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    While some confidently think of empire apart from God, the church is the community that cannot think of God apart from empire. When the faith community functions with a radically historical tradition, it cannot bypass the context which seeks to transform and co-opt its mission... the church then and now faces conflicting claims to ultimacy, loyalty to the reign of God and the necessity of functioning in an environment empire controls. So, over time the faith community struggles with articulating the tradition while situated in a setting which either overwhelms, seeps into it, or is boldly resisted. One consequence of this is that the categories essential for God-talk are clogged by empire-talk which either prevents discourse or radically distorts it.


    from David Woodyard, The Church in the Time of Empire, 22



  




  

    The sign erected at the entrance to the long driveway of the sprawling church campus reads “Enter to Worship.” Every worshiper that enters sees that sign. As worshipers leave, they view the back of that same sign, which reads “Depart to Serve.” While at a first glance, this double-sided reminder is a positive way of focusing the people who come and go, the problem is that the sign leaves too much for the drivers and passengers to discern for themselves. “Worship” whom or what? “Serve” whom or what? The question is not what to do but rather the objects to which these imperatives refer. This ambiguity sums up the dilemma of present-day church and churching. We are not always aware of the gods we worship and serve.

  




  It is hard doing church in this present culture. One of the many reasons is illumined by my colleague here in Brooklyn who argues that the church in America is becoming like the church in Europe: As society becomes increasingly secular, the church will be rendered irrelevant. He makes a strong point, but I argue that it is not secularity that holds the church hostage. Rather, it is the particular type of religion – and I mean here principally the type of Christianity – that we espouse and practice. It is a religion that is subsumed in and pays homage to the “divinity” of our brand of democracy and the allegiance to our specific brand of capitalism that has effectively transformed many local churches into the promoters and consumers of an ideology that falls short of true worship and service. These “peddlers of the word” display their goods with great polish and effectiveness, and the church cannot separate the American idea and dream from the worship of God who was in Christ Jesus. For example, it’s the seventh inning stretch at many major league ballparks where “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” has been replaced with “God Bless America.” To be a good Christian is to be a good American, and that, quite frankly, is very dangerous.




  These are not new times for the Christian church. It has always been a challenge for faithful Christians to strike a balance between a healthy participation in society as salt and light while at the same time resisting the temptation to make gods of one’s life, lifestyle, culture or political position. However, to make god of any of these things is to do injury to the divine decree “have no other gods before me.”




  There are times in a nation’s history where the trespass into the sacred is glaring and undeniable. There are other times, like the one in which we presently live, where we find it hard to distinguish and draw the line between these areas. The subtle and sometimes subliminal message preached underneath the gospel Sunday to Sunday is “serve the empire with gladness.” The Church in the Time of Empire surfaces and subverts this.




  One of the challenges for those of us who still believe in the efficacy of sacred community, is that we have become dulled, bored and boring by practicing rituals and performing rhetoric that offer no opportunity for our congregations to engage in practices of resistance that offer alternative narratives to empire. For example, what does the rite of baptism mean except that we are initiated into a new holy configuration of God’s reign called by many of us now “the kin-dom of God.” This intentional framing of God’s reign as kin-dom resists being confused with empire because it refuses to speak of God’s sovereign relationship “over us” and stresses the profound sense of belonging and kinship to be felt by all who are joyous participants in it.




  In our church, we serve communion once a month with the small individual communion cups. The way that we serve could be another reinforcement of the callous myopia that marks much of “sacred practice” performed in contemporary churches. However, before the officers return from serving the people at their seats, we pause to ask if anyone has been overlooked, and we refuse to eat or drink until all have been served. This is our commitment as practicing Christians: We will not eat until everyone is served. What happens if this simple ritual is translated into action outside the church walls? What if we understand radically that “remembrance of Christ” is making sure that all have been served equally? What happens when a church profoundly moved by this sacred act of inclusion realizes that it cannot truly rest until all in the world are fed? What a glaring contrast to the works of empire that, by necessity, has some who must go first, some who must be last, and some who are ignored even though they are forced to go without! The Church in the Time of Empire affords us the significant opportunity to begin questioning the defining dynamics of progressive Christian practices.




  When our hymns, songs, prayers and sermons fail to envision and inspire us to do justice, love mercy and walk humbly with God, our entrances and exits from houses of worship do no more than perpetuate the kinds of societal and systemic ways in which we remain chained to a worship of ourselves, broken and fragmented as we are.
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  Introduction




  

    Americans recoil from thinking of our nation as an empire; unless, of course, it is seen as a benevolent designation. Patriotism is a bulwark against imagining ourselves as having a dubious role in history. While we are able to think of another country as an “evil empire,” what Shriver calls our “civic pride” stands in the way of “civic shame” when we reflect on America.1 The ambiguity that should result from entertaining both does not readily enter in our consciousness. Randall Robinson calls attention to an historic irony: “To erect the building that would house the art that symbolized American democracy, the United State government sent out a request for a hundred slaves … In exchange for the slaves’ labor the government agreed to pay their owners five dollars per month per slave.”2 If nothing else, that is a metaphor for our national duplicity. Our most noble aspiration may be contradicted by our actions. And it is this same contradiction that creates a consciousness that resists the implication we are an empire. National innocence dominates our national self-identity; and it is a basic immunization against reality.

  




  The existing literature on empire, and America as an empire, vastly exceeds the appearances of the term in public discourse. Occasionally it emerges in the form of a denial, or in reference to the past. It is seldom referential in identifying our current or past national actions or self-perception. Perhaps the instances of empire are so abundant Americans don’t think of gathering them in a category! But consider some of the books published in the last decade or so by authors in a wide range of disciplines and life experiences. The titles alone reveal consequential reflection on our national life. Among Empires: American Ascendency and Its Predecessors (Charles S. Maier, Professor of History). American Empire: The Realities and Consequences of U.S. Diplomacy (Andrew J. Bacevich, Professor of International Relations). America’s Inadvertent Empire (William E. Odam, Retired Army General and Robert Dujarric, Professor of Political Science). The Sorrows of Empire: Militarism, Secrecy, and the End of the Republic (Chalmers A. Johnson, President of a Policy Institute). Christians in the American Empire: Faith and Citizenship in the New World Order (Vincent D. Rougeau, Professor of Law). God and Empire: Jesus Against Rome, Then and Now (John Dominic Crossan, Professor of New Testament). Empire and the Christian Tradition (Kwok Pui-Lan, et al, Professors of Theology). Empire may not be on the radar of Americans but those who focus on the phenomenon and America as an empire are legion. And its seepage into public discourse may be inevitable, however reluctant.




  The disconnect between the public discourse and professional reflection may be accounted for, in part, by the mask of humanitarianism. By extending our jurisdiction globally we were and are just doing good. Timothy H. Parsons notes that “…such humanitarianism rests on the premise that nonwestern people were in need of salvation.”3 And for Parsons “salvation” is secular in nature; we save them from themselves and their more base instincts! He goes on to claim boldly, “Empire has never been more than naked self-interest.”4 That is hardly an attractive identity for America to claim.




  On a Sunday morning it would be unusual for the worshipers to hear a reference to empire; certainly, the seepage of empire into the church’s consciousness is unexamined. The same silence also forfeits a consideration of the churches responsibility in relation to empire. Given the tension in the biblical record between the faith communities and empire, the contemporary default is particularly egregious. It is not sufficient to explain this by the recognition the private and personal sphere has been the voice to which religious tradition has responded. The more telling default is the degree to which issues are addressed in the public sphere without a recognition they are often driven by the demands of empire. Hunger and poverty can be referenced and addressed without discerning the role the economy as an agent of empire has in creating the condition. We will address this in a later chapter. To think of hunger and poverty as isolated from empire is to ignore the roots of the problem in the economic system.




  The issues of empire are ones of institutional power. To redress those issues calls for institutional counter power. If the church takes the biblical tradition seriously, it will be called to act as an agent of resistance. The church is not the only institution for contesting misuse of power, but it is one with the longest history in America!


  





  Empire Defined, Endorsed, and Critiqued




  

    Surfacing a more complete definition of empire is an appropriate starting point. Intuitively empire seems to be something anchored in the distant past and without evident contemporary contours. Hardt and Negri sharpen and focus our understanding. “The concept of empire is characterized fundamentally by a lack of boundaries. Empire’s rule has no limits.”5 An empire exists when one nation aspires to control the reality in which other nations exist. In the crudest sense it is a posture of “norm-setting.” A former and Democratic Secretary of State claimed that America is “the indispensible nation.”6 As such it has the right and responsibility to impose its values and institutions on the world – and totally subordinate the interests of others. The obvious and not so subtle goal for an indispensible nation is “by any means necessary” to force other nations to correspond to our sense of reality. What is normal for us, and therefore right, deserves to be imposed on others. To be more specific, an empire exists when one nation unilaterally assumes global jurisdiction; when it marshals the power to define the social, political, and economic texture of other nations; when an elite within one nation is able to make its interests controlling.

  




  While Americans may not immediately identify our nation with those roles, consider this. An empire exists when the economic system of one nation through a transnational corporation controls what a farmer in Brazil can earn for coffee beans. An empire exists when one nation engages in “a decade of unprecedented interventionalism”7 with violent engagements in Bosnia, Haiti, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq to name a few. An empire exists when one nation assumes that its vision of freedom should be imposed “by any means necessary” on nations whose peoples and institutions are not attuned to it. An empire exists when one nation claims to be authorized by God to assert itself into the culture of another nation and void its values and institutions. An empire exists when a nation sets an agenda “to rid the world of evil” (G. W. Bush) and assume the right to dominate and define where evil exists. In the words of Pogo, “We have met the enemy, and it is us.” National arrogance is evident and deification as well. That may be why President Bush, while acting as “emperor-in-chief,” was quick to deny we are an empire.




  We should not be deluded by the fact that at times we may be “right.” The issue is what gives us this “right” to impose our will. Power is an excuse, not an authorization! “Exceptionalism” is often used to support this use of power. It is the heart-beat of our life as empire. Often theological legitimation follows. One of our sacred texts is a sermon preached by John Winthrop allegedly, on board the Arabella as the ship was departing the new land in 1630. Some contend it was actually delivered in a church sometime before their departure. The imagery that is invoked to support the unique role of America in the world is: “Wee shall be as a Citty upon a Hill, the eies of all people are upon us; …” Recent Presidents (Reagan, Johnson, and Bush) among others see these words as pivotal in articulating exceptionalism. “Citty upon a Hill” represents privilege and innocence and the right to serve as a compelling model for others. And the hidden clause often includes the right to impose our excellence. What is neglected is the beginning of the paragraph which defines the imagined agenda. It calls up the words of Micah and then “For this end, wee must be knitt together in this worke as one man, wee must entertain each other in brotherly Affeccion, wee must be willing to abridge our selves of our superfluities, for the supply of others necessities, wee must uphold a familiar Commerce together in all meekness, gentlenes, patience and liberality, wee must delight in each other, make others Condicions our owne, … as members of the same body, … (and) keepe the unitie of the spirit in the bond of peace…”8 The sense of aspiration invoked by those words collapses into fulfillment when “as a Citty upon a Hill” is taken as existent. And what follows is missionary energy joined with the power to prevail.




  Exceptionalism assumes unique gifts which have been actualized and the right to impose them (some say offer) on others. Apparently purity is not compromised by power but advanced by it. And what underwrites this exceptionalism is a contract with God which America executes. Harkening back to John Winthrop’s sermon for authorization, the high priests of nationalism claim we are “God’s New Israel” and a “chosen people” and therefore have a distinct destiny to bring others into line with our values and institutions. Preemptive action is not only an option but an obligation. While denying the designation of America as an empire, President Bush “preached,” “America is a nation with a mission … The liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world. It is God’s gift to the world… (There) is a wonder-working power in the goodness and idealism and faith of the American people.” In short, we can do what we are doing because God is behind us. Exceptionalism is endorsed by the Almighty and we are but servants of God’s purposes. Fortunately, who we are is not modified by ambiguity.




  The irony in most who invoke “the Citty on a Hill” imagery is that they de-contextualize it. They treat it as a description not an aspiration. We forget that “Winthrop was not an American … he was an Englishman …whose religious beliefs put him at odds with the contemporary government of King Charles I and his domineering archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud.” The sermon had to do with imagining a colony radically different from the one he inhabited. “… he could not have therefore imagined that the United Stated would be as a city upon a hill … he was preaching to Englishmen”9 about the need for an alternative. There is no valid linkage between the sermon by Winthrop and the uses of it by Presidents Reagan and Bush. This is not a birth but an abortion. Yet exceptionalism is a dominant theme in our self-description and self-legitimation. And if one aspires to be theological, one might say it assumes America as a nation escaped the Fall; somehow pervasive self-interest was bypassed. Thus we have a right and obligation to spread our unique gifts, confident that we embody them and it is our destiny.




  While we have problematized exceptionalism, there are many beyond public figures that make a virtue of it. The “Project for the New American Century” is an exquisite example. The PNAC broadens the boundaries of exceptionalism and celebrates the outer limits of the concept.




  Founded in 1997, the PNAC defines itself as an educational endeavor “whose goal is to provide American global leadership.” Recognizing that our nation is “the world’s most preeminent power,” it has an obligation and “resolve to shape a new century favorable to American principles and interests.” Given a military that is “strong and ready,” it is called to global leadership. The goal is “to shape circumstances before crises emerge, and to meet threats before they become dire.”10 The project is not restrained or encumbered by ambiguity. The world needs order and America has the gifts and the capabilities to enforce it. Absent a global rival, its mission is both noble, achievable, and necessary. The emergence of a rival is not only unnecessary but to be prevented “by any means necessary.”




  The centerpiece of the PNAC is articulated in the document, “Rebuilding America’s Defenses.” Weakness or humility has no role in world governance. Strategy has to be substantiated by resources. America’s privileged position cannot be taken for granted but nourished by a restored and reconstituted military which “should aim to preserve and extend this advantageous position as far into the future as possible.” At present, the military is “undermanned, inadequately equipped and trained, … and ill-prepared to handle contingency operations…”11 Only a newly financed and disciplined focus can serve “geopolitical ends” which America is uniquely qualified to establish. Mission requires might; peace is created by power relationships.




  “Pax Americana” is the goal, a peace and world order that serves the interests of all. That benign image would seem to mask the unilateralism and domination which are agents of the agenda. The structuring of forces into an emerging order where America’s interests match those of all is justified by the end in view. Power and peace are coordinates. Our moral clarity equips us to accomplish our goals in the interests of all by the threat or use of violence. Our use of power to bring peace and freedom is both logical and just.




  Michael Mandelbaum is an articulate dissenter from the claim America functions in the world as an empire. While he wants to exorcise the language of empire from our verbal DNA, he reclaims much of what it designates. World conditions require a role to which America has laid claim. However, our presence in the world is benign, even noble. He claims, “The United States ….functions as the world’s government.”12 While acknowledging that there is power in that role, it is on behalf of the interests of world order. We are needed; we are “a provider of services for society”13 without which there would be chaos. And our services are not driven by narrow forms of self-interest as we create global stability. Our role is to provide the security necessary for global peace and prosperity. We are not encumbered by “naked self-interest.”




  Mandelbaum argues his case in two directions. One is the recognition that empire has three characterizations, none of which match our performance. The first is “subordination,” the existence of unequal relationships. Other nations are partners not victims in seeking a just world order. A second is “coercion,” the reality of threat and resort to force; that is not in our arsenal. Our efforts for world government are benign. Finally, empire is “a form of dictatorship …by foreigners external control.”14 Trusteeship is our style and global domination is not an aspiration. America escapes these features as it assumes the role that steers the world order in the interests of all. That leads into the second support for his position. We are not only present in history with the will and capacity to serve but there is “a broad and unprecedented consensus” about what is needed and of which we are exemplar. Mandelbaum describes these as, “…peace as the optimal condition of international relations and the proper aim of foreign policy; democracy as the best form of government; and the free market as the only satisfactory way of organizing economic affairs.”15 The confluence of our values and institutions and our ability to share them effectively constitute the good fortune of the 21st century. Everyone benefits. Without us, disorder would reign. Who we are and what we can do converge in ways that might be seen as a secular providence. The war in Iraq might serve to problematize that claim.


  





  Exceptionalism and the Iraq War




  

    While we have been exploring America as an empire, an issue becomes whether exceptionalism is a vice or a virtue. One of the ways to examine that tension would be to consider the Iraq war as an expression of exceptionalism. Was it, is it, an example of global statesmanship or egregious dominance and intervention grounded in a determination to shape the Middle East according to our interests? Some would contend that its origins in 9/11 gave empire aspirations a new intenisty.

  




  The case for prudent statesmanship is made by the PNAC document, “Iraq: Setting the Record Straight” published in April 2005.16 By that date the issue of weapons of mass destruction had been shelved. But the threat had been imbedded in the national consciousness and hovered in the background. One does not readily expunge from consciousness the words of Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld on “Face the Nation” September 2, 2002. He asked, “Imagine a September eleventh with weapons of mass destruction. It is not three thousand – its tens of thousands of innocent men, women and children.”17 This does not necessarily mean that the threat is imminent, that an attack is likely in the near future. The PNAC document talks about the present as an opportunity to act before the consequences are dire. Saddam has a history that is foreboding in the least. “The history of Saddam’s regime was well known: war against Iran; war against Kuwait; war against Iraqis; mass murder and mass graves; poison gas attacks; ethnic cleansing; institutionalized torture and repression; aiding terrorist organization; …”18 Regional domination clearly is his agenda, and at any price.




  According to the PNAC document, the time is ripe for acting on behalf of global interests; the cause is just and we alone have the power to intervene. In a sense, we were created for such a time as this. The good of all will be preserved by military intervention. Global statesmanship and military might merge to manage the peace and stability of the Middle East. That this is an example of exceptionalism at its best is reflected in the claim by President Bush the attack was a selfless act by a great nation.




  It is important to note the intimate linkage between public figures and the documents on defense of the PNAC. The signatures include eighteen persons who were well-placed in the administration, ten in prominent positions. Consider several: Vice President Dick Cheney; Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Secretary of State Colin Powel, with Jed Bush as relational intimate. Key figures in the administration were certainly positioned to influence policy, even define it. PNAC’s ideology was in power.




  While this event can be used to legitimate exceptionalism, it also masks its presumption and demonic potential. Certainly one issue that can be raised is that of unambiguous righteousness. Does any nation, system, or institution embody such moral clarity that its right to rule is inherently legitimate? Is it possible that any nation is exempt from sin – or consuming self-interest in secular terms? Or does a will to power conceal itself as virtue? This leads to the question if might leads to right; because you can you should? When benevolence and military might become fused, capacity gets confused with necessity. Add a dose of messianism and presumed generosity and power corrupts the moral clarity. There is also the issue of what is neglected when violence is the means to peace and events are constructed in the ideology of good and evil. Nelson-Pallmeyer quotes an observation of Amnesty International; “…they have allowed the real weapons of mass destruction – injustice and impurity, poverty, discrimination and race, the uncontrolled trade in small areas, violence against women and abuse of children – to go unaddressed.”19
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