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Connecting to God, connecting to others

Wesley Seminary is about relationships. Our program doesn’t 

just teach about God, it helps you connect with God. Spiritual 

 formation is integrated throughout our curriculum, as we help 

you to grow in your own prayer life, Bible study, and worship. 

Our  program also  connects you to others. As part of a cohort, 

you’ll  develop  meaningful relationships with your peers. As part 

of our  ministry-focused  curriculum, you’ll connect to your local 

 congregation. From here, you’ll connect with the world – and then 

you’ll go out and change it.
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As a parent, you may believe that in public 

education the “separation of church and state” 

prohibits your child from freely living out the 

Christian values you’ve worked so hard to instill. 

But your child has more freedom to express their 

faith on campus than you, or they, realize.

Get the facts…download your FREE copy of our 

Student Rights Handbook.

AllianceDefendingFreedom.org/education



Believing is only the beginning.

So you believe in God. Now what?

In 

Start 
reading 
now!

Rich Stearns  

So you believe in God Now what?
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his year Christianity Today is bidding farewell to two of our 
longest-serving leaders—David Neff, ct’s editorial vice president 

for global initiatives, and chief strategy officer Keith Stonehocker. 
I’m writing this just after a dinner hosted by our board of directors 

celebrating their retirement after decades of service.
In a world driven by and drawn to celebrity, David and Keith were 

the kind of leaders who drew attention to others. David played a pivotal 
role in drafting influential documents like “For the Health of the Nation: 
An Evangelical Call to Civic Responsibility” (2004)—but readers of that 
statement will find no byline. Keith helped Christianity Today spot the 
opportunity of the Internet before almost any other publisher, forging an 
early partnership with America Online. But he promptly built the Global 
Christian Internet Alliance, passing on everything ct was learning to 
publishers in Brazil, Norway, Korea, and the rest of the world. 

David and Keith reflect values that serve a magazine publisher well. 
We editors do some of our best writing under other people’s names. 
And true business leaders instinctively know that success is not a zero-
sum game—that in fact sharing ideas within and across industries leads 
to flourishing. 

ct exists to serve the church. Some of the ways we serve are visible 
and tangible, like the magazine you are holding (or viewing on your 
iPad). But we also cultivate persons like David and Keith and simply 
share them, often behind the scenes, with the body of Christ. As David 
and Keith move on to new forms of leadership (and grandparenting), 
they leave behind a legacy not just in our building, but in networks and 
relationships that will keep bearing fruit for decades to come. 

If you’re called to support the development of the next generation 
of leaders like David and Keith, ct is a strategic place for your gifts.

You can make your tax-deductible contribution—of any amount 
—by check or online. Make checks payable to Christianity Today, 
and put “ct Global Excellence Fund” on the memo line, or visit 
ChristianityToday.com/donate.  

Andy Crouch
Executive Editor

Send checks (U.S. dollars only) to:
Christianity Today
Attn: Donor Relations Box CT0713
465 Gundersen Drive
Carol Stream, IL 60188

Christianity Today International 
is a 501(c)(3) organization.
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Chapter 15 Excerpt  
Are You There God?  

 
I have heard it said that life on earth is but a blip on 
the screen of eternity, and that God uses our 
challenges to build character in us. Having faced 
many challenges in my life, I know that each has 
shaped the person that I am today. I also believe that 
we would be like spoiled children, had we never been 
forced to grow in maturity and character by enduring 
and overcoming hardship. But Martilena seemed to 
have been born only to suffer and die, without ever 
having had the chance to grow in faith or maturity. 
And there were thousands more like her dying every 
day. This was creating a serious conflict within me 
that I could not ignore. I believed in the truth and 
validity of the Bible, but one passage was becoming a 
formidable stumbling block for me:  
     25 “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your 
life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, 
what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and 
the body more than clothes? 26 Look at the birds of 
the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in 
barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are 
you not much more valuable than they? 27 ….   31 So 
do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What 
shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For the 
pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly 
Father knows that you need them. 33 But seek first his 
kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things 
will be given to you as well.”Matthew 6:25-26 &  
31-33 
     Could we tell the people of Guatemala not to 
worry about what they would eat? Many of those we 
served were sincere Christ followers, yet it was clear 
that “all of these things” were not being given to 
them. It was becoming increasingly difficult to 
reconcile a loving God with the suffering we faced. I 
remembered the joyful, faith-filled months following 
our experience at the new church years earlier and 
wondered if we had made a mistake. If God was good 
and loving while at the same time ever-present and all 

powerful, why had He not answered the prayers of 
these faithful hard-working people?   
     I also remembered our successful years prior to 
really knowing Christ. Children were dying then, just 
as they were now, while we obliviously increased our 
wealth. It occurred to me that perhaps the starvation 
in the world was not God’s fault. He had created a 
world in which there was enough food to go around 
more than once. But it was not evenly distributed. 
God gave us free will and, as a result, we live in a 
broken world where there is greed, corruption in 
government, overconsumption by those living well 
and apathy toward the plight of the poor. Perhaps it is 
not God who is responsible for the hunger in the 
world.  
     I wanted so badly to explain away my doubts but 
what about the mudslides of Nicaragua? Many had 
died instantly. Hundreds of lives were lost in the 
massive rivers of mud and rock that had buried their 
villages. Throughout the history of mankind there 
have been tsunamis, earthquakes and tragedies of 
every kind which have raised the same question. Why 
God? I continued my search for answers, realizing 
that I was not willing to give up the faith that had 
been the source of so much joy.  
     I heard on the news one morning, when our 
country was deep in mourning and sorrow after the 
events of September 11, 2001, that church attendance 
was soaring and Bible sales were increasing at 
astonishing rates. The tragedy had reminded our 
country of its need for God. A people, reeling in the 
aftershock of unthinkable tragedy, resorted to faith 
and prayer.  
     The devastation of hurricane Katrina created a 
mission field for thousands who were now taking 
their first mission trips, sharing hope and establishing 
a love for serving God and those in need. Stories of 
new faith and the joy of serving filled communities 
throughout the United States. Likewise, hundreds of 
people had been blessed and changed for life by the 
mission field they had experienced with us in 
Guatemala. God uses specific circumstances to effect 

change in our lives and to call us to the purpose He 
has planned for us. We each have different but 
important batons to carry as members of God’s relay 
team. Often the hardest part of joining the team is 
identifying which baton is ours to carry, be it in our 
own household, our home town or on the opposite 
side of the world. This is why God often uses heart-
breaking situations to help us identify our batons.    
     I concluded that God can bring good out of 
tragedy. If we believe that He is omnipotent and is 
ultimately in control, then we have to believe that He 
allows tragedy because He thinks that the good He 
can bring out of it is worth the suffering that it causes. 
I am not callously attempting to minimize the 
suffering of those left in the wake of enormous 
catastrophes. Those in the midst of hardship and loss 
as a result of these tragic events would be appalled by 
the idea that God was using them to draw others to 
Himself and His purpose. My theory would not seem 
fair to them, nor does it to me. No one can claim to 
have all the answers. But we must come to terms with 
the fact that the word faith itself means believing in 
things that we have reasonable cause to accept as 
true, even though there is no proof. If we could knock 
on heaven’s door and simply ask God for the answers 
to all of our questions and doubts, then our trust in 
God would not be by faith, but by knowledge. We 
have incomplete understanding by our nature as 
human. If we presume to comprehend all matters of 
God and eternity from our limited perspective, then 
we are like the ant that thinks all there is to the 
universe is what he can perceive.  
     So I chose faith. I had seen God at work in many 
ways. I had seen miracles and answered prayers. I 
had felt God’s leading and presence throughout our 
journey, and I had seen Him call laborers to join us in 
His mission field. At the end of the day, I continued 
to believe in an omnipotent, omniscient, good and 
loving God. There was much to be done and another 
phrase had become words to live by for our ministry:    
          “Onward Christian Soldiers.” 

ADVERTISEMENT 

  
TTears Water the Seeds of Hope is the inspiring true story of a Midwest husband 
and wife that become disenchanted with the relentless pursuit of the “American 
Dream” and embark on a journey that spans six countries and redefines their 
hearts and lives. The story begins in a small town in America’s heartland and 
weaves its way through South and Central America as the couple gathers an army 
of supporters, and eventually establishes a non-profit organization to save the 
lives of children in the end stages of starvation in eastern Guatemala. The 
narrative is filled with action-packed adventure and heart-warming victories as 
the characters face incredible odds and seemingly hopeless situations, while 
hundreds of volunteers join mission teams to offer help and hope through the 
programs of the ministry. Readers of all ages will enjoy the roller coaster ride of 
emotions—from laughter, to tears, to sheer joy—as they realize that it is possible 
for ordinary people to make a difference, one life at a time. 

 

..."I couldn’t get enough of this book. I simply didn’t want to stop 
reading it. I was completely drawn in from start to finish...Kim Tews did 
not sugar coat anything nor did she hold anything back. I found her 
story to be riveting and convicting. Tears Water the Seeds of Hope 
provoked, inspired and challenged me all at the same time. I highly 
recommend this book"  

                                  ~ Pilar Arsenec- National Book Critics Circle 
 

Available at amazon.com & barnesandnoble.com 
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The Gentleman-Scholar
A tribute to Christianity Today’s esteemed 

editor in chief.

INSIDE CT   K A T E L Y N  B E A T Y

hen I started in 2007 as ct’s copy editor, I had three go-to grammar 
guides: The American Heritage Dictionary, The Chicago Manual of Style, 
and David Neff.

It turns out the last guide was also the best. After spotting a misplaced 
comma or extra hyphen, David would walk down to my office, kindly and clearly 
explain the linguistic law behind the change, and point me to the right cms entry. 
And also throw in a historical tidbit, just for fun. I trusted his wisdom so much 
that I began asking wwdd?—“What Would David Do?”—before tricky editing 
projects, as no doubt many staff have over the years.

Conversations like these underscore why editor Mark Galli named David “a 
gentleman and a scholar” at a June board meeting honoring David’s legacy. In 
various leadership roles (six of them!) over 28 years, David kept this magazine 
centered on the Cross when many voices co-opted the word evangelical for 
political ends. Yet David also made sure ct’s firm theology bore witness to 

social issues of the day, calling Christians to bring the 
Good News to all members and segments of society. 
The gentleman-scholar’s fingerprints are all over two 
key documents of evangelical thought: “For the 
Health of the Nation” (2004) and “An Evangelical 
Manifesto” (2008). 

David’s fingerprints are also all over this ministry. 
Some prints worth noting here: helping to launch sister 
magazine Books & Culture; prepping a forthcoming 
Spanish edition of ct; mentoring former and current 
staff who are shaping religious journalism in their own 
key ways; representing ct in dialogues with Jews, 
Mormons, and Muslims; and in countless seen and 
unseen ways, raising our bar of journalistic excellence. 

This doesn’t even touch on David’s roles outside this ministry (as trustee of 
the Robert E. Webber Institute for Worship Studies, husband of LaVonne, and 
choirmaster of St. Barnabas Episcopal Church).

As I write this, David is packing up his office, preparing for retirement. And 
I am thinking of what the halls will be like without his wisdom, insight, and vast 
body of knowledge gracing them. I am thinking of our staff birthday celebrations, 
and wondering who will hum to get us all singing “Happy Birthday” on the right 
note. We anticipate many good things ahead for David. (He says that a Definitive 
History of Evangelical Protestantism is not in the plans, but I have my doubts.) 
But we well know that we’re losing a gentleman and a scholar who got ct singing 
on the right note for nearly three decades. May we carry on the tune well.

Next issue: Kent Annan introduces the New Friars, who are embodying 
Christ in the world’s slums; Tullian Tchividjian revels in the two words that 
summarize the whole Bible; and Karen Swallow Prior explores the new (and 
very old) prodigal phenomenon.

MANAGING EDITOR 
 

8

he
g
a

comma or

David Neff

Turn 
hunger 

into 
hope!

Learn more at
fmsc.org/CT 

Pack meals for 
global missions 

− right in your church.





SPOTLIGHT: Persecuted (or Paranoid) at Work
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REPORTING & DISPATCHES 
FROM THE CHURCH 

WORLDWIDE

SPOTLIGHT  Faith at the Office 9   GLEANINGS 10   QUOTATION MARKS 11  

HEADLINES  Swapping food aid for cash? 12  Booming churches, barred pastors 13  Will ‘Son of God’ translation controversy cease? 14  
UNDER DISCUSSION Should churches separate from Boy Scouts? 14   IN DEPTH The Spirit sweeps over Bali 15  

Feeling ignored at work? Denied a raise without reason? Are you the target of 
derogatory comments? The General Social Survey, one of the best sociological 
measurement tools, asked these and similar questions for the first time in its 40-

year history. On several fronts, conservative Christians reported significantly higher rates 
of workplace woes, whether measured by church affiliation (which is how most research-
ers measure “evangelicals”) or by activity (e.g., having had “a ‘born-again’ experience”). 
On the plus side, they’re more likely to say they’re very satisfied with their job.

By another measure, Americans 
who say they’ve had a born-again 
experience are almost three 
times as likely to say they’re 
often the target of gossip.

Evangelicals and 
born-agains are 
nearly twice as likely 
to say their boss has 
lied to them.

Born-again Christians are 
79 percent more likely than     
others to say they’re often or 
sometimes the butt of jokes  
or derogatory comments.

What did you do about it?
“Born-agains” are more likely to confront the 
person engaging in the behavior than nonborn-
again Americans as a whole. But members of 
non-Christian religions are signifi cantly more 
likely to confront off enders than members of any 
Christian group (or than “nones”). Evangelicals 
and born-agains are the least likely to report 
incidents to management.

I’ve been the target of 
rumors or gossip at work

I’ve been treated rudely at workEVANGELICALS 44%

ALL AMERICANS 35%

I’ve been lied to at w
ork

EVA
N

G
ELICA

LS 50%

A
LL A

M
ER
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N

S 42%

EVANGELICALS 36%
ALL AMERICANS 29%



Billy Graham
GO FIGURE

U.S. missionary gets 15 
years in prison

NORTH KOREA The highest 
court in North Korea has sen-
tenced a China-based American 
missionary to 15 years of hard 

labor for “crimes aimed to 
topple” the Communist na-

tion. State-controlled media claimed that 
Kenneth Bae, detained since Novem-
ber 2012, was working for Youth With A 
Mission but avoided the death penalty 
because he confessed. Friends said Bae 
guided groups into North Korea to feed 
orphans.

No more NYC church 
evictions?
Churches in New York City gained an un-
expected ally in a long-running standoff  
over whether they can use public schools 
as worship spaces on Sundays. The City 
Council passed a resolution 38–11 calling 
on state lawmakers to protect churches’ 
equal right to rent schools. (Last June, a 
judge blocked the city from enforc-
ing its ban.) A poll by A Journey 
Through NYC Religions found that 
70 percent of school neighbors do 
not see church rentals as a problem.

Good news in India’s 
most persecuting state

INDIA Christians celebrated 
the results of recent elections 
in Karnataka. The Bharatiya 
Janata Party, a Hindu national-

ist party known for supporting 
extremists, lost power after 

nine years of unchallenged rule. Karna-
taka had more anti-Christian attacks in 
2012 than any other Indian state—includ-
ing notorious Orissa, where authorities 
recently arrested two Hindu extremists 

connected to the 1999 martyrdom of mis-
sionary Graham Staines and his two sons.

sgm abuse lawsuit 
dismissed by judge
Days after the high-profi le lawsuit against 
Sovereign Grace Ministries (sgm) added a 
second round of names and allegations, a 
judge dismissed it. The amended civil suit 
claimed that 10 sgm leaders “conspired” 
to conceal the sexual abuse of 11 children. 
The judge ruled that 9 victims failed to 
sue before the statute of limitations 
had expired. (The other two were suing 
in the wrong state.) Albert Mohler and 
other Reformed fi gures broke their 
previous silence to defend sgm founder 
C. J. Mahaney, while Boz Tchividjian and 
Scot McKnight argued that Mahaney 
should be accountable for any abuse that 
happened under his watch. Meanwhile, 
former sgm pastor Joshua Harris revealed 
from the pulpit his own abuse as a child.

Christians debate 
amnesty for militants

NIGERIA Christian leaders in Af-
rica’s most populous nation are 
divided over a government pro-
posal to grant amnesty to members 
of Boko Haram. Attacks by the vio-

lent Islamist sect have killed thousands 
since 2009. Broadly speaking, Pente-
costal leaders in Nigeria favor harsher 
responses to Boko Haram, while their 
Catholic counterparts embrace trading 
amnesty for peace. The disagreement 
further strains relations within the Chris-
tian Association of Nigeria, the nation’s 
top Christian organization.

College keeps president
After concerns over the dismissal of three 
Calvinist professors mushroomed into 

allegations of fi nancial mismanagement, 
trustees at Louisiana College voted to 
let Joe Aguillard remain president of the 
Southern Baptist school. The split deci-
sion cleared Aguillard of charges that he 
“engaged in falsehoods and misrepre-
sented material information” to trustees. 
The school also announced that a $10 mil-
lion donation—the largest in its history—
refl ected at least one anonymous couple’s 
trust in Aguillard’s leadership. Yet the de-
cision also caused the Cason Foundation 
to withdraw a $60 million pledge.

Evangelism eff orts 
cancel Arab festival
Organizers of America’s largest Arab 
festival are taking a yearlong hiatus fol-
lowing four years of tensions between 
attendees and self-professed Christian 
evangelists. Fights have erupted over 
controversial methods of street evan-
gelism—including carrying a pig’s head 
on a pole—and prompted several First 
Amendment lawsuits against the City of 
Dearborn, Michigan. One case was dis-
missed, but the city settled in another 
case, agreeing to pay $300,000 and 
apologize to evangelists. Arab Christian 
leaders in Dearborn criticize such eff orts 
by outside groups as ill-informed and 
counterproductive. One reason: The 
majority of Arab Americans are 
Christians, not Muslims.

Pop music evangelism 
trial heats up

SINGAPORE Five members of 
Singapore’s largest megachurch 
went on trial in May, accused of 
embezzling church funds to sup-

port the singing career of the 
founding pastor’s wife. Pastor 

Kong Hee and his wife, Ho Yeow Sun 
(popularly known as Sun Ho), say they 
launched the “Crossover Project” in 2002 
to use her secular pop music to reach non-
Christians. However, reports surfaced 
years later alleging leaders inappropriately 

GLEANINGS
Important developments in the church and the world.
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44%
nae board members 
who have met Billy 
Graham in person.

73%
Board members 

who have attended 
a Graham crusade.

National Association 
of Evangelicals
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used building funds to support Sun’s 
career.

irs adoption audits 
come under fi re
The irs’s much-publicized targeting 
scandal also drew attention to a report 
on lesser-known recipients of irs audits: 
adoptive families. A report from the irs’s 
Taxpayer Advocate Service (tas) details 
how the irs audited nearly 7 in 10 adop-
tive families who claimed the adoption 
tax credit in 2012. Of those, nearly 80 
percent had “missing, invalid, or insuffi  -
cient information.” But only 2 percent of 
claimed credits were revoked, signaling 
no widespread fraud. The tas concluded 
that the audits were “severely fl awed” 
and “caused signifi cant economic harm 
to thousands of families who are self-
lessly trying to improve the lives of vul-
nerable children.”

Christian converts fear 
fatwa’s implications

MOROCCO A recent fatwa calling 
for Moroccans who leave Islam 
to be executed has left many 
Christian converts in turmoil. The 
pronouncement from the govern-

ment’s top authority on Islam could 
change the penal code in Morocco, 
where apostasy currently isn’t outlawed. 
Christians say the fatwa sets a danger-
ous precedent for how converts (and 
Christians in general) will be treated. If 
leaving Islam is seen as an act worthy 
of death, then “proselytizing”—which is 
already illegal—could be treated much 
more seriously.

Messianic school dodges 
closure—for now

ISRAEL The only government-
funded primary school for 
Messianic Jewish children in 
Israel has earned the right to 

continue operating—at least 
through the end of the current 

school year. The Ministry of Education 
had ordered Makor HaTikvah to close, 
claiming that the Jerusalem school failed 
to meet licensing requirements. However, 
a court ordered that it be allowed to reap-
ply. The school told the Messianic Times 
that its license was unfairly revoked be-
cause it allegedly “discriminates” by only 
enrolling Christian children, even though 
“nonbelieving Israeli families would not 
think of enrolling their children in a 
school which studies New Testament and 
prays to God in the name of Yeshua.”

Methodists may discour-
age pastors over 45
Should people 45 years and older “pur-
sue other expressions of lay ministry” 
instead of becoming pastors? That’s 
what new guidelines proposed by the 
Texas Conference of the United Method-
ist Church would tell candidates enter-
ing ministry. The goal: to recruit younger 
clergy. Some critics called the proposal 
“outright ageism”; others worried the 
emphasis on younger leaders could mis-
interpret the mission of the church. But 
Carol Bruse, chair of the conference’s or-
dained ministry board, defended the pro-
posed standards as helping the denomi-
nation to plan for the future.

Cancer resurrects 
Carman’s career
After 12 years out of the industry, Chris-
tian music veteran Carman got a career 
boost from an unlikely source: a can-
cer diagnosis. After the former star went 
public about his terminal illness, fans 
donated more than $300,000 toward an 
online campaign to support a new cd, 
video, and concert tour planned for next 
spring. Carman is optimistic that he’ll still 
be around by then: “If God speaks to the 
people and the people put up the money, 
and they say go make music and minis-
ter,” he told Religion News Service, “to 
me that means I’m going to be alive in 
a year.”

“The fatigue of the 
day makes you fall 
asleep, but [God] 
understands.”
Pope Francis, discussing his bedtime 
prayers with a crowd in St. Peter’s Square.
Religion News Service

“Jesus tells us to 
love our enemies, 
not hate them after 
they’re dead.”
Martha Mullen, the Methodist woman 
from Virginia who arranged the burial 
of suspected Boston Marathon bomber 
Tamerlan Tsarnaev after an impasse with 
Massachusetts graveyards.
United Methodist Reporter 

“That wasn’t a prayer. 
It’s that simple.”
Rep. Steve Smith (R-Maricopa), on why 
an atheist colleague’s morning invocation 
before the Arizona House of Representa-
tives required a redo.
Associated Press 

“It became clear 
that what I feel 
as comfort was 
not affecting 
others the same.”
John Piper, explaining why he deleted 
two much-criticized tweets that quoted 
Job 1:19–20 in the wake of the tornado 
that devastated Moore, Oklahoma, in May.
desiringgod.org

“I am exhausted.”
David Norman, president of Erskine 
College and Seminary, resigning after 
weathering a court fight with the Associ-
ate Reformed Presbyterian Church over 
the school’s theological identity.
news.erskine.edu
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Religious profile 
of U.S. immigrants 

in 2012:

Legal permanent 
residents

Illegal immigrants

Christian
Other religions

Unaffiliated

Pew Forum on Religion 
and Public Life

llegal immigrants

83%
7%

9%

residents

61%

14%

25%



37%
Americans who said 

they had had 
a “ ‘born-again’ 
experience” in 

a 1988 poll.

34%
Americans who 
said the same in 

2004, a record low.

42%
Americans who 
said the same in 

2012, a record high.

General Social Survey

Sociology
GO FIGURE
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implementers to use a variety of 
tools depending on the context.”

That could benefit violence-
ridden countries such as Syria and 
Somalia, where food can’t simply be 
handed out to hungry people, said 
Michael Gerson, a Washington Post
columnist and speechwriter for for-
mer President George W. Bush. “If 
usaid had more flexibility to use 
cash benefits, it would be able to 
help more people in more effective 
ways,” he told ct.

However, World Vision isn’t cer-
tain that the proposed changes truly 
would be more effective, said Robert 
Zachritz, senior director for advo-
cacy and government relations. Be-
cause the funds would remain 
within usda’s overall budget with 
reduced oversight, no one could 
guarantee that the funds were being 
spent on food aid.

“In the political world, the risk is 
the agriculture committee would 
allocate the money to other things,” 
he said.

Dave Evans, U.S. president of 
Food for the Hungry, agreed. The 
domestic-focused usda has no real 
interest in international food aid 
outside of its benefit to American 
farmers, he said. “Congress is look-
ing for every way they can find to cut 
the budget, so if Obama converts it 
all to cash, the House could . . . cut it, 
and then it’s gone.”

Ideally, funds would be budgeted 
directly to usaid, but this is not one 
of the current options on the table. 
However, World Vision and Food for 
the Hungry do support more modest 
reforms, such as those included in 
the House and Senate farm bills. 
While the House has killed previous 
versions of the farm bill, the Senate 
approved a version in June that 
leaves Food for Peace intact and al-
locates an additional $20 million 
toward lrp. 

World Vision also supports a 
government-created fund to address 
chronic food insecurity in crisis re-
gions—as long as the fund is linked 
to the Food for Peace “safe box,” 

For the past 60 years, the 
United States has shipped 
wheat, rice, and other 
commodities across oceans 

to feed the world’s poor. But that 
could change by September, if Con-
gress approves proposals that would 
fight global hunger not with food, 
but with cash. 

Most international aid organiza-
tions agree that the current system 
needs reform. Yet faith-based groups 
Bread for the World, World Vision, 
and Food for the Hungry are split 
over which plan—the current one 
that uses American goods, or a new 
system that relies on cash—will feed 
the greatest number of people.

The most extreme changes on 
the table, proposed by the White 
House, would do away with a 1950s-
era Department of Agriculture 
(usda) policy that requires all food 
aid purchases to be made from do-
mestic growers. Instead, 45 percent 
of the Food for Peace program’s 

funds would be budgeted from the 
usda to the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development (usaid) for use 
in other forms, including local and 
regional purchases of food (lrp), 
cash transfers, and vouchers for 
hunger-stricken communities.

Bread for the World sees the pro-
posals as an opportunity to feed 
more people with the same amount 
of money, said Craig Moscetti, inter-
national policy analyst. If the govern-
ment allowed aid organizations to 
use other development methods, aid 
could reach countries more quickly.

Food for Peace does not currently 
allow aid organizations to partner 
with local farmers in poverty-
stricken areas to provide food for 
their communities. Yet a recent 
usda pilot program found that lrp
resulted in food aid reaching people 
more than two months faster.

“That’s really the goal,” said Mo-
scetti. “To move to a system that’s 
more flexible and allows program 

Feeding the 
Multitudes
The U.S. government got food aid to 45 million 
last year. Can it do better? By Melissa Steffan
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PASSAGES

Convicted
Efraín Ríos Montt

Guatemala’s 
former ruler (once 

very popular 
among U.S. 

evangelicals), 
of genocide 

against a Mayan 
ethnic group. The 

conviction was 
overturned on 
technicalities.

Selected
David Wright
As president of 

Indiana Wesleyan 
University, the 

largest member 
of the Council for 
Christian Colleges 
and Universities.

Elected
Thomas White
As president of 

Cedarville Univer-
sity. The Southern 

Baptist was 
selected unani-
mously—even 

though previous 
sbc partnerships 

have sparked 
turmoil over the 

school’s theologi-
cal identity.

For more info, visit: 
blog.Christianity 

Today.com
/ctliveblog

said Zachritz. This approach would 
preserve current levels of food aid 
while allowing other money to be 
spent on lrp development.

Still, he said, it’s important to 
remember that the existing program 
is “excellent,” feeding 45 million 
people in 2012.

“Can you take it and improve it? 
Absolutely,” he said. “But we [need 
to] advance reform and flexibility in 
a politically viable, practical manner 
that increases the number of people 
fed and does no harm.”

Immigration officials balked at 
renewing Daniel Carrillo’s reli-
gious worker visa. They doubted 

that the pastor’s sponsoring church 
had sufficient funds to pay him.

The Toronto native relocated to 
San Antonio in 2011 to help plant a 
church for the Nazarene congrega-
tion he had pastored in Kentucky 
since 2005. Two months after arriv-
ing, officials told him he had 15 days 
to leave the country.

“We were doing everything to 
the letter of the law,” said Carrillo. 
“There are a lot of ministers brought 
in from the outside who are in the 
same predicament as us.”

Whatever happens in Congress 
this year with immigration reform, it 
won’t resolve the quagmire of speci-
fied R-1 visas for religious workers. 
In an outdated legal labyrinth that is 
especially thorny for evangelicals, 
salary is but one of a myriad of de-
tails that can trip up foreign pastors.

World Relief immigration attor-
ney Kedri Metzger, who helped Car-
rillo finally renew his visa last Octo-
ber, notes that the Catholic Church 

has a much easier time adhering to 
the government’s standards due to 
its hierarchical nature.

“The [visas] really weren’t de-
signed for the plethora of Protestant 
denominations and all their nuanced 
differences,” said Metzger. “There is 
a lot of commonality and crossover—
especially in ethnic language 
churches.”

For example, if a Presbyterian 
minister from South Korea is offered 
a job at a nascent Nazarene Korean 
church in the United States, current 
guidelines make it nearly impossible 
for him to enter on an R-1 visa. Un-
der U.S. Citizenship and Immigra-
tion Service (uscis) rules, an appli-
cant must be a member of the par-
ticipating denomination for the past 
two years.

“Even if a denomination says we 
accept their ordination as ours, [us-
cis] still sees it as a different reli-
gion,” Metzger said. 

That is problematic for the U.S. 
denominations launching church 
plants among immigrant popula-
tions, where they often are seeing 
the most growth. Local congrega-
tions frequently must hire a quali-
fied pastor—one who knows the 
language and culture—from outside 
the country.

Metzger said religious workers 
used to have a much easier time re-
ceiving visas, but fraud led uscis to 
crack down in 2008. Subsequently, 
the number of R-1 visas issued 
dropped to 4,340 in 2012, down 
from 10,061 in 2008.

“It used to be a one-step process 
for a visa: just going to the embassy 
with a letter of invitation from the 
church,” said Metzger, who with 
two associates provides 500 consul-
tations a year. “My applications now 
weigh between three and six pounds 
because so many documents are 
required.”

Regulations can be particularly 
cumbersome for independent 
churches. Tabernacle Church in Nor-
folk, Virginia, has been trying to hire 
Indonesian doctoral student Kurnia 

Foe since last August to supervise its 
outreach to international students at 
Old Dominion University. But the 
government mandates that Foe, who 
graduated this May with a doctorate 
in physics, find a job in his field 
within 90 days—or be sent to his 
homeland with his wife and sons.

“The guidelines for R-1 are anti-
quated,” said Kathy Hardison, direc-
tor of Tabernacle’s international stu-
dent ministry. “Nondenominational 
churches don’t fit.”

Immigration officers have a great 
deal of discretion in rejecting R-1 
visas. If they don’t understand the 
inner workings of the denomination, 
innocuous activities can be viewed 
with suspicion.

For example, church plants often 
meet in schools. But officers who in-
spect the location on a weekday, 
when the school is filled with stu-
dents instead of worshipers, have 
assumed such applications to be fake.

The immigration reform bill be-
fore Congress doesn’t explicitly ad-
dress any of these religious worker 
visa issues. But Robert P. Webber, an 
evangelical immigration lawyer in 
Minnesota who handles some 20 R-1 
visa cases each year, believes it 
should. He thinks organizations such 
as the National Association of Evan-
gelicals should be prioritizing reli-
gious worker visas instead of engag-
ing in broad reform efforts for those 
not in the country legally.

“Why not include some common-
sense revisions to rules that apply to 
churches?” said Webber. “If compas-
sion is the theme of immigration 
reform, maybe current rules that are 
too technical for religious workers 
should be in play.”

But Metzger believes it isn’t the 
right time to revise the R-1 visa. She 
says the massive effort to rectify the 
status of 11 million people living in 
the States illegally is paramount. She 
also isn’t convinced that the solution 
should be legislative. Instead, she 
believes a well-positioned case in 
federal court could spur the needed 

[ continued on 14 ]
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Churches, 
Barred Pastors
How visa policies make 
it hard to hire ministers.    
By John W. Kennedy
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After the Boy 
Scouts of America 

(bsa) permitted 
gay youths as 

members (but kept 
its ban on gay 
leaders), the 

Assemblies of God 
said its churches 
should withdraw 

support. Southern 
Baptist Convention 

(sbc) leaders 
advocated the 

same, but the sbc 
rejected a boycott. 

The majority of 
Scout units are 
sponsored by 

faith-based groups.

Homosexuality
DISCUSSION STARTER

tweaking within the uscis adminis-
trative system.

“It doesn’t need to be over-
hauled,” said Metzger. “It just needs 
to be retooled in an evangelical 
church context.” (See p.  76.)

A lengthy dispute over how 
to convey the Trinity to 
Muslims led two denomi-

nations to threaten boycotts of 
Wycliffe Bible Translators. Now, 
new guidelines aim to quell the con-
troversy—and have successfully mol-
lified Wycliffe’s largest critic.

Wycliffe partner sil Interna-
tional halted seven projects in 2011 
until a 14-member panel convened 
by the World Evangelical Alliance 
(wea) could assess the debate. 
Recently, sil accepted the panel’s 10 

recommendations for properly 
translating “Son of God” and other 
familial references to the Trinity.

A best practices statement from 
late 2011 left room for translators to 
use words other than Father and Son 
if needed for cultural context. How-
ever, the new guidelines mandate 
that those two words must “always 
be translated with the most directly 
equivalent familial words.”

Translations that refer to Jesus as 
“God’s son” have always been prob-
lematic in Muslim contexts, said 
Warren Larson, scholar in residence 
at the Zwemer Center for Muslim 
Studies. The Christian message that 
Jesus is God directly contradicts Is-
lam, which views Jesus as a prophet.

In addition, some languages sim-
ply don’t have words for “son” that 
appropriately convey the biblical 
meaning, said Dudley Woodberry, a 
professor of Islamic Studies at Fuller 
Theological Seminary and member 
of the wea panel. For instance, in at 
least one language, the literal word 
for son has only sexual and biological 
connotations; all metaphorical words 
for the relationship are derogatory.

“The challenge becomes how to 
give renderings that are not blasphe-
mous or derogatory, but still exalt 
Jesus in such a way that it demands 

allegiance or rejection,” he said.
Yet the Trinity’s familial language 

underscores a key aspect of the gos-
pel, argue critics such as pastor Scott 
Seaton, who remains skeptical that a 
language without appropriate meta-
phorical terms even exists. His de-
nomination, the Presbyterian 
Church in America, joined the 
much-larger Assemblies of God (ag) 
in threatening to pull support from 
Wycliffe last year.

But in June, the ag’s World Mis-
sions committee unanimously voted 
to continue supporting Wycliffe, 
stating that the changes recom-
mended by the wea panel addressed 
its concerns.

Russ Hersman, Wycliffe’s chief 
operations officer, won’t name the 
languages of the seven halted proj-
ects in order to protect the security 
of translators, who are now making 
revisions to meet the new guidelines. 
All seven projects were nearly ready 
for print or distribution.

“When the controversy kept 
spreading, it didn’t seem like any-
thing we could do or say would be 
satisfactory,” he said. “These schol-
ars have . . . given us the direction to 
go and the boundaries within which 
we can play, and we’re grateful for 
that.”

Should churches stop sponsoring Boy Scout troops?

Briefing [ from 13 ]

“We encourage any 
of our churches in 
the bsa to now join 
our own boys’ pro-
gram, Royal Rangers. 
Were I a pastor, I 
would ask whether 
there are other scout-
ing programs that 
off er a viable alterna-
tive to the bsa where 
moral ambiguity is 
removed.”

George Wood
general superintendent, 
Assemblies of God

“It’s certainly some-
thing we felt our local 
church should do. The 
writing’s on the wall; 
when they redefi ned 
their defi nition of 
morality in the Scout 
oath, it was contrary 
to biblical teaching, 
and we had no 
choice.”

Bryant Wright
pastor, Johnson Ferry 
Baptist Church; former sbc
president

“We don’t yet know 
what the implications 
will be for troops as a 
result of this fl awed 
attempt at compro-
mise. Churches should 
be ready with alterna-
tives, should they 
eventually be in a 
situation of choosing 
between gospel 
witness and Scout 
sponsorship.” 

Russell D. Moore
president, Ethics and Reli-
gious Liberty Commission 

“There are many rea-
sons churches should 
be suspect of the bsa, 
including the insidious 
relationship of ‘God 
and Country’ that it 
promotes. But hope-
fully the triune God 
the churches worship 
can have a greater 
impact on the troops 
they sponsor. It may 
be worth the risk.”

Dennis Okholm
professor of theology, 
Azusa Pacific University 

“Exclusion is rarely 
the appropriate re-
sponse for the church. 
By stopping their 
sponsorship of lo-
cal troops, the church 
would be sending the 
message that only the 
righteous few are 
welcome within its 
walls.”

Matt Bonzo
director, Cornerstone 
University Institute for 
Christianity and Cultural 
Engagement

“In an era in which 
unbelievers are walk-
ing past—and not 
into—churches, we 
need to be creative 
in our hospitality and 
cultural engagement. 
If hosting a troop 
helps young people 
and families connect 
with a local congre-
gation, then I’m in 
favor.”

Kara Powell
executive director, Fuller 
Youth Institute

UNDER DISCUSSION Topics in the current debate.                compiled by Ruth Moon
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Translation 
Tension
Will new guidelines 
end controversy over 
Bibles for Muslims? 
By Ruth Moon
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hen Gayle Dwije’s firstborn 
daughter was barely a year 
old, a group of strangers 
smashed the windows of 

her family’s home in Bali and 
burst inside. Gayle did not recognize the 
men, but she suspected immediately that 
her husband, Wayan—who was born into a 
Balinese family as the son of a Hindu high 

priest—might be murdered because of his 
Christian faith.

Gayle grabbed their daughter and fled 
frantically into the backyard. The family 
climbed a seven-foot ladder to the neigh-
bor’s house and called the police. By the 
time officers came, it was too late to catch 
the perpetrators. The men had disappeared 
and left behind broken glass, a home in 

disarray, and a shattered sense of security.
“The police couldn’t guarantee our 

safety,” said Gayle, who now copastors the 
Christian City Church (C3 Bali) with her 
husband in Denpasar, Bali’s capital. The 
family decided to move to another part of 
town.

Wayan, who became a Christian in 
1994, is no stranger to death threats, 

The Spirit Sweeps Over Bali
Charismatic churches surge in growth amid a devout—and sometimes violent—
Hindu majority. By Melissa Kimiadi in Denpasar, Indonesia
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Healing Touch: Gayle 
Dwije (left) prays at 
a service in Denpasar, 
Bali. Pentecostal mis-
sionaries first arrived 
in the province in 1921.
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including one from his own uncle. But this 
attack was the closest anyone had come to 
killing him. In the eyes of Wayan’s ex-
tended family and community, his crime 
was that he abandoned his Hindu beliefs 
and became a Christian. But what the 
Dwijes found after the attack was a deeper 
understanding of the Holy Spirit.

ISLAND OF 
THE GODS 
Bali, one of Indone-
sia’s 17,508 islands, 
is home to Indone-
sia’s Hindu minor-
ity. The island be-
came a refuge in the 
16th century for 
Javanese Hindus 
fleeing the spread of 
Islam in Indonesia.

The province of 
Bali is 93 percent 
Hindu, while Indo-
nesia as a whole is 
85 percent Muslim. One doesn’t have to 
walk into one of the 20,000 Hindu temples 
or shrines to realize that Hinduism is 
deeply embedded in Bali, traditionally 
called “Island of the Gods.” Along the pub-
lic sidewalks of Kuta, the major tourist 
area, Hindus staple together fresh bamboo 
leaves in the shape of plates, placing flower 
petals and white pearls of rice on top as 
prasad, a meal offering to Hindu gods. Na-
tive Balinese practice a distinct blend of 
Hinduism with indigenous animism, an-
cestor worship, and magic.

Compared with the rest of Indonesia, 
Christianity has made little headway in 
Bali. Christians make up only 2 percent of 
the population. (Christians are 15 percent 
of Indonesia’s entire population.) In Bali, it 
is easier to establish a mosque than a 
church: Pastors need approval from 50 
families in the surrounding area and rec-
ommendation letters from the local district 
government. Islamic leaders do not face 
such steep requirements.

Yet new Christian outreach is taking 
root. A turning point occurred in 1972, 
when I Wayan Mastra, a native Balinese 
Hindu who became a Christian at a school 
on Java, was chosen as chairman of the 
Balinese Protestant church association. He 

contextualized the gospel for the Balinese 
church, including introducing dance and 
traditional gamelan music, to divorce it 
from its Dutch Reformed colonial legacy. 
He cast a vision for a “mango tree” church, 
rooted in Balinese soil, not a “bonsai tree” 
church, potted artificially.

Over time, Mastra’s vision produced 
results. Christianity 
in Bali is now grow-
ing faster than the 
population in Indo-
nesia. In the past 15 
years, immigration 
of Christians from 
other parts of Indo-
nesia and active 
crusades to encour-
age conversions of 
native Balinese have 
contributed to the 
growth.

Exact data are 
hard to compile in a 
country where 

Christian conversion faces lasting stigma. 
“When I first came to Bali 18 years ago, 
there were three Christian denomina-
tions,” said Gayle Dwije, originally from 
Melbourne. C3 Bali was founded by the 
Dwijes in 2001 and now shepherds about 
250 members. Last August, they opened a 
small Bible-based school for grades K–9.

Paul Suryanto, secretary of missions of 
Gereja Bethel Indonesia Rock Church (gbi
Rock Church), a Pentecostal church in 
Denpasar, estimates there are now about 
100 Christian denominations active in Bali. 
For church planters, Bali is fertile ground 
because of its small Christian presence and 
tremendous population boom due to ur-
banization and a growing economy. Last 
December, a report revealed that Bali’s 
population jumped from 3.89 million peo-
ple in 2010 to 4.2 million people by the end 
of 2012, the largest spike in 50 years.

The island has dominated Indonesia’s 
tourism industry with 2.8 million foreign 
visitors in 2012. Most tourists travel from 
China or Australia. It has one of the stron-
gest economies in the region, growing at 6 
percent annually. “Bali is considered the 
gateway [to Indonesia] for foreigners and 
business,” said Suryanto. “Obama and Hill-
ary came just last year.”

OVERCOMING STIGMA
Many Balinese who publicly claim Jesus as 
their Savior encounter threats like Wayan 
Dwije did—or worse.

“Balinese Hindus will kill Christian con-
verts here and take their land,” said John 
Stevens, an Australian who ministers in 
northwest Bali. When Stevens married his 
Balinese wife, Made, 30 years ago, the cou-
ple fled to Australia for fear of Made’s life.

“We have native Balinese who won’t 
pronounce they are Christian to their fami-
lies for fear of expulsion,” Suryanto told 
Christianity Today. With 8,000 members, 
gbi Rock Church is undoubtedly the larg-
est Pentecostal church in Bali, although 
not the largest Christian church. (Bali Tra-
ditional Church, which is noncharismatic 
Protestant, tops the charts with over 
20,000 members.)

In 1987, pastor Timothy Arifin of the 
Gereja Bethel Indonesia in Surabaya, Indo-
nesia’s second largest city, planted gbi
Rock Church, which now has 17 satellite 
fellowships throughout Bali.

When gbi Rock Church opened, it 
rented space in a convention hall in Kuta. 
As it gained members, the church needed a 
building of its own. Arifin, a civil engineer, 
embarked on a six-year project in 1991 to 
build the church in Denpasar. The main 
church today is a towering four-story struc-
ture with an enormous sanctuary, two 
wings, one chapel, five classrooms, admin-
istrative offices, a cafeteria, an outdoor bap-
tism pool, and a parking lot.

gbi Rock Church leaders recognize the 
stigma for Balinese who decide to follow 
Christ. But the church also realizes it is 
underprepared to deal with the stigma in a 
concrete way. “We don’t have the facilities,” 
said Suryanto. The majority of members 
are Chinese Indonesians who have emi-
grated from other islands in Indonesia, 
which perhaps contributes to the lack of 
material resources, such as housing and 
food, for outcast Balinese.

The approach of gbi Rock Church, 
Suryanto said, is to provide “a real physical 
manifestation of the Holy Spirit—things 
[native Balinese] can see, feel, and touch to 
bring great impact in their lives.” Suryanto 
noted that new converts sometimes turn to 
larger Protestant churches, such as Bali 
Traditional Church, for assistance with 
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housing and jobs when they are cast out by 
their families.

C3 Bali takes a different approach. “We 
advise them to not tell their families and 
communities first,” said Gayle Dwije. “Let 
their families see positive changes in their 
lives first.”

After he became a Christian, Wayan 
Dwije did not hear from his father for two 
years. Relations with his immediate rela-
tives are better now, but many members of 
his extended family still do not talk to him.

By 1999, the Dwijes began pastoring a 
campus ministry in Denpasar. Two years 
later, the couple founded C3 Bali, associ-
ated with a network of churches in 
Australia.

“We both decided 
earlier on in our 
marriage that we’re 
not here to play 
happy-clappy 
church,” Dwije said.

Toward that end, the Dwijes partner 
with Compassion International to run a free 
community program three times a week for 
150 impoverished children. The children 
are taught gospel principles and receive 
basic health care. Compassion provides the 
funds for school books and vitamins, while 
C3 Bali covers staff and location.

About half of the children in the program 
are native Balinese. “If they are non-Chris-
tians, the family has to sign a waiver or else 
we get caught for proselytizing,” said Gayle.

HOLY SPIRIT RELIANCE
Balinese Hindus recognize and worship 
thousands of gods. They believe a spirit is 
found in all things, even inanimate objects. 
What attracts many Balinese to Christian-
ity is the role of the Holy Spirit.

This reality is not lost on Christians 
outside typical charismatic congregations. 
“Pentecostals’ strength lies in the Holy 
Ghost,” said Lukas Wiranata, the Baptist 
pastor of Gereja Perhimpunan Injili Baptis 
Indonesia in Denpasar. “If native Balinese 
do not find the miracles that touch their 
soul directly, they do not believe.” 

Born into a Hindu family in Gianyar, a 
mountainous region in central Bali, Wira-
nata knows this dynamic from experience. 
He became a believer in 1990 after wit-
nessing his infant child recover from a 

potentially deadly flu. While his child was 
sick, he promised God that he would be-
lieve if God spared the life of his child. The 
next day, Wiranata said, his child was 
healed.

Wiranata attributes his first introduc-
tion to Christianity to Ester Sutedja and 
her late husband, A. A., former pastor of 
Gereja Pantekosta Isa Almasih Bali (gpia 
Bali) in Denpasar. With 250 members in 
1990, gpia Bali was most likely the largest 
Pentecostal church in Bali at that time.

Wiranata worked for the couple as their 
driver and was given a Bible as a gift. For 
months, he hid the Scriptures in a black 
plastic bag for fear of his Hindu peers. 
When he came clean with family and 

friends about his Christian faith, he felt the 
need to build a house for his parents to 
alleviate their anger.

“Hindus have to face the consequences 
and be brave to leave Hinduism,” said Wi-
ranata. “I wasn’t scared because I already 
received God in my heart. Now it’s easy for 
me to change the heart of Balinese people 
because I know what they are going 
through.” In 2004, he started his church 
with 30 people. Now, membership at Wira-
nata’s church is about 200, half of whom 
are Balinese.

The fate of gpia Bali has not been so 
favorable. In 1991, a trusted member stole 
from the church, and the congregation 
struggled. While gpia Bali continues to 
meet, membership has dwindled to 40. 
Sutedja took over as pastor after the death 
of her husband in 2007.

Despite the setbacks, gpia Bali persists 
in giving back to the community. Once a 
month, members visit a prison in Denpasar 
to minister to Balinese women and distrib-
ute basic goods. The outreach thrills Ester 
Sutedja: “When we win one Balinese per-
son in Christ, it’s like winning a thousand 
people outside of Bali.”

HEALING OLD WOUNDS
With a rapidly rising island population and 
a blossoming economy, the future seems 

bright for Bali’s Christians.
But Bali as a society still suffers from 

chronic poverty. In the village of Singaraja 
Desa, in the northwest, women walk two 
hours each day to fetch clean water. 
Among the traditional villages of Ubud in 
central Bali, basic appliances such as gas 
stoves and kitchen sinks are nonexistent. 
In the slums of Denpasar, parents struggle 
to send their children to school.

Balinese Christians are accepting a 
new responsibility to provide practical 
assistance. This is about the capacity of 
church leaders to make a visible difference 
in the community. The Dwijes’ church, 
for example, offers sewing lessons and 
$100 loans to low-income entrepreneurs 

to buy a sewing 
machine.

A charity called 
the Maha Bhoga 
Marga Foundation
(mbm), established 

by the Protestant Christian Church in Bali 
in 1963, works with villagers in the remote 
areas of Bangli and Buleleng through 
their educational livestock program. Each 
farmer receives two cows in a credit and 
profit-sharing system and learns how to 
process livestock waste to methane, which 
helps the cattle business become more 
profitable.

Other Bali churches opt to alleviate 
poverty through children’s aid. The Noosa 
Christian Outreach Church provides shel-
ter for homeless kids in Denpasar through 
its Bali Street Kids Home, located in the 
district of Kuta. They rent two houses that 
accommodate over 25 children ranging 
in age from 1 to 18. Food, clothing, shelter, 
and education are free.

For Balinese Christians who have 
experienced persecution, this attempt to 
change the quality of life among poor 
Balinese Hindus means practicing the art 
of turning the other cheek and identifying 
with the poor. It is a statement of faith in 
action as well as an opportunity to heal 
old wounds. Gayle Dwije said it best: “We 
often ask, ‘What would Jesus do, and who 
would he be hanging out with?’ ” 

Melissa Kimiadi is a journalist based in New 

York City. She is a foreign correspondent for A 

Journey Through NYC Religions (nycreligion.net).
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‘When we win one Balinese person 
in Christ, it’s like winning a thousand 
people outside of Bali.’ ~ Ester Sutedja, pastor
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This is whAt the LORD AlmightY sAYs: ‘But I tell 

You who heAR me: Love YouR enemies, I will 

punish the AmAlekites foR whAt theY did to 

IsRAel do good to those who hAte You, when 

theY wAYlAid them As theY cAme up fRom EgYpt. 

bless those who cuRse you, Now go, AttAck the 

AmAlekites pRAY foR those who mistReAt You.

And totAllY destRoY eveRYthing thAt belongs 

to them. If someone stRikes You on one cheek, 

tuRn to him the otheR Also. Do not spARe them 

If someone tAkes YouR cloAk, do not stop him 

fRom tAking YouR tunic. put to deAth men And 

women, childRen And infAnts, Give to eveRY-

one who Asks You, And if AnYone tAkes whAt 

belongs to You, do not demAnd it bAck. cAttle 

And sheep, cAmels And donkeYs. Do to otheRs 

As You would hAve them do to You.’

:

ho AA   L   mies,

 eeekites foo  YYY 

doo ggoooodd ttoo tthhoossee wwhhoo hhAAtte YYoou

hheeAAheAARR mmee:: Loovvee YoouuRR eenneemiiR me: Love YouR enem
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o hhiimm tthhee ootthheeRR AAllssoo.. DDoo nnoott ssppAARR

eoonnee ttAAkkeess YYoouuRR ccllooAAkk, ddoo nnoott sstto

AAkkiinngg YYoouuRR ttuunniicc. ppuut tttoo ddeeAAttthh mmee

, cchhiillddRReenn AAnndd iinnffAAnnnttss,, GGiivvee ttoo 

hoo AAsskkss YYoouu,, AAnndd iiff AAnnYYoonnee ttAAkkees

gss ttoo YYoouu,, ddoo nnoott ddeemmAAnndd iitt bbAAcckk.. c

eeeepp,, cccAAmmeellss AAnndd ddoonnnkkeeYYss. DDoo ttoo o

would hAve them do to YYoouu.’

ccuuRRssee yyoouu, NNooww ggoo, AAttttAA, ,

RoYY evveRYtthinng thAAtt bttAAllllYY dessttRRooYY eevvveeRRYYtthhiinngg tthhAAtt bb

arcion, a bishop of the early church, has 
become the unspoken patron saint of many a modern 
Christian. And to be honest, there’s not one of us who 
isn’t tempted to burn incense to the heretic. Why?

Because he put his finger on a problem that plagues 
the church as much as ever: What is the relationship 
between the seemingly legalistic and wrathful God of 

the Old Testament, and the seemingly loving and gracious God of the New? 
Marcion (d. 160) said the solution is simple: The Old Testament God is history. 
So he whittled away the Old Testament and any parts of the New that carried 
a whiff of that seemingly vengeful deity. He taught that the “demiurge” of 
the Old Testament is altogether inferior to the heavenly Father of the New.

If the Old Testament’s depiction of God troubled Marcion, how much more 
so does it trouble many Christians today? Recent Christian titles including 
Is God a Moral Monster? (Paul Copan), God Behaving Badly (David T. Lamb), 
and The Violence of Scripture (Eric A. Seibert) attempt to reconcile the two 
Testaments’ portrayals of God. 

Then again, maybe the New Testament God isn’t as “nice” as we think. 
Paul said, “The wrath of God is being revealed . . . against all the godlessness 
and wickedness of people” (Rom. 1:18). Jesus whipped people and animals 
and overturned tables in the temple. He also warned his disciples about their 
attitude toward those most uncomfortable passages that now make up most 
of our Old Testament: “Do not think I have come to abolish the Law or the 
Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matt. 5:17).

Yikes. Instead of alleviating the tension between anger and love, justice 
and mercy, judgment and grace, Jesus seems only to heighten it. No wonder 
Marcion opted for a kinder, gentler gospel. 

We cannot hope to unravel this mysterious paradox in the course of three articles. 
But we can honestly explore them, as Mark Buchanan, Phillip Cary , and Christopher 
J. H. Wright do in the following cover package. And above all, we look to 
the One who not only made the paradox more intense, but also wondrously 
resolves it in his life, death, and resurrection. 

—Mark Galli, editor
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Yes—if we set our eyes 
on the Cross of Christ. 
A pastor’s response. 
By Mark Buchanan

Illustrations
by Rick Beerhorst

[  C O V E R  S T O R Y   ]

Can We 
Trust 
the God of
Genocide?



Learning to Love Leviticus
How to follow one of the hardest books 
of the Bible. 
By Christopher J. H. Wright



recently taught a Bible class at our local 
Christian school. I was assigned the topic, 
“Can the Bible Be Trusted?” I prepared 
well—a skillful blending, I thought, of 
watertight arguments, personal anec-
dotes, and historical underpinnings. I gave 
a whirlwind history of the development 
of the canon. I toted out comparative stats 
on existing copies of ancient documents. 
I addressed the old vexing problem of 
the mystery cults and their relationship 

to Christianity. I told those students how the Bible was a wise 
and trusted guide in my own life. I gave examples. I delivered 
it all with what I thought was conviction and verve.

It was a flop. The students could barely stay awake.
I might have guessed the outcome from the get-go. I started 

with a question: “If anyone asked you why you trust the Bible, 
what would you tell them?”

It left them dumbfounded. 
As I was leaving, a young man who had seemed especially 

bored in the class approached me in the hall. 
“Thanks for coming,” he said, surprising me. I asked him if 

I’d helped him answer the question, Why do you trust the Bible?
“No.”
“Well,” I said, “do you trust the Bible?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Hosea 13:16,” he said.
“Remind me,” I said.
With icy precision he quoted: “The people of Samaria must 

bear their guilt, because they have rebelled against their God. 
They will fall by the sword; their little ones will be dashed to 
the ground, their pregnant women ripped open.”

Now it was my turn to be dumbfounded.
John Milton opens Paradise Lost claiming to “justify the 

ways of God to man.” It’s questionable whether he succeeds. 
It’s questionable whether anyone does. Most Christians give it a 
good shot anyhow. Most come up short. Our justifications start 
sounding like, well, justifications: labored attempts to vindicate 
God’s character against mounting evidence for his seeming 
apathy, impotency, and incompetency. 

But actually, that’s the easy part. What’s not easy is explain-
ing what appear to be deliberate acts of divine cruelty. God’s 
virulent rage. His hair-trigger vindictiveness. His apoplectic 
jealousy. Why would God make women and children pay for 
the sins of despots or the apostasy of priests? God’s behavior at 
times appears to the skeptic, and even to the devout, as mere 
rancor, raw spite. There are passages in Scripture that make 
God look like a cosmic bully throwing a colossal tantrum.

In light of this, it’s hard to stick to the claim that God is 
love—unconditional love, love that seeks and serves and suffers 
and gives until it hurts. It’s hard to reconcile the New Covenant 
God revealed in Jesus Christ, who welcomes little children, 
eats with sinners, speaks peace to troubled hearts, calls us to 
love our enemies, and lets adulterers walk away unscathed, 
with the Old Covenant God, who lays waste to entire cities, lets 

babies be dashed on rocks, opens the earth to swallow families 
whole, smites his own priests for just touching holy relics, and 
encourages parents to stone their own children for acting up.

This is a pressing theological work of reconciliation.
But it’s also a personal one. At its root, it raises the question, 

Can the Bible be trusted? Or more pointedly: Can the God of the 
Bible be trusted? Or more pointedly yet: Jesus, is that really you?

Mine is one of three articles addressing this issue. The other 
authors, Phillip Cary and Christopher J. H. Wright, tackle it 
as theologians. I commend their essays to you (on pages 26 
and 30, respectively).

I want to approach it as a pastor. 

SPANNING THE COVENANTS
In the 24 years I have been a pastor, I have operated on the 
fundamental assumption of the unity of Scripture. I understand, 
of course, the difference between the Old Covenant and the 
New, and how the work of Christ and the gift of the Spirit 
dramatically change how we relate to God. 

But he’s one and the same God. Jesus gives us a clearer and 
deeper revelation of God, but not a different one. The God Jesus 
spoke with and spoke for, the God he unveiled, is the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. I believe this. I preach and pastor 
on the basis of it. 

So I happily flit back and forth between the Good Book’s 
two halves. I mix and mingle from Romans and Isaiah, John 
and Genesis, Revelation and Nehemiah, James and Proverbs. 
I read Psalms as my own prayers. I consult Proverbs for daily 
wisdom. I’m as likely to take a leadership strategy from David’s 
life as from Paul’s, or to ponder the meaning of worship from 
Deuteronomy as from Hebrews. I’m careful to nuance my use 
of any biblical source, old or new, with the principles of good 
exegesis. 

But I’m no closet Marcionite, a follower of the heretical 
bishop who claimed the god of the Old Testament was a demi-
urge, a lackey deity, and sharply distinguished that being from 
the heavenly Father whom Jesus revealed and Paul preached. 
I don’t believe that. The God of Moses is also the God of Paul. 
They’re one and the same.

But then there’s Hosea 13:16. That seems as different from, 
say, John 3:16 as god is from God, as Marcion’s demiurge is from 
our heavenly Father. Perhaps it is Hosea 13:16—“The people 
of Samaria must bear their guilt, because they have rebelled 
against their God. They will fall by the sword; their little ones 
will be dashed to the ground, their pregnant women ripped 
open”—that Jesus’ disciples had in mind the day the people in a 
Samaritan village refused them hospitality. “When the disciples 
James and John saw this, they asked, ‘Lord, do you want us to 
call fire down from heaven to destroy them?’” 

God, in their minds, seems ready to loose mass destruction 
for such things.

“But Jesus,” we’re told, “turned and rebuked them. Then 
he and his disciples went to another village” (Luke 9:51–56). 
Jesus turns the other cheek, and makes his disciples turn theirs 
as well.

Is this a new thing? Is this a different God?
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No. 
Or better: This is a new thing from the same God.
But before we go there, consider for a moment how thin 

the gap really is between the revelations of God in the Old and 
New Testaments. God’s mercy, his kindness, his pathos, is as 
marked in one Testament as it is in the other. And his dreadful 
wrath, his fierce justice, his burning jealousy for his people and 
his own righteousness—again, these characteristics of God are 

well represented in both covenants. It’s worth noting that in 
order to make his case, Marcion had to excise not just the Old 
Testament, but a fair bit of the New as well.

Further, both Testaments narrate a kind of historical deter-
minism. The brutality that Hosea describes is sickening, but 
hardly confined to some remote, barbaric past ruled by blood-
thirsty chieftains at the behest of their cruel tribal deities. No, 
such brutality is happening somewhere in the world right now, 
often at the hands of those who are well educated and, in certain 
contexts, charming and sophisticated. But as then, so now: 
they commit such acts because, at root, “they have rebelled 
against their God.” And as then, so now: it’s often the women 
and children, the innocents, who suffer the consequences. In 
some ways, Hosea 13:16 simply announces a terrible historical 
reality: evil happens when men reject God, and often the wrong 
people suffer for it.

The problem here, though, is that 
Hosea 13:16 implicitly, and other texts 
explicitly, impute the agency of such acts 
to God. He’s the author and perfecter of 
the atrocity. He is the one pulling the 
levers, pushing the buttons—or watch-
ing it all happen with approval, like Saul 
holding the cloaks of the assassins. 

Is that you, Jesus? we ask. Which takes 
us to the heart of the matter.

In the past God spoke to our ancestors 
through the prophets at many times 
and in various ways, but in these last 
days he has spoken to us by his Son, 
whom he appointed heir of all things, 
and through whom also he made the 
universe. The Son is the radiance of 
God’s glory and the exact representa-
tion of his being, sustaining all things 
by his powerful word. After he had 
provided purification for sins, he sat 
down at the right hand of the Majesty 
in heaven. So he became as much su-
perior to the angels as the name he has 
inherited is superior to theirs. 

Thus begins the Book of Hebrews. 
Over its 13 chapters, the writer builds a compelling case for 
Jesus’ complete solidarity with frail and sinful humans and 
yet his utter superiority over everything that breathes—over 
angels, prophets, high priests, Moses. “In the past” is one of 
the book’s refrains. “But now” is another. In the past, God 
spoke and acted through prophets, through angels, through 
priests, through Moses. But now, God speaks and acts through 

his Son, Jesus, who is superior to all others—who, indeed, 
is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation 
of his being.

Jesus reveals God like no other. Jesus speaks for God like 
no other. 

Hebrews draws a vivid contrast between past and present, 
Moses and Jesus, the Old Covenant and the New. In every way, 
Jesus—what he says, what he does, what he inaugurates, what 
he consummates—is superior to whomever and whatever has 
come before him. The past is a mere shadow of Christ’s present 
reality and future glory. 

But Hebrews sees no contrast in God. There is no Old 
Covenant versus New Covenant God. There is no God of 
Moses versus God of Jesus. Whoever wrote Hebrews was 
no Marcionite.

All of this ties together as Hebrews wends toward its 
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The God Jesus spoke with and spoke for, the God he unveiled, 
is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. I believe this. 

I preach and pastor on the basis of it.
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conclusion. There, the contrast between past and present, 
Moses and Jesus, Old and New rises to a brilliant crescendo:

You have not come to a mountain that can be touched 
and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and 
storm; to a trumpet blast or to such a voice speaking 
words that those who heard it begged that no further 
word be spoken to them, because they could not bear 
what was commanded: “If even an animal touches the 
mountain, it must be stoned to death.” The sight was so 
terrifying that Moses said, “I am trembling with fear.” 

But you have come to Mount Zion, to the city of the 
living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. You have come to 
thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assem-
bly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are 
written in heaven. You have come to God, the Judge of 
all, to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, to Je-
sus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprin-
kled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of 
Abel. (Heb. 12:18–24)

Jesus ushers in a new day and a new way. In the past, we 
trembled before this God. But now we can approach him with 
joy, with confidence, with singing.

But he’s the same God. Indeed, here’s a surprise: The road 
is even steeper now, the judgment of God sterner, and the cost 
of refusal greater:

See to it that you do not refuse him who speaks. If they 
did not escape when they refused him who warned 
them on earth, how much less will we, if we turn away 
from him who warns us from heaven? . . . Therefore, 
since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, 
let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with 
reverence and awe, for our “God is a consuming fire.” 
(Heb. 12:25, 28–29)

Jesus opens a new way to the same God. But Jesus, rather 
than lessening the stakes, heightens them. His blood speaks 
a better word than Abel’s, or any other’s, but his message is 
only an intensified version of what God has always said: Do 
not refuse me when I am talking to you.

THE ULTIMATE NAIL HOUSE
I said I wanted to approach this as a pastor. My pastoral instinct 
is that this all resolves at the Cross. All talk of God must filter 
there. All views of God must refract there. All theology must 
converge there. At the Cross, God’s own wrath falls on God. 
The God of the Old Covenant meets himself in the Christ of 

the New Covenant, and in a way superior to everything that 
has come before, he enacts a deep and lasting reconciliation. 

Let me illustrate.
A worldwide phenomenon started in China about a decade 

ago. It’s called a nail house—a house whose owner refuses to sell 
to developers. That refusal forces the developers to excavate 
and build around the house, often leaving it perched starkly, 
stubbornly, precipitously, on some rickety pedestal of earth. 

They’re called nail houses because, in the scraped bald land-
scape over which they loom, they resemble a nail that never got 
hammered down. Pixar made an entire movie a few years back 
called Up, about just such a house and its crotchety, defiant, 
ancient owner.

In almost every instance, the developer gets a court order 
to demolish the house. 

So a nail house is an act of doomed resistance. It’s a gesture 
of hopeless defiance. It’s a desperate last attempt to resist the 
irresistible, to stop the unstoppable, to defeat the undefeatable. 
It’s a lone fist shaken against a ruthless destroyer.

The Bible is a book of nail houses. But unlike almost all the 
nail houses around the world, it comes with a message of wild 
hope: Hold on! Don’t give up! No matter how bleak it gets, how 
many fall to the right and the left, how inevitable your defeat 
seems, hold on! The high court of heaven rules in your favor. 
You win in the end. Think, for instance, of the Hebrew slaves 
in Egypt, or David and Goliath. 

But the ultimate nail house is the cross of Christ. That is 
history’s most potent nail house, raised on a barren hillside in 
defiance of all the hellish despotism of the cosmos. And this 
time, the owner won.

But here’s the strangeness of it: The Cross is mostly God’s 
defiance of himself. God erects a nail house against his own 
wrath. What the Cross defies, what the Cross defeats, what 
the Cross pushes back, is as much the wrath of heaven as it is 
the power of hell. God disarms himself at Calvary. To put it 
another way: At the Cross, God made a way for his mercy and 
love to triumph over his justice and judgment.

The old theologians put it this way: We take refuge from 
God in God. The only escape from God’s wrath is God’s mercy. 
If you cling to his nail house, all God’s wrath falls on the one 
nailed there.

And what rains down on your head? Grace upon grace 
upon grace.

Is that you, Jesus?
Thank God, yes.

Mark Buchanan is a pastor, author, and father of three based 

in Vancouver. His most recent book is Your Church Is Too Safe: 

Why Following Christ Turns the World Upside-Down (Zondervan).

At the Cross, God’s own wrath falls on God. The God of the Old 
Covenant meets himself in the Christ of the New Covenant, 
and in a way superior to everything that has come before, 

he enacts a deep and lasting reconciliation.
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here is genocide in the bible. Scripture both 
describes the Israelites exterminating the Canaanites in cities 
like Jericho (Josh. 6:21), and presents this as the command 
of God. This is what the Israelites are supposed to do when 
they enter the Promised Land and encounter its inhabitants: 

“devote them to complete destruction . . . and show no mercy to them” 
(Deut. 7:2, esv). 

The Hebrew word for “devoting to destruction” is herem. It is not an 
ordinary kind of massacre but something sacred, a way of giving things 
totally to the Lord. It includes property and livestock as well as men, women, 
and children. And it has the effect of cleansing the land of abominations. 
The procedure looks very much like an ethnic cleansing demanded by 
the holiness of God. 

  Is this what holiness looks like? Is this what we are supposed to imag-
ine when we read, “Be holy, for I am holy” (Lev. 11:44, esv)? How can we 
possibly read and teach the genocide accounts in our churches today?

To answer that question, we have to go back to the narrative and our peculiar place 
in it. And we have to ask who “we” are, who are hearing the command.

WHO DO WE THINK WE ARE?
We are a bit too apt to forget that this is a problem. The vast majority of Christians 
after the earliest decades of the church have been Gentiles—“the nations,” to use the 
biblical language. We have been reading Israel’s Scriptures so long that we forget that 
these words were not originally addressed to us. 

For example, the preface to the Ten Commandments says, “I am the Lord your 
God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Ex. 20:2). To hear 
the commands that follow as addressed to us, we have to identify ourselves with the 
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people God brought out of Egypt. We have to say, in some 
sense, that we are Israel. 

And how do we Gentiles get away with that? The difference 
is highly relevant to the issue of how we are to understand the 
destruction of Gentiles in the land of Israel. What could give 
us the right to think of ourselves as belonging to Israel, rather 
than being the kind of people who should be destroyed?

The New Testament’s answer is clear: faith alone. Only faith 
in Jesus Christ brings Gentiles into covenant with God, grafting 
them into the life of Israel like a wild olive shoot grafted into 
a well-cultivated olive tree (Rom. 11:24). And even so, Paul 
insists, Gentiles who believe in Christ don’t simply become 
Jews: they are not required to be circumcised or to follow all 
the laws of Moses. And that leaves us Gentile Christians in a 
rather complicated position with respect to the Old Testament 
commandments. We read them and believe them to be the 
Word of God, but we don’t try to put all of them into practice.

In fact, with respect to the command to exterminate the 
Canaanites, our position is less like Israel’s and more like that 
of Rahab, the Canaanite prostitute in Jericho who befriends 

the Israelite spies. She has not taken part in Israel’s exodus, 
but she has heard of it and believes it. She knows the name of 
the Lord, the God who has given the land to Israel, and she 
confesses that he is God of heaven and earth (Josh. 2:9–11). 
She is a believer, and eventually will be included in Hebrews 
11’s great litany of heroes who lived by faith. But she is not an 
Israelite. She is a Canaanite who hopes to live, not die. 

As a believer, Rahab can have hope, because the threat she 
faces is not so much moral as religious. It is not as if the Israelites 
were so much more righteous than every other nation (Deut. 
9:4–6). Israel is holy not because of their own righteousness 
but because the Lord loves them and chose them as his people. 
And the holiness of the Lord is a kind of jealousy that claims 
Israel as his own, not allowing other nations to lead them into 
worshiping false gods (7:5–8). That is the holiness that leads to 
herem, the extermination of Rahab’s people for their idolatry.

My proposal is that to read this story properly, as Gentiles, 
is to put ourselves in Rahab’s place. Our origin lies not with 
the people who hear the command to kill, but with those who 
are to be killed. We belong with those who should be devoted 
to destruction because we offend against the holiness of God. 
And yet what has actually happened is that, like Rahab, we have 
received mercy through faith in the God of Israel. 

To read the Canaanite genocide this way is to have our 
hearts formed the way the New Testament intends for Gentiles. 
We have to acknowledge that the holiness of God does indeed 
mean death for us. At precisely this point, it should be clear 
that we have entered familiar territory for Christian theology. 
We know the wages of our sin is death (Rom. 6:23), and the 

holiness of God is therefore a mortal threat to us—which ought 
to drive us to faith in Christ.  

JOINING RAHAB
Yet finding ourselves with Rahab has some less familiar con-
sequences. We need to join her as she befriends the Israelites, 
entering into a relationship of mutual lovingkindness and loy-
alty described by that wonderful Hebrew word hesed (Josh. 
2:12, 14). You could say that what frees Rahab from herem is 
hesed, the lovingkindness of her relationship with Israel. 

Through her lovingkindness, Rahab is the beneficiary of 
a blessing given originally to Abraham and, through him, to 
all Israel. “I will bless those who bless you,” the Lord says to 
Abraham (Gen. 12:3), words that are echoed when Isaac blesses 
Jacob (27:29) and when Balaam is forced to turn the curse he 
intended for all Israel into a blessing (Num. 24:9). 

It is a dangerous thing indeed to curse Israel, since the next 
thing the Lord says after blessing Abraham is, “him who dishon-
ors you I will curse.” The Canaanite genocide carries out that 
curse. Yet even the curse is aimed ultimately at blessing for all, 

as the Lord concludes his blessing of Abraham by saying, “In 
you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3, esv).

These are precious words, heard later in the Lord’s bless-
ing of Isaac (26:4) and Jacob (28:14). Paul describes them as 
God preaching the gospel beforehand (Gal. 3:8). For Christ 
himself fulfills these words, making the blessing of Abraham 
into a blessing for all who believe. 

Because of this gospel blessing, we can hear “I am the Lord 
your God” as words addressed to us, since we too share the 
faith of Abraham. But notice what this commits us to. It means 
we Gentile believers in Christ are to be a blessing to the people 
of Israel, “that by the mercy shown to you they also may now 
receive mercy,” as Paul says (Rom. 11:31, esv). 

Alas, what sort of blessing have Gentile Christians been 
to Israel? So much persecution of the Jews fills our history. 
Even our evangelism has often meant attempting to put an end 
to them. As Messianic Jews have recently pointed out, that 
is what Christians did by demanding that Jews who accept 
Christ must cease to practice Judaism—in effect ceasing to 
be Jews. It meant turning them away from their covenant 
with the God of Abraham and Moses, as if we had forgot-
ten that this was none other than the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. 

As a result, we preached Christ to them in a way that could 
only make him look like a false god, an alternative to covenant 
faithfulness. We played Canaanite, leading Israel astray. 

How then shall we read the Canaanite genocide? I would 
say: as Canaanites, prone to lead Israel astray, yet blessed by 
the faith of Abraham. This is a faith shared by Rahab in her 
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To read this story properly, as Gentiles, is to put ourselves in 
Rahab’s place. Our origin lies not with the people who hear the 

command to kill, but with those who are to be killed. 



lovingkindness toward Israel, and offered to Gentiles in Jesus 
Christ who is, as his genealogy attests, the son of Rahab as well 
as the son of David (Matt. 1:5–6). 

When we see ourselves in Rahab, we recognize that we are 
those who deserve death, who have no hope for mercy but by 
faith in the God of Israel and his Son, Jesus Christ. 

But we also see ourselves as belonging, by that same 
utterly undeserved mercy, to the covenant he has made with 
his beloved Israel. To read the Canaanite genocide in church 
therefore requires us to understand the church properly, as the 
body of Christ in which the dividing wall of hostility between 
Jew and Gentile is gone (Eph. 2:14). It is to understand that the 
blessing of God comes to us Gentiles through the Jews, with 
whom we are therefore bound in relations of lovingkindness.

GOD IN JEWISH FLESH
“Salvation is from the Jews,” our Lord tells the Samaritan 
woman (John 4:22). Samaritans, Canaanites, Americans—all 
manner of Gentiles can expect to find mercy and blessing and 
life only by looking outside their national identity. No nation 
has the promise of everlasting life before God except Israel. Of 
course this means not the present nation-state of Israel but the 
people of Israel, descended from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
But by the same token, it does mean this people, this ethnicity, 
its flesh and its descendants. They shall endure, long after there 
are no more Samaritans, Canaanites, or Americans.

For Jewish flesh belongs to the Incarnation of God himself. 
Jesus, the son of David and the son of Rahab, who is exalted 
bodily to the throne of God, is a Jew. If we read the Canaanite 

genocide properly as Gentile Christians, we will seek to be a 
blessing to the Jews, who have been such a great blessing to 
us in Jesus, the King of the Jews.

This may seem a strange lesson to take from a story of geno-
cide. But the Bible is full of strange lessons, containing strange 
reversals like the story of Rahab. Or like Paul’s hope that not 
only will Gentiles receive mercy through the Jews, but that 
the Jews will receive mercy through Gentiles (Rom. 11:31).

The story of Rahab’s family escaping the Canaanite genocide 
is, like the story of the Flood, the story of what did not happen. 
It is the story of those who, by all rights, have no place on the 
face of this earth, but nonetheless here we are, by the mercy of 
God exercised through the elect who found favor in his sight. If 
we see in this story how the well-deserved judgment of death 
becomes for us life in Christ Jesus, even the terrible texts of 
herem will build us up in faith, hope, and love. 

The truth is that much of the Bible will remain a closed 
book to us until, like Rahab, we enter into a relationship of 
lovingkindness with the people of Israel. That is one lesson to 
take away from the Bible’s story of genocide. Another is that 
the holiness of God remains a mortal threat to us insofar as 
we continue to dishonor his chosen people and hinder their 
faithfulness to him. If we Gentile Christians learned this much 
from reading the Canaanite genocide, it would do us a great 
deal of good. It would help us believe like Abraham, hope like 
Paul, and love like Rahab. 

Phillip Cary is a philosophy professor at Eastern University and 

author of Jonah in the Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible..
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erhaps the fact  that it is catalogued under “Humor and 
Entertainment” should tell us how to rightly appreciate A. J. 
Jacobs’s best-selling 2007 book, The Year of Living Biblically: 
One Man’s Humble Quest to Follow the Bible as Literally as 
Possible. In the course of a fascinating year, Jacobs tries to 
obey literally the 700-plus commands he finds in the Bible—
including stoning an adulterer, offering an animal sacrifice, 

and upholding all the jots and tittles of the Old Testament law. 
Clearly, taking the Bible literally does not always mean taking it 

seriously.
More recently, Christian blogger Rachel Held Evans undertook her own exper-

iment in “living biblically” by following for a year all the Bible’s passages about 
women’s behavior. A Year of Biblical Womanhood is Evans’s subversive way of 
revealing that no one—not even the most conservative Christian—takes the whole 
Bible literally, and that to do so is both impossible and silly. 

Both books, while unfortunately mocking in their own ways, nonetheless 
underscore some persistent misunderstandings about the Bible: 

How the Bible has come to us. Scripture is placed within the context of ancient cultures in 
the Middle East. It comes dressed in all the particularities of history and geography, which 
God took seriously when he spoke to us through various people who lived in them. To treat 
all of Scripture as if it were written directly into today’s world is to imagine that God himself 
thought the world would never change and that we could just keep on obeying all the rules. 
That is absurd, as we shall see. 

How laws function in society, then and now. Sometimes laws are like statutes—expressed 
in general principles. Sometimes they are cases or precedents from which judges draw prin-
ciples that can be applied to different situations. Sometimes laws reflect a whole culture’s 
way of thinking about life. 

The Old Testament laws are like all of these. They exemplify how God wanted certain 
kinds of situations to be handled. They embody values and objectives, on the assumption that 
people would understand how to extrapolate from a particular case to a general principle 
and apply that to new situations. So to take all of the Old Testament laws at face value is to 
misunderstand their original intent in the first place.
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How commands can function in relationships and communication.
If I hear someone on the street shout, “Freeze! Put your hands behind 
your head!” I need to know two things. First, who is shouting? If it’s a 
police officer—someone whose authorized command I need to submit 
to—then yes. Second, is he addressing me? Likely the answer is no. It’s 
addressed to the guy who just robbed a street vendor and is running 
away. So the command has authority because of who gave it, but it is 
not addressed to me in that moment. It claims my respect—I should not 
break the law in that way either—but it does not claim my compliance. 

Next time you come to London, ask your taxi driver if he is obeying 
the law. Doubtless he’ll answer, “Yes, Guv.” 

Then ask him, in that case, where his bale of hay and bag of oats 

are located. Remind him of the English law, never repealed, that 
requires London-licensed hackney cabs to carry those items for the 
horses that originally pulled them. Clearly he stands accused of not 
literally obeying the law. But he will probably retort, “You can’t be 
serious.” We all understand that an ancient law passed in the days 
of horse-drawn transport no longer applies to vehicles with engines. 
Mind you, it does embody a principle about how to care for a working 
animal, and that remains relevant—we’ll come back to that. 

In the same way, common sense tells us that when Paul commands 
Timothy to “endure hardship as a good soldier of Christ,” that is a 
command that I should seek to obey whenever I face hardship like 
Timothy. It transfers to me in principle. But when Paul commands 
Timothy, “Come before winter, bring my cloak, and especially the 
parchments,” we know that is a local, particular command, meant for 
Timothy only. The idea that all the imperative statements in the Bible 
should be taken literally, as if they all apply to me, is a nonsensical 
way of handling Scripture.

 
OLD TESTAMENT LAW: WHY IS IT THERE? 
What we usually mean by “Old Testament law” comes from the 
Torah, the first five books of the Bible. The word Torah does not 
really mean “law” in the sense of legislation. It means “guidance.” 
And the Torah guides its original recipients, and us, by setting the 
laws and commandments within the framework of a story. 

Before we get the Ten Commandments, we get the story of Cre-
ation, the brokenness of our sin and rebellion, and the wonder of 
God’s redemption, displayed in the Exodus of the Israelites. So the 
law was given to a people who not only knew that story, and knew 
the God who stands behind it, but who had lived it as well. God 
gave his law to people who had already experienced his grace, his 
love and faithfulness, his great act of salvation. Obeying the law was 
never a way to earn God’s salvation, but the right way for redeemed 
people to respond to God’s salvation when they had experienced it 
(Ex. 19:3–6; Deut. 6:20–25). 

And God gave Israel his law in order to shape them into a society 
that would reflect God’s character and values in the midst of the 
nations—what we might call a missional motivation (Lev. 18:3–4; 
Deut. 4:6–8). The Israelites were to be distinctive by living in God’s 

way, the ways of personal integrity, economic and social justice, and 
community compassion. The law was not a set of arbitrary rules to 
keep God happy. It was a way of life, a way of being human, a culture 
in a particular time and place, to show what a redeemed people 
under God looks like. 

To imagine that “living biblically” means trying to keep as many 
ancient rules as possible just because they are in the Bible misses 
the point of the law in the first place. Old Testament law was not 
just about rules but also about relationship with God, founded on 
God’s grace and redemption, and motivated by the mission of living 
as the people of God in the world, so that the world should come to 
know the living God.

OLD TESTAMENT LAW: WHAT’S IN IT? 
Every society follows different kinds of law—constitutional, criminal, 
civil, and so forth. So also in Old Testament Israel. There’s an old 
tradition that divides Old Testament law into three categories: moral, 
civil, and ceremonial. It has some value, but it can result in people 
saying, “I only need to pay attention to the moral law and can ignore 
all the rest.” But that doesn’t seem to fit with Paul’s affirmation that “all
Scripture” is authoritative and useful (2 Tim. 3:16–17, emphasis mine). 

To fill the picture, we need to recognize that the ancient Israelites 
had at least the following kinds of law. 

Criminal laws: Offenses against the foundations of the society 
itself, meaning against God and the covenant. Most of those were 
sanctioned by the death penalty, indicating how seriously the Isra-
elites took any behavior that threatened the nation’s relationship 
with God. All the capital offenses in Israel are linked, directly or 
indirectly, to one of the Ten Commandments.

Civil laws: Disputes between citizens over land, property, dam-
ages, compensation, animals, and so forth. Many of the case laws 
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fall into this category. 
Family laws: Parents, rather than courts, dealt with most of these mat-

ters, such as inheritance, marriage, and divorce. Only if something went 
beyond the power of parents to control did it come before the elders. 

Religious or cultic laws: All the regulations concerning sacrifice, 
priesthood, festivals, offerings, cleanness and uncleanness, and so on. 

Compassionate laws: We would hardly call these “laws” at all, 
but the Torah has many of them, such as how to treat the poor and 
needy, the homeless, those without families or land, debtors, ethnic 
minorities, and immigrants. 

The point is that on one hand, all of these kinds of laws were 
intended for Israel’s society and not directly for us. They are cultur-
ally specific and limited. Yet at the same time, as Paul says, all of the 
laws were “written for our instruction” and are “useful” for us. So we 
should not find ourselves asking, “Which of these laws do I have to 
obey, and which can I ignore?” Rather, we should ask, “What can I 
learn from all of these laws about how God wants me to live and how 
he wants his people and society at large to live?” Not, “What rules 
do I have to keep?” but rather, “What kind of relationship do I need 
to cultivate with God and live out among others?”

WHY DON’T WE KEEP ALL THE OLD TESTAMENT LAWS? 
Obviously we don’t obey all the Old Testament laws—law such as 
avoiding clothing made of mixed fibers, stoning to death people who 
cheat on their spouses, and refusing to eat seafood without fins or 
scales. Indeed, many of the laws we simply can’t obey, because they 
would break the laws of our own time. For example, we cannot obey 
the Old Testament laws about how to treat slaves as owning a slave 
is now illegal (though the biblical laws about slaves have plenty to 
teach us when we note how unique they were in the ancient world). 
History has moved on. God knew it would. 

But just as well, we should never say, “Oh, we don’t bother with 
those things because they are just Old Testament rules.” There are 
principled reasons why Christians not only need but also should not 
observe certain Old Testament laws simply as written. And regarding 
two kinds of law, the New Testament itself provides those reasons.  

The sacrificial laws: The New Testament makes it clear that the 
religious system of temple, altar, animal sacrifices, priesthood, and 
the Day of Atonement has been fulfilled by Jesus Christ through the 
Cross and Resurrection. He has accomplished once and for all what 
that great system pointed toward. The Book of Hebrews stresses that, 
whether we are Jewish or Gentile believers, we must not go back to 
that system, because we already have all that it represented through 
Christ’s sacrificial death and ascended life in the presence of the Father. 

The food laws: The distinction between clean and unclean animals 
and foods was symbolic of the distinction between Israel as God’s 
holy people and the Gentile nations (Lev. 20:25–26). In the New 
Testament, that separation is abolished in Christ, as Paul says in 
Ephesians 2. Through the Cross, God has made the two cultures one 
new humanity. And as Peter discovered through his vision in Acts 
10, before going to the home of the Gentile Cornelius, what God has 
called clean should no longer be called unclean. Today some Messianic 
Jewish believers choose freely to observe the kashrut regulations as 
a mark of their Jewish community and cultural identity. But in their 
unity, believers are free from food laws. 

But just because we no longer keep these laws literally does not 
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T he law in Leviticus prohibiting sexual intercourse between men 

(18:22) comes in the same book that contains laws prohibiting 

foods that Israelites were to consider unclean (chapter 11). We 

eat shellfi sh today without any moral problems, so why should we treat 

this sex law as morally binding? Haven’t we outgrown all of that Levitical 

law anyway? Christians who insist on the sexual laws of the Bible are 

being inconsistent in not keeping all the other laws too. So goes one line 

of argument in modern debates about homosexuality. To this, three 

things must be said.

First, as we’ve noted, we no longer keep the food laws because 

the separation they symbolized (between Israelites and Gentiles in the Old 

Testament) is no longer relevant in Christ. But the ethical principles 

embodied in Old Testament laws on sexual relations (positive and negative) 

remain constant and are reaffi  rmed by Jesus and Paul in the New Testament. 

Second, the argument would reduce the Bible to absurdity. The Ten 

Commandments come in the same book that commanded Israel not to climb 

the mountain. If we are told that we cannot with consistency disapprove of 

same-sex activity unless we also stop eating shellfi sh, then we should not 

condemn theft and murder unless we also ban mountaineering. 

Third, and most important, the biblical discussion of homosexual 

behavior begins not in Leviticus, as if the whole argument depends 

on how we interpret a single Old Testament law. When Jesus was 

asked about divorce, he would not let the argument get stuck around 

the interpretation of the law. Instead he took the issue back to Gen-

esis. That is where we fi nd the foundational biblical teaching about 

God’s purpose in creating human sexual complementarity—and it is 

very rich. It refl ects God—male and female together being made in 

God’s image—and it provides the necessary togetherness and equal-

ity in the tasks of procreating and ruling the earth. This God-given 

sexual complementarity is so important that God explains how it is 

to be joyfully celebrated and exercised—the union of marriage that 

is heterosexual, monogamous, nonincestuous, socially visible and 

affi  rmed, physical, and permanent (Gen. 2:24, endorsed by Jesus). 

On that foundation, the rest of the Bible—in the laws and narratives, 

in the prophets and wisdom literature, in the Gospels and Epistles—

consistently teaches that any other kind of sexual intercourse falls short 

of God’s best will and plan for human fl ourishing. (And we should note 

that the Bible has far more to say about all forms of disordered 

heterosexual sexual activity, including nonmarital and extramarital, 

than about same-sex intercourse.) 

The law in Leviticus, then, must not be isolated, stuck alongside 

shellfi sh, and mocked into irrelevance. It is one small piece of a much 

larger and consistent pattern of whole-Bible teaching about the gift 

and joy and purpose and disciplines of our sexuality.  —C. J. H. Wright

Sex in Leviticus 
It’s part of a much broader teaching in Scripture.
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mean they can’t teach us anything. We are called to present our bodies 
as a living sacrifice in the service of God. We are called to offer the sac-
rifice of praise. We are called to cleanness of life in a corrupt world. In 
fact, if we are tempted to mock Jewish fastidiousness over kosher food 
in the kitchen, we might ask if we have any sustained commitment to 
the moral and spiritual distinctiveness that the New Testament upholds.

We can find principles even in Israel’s civil laws to apply today. The 
urban Christians in Corinth did not see oxen grinding corn in their 
city houses. But when Paul wrote to the Corinthian church, he took 
an Old Testament law about allowing working oxen to be fed from the 

product of their labors (Deut. 25:4) and applied it to Christian workers 
in Corinth. He sees a principle in the case law—originally meant for the 
benefit of animals—and applies it to working humans. The principle: 
Work deserves reward. Later he applies another commandment about 
how manna was to be collected (totally irrelevant to Corinth, you might 
think), and applies it to the principle of equality between Christians 
(1 Cor. 9:8–10; 2 Cor. 8:13–15). These are biblical examples of creative 
application of biblical laws in nonliteral, but very appropriate, ways.  

HOW DO WE FIND THE PRINCIPLES? 
The best way to derive principles from the Old Testament law is to 
ask questions. All laws in all human societies are made for a purpose. 
Laws happen because people want to change society, to achieve some 
social goal, to foster certain interests, or to prevent some social evil. So 
when we look at any particular law or group of biblical laws, we can 
ask, “What could be the purpose behind this law?” To be more specific:

•  What kind of situation was this law intended to promote or 
to prevent? 

•  What change in society would this law achieve if it were 
followed? 

• What kind of situation made this law necessary or desirable? 
•  What kind of person would benefit from this law, by assistance 

or protection? 
•  What kind of person would be restrained or restricted by this 

law, and why? 
•  What values are given priority in this law? Whose needs or 

rights are upheld? 
•  In what way does this law reflect what we know from else-

where in the Bible about the character of God and his plans 
for human life? 

• What principle or principles does this law embody or instantiate? 

Now we won’t always be able to answer these questions with 
much detail or insight. Some laws are just plain puzzling. But asking 
questions like these leads us to a much broader and deeper grasp of 
what Old Testament laws were all about: forming the kind of society 
God wanted to create.

Then, having done that homework as best we can, we step out of 
the world of Old Testament Israel and back into our own. Ask the 

same kind of questions about the society we live in and the kind of 
people we need to be, and the kind of personal and societal objectives 
we need to aim for in order to be in any sense “biblical.”

In this way, biblical law can function sharply as a paradigm or 
model for our personal and social ethics in all kinds of areas: economic, 
familial, political, judicial, sexual, and so on. We are not “keeping 
it” in a literalist way like a list of rules. But more important, we are 
not ignoring it in defiance of what Paul says in 2 Timothy 3:16–17. 
We are studying and using it as guidance, light for the path, in the 
joyful way of Psalms 1, 19, and 119. 

A. J. Jacobs tried it for a year. The rich young ruler said he had 
done it all his life. Jesus’ response might have been the same: “You 
need to follow me and get your priorities right. Seek first the reign 
of God in all of life.” Even the law itself expresses key priorities (e.g., 
Deut. 10:12–13). The prophets put social justice way above religious 
rituals (1 Sam. 15:22; Hos. 6:6). Jesus agreed, telling those who were 
meticulously keeping the jot-and-tittle rules that they had forgotten 
the bigger picture—namely, justice, mercy, and faithfulness (Matt. 
23:23). And he concentrated all the law in the twin first and second 
commandments, love for God and neighbor. Paul took the same view 
(Rom. 13:8–10; Gal. 5:13–14). 

But Paul went further. To those who imagine that “living bibli-
cally” means keeping all the rules you can possibly find in the Bible, 
I think he would say, “You haven’t understood the first thing about 
the gospel. The Good News is not, ‘Here are the rules, see how many 
of them you can keep.’” Instead, I believe he would say, “Here is 
Jesus. See what God has done for you through him.” 

The good news is that the God who created the world has kept 
his promise to save the world. He has done it through the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. And we can be part of the story that ends in a 
new creation, with Christ reigning as king. The good news also is that 
once we have entered that story by repentance and faith, God gives 
us his Spirit, precisely so that “the righteous requirement of the law 
might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the flesh but 
according to the Spirit” (Rom. 8:4). 

There is plenty that we can learn from Old Testament laws that 
can still usefully guide our ethical and missional thinking and action. 
The Torah was always intended to do just that. But the heartbeat 
of Christian life and freedom is not keeping all the rules. Instead, 
it is living as people whose whole life and character are shaped by 
God’s Word in all its Christ-centered fullness, becoming more like 
the Christ we trust and follow, and bearing the fruit of God’s Spirit. 
That’s living biblically. 

Christopher J. H. Wright is international ministries director of 

Langham Partnership, founded by John Stott, and lives in London. He 

has written several books and commentaries on the Old Testament, 

including Old Testament Ethics for the People of God (InterVarsity Press) 

and The God I Don’t Understand: Reflections on Tough Questions of Faith

(Zondervan).

Some laws are just plain puzzling. But asking questions about them 
leads us to a much broader and deeper grasp of what 

Old Testament laws were all about.
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here are few media (besides this 
magazine, perhaps) in which you could 
find former Fuller Seminary president 
Richard Mouw, social activist Shane 
Claiborne, and the late Orthodox theo-
logian Jaroslav Pelikan discussing the 
mysteries of Christian faith. But the 

radio dial between k-love and the oldies station is a good place 
to start. There, on more than 200 National Public Radio sta-
tions every week, broadcast journalist Krista Tippett hosts On 
Being (formerly Speaking of Faith), a show dedicated to “tracing 
the intersection between theology and real life.” While many 
guests are outside the Christian tradition, the show has arguably 
helped demolish the misinformed stereotypes about evangelical 
Christians sloppily dispersed by other media.

Tippett recently spoke with ct managing editor Katelyn 
Beaty about how her faith informs her work—what she calls 
“a ministry of listening rather than of preaching”—and why 
the best Christians today doing the most loving, faithful work 
in Jesus’ name are the ones we’ll never read about. 

On Being went to a weekly national format in 2003. In the 
past decade, how have you seen the public discourse about 
American religion change?
I’d go back a little bit. I had been a journalist in Europe and 
then went to divinity school in the early 1990s, and came out 
as somebody who had the perspective of a journalist and was 
now also theologically educated.

At that point, you had Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson 
speaking not just for evangelical Christianity or Christianity; 

        The 
Publ     c
            Listener

[  T H E  C T  I N T E R V I E W   ]

Radio journalist Krista Tippett on her 
        faith, vocation, and what most media 
            miss about evangelical Christians. 
                                         Interview by Katelyn Beaty
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they were the voices of religion in America. They made for great 
sound bites; they were exciting in that way.

That was a big piece of the motivation for me: This [religious] 
part of life is so much bigger and more diverse than that. Evangelical 
Christianity is more diverse than that. That was my starting point. 

Now, there’s no cookie-cutter voice. The story I’m trying to tell 
is that evangelical Christians have a whole range of issues they care 
about—poverty and the environment and sex trafficking. That’s the 
story of what’s happened in the past decade, this broadening, expan-
sive application of core values and virtues. It means even things like 
Christianity Today’s This Is Our City project—I don’t think it would 
have happened 10 years ago, but it’s very organic, and it absolutely 
makes sense. 

I think leaders of an earlier era thought that to be a Christian in 
the public square meant to wield power, to dictate policy and 
cultural change. It seems like today Christians are more willing to 
work across boundaries and share power, in order to pursue the 
common good.
 It’s less possible now for voices to be privileged in the way Falwell 
and Robertson were privileged. [In an earlier time] you could have 
a Reinhold Niebuhr. You could be this authoritative voice on the 
cover of Time magazine. 

That era is over. There are authoritative voices, but they don’t have 
the sweeping command of attention. The old forms have stopped 
working, but we still don’t know what’s going to come in their place.  

I’m interested in recovering the idea of public theology. Ten 
years ago, when you would talk about Niebuhr, people would say, 
“Well, who is the Niebuhr of our day? It’s all fine and good to talk 
about how great Niebuhr was, but we don’t have Niebuhrs anymore. 
Whom can we point to?”

There can’t be any more Niebuhrs. I don’t even know if we could 
have a Martin Luther King now. The change makers are dispersed 
and plural; they’re in local communities, and they’re not all white 
Protestant guys.

Public theology is very different. We have to look for it a little 
bit more. It’s not just going to declare itself and be anointed on the 
cover of Time. But that’s good, because it puts all of us back in the 
equation, both to be leaders and to seek out the people who we want 
to have that authority.

The other paradox now is that because of technology, what is 
small and local can be amplified in some amazing ways that weren’t 
possible in the era of the monolithic, powerful figures at the top.

There is a pragmatism now in up and coming generations that I 
see as the successor to the 1960s idealism that ended up embittered. 
Niebuhr would say that even when we are reaching our highest 
ideals and in our moments of greatest accomplishments, there we 
will sin, too. I think the 1960s idealism of “we’re going to change the 
world” has been replaced by, “I’m going to change the world that I 
can see and touch.” 

Your approach is very fi rst-person in that you are lifting up the 
voices and experiences of particular people. What do you imagine 
the role of the “fi rst-person” religion journalist to be in our time?
Until very recently, journalism was doing an almost uniformly ter-
rible and superficial job of covering religion. When I started the 
show, and we would be doing a show with a Jewish boy or a Bud-
dhist boy, the editor would say, “Okay, so at the top, I need a list of 
what they believe.”

Also when I started the show, George W. Bush was President. 
Because there was a big electoral mobilization of Christians, places 
like The New York Times were paying attention to evangelical 
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When I think about 
evangelical Christians 
doing good, loving people, 
feeding people—that’s 
mostly what’s happening. 
They have always been 
so much more prominent 
than the strident voices.



Christianity for the first time in living memory, and you had these 
stories that were just so silly.

I remember one that was on the front page. It showed a couple of 
college students, and it was like the story was one of shock, horror. 
The headline was, “Evangelical Christians Are in the Ivy League.” 
[Laughs] I mean up until 50 or 60 years ago, the president of those 
places was always a minister.

On the one hand, it was so uninformed even when they seemed to 
be doing something in depth. On the other, it was very much focused 
at the power level—only bishops, ministers, the heads of seminaries 
would be interviewed.

The talking head.
Yes. But people today are less interested in that kind of coverage. 
There’s a hunger for things to be humanized. Words like transparency 
and authenticity express spiritual values that manifest our desire to 
see the humanity of things.

I like to say that I’m tracing the intersection between big ideas 
and human experience, between theology and real life. It’s not such 
a radical concept, but it hadn’t been done much before.

You have that ability in print as well. In print, I think what used 
to happen is you would have the “what’s journalism?” issue, and the 
idea that if it’s journalism, it must be critical, suspicious. The human 
story was really sidelined. The New York Times, I think, is still really 
primitive about this. It’s like some of the traditionally best places are 
the last to get it. There are a lot of good people coming up, and a lot 
of great stuff going on online. 

You write in your book Speaking of Faith that your own starting 
point and perspective is Christianity. What is it like as a religion 
journalist to identify with a particular religious tradition and also 
to step foot into these other traditions by way of your show? 
This would probably be one of those old taboos [about journalism] 
that needs to be broken down. I don’t know why we would think a 
business journalist was qualified to do what he does if he didn’t have 
his own bank account, or a political correspondent who didn’t vote.

I make no apologies for the fact that I have a religious life of my 
own. I’m speaking as a Christian because I’m speaking as myself.

When I first started this, there was a young Catholic reporter 
who was excited about the show. I’d just done something with the 
Dalai Lama, and she said, “Do you feel you get converted by talking 
to these amazing religious leaders?” The truth is, I don’t.

When profound encounter happens, it has paradoxical effects. 
At one and the same time, you are able to appreciate and even to 
learn from this other person and their tradition. But the other thing 
that always happens—and I’ve honestly never heard of a story that it 
hasn’t happened in—is that you become more richly planted where 
you are. You become a better Christian.

I think that some of the most deadly phrases in the English 
language are ecumenical and interfaith. They’re so boring, but the 
experiences people have are not boring, and the experiences are 
transformative, and they’re not relativistic.  

We did some audience engagement research a couple years ago, 
and there was wonderful stuff in there about how people really use 
On Being. A huge majority said they’re able to have conversations 
with people they couldn’t have had conversations with before. The 
same kind of majority said it had deepened their engagement with 

their own tradition, and that is the way it works. That’s a long answer 
to say that it works for me, too.

One word that has come up time and again within This Is Our City 
is vocation: the calling on a person’s life toward a particular path 
as well as gifts and talents that someone can use to bless others. 
How does this word describe your own work as a journalist?
Vocation is one of the words I want us to revive and use more often. 
Culturally that word has been conflated to mean your work or your 
job, and it’s so much bigger and more generous than that.

I know that the calling of being a mother has been for me really 
primary, as much as my job. Vocation is not interchangeable neces-
sarily with the work we’re being paid to do. 

I was once speaking at a Lilly Endowment thing, and someone 
said that they considered my work to be a ministry. That is the word 
that at least publicly, I would hesitate to use as a public radio host. 
But the way I think about it, and privately, I do, is: There’s absolutely 
ministry in what I’m doing. There’s absolutely a sense of calling in it. 
It’s simply a ministry of listening rather than of preaching. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer is a great voice for us now as somebody who 
under totally different circumstances watched the essence of Christi-
anity sit uncomfortably with the structures. He talked a lot about how 
if you’re never listening to your neighbor, at some point, you won’t be 
able to listen to God either, and that is the death of the spiritual life.

To me, there is a deep virtue in listening that probably would be 
a good thing for some of us to excavate in theology in years to come.

Let’s talk about the Civil Conversations Project—the On Being 
project that promotes civility around key and often divisive is-
sues. You’ve said that Gabe Lyons, the founder of the Q confer-
ences, is doing public theology. You also had Jim Daly, president 
of Focus on the Family, come on as well. How do these and other 
evangelical Christians contribute to the common good?  
First, Jim Daly was a revelation. Even long after James Dobson is not 
the head of Focus on the Family, the mainstream media haven’t picked 
it up. It was like a new story to people that Daly wasn’t Dobson—and 
he shares, I would say, most of Dobson’s core theology, but what he’s 
choosing to emphasize is so radically different. People were blown away.  

When I think about Christians, conservative evangelical Chris-
tians, doing good, loving people, feeding people—that’s mostly what’s 
happening. They have always been so much more prominent than 
the strident voices.

What I value is knowing that there are a lot of people who are 
not in the spotlight, who are not good at self-promotion. What gets 
noticed and taken seriously, and even defines how the world is, are 
people who throw themselves in front of cameras and microphones: 
they are either promoting themselves or they drop a bomb—they do 
something really dramatic and destructive.

But the irony is that a defining characteristic of a faithful Christian 
is humility. The most faithful people among us, the people living 
most deeply, are going to be the last people to throw themselves in 
front of microphones and cameras.

I also think we need people like me to shine a light on it when we 
can. This kind of initiative you’re involved in at This Is Our City—
which is just connecting people so that faithful people can become 
parts of webs and networks and their impact is amplified—is really 
important, too.
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The Antifat Pastor: Steve Reynolds 
of Capital Baptist Church in Annan-
dale, Virginia, has used Bible-based 
fitness to lead his congregation to 
lose 12,000 pounds since 2007.

One night  during the March 
2011 Fukushima Daiichi nuclear 
meltdown, Jesus appeared to 
pastor Sumiyoshi in a dream. “I 

saw Jesus approaching the nuclear power 
plant, walking toward the plant. Jesus asked 
me, Are you evacuating?”

In Fukushima Prefecture, the plant was 
severely damaged in a “cascading failure” 
that for weeks was out of control after the 
earthquake and tsunami. It became the most 
severe nuclear accident since Chernobyl in 
1986. Nearly 20,000 people were killed, and 
hundreds of thousands more became home-
less by nightfall. 

For Sumiyoshi, Jesus’ convicting question 
reminded him of the questions Jesus asked 
of his disciples before the crucifixion about 
whether they would abandon him. Sumiyoshi 
said, “Those reminders led me to make my 
own decision to remain in my community.

“People were saying, ‘The nuclear power 

plant is very dangerous,’ or, ‘We will have 
another tsunami.’ I asked myself, To whose 
voice shall I listen? ” He said he decided 
to listen to God, not man. “I learned 
this one thing. That is the challenge 
to us about our own faith.”

The events of March 2011, 
together called Japan’s “triple disaster,” 
marked the most expensive catastrophe in 
recorded history. Losses reached more than 
$235 billion. Close to 1 million people were 
forced from their homes, including nearly 
100,000 people who on a moment’s notice 
evacuated about 13 miles away from the 
nuclear plant. Japan, one of the strongest 
economic powers of the world, was brought 
to its knees. Leaders declared a state-level 
crisis for the first time since World War II.

A COUNTRY OF CONUNDRUMS
Within 24 hours of the earthquake, local 
churches, agencies, and relief groups 

mobilized thousands of volunteers from 
more than 80 nations.

       More than two years after the triple 
disaster, the Christian level of engage-
ment in the disaster zone remains sig-
nificant. There is no precedent for this 
kind of faith-based effort after natural 

disaster in Japan’s 2,000-year history.
After his dream, Sumiyoshi and his wife 

decided to stay and serve their community. 
His small church, Nakoso Christ Church, 
started serving a few thousand people in a 
remote town overlooked by big agencies and 
government services.

The relief work by local churches is occur-
ring in the context of the government’s pain-
fully slow response. At least 200,000 evacu-
ees, some exposed to high radiation levels, 
still dwell in temporary housing.

Japan is a country of conundrums to the 
watching world, especially in the eyes of 
anthropologists, missiologists, development 

After Fukushima’s tragedy, God moved church leaders 
to the disaster-zone frontlines, where they encountered Jesus 

in fresh ways while serving their neighbors. 

By Soohwan Park

rJapan 

Rising

Silent Vigil: On the second 
anniversary of the triple 
disaster, a woman prays 
for Rikuzentakata, where 
2,300 people died or are 
missing. The town no 
longer exists, and very 
little has been rebuilt.
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professionals, and aid agency leaders. 
It is one of the wealthiest nations, with 
a $4 trillion economy—and also has 
one of the highest suicide rates. It 
boasts high achievements in technol-
ogy and science. But Shinto, the tra-
ditional Japanese religion that once 
defined the emperor as head of state 
and god, still plays a highly influential 
ceremonial and cultural role.

Only 1 percent of Japanese claim 
Christian faith. Among Christian lead-
ers, Japan has the stigma of being “a 
hard soil to plant the gospel.” That soil 
may have loosened since the disaster. 
Atsuyoshi Fujiwara, theologian and 
founding pastor of Tokyo’s Covenant 
of Grace Church, believes the events 
of 2011 are Japan’s “fourth encounter 
with Christianity.”

In the first three historic encounters, Fuji-
wara says, the Japanese rejected it. “Each 
period was different. Yet there was a pat-
tern. Christianity came in chaotic periods 
when Japan lost peace and order. Initially, 
Japan accepted Christianity, yet gradually 
rejected it when it recovered peace, order, 
and confidence.” (See “A Fresh Encounter 
with Jesus,” p. 44.)

Japan’s triple disaster has led Christian 
relief and development leaders to rethink 
how they do ministry in Japan. Based on my 
field research in Fukushima with the Market-
place Institute, a public theology think tank at 
Regent College in Vancouver, complex ques-
tions arose after the disaster: What do Chris-
tians uniquely bring to a materially wealthy 
nation struck by massive natural disasters 
and hostile to the growth of Christianity on 
its soil? What is the appropriate role of Chris-
tian relief in a time of overwhelming need?

While these questions are specific to 
Japan, the lessons learned are applicable to 
all disaster relief contexts. The Fukushima 
triple disaster has only heightened the need 
to change the practice of Christian relief and 
development.

From April 2011 to April 2012, Market-
place Institute convened meetings, con-
ducted field surveys, and observed relief 
work to explore these issues. The institute 
partnered with Food for the Hungry (usa

and Canada), Disciple Nations Alliance (usa
and Korea), and Friends with the Voiceless 
International (Japan).

In the field, we paid particular attention 
to the three neglected aspects of relief work: 
spirituality, story, and sustainability.

SPIRITUAL MOTIVES
For decades, disaster relief typically has been 
equated with physical assistance carried out 
based on need and without much attention 
to spiritual factors.

Yet over time, the framework for relief has 
grown beyond physical recovery. Research 
on people severely disabled from accidents 
has verified that a spiritual perspective 
helps to increase victims’ resilience and 

recovery (findings that are explored 
in the 2012 book Sacred Aid: Faith and 
Humanitarianism).

How does a spiritual point of 
view inform disaster response for 
Christians when the religious beliefs 
of the majority are opposed to Chris-
tianity? In the early stage of disaster 
response, Marketplace Institute vis-
ited local churches and communities 
within a 35-mile radius of the Fuku-
shima power plant. Our criterion of 
discernment was simply this: “Pray, 
listen, act.” We discovered that many 
of those who decided to stay in the 
region, instead of evacuating, did 
so because of vivid dreams, such as 
pastor Sumiyoshi’s, or convictions 
arising from particular Bible texts.

For example, in the summer of 2011, Japa-
nese pastors gathered for the first Fukushima 
Future Forum and meditated on Lamenta-
tions 3:19–23. One of many pastors who 
prayed aloud said, “Lord, you accept broken 
and humble hearts. Crush my pride and sanc-
tify me as an instrument that can be used by 
you.” Before the disaster, there were about 
100 churches in Fukushima. Only 20 of these, 
all of them with 30 or fewer members, remain 
on site to minister in Fukushima.

Yet dreams and convictions do not always 
count in the realm of disaster relief provided 
by paid professionals. There is no simple 
method to capture intangible motives, or 
a framework on how to measure the suc-
cess or failure of actions based on a pastor’s 

Staying in Place: Pastor Sumiyoshi’s Nakoso Christ Church 
in Iwaki City provided aid to 1,500 survivors in the first 

month after the disaster.
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Shelter Volunteers: A young volunteer (left) 
from crash Japan shares a simple meal with 
evacuees in a shelter. crash Japan mobilized 
more than 3,000 volunteers after the disaster.
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dreams, confessions, or hopes. We discov-
ered that many relief groups don’t know 
how to address the spiritual dynamics of 
human need after a major disaster—how, for 
example, people cope with survivor guilt or 
posttraumatic stress.

WHOSE STORY COUNTS?
Time and scale matter greatly in relief opera-
tions. They often determine how much it is 
going to cost to deliver results. But when 

relief groups focus only on metrics, saving 
lives is reduced to feeding the hungry, pro-
viding roofs over heads, and giving water to 
the thirsty. 

The language of organizations drives what 

kinds of needs count most, what type of aid 
has functional value, and how an intervention 
should be delivered and its success measured. 
An organization’s “story” shapes how they 
provide aid and how they measure results.

The paradigm that drives and controls 
this whole process is cost-effectiveness. It 
is the paradigm of faster and bigger is better. 
I call this the McDonaldization of human 
compassion: to deliver as much as possible, 
as fast as possible, to as many people as pos-
sible, at as low a cost as possible. (Sociologist 
George Ritzer, in his 1993 book, The McDon-
aldization of Society, claims that the fast-food 
industry’s goals of efficiency, calculability, 
predictability, and control have crept into 

other social sectors and dehuman-
ized individuals.)

In the first year after the 2011 
disaster, more than $5 billion in aid 
overwhelmed local leaders in the disaster 
zone. In hindsight, aid experts realized 
there were too many cases of mismatches 
between local need and available assistance, 
unwelcome cookie-cutter programs, and a 
leadership vacuum. 

But there are grassroots counterexamples, 

and local Japanese Christians are pioneering 
new approaches. One is from Grace Garden 
Chapel in Koriyama, a midsized city 40 miles 
west of Fukushima Daiichi. The region’s larg-
est shelter was located near this church.

After the first few weeks 
of volunteering at the shelter, 
church leaders decided to 
help a limited number of fam-
ilies, only the ones that they 
could help while maintaining 
personal relationships. In the 
selection process, they chose 
to help the evacuees who 
clearly wanted to reestablish 
their lives permanently.

This was an “expen-
sive” way of providing relief 
assistance, but church lead-
ers wanted to ensure that 
family relationships were 
respected and adequate per-
sonal and emotional care was 
provided. Throughout the 
whole program operation, 

Grace Garden stuck to one principle: Keep 
the motivation genuine to love neighbors, and 
do not use material goods to win converts.

The husband-wife pastoral team was con-
victed by Jeremiah 29. (The name of their 
church is derived from the Jewish exiles’ 
garden in Babylon, referenced in verses 4–5.) 
This Scripture passage influenced how vol-
unteers responded to the needs of survivors, 
physically and spiritually.

Other counterexamples come from 
trained volunteers who used their imagina-
tion to develop new programs: massaging the 
hands of elderly evacuees, foot-washings, 
mobile coffeehouses, safe spaces for grief 
counseling, restoring flood-damaged photo 

albums, decontaminating farmland, 
posttrauma camps for young chil-
dren, and a baseball festival. (See 

“Beauty From Broken Things,” p. 46.)
The temptation to take a utilitarian 

approach over a people-centered one is 
strong, say many relief experts. But when 
personal, even creative, attention gets side-
lined by efficiency, broken communities 
cannot experience full restoration or lasting 
change after disaster. 

SUSTAINING HOPE
Rapid intervention after disaster is excellent 
at producing measurable, short-term results, 
saving countless lives. But long-term restora-
tion and sustainability are far more difficult.

The concept of “developmental relief” 
grew out development experts’ desire to set 
in motion lasting changes. This means setting 
the disaster-stricken community on the path 
of sustainable development.

But in Fukushima, triggered by the 
nuclear crisis and disaster, Christians have 
realized that it is not enough for development 
programs to try to “push the reset button” 
by returning the nation to where it was. Our 
research was driven by one question: How 
could relief groups help communities out of 
chaos and promote human flourishing, not 
economic pursuit and individual success?

Our research led us to Usuiso, a tiny 
coastal fishing village heavily damaged by 
the tsunami. Some 200 homes were lost, 
and many villagers died. Before the disas-
ter, Usuiso was aging, economically declin-
ing, and socially inactive. After the tsunami, 
the only landmark of the village was a pile 
of radioactive debris that stood out on the 
flattened landscape like a mountain.

In this desolation, the leadership of one 
church, Global Mission Chapel, in nearby 
Iwaki City brought vision and hope to local 
survivors. While the mayor fled after the 
disaster, church members started serving all 
over the city, even though the church had 
also lost families.

In contrast to the slow action by Iwaki 
City officials, the church quickly gained the 
trust of the city’s remaining residents. As 
church members served in disaster-stricken 
areas, they met evacuees from Usuiso. Chris-
tian volunteers began to visit the village to 
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‘Lord, you accept broken and humble hearts. Crush my pride and sanctify me as an 
instrument that can be used by you.’ ~ A pastor’s public prayer at the Fukushima Future Forum
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Water Works: Ibaraki Christian University volunteers unload the 
first shipment of 1 million water bottles provided to pregnant 
women and their young children in Fukushima.



pray over what remained. Church elders pro-
posed a design for a new village with restored 
homes, businesses, educational and cultural 
facilities, and commercial centers.

In response to the disaster, Global Mis-
sion Chapel changed its name to Global Mis-
sion Center because, they said, “A church is 
people, not a building.” Members commit-
ted themselves to relocate to Usuiso when 
appropriate and to stand with villagers for 
generations to come. After two years, there 
is fresh momentum for restoring Usuiso. The 
members of Global Mission Center saw this 
vision of a new Japan rise out of their prayers 
with their suffering neighbors.

Where does hope arise for disaster 

survivors? Where does the power to restore 
and sustain a community and nation come 
from? Perhaps one secret to sustainability 
and lasting impact comes from a community 
of resilient people in a local church and the 
convictions they are willing to uphold at all 
costs.

Disaster relief is complex. Theologically, 
it involves restoration of all things that were 
broken and all relationships that are in need 
of reconciliation in order for a community 
to flourish in all areas of life (Col. 1:15–20).

Fundamentally, this is not the work of a 
professional agency, but of ordinary people in a 
local church loving their neighbors out of love 
for Christ. Christian relief work happens only 

when the local church realizes its mission to 
serve the world, giving themselves for others 
and restoring the fabric of a broken society.

DISASTER RELIEF 3.0
At the end of the yearlong process of assisting 
and partnering with local churches in Fuku-
shima, we developed the idea of Disaster 
Relief 3.0—Relational Relief.

In Disaster Relief 1.0, relief slowly was 
secularized and taken over by professional 
and bureaucratic leadership. In Disaster 
Relief 2.0, market-driven strategies and 
metrics further sidelined volunteer acts of 
charity, mercy, and justice.

In Disaster Relief 3.0, the local church 

R E D E E M I N G  D I S A S T E R

A tsuyoshi Fujiwara has been a pastor and scholar in Japan since 

1999. Immediately after the March 2011 disaster, he joined 

volunteers in relief work and believes the Japanese church’s 

rapid response is a key reason why some Japanese are giving Christianity 

a fresh look.

A professor of theology at Seigakuin University and founding 

pastor at Covenant of Grace Church in Tokyo, Fujiwara recently pub-

lished Theology of Culture in a Japanese Context: A Believers' Church 

Perspective (Wipf and Stock). He is helping to plan the third theologi-

cal conference at Fuller Seminary to examine the Christian response 

to Japan’s triple disaster. Christianity Today senior editor of global 

journalism, Timothy C. Morgan, interviewed Fujiwara by e-mail.

You say that Japan has had three separate encounters with 
Christianity. What went wrong with each of them?
Each period was diff erent. Yet there was a pattern: Christianity 

came in chaotic periods when Japan lost peace and order.

Sixteenth-century warfare preceded the arrival of Jesuits 

and the Roman Catholic mission. Then, after 250 years of the 

Shogunate era, Japan’s isolation ended in 1844, and Western 

missions groups arrived. After World War II, Christian missions 

increased.

Initially Japan accepted Christianity, yet gradually rejected it 

when the nation recovered peace, order, and confi dence. 

The Roman Catholic mission was remarkable. We had 

numerous Christian martyrs. In the latter two 

periods, Christianity became more success-oriented 

around the idea that “Japan needs democracy and 

Christianity to be successful.” When Japan 

became successful without Christianity, it 

abandoned it.

What occurred after the 2011 disasters that triggered what you 
call Japan’s fourth encounter with Christianity?
After the disaster, churches and organizations naturally worked together 

beyond denominational walls to deliver foods and supplies. We realized that 

we were “Christians” to 99 percent of the Japanese people.

Before the disaster, Japanese churches had been isolated from 

society without participating in regional festivals and activities, which 

were often connected to Shintoism and Buddhism. The churches were 

trying to be “pure.” Yet after the disasters, they came to be strongly 

involved in relief works while keeping a pure motivation of helping 

people. People saw the genuine motivation of Christian volunteers. 

Now churches are trusted.

      What would authentic Christianity in Japan look like?
It would be prophetic and priestly. This is applicable to any society. 

In Japan, it should challenge Japanese nationalism and the part 

of culture that tries to be independent from God and refuses 

to confess that Jesus Christ is the Lord. Authentic Christianity 

also loves and embraces Japan despite its fallenness. It forms 

healthy culture by transforming it and producing alternatives.

What aspects of Japanese culture resonate most deeply 
with the Bible’s “God so loved the world” message?

Suff ering is a key area in Japanese culture—

though by no means exclusively Japanese. 

In 1946, the late Japanese theologian 

Kazoh Kitamori published an important 

book, The Theology of the Pain of God.

     In the 1960s, theologian Paul Tillich 

said that substitutionary atonement did 

not make sense to many Americans. But 

A Fresh Encounter with Jesus
Scholar Atsuyoshi Fujiwara says Japanese are showing new interest in Christianity. 
Interview by Timothy C. Morgan
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—not just relief experts—moves to restore 
itself as God’s chosen instrument for the 
health and charity of a community, especially 
before, during, and after disaster. This idea 
is much more intensive than church-based 
community outreach.

It places the local church where they 
should be, in the community and in the midst 
of a crisis, and does so no matter how small it 
is or how great the surrounding hostility. It 
fosters relationships at all levels (social, eco-
nomic, and institutional). It creates meaning-
ful partnerships centered on the local church 
in disaster-stricken communities in all stages 
of disaster response.

This begins by carefully listening to victims, 

to the quiet voice of Jesus, and to one 
another. It also means listening to pos-
sibilities, not just immediate needs. It 
brings to my mind Lamentations 3:19–21, 
“I remember my affliction and my wandering, 
the bitterness and the gall. I well remember 
them, and my soul is downcast within me. Yet 
this I call to mind and therefore I have hope. ”

Relational relief is a ministry of Holy Sat-
urday—caught between the pain and suffer-
ing of death on Good Friday and the hope of 
resurrection on Easter Sunday.

One Sunday a few months after the triple 
disaster, there was a major aftershock. Sumi-
yoshi prayed with his congregation: “We had 
an earthquake this morning again. I pleaded 

you, [God], not to give us any more 
suffering. However, we believe that 
everything is in your hands.
“As Jesus walked toward the cross a 

long time ago, he is walking toward the nuclear 
plant now. He is kneeling there and praying for 
us. Jesus made a promise that his spirit would 
be with each of us. We have so many sorrows, 
suffering, and pain in our lives. Because of 
the promise of Jesus, we can persevere and 
have hope.”

Soohwan Park is an associate with the Market-

place Institute, Regent College, Vancouver. Her 

blog, En Route to Fukushima (www.fearnotfuku 

shima.blogspot.com) has stories from Fukushima.

the Japanese can still understand it. Parents still make sacrifi ces for 

children today. The suff ering of God for and with us is a great message. 

Is Japan as secularized as recent surveys show—just one in fi ve 
adult Japanese view themselves as religious?
Japanese people are more religious than you might think. They 

do not go to particular temples or churches of religious organiza-

tions on a regular basis. Yet they have a sense of transcendence and 

spirituality that is not directly connected to traditional religion.

What evidence is there that public perceptions about 
Christianity in Japan are changing at the national level?
Perhaps not changing on the national level, but in the northern part of 

Japan, where the earthquake and tsunami hit, the church now has a 

stronger presence in society.

People trust the church through its good work. Buddhist monks 

now show respect to pastors who have strong Christian convictions 

and suff ered together with them in helping people in the town.

Can you explain your vision for a “believers’ church” in Japan?
The believers’ church is a distinctively Christian community that plays an 

essential role in transforming culture.

The fi rst Christian churches were basically believers’ churches until 

the fourth century, when Christianity became a state religion. It is dif-

fi cult for a state church (as in Europe) or even for the denominational 

churches of a dominantly Christian country (like the United States) to 

challenge the prevailing culture prophetically. They rather tend to be 

priestly and ask for blessing from God, e.g., “God bless America.”

The believers’ church that I advocate seeks to stand on the bound-

ary between the kingdom of God and the surrounding culture. It is 

prophetic and priestly to your country and culture. In Japan, although 

Christianity has always been in a minority, the church wanted to become 

like the church in Europe or in America, with prestige and infl uence.

Yet you need an independent standpoint if you want to discern the 

sins of the world. You need to have a place to stand to deal with culture, 

and character to nurture your discernment. A believers’ church with a 

clear and distinctive Christian identity can provide these. My theology of 

culture comes from my doctoral research on H. Richard Niebuhr, John 

Yoder, and Stanley Hauerwas.

Does Japan’s emerging fourth encounter with Christianity shed 
new light on the gospel for all of us?
Yes, especially on the unity of the church. The possible fourth encounter 

is still in the budding stage. On one hand, the fourth encounter involves 

Christian witness to society. On the other, it requires building cooperative 

and trusting relationships among Christian leaders of diff erent denomi-

nations, unity that we did not have before. Protestantism resulted in 

continual divisions. After the disaster, Japanese church leaders realized 

that it was stupid to create many diff erent walls within the 1 percent of 

Japanese Christianity.

In your own church, how do you model the kinds of relationship 
with nonbelieving Japanese neighbors that you dream about?
We believe that the church fi rst and foremost has to be the church, not a 

city hall or a community center.

The church is to be an essential community for Christians. We 

belong to many circles and organizations at the same time. But it is the 

church that determines our core values and behaviors. We try to be 

loving and caring as Jesus was. We try to be diff erent from the world. 

Yet we don’t want the church to be isolated from society. We go out 

of the church. We do good works as citizens, professionals, and stu-

dents wherever we are located. We also invite people to the church.

The transformation of culture includes affi  rming some elements of 

culture and rejecting others. It also involves giving new meaning to 

other parts of culture (the arts, for example) and producing new 

alternatives.

Aft er the disaster, Japanese church leaders realized that it was stupid 
to create many diff erent walls within the 1 percent of Japanese Christianity.
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s sue plumb takamoto
helped to clear a field of 

debris in the coastal city 
of Ishinomaki after the 

March 2011 tsunami, col-
orful shards of broken 

pottery kept catching her eye everywhere she 
stepped. The shards were all that remained 
of tearooms and kitchens swept out to sea.

Takamoto and her friends decided to 
gather the shards and wash them. As vol-
unteers with a new house church network, 
Be One, they are building friendships, and 
hope, with survivors of the tsunami that took 
nearly 20,000 lives.

While aid agencies provided basic shel-
ter, food, and health care throughout Ishi-
nomaki, Be One found tremendous need for 
employment among single mothers. Thus, 
a creative spark brought to life the Nozomi 
Project, launched in 2012.

At Nozomi, a Japanese word for hope, 
mothers and grandmothers create rings, 
necklaces, and earrings from rice bowl and 
teacup shards, then sell their jewelry through 
the Nozomi website and Christian mission 
agencies. Each woman names her line of 
jewelry, sometimes after a loved one who 
perished in the disaster.

Takamoto, who moved with her family to 
Ishinomaki a year ago, said, “Many of them 
lost their community—their neighbors are 
all gone. Their homes are washed away, and 
they’re all living in scattered places across 
Ishinomaki.

“God can take broken pottery and broken 
women who think that life is over for them 
and do anything he wants. We are in the 
midst of seeing God do amazing things.”

SHIFTING GEARS
Both Christian and non-Christian Japanese 
are experiencing Jesus differently since the 
2011 disaster. Indigenous church leaders and 
missionaries told Christianity Today that 
change is bubbling up amid practical minis-
try to a nation struggling to find its footing 
after trauma.

“God has shifted the gears in Japan,” said 
mission strategist Mitsuo Fukuda, founder of 
the Rethinking Authentic Christianity Net-
work. Some 1 million buildings, including 
many churches, were damaged or destroyed 
in the disaster, leading church leaders to hold 
worship services and minister wherever 
evacuees gathered for shelter.

Some local Christians, including H. 
Yamashita, a former missionary 
who returned to Japan, have 
reached out to the parents of 
children with special needs. 
On the day of the tsunami, a 
group of children with spe-
cial needs were on a school 
bus. When the warning 
sirens went off, the bus driver 
returned to the school, keeping 
them safe. But for two days the 
children were stranded at the school, 
their parents unable to reach them.

Once the children reunited with their 
families, they took shelter in evacuation cen-
ters. The break in routine more than turned 
their world upside down. Some became vio-
lent, while others shut down emotionally. 
One mother was asked to take her son out 
of the evacuation center because he was 
disruptive. For several days she lived with 
him in a car.

After receiving a request for help, 
Yamashita started raising funds for a new 
daycare center for the children. Yamashita 
said she spends hours listening to family 
members. “In the evenings, we talk about all 
kinds of things. I don’t have to start a conver-
sation about God,” she said. “It always comes 
up. So there, in a house, we bring ‘church’ to 
the people.

“What is church, really?  It’s a place where 
people know Jesus is alive. It’s a way to expe-
rience Jesus and take him to your family and 
your neighbors.”

Many other churches and Christian agen-
cies have also started new postdisaster efforts:

• Love On Japan, the new outreach that 
crash Japan (Christian Relief, Assistance, 

Support, and Hope) began shortly 
after the disaster, has drawn 

more than 2,300 volunteers 
from around the world to 
minister in the quake zone.

• The Miyagi Mission 
Network, led by pastor Ichio 
Kishinami, has started 33 

house churches in the disas-
ter zone. Kishinami listened to 

the stories of survivors and taught 
them how to pray to the “Creator God” 

of the Bible in the name of Jesus.
• World Relief in Japan is partnering with 

Wheaton College’s Humanitarian Disaster 
Institute to develop new rapid response 
programs to help church leaders meet needs 
quickly after tragedy.
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Japanese create 
postdisaster Christian 
community through 
fellowship, discipleship—
and jewelry.

Learning a New Way: A jeweler trains women 
to create a necklace. Unemployment in the 
disaster zone is still very high.

By Alanna 
Foxwell-Barajas



The Antifat Pastor: Steve Reynolds 
of Capital Baptist Church in Annan-
dale, Virginia, has used Bible-based 
fitness to lead his congregation to 
lose 12,000 pounds since 2007.

8

BLENDED MODEL
When the Be One team started the Nozomi 
Project, they made intimate Christian com-
munity their centerpiece.

“I cherish this place, not just as work but 
as community,” said Yuko Aizawa, a jewelry 
artisan. “I lost my mother and my sister in the 
tsunami. Another woman lost her child. Most 
of us lost our homes. It really feels like God 
has led us here.”

Yuko Sasaki, the manager at Nozomi, said, 
“We each have wounds. We recognize this 
place to be where we can share these hurts 
with one another.”

Such Christian outreach blends voca-
tional work, spiritual discipleship around 
Bible study, and new relationships. Yamashita 
said, “There’s a phrase that keeps coming to 
mind when I think about evangelism in Japan 

now—‘paradigm shift.’
“Christians here realize that 

we’ve hit a wall. We copy models 
from other countries, do a survey trip, 
come back, and put these systems in place 
that have worked in other countries, and they 
may work for a while, but we always end up 
in the same place.”

Traditionally, Japanese have always been 
spiritual, Fukuda said. “We need to say, ‘You 
already believe in the supernatural watching 
over you. Now discover what it means to have 
a personal relationship,’ and thus transform 
the focus on spirituality to a focus on faith 
in Christ.”

Fukuda noted the two primary means for 
growing the church are Bible study and com-
munity. “We must read Scripture together 
and stand on the foundation of believer 

fellowship,” he said.
As a society, Japanese cherish 

living and working together. Each 
workday, the women break from 

making jewelry to share an afternoon meal. 
The women then read the Bible together, dis-
cuss the text, and pray. Once a month, the 
women at Nozomi receive a share of the prof-
its from jewelry sales. They recently launched 
a Facebook page, hired four new jewelry 
makers, and started making men’s cufflinks. 
One new worker is Nobuko Kimura, who was 
hospitalized for 100 days after the tsunami 
due to severe injuries. She now creates neck-
laces. Kimura said, “I’m thankful for having 
a place where I can belong.”

Alanna Foxwell-Barajas is a freelance journal-

ist based in Atlanta.
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or at least the past 40 years, tra-
ditional language for God has come 

under fire. While formal feminist theologians 
disagree about what language to use instead, 
they are unanimous that masculine words for 
God, especially Father, must be expunged 
from our theological vocabulary. For the 
church to be inclusive, they argue, it must 
replace man-centered language with lan-
guage that accounts for both male and female. 

Furthermore, since our human words cannot adequately portray God’s 
fullness, no single characterization will suffice. God could be addressed 
as father and/or mother in order to bring out his multifaceted nature.

Underlying this view is a belief that terms like father and mother
are mere human characterizations of God, shaped by specific cultural 
backgrounds. The predominantly masculine images of God in the Bible 
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reflect an ancient patriarchal society. As a consequence, critics say, 
biblical religion has absorbed patriarchal values, which in turn are 
used to justify beliefs and institutions that harm or subjugate women. 
Theology, therefore, must be reconstructed to yield a valid religion 
for women based on women’s experience. 

The quest for gender-inclusive language has been a preoccupa-
tion of many mainline Protestants and liberal Catholics for decades. 
Some evangelicals also make compromises to accommodate these 
concerns. But before we do so, we need to reexamine the reasons 
for the use of masculine terms for God in Scripture and throughout 
the Christian tradition.

NOT AN INVENTION 
Feminine images are used throughout Scripture to describe God’s 
compassionate and loving nature. Examples include the frequent 
images of God protecting and com-
forting his children (Isa. 66:12–13; Hos. 
11:1–4). But it’s important to note that 
God is never addressed as Mother. This 
phenomenon is unique compared with 
the cultures surrounding the original 
biblical writers. Most ancient Near 
Eastern societies had a goddess as the 
main cult figure or at least to comple-
ment a male god—Asherah in Canaan, 
Isis in Egypt, Tiamat in Babylon. If patriarchy is responsible for 
cultures portraying God as male, then we would expect goddess 
worship to reflect a matriarchal society—one in which women are 
given superior status or at least are equal to men. But this is not 
the case. Even today, many societies devoted to goddess worship 
remain oppressive toward women. Devotion to the goddess Kali in 
Hinduism, for instance, has never resulted in better treatment of 
women, even among Kali devotees. 

We could even say that Israel succumbed to an idea of God that 
was rather against her natural disposition. Left to themselves, the 
Israelites would have ended up worshiping the Baals and Asherahs—
Canaanite fertility gods and goddesses. Israel’s prophets singled out 
idolatry for fierce denunciation because its people were constantly 
tempted to do just that. But Israel’s idea of God’s fatherhood bucked 
a common trend in the ancient world. Hence, it could not have been 
an Israelite invention, but rather the result of a long history of living 
under the revelation of God. It is the church’s continuity with this 
narrative of Israel that would lead eventually to the uniquely Christian 
doctrine of God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

In the New Testament, God’s fatherhood conveys two distinct 
ideas. First, it refers primarily to the internal relationship within the 
Trinity. This is how the first article of the Apostles’ Creed puts it: “I 
believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Maker of heaven and earth, 
and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.” Even as early as Paul’s 
writings, the phrase “God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” had 
become commonplace. God is first and foremost the Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. This is not an invention of later church leaders, 
but comes directly from Christ, who refers to God as “Father.” In 
doing so, Jesus reveals a unique relationship between the Father 
and Son that constitutes the beginning of the Trinitarian doctrine. 

Jesus taught his disciples to call God “our heavenly Father.” 

Therefore, the loving relationship he has with the Father from 
eternity now extends to those adopted into God’s family (Rom. 
8:15). The father-son relationship is the most intimate personal 
relationship, one marked by reciprocal love and respect, and it is 
God’s supremely personal and loving nature that the term father is 
meant to underscore.

To claim, as many feminist theologians do, that the very presence 
of masculine metaphors for God excludes women simply does not 
square with the way Scripture uses them. Masculine images of God 
do not always convey exclusively “masculine” qualities. For example, 
Isaiah 54:5–7 refers to God as the Husband who with “deep compas-
sion” (a stereotypically “feminine” quality) called estranged Israel 
back to himself (see also Isa. 49:13). The term father, then, excludes 
not feminine qualities, but rather the idea of a distant and impersonal 
deity, which is precisely the picture of the supreme being still seen 

in many primal religions.  
Second, the father metaphor points 

to God as the Creator (e.g., Isa. 64:8; 
Mal. 2:10) “from whom every family in 
heaven and on earth derives its name” 
(Eph. 3:15). Father captures in one 
word two seemingly contrasting char-
acteristics: God’s love for his creatures 
and his lordship over all creation. Here 
again, we see the difference between 

Israel and ancient Near Eastern cultures. In the Judeo-Christian 
faith, God the Father created the world as something separate from 
himself, whereas in Near Eastern societies, the mother metaphor 
pictures the mother-goddess giving birth to the world (which makes 
it an extension of the deity’s body). Calling God Mother undermines 
the Christian doctrine of creation by implying that God and the 
world are made of the same stuff and virtually indistinguishable. 
So, we need Father in order to get to the right doctrine of creation. 

RESCRIPTING THE CHRISTIAN STORY 
If fatherhood implies lordship over creation and intimate, personal 
love, couldn’t gender-neutral terms communicate the same ideas? 
To answer this question, we need to understand the nature of the 
Christian story. The Christian story is not merely an illustration. It 
is not just one example of a more basic universal principle or value, 
such that the story becomes dispensable once the principle is grasped. 
Rather, the Christian story is what actually shapes our Christian iden-
tity. To paraphrase the theologian George Lindbeck, Christians are a 
people who are absorbed into the Christian story. And central to that 
story is the Trinitarian identity of God as Father of our Lord Jesus. 

The term Trinity is simply shorthand for the Christian story of God 
the Father, who sent his Son Jesus Christ and gave us his Holy Spirit. 
Who is the God that Christians encounter at worship? He is Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. To quote Lutheran theologian Robert Jenson, 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is the proper name of God. Relating to 
the triune God is what makes Christian experience truly Christian. 
Simply using the name God, even with many qualifiers (compas-
sionate, gracious, loving, almighty, and so on), does not sufficiently 
distinguish the God of Christian revelation from other monotheistic 
faiths. If we leave out God’s nature as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
we risk turning the Christian story into another story. 

It’s important to note that 
God is never addressed as 

Mother. This phenomenon 
is unique compared with the 

cultures surrounding the 
original biblical writers.



While Christians in some 
progressive circles are trying 
to downplay the name of God 
as Father, Muslims, ironically, 
understand what is at stake. 
This is highlighted in the recent 
Allah controversy in Malaysia. 
Some Muslims tried to prohibit 
Christians from translating the 
word God as Allah in the Malay 
Bible, claiming that it would 
confuse simple-minded Mus-
lims. Their action might appear 
ludicrous, but underlying their 
concern is a valid theologi-
cal claim. Although Allah is a 
generic name (the Arabic equiv-
alent of El), for Muslims it has 
over time acquired the status 
of a proper name. As such, it 
carries a theological freight 
distinct from Allah as under-
stood by Jews and Christians. 
Allah is uniquely identified with 
Islam in a way that it is not with 
Judaism and Christianity.  

Christians make a similar 
claim when they say that the 
name Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit is unique and proper to 
the God they worship. By using 
this divine name in its liturgy, 
the church is saying that this 
story, and no other, creates and shapes her unique identity as the 
people of Jesus Christ. A generic name, even with many descriptive 
adjectives, does not adequately distinguish the Christian identity 
from the Muslim one. Jews or Muslims could just as well say that 
they worship a God who is gracious, compassionate, holy, and so on. 
Adjectives could be endlessly multiplied, but they don’t add up to 
the name of the Trinity. Muslims may even acknowledge a special 
relationship in identifying Jesus as a prophet of God. But only the 
Christian church can confess to worshiping the Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. When divine fatherhood is muted, the church loses 
her distinct identity.

BOTH AT ONCE 
The abandonment of father-language, then, leaves a void at the heart 
of the Christian story. And this abandonment has consequences 
for the public worship rituals that in many church traditions teach 
believers to understand this story and invite their participation in 
it. These rituals, especially in high-church traditions, often include 
the recitation, by all present, of certain creeds or common read-
ings. But without the language of fatherhood, public recitations can 
no longer avail themselves of divine names that juxtapose two or 
more paradoxical terms, such as “Father almighty.” Derived from 
the Apostles’ Creed, the phrase is used in the concluding doxology to 

the Catholic Church’s Eucharis-
tic prayer: “Through him, with 
him and in him, in the unity of 
the Holy Spirit, all honor and 
glory is yours, Almighty Father, 
forever and ever.” The Anglican 
Alternative Service Book (1980) 
addresses God as “Almighty 
God, our heavenly Father,” and 
its Eucharistic prayers invoke 
a “holy Father, heavenly King, 
almighty and eternal God.”

Such juxtapositions, as scholar 
Gordon Lathrop says, reveal the 
mystery of God as powerful yet 
loving, holy yet intimate. It is not 
that God is sometimes one and 
sometimes the other, but that 
he is both at once. In contrast, 
modern liturgies tend to address 
God either as “almighty God” or 
“gracious God” but rarely as both 
together. When such juxtaposi-
tions become a rarity, worship 
loses its sense of divine mys-
tery. We start to get the feeling 
that God is either too remote or 
too nice. 

Another strategy for elimi-
nating what’s been called sexist 
language is to simply avoid using 
masculine pronouns for God. 
The problem, however, is that 

one has to resort to repeating the word God again and again, or else 
use the ungainly neologism “Godself” instead of “he,” “himself,” 
and “his.” Even some conservative Protestants are warming to this 
innovation. But avoiding the use of personal pronouns for God unwit-
tingly downplays God’s personal nature. This might not seem like a 
major concession in the West, where a “Christian” discourse is still 
assumed. When God is mentioned, people generally assume that 
it’s the Christian God. But in Asia, where there are “gods many, and 
lords many” (1 Cor. 8:5, kjv), and where the ultimate reality may not 
be personal at all, we need to speak of God in personal terms. Not to 
do so, for fear of offending weak consciences, is simply disastrous. 

Christians have good reasons to insist on addressing God as 
Father, especially in the liturgy, where the Christian story is reen-
acted. Father is not a culturally conditioned term but the proper 
name of God given by divine revelation. It is how God is primarily 
identified or named in relation to his Son. At stake is the Trinitar-
ian identity, which inevitably affects the church’s identity. Playing 
the inclusive language game has a high theological cost that far 
outweighs any gains. 

Simon Chan is Earnest Lau Professor of Systematic Theology at Trinity 

Theological College in Singapore. He is the author of Liturgical Theology: 

The Church as Worshiping Community (InterVarsity Press).
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y family never had much, and excess 
was not in my parents’ lexicon. Dad was a pastor, 
serving small congregations, and Mom stayed at 
home. We were poor, but we didn’t feel it much, 
surrounded as we were by farmers who lived by 
the whims of the rain we asked for at the weekly 
Wednesday night prayer meeting.

But each birthday was an occasion for a treat, and every gift was 
precious and heartfelt. On my fourth or fifth birthday, I unwrapped 
a stuffed animal that had been squeezed awkwardly into an ill-fitting 
cracker box and wrapped by my dad’s bear-like hands. Before open-
ing the bulging box, I could see fur sticking out of the corners. Inside 
was a koala, snuggly and a touch exotic. 

I loved that stuffed animal. She inhabited an honored spot on my 
bed for the next decade. At some point, a seam popped and stuff-
ing hemorrhaged from her neck. I pushed the fluff back inside and 
repaired the damage with painstaking but imperfect stitches that 
made her head a little crooked.

How could I have known she would one day become a prized 
possession and comfort to the woman who gave her to me?

CREEPING SHADOWS
Around the time I got that koala, Mom answered my questions about 
how I could follow Jesus and prayed with me when I first commit-
ted my life to him. She gently explained her own faith and assured 
me that God loved me.

Mom was faithful but also fragile, and I sensed her vulnerability; 

Shades of Light and Dark: 
By the time Simpson graduated 
from high school, her family 
lived in a cycle of her mother’s 
hospitalization, stabilization, 
and breakdown.
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my whole family built systems to protect her. 
I loved and appreciated her, but something 
kept me from feeling close to her. I felt she 
was breakable—not a person of safety and 
strength, but someone who would falter 
before I would.

But I did feel safe enough, cocooned in 
a relatively predictable community where 
most people were a lot like me. 
That changed when my family 
moved to the city when I was 
13. That year, my brother, the 
eldest, graduated and went to col-
lege. With Dad unemployed, we 
faced poverty and culture shock. 
My sisters and I began sharing a bedroom 
in the two-bedroom bottom floor of a two-
story house converted into a duplex. I put 
off childish things and relegated my koala 
to a shelf in the closet.

Soon after, we began to see (without 
understanding) Mom’s frightening response 
to tremendous stress. She zoned out, forgot 
important things, got confused, had more and 
more trouble processing and communicating, 
and didn’t always seem “with us.” She had 
trouble making even the simplest of decisions, 
sometimes forgot to make dinner, and seemed 
overwhelmed by driving. Her personal care, 
such as bathing and sleeping, suffered. She 
neglected matters she had always handled 
before.

Alarmed, my sisters and I talked to Dad, 
and he found a counselor for Mom to talk to. 
But no one, including the counselor, really 
understood what was happening or what 
Mom needed. 

DARKNESS FALLS
After track practice one day, I waited for a 
ride home and no one came. I called and a 
neighbor answered the phone—she told me 
Mom had gone to the hospital. I walked home 
and found my brother there. He had come 
home and found her unresponsive, unaware 
of reality, unmoving.

The next day at track practice, I found 
myself crying at the end of my run.

“What’s wrong?” my coach asked.
“My mom is in the hospital,” I said. When 

he asked why, I answered, “I don’t know.”
For a long time I was okay with not know-

ing why. I just knew that each time she came 
home from the hospital, I thought she was 
back for good. It took a few years to realize 
the back and forth was our new reality.

When she was back, she was on medica-
tions that helped her function but had power-
ful side effects and didn’t restore the person 
we had known. We lived in a repeating cycle of 
hospitalization, medication, stabilization, and 
disintegration. We lived in the dark, navigat-
ing a mental-health care system that shut us 
out of the circle of care and communication. 

We didn’t know Mom had schizophrenia. We 
didn’t know she would always need treatment.

At some point in the exhausting cycle, that 
precious koala found its way from my collec-
tion of childhood treasures into my mother’s 
arms. At night I tucked them in together. The 
matted fur and flattened features, misshapen 
by my love, symbolized how very needy my 
mother had become.

I never talked to a counselor in high 
school, and never discussed Mom’s illness 
with an adult. I didn’t know how to frame 
an experience I couldn’t understand, and no 
one asked what was happening at home. Our 
church was full of well-meaning people who 
were mostly ignorant of our problems and, 
among those who knew, largely at a loss. I was 
a strong student, resourceful, socially com-
petent, hardworking, and principled. I was 
absolutely determined not to be the kind of 
weak, vulnerable, flailing person I saw in my 
mother. Already an independent teenager, 
I embraced self-determination and moved 
toward the life I wanted. I looked out for my 
younger sister and looked to the outside world 
for my definitions of normal. When I left the 
house, I pushed away sadness and confusion 
and became another, lighthearted version of 
myself. I denied sadness and pain to the point 
that I stopped feeling them.

When I had the choice, I distanced myself 
from Mom. I didn’t introduce her to my 
friends, and I rarely invited anyone to our 
house. My best friend’s mom, who attended 
our church, commented that she had seen 
me sitting next to a quiet woman at 
church one week and realized that 
was my mom. Even though her 
daughter and I had been hanging out 
a lot for a few years, she had never met 
my mom—she didn’t even know who 

my mom was. I was desperately ashamed of 
Mom’s vulnerability and oddities and feared 
my association with her would paint me in 
the same colors.

But she was my mom after all, and dis-
tance wasn’t always possible. One day when 
I was 15, she had a psychotic episode in the 
dentist’s waiting room. Desperate to show 

others and myself my own compe-
tence, I drove Mom around to do 
errands with her. When she fumbled 
with her food stamps at the day-old 
bread store, I counted them out with 
a flourish and gave the cashier a look 
daring her to despise us.

My siblings and I were all expected to 
go to college, and I agonized in choosing a 
school, never thinking of involving my par-
ents until Dad offered to help me decide. 
Ultimately, I chose a school that fit two main 
criteria: a sense of nonthreatening commu-
nity, and a comfortable distance from home.

A LONG NIGHT
I thrived on both distance and community 
but didn’t leave home as thoroughly as I had 
wanted. I began suspecting that my coping 
mechanism—denying negative emotions too 
overwhelming to face—had suppressed my 
capacity for positive emotions too. I had many 
friends, but my independence was a liability. 
I automatically built walls between us for my 
own safety.

Mom’s ongoing illness still slashed at 
me. She sent me coloring-book pages in the 
mail and I never knew what to expect when I 
went home. I began to understand that what 
I wanted most was to feel small and weak, 
supported by someone stronger and wiser 
than me, who loved me despite the places 
where my fur was matted and I had been 
awkwardly mended. To trust someone whose 
own fur wasn’t falling out.

I knew every Sunday school answer. If 
asked whom I could trust, I would have said, 
“God.” But while I trusted him for my salva-
tion, I didn’t really trust him with me. I didn’t 
doubt God was real and sovereign. I got that 
Jesus was my only hope for redemption. But I 
didn’t see him as someone who loved me with 

personal affection, who would keep 
watch if I let my guard down, who 
would love me if I were bumbling 

or broken. After all, I had seen what 
happened to my parents, who claimed 
God loved them and who were better 
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I encountered Someone much 
larger, more capable, and stronger 

than me. He had left  no doubt: 
He was real and was listening. 



people than me. And if pressed to identify a vil-
lain in my family’s story, I would have pointed 
to God. I wouldn’t have known who else to 
blame, and I had enough faith to believe he 
could have prevented what happened to Mom.

One night, I lay in bed and watched the 
outside traffic send shadows across the walls. 
Something broke open, and a great grief 
erupted from my heart. I cried and sobbed 
and punched my pillow in rage. I told God 
I didn’t know if he was real and wasn’t sure 
he was good. I flung a challenge his way: “If 
you’re there, show me.”

It’s impossible to describe the experience, 
but I received an immediate and unexpected 
response—a huge, nearly tangible presence 
and a nearly audible voice with a clear mes-
sage: “Here I am.” I was shocked into silence. 
I had encountered Someone much larger, 

more capable, and stronger than me, who 
had answered my challenge in a moment 
of great weakness, a moment I would not 
have shared with anyone else. He had left 
no doubt: He was real and was listening. I 
began to trust him, a little.

The encounter altered the angle of my 
life—a change in degrees, hard to see at first 
but with increasing impact as the years passed. 

EMERGING INTO LIGHT
During my senior year of college, I married a 
good man who has a gift for granting safety 
to others. I trusted him enough to make him 
part of my family and to start a family with 
him despite my greatest fear: that I myself 
would become mentally ill. One of my sisters 
shared the same fear, so we granted some 
peace to one another by promising to inter-
vene if we ever saw symptoms.

Adulthood gave the distance I needed to 
safely sort through my childhood experiences 

and loosen my grip on self-protection. I saw 
a counselor, the first person I ever told about 
the most painful realities of life in the shadow 
of schizophrenia. When I told her my mother 
slept with my old koala, she didn’t retch in 
horror. She didn’t belittle my pain or admin-
ister testing to gauge my own psychological 
disturbance. Instead, she said with tenderness, 
“You lost your mother.” For some reason, I 
had never thought of it that way, and her 
words gave me a framework to understand 
the repeating cycle of loss and grief our family 
endured. They freed me from the sense that I 
hadn’t done enough, that in my reluctance to 
repeatedly reattach myself to a mother who 
kept fading, I had somehow let her down.

Later, I saw another counselor, who helped 
me explore the idea that I had more to offer 
the world than competence. That part of my 
calling in this life is simply to be me, and that 
opening up does more than expose me to 
pain—it offers a gift God meant for me to share.

A third counselor helped me take another 
step, graciously walking through symptoms of 
serious and chronic mental illness to assure me 
I wasn’t ill. She helped me embrace the truth 
about myself: I am weak, vulnerable, and frag-
ile. These conditions aren’t incompatible with 
normal life, as I had thought, but definitive to 
normalcy. They are realities I must accept if 
I’m also to accept God’s unconditional love.

But growing emotional health didn’t soothe 
my sorrow over Mom’s ongoing struggle with 
schizophrenia. In fact, as I grew in courage to 
face my pain, my awareness of pain intensified.

I met friends’ moms at weddings, baby 
showers, and birthday parties. I agonized 
over what to tell my children about their 
grandmother. I wondered whether to blame 
or pity Mom when her choices caused trouble 
for herself or others. And I waited with shal-
low breath for the next time her medication 
would fail or she would stop taking it.

Then one day, Mom left home without 
word. Her paranoia, when mismanaged 
by medications, led her to believe that she 
couldn’t trust family members and that she 
was safer out of the house. For more than 
a month, we followed clues that led us far 
enough to guess she had found shelter, but 
privacy laws blocked our efforts to confirm 
where. I lay in bed at night, prayers mingling 
with images of terrible things happening to 
her. After some family friends spotted her at 
a homeless shelter where they were serving 
a holiday meal, my sister went to visit. Mom 
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barely recognized her.
Eventually she came home and crawled 

back toward reality. Shopping with Dad, she 
stood in the aisle displaying picture frames, 
staring at smiling families. “What’s family?” 
she asked him. She knew the word was signif-
icant but couldn’t remember what it meant.

One day I was riding with some cowork-
ers to an offsite meeting when my husband 
called to tell me Mom had been arrested. 

Through her trial, conviction, and prison 
time, all we could do was write letters sub-
stantiating her health history and begging 
for the treatment she needed—which she 
eventually received.

The day I saw Mom’s bewildered face on 
the state’s department of corrections website 
was among my saddest. But that was when 
God helped me finally understand that her 
experience was not mine, that I needn’t be  

ashamed or afraid to be her daughter. The 
truth about her was no uglier than the truth 
about me. 

A NEW DAY
When I sought counsel from a pastor, I hoped 
he could address questions about Mom’s 
spiritual condition and why God allows 
mental illness. Wide-eyed and stammering, 
he left my questions mostly unaddressed and 
showed that many church leaders’ silence 
about mental illness indicates they aren’t 
sure what to say. So again I challenged God 
to answer my questions himself.

A study of Isaiah transformed my view 
of God himself. He’s a God who challenges 
us as well:

“Who has done such mighty deeds, 
summoning each new generation 
from the beginning of time? It is I, the 
Lord, the First and the Last. I alone 
am he.” (Isa. 41:4, all from nlt)

This same God makes clear who carries 
the blame for our sorry and painful condition. 
He also proposes a magnanimous solution:

“Come now, let’s settle this,” says the 
Lord. “Though your sins are like scar-
let, I will make them as white as snow. 
Though they are red like crimson, I will 
make them as white as wool.” (1:18)

He promises to love us better than even a 
mother can: “‘Can a mother forget her nurs-
ing child? Can she feel no love for the child 
she has borne? But even if that were possible, 
I would not forget you!’” (49:15).

And he has given us a dazzling vision of a 
time when we will live in the kind of world 
we were made for:
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In that day the wolf and the lamb will 
live together; the leopard will lie down 
with the baby goat. The calf and the 
yearling will be safe with the lion, and 
a little child will lead them all. (11:6)

As I wrestled with a theology of suffering, 
tainted by my 21st-century Western assump-
tion that I deserve a comfortable and happy 
life, I stopped asking God why and how he 
could let schizophrenia happen to my family. 
I knew the answer: We are pervasively flawed 
and deeply altered by our sinful condition. 
And faith-filled or not, there is no reason 
such a thing shouldn’t happen in this life. 
No reason it shouldn’t have happened to 
my family. And someday, when we are each 
remade as whole and unmarred people, I 
imagine creation’s renewal will be sweeter 
for people who have suffered the way Mom 
has. After accepting the truth and tragedy of 
our collective condition, I started seeing hope 
and redemption in our experience.

Earlier this year, my parents celebrated 
their 50th anniversary. Mom lives at home 
with Dad, takes her medication, sees her psy-
chiatrist, takes care of herself, and lives rela-
tively well. Thanks in part to conversations 
spurred by my book, my family talks more 
openly about Mom’s illness than we have 
before. Mom reads, travels a bit, sews clothes 
for her grandchildren, and remembers their 
birthdays. She calls me and sends e-mails. She 
laughs when I tease her, and she understands 
my jokes. In some ways, the woman I knew 
as a child has come back.

But the people we were aren’t truly gone. 
When we talk on the phone, I still listen for 
clues that Mom is ailing. When I visit her, I’m 
still nervous about what I’ll see. I feel protec-
tive of her, careful with myself, and profoundly 
sad for her suffering. I know we’ll never relate 
as most mothers and daughters do.

But God is my mother to the motherless 
(Ps. 68:5), and he has proven himself much 
stronger than me and more than trustworthy. 
He is the strong hand I needed as a teen-
ager—and he was there, even when I didn’t 
recognize him. He covers the old scars on my 
heart, not with a patch but with something 
much stronger and softer that doesn’t remove 
the reality of my sadness but somehow makes 
me richer for it.

The shame is gone. I’m not embarrassed 
of Mom’s illness; I’m proud of the way she’s 
living with it. Schizophrenia may still do 

more ugly work in this woman, but my eyes 
will stay open; I’m no longer afraid to be like 
her or to take the emotional risks inherent 
in loving her.

I don’t know what happened to that old 
stuffed koala. I suspect that between hos-
pitals, shelters, and other places Mom has 
lived, she was misplaced. But that’s okay—
the mom and daughter who loved her have 
both outgrown her. And like everyone who 

makes it as far as we have, we’re both missing 
some fur and our stuffing is a little flat. But 
the journey has made us softer.

Amy Simpson is author of Troubled Minds: 

Mental Illness and the Church’s Mission (InterVar-

sity Press). She also serves as editor of Christian-

ity Today’s Gifted for Leadership. You can find 

her at www.AmySimpsonOnline.com and on 

Twitter @aresimpson. 
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        Blindsided
    by God How setbacks in 

my life revealed 
the Lord’s true 
character. 
By Peter Chin

[  M E D I T A T I O N   ]
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t was supposed to be  a doctor’s 
visit like any other. My wife would 

come home and say, as she had done 
many times before, that everything was 
okay, and that she should get lots of exer-

cise and eat fruits and vegetables—what 
doctors always say. We would breathe 

a sigh of relief, hug each other, and promptly forget 
that the moment had ever taken place. 

But the news that winter afternoon was very 
different:

“Peter, it’s cancer. It’s cancer.”
Carol had been diagnosed with breast cancer, 

which had already spread to her lymph nodes. A 
biopsy revealed that her cancer was a particularly 
aggressive kind called triple negative, and it would 
resist the best available treatments. In the grim words 
of a doctor we consulted, this type of cancer was a 
potent “killer of young women,” young women like my 
wife of eight years, the mother of my two daughters.

Still reeling, we were soon dealt another crushing 
blow: Our health insurance company had determined 
that my wife’s cancer was a preexisting condition and 
terminated her coverage. We would be forced to pay 
for treatments on our own. The shock of her diagnosis 
had been difficult enough, but this enormous legal 
complication devastated our already fragile spirits.

I remember feeling a multitude of things during 
that time: shock, intense fear, confusion. But the 
emotion I remember most clearly was that of 
betrayal. I felt betrayed by God.

A SUBCONSCIOUS THEOLOGY
You see, I was a good person, or at least had tried 
my hardest to be one. I had devoted my entire life 
to following and serving God, giving up a promising 
career in medicine to become a pastor. I wanted to do 
great things for his sake, and so planted a church in 
Washington, D.C. My family had moved into the heart 
of the city, intent on being an incarnational witness 
of Christ. As a result, God was supposed to protect us 
against the worst that the world could offer.  

But he hadn’t. Instead, three months into that 
church plant, he had allowed my wife to get aggres-
sive breast cancer. Then, only a few years after its 
founding, the church plant was forced to close its 
doors. Our home has been broken into twice, our car, 
more times than I can count. These kinds of events, 
I thought, aren’t supposed to happen to people who 
follow God faithfully. We are supposed to enjoy 
protection, blessing, and providence, not cancer, 
failure, and crime. I never expected our lives to be 
perfect, but this was too much to bear. I felt betrayed 
by God because he had broken his promises.

This might all seem strange for a pastor to say. 
After all, Jesus obeys his Father’s will and yet is 

persecuted and suffers terribly. The disciples follow 
in the footsteps of their Lord and experience the 
same. According to 1 Peter 4:12, “[D]o not be sur-
prised at the fiery ordeal that has come on you to 
test you, as though something strange were hap-
pening to you.”  

As a pastor, I understood—and taught—these 
very truths. But despite all my good theology and 
good intentions, here I was, struck by a deep sense 
of God’s betrayal. I tried to remind myself time and 
time again of the witness of the life of Christ and 
the early church, and how God could use suffering 
to refine and strengthen our faith. I even preached 
on those themes more than a few times during that 
hellish year. I knew the right answers like the back 
of my hand, but they were of no use to me, because 
feelings of deepening anger and mistrust toward God 
inevitably crept back into my heart.  

I realized then that I didn’t really believe what I 
thought I believed, what I said I believed. My con-
scious theology had been overridden by a subcon-
scious theology: the gospel of health and wealth, 
or the idea that following God ensures blessings in 
this life. Had anyone accused me of subscribing to 
such ideas, I would have denied it vehemently. But it 
became abundantly clear that I had subconsciously 
absorbed them, in at least some subtle form, from 
countless sources. 

I absorbed this mentality from the pervasive 
culture of the American dream, which teaches that 
everyone gets what they deserve. I inherited it from 
my parents, who believed that success could prevent 
their children from suffering in the same ways they 
had. It seeped into my mind through countless books, 
television shows, and movies in which the good guy 
always gets the girl and the bad guy, his just deserts.

But I never realized how deeply I subscribed to 
these ideas until Carol’s diagnosis. Suffering shakes 
you with such force that it separates your true 
thoughts and beliefs from anything to which you 
simply pay lip service. This process is painful, no 
doubt. But without it, it is impossible to know where 
our beliefs fall short of what Scripture truly teaches.

I was forced to acknowledge that God had never 
promised me that my life would be pain free, or that 
I would never endure the common hardships of 
being human in a broken world. I realized it would 
not be fair to hold God accountable to promises he 
never actually made.   

NOT THE PROMISE WE THINK
But that is not to say that God makes no promises to 
those who love and follow him. Consider Isaiah 43:1–2:

Do not fear, for I have redeemed you;
I have summoned you by name; you are mine.
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When you pass through the waters, 
I will be with you;
and when you pass through the rivers, 
they will not sweep over you.
When you walk through the fire, 
you will not be burned; 
the flames will not set you ablaze.

This passage contains a promise, but not the one we think. It is 
not a promise that we will never suffer. In fact, the passage implies 
that we will pass through waters, rivers, and fire, elements that could 
easily destroy us. The promise is that when we do, God will be with 
us. Those waters will not overwhelm us. Nor will the fire completely 
consume and set us ablaze.  

Psalm 23 testifies to the same certainties. Verse 4 says, “Even 
though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil, for you 
are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” Again we see 
that God does not promise to shield us from the valley of the worst, 
the valley of mourning and persecution and cancer. He promises 

only that when we encounter these valleys, he will be right 
next to us. His rod and staff, the hallmarks of his presence, 
will comfort and encourage us.  

I can say that to this promise, God was entirely faithful. Family 
and friends from around the world rallied around us in prayer and 
support. Meals were provided on a daily basis, allowing us a precious 
few hours for rest and recuperation. We worried constantly about 
the effect that my wife’s diagnosis would have on our daughters, but 
they were a constant source of joy and laughter, both precious trea-
sures in that period. We found beauty, peace, and grace daily: in the 
weather, in finding a good parking spot outside the hospital, and in one 
another. We had unique and powerful reminders of God’s enduring 
love and presence. We discovered the promises of Isaiah and Psalm 
23 proved true for us.  

God promises to stand by our side in the midst of our suffering, 
like a faithful friend or counselor. But these are not the only promises 
that he makes. No, God is a God of salvation, of healing, of redemp-
tion—but on his terms, not on our own.  

Often we feel betrayed by God because he fails to do the things 
that we ask of him, in the way that we want, and in the timeframe 
that we requested. And this kind of response would be justified if 
we served a God who was like a customer service agent, dedicated 
only to pleasing and placating us. But of course that is not who God 
is at all—he is the Alpha and Omega. He does not do our bidding, 
and does not cater to our whims. He is wild.

But in the words of Mr. Beaver from The Lion, the Witch and 
the Wardrobe, he is wild, but he is good. God may not do things the 
way we requested, but that is not to say that he does not work on 
our behalf. As we read in Romans 8, he is working all things for the 
good of those who love him, but he does so in his own mysterious 
ways. God does whatever he wants, but whatever he does is good.

Minutes before my wife’s mastectomy, the surgeon gave me 
unbelievable news: A routine blood test had revealed that Carol was 

pregnant with our third child. Experts 
from around the country advised us to 
terminate the pregnancy to give my wife 
the best chance for survival. We politely 
declined their advice, proceeding with 
her pregnancy and chemotherapy at the 
same time. In the fall of that year, my wife 
gave birth to a  healthy son—protected by 
God from the toxic and caustic chemo-
therapy drugs that had swirled around 
him in utero for months.  

What’s more, the latest research 
revealed that women who have breast 
cancer have a better chance at survival 
when pregnant, meaning that in some 
way, my son served as a divine kind of 
medicine for his mother. This amazing 
finding, released months after my son’s 
birth, was known only to God at the time 
we discovered the pregnancy. After all 
of this, our doctor told us not to expect 
any more children, on account of the 
chemotherapy. But no one told God this 
news, because he saw fit to bless us with 
one more child, a beautiful little girl we 
named Lucy.

I had asked God for a healthy church, and he gave us two healthy 
children instead. I had asked for success, and he gave us salvation. I 
had prayed that I might witness good things in my life, and he gave 
me miracles. To be honest, he did not answer a single prayer in the 
way that I had asked, but instead gave me things so much deeper 
and richer. It was as if I had asked him for a rhinestone, and he gave 
me a precious diamond. And only a fool laments the absence of the 
rhinestone when a diamond lies in his hand.

Peter Chin is interim pastor of Peace Fellowship Church in Washington, 

D.C. He blogs at PeterWChin.com.
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Surprise Blessings: Two of Peter 
and Carol’s children were born after 
Carol’s breast-cancer diagnosis.
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hen dallas willard 
was diagnosed with pan-

creatic cancer in late summer 
2012, he said, “I think that 

when I die, it might be some 
time until I know it.”

Dallas was always saying things that no one else 
would think to. He said that a person is a series of 
conscious experiences, and that for the one who 
trusts and follows Jesus, death itself has no power 
to interrupt this life, for Jesus said that the one who 
trusts in him will not taste death.

Dallas died on May 8, 2013. I’m not sure if 
anyone has told him yet. But I know that for 
the lives touched by his mind and heart, 
there is a void. A philosopher at the Uni-
versity of Southern California (usc) for 
nearly five decades, he was the smart-
est man I have ever known. But it was 
the quality of his life—the extent to 
which he lived in the reality of the 
kingdom—that shaped the people who 
knew him the best.

Somebody once asked Dallas if he 
believed in total depravity. 

“I believe in sufficient depravity,” he 
responded immediately.

What’s that?
“I believe that every human being is suffi-

ciently depraved that when we get to heaven, 
no one will be able to say, ‘I merited this.’ ”

The doctrine of sufficient depravity is one 
of a thousand truths from Dallas that seem 
novel and yet, the more we reflect on them, 
point to the most fundamental tenets of our 

[  T R I B U T E   ]
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More than 
anyone else, 

Dallas Willard 
led me into the 
joyful depths 

of the kingdom. 
By John Ortberg
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faith. Since he died, one of the scenes I’ve 
had in my mind is of Dallas arriving at the 
gates of heaven, only to be turned away with 
a stamp marked Insufficient Depravity. 
Dallas himself would have insisted he had 
more than his fair share of depravity. He 
would have insisted that what we love in a 
life such as his is the One to whom Dallas 
constantly and joyfully pointed. What we 
love most about Dallas is the Jesus in him.

HEY DALLAS
Because Dallas wrote extensively on spiritual 
formation and taught philosophy, one might 
think he came from abundant education and 
culture and resources. In fact, he grew up in 
rural Missouri in poverty. Electricity did 
not come until he was mostly grown 
up. His mother died when he was 2 
years old; her last words to her hus-
band were, “Keep eternity before 
the children.”

He once read a book by Jack 
London that described the world 
from an atheistic point of view. 
Dallas said that he’d never known 
books could contain such ideas, and 
after that encounter his mind was 
never the same. He was 9 years old.

He became an insatiable reader: 
“When I left home after graduating high 
school, I left as a migrant agricultural worker 
with a Modern Library edition of Plato in 
my duffel bag. It sounds kind of crazy, but I 
loved it. I loved the stuff. Before I knew there 
was a subject called philosophy, I loved it.” 

He attended Tennessee Temple and did 
graduate work at Baylor University before 
receiving his PhD from the University of Wis-
consin–Madison. He then taught for 48 years 
at usc, where for a time he chaired the phi-
losophy department. He is regarded as a lead-
ing translator and authority on the German 
phenomenologist Edmund Husserl. He was, 
along with scholars like William Alston and 
Alvin Plantinga, a significant influence in a 
renaissance of evangelical thinkers within 
contemporary academic philosophy.

Like his mind, his home was furnished 
with books. He had a secondary library that 
occupied a second house, and a tertiary 
library that filled his office at usc. After 
his cancer diagnosis, a group of us packed 
up well over 100 boxes of books that only 
made it to his quaternary library in a nearby 
garage. They were in multiple languages and 

stretched from Homer to Harry Potter.
Dallas touched many believers through 

his teachings and writings, which are 
often categorized as “spiritual formation.” 
But Dallas was more centrally preoccu-
pied with the “kingdom of God”—what he 
called “the with-God life.” He said the four 
great questions humans must answer are: 
What is reality? What is the good life? Who 
is a good person? and, How do you become 
a good person? His concern was to answer 
those questions, and live the answers. And 
he was simply convinced that no one has ever 

answered them as well as Jesus.
For Dallas’s students and friends—and 

these categories largely overlapped—the 
best moments, the ones I will miss the most, 
were the moments with no hurry, no sched-
ule constraint, nothing in the world but time 
and God and love. Then you could ask him, 
“Hey, Dallas . . .” (There are a thousand sto-
ries that begin with the statement, “Someone 
asked Dallas.”)

“Hey, Dallas . . .” You could see him think-
ing—not about the problem, which he had 
worked out long ago, but about how to express 
it in a way that those of us listening might be 
able to grasp it. So that it would not be a “pearl 
cast among swine”—one of dozens of Scripture 
passages I heard him explain better than any 
professional exegete.

Dallas and I used to play a game. I would 
ask him for definitions of all kinds of words. 
And every definition would contain a clar-
ity and freshness and precision that would 

require folks to sit and reflect for a while. 
“Hey, Dallas . . . ,” and then I’d ask him 
about any word or concept that mattered, 
and would receive a brief education in the 
possibilities of redeemed thought.

The word spirit. “Disembodied personal 
power.”

Beauty. “Goodness made manifest to the 
senses.”

 A disciple is “anyone whose ultimate goal 
is to live as Jesus would live if he were in 
their place.”

Dignity is “a value that creates irreplace-
ability.” (This one, he graciously attributed 
to Immanuel Kant.)

Dallas was ruthlessly committed to logic, 
clarity of thought, and the constant culti-

vation of reason. He held such commit-
ments because they were indispensible 

to navigating reality, and because help-
ing people navigate reality is indis-
pensible to love.

“Hey Dallas, what is reality?”
“Reality is what you can count on.”
“Hey Dallas, what is pain?”
“Pain is what you experience 

when you bump into reality.”
Because of this, Dallas had a deep 

aversion for Christian speakers or writ-
ers who use emotion to manipulate a 

temporary response from their listeners—a 
response that bypasses their “mental maps” 
and leaves the audience in worse shape than 
when they started. He said at one confer-
ence that speakers should never tell stories. 
This prompted a group of publishing types 
to propose the “Dallas Willard Study Bible,” 
with all the stories taken out. (Pretty much 
just Leviticus.)

“What is spiritual maturity?”
“The mature disciple is one who effort-

lessly does what Jesus would do in his or 
her place.”

“What exactly does it mean to glorify God?”
“To glorify God means to think and act 

in such a way that the goodness, greatness, 
and beauty of God are constantly obvious to 
ourselves and all those around us. It means 
to live in such a way that when people see us 
they think, Thank God for God, if God would 
create such a life.”

REMARKABLE MIND
Dallas has impacted the church—evangelical-
ism and beyond—through the power of his-
torically informed thought that simply makes 
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more sense of existence than the alternatives. 
He valued the scholarly guild and contrib-
uted to it. But he also knew the limits of the 
guild, and ultimately sought to contribute to 
moral and spiritual knowledge in a way that 
transcended current guild norms. 

Obviously, Dallas had a remarkable 
mind—not brain, mind you. He was always 
careful to note the distinction between mind 
and brain. “God has never had a brain,” he 
would say, “and has never missed it.”

But his life and his heart were better than 
his mind. My own life was forever changed 
when I read his book The Spirit of the Disci-
plines 24 years ago. I contacted Dallas after 
having read it, and—for no particular reason—
he invited me to his Southern California 
home. I experienced there what countless 
others have: the unhurried, humble, selfless 
attention of a human being who lived deeply 
in the genuine awareness of the reality of the 
kingdom of God. 

Somebody once said of Dallas: “I’d like 
to live in his time zone.” During one of his 
lectures, a listener challenged him with state-
ments that were both offensive and incorrect. 

Dallas paused, thanked the person for their 
comments, and then simply moved on to 
the next question. Somebody asked Dallas 
afterward why he had not countered the stu-
dent’s argument and put him in his place. 
“I’m practicing the discipline of not having 
to have the last word.”

This is part of why Dallas would never 
debate nonbelievers. Rather, he engaged in 
mutual conversations where both parties 
could seek truth together. He would often 
say, “I’m sure Jesus is the kind of person who 
would be the first to say you must ruthlessly 
follow the truth wherever it leads.” Through 
the last week of his life, he was still hoping to 
help believers engage nonbelievers by looking 
together at questions where people get stuck 
in their actual lives rather than by trying to 
win intellectual arguments.

Sometimes the questions became deeply 
personal. I called him once, in a deep valley, 
many years ago: “Hey Dallas. My heart is 
breaking. I cannot fix this. I don’t understand 
it. I am sadder than I’ve ever been.”

There was a long pause. And then a single 
sentence: “This will be a test of your joyful 

confidence in God.”
I have thought about that sentence a 

thousand times.
The few other people I spoke to about 

that valley were empathic and supportive. 
But that particular sentence is not one that 
I can imagine coming from someone else’s 
mind or mouth. That sentence I will live with 
until I die.

Like watching Usain Bolt run a race or 
hearing Yo-Yo Ma play the cello, listening 
to Dallas’s thoughts was to get lost in the 
sheer joy of seeing a master craftsman at 
work. Except it wasn’t about the craft. It 
was about the life and reality and goodness 
of the God behind the thoughts.

It should not be surprising that on the 
thinker-feeler continuum, Dallas was all 
thinker. But I will miss the tremor in his 
voice, sometimes, when he saw beauty and 
goodness in God so overwhelming that his 
heart could not hold it in. The first time my 
wife, Nancy, joined us for dinner, Dallas 
began to speak about how good God is. His 
face fairly glowed. Nancy is not a crier, but 
when I looked at her, tears were streaming 



down her face. 
For many, he was a little like the ward-

robe that leads into Narnia. It’s not about 
the wardrobe; it’s about a luminous world 
to which the wardrobe opens.

Yet you love the wardrobe after all.

DESTINY AFTER DEATH
Dallas would get very impatient with writ-
ings that idealize anyone, particularly him. 

I remember hearing him talk once about his 
struggle with harboring contempt for people. 
If he did, it was in a very deep harbor. But 
God alone knows the human heart. Some-
body asked me recently if Dallas realized 
what a remarkable life he led. It reminded 
me—as almost everything does—of another 
of Dallas’s observations: “One sign of matu-
rity are the thoughts that no longer occur to 
you.” On the first day of sobriety, a recovering 

alcoholic will be filled with thoughts of her 
heroic efforts. After 20 years of sobriety, her 
mind will be free to think other, more inter-
esting thoughts. Her sobriety will no longer 
look heroic, only sane—only a gift.

Dallas was free to think other, more inter-
esting thoughts.

He leaves behind his wife, Jane; his son, 
John; and his daughter, Becky, along with 
her husband, Bill, and their daughter, Larissa. 
He leaves behind a vision of the nature of the 
gospel and the kingdom and moral and spiri-
tual truth that is helping the church, which 
is always reforming to recapture something 
of the spirit and message of Jesus. Dallas’s 
work, more than that of anyone I know in our 
day, is helping us understand more clearly 
the offer of Jesus, about whom Dallas never 
ceased to marvel. His influence will ripple  
along in countless sermons and books and 
churches and disciples.

“Hey Dallas, what’s death?”
“Jesus made a special point of saying 

those who rely on him and have received 
the kind of life that flows in him and in God 
will never experience death. . . . Jesus shows 
his apprentices how to live in the light of the 
fact that they will never stop living.”

Our destiny, Dallas used to say, is to join 
a tremendously creative team effort, under 
unimaginably splendid leadership, on an 
inconceivably vast plane of activity, with ever 
more comprehensive cycles of productivity 
and enjoyment. This is what the “eye hath 
not seen, nor ear hath heard” in the prophetic 
vision. It is worth a few dozen read-throughs 
(found in The Divine Conspiracy).

Dallas also used to say, “God will certainly 
let everyone into heaven that can possibly 
stand it.” This is another one of those state-
ments that becomes more daunting and 
frightening and wonderful the more you 
think about it.

“Keep eternity before the children,” his 
mother said. Dallas kept eternity before us 
in a way no one else quite has. And now he 
has stepped into the eternal kind of life in a 
way he never has before.

I’ll bet he can stand it. I’ll bet he can.

John Ortberg is pastor of Menlo Park Presby-

terian Church, in Menlo Park, California. He is 

the author most recently of Who Is This Man? 

The Unpredictable Impact of the Inescapable Jesus

(Zondervan).
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Christianity and the Culture of
Relativismin the Anthropologies of
Joseph Ratzinger and Stanley Hauerwas

An eye-opening and insightful reading experience,  
Christianity and the Culture of  Relativism in the 
Anthropologies of Joseph Ratzinger and Stanley 
Hauerwas  takes you to a journey, a journey of 
social understanding, spiritual awakening and 
devotion to the Truth of Christianity.

Softcover | 978-1-4797-4443-5

Positive Words, Positive Thoughts

This collection of inspiring passages from the Holy 
Bible depicts God’s promises for His children. A 
triumphant testimony of our Heavenly Father’s 
unwavering love and grace, these verses will remind 
us that through Him we have power over our 
problems.

Kelly Anderson
Softcover | 978-1-4797-4336-0

The Book of Reception

Take a journey through the development of the 
creation plans! This is a treasure hunt, in which G-d 
has sown into fabric of time, signs, hidden from 
man’s sight. As veils are lifted up, the wonders of 
the creation emerge!

Steven F. Gardner
Softcover | 978-1-4771-3228-9

Soulfood For All Seasons

Find nourishment for the soul and spirit in Soulfood 
For All Seasons. In this triumphant testimony of God’s 
everlasting love and grace, Ngaire J. Adamson gives 
encouragement and teaches us to how to stand 
strong in all of life’s seasons.

Ngaire J. Adamson
Softcover | 978-1-4771-4931-7

Charles Ssennyondo, STL, STD

1663 Liberty Drive, Suite 200 Bloomington, IN 47403,USA
Toll Free: 1-888-795-4274 Phone: (610) 915-5214 Fax : (610) 915-0294
www.xlibris.com

ORDER NOW!

Two Trees of Destiny

Discover a complete history of how the world 
started and how the world will end in Two Trees of 
Destiny. Drawing from his life and religious 
experiences, author Louis J. Keroack has pieced 
together his reflections, today’s current events, and 
biblical verses in this book to guide readers and 
believers.

Louis J. Keroack
Softcover | 978-1-4771-4950-8

The Story of Human Spiritual Evolution

Challenging common public assumption, The Story of 
Human Evolution delves deep into the similarities 
between science and religion, illustrating that these 
concepts are actually two sides of the same coin. Find 
out how in this compelling and enlightening literary
masterpiece.

Richard Ferguson
Softcover | 978-1-4797-3508-2

MAKE ROOM FOR GOD
The Spirituality of Awakening

Make Room For God: The Spirituality of Awakening offers 
enlightening answers to all of life’s unanswered 
questions and perplexity. This evocative anthology 
unravels the true meaning of life’s tribulations and 
treats life as a gift and a blessing worth celebrating.

M. Germaine Hustedde, PHJC

Price: $19.99  Pages: 215 
Softcover | 978-1-4797-4609-5 

The Power of the Resurrection

The Power of the Resurrection is a call to re-discover the 
power Christ has given us, the power to transcend the 
ploys of the enemy of salvation. Read this book and 
discover the power of Christ’s Resurrection in your life.

Francis Innocent Otobo
Softcover | 978-1-4797-1454-4

Price: $ 15.99  Pages: 207

Price: $ 15.99  Pages: 65

Price: $ 19.99  Pages: 93

Price: $ 15.99  Pages: 312
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The most praised 
piece in May’s ct

READERS’ PICK

A Good Rap
Thank you for what may be the coolest 

Christianity Today to date. As a mother of 

four, I was as excited as my kids to see 

Lecrae on your May cover. I am thankful 

for what these musicians have done in 

my kids’ lives, but also in my life. “Why 

the Gospel Needs Hip-Hop” articulated 

what I have been trying to convey to 

friends and family. I have been so struck 

by Christian hip-hop’s sound theology 

and spiritually mature discussion of a 

wide variety of issues.

The answer to whether the emotion 

in secular rap can translate into Chris-

tian rap is a resounding yes. The pal-

pable frustration with sin and our fallen 

world is clear, but then the solution 

is embraced: God’s mercy, grace, and 

triumph over Satan. In this era of “keep 

your faith to yourself,” this unashamed 

group of artists is a tonic to my soul. 

Julie Ohman Kellogg
Jacksonville, Florida

I greatly appreciated Russell Moore’s 

article on the positive influence Chris-

tian hip-hop is having on Christians and 

non-Christians alike. However, he was 

off in suggesting that black racial stereo-

types can lead to “white fear-mongering 

seen most brutally in . . . the murders of 

Emmett Till and Trayvon Martin.” Com-

paring the death of Martin to the hor-

rendous and racially motivated murder 

of Till is impossible. The jury isn’t just 

out on Martin’s death; they have yet to 

be seated.

Elijah Friedeman
Jackson, Mississippi

Faithful Exposé
It was good to read your profile of Michael 

Cromartie [“The Shepherd,” May], which 

portrays a less politicized faith in the face 

of incredible politicization over the past 

25 years. As a pastor, I read giving thanks 

that journalists can be exposed to a more 

authentic view of Christian life. 

However, I wonder if there’s a way 

to bring a depoliticized message of the 

gospel to the people. My sense is that 

Christians on the Right are more formed 

by Fox News and Rush Limbaugh than 

by a consistent submission to the 

Gospels. At this point, it is unclear to me 

that a gentler, more humble walk that 

values dialogue and servanthood will 

win the day in the pews.

Howard Miller
E-mail

More Talk on Rob Bell
I was intrigued with how Mark Galli 

linked the theological trajectory of Rob 

Bell with the current resurgence among 

evangelicals of an experiential approach 

to Christian spirituality [“What We Talk 

About When We Talk About Rob Bell,” 

May]. I appreciate Galli bringing balance 

to an important issue.

But I wish he had drawn attention to 

us evangelicals writing on experiential 

spirituality who emphasize: (1) the biblical 

support (from both Testaments) for such 

an endeavor; (2) the importance of allow-

ing for and anticipating dark nights of the 

soul; (3) the fact that “abiding” in Christ 

doesn’t mean choosing between a ratio-

nal/volitional staying put in the faith and a 

mystical/experiential mentoring relation-

ship with the risen Jesus; and (4) the need 

to make sure that we don’t reduce such 

an approach to a technique or “quick fix” 

panacea for all our spiritual problems.

Gary Tyra
Costa Mesa, California

Rob Bell “hope[s] that perhaps everyone 

will someday be saved”; and Mark Galli 

says that “in one sense, so do many 

evangelicals,” because “[e]ven God is 

said to wish that no one should perish” 

(2 Pet. 3:9). But hoping entails at least a 

possibility of realization, whereas wishing

does not. So we can legitimately wish 

with God for the salvation of all, but to 
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The answer to whether the emotion in 
secular rap can translate into Christian 
rap is a resounding yes. 

Julie Ohman Kellogg
Jacksonville, Florida

T
s
r

J
J

Inside ct: Holy 
Hip-Hop Grows Up

By Katelyn Beaty

Letters 71  Where We Stand Sex Without Bodies 74  
The Village Green Kedri Metzger, Mark Tooley, and Mathew Staver on illegal aliens in the pulpit 76

Her.meneutics Jen Pollock Michel tells workers to slow down 78  Past Imperfect David Neff on what makes a martyr 80

O P I N I O N S  A N D  P E R S P E C T I V E S  O N  I S S U E S  FA C I N G  T H E  C H U R C H

Viewpoints



 zzz     

“Picking up your books, 
I was both terrified of 
what I might find about 
me, and elated at how 
you faithfully reflected 
God’s glory.” 
Kate Richter, honoring her favorite 
author, Dallas Willard.
ct Liveblog: “Died: Dallas Willard, Divine Conspiracy 
Author and Philosopher,” by Melissa Steffan and 
Jeremy Weber

“‘Shall not the Judge 
of all the earth do 
right?’ With that, we 
must be satisfied.” 
John Pierce, relying on Abraham’s 
question from Genesis 18:25 (kjv) when 
struggling to answer if God is merciful 
in judging people.
Speaking Out: “Do All Children Go to Heaven?,” 
by Jim Denison 

“These things erode the 
trust of the public.”
Carl Dixon, expressing grief over all abuse 
victims and the allegations against Sovereign 
Grace Ministries. 
ct Liveblog: “As Appeal Is Announced in Sovereign 
Grace Case, Joshua Harris Says He Was Abused as a 
Child,” by Ted Olsen

“[The title] isolates, 
puffs up, and separates. 
It’s as hard on the 
congregation as it is 
on the man single-
handedly responsible 
for them all.”
Ryan, believing that the role of “head 
pastor” is problematic.
ct Liveblog: “Three Megachurch Pastors Resign over 
Adultery in Orlando,” by Melissa Steffan

“I have to keep falling 
in love with the embod-
ied soul that he is, even 
as the contours change.”
Stacey L, on the need for couples to show 
each other grace as they age. 

Her.meneutics: “Stay Sexy or Else? Well, Please 
Forgive These Mommy Hips,” by Janelle Aijian

compiled by Elissa Cooper

WORTH 
RE PEATING
Things overheard at ct online.

LIFE AFTER DEATH
Was justice served 

when abortion doctor 
Kermit Gosnell was 
sentenced to triple 

life sentences?

23%
Yes, life in prison 
is an appropriate 
punishment for 

Gosnell’s actions.

13%
Yes, life in prison is 
more biblical than 
a death sentence.

14%
Maybe, but it 

doesn’t bring justice 
to Gosnell’s victims.

22%
No, but no earthly 
punishment would 

have brought 
justice to Gosnell 

or his victims.

28%
No, Gosnell should 
have received the 

death penalty.

Total votes: 260

(Online polls 
do not represent 

a scientific sample.)

ONLINE POLL
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imply its possibility by hoping for it con-

tradicts Jesus’ statement in the Sermon 

on the Mount that “few” find the narrow 

gate and road that leads to life.

Nonetheless, thanks for Galli’s per-

ceptive analysis of popular evangelical 

epistemology.

Robert H. Gundry
Santa Barbara, California 

Love Trumps All
I heartily agree with philosopher Jamie 

Smith [“You Can’t Think Your Way to 

God,” May] that the majority of our 

behavior is controlled by our loves much 

more than by our knowledge. The apostle 

Paul emphasizes over and over in 1 

Corinthians that love trumps knowledge 

in our practice of oneness in the body, 

and that love also trumps knowledge as a 

motivator to action. That is why I cringe 

when youth groups emphasize engaging 

the culture by participating in what is 

basically the culture’s “trash.” It leads our 

students to “love some other kingdoms 

and some other gods,” to quote Smith. 

Jay Lehman
E-mail

Mystifi ed by Mormons
As a lifelong Latter-day Saint (lds), I read 

with interest “What can Christian leaders 

learn from the surge in Mormon youth 

missionaries?” [Village Green, May]. Yet 

each expert struggled to explain lds suc-

cess. The belief that “these young people 

are eager to serve so they can earn God’s 

favor through their faithfulness” clearly 

demonstrates how easy it is to misunder-

stand a subculture from the outside.

lds understand “it is by grace we are 

saved after all we can do” to mean that 

we are ultimately saved by the grace 

of Christ. Rites of passage and tribal 

affiliation are similarly inadequate ways 

of trying to explain how lds youth from 

diverse backgrounds serve so much. It 

will take much richer analysis to explain 

the chasm between lds and evangelical 

levels of commitment.

Wally Goddard
E-mail

A Clear Statement
Thank you for David Neff’s “A Tale of Two 

Analogies” [May]. I teach a career com-

petencies class at Northwestern College. 

Whenever I begin the module on creating 

an elevator speech, I use Jesus’. This helps 

students see the importance of having 

a clear statement about themselves that 

reflects the authority that comes from God. 

It also helps them to think more deeply 

about themselves and to make sure that 

their words are true and meaningful.

Linda Ashworth
E-mail

CORRECTION
In “The Shepherd,” the line from a 1993 

Washington Post article was referring to 

followers of Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell.
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Sex Without Bodies 
The church’s response to the lgbt movement must be that matter matters. 

WHERE WE STAND   C T ’ S  V I E W S  O N  K E Y  I S S U E S

ven as our culture has swiftly 
moved toward accepting same-
sex marriage, the term “homo-

sexual” has already disappeared 
among those who have taken the time to 
listen and learn from gay and lesbian neigh-
bors and friends.

For good reasons, the preferred language 
among those neighbors has become “lgbt”—
“Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgendered” 
(or “Transsexual”).

We should welcome this shift, because 
it actually helps clarify the multiple sexu-
alities whose representatives have banded 

together to seek legal recognition and relief 
from stigma and shame. Indeed, the acronym 
lgbt is increasingly augmented by references 
to Queer (or Questioning) and Asexual per-
sons—thus including those who find their 
sexuality ill-defined by the existing hetero-
sexual or homosexual categories. It also 
often seeks to include Intersex individuals, 
the small but real number of persons whose 
bodies are born gender-ambiguous.

The proliferation of initials signals the 
formation of a powerful coalition. But it 
also reminds us of the important differ-
ences between the members of that coali-
tion. Christians cannot simply accept or 
reject “same-sex marriage” and think we 
have settled our sexual ethics. The lgbtqia
coalition has other challenges for the church.

Begin just with those who identify as les-
bian and as gay. Patterns of sexual expres-
sion, relationship formation, and identity 

discovery are markedly different between 
gay men and lesbian women. Statistically 
speaking, gay sexual orientation seems most 
often to emerge early, definitively, and per-
sistently; lesbian orientation is  more fluid 
and ambiguous. (This has implications, too, 
for claims of “recovery” from homosexual-
ity, claims that have often proven unreliable 
for “ex-gay” men.)

THE NEXT FRONTIER
Indeed, sex itself is markedly different for 
gays and lesbians, research shows. Men in 
stable, committed gay relationships readily 

“[make] open arrangements for sex outside 
the couple,” as a recent New York Times 
article put it; indeed, more than 40 percent 
have done so.

Meanwhile, large numbers of women 
in committed lesbian relationships seem to 
cease sexual activity altogether over time. 
These are not just male and female versions of 
a single simple thing called “homosexuality,” 
let alone merely “homosexual” versions of a 
single simple thing called “sexuality”—they 
are profoundly different human experiences.

Bisexuality raises even more compli-
cated questions, and it is the next frontier 
that church leaders, whatever their position 
on “homosexuality,” will confront. Some 

Christian leaders have come to believe that 
blessing same-sex unions is the best pastoral 
response to those with a persistent same-sex 
orientation who seek covenant faithfulness. 
But what about someone who does not report 
a stable orientation? Should the church in 
any way steer them toward marriage to the 
opposite sex? Even the slightest bias toward 
male–female complementarity may soon be 
considered just as bigoted as believing that 
gay and lesbian relationships cannot be 
blessed at all.

This leads to the fourth term of the sex-
ual-minority coalition: persons who experi-

ence themselves as transgendered (mean-
ing a psychological dissonance, as distinct 
from the physical ambiguity of intersex 
persons)—“trapped” in the wrong body. This 
is yet another difficult pastoral challenge, 
since it is not about gender preferences in 
one’s partners (transgendered people report 
all four possible combinations of “orienta-
tions”) but about one’s own identity as a 
man or woman. The reported experiences 
of transgender persons also raise the most 
complex hermeneutical questions, since 
there are not obvious biblical texts that 
address the issue. (Jesus’ reference to “those 
who are born eunuchs” may well refer to 
the phenomenon of intersex births, known 

Every one of us is a member of the 
coalition of human beings who feel out 
of place in our bodies east of Eden. 
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to ancients just as much as to us today.) 
How should the church compassionately 
respond to reports of intense psychologi-
cal distress relating to one’s biological or 
socially assigned gender?

And then we must attend to those who 
identify as “queer,” “questioning,” or “asex-
ual”—who otherwise would check “none of 
the above” and see even this spectrum of 
categories as far too narrow to accommo-
date their personal experiences, desires, and 
preferences.

NOBODY’S BODY
There is really only one conviction that can 
hold this coalition of disparate human expe-
riences together. And it is the irrelevance of 
bodies—specifically, the irrelevance of bio-
logical sexual differentiation in how we use 
our bodies.

What unites the lgbtqia coalition is a 
conviction that human beings are not created 
male and female in any essential or important 

way. What matters is not one’s body but one’s 
heart—the seat of human will and desire, 
which only its owner can know.

Christians will have to choose between 
two consistent positions. One, which we 
believe Christians who affirm gay and lesbian 
unions will ultimately have to embrace, is to 
say that embodied sexual differentiation is 
irrelevant—completely, thoroughly, totally 
irrelevant—to covenant faithfulness.

The proof text for this view will be that 
in Christ, there is neither male nor female. 
And as with all readings based on proof texts, 
upholding it will require openly discarding 
a vast expanse of other biblical material, the 
many biblical voices (including Jesus’) that 
affirm and elucidate the significance of male-
and-female creation.

As this view gains traction in our culture, 
the created givenness of bodies must give 
way to the achievement of ascertaining, 

announcing, and fulfilling one’s own inter-
nally discerned desires, with no normative 
reference to the body one happens to inhabit. 
It is no accident that as normative sexuality 
has been redefined, from an essentially exte-
rior reality uniting male and female bodies 
to an essentially interior reality expressing 
one’s heart, the charges of bigotry have been 
heard more fiercely against those who hold 
the traditional Christian view. How dare we 
Christians speak against any person’s heart?

Marriage, which has always been 
“unequal,” yoking together two very differ-
ent kinds of bodies, must now be “equal,” 
measured only by the sincerity of one’s love 
and commitment. To insist on the importance 
of bodies is to challenge the sovereign self, to 
suggest that our ethical options are limited 
by something we did not choose.

There is one other consistent position that 
Christians can hold, though we will hold it 
at great social cost, at least for the foresee-
able future: that bodies matter. Indeed, that 

both male and female bodies are of ultimate 
value and dignity—not a small thing given 
the continuing denigration of women around 
the world.

Indeed, that matter matters. For behind 
the dismissal of bodies is ultimately a gnos-
tic distaste for embodiment in general. To 
uphold a biblical ethic on marriage is to affirm 
the sweeping scriptural witness—hardly 
a matter of a few isolated “thou shalt not” 
verses—that male and female together image 
God, that the creation of humanity as male 
and female is “very good,” and that “it is not 
good that the man should be alone” (Gen. 
2:18, nrsv). 

Sexual differentiation (along with its cru-
cial outcome of children, who have a bio-
logical connection to two parents but are not 
mirror images of either one) is not an accident 
of evolution or a barrier to fulfillment. It is 
in fact the way God is imaged, and the way 

fruitfulness, diversity, and abundance are 
sustained in the world.

AWAITING REDEMPTION
Can we hold this position and love our 
lgbtqia neighbors? Yes. For we find our-
selves on utterly familiar ground with our 
lgbtqia neighbors, and they with us, when 
we turn from matters of the body to matters 
of the heart. All of us know, in the depths of 
our heart, that we are queer. Our yearnings, 
especially those bound up with our sexuality, 
are hardly ever fully satisfied by the biblical 
model of one man and one woman yoked 
together for life. Every one of us is a member 
of the coalition of human beings who feel out 
of place in our bodies east of Eden. And every 
one of us has fallen far short of honoring God 
and other human beings with our bodies.

This is especially, grievously so in a cul-
ture saturated with pornography, which 
threatens to make sexual gnostics of us all, 
chasing ecstasy further and further afield 

from the dignity and limits of bodies, male 
and female, given in covenant love.

Is there an easy way out of the current 
battles over sexuality? No. But there is a 
way through. A remnant, perhaps small 
and perhaps substantial, will continue to 
teach that we are created male and female, 
to bless the marriages that reunite those two 
broken halves, and to remind all, married 
and unmarried, that “in the resurrection 
they neither marry, nor are given in mar-
riage”—that ultimately our earthly eros only 
reflects the reunion promised between the 
Creator and his image bearers. Along the 
way, we all will be queer, groaning as we 
await the redemption of our bodies. To the 
lgbtqia alliance, add an h—for this is what 
it is to be fully, incompletely, expectantly 
Human.

BY  Andy Crouch  EXECUTIVE  EDITOR  
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SUPPORT REFORM
Kedri Metzger is senior attorney with Religious 
Worker Immigrant Legal Services of World Relief, based 
in Baltimore.

Immigrants are strengthening the church and revitalizing some 
denominations with significant growth. Many of these churches 
are started by local leaders who emphasize evangelism and know 
the culture and language of growing immigrant populations in the 
United States. But some of these pastors lack valid immigration status 
and face a complex and painful dilemma. 

Alex and his family crossed the border illegally when he was an 
infant. Years later, after becoming a Christian, he began a ministry 
in his community that has grown into two separate church sites. 
Alex serves as a volunteer, unable to work since he doesn’t have the 
necessary immigration papers. He has a family, including a child 
with Down syndrome who is a U.S. citizen. This complicates his 
situation even more: If Alex leaves the States, his child would lose 
access to crucial medical care. Alex has considered bringing himself 
to the attention of immigration authorities to plead his case before 
an immigration judge. But this would risk being deported away from 
his child, to a country he doesn’t remember. 

Like Alex, some pastors came to the United States as small 
children. Some intentionally crossed the border undetected, while 
others entered on valid visas and later lost their immigration status 
through technical mistakes made by themselves or church leaders. 
Under current law, there are no remedies for these mistakes.

Those without valid immigration status have to complete the 
immigration process abroad. If a pastor leaves the country to do so, 
he will likely face a 10-year bar from applying for reentry. This leaves 
pastors stuck: unable to correct their status from inside the United 
States, yet barred from reentering if they leave.

How should a denomination respond? The first step is to locate 
competent immigration legal advice. It cannot be left to ethnic 
ministry directors, church planters, pastors, and other church leaders 
to advise these individuals on their immigration legal status. 

If the church helps, are they violating the law? Church leaders 
often worry that they are not submitting to authorities if they allow 
pastors or other volunteers to participate in church life. But the 
Immigration and Nationality Act (ina) does not require church 
leaders or members to report pastors who are here illegally. Currently, 
the ina says only that churches cannot employ individuals who do 

not have permission to work inside the United States.
Churches and denominations have a great deal of freedom to 

develop policy and practice. We must challenge ourselves to pursue 
the facts and understand the biblical perspective. The church 
should seek to balance care for our brothers and sisters with their 
responsibility under the law. We must wrestle with our commitment 
to the mission of the gospel and consider the kingdom purposes of 
these “fishers of men” in our midst.

TEACH COMPLIANCE
Mark Tooley, president of the Institute on Religion 
and Democracy, is author of Taking Back the United 
Methodist Church.

Churches are called to minister to all persons to whom they have 
access. This includes persons who are in this country illegally. 
Outreach includes gospel proclamation, inviting others into the life 
of the church, and charity when needed.

When it comes to illegal immigration, the church should teach 
compliance with the existing law, even to those who are pastors and 
ministry leaders with significant responsibility. Such counsel may 
include helping illegal immigrants seek legal status. Or it may mean 
suggesting a vocation that requires returning home, where the need 
of service may be greater. The church also needs to reach immigrants 
from non-Christian backgrounds, which is more challenging but 
probably more important.

THE 
VILLAGE 
GREEN  

Leading Christians address       
       open questions.

Foreign-Born 
Preachers 

in the Pulpit
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How should churches and seminaries 
respond to immigrant pastors who
minister in the United States illegally?



As Hispanic immigration continues to slow, churches will need to 
get better at reaching immigrants from other cultures. After Mexico, 
Asia is the largest source of new immigrants. Churches will also have 
to be open to learning from immigrant missionaries and pastors who 
are here legally, and who are likely more effective in reaching this 
demographic than most white congregations.

Most traditional forms of American Protestant worship are not 
appealing to immigrants. Global South Christianity is overwhelmingly 
charismatic and/or Pentecostal. Many vibrant, growing immigrant 
congregations in America are too. Traditional Protestant and 
evangelical congregations, if they want to attract immigrants, may 
have to adjust their worship style or create new worship opportunities 
that appeal to immigrants and immigrant pastors in both form 
and language. Liberal congregations that are the most politically 
outspoken about justice for illegal immigrants preach a social gospel 
that is not appealing to most immigrants.

Effective ministry to immigrants also precludes romanticizing 
their experience. They are simply people and fellow sinners, 
exemplifying a full range of vices and virtues, as all peoples do.

Breaking the civil law is a sin according to every major Christian 
tradition. Even as churches prioritize gospel outreach, they must 
remind immigrant pastors who are not legal residents that as 
Christian disciples, they need to resolve their legal status.

To acclaim them as victims meriting redress is dishonest and 
points them away from the obedience, service, and self-denial that are 
central to following Jesus. Some individuals may follow conscience 
by returning to their homeland. Churches should help equip them 
for ministry and economic survival if they do.

As for pastors who lawfully seek to remain, churches should 
offer appropriate counsel, including reminding them of their civil 
obligations in a new land. What does it mean to be Christian in 
America today? A century ago, churches taught immigrants how to 
become American. Today churches need to teach immigrants and 
natives how to witness and prevail in a secular culture increasingly 
hostile to the gospel.

UPHOLD THEIR MINISTRY
Mathew Staver is chairman of Liberty Counsel and 
board member and chief legal counsel of the National 
Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference.

Around the world, millions are leaving their home countries and 
migrating to new lands. Many are Christians or come to faith after 
arriving in their new home, and they are planting churches and doing 
ministry among their own people.

This global phenomenon has spawned the pioneer field of diaspora 
missiology, which appreciates these communities as potential 
partners in the worldwide mission of the church.

In the United States, immigrant churches—a significant percentage 
of which include members who are not legal residents—are 
revitalizing Protestant denominations and the Catholic Church. It 
is now no longer a question of whether churches and seminaries 
should be engaged with immigrant churches, but rather how to meet 
the daunting ministry challenges that they present.

We are witnessing all sorts of educational programs spring up, 
designed to equip lay leaders and pastors. Numerous projects target 
the personal and family needs of immigrants: food and clothing, 
basic medical care, after-school tutoring, English classes, and 
legal advice. It is not surprising that many denominations and the 
National Association of Evangelicals have passed resolutions favoring 
comprehensive immigration reform. Education and compassion are 
the order of the day. 

Some criticize these measures, convinced that respect for 
immigration law should be the criterion for dealing with such 
Christians and their pastors. Anyone conversant with that legislation 
would recognize that nothing that has been mentioned is illegal. 
Church bodies can do a lot within the limits of the law. A pastor’s 
immigration status remains within the purview of federal authorities.

The situation for seminaries is different from church bodies’. 
Some seminaries fear losing federal funding for scholarships if these 
pastors enroll in their academic programs. Others worry about the 
loss of donations from conservative constituencies.

Seminaries that desire to serve the immigrant community have 
developed several avenues for training leaders without valid legal 
residence. Some offer nondegree tracks at a level commensurate with 
the educational background of many of these pastors. Others simply 
do not ask students about their status, mirroring many institutions of 
higher learning. It is understood that they cannot qualify for certain 
scholarships. Several states now grant access to university programs and 
tuition benefits to students who do not have legal residence. Seminaries 
are trying to figure out how to fit into this educational landscape.

Changes to immigration laws are on the horizon. Are churches 
prepared to help immigrant pastors solve any problems with their 
legal status once reform comes? Will seminaries be willing to invest 
financially in this low-income group? To prepare and support these 
pastors within an outdated and unworkable immigration system is 
complicated. Coming days will yield other challenges. But one thing 
is for sure: These pastors will be important coworkers in the future 
of the church. 8
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The Dangerous Wager of Success 
How far will women—and all of us—go to prove we’re in control?

ust before her tenure ended 
as secretary of state, Hillary 
Rodham Clinton fainted in her 

home and suffered a concussion. 
Unlike in 2009, when she fractured her 
elbow and returned to work days later, Clin-
ton remained in the hospital for weeks. Her 
slow recovery prompted media to wonder 
about her work life.

Hailed as the most widely traveled sec-
retary of state, Clinton represents for many 
people the strength of female ambition. 
After her release from the 
hospital, The New York 
Times crooned over her 
“herculean work habits” 
and “indomitable stamina 
and work ethic.” In spite 
of the adverse effects that 
her grueling schedule was 
imposing on her health, 
and the consensus among 
her advisers that she 
needed rest, Clinton nev-
ertheless enjoyed “endur-
ing status as a role model.”

Such effusive praise for workaholism? It 
should have shocked me less. In a meritoc-
racy such as the modern West, the biggest 
piece of the pie is supposedly reserved for 
the hardest working. Erin Callan, the former 
cfo of Lehman Brothers, credited her profes-
sional success to her indefatigable work ethic. 
Only after her divorce and resignation in 
2008 could she admit the underbelly of that 
ethic. In a recent New York Times piece, “Is 
There Life After Work?” she wrote, “When 
I left my job, it devastated me. . . . I did not 
know how to value who I was versus what 
I did. What I did was who I was.”

Despite the potential catastrophes of over-
work, many of today’s professional women 
are tempted to it. Is this because we’re grossly 
underrepresented in high-level positions in 
the public and private sectors? Because we are 
still earning less than our male counterparts? 

Because successful women like Sheryl Sand-
berg, coo of Facebook, keep telling us to mind 
the “ambition gap”? Or, do we overwork 
simply because it’s so easy to do, given that 
our office follows us around via a laptop and 
cell phone?

Hard work, overwork even, seems to pave 
the road to achievement. But if Clinton’s and 
Callan’s cases prove that consuming work 
habits jeopardize the health of our bodies and 
our relationships, might we not be driving a 
Faustian bargain of success? Furthermore, 

isn’t there more we stand 
to lose when we allow 
work to bleed into the mar-
gins of rest and recovery? 

The Scriptures open 
at the act of creation: it’s 
a divine work week. Six 
days God labors, but on the 
seventh day, he rests. He 
blesses the seventh day as 
a holy day, a day “set apart” 
from sweat and commerce, 
labor and trade, and com-
mends to Israel his pattern 

of work and rest: “Remember the Sabbath 
day, to keep it holy” (Ex. 20:8, esv). But the 
Israelites were notoriously delinquent at 
their practice of Sabbath. It seems that they, 
like us, were unnerved by the divine com-
mand to depend.

Sabbath, as the practice of regularly 
retreating from our rituals of work, teaches 
us that in our absence, the world still spins 
on its axis. Apparently the sun remembers to 
rise and set without our reminding it to check 
its day planner. Sabbath is a similar kind of 
celestial event. Like the North Star, it rises 

every week from the horizon of work to teach 
us what is most fundamental to nature’s law: 
The Creator, not the creature, sustains the 
breath and being of the universe.

Isn’t it true that much of our overwork 
and resistance to Sabbath is driven by nag-
ging fear? Aren’t we worried that stopping, 
even for a day a week or a week of the year, 
ensures we’ll be left behind by our 24/7 col-
leagues? Doesn’t rest risk our opportunities 
for future advancement, even imperil our 
financial security? 

Sabbath bids us to live beyond these fears.
And Sabbath has always been a trans-

action of trust. When we pause, we create 
necessary and holy distance from the petu-
lant idea that we are ultimately in charge 
of anything. When we rest, we remember 
our limited role as creatures. Sabbath is the 
habit of humility we can wear every week, 
forcing us to relinquish illusions of our 
indispensability. In humble worship, and 
rest, we finally learn to remember that we 
are productive only as God establishes the 
work of our hands (Ps. 90:17).

How beautifully ironic, then, that on the 
Sabbath of darkness between Jesus’ cruci-
fixion and resurrection—on the occasion of 
human inactivity—God prepared to inau-
gurate the New Creation. Like all lessons of 
Sabbath, this event reminds us that God’s 
kingdom advances by dint of his herculean 
work—never ours, male or female. 

Best of all, the enduring honor will be 
his.

Jen Pollock Michel, based in Toronto, writes 

regularly for Her.meneutics. She is writing a 

book for InterVarsity Press about desire.

When we pause on Sabbath, we create 
necessary and holy distance from the 
petulant idea that we are ultimately in 
charge of anything.
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Real Martyrs Don’t Murder 
A new book suggests otherwise, but it’s dead wrong. 

n January 1996, I joined 60 Cath-
olic, Protestant, and Jewish lead-
ers at a conference sponsored by 

Freedom House. The purpose of 
the meeting? To spotlight the persecution of 
Christians around the world and to call reli-
gious leaders to advocate for these believers’ 
right to practice their religion freely.  

After several horrifying reports, mod-
erator Charles Colson called for our com-
ments. One response sticks in my memory. 
“We must remember,” opined the prominent 
leader, “that we Christians in America are 
persecuted as well.” 

Colson cut him off: There was no moral 
equivalence between the marginalization of 
U.S. Christians by secularized institutions 
and the torture, imprisonment, and execu-
tions faced by Christian minorities elsewhere. 
Chuck was right—and would still be right 
today. 

The early martyrs talked about battles, 
warfare, and victory, but all of their “combat 
language” was spiritualized as they peaceably 
emulated Jesus’ sacrifice. That’s not always 
the case today. New Year’s Day 2011, a car 
bomb killed about 20 worshipers at a Christian 
church in Alexandria, Egypt. Despite Chris-
tian leaders’ pleas that the violence should 
stop with these deaths, local Christians ran-
sacked a mosque, burning its holy books. 

Notre Dame University professor Can-
dida Moss uses that anecdote to introduce 
her new book, The Myth of Persecution: How 
Early Christians Invented a Story of Mar-
tyrdom (HarperOne). She believes that the 
“violent” response of Christians sprang from 
seeing themselves as a persecuted minority, 
a perspective that she believes grew out of 
a flawed understanding of church history. 
Moss wants to undermine the martyrdom 
“mythology” that feeds this sense of persecu-
tion. But she goes beyond the pale when she 
writes, “The rhetoric of persecution legiti-
mates and condones retributive violence.” 

The martyr tradition does nothing of the 

sort. This is why Egyptian Christian lead-
ers argued against a violent response. The 
authentic martyr tradition emulates Jesus, 
who remained silent, “like a sheep that before 
its shearers is dumb” (Isa. 53:7, rsv).

Moss’s book has both pluses and minuses: 
She corrects the muddled picture of the age 
of martyrs that hangs on the walls of popular 
Christian imagination. Persecution was not 
a constant threat for the church between 
Jesus and Constantine. There 
were times when authorities 
demanded that Christians 
conform to pagan ways, but 
these were sporadic and many 
times not focused solely on 
Christians. 

On the other hand, Moss 
gives little credit to the oral 
traditions behind the martyr 
stories. Surely we can strip 
away some pious embroidery without 
employing a steely skepticism that reduces 
our certainty to the bare fact that some 
people were executed. 

Moss rightly points out the ancient tra-
dition of the noble death and shows how 
Christians’ willingness to die was part of 
that larger picture. 

Unfortunately, she defines martyr-
dom and persecution so narrowly that few 
instances fit. (My dictionary offers much 
more generous definitions than her book.) 
She thus casts the deaths of many Christian 
martyrs as prosecution rather than persecu-
tion—that is, they were punished for violating 
laws, rather than singled out for their beliefs. 
But in reality, Christians’ loyalties to their 
heavenly King often threaten the powers that 
be. And it is not at all unusual for persecution 
to take the form of prosecution. 

Moss worries that when Christians see 
themselves as part of the martyr tradition, 
they turn combative. But that same belief 
may more frequently lead Christians to 
accommodate evil, as did many Christians 
who thought the slave trade too entrenched 
to overthrow. We must learn to resist evil 
without demonizing or polarizing. 

Michael Glen Bell and Duane W. H. 
Arnold’s new song collection, The Project: 

Martyrs Prayers (themar 
tyrsproject.com), finds this 
balance. They have posted 
two sample videos on You-
Tube—artfully filmed and 
musically sensitive vehicles 
for the prayers of two mar-
tyred archbishops, 20th-
century Salvadoran Óscar 
Romero and 12th-century 
Englishman Thomas Becket. 

Candida Moss’s logic would say these 
two were not killed for what they believed. 
Instead, they were the victims of power 
struggles. But surely it was their Christian 
faith that made them stand up for the church, 
the truth, and (in Romero’s case) the poor. 
Because of their faith in Christ, they used 
their ecclesiastical power to resist the abu-
sive power of the state. Each believed he was 
sacrificing his life for Jesus. 

Moss may define martyrdom too nar-
rowly, but she is right to spotlight two out-
standing leaders from the age of martyrs, who 
show best how to respond to persecution. 
Justin and Tertullian argued for truth, using 
“the rhetoric and ideals of the Roman Empire 
to make their case that Christians should be 
tolerated,” she writes. “Perhaps if we are to 
appeal to the history of persecution in the 
early church, this should be our model.”
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The early martyrs talked about battles, 
warfare, and victory, but they peaceably 
emulated Jesus’ sacrifi ce. 
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“I’m thrilled that in Unseen, 

Jack Graham reminds us of the 

hidden battles we face and instills 

hope and assurance that believers 

will emerge victorious. I highly 

recommend this insightful, biblical, 

and very personal book.” 

—MARK BATTERSON 
New York Times bestselling author of 

The Circle Maker

After his father was ruthlessly attacked and killed, Baptist preacher Jack Graham set out to 
discover the truth about the spiritual world. What he discovered changed his life. Now he challenges 

popular opinions and persistent folklore about heaven and hell, good and evil, angels and Satan. 
Fascinating and hopeful, this book will open your eyes to all that is unseen.

Unseen by Jack Graham



learned most of the “Battle 
Hymn of the Republic” 
before I started grade school. 
The lyrics w ere part of a spe-

cial supplement to The Phila-
delphia Inquirer, published at the beginning 
of the Civil War centennial. I must have read 
that supplement to pieces.

But the “Battle Hymn” was burned into 
my consciousness by the version we sang 
with the Youth Orchestra of Philadel-
phia in 1971, a sprawling, all-flags-flying 

Our Almost 
National Anthem
The ‘Battle Hymn of the Republic’ has marched its way 
through American history. But does it do justice to 
Jesus? By Allen C. Guelzo
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arrangement by Peter J. Wilhousky. It’s 
the version that high-school band, chorus, 
and orchestra directors whip out 
whenever they need a closer to 
rouse their audience to a standing-
ovation pitch. And if it weren’t for 
baseball games, tourists from afar 
would think the “Battle Hymn” 
rather than “The Star-Spangled 
Banner” was our national anthem.

Of course, there was a moment 
when the “Battle Hymn of the 

Republic” nearly did become our national 
anthem. This discovery is one of hundreds 

of insights gleaned from John Stauffer 
and Benjamin Soskis’s book,  The Battle 

Hymn of the Republic: A Biography of the 
Song That Marches On (Oxford University 
Press) ★★★★★.

The “Battle Hymn,” offspring of frontier 
revival meetings, really did originate as a 
hymn. Waves of improvement and variation 
shaped the words into its familiar rhythmic 
pattern, with a long stress on the first sylla-
ble—“Say, brothers, won’t you meet us over 
on the other shore”—and ending with a call-
and-response-like chorus possibly copied 
from African American sources: “There we’ll 
shout and give him glory, / There we’ll shout 
and give him glory, / There we’ll shout and 
give him glory, / For glory is his own.” 

The original hymn also inspired parodies. 
At the outbreak of the Civil War, soldiers of 
the 12th Massachusetts produced their own 
doggerel version, “John Brown’s body lies 
a-mouldering in the grave.” The butt of their 
joke was a Scottish-born recruit in the regi-
ment. But the invocation of “John Brown” 
almost immediately raised the specter of a 
more famous John Brown, the abolitionist 
who had initiated the failed raid on the fed-
eral arsenal at Harper’s Ferry. By July 1861, 
“John Brown’s Body” had sprouted wings 
and become a rally song so popular, “one can 
hardly walk on the streets for five minutes 
without hearing it whistled or hummed.”

AN ADAPTABLE ANTHEM
It remained only for Julia Ward 
Howe, in that same year, to fash-
ion words that transfigured an 
abolitionist’s corpse into an ode 
to crusading militarism. Howe 
was the wife of one of Brown’s 
Brahmin financial backers, and 
had actually met Brown in 1857. 
Prompted by a comment from 
theologian James Freeman 
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Clarke—“write some good words for that 
stirring tune”—Howe wrote out “Battle 
Hymn of the Republic” in a single burst of 
predawn creativity. Then she published its 
five verses in the February 1862 issue of The 
Atlantic Monthly for the princely sum of five 
dollars, and without a byline.

The words took off at once, echoing 
across the White House, the House of Rep-
resentatives, and throughout the wartime 
North. The “Battle Hymn” did not, how-
ever, freeze completely into the shape Howe 
had given it, and the story of its political and 
cultural afterlife forms the largest and most 
interesting part of the book.

Hard-line abolitionists, who felt that it 
did not go quite far enough in its militancy, 
were among the first to propose revisions. 
The Hutchinson Family Singers, who per-
formed an abolitionist-themed entertain-
ment show, insisted that the last stanza, 
where Howe urged us to “die to make men 
free,” ought to instead urge that we live to 
make men free. (This is an alteration that 
keeps being proposed, inserted, debated, 
and opposed even today.)

Republicans adopted the hymn as a cam-
paign song for as long as the bloody shirt of 

the Civil War could be waved successfully. 
Various boosters and flag-wavers used it as 
a patriotic anthem in the Spanish-American 
War and World War I, as a crowd-pleaser 
for Billy Sunday and Barry Goldwater, and 
as an anthem for “Bull Moose” Progressives. 
Winston Churchill specified that it be sung at 
his London memorial service in 1965.

Its words gave titles to productions as 
various as John Steinbeck’s 1939 Popular 
Front novel, The Grapes of Wrath, and the 
1957 cold war flick Battle Hymn. And it 
continued to generate parodies, from Mark 
Twain’s pout over Gilded Age wealth (“In 
a sordid slime harmonious, / Greed was 
born in yonder ditch”) to college fight 
songs (“Glory, Glory, Oh the Hawk Will 
Never Die”).

The “Battle Hymn” rewrite that most 
interests Stauffer and Soskis, however, 
is the labor-militant version, “Solidarity 
Forever,” produced by Ralph Chaplin for 

the International Workers of the World in 
1915 (“When the union’s inspiration through 
the workers’ blood shall run, / There can 
be no power greater anywhere beneath the 
sun”).

FEEBLE THEOLOGY
But the strangest aspect of the song’s appeal 
is its curiously feeble theology. Stauffer and 
Soskis give this only a cursory glance, but 
anyone who parses the words of Howe’s 
poem will find little but puzzlement for their 
reward. The first verse is pure millennial-
ism—“Mine eyes have seen the coming of the 
glory of the Lord”—and it is a Revelation 19 
millennialism, complete with Christ tread-
ing “the winepress of the fury of the wrath 
of God Almighty.” However, the camp that  
Howe envisions in the second verse more 
nearly resembles the army of the Potomac, 
encircling the defenses of Washington in late 
1861 “by the dim and flaring lamps,” than 

Today we are likelier to condemn 
the ‘Battle Hymn’ because so many 
of its lyrics off end the sensibilities of 
our postpatriotic elites.

MERE CHRISTIANITY
(HARPERONE)

Still one of the fi nest and 
most widely read explana-
tions and defenses of the 
faith. Its shrewd approach 

and luminous imagery 
retain much of their power 
to excite and inform, even 

60 years after it was 
written.

THE LION, THE WITCH 
AND THE WARDROBE

(HARPERCOLLINS)

The fi rst and best of the 
Chronicles of Narnia intro-
duces us to the mysterious 

realm of Narnia and the 
children who explore and 

ultimately change it. One of 
the best illustrations of the 

apologetic power of a 
good story.

THE ABOLITION 
OF MAN
(HARPERONE)

Not an easy book, yet it 
represents a masterful 

critique of certain forms of 
naturalism and educational 

philosophies based on 
them. Well worth reading 
slowly and thoughtfully.

THE LAST BATTLE
(HARPERCOLLINS)

The seventh and fi nal book 
in the Chronicles of Narnia 
sets out the hope of a New 
Narnia. Although controver-

sial at points, Lewis’s 
exploration of eschatologi-
cal transformation has led 

many to explore Christianity 
in greater detail.

THE PILGRIM’S 
REGRESS
(EERDMANS)

Also a diffi  cult book, but one 
that repays close study, and 

the fi rst that Lewis 
published under his own 

name. He uses the image of 
a road to explain his 

conversion to Christianity 
and includes a masterful 

critique of Freudianism, set 
alongside a powerful 

depiction of the “heart’s 
desire” and its implications 

for our quest for God.

MY TOP 5 C. S. LEWIS BOOKS
By Alister McGrath, author of C. S. Lewis—A Life: Eccentric Genius, Reluctant Prophet (Tyndale, 2013)
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the marriage supper of the Lamb. The third 
verse gets even more Civil War–specific, as 
Howe reads “a burning Gospel writ in fiery 
rows of steel.” And in the fourth verse, Christ, 
as though he were a regimental bugler, has 
“sounded out the trumpet that shall never 
call retreat,” a summons Howe longs to 
answer in terms both “swift” and “jubilant.”

But in the fifth verse, the theology really 
runs off the rails:

In the beauty of the lilies, 
     Christ was born across the seas
With a glory in his bosom that 
     tranfigures you and me
As he died to make men holy, 
     let us die to make men free,
Our God is marching on.

Whence comes this “beauty of the lilies,” 
rather than a stable, as though Jesus was 
born in a greenhouse? What “glory” does 
this Man of Sorrows have in his bosom, apart 
from the divine nature of his incarnation? 
And isn’t redemption, rather than trans-
figuration, what we want from that divine 
nature? Christ does not inspire us to make 
us better; he takes us as sinners and pleads 
for us before the bar of God’s justice. And 
by what rationale does his death to justify 
us (which is not the same thing as making 
us holy) dictate our dying to “make men 
free”? There is nothing wrong with self-
sacrificing behavior. But let us not imagine 
that even the noblest self-sacrifice stands on 
any equal ground with Jesus’ death. Jesus, as 
J. Gresham Machen remarked (and Stauffer 
and Soskis suspect Machen had the “Battle 
Hymn” in mind), is the object of our faith, 
not the example for it.

We are likelier today to condemn the 
“Battle Hymn” not because of the mishmash 
it makes of Christian doctrine, but because so 
many of its lyrics offend the sensibilities of 
our postpatriotic elites. Tweaking those sen-
sibilities may provide a pleasurably naughty 
reason for singing the “Battle Hymn” wher-
ever they can hear it, but it does not do sound 
Christian theology much favor.

Allen C. Guelzo is the Henry R. Luce III 

Professor of the Civil War Era and director of 

Civil War Era Studies at Gettysburg College. He 

is the author, most recently, of Gettysburg: The 

Last Invasion (Knopf).

ith hundreds of churches as clients 
and a case that reached the 
Supreme Court, Bruce D. Strom 

had a law practice that both 
Christian and secular lawyers would covet. 
But some 13 years ago, his career took an 
unexpected turn.

After a sequence of events that included 
two rainbows and the conception of twins 
after seven years of trying, Strom launched the 
Illinois-based organization Administer Justice, 
“a comprehensive program of educational 
outreach, legal assistance, financial counseling, 
and conflict resolution services” for clients 
who otherwise could not afford them. Three 
years later, God “threw him overboard,” and 
Strom found himself running the ministry full-
time at poverty-level wages. Gospel Justice: 
Joining Together to Provide Help and Hope for 
Those Oppressed by Legal Injustice (Moody) 
★★★★★  interweaves the story of Administer 
Justice (which takes its name from Zechariah 
7:9) with a call for lawyers and nonlawyers 
alike to “leave the comfort of the boat to step 
into the storm of injustice.”

Each of the book’s ten chapters takes its 
cue from a character or other feature of Jesus’ 
parable of the Good Samaritan who, unlike 
the priest and Levite who pass by, comes 
to the aid of a beaten and robbed man. In 
one chapter, the Samaritan himself teaches 
the importance of taking risks to assist 
others; a chapter on the robbers explores 
how America’s poor and aged are often 
taken advantage of; the priest is an object 
lesson in making excuses for not helping; 
and the Levite provides a lesson on harsh 
views of justice. Even the inn where 
the injured man stayed makes an 
appearance (a symbol of the church’s 
responsibility to provide refuge), as 
does the Jericho Road (the need for 
social change).  

Strom is fond of clever wordplay. 
He tells one client that if justice is “just 
ice,” she will be sinking—that is, “sin” 
will be “king.” A few pages later, he 

warns that justice should not be pronounced 
“just is.” “History” is “His story.” Readers 
who prefer such devices in moderation will 
be relieved that the frequency diminishes as 
the book progresses.  

Gospel Justice is sprinkled liberally 
with stories of men and women served by 
Administer Justice, often in moving ways. 
It also exposes systemic abuses—such as 
zombie debt collectors, who send threatening 
letters to everyone who has the same name as 
a person who owes an old, unpaid debt—and 
advocates legal changes to address problems 
that affect large groups of vulnerable citizens. 
Administer Justice’s most controversial 
practice is assisting undocumented/illegal 
immigrants without insisting that they turn 
themselves in. Strom gives a spirited defense. 
“Our office obeys the authorities,” he writes. 
“Where benefits are permitted we enforce 
these benefits, and where they are denied 
we pursue legitimate alternatives. But the 
system is broken.”

If Strom has his way, Christians will work 
not just for “faith informed” justice, but for 
“faith transformed” justice. (Gospel Justice
gives a detailed chart of the differences 
between them, but does not explore the 
material in the text.) At Administer Justice, 
faith-transformed justice means beginning 
each consultation with prayer if the client 
is willing, and integrating the spiritual and 
practical dimensions of the ministry, so that 
they connect as closely as (in the words 
of Gary Haugen of International Justice 
Mission) breathing in and breathing out.

Administer Justice is one of the largest and 
most effective justice ministries 
to emerge around the country 
in the past decade or so. For 
those called to take the plunge, 
Gospel Justice is an inspiring 
account .

David Skeel is a law 

professor at the University 

of Pennsylvania.

Samaritan’s Counsel
Bruce Strom’s legal nonprofit helps the ones whom 
others pass by. By David Skeel
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Struggling on the Streets
from HOMELESS AT HARVARD: 

FINDING FAITH AND FRIENDSHIP ON THE STREETS OF HARVARD SQUARE

JOHN CHRISTOPHER FRAME (ZONDERVAN, 208 PAGES)

REAL AUSTIN
The Homeless and the Image of God
ANNIE VOCATURE BULLOCK (CASCADE BOOKS)

I hesitate to recommend this 
book—even though it is the 
best book I have read on the 
subject—because to do so might 
imply that I am putting into prac-
tice the lessons it imparts. That 
would be a lie. In fact, whatever 

I might say about the book is fraught with diffi  culty. 
I could observe that the author is too hard on her-
self, but maybe that’s just another way of saying 
“too hard on me.” I can say that it’s a short book. 
You can read it in an evening, but you’ll think about 
it for a long time thereafter.

RENEWING THE EVANGELICAL 
MISSION
EDITED BY RICHARD LINTS (EERDMANS)

The all-star lineup for this vol-
ume was assembled to “honor 
the legacy of David Wells and his 
constructive and critical voice for 
global evangelicalism” (that odor 
as you turn the pages is the whiff  
of hagiography) and to “think 

about the theological mission of evangelicalism and 
its role as one of the important dialogue partners 
of global Christianity.” Fortunately, you don’t need 
to share the distinguished contributors’ high regard 
for Wells in order to benefi t from their insights here. 
This book itself could serve as the point of depar-
ture for a seminar, a reading group, or a high-level 
Sunday school class. Essential reading.

TOUR OF THE BREATH GALLERY
Poems
SARAH PEMBERTON STRONG (TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY PRESS)

This is the latest volume in the 
Walt McDonald First-Book Series 
in Poetry (which earlier gave us 
Thom Satterlee’s memorable 
debut, Burning Wyclif). Series edi-
tor Robert A. Fink eschews the 
gush with which such projects 

are often launched; instead, his six-page introduc-
tion is a model of attentive reading. We learn, along 
the way, that Sarah Pemberton Strong “operates 
a one-woman plumbing company” (see “Why I 
Learned the Trade”). If you start with that poem (p. 
45), turn next to “Joseph Attempts to Teach the Boy 
Something Useful” (p. 59, and yes, that Joseph, and 
that Boy).

BITS & 
PIECES
Excerpts from recent books.

WILSON’S 
BOOKMARKS 
From the editor of Books & Culture.oks & Culture

Just like many of us, Neal had regrets about his life and questions about the 
future. I don’t think Neal wanted to drink like he did. He just didn’t think he 
had much of a choice. He seemed to be sensitive to God’s desire for his life. 

Sometimes he’d say things that gave a glimpse into the struggles he had with himself, 
such as, “Every time I complain that I’m broke, I think about kids with cancer. And I 
have to apologize to the Lord.” 

And one time Neal said to me, “We should really be spreading the news of Christ. We 
talk about it if someone brings it up, but we should be asking people if they know Christ.”

I’d later learn that, in his younger years, Neal had considered going into the ministry.
Neal had lots of friends in the homeless community, as well as friends who were not 

homeless, such as Amy, who after having met us, stopped by often on her bike. Sometimes 
Neal met Christian visitors who would chat for a while and buy him something to eat.

Although Amy and others had the capacity to support Neal in ways that his street 
friends couldn’t, the atmosphere of street living was difficult. I remember thinking, after 
my first week on the streets, that I had never heard the f-word more in my life. And normal 
street talk often included crass conversations and degrading sexual comments about 
others. Being around profanity and gaining an insider’s view of the street culture affected, 
to a certain extent, my own thinking and attitude. . . . I’d find myself thinking in the voice of 
someone on the streets or, at times, felt myself agitated with others. . . . 

The deeper people sink into the pit of despair on the streets—pulled into thinking that
. . . street life is not just legitimate but just right for them—the more their hopes and dreams 
die for anything different. I think down deep, even people on the streets knew that. “You 
can see how people lose hope out here and start drinking,” Chubby John commented, 
when he and I were speaking with the pastor of the Outdoor Church one Sunday.

For some, alcohol is an escape from past failures, daily anxieties, or fears of the future. . . . 
Neal would tell me, just a few weeks later from a hospital bed, that drinking with 

friends on the streets helped being on the streets. In my opinion, it was that very element of 
“help” that, in reality, actually hurt.

I asked Neal what he thought about his drinking in light 
of his faith. He wanted to stop drinking, but couldn’t figure 
out why he couldn’t. “’Cause you keep picking it back up,” 
I said, realizing that my comment was insensitive. . . . 

“There’s nothing that you’ve said that I don’t already 
know,” Neal replied. Then he reminded me that he was a 
philosopher and could help answer any questions that I had.

Taken from Homeless at Harvard by John Christopher Frame. 

Copyright © 2013 by John Christopher Frame. Use by permission 

of Zondervan. www.zondervan.com
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istress and Melissa,” writes Frank 
Page, “were rarely very far away 
from each other.” Some factors, 

such as cancer, were beyond her 
control, but sinful habits and destructive 

life choices also played a pivotal role. Distress 
and Melissa remained entwined until Page’s 
daughter committed suicide at age 32. 

After years of grief, Page, a longtime 
pastor and former president of the South-
ern Baptist Convention, tells his family’s 
story in Melissa: A Father’s Lessons from a 
Daughter’s Suicide (B&H Books). ct associ-
ate editor Matt Reynolds spoke with Page 
about Melissa’s turbulent life, the 
aftermath of her suicide, and the 
challenge of shepherding other 
fragile families through seasons of darkness.

Why have you written this book, given 
the painful memories involved?
At the outset, I thought it might be thera-
peutic for me. And so I began just writing, 
thinking it might help me deal with the loss 
of a daughter. But then I quickly began to 
realize that so many people are dealing with 
this. So I decided to put aside my pride, my 
love for privacy, and even a protective spirit 
toward my daughter. I decided that the best 
way to honor her memory was by helping 
people in the name of the Lord.

Why were you so candid about Melissa’s 
chronic patterns of sin and disobedience?
I really felt that if this book was 
going to touch lives, it was going 
to have to be transparent. In the 
Christian community, sometimes, 
there’s a lack of transparency and 
a lack of honesty, and it would 
have been false to try to pull a 
curtain over the reality of her life.

How has your family struggled 
through the sorrow of Melissa’s 
suicide?

From early on, we resolved that we would not 
blame each other. We all recognize we could 
have done things better. I could have been 

a better father. My daughters per-
haps could have done something 
different to help their sister. But 

we also realize that usually, honestly, we did 
the best we knew at the time.

We talk about Melissa. We miss her, and 
at holidays and birthdays, we talk about how 
there’s a place at the table missing. We pray 
together. And we’ve had to ask: Do we believe 
what we’ve taught, preached, read, and said 
all these years? Does God really come through 
in the dark times? And the answer is he does. 
His grace is sufficient.

I still ask the “what-if” questions. I catch 
myself thinking things might have turned out 
differently if only I had done this better or 
that more. But we can’t allow ourselves to 
stay preoccupied this way. It’s self-destruc-
tive. So while I have certain regrets, I really 
try not to deal with them too long, and then 

I try to refocus on the things 
of the Lord. Otherwise, you’ll 
only allow the Evil One to 
keep digging into your con-
science, and it will destroy 
you.

Has this experience altered 
your approach to God’s 
Word?
My devotional life has always 
been strong, but Melissa’s 

suicide has definitely changed it. I was read-
ing in John 11 about Lazarus coming back to 
life, and of course that just jumps alive. So have 
the words of Jesus, in that same passage, that 
he is the resurrection and the life, and that 
whoever comes to him will never die. Passages 
about life, and life eternal, jump off the pages 
of God’s Word in a more profound way than 
ever before. Passages of comfort in the Psalms 
are far more powerful now.

Plenty of people want to minister to suicide-
stricken families, but they’re not sure what 
to do or say. What would you tell them?
Don’t let an awkward situation dissuade 
you from active Christian ministry to hurt-
ing people. If you really want to minister to 
someone who’s going through this, be there 
for them. The ministry of presence is power-
ful. You may not have all the right words to 
say, and that’s okay. Are you there for them? 
Are you praying with them?

We had friends come to visit immediately 
after Melissa’s suicide. I don’t think they ever 
said anything profound, but their presence 
was profound. Their love for us was so obvi-
ous. They were there to do anything they 
could. So if you or your family has suffered 
in this way, let people love you.

And if you’re trying to minister to some-
one who’s gone through it and that person 
exhibits anger, let them express that anger. 
Take whatever abuse they may shout at you. 
Just know it’s them hurting, and that hurting 
people sometimes hurt other people.

To those who are considering suicide, and 
their families and friends, what advice 
and encouragement would you off er?
Start with the friends you can truly count 
on. Be honest with them. Develop a circle 
of prayer partners who can talk to you and 
encourage you. And if you know anyone 
considering suicide, get them the Christ-
centered help they really need.

Please don’t believe that suicide is the 
only option. It’s a permanent solution to a 
temporary problem. I have found that the 
vast majority of people who commit suicide 
have come to a place where they have lost 
touch with reality. So before you get to that 
point, listen carefully to that circle of family 
and friends. Do not listen to the Evil One’s 
lies. He comes to kill, to steal, and to destroy. 
Christ has come to give life.

Mourning Melissa
Frank Page grapples with his daughter’s suicide—
and ministers to others considering the same choice. 
Interview by Matt Reynolds
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ou might not expect an Emmy-
nominated tastemaker to tell 
The New York Times, “I want 

to believe there’s a heaven. But 
I can’t not believe there’s a hell.” Yet that’s 
exactly how Vince Gilligan, the creator of 
Breaking Bad, summed up his personal phi-
losophy in 2011. The quote should not sur-
prise anyone familiar with the show, which 
makes its final, infernal push this August. 

For four and a half seasons, Gilligan has 
told the story of Walter White, a docile chem-
istry teacher who, after receiving a terminal 
diagnosis, turns to cooking methamphetamine 
(crystal meth) to provide for his family. As he 
develops a taste for the trade, Walt discovers a 
gift for deception—and self-deception—taking 
him down a path that turns “Mr. Chips into 
Scarface,” as Gilligan’s original pitch put it. 
Filter that premise through the severity of 
Cormac McCarthy and the dry humor of the 
Coen Brothers, and you’re in for a compel-
ling ride.

amc debuted Breaking Bad when the 
cable network was fresh off the success of 
their first foray into original programming, 
Mad Men, and Breaking Bad appeared to be 
cast from the same mold. These were tele-
vision series as serialized novels, exploring 
both grand visions and intimate corners of 
characters’ inner and outer lives. 

It’s no coincidence that the revitalized 
format features antiheroes like Tony Soprano 
and Don Draper. The extended run time 
lends itself to complicated protagonists, 
whose humanity is never in question but 
whose behavior keeps viewers guessing. As 
both perpetrators and victims, they can be 
reprehensible one moment, vulnerable the 
next, capable of premeditated malice and 
violence as well as tenderness and charity. 

Breaking Bad may be the apogee of this 
pattern. When we first meet him, Walt is a 
fairly decent guy, a bit sullen and overproud, 
but by no means the villain he is by the end 
of season four. Breaking Bad embraces the 
same loosely biblical anthropology as its 

predecessors: people as neither strictly good 
nor evil but dual-natured and often in conflict 
with themselves. And like Mad Men, Breaking 
Bad works as a commentary on the illusions 
of the self-made man. In both cases, what 
looks like an ascent (increased power, wealth, 
and confidence) is in fact the opposite. 

But where Mad Men can play on the 
charms of postwar Manhattan, Breaking Bad
looks to the blighted vistas of present-day Albu-
querque and the surrounding desert. As such, 
it is a far less benign (and popular) affair. If, as 
critic Daniel Mendelsohn has suggested, Mad 
Men is partly interested in depicting boomers’ 
parents to elicit sympathy and even forgive-
ness, Breaking Bad offers no such mercy.

Instead, the show runs on a frightening 
moral logic: No one gets away with anything. 
Breaking Bad revolves around the least fash-
ionable concept imaginable: wrath. It offers 
something quite different from the fatalism 
of The Wire, where things start off ugly and 
pretty much stay that way. In Breaking Bad, 
things get steadily worse.

The further Walt “advances” in his new 
career, the more obstacles he overcomes, the 
more he believes himself to be invincible, and 
the deeper he descends into a hell of his own 
making. When he tries to manage his crimes, 
he begets worse crimes. Intoxicated on the 
fumes of self-righteousness, Walt consis-
tently mistakes atrocities for victories. And 
each time, we come to detest his rational-
izations a little bit more—especially how he 
relegates right and wrong to the realm of less 
evolved, less scientific minds. 

Most series of this caliber are careful 
never to judge their characters, but Gilligan 
seems to believe that such judgments are 

necessary for honest characterization. He 
is brave (or sly) enough to get the viewer to 
feel the same. We see where Walt is coming 
from, we may even empathize with him 
(especially at the beginning), but at no point 
are we moved to acquit him. 

Like all of us, Walt dwells in moral gray 
areas, but their universality doesn’t make 
them any less gray. And Gilligan courageously 
doesn’t flinch when the characters reap what 
they sow. He has placed something unshakably 
retributive at the heart of his onscreen world: 
the horror of getting what we deserve, or, you 
might say, a world of law devoid of grace.

Our current “golden age of television” 
tends to depict conventional morality as 
quaint but outdated (Mad Men), if it is not 
simply irrelevant and forgotten (Girls, Game 
of Thrones). Gilligan’s belief in fixed conse-
quences—existential, moral, spiritual—is what 
distinguishes his show. As Michelle Kuo and 
Albert Wu noted in the Los Angeles Review of 
Books, “In the world of Breaking Bad, reality 
cannot be constructed by man. Rather, meta-
physical truth exists—good and evil, moral 
and immoral, action and consequence. . . . This 
is the stuff of the Old Testament.” 

GRACELESS UNIVERSE
Gilligan himself admitted as much in the 
Times profile: “If there’s a larger lesson to 
Breaking Bad, it’s that actions have conse-
quences. . . . I feel some sort of need for bibli-
cal atonement, or justice, or something.” Of 
course, the show’s violent and grisly subject 
matter has kept it from connecting with the 
religious audience that might actually share 
Gilligan’s moral vision.

In one of the most memorable scenes of 

No Such Mercy
Inside the frightening—but biblical—moral logic of Breaking Bad. By David Zahl
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Breaking Bad has placed something 
unshakably retributive at the heart 
of the onscreen world: the horror of 
getting what we deserve, or, you might 
say, a world of law devoid of grace.
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season four, the theological implications of Gil-
ligan’s vision become clear. Anguished after 
committing murder in cold blood, Walt’s long-
suffering former-student-turned-accomplice 
Jesse Pinkman attends a Narcotics Anony-
mous meeting in hopes of finding relief. After 
Jesse shares a thinly veiled version of his own 
crime, the group leader counsels self-accep-
tance. “We’re not here to sit in judgment,” he 
says, to which Jesse explodes: 

Why not? Why not? . . . If you just do 
stuff and nothing happens, what’s it 
all mean? What’s the point? . . . So no 
matter what I do, hooray for me be-
cause I’m a great guy? It’s all good? No 
matter how many dogs I kill, I just—
what, do an inventory, and accept?

Jesse rejects a world in which his trans-
gression garners no consequence or cost. 
He seems to know that clemency must have 
some basis, that as much as we might wish it 
were so, absolution cannot be conjured out 
of thin air, at least not if it is going to address 

a truly guilty conscience. 
Jesse might even agree with the Christian 

understanding of forgiveness, as something 
that does not suspend justice so much as 
assuage and allay it. But in Gilligan’s grace-
less universe, Jess e is left in despair, with 
no hope beyond making the next score (or 
getting even with Walt). 

Jesse’s agony is ultimately what separates 
him from his partner. Walt’s true pathology 
will be just as familiar to those who have read 
their Bible as Jesse’s desire for propitiation: 
his staggering capacity for self-justification 
and the hubris that fuels it—what some might 
call garden-variety original sin. 

Early on, Walt refuses a sincere offer from 
a former colleague to help him pay for his 
treatment. Here we catch a glimpse of a man 
whose low station in life belies an enormous 
amount of pride. Soon, in an inversion of the 
Book of Job, Walt leverages his personal suf-
fering to justify entering “the business.” As 
the factors that ostensibly led him to “break 
bad” disappear, each justification gives way 
to the next until he is completely convinced of 

the righteousness of his cause simply because 
it is his. How else could a man utter lines 
such as, “I’m not in the drug business, I’m 
in the empire business,” with a straight face? 

All this thematic potency wouldn’t matter 
much if the writing weren’t so taut, the per-
formances so spellbinding, the suspense so 
addictive. But without fail they are. Which is 
why we have every reason to trust that Gil-
ligan and company will bring their parable 
of pride to a satisfying conclusion.

Whether or not that conclusion entails 
redemption for Walter White remains unknown. 
We certainly shouldn’t count on it, especially 
since it might compromise the integrity of the 
show. As we all know, the only way Walter 
White could ever be redeemed is the same 
way any of us whom the law declares broken 
and bad are—by the miracle of God’s grace. 

Or, to paraphrase Vince Gilligan, by some-
thing too good not to believe. 

David Zahl is the director of Mockingbird 

Ministries and editor in chief of the Mocking-

bird blog.
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Let the Bad 
Times Roll: Jesse 
Pinkman (Aaron 
Paul) and Walter 
White (Bryan 
Cranston) take 
viewers on a tour 
of the levels of 
self-righteous 
hell.



PROTOTYPE
What Happens When You Discover You’re 
More Like Jesus Than You Think?
JONATHAN MARTIN (TYNDALE)

Only as we grasp God’s 

astonishing love for us, says 

Martin, can we truly learn to 

live like Christ. Martin, pastor 

of Renovatus (“A Church for 

People Under Renovation”) in 

Charlotte, North Carolina, 

shows how Jesus fully 

embraced his identity as God’s beloved 

Son—and how we can, too.

SLAYING THE DRAGONS
Destroying Myths in the History of Science 
and Faith

ALLAN CHAPMAN (LION BOOKS)

Not until relatively recently in 

history has the assumption 

stood that science and faith 

are locked in perpetual 

confl ict. Chapman, historian 

of science at Oxford 

University, uses the historical 

record to reveal how diff erent this modern view 

is from a more nuanced understanding that 

prevailed in the past.

CHRISTIANOPHOBIA
A Faith Under Attack
RUPERT SHORTT (EERDMANS)

Shortt, religion editor for 

The Times Literary Supplement, 

argues that Christians across 

the world are persecuted 

more than members of any 

other religious group. In 

Christianophobia, he serves up 

chapter-length profi les of the 

countries where Christians face the severest 

threats of violence, harassment, and injustice.

FRANCIS
Pope of a New World
ANDREA TORNIELLI (IGNATIUS PRESS)

Pairing a humble, servant-like manner with a 

commitment to Christian orthodoxy, Pope Francis 

has impressed Catholics and non-Catholics alike 

in the inaugural months of his papacy. Tornielli’s 

biography, drawing upon the 

fabled Vatican reporter’s 

wealth of inside knowledge, is 

a timely introduction for all 

who are curious to know more 

about the new pope’s 

background   

and vision. 

FORMED FOR THE GLORY OF GOD
Learning from the Spiritual Practices of 
Jonathan Edwards

KYLE STROBEL (INTERVARSITY PRESS)

Not only can we learn about 

God from the writings of 

Jonathan Edwards; we can 

learn about God with the great 

Puritan preacher as well, by 

immersing ourselves in his 

habits of prayer, meditation, 

and the study of Scripture. In Edwards’s words 

and examples, says Strobel, we have an enviable 

resource for our pursuit of godliness.

THE SPIRITUAL DANGER 
OF DOING GOOD

PETER GREER WITH ANNA 
HAGGARD (BETHANY HOUSE)

As ceo of Hope International, 
a global nonprofi t dedicated 
to reducing poverty through 
microfi nance loans, Greer 
has long sought to combine 
Christian faith with a passion 

for social justice. In The Spiritual Danger of Doing 
Good, Greer warns of the pitfalls and tempta-
tions that fellow Christian “do-gooders” can 
expect to confront.

PRESSURE POINTS
Twelve Global Issues Shaping the Face 
of the Church
J. D. PAYNE (THOMAS NELSON)

At no point in its long history 

has the global church been 

without a series of signifi cant 

challenges. Payne, a 

Birmingham pastor who has 

spent 10 years on the 

Southern Baptist Convention’s 

North American Mission 

Board, identifi es a dozen such challenges facing 

today’s church, including globalization, mass 

migration, and the rise of pluralistic cultures and 

attitudes.

New & Noteworthy 
   Compiled by Matt Reynolds

–John 
Ortberg

Pastor and 
author
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The NIV Leadership Bible gives you timeless truths in a timely matter. Endorsed by 
many of today’s top Christian business leaders, this ultimate leadership handbook 
will help you become the leader God intended you to be. Visit Zondervan.com today.
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VISITING PROFESSOR OF EVANGELISM

Union Presbyterian Seminary is searching for a highly 
skilled practitioner able to teach in a graduate program 
of theological education related to the Presbyterian 
Church (USA). The professor of evangelism will offer 
2–3 elective courses each year, help to develop intern-
ships focused on evangelism for MDiv and MACE stu-
dents, conduct workshops for clergy and laity within 
the Presbytery of the James and the Mid-Atlantic 
region, and help to organize one or more East Coast 
evangelism conferences. The non-renewable term of 
appointment for this position is four years and may 
begin as soon as January 1, 2014. For a full position 
description, see the UPSem website (www.upsem 
.edu/who_we_are1/employment_opportunities1/) or 
contact April Swofford, administrative assistant to the 
Richmond academic dean (aswofford@upsem.edu).

PASTOR

A non-denominational church seeks a pastor with 
thorough knowledge of the Word (preach & teach), a 
strong prayer life, and a heart for missions, who leads 
worship, helps develop new ministries, and works well 
with variety of ages. E-mail ctpulpit7@gmail.com or 
write Pulpit Committee; Christian Tabernacle; 325 
Washington Ave.; Newport, KY 41071 (no calls please).

[Employment Opportunities][Employment Opportunities]

SENIOR PASTOR/HEAD OF STAFF

We are Healdsburg Community Church, in the 
heart of California’s beautiful Sonoma County 
Wine Country. From our founding in 1857, we 
continue to be devoted to Christ, intent on deep-
ening our faith, discovering and sharing God’s 
grace and love, and discerning God’s purpose. We 
are strongly committed to serving our local and 
world communities and being a voice of hope to 
all. The authority of Christ expressed in God’s 
inspired Word is our ultimate guide in faith and 
practice, as we study his word, worship our risen 
Lord, and lead others to the food that satisfies our 
hunger and the living water that satisfies our thirst. 
We believe that to be messengers of the kingdom 
of God and spread the Good News, we are called 
to minister to body, mind, and spirit. We seek to 
make disciples at each season of life, beginning 
by helping children to grow their faith. All are 
welcome and valued as we share God’s love with 
others. If you want to join us in our walk with 
the Lord, please see our CIF #00661.AA and visit  
www.hea ld sburgcommuni tychurch .o rg . 
You may e-mail your PIF to PNC 
@healdsburgcommunitychurch.org.

The Search Committee and Board of Trustees of Union University welcome 
nominations and applications for its sixteenth President to lead the University into 
a new and engaged era of excellence, teaching, scholarship, research, partnership, and 
service. The President is the chief executive of the University and is responsible to the 
Board for the efficient and effective operation of the University. This position bears 
the responsibility to articulate and represent Union’s identity, mission, core values, and 
theological confession and to realize the University’s mission and goals. This position 
is the official representative and spokesperson for the University. The President will 
be expected to advance the long-valued, distinctive Christian intellectual tradition, 
which includes a Kingdom-focused university to serve both church and society.

Union University is a private, coeducational, liberal arts-based university offering 
bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees. The campus is located in Jackson, Tennessee, 
(80 miles northeast of Memphis) with additional campuses in Germantown and 
Hendersonville. Union University currently enrolls more than 4,000 undergraduate 
and graduate students from more than 40 states and 30 countries. The University stands 
as a national leader among colleges and universities in promoting a Christian worldview 
and a Christ-centered approach to education. Union is consistently ranked among the 
nation’s premier Christian universities and has been recognized as a top-tier institution 
each year since 1997 by U.S. News & World Report, which also recognized Union at a 
national level for undergraduate teaching excellence. The University was also recently 
recognized by The Chronicle of Higher Education as a “Great College to Work For,” one 
of only 30 four-year institutions to receive this honor roll designation.

The successful candidate must be a professing Christian, Baptist, and active member 
of a Southern Baptist church, who enthusiastically supports Union University’s Identity, 
Mission, and Core Values, and articulates a Christian worldview in their work and life.

Graduation from an accredited college or university with an earned doctorate 
degree is required, as well as demonstrated administrative level leadership experience. 
This position commands a comprehensive, varied set of communication skills, 
including accomplished public communication and publication. Preference will be 
given to candidates possessing teaching and faculty experience, and also to candidates 
who have experience working with boards and foundations.

Prospective candidates are encouraged to review the Opportunity Profile, which 
contains additional information about the qualifications for this position and the nature 
of the inquiry process. The Opportunity Profile can be viewed at uu.edu/president/search.

Confidential review of materials will begin immediately. Nominations and applications 
are being accepted until an appointment is made. For full consideration, nominations 
and expressions of interest should be submitted in one Microsoft Word document to:

presidentialsearch@uu.edu (Use the subject heading “Union University – President.”)

PRESIDENT

EXCELLENCE-DRIVEN |  CHRIST-CENTERED |  PEOPLE-FOCUSED |  FUTURE-DIRECTED
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MISSIONARIES

If you are considering changing mission boards, or 
looking to affiliate with a non-denominational, faith-
based, evangelical mission-sending agency, consider 
serving with Ripe for Harvest. Contact Dr. Tim Smith, 
480.373.9387; RFHPhoenix@gmail.com; or visit us 
at www.ripeforharvest.org. Member ecfa.

WRITE TO INMATES

Fellowship with a saved inmate or lead an unsaved inmate 
to the Lord! matthew25.36ministries2013@yahoo.com. 

EXPERIENCE RETIREMENT  
THE WAY IT WAS MEANT TO BE 

“Go Ye Village,” a Christian Life Care community in 
Tahlequah, OK, in the foothills of the Ozarks, has 286 
residents from all across the U.S.  Visit and stay in one 
of our guest rooms. Call 888.456.2853 or visit our 
website at www.goyevillage.org.

WWW.CHURCHBOOKKEEPINGTOOL.COM

Affordable, professional church management tool for 
startup, small, & midsize churches.

WWW.MISSIONNANNYS.ORG
Be a mission nanny. Volunteer women needed to serve over-
seas with missionary families as domestic/childcare help.

OPEN YOUR OWN READING CENTER
At home or commercial location. Students gain 2–4 
grades in fewer than 60 hrs. Make a difference in the lives 
of others. We provide excellent training and materials. 
www.Academic-Associates.com. 800.861.9196.

HOUSEPARENTS
Shelter Care, an organization with a rich history 
of over 30 years of helping troubled young people 
and families, has openings for mature couples. The 
program, located in Akron, Ohio, uses a family model 
with many supportive helps. Each couple is responsible 
for four children. Position is full-time and includes 
salary and an excellent benefits package. If interested, 
send résumé to 32 South Ave.: Tallmadge, OH 44278; 
phone: 330.630.5600; fax: 330.630.5810.

THE DEEPER CHRISTIAN LIFE 
AND HOUSE CHURCH MOVEMENT
Books & tapes. Free catalog; 800.228.2665;  

www.seedsowers.com.

WWW.WIPFANDSTOCK.COM

Your source for great Christian books! 

WWW.GRACEANDSANITY.ORG
“A breath of fresh air.” Books, talks for pastors and seekers.

GOLDEN RULE TRAVEL is a Christian  
agency specializing in wholesale and bulk rate 

airline tickets for church and missionary travel. We 
try extra hard to save you money! Call 800.950.3599 
(FLYY) or go to www.goldenruletravel.com.

LONDON, U.K.
Highbury Centre Christian guesthouse. Quiet location 
on private road, close to bus and train/tube station. 
Reductions for missionaries and full-time ministers. 
www.thehighburycentre.org. 

CALLED TO PREACH?
www.IndependentBaptistAlliance.org; 352.621.4981. 
We can help with ordination and other topics. 

CUSTOM SCREEN PRINT
Christian t-shirts and promotional products. Five-day 
turnaround. Mugs, tote bags, polos, convention give-
aways, retreat gear. Free artwork. www.Q-Gifts.com; 
888.899.8199.

EARN SEMINARY DEGREES ONLINE
Columbia Seminary; www.ColumbiaSeminary.edu; 
CES@ColumbiaSeminary.edu.

OPEN BIBLE COLLEGE COURSES
Maryland Bible College & Seminary, free Bible college 
courses available to everyone without signing up or log-
ging in. Start your Bible training today. open.mbcs.edu.
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Every three minutes another person falls behind on credit card debt. It’s no wonder, since every 
major credit card company has nearly doubled the minimum monthly payment on consumers’ bills. 
Federal Regulators forced the change because of their concern about the growing mountain of 
consumer debt, which stands at $2.17 trillion. Many consumers can only pay the minimum payment, 
which can take up to 30 years to pay off. Now, relief is in sight for millions of Americans.

CreditGUARD of America, a non-profit licensed 
debt management service provider, is making a 
new program available to lower debt payments 
and become free of all credit card debt in only 
three to five years. Consumers need only $2,000 
or more in total credit card debt and behind on 
any account, to cut their payment by 35% to 50%, 
and reduce or eliminate interest charges 
altogether.

Over 200,000 families, located throughout the 
U.S. have regained financial independence with 
CreditGUARD’s licensed, bonded and insured 
service. CreditGUARD of America has received 
high marks in consumer surveys showing high consumer satisfaction and confidence. The 
CreditGUARD debt management program can actually turn a person’s life around. 

One such case is Sandra L. who proclaimed “CreditGUARD cut my monthly payment by $656 and 
saved me over $29,206.53 in interest. They saved my way of life and gave me back my piece of 
mind! Now I can see myself on my way to becoming debt free.” or Jeffery C. who said “Credit-
GUARD of America helped me consolidate 3 of my credit cards into one affordable payment. They 
are now saving me nearly $200 a month. Now I will be debt free in 2 years or less” 

Certified Credit Counselors at CreditGUARD of America provide Debt Relief Consultations at no 
charge, when you call 1-800-229-5682.
 
Calculate your interest rate savings instantly online when you visit their website at: 
www.cga4help.com/cti
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Credit Card Debt?
Solutions that can help you get out of debt.

Advertisement

Indigenous 
Ministries:
The Biblical, sensible, 
effective way 
to reach the 
unreached 
with the 
gospel.

we love the brethren.
. . . because

Christian
Aid

www.native-missions.org

Help by 
sponsoring 

a native 
missionary. 

434-977-
5650

Pray for
UNREACHED PEOPLES

joshuaproject.net/prayer



Enter to Win FREE 
Reference Resources!
Sponsored by SeminaryGradSchool.com

 Enter today at SemGradContest.com

Looking for great resources to enhance your ministry or your own 

personal growth? Enter to win this FREE 38-volume digital collection 

of top dictionaries, encyclopedias, and other Bible references from 

Logos Bible Software.

as, and other Bible references from 

The Logos Essential  
Reference Bundle
38 volumes | $569.95 value

Learn more at cairn.edu/divinity    

SCHOOL OF DIVINIT Y
Great is Thy 
Faithfulness 

BECAUSE THIS BOOK MATTERS…
WALK A DIFFERENT PATH
 

Master of Divinity
Master of Arts in Religion
Master of Theology



separating my parents’ cul-de-sac and the 
road I was lying next to. Chaos erupted in 
the strange silence as I fought to stay con-
scious lying in the grass. I heard screaming 
and crying. Someone was yelling, “He’s not 
breathing!”

Soon fire trucks, an ambulance, and 
police vehicles were lighting up the night. 
As they put me in the ambulance, I heard 
my sister let out an awful, bloodcurdling 
scream as the ambulance doors closed. She 
had arrived on the scene, saw my car, and 
thought I was dead. 

I was taken to the hospital, where I lay 
for a few hours. A tall state trooper walked 
into my hospital room. “Son, I need to have 
your blood tested. There’s been a fatality.” 

Finally, someone answered my questions. 
My friend John had been in the street when 
I came around a slight curve near my house. 
He had raised his hands, trying to stop the 
out-of-control Camaro, and had crashed 
through my windshield. He died on impact.

Before the accident, I thought my life was 
falling apart. After the accident, I wanted to 
die. Yet it was there, in the deepest, dirtiest, 
darkest pit of my despair, that God began to 
make himself known to me. 

PARALYZED
I was raised in a “Christian” family that 
attended church off and on. I prayed, sang 
the worship songs, and believed that I would 
go to heaven. But for the few years leading up 
to the crash, especially as I faced depression 
and anxiety, I questioned whether the faith 
was true. The Christians I knew either went 
to church but then abused drugs and alcohol 
the way I did, or went to church and didn’t 
talk to people like me. Either way, if their 
faith made any difference at all, it was too 
small a difference to interest me. 

Nevertheless, after the crash I longed for 
direction and tried going back to church. 
The adults were surprisingly nice to me, 
even knowing what I had done. Encour-
aged by their kindness, I decided to go to 
youth group but was quickly turned off by 
the goofy games. And my peers turned out 
to be far less welcoming than their parents. 

At this point I entered an extremely 
frustrating season that lasted for months. 
I struggled with many questions about the 

Bible. I would listen to the sermon at church 
and wonder if God would accept me, let 
alone love me, after what I had done. There 
weren’t many people my age with whom I 
could discuss my concerns. So I resolved to 
read through the New Testament in a stu-
dent Bible my mother had given me. I began 
reading about Jesus every night.

When I did, I bounced back and forth 
between self-condemnation and false hope 
in my good behavior. It was exhausting to say 
the least. The more I tried to be a Christian, 
the emptier I felt. The more I tried to figure 
faith out, the more confused I became. There 
were many times when I wanted to wash 
my hands of the whole thing, but there was 

a gnawing in my heart drawing me back to 
the Jesus I was reading about. I could not 
get him out of my mind.

During the spring of my senior year, 
Sugar Land First United Methodist hosted 
a revival weekend featuring a guest preacher 
from a Methodist church in Tennessee. 

The preacher recounted the biblical story 
of a man who had been paralyzed for a long 
time, lying by a pool of water in Jerusalem. 
His community believed that when the water 
of the pool was stirred, whoever could get 
into the water first would be healed. For a 
man who hadn’t moved for 38 years, this 
proved to be a challenge.

Jesus asked the man a question: “Do 
you want to be well?” It seemed to me like 
a strange question. The man answered that 
he did, but began making excuses about why 
he couldn’t get into the water. Jesus then 
healed him on the spot. 

The preacher turned to us in the crowd 
and asked the same question. “Do you want 
to be well?”

All my life I had been paralyzed by fear, 
by depression, by pride. And I always had 
an excuse for why I did what I did. The 
preacher cut through all of that by repeat-
ing the question that Jesus asked the man. I 
remember vividly thinking, If Jesus will heal 
me, I want to be well.

That night, I didn’t pray a special prayer 
or speak in tongues or fill out a card or even 
cry. But I did ask Jesus to make me well. It 
was a quiet moment between the Lord and 
me, but that day he began to open my eyes, 
open my ears, and soften my heart. He made 
me his own. 

Old sins die hard, and without much 
discipleship early on, my first years as a 
believer were a little unstable. But the God 
who justifies us also sanctifies us, and at 
the right time, he brought into my life wise 
and faithful men to correct and disciple me. 
Over the next few years I began to realize 
that my sins were forgiven, not because of 
anything I had done but because of what 

Jesus accomplished on the cross. I learned 
that I was called to live for him day in and 
day out, not just when I found it convenient. 
God had purchased me completely, not just 
partially, and because of that my life was no 
longer my own. I belonged to him. 

Because of Jesus, I learned to face the 
consequences of killing my friend—which 
included five years of probation and commu-
nity service—with courage. I began to stand in 
front of other teenagers and talk to them about 
making good choices and the foolishness of 
drinking and driving. God turned my desire 
to make much of myself into a desire to make 
much of him. He enabled me to use my past 
and experiences to encourage others away 
from sin and toward Jesus. He transformed 
me, empty and lost and alone, into his very 
son, forgiven and full of hope and purpose. It 
has been a long and bumpy road for sure, but 
God has changed me and is still changing me.

While I still lack answers, I am confident 
that Jesus is the Son of God, that he is able to 
forgive sins, and that he is in the business of 
making broken people brand new.  

Casey Cease is lead pastor of Christ Com-

munity Church of Magnolia in Magnolia, Texas, 

and author of Tragedy to Truth: A Story of Faith 

and Transformation (Lucid Books). Read more at 

CaseyCease.com.

8

That night, I didn’t pray a special 
prayer or speak in tongues or fi ll 

out a card or even cry. But I 
did ask Jesus to make me well.
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hen I was 17, I was in a car crash 
that would change the course of 
my life. It brought me to nothing, 

and then God made me new.
It was July 5, 1995, and I was throwing 

a party at my parents’ house. After years of 
anxiety and depression, a recent breakup, and 
growing discontent with life, I coped in the 
way I had done many times before and turned 
to alcohol. I was fed up with my friends, my 
family, and myself. This particular night I 
became more upset with each passing hour. 

Around 1 a.m., I had an overwhelming urge 
to leave the party. Although my friends tried to 
stop me—they knew that I had been drinking 
for hours—I grabbed the keys and got into my 
1995 Z28 Camaro. My friends used their cars 

to block me in, but once they left me alone 
to cool off, I managed to jump the curb, get 
around their cars, and drive away. 

As I sped through our neighborhood in 
a Houston suburb, emptiness and hopeless-
ness consumed me. I couldn’t think straight. I 
wanted to be as far from home as possible; at 
the same time, all I wanted was to be home. 
When I approached the road that led out 
of our neighborhood, it struck me that it 
was foolish to drive farther. I didn’t want 
my friends to worry, and I certainly didn’t 
want to get in trouble with my parents, so I 
turned to go home.  

WAKING UP
I woke up covered in glass, a deployed airbag 

lying lifeless in my lap. As the fog cleared, 
I was able to make out a huge hole in my 
windshield. A sharp metallic smell mixed 
with the pungent odor of car fluids. Suddenly 
a friend was opening the passenger side door. 
And I remembered what had just happened. 
“Who did I hit?!” I screamed over and over.

“You didn’t hit anyone, just some trees,” 
he assured me. He dragged me from the car 
and put me down in the grass as I continued 
to panic. 

“No, I hit somebody! Who did I hit?!” I 
kept trying to sit up as Blake ran past me to 
the front of my car. He looked down. Then 
he ran to get help.

Other people began jumping the fence 

Crash Course on Jesus
It took a fatal mistake to wake me up to the gospel. By Casey Cease

TESTIMONY   S T O R I E S  O F  A M A Z I N G  G R A C E
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METAL MORPHER

PATENT PENDER

ENTREPRENEUR

CATALYST

THIS IS DAVID LEE. THIS IS GORDON COLLEGE.

Once a researcher for NASA, David develops leading-edge metallic 
glass alloys and holds 11 patents. His scientific and executive work with 

successful tech startups on both coasts impacts industries from fuel cells 
to pharmaceuticals. In the lab, David challenges students to find real-world 
opportunities for innovation. This is Gordon: pioneering and practical, with 
faithful and courageous scholars inspiring students toward lifelong growth. 

Education is transformation. At Gordon, we take it personally.

www.gordon.edu/Lee
David Lee, Department Chair and Professor of Physics; 3-2 Engineering Program Coordinator 

President and Chief Technical Officer, Glassimetal Technology   



REINFORCING OUR COMMITMENT TO THE GLOBAL CHURCH, 

GORDON-CONWELL’S PASTORS FOR AFRICA SCHOLARSHIP EQUIPS 

LEADERS BIBLICALLY, THEOLOGICALLY AND PRACTICALLY TO SERVE 

IN THEIR HOME COUNTRIES.

FIND OUT MORE ABOUT: GORDON-CONWELL 

www.gordonconwell.edu

EMAIL US

admissions@gcts.edu

MISSIONS AT GORDON-CONWELL

www.gordonconwell.edu/missions

800.428.7329

These recipients of the Pastors 

for Africa Scholarship are commit-

ted to returning and ministering 

in their country of origin: Nigeria, 

Ethiopia and Kenya. 

hamilton  boston  charlotte  jacksonville
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