use their money wisely, rather than trying to change the system. In interviews many people brought up how they had earned their money. People who had inherited their wealth struggled the most with guilt; those who accrued wealth through their jobs as lawyers or bankers had no problem saying they had earned their money by working hard and thus had a moral right to it.

Talking about affluence and privilege is hard, but it doesn’t have to be. I am continually grateful for the perspectives of people outside my own fold. Like Dr. Martin Luther King, for instance, who turned the discussion of consumerism and affluence upside down. Dr. King didn’t talk about guilt, instead he loved to talk about how before we even get to work in the morning we have already lived a globalized life—our coffee grown in Latin America, our soap made in France, our bread grown by farmers in the Midwest.

I think about Dr. King, his head and heart full of the troubles of his country in the 1960s, himself and his family under the constant threat of assassination due to his work trying to get America to provide equal rights to all citizens, especially Black folk. And he took the time to consider the small aspects of his life—the coffee, the soap, the toast—and asked us to do the same. This is the language he used—behold, dependent, interconnected. Right after talking about coffee and soap, Dr. King said, “All men are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one affects all indirectly. I can never be what I ought until you are what you ought to be.”2

This is a beautiful reframing of the problem that runs on a loop in my mind. In the decades since King’s life and death, our economy has only become more complicated. Phones made in factories in China, chocolate made by exploitative child labor in West Africa, clothing made in factories wherever it is cheapest. These are the kinds of things that overwhelm me when I start to pay attention. Consumerism—and a global economy that remains opaque in order to preserve the luxury of some and the suffering of others—feels deeply personal because it is. I am connected to real human beings through my purchases: my iPhone, my candy bar, my T-shirts. Am I responsible for their suffering in some way, or am I just a powerless cog in the machine? I am constantly battling numbness, one of the spiritual fruits of affluence. I become paralyzed by all the ways I can do wrong, all the neighbors I might have to care about if I truly start to view myself as responsible. Catholic theologian William T. Cavanaugh posits that the disembodied vice of greed is not so much what ails our society as it is an economic system based on detaching people both from production and consumption, leading to some pretty un-Christian modes of living. He says that no person really wants to impoverish a single mother in Latin America in order to buy cheap clothes—we are simply too detached from the process to be bothered by the unjust realities that we engage in.3

Dr. King pushed back against dehumanization and detachment in many forms. He looked at his own life and choices as a chance to live out a holistic ethic of a Christ-centered life: to practice neighbor love on the smallest levels and to build up the muscles of gratitude, dependency, and connection—all vital if we are to live and work for justice. Dr. King was inspired to look at his life, down to the items he used and where they were produced, by the parable of the rich fool and the barns in Luke 12. Jesus tells the story of a rich man who builds bigger and bigger barns in order to store all of his goods. The rich man tells his soul to eat, drink, and be merry. But God comes and tells him he is a fool instead, and that all his stored goods will end up going to someone else. Dr. King’s interpretation of this story was that the rich man was a fool because he failed to realize he was dependent on others. And as a result, he was spiritually impoverished.4

As a privileged person in an unjust world, I see myself as a mirror image of the rich man building his barns or of the lawyer who asked Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?” There is a thinness to my idea of who my neighbor is that has dire consequences for my neighbors both near and far. I too have spent my days with my nose in the Good Book, searching for all the right answers, longing to present to God an air-tight case of why I have been found perfect, why I am deserving of love. I am tired, however, of seeking to justify myself. Instead, I long for the eyes to see the bruised and battered of the world. I long to wake up with the curiosity it will take to one day make the world a highway safe enough for anyone to travel on.
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