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Hope Happens

If you’re like some people (including my wife and a few friends who have been nervous about this book since they heard what I was writing about), you may already feel a little skeptical and suspicious, having only read the title and subtitle of this book.

You’ve surmised that the statement “everything must change” is hyperbole. Whatever your reaction to the subtitle’s mention of “Jesus” and “revolution of hope,” you’ve judged “global crises” to be totally depressing and overwhelming. You’ve determined that people who talk about global crises aren’t life-of-the-party types; instead, they score high in the categories of being boring, humorless, and guiltinducing.

If we’re going to get anywhere, I have to convince you—and fast—of at least four things. First, that I’m not another blah-blah-blah person ranting about how bad the world is and how guilty you should feel for taking up space in it. Second, that I can help you understand some highly complex material and make it not only accessible but maybe even interesting and inspiring. Third, that when you’re done with this book, you’ll not only better understand the world and your place in it, but you’ll also know how you can make a difference. (You’ll also be able to engage in dialogue and further research through the book’s website—www.everythingmustchange.com.) And fourth, I must convince you that making a difference is not another dreary duty for an already overburdened person, but rather that making a difference is downright joyful—fulfilling, rewarding, good.

You also may be wondering who I am and why I’m writing on the subjects of Jesus, global crises, and hope. I’m not an economist, politician, or certified expert on anything really. But I am a normal person like you who cares and wants to do the right thing. I started my career as a college English teacher and then became a pastor for twenty-four years. In the mid-1990s, while I was a pastor, I started writing books, a few of which have been best sellers. I serve on a number of nonprofit boards and travel extensively as a public speaker and networker. I’ve been on national news shows as a spokesperson for “the emerging church” and “progressive evangelical Christianity” and other such oxymorons (some would say), and you can Google my name and find websites and blogs from fundamentalist groups who consider me the son of Satan or on the wrong side of both the “culture war” and “truth war.”

More personally, I’m a rather ordinary person. I care about my young adult kids and the kids they may someday have. I care about my friends, neighbors, and fellow citizens and our common future on this beautiful, imperiled planet. I care about the billions of people I’ve never met and never will meet, including people who might be called my nation’s enemies. I also care about our fellow creatures—brown trout and blue herons, raccoons and gopher tortoises, red dragonflies and royal palms, barrel cactus and woodland ferns. I care about all of these for a lot of reasons, especially because I am a committed follower of Christ, and people with this commitment, it seems to me, can’t help but care about all these things.

As a follower of God in the way of Jesus, I’ve been involved in a profoundly interesting and enjoyable conversation for the last ten years or so. It’s a conversation about what it means to be “a new kind of Christian”—not an angry and reactionary fundamentalist, not a stuffy traditionalist, not a blasé nominalist, not a wishy-washy liberal, not a New Agey religious hipster, not a crusading religious imperialist, and not an overly enthused Bible-waving fanatic—but something fresh and authentic and challenging and adventurous. Around the world, millions of people have gotten involved in this conversation, and more are getting involved each day. (One reason we keep calling it a conversation is that we can’t find a short way of describing it yet.) 

The couple hundred thousand people who have read my previous books seem to find in them some hope and resonance with things they’ve already been thinking and feeling, including a suspicion that the religious status quo is broken and a desire to translate their faith into a way of life that makes a positive difference in the world. They share my belief that the versions of Christianity we inherited are largely flattened, watered down, tamed . . . offering us a ticket to heaven after death, but not challenging us to address the issues that threaten life on earth. Together we’ve begun to seek a fresh understanding of what Christianity is for, what a church can be and do, and most exciting, we’re finding out that a lot of what we need most is already hidden in a trunk in our attic. Which is good news.

So this is a religious book, but in a worldly and unconventional and ultimately positive way, a way some nonreligious people would probably call “spiritual but not religious.”

UNCONVENTIONAL QUESTIONS

I’ve always had a propensity to think a few degrees askew from most people, especially about religion. And not only am I often unsatisfied with conventional answers, but even worse, I’ve consistently been unsatisfied with conventional questions.

For instance, when I was a pastor, people often asked my opinion on hot-button issues like evolution, abortion, and homosexuality. The problem was that after discussing those issues in all of their importance and intensity, I couldn’t help asking other questions: Why do we need to have singular and firm opinions on the protection of the unborn, but not about how to help poor people and how to avoid killing people labeled enemies who are already born? Or why are we so concerned about the legitimacy of homosexual marriage but not about the legitimacy of fossil fuels or the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (and in particular, our weapons as opposed to theirs)? Or why are so many religious people arguing about the origin of species but so few concerned about the extinction of species? Then I’d wonder, If we religious people have exclusively seized on a couple of hot-button questions, what other questions should we be thinking about that nobody’s asking? That’s the kind of wonderment that can turn into a book like the one you’re holding. 

Part of what it means to be “a new kind of Christian” is to discover or rediscover what the essential message of Jesus is about. As I explained in some detail in The Secret Message of Jesus,1.more and more of us are realizing something our best theologians have been saying for quite a while: Jesus’ message is not actually about escaping this troubled world for heaven’s blissful shores, as is popularly assumed, but instead is about God’s will being done on this troubled earth as it is in heaven. So people interested in being a new kind of Christian will inevitably begin to care more and more about this world, and they’ll want to better understand its most significant problems, and they’ll want to find out how they can fit in with God’s dreams actually coming true down here more often.

Which is why I wanted to write this book: because when I started caring about these things, I didn’t know where to begin. I started reading books and websites and talking to knowledgeable people, but I soon felt my naïveté being replaced by an overwhelming complexity. I kept looking for a way to tame the complexity in a big picture or metaphor, and when the big picture began to come into focus, I felt I had discovered something worth sharing.

THE LEVERAGE POINT—A BETTER FRAMING STORY

To make preliminary sense of the crises that surround us, I can briefly introduce a few metaphors or word pictures that we’ll consider later in more detail. For example, I can speak of a perfect storm of global crises brewing like an undetected hurricane out at sea, sending preliminary rain bands ashore that aren’t themselves the problem but are signs of the problem that approaches. I can develop a disease metaphor, comparing our global crises to varied symptoms of a single as-yet undiagnosed autoimmune disease. Or I can explore the ways our society has become an addict.

In particular, I can use the image of a suicide machine that coopts the main mechanisms of our civilization—our economic, political, and military systems—and reprograms them to destroy those they should serve. It’s not coincidental that the image of a machine that turns on its creators has recently become popular in movies from The Matrix to I, Robot. In this book, I suggest that the image is true.

Whatever metaphors I employ—an undetected storm, an undiagnosed disease, an unacknowledged addiction, or a machine that has gone destructive—I’ll suggest that our plethora of critical global crises can be traced to four deep dysfunctions, the fourth of which is the lynchpin or leverage point through which we can reverse the first three: 

1. Environmental breakdown caused by our unsustainable global economy, an economy that fails to respect environmental limits even as it succeeds in producing great wealth for about one-third of the world’s population. We’ll call this the prosperity crisis.

2. The growing gap between the ultra-rich and the extremely poor, which prompts the poor majority to envy, resent, and even hate the rich minority—which in turn elicits fear and anger in the rich. We’ll call this the equity crisis.

3. The danger of cataclysmic war arising from the intensifying resentment and fear among various groups at opposite ends of the economic spectrum. We’ll call this the security crisis.

4. The failure of the world’s religions, especially its two largest religions, to provide a framing story capable of healing or reducing the three previous crises. We’ll call this the spirituality crisis.

By framing story, I mean a story that gives people direction, values, vision, and inspiration by providing a framework for their lives.  It tells them who they are, where they come from, where they are, what’s going on, where things are going, and what they should do. 

In searching for a better framing story than we currently proclaim, Christians like myself can discover a fresh vision of our religion’s founder and his message, a potentially revolutionary vision that could change everything for us and for the world we inhabit. We can rediscover what it can mean to call Jesus Savior and Lord when we raise the question of what exactly he intended to save us from. (His angry Father? The logical consequences of our actions? 

Our tendency to act in ways that produce undesirable logical consequences? Global self-destruction?) The popular and domesticated Jesus, who has become little more than a chrome-plated hood ornament on the guzzling Hummer of Western civilization, can thus be replaced with a more radical, saving, and, I believe, real Jesus.

THE HOPE THAT CAN CHANGE EVERYTHING

As I worked on this book—grappling to understand our world’s top problems and to see them in relation to the life and message of Jesus—I was struck as never before with the one simple, available, yet surprisingly powerful response called for by Jesus, a response that can begin to foment a revolution of hope among us, a hope that can change everything. That hope may happen to you as you read, without you even noticing it. If it happens in enough of us, we will face and overcome the global crises that threaten us, and we will sow the seeds of a better future.

I spent 2006 and early 2007 writing and editing this book. It brings to fruition thought processes that go back for several decades. This book took shape in a variety of places around the world, over twenty countries in all: Fiji, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Canada, England, Wales, Ireland, Switzerland, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Mexico, Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala, Costa Rica, Chile, Argentina, Malaysia, Kenya, Uganda, and the United States. It was written in slums, in airports and trains, in hotels, in homes, in seminary dormitories, in places of great natural beauty, in places of great human ugliness, and some of it (thankfully) in my own home in Maryland, in the good company of my wife and life companion, Grace. It was written under the musical influence of Bob Dylan and Bruce Cockburn, Afro Celt Sound System, the Putumayo Mali collection, Steve Bell, U2, Harp 46, Carrie Newcomer, David Wilcox, Eva Cassidy, Mozart, Vivaldi, Bach, and Keith Jarrett. These many influences, plus the ongoing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the invasion of Lebanon, the deteriorating conditions in Darfur, and the slow, sad burn of the Congo . . . all of these have marked and flavored this book in some way, making it, of all of my books so far, the most “worldly.”

The book is a first visit to a new way of seeing the world and hearing the message of Jesus. Many things I have understated in the interest of gentleness; they could have been expressed in much stronger language, but that more passionate language would have been off-putting for uninformed readers (just as the understatement may be off-putting for informed readers, which shows my bias). Everything here also could have been explored in much greater detail. That’s why in the back of this book, you’ll find extensive notes that cite resources to help you go deeper in areas that grip you. You’ll find much additional background in The Secret Message of Jesus, and although it is the prequel to this book, you can read either book first.

Having finished writing the book, I am eager for you to read it—slowly and thoughtfully, I hope, and with some friends if possible—and I’m eager for all of us to get to work. There is much to dismantle, much to overturn, much to rebuild, much to imagine and create, and there are many seeds to be sown and grown.

GROUP DIALOGUE QUESTIONS

1. As you begin this book, what are you most excited about? Confused or curious about? Eager to learn more about? What feelings has this chapter elicited in you?

2. What are your impressions of the author? Is he winning your confidence, or do you feel some of the skepticism he identified in the opening paragraphs of this chapter?

3. How do you react to the summary of global crises in this chapter—environmental breakdown (the prosperity crisis), the growing gap between rich and poor (the equity crisis), the danger of cataclysmic war (the security crisis), and the failure of the world’s religions to address the first three crises (the spirituality crisis)?Think of issues you’ve seen in the headlines lately. How do they fit under these four categories?

4. This chapter introduces the subject of hope. How would you describe your level of hope about global crises as you begin this book?

5. What would you like other people in your discussion group to know about you as your group begins?

6. Are there some traditions or patterns you would like to observe when you gather (whether you gather in person, by conference call, or online)? For example, would you like to begin an end with the Lord’s Prayer or one of the prayers attributed to St. Francis? Would you like to take a collection each week and use the proceeds to help someone in need? Would you like to sing or a play a theme song to conclude your meeting? If some of you are writers or poets or artists of other sorts, would you like to share things you’re inspired to create as you read?

7. You can find links to other group resources at the book’s website: everythingmustchange.org. Discuss with other group members some of the resources you discovered on the website.
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The Amahoro Flowing Between Us

Aperson’s life is shaped by many things—among the most important are the questions she or he can’t help but ask. This book explores two of the shaping questions of my life. I began asking myself these two questions when I was in my twenties, and they’ve been simmering in my mind ever since.

TWO PREOCCUPYING QUESTIONS

You may criticize my two questions for their lack of modesty, or you may feel I have no business asking questions of this magnitude. But then again, you may find yourself as intrigued by them as I have been. For people who share a commitment to ethics or faith or both, not asking these questions seems unthinkable—once you think of them.

Question #1: What Are the Biggest Problems in the World?

The first question I asked was this: what are the biggest problems in the world? By biggest, I mean problems that cause the most suffering in the present, that pose the greatest threat to our future, that cause most of the other problems, that lie at the root of what’s wrong with the world—and therefore at the root of what must be done to set the world on a better course.

When I asked myself this question in my twenties, and then when it resurfaced in my forties, what disturbed me most was that I couldn’t remember ever hearing anyone address it. Instead, I had heard a long list of un-integrated crusades against or for this or that, with little rationale as to why the crusade was worthwhile. Through all the commotion, I had seen too little progress on any front.

Question #2: What Does Jesus Have to Say About These Global Problems? 

The second question flowed naturally from the first question and from my faith, my chosen path as a follower of God in the way of Jesus—which you may or may not share and still find this book of interest: what do the life and teachings of Jesus have to say about the most critical global problems in our world today? Believing, as I do, that Jesus was (among many other things) unique and brilliant and wise, I had reason to believe that if I could determine the top global problems, I would find some relevant wisdom in the life and teachings of Jesus. And, in turn, I reasoned, my view of Jesus would be deepened and enriched by seeing him in light of today’s global problems.

But most of what I had heard religious people say about Jesus related to (a) how some individuals could go to heaven after death, or (b) in the meantime, how some individuals could be more personally happy and successful through God and the Bible. Jesus, as someone focused on individuals and the afterlife, seemed to have little to offer regarding pressing global matters. This common assumption, I hope to show, is false.

Additional questions flowed from the tension between the original two: Why hasn’t the Christian religion made a difference commensurate with its message, size, and resources? What would need to happen for followers of Jesus to become a greater force for good in relation to the world’s top problems? How could we make a positive difference?

All these questions may sound too religious for your taste already. If you have no religious commitment, and even if you have a strong anti-religious commitment, I certainly sympathize. Those of us who are deeply involved in the religious community see abundant reasons to be cynical about religion. Though we see many signs of hope, goodness, and resurrection, the truth is that we often keep faith in spite of religion, not because of it. But whatever your background, I think you’ll agree on the most pragmatic level: if the problems are as big as they seem to be, we’ll need all the help we can muster to address them, including the help of the religious community.1

In addition, since the Christian religion is the biggest religion in the world (with about 2 billion adherents, or 33 percent of the world’s population),2whatever constructive things Jesus might have to say about our top global problems could be important in determining our world’s future.3This would be the case at the very least because solutions in sync with Jesus’ life and teachings might get more buy-in among his professed followers. Add to that the fact that Islam is the world’s second biggest religion (1.3 billion adherents, or 21 percent of the world’s population) and that Muslims revere Jesus as a great prophet, and you discover even more practical value in seeing Jesus’ teachings in relation to today’s global problems.

Beyond the Christian and Islamic religions, which together account for more than half of the world’s people, and which together share a high regard for Jesus, we could add that many Hindus (14 percent of the world’s population), Buddhists (6 percent), Jews (0.22 percent), and even nonreligious people (16 percent) admire Jesus—even though they may be less enthusiastic about the religion that bears his name.4

THE JOURNEY TOWARD ANSWERS

These two questions—what are the world’s top problems, and what do the life and message of Jesus have to say about them—have been my preoccupation, or perhaps obsession is the better word, over recent years. Seeking for answers has led me to some interesting and even dangerous places. For example, a few years ago, I found myself standing in a dilapidated airport in Bujumbura, Burundi, East Africa, staring at bullet holes in a dirty skylight, their cracks spreading out-ward from small impact craters, reaching like silvery spider legs across the blue African sky.

My journey to Bujumbura began with a phone call about a year earlier: “Hi, Brian. My name is Claude Nikondeha. I have read some of your books, and I think what you write about is relevant to my country. Would you like to talk?”

Claude was from Burundi in East Africa, the world’s third poorest country and the twin-sister country of Rwanda.5Like most Americans, I’m embarrassed to say, I couldn’t have found either one on a map without some work.

Both countries, it turns out, were about the same size as my home state, Maryland, with a population of about seven million each, a million more than my state. Rwanda, of course, was the more famous of the two, or perhaps infamous is the better word. It became an icon of genocide in 1994 when some eight hundred thousand people were killed in one hundred days—not with guns or bombs, but with machetes and hammers and garden tools; and not by soldiers in uniforms, but by neighbors, friends, even relatives who happened to be identified with the other tribe. The 2004 film Hotel Rwanda eventually exposed the world to the tragic story, but Claude’s call came before the movie released, so the relevant history and geography weren’t yet clear in my mind.

Claude and I met for breakfast some time later when he was visiting my home city, Washington, DC. By our last cup of coffee, an important friendship had started. Before we paid our bill, Claude extended an invitation to me: “Brian, would you be willing to come to Burundi and meet with about fifty young leaders I know from the region? I would like to expose them to your thinking. I think it would help us.” I gave him a firm “I’ll think about it” and told him that if I came, I didn’t want to simply speak or teach. I wanted to come to listen, to learn, to try to understand what life was like for these people whom now, through Claude, I was beginning to feel somehow connected to.

Before I gave him my final answer, I went on the Internet and did some research. The US State Department strongly urged Americans not to visit Burundi because it had been torn by civil war for a decade and by outbreaks of genocide for more than four decades.  The animosity between Hutu and Tutsi tribes that had possessed Rwanda like a nightmarish demon had taken even more lives in Burundi than in Rwanda. Armed rebel groups still showed their power through random killings. You never knew when a grenade would be tossed in a window or when gunfire would rip through your car door. Not only that, but tropical diseases were a real danger in Burundi as well because during the civil war, the healthcare system deteriorated, along with all social structures. Even so, somehow I felt I should go.

I mentioned this to my cousin and his wife, world travelers who do relief and development work and are no strangers to dangerous situations. They both seemed a bit surprised that I would consider going, even more so when they learned that I was considering taking my seventeen-year-old daughter, the youngest of our four children. “The hatred there runs deep and the violence has been brutal,” they cautioned. “And the conflict is nowhere near over.”

When our kids were still preteens, I promised them that before they graduated high school, I would take each of them on a trip, just the two of us, somewhere out of the US. Rachel had accompanied me to Italy, France, and Spain; Brett had joined me on an adventure in Costa Rica; and Trevor and I went to the Galapagos Islands. Somehow, I felt that this trip to Burundi would be the right one for Jodi to experience. And somehow, I felt that this trip would help me in my search for answers to my two preoccupying questions.

I shared my safety concerns with Claude. “It’s true, it would be a little dangerous for you to go alone. But I know the situation, and I know people there, and if you’re with me, you’ll be safe.” So I said yes. 

A BUMPY RIDE TOWARD PEACE

In some ways, I could not not go on this trip. As a follower of Jesus, and as a pastor for over two decades, I knew that in the Bible God shows a special concern for the poor, the vulnerable, the forgotten, the oppressed. I knew that Jesus said, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these . . . you did for me” (Matthew 25:40).

But I also knew that most churchgoers, including myself, either didn’t share that concern for the poor or didn’t know how to turn concern and good intentions into constructive action. Even though we believed that the poor should be helped—that poverty should be fought—we didn’t know how. We had heard liberal and conservative arguments blaming poverty on everything from capitalism to communism, from corruption to bad trade policies, and from debt, to the selfishness of the West, racism, family breakdown, the irresponsibility or immorality of the poor, government regulation of business, and badly administered charity. We seemed polarized by our ideological diagnoses of the causes and cures of poverty, and even worse, we were paralyzed by our polarization, and so the poor continued to suffer—trapped by their poverty and our polarizing, paralyzing arguments about poverty.

I was forty-eight years old, and if I was ever going to do some-thing about poverty and injustice, it seemed like high time for me to get more firsthand experience.

Jodi and I got the necessary immunizations, and, after promising my wife in every way possible that we would return home safely, my daughter and I walked down a jetway to a plane bound for Africa. We passed through Amsterdam and Nairobi, and then we finally landed at the Bujumbura airport, artistically designed in a beehive style, reflecting indigenous African architecture, African culture and African pride. But that pride had clearly suffered a major setback. A few old, dilapidated planes sat unused on the cracked tarmac, relics of a national airline that had long been bankrupt. Grass and vines were encroaching on the pavement. In many of the airport’s windows and skylights—long in need of a good wash—those bullet holes glinted in the African sun, a kind of three-dimensional graffiti made by the random gunfire of Burundi’s rebel factions.

Claude and his wife, Kelley, welcomed us. On our bumpy ride from the airport to the home of Claude’s parents—swerving around countless craters made by grenades, weaving between barefoot or sandaled pedestrians and herds of skinny cows and goats—Claude explained to us how to properly greet his mom and dad when we arrived. “First, shake my father’s hand with two hands, your left hand grasping your right forearm. Then kiss my mother on one cheek and then the other, several times, and each time, whisper into her ear the word amahoro,” he explained. “The word means peace. She’ll be welcoming you into the peace of our home, and you’ll be offering your peace to her. After all we’ve been through, amahoro is a very precious word to us.”

“Exactly how many times should we do this?” I asked.

“We basically do it again and again, until we feel the amahoro flowing between us.”

GROUP DIALOGUE QUESTIONS

1. How do you respond to the author’s two preoccupying questions? Have you ever asked them? Have you ever heard others ask them?

2. Have you heard debates about the causes of poverty? In your current understanding, what are the primary causes of poverty?

3. How do you think most Christians today respond to the issue of poverty? Does their faith make them care about it more or less than the average person? What has been your experience with the issue of poverty as it relates to your faith?

4. Have you ever visited a foreign country? If so, share a vivid memory or two. If not, where would you like to visit, and why?

5. As a group, consider watching and discussing Hotel Rwanda, Tsotsi, City of God, Blood Diamond, Beat the Drum, or another film that relates to themes in this chapter.
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Everything Must Change

It wasMay 1994. My daughter and I joined a group of fifty-five young amahoro-hungry leaders at a conference center near Bujumbura. Most were from Tutsi and Hutu tribes from Rwanda and Burundi, and there were even a few Twa (also known as pygmies—one of the most ill-treated people groups on the planet). As well, there were several guests from Uganda and eastern Congo. Their homelands were a random sample of the most violent, poverty-stricken, and dangerous countries in the world.1

At our first gathering, I remember looking through the windows as Claude began to speak, the mountains east of Bujumbura rising hazy and brown in the midmorning light. He spoke in his native tongue, Kirundi, which was translated into French for the Congolese participants and whispered in English to my daughter and me. My two questions were sizzling beneath the surface of everything he said. 

“Friends, most of you know me. You know that I am the son of a preacher, and as a result, I grew up going to church all the time, maybe five times a week. What may surprise you, though, is to learn that in all of my childhood, in all the church services I attended, I only heard one sermon.” At this, eyes got larger and people seemed curious, maybe confused. One sermon in all those years?

He continued, “That sermon went like this: ‘You are a sinner and you are going to hell. You need to repent and believe in Jesus. Jesus might come back today, and if he does and you are not ready, you will burn forever in hell.’”

At that, almost everyone began to laugh. They weren’t laughing at the idea of going to hell or the idea of believing in Jesus; they were laughing in recognition that this was the only sermon they had ever heard too. Sunday after Sunday, year after year, different words, different Bible verses, but the same point.

Then Claude got serious. “When I got older, I realized that my entire life had been lived against the backdrop of genocide and violence, poverty and corruption. Over a million people died in my country in a series of genocides starting in 1959, and nearly a million in Rwanda, and in spite of huge amounts of foreign aid, our people remain poor, and many of them, hungry. This is the experience we all have shared.” Around the room, people leaned forward, their heads nodding.

“So much death, so much hatred and distrust between tribes, so much poverty, suffering, corruption, and injustice, and nothing ever really changed. Eventually I realized something. I had never heard a sermon that addressed these realities. Did God only care about our souls going to heaven after we died? Were our hungry bellies un-important to God? Was God unconcerned about our crying sons and frightened daughters, our mothers hiding under beds, our fathers crouching by windows, unable to sleep because of gunfire? Or did God send Jesus to teach us how to avoid genocide by learning to love each other, how to overcome tribalism and poverty by following his path, how to deal with injustice and corruption, how to make a better life here on earth—here in East Africa?”

Claude walked a few steps closer to the center of the group, seated around long tables arranged in a semicircle. “Let me ask you a question. How many of you from Burundi and Rwanda have ever heard even one sermon telling Tutsi people to love and reconcile with Hutu people, or Hutu people to love and reconcile with Tutsi—or telling both Tutsi and Hutu to love the Twa as their neighbors and brothers and sisters?”

Two hands went up. Both, it turns out, were Anglican priests—and they had preached those sermons themselves in the aftermath of the genocide in Rwanda. But nobody else had ever heard a sermon addressing the most pressing issue of their lifetimes, before or since the Rwandan genocide.

Claude continued, “Over the years, I have come to realize that something is wrong with the way we understand Jesus and the good news. Something is missing in the version of the Christian religion we received from the missionaries, which is the message we now preach ourselves. They told us how to go to heaven. But they left out an important detail. They didn’t tell us how the will of God could be done on earth. We need to learn what the message of Jesus says to our situation here in East Africa. And that is why we have come together.”

NOT JUST AN AFRICAN PROBLEM

As he spoke, I thought, This is not just an African problem. The same has been true here in the Americas where I live, as it has been in Australia, New Zealand, Europe, and Asia. Did North American church leaders teach the early colonists to treat the Native Peoples with love and respect? Did they consistently and with one voice oppose slavery because it was an assault on the dignity of fellow human beings? Later in our history, did they express outrage over the exploitation of factory workers or the second-class status of women? Did they stand up for refugees and immigrants?2Did they oppose white privilege, segregation, anti-Semitism, stereotyping of Muslims, and other forms of ethnic prejudice? Did they see the environment as God’s sacred creation that deserves to be cherished and conserved?

“Well,” you might say, “some got it right.” But you would have to agree: too few, and too late. Most were preoccupied with other matters—arguments about religious esoterica, fights over arcane biblical interpretations, fanciful escapes into theological speculation, heat and fury over drinking or gambling or playing cards or using tobacco, controversies over whether guitars and drums can be used in worship gatherings or whether only pianos and organs produce holy music, and other matters that—in comparison to racism, genocide, carelessness toward the poor and various minorities, exploitation of the environment, and unjust war—seem shamefully trivial, weapons of mass distraction.

I knew it would be an interesting few days for my daughter and me in Burundi. I knew I was on the scent of answers to my two simmering questions.

REVISITING THE ESSENTIAL MESSAGE OF JESUS

Later that day, our group talked in depth about the essential message of Jesus. We talked in particular about the metaphor Jesus used again and again to convey his essential message: the kingdom of God. We considered how this message of the kingdom—contrary to popular belief—was not focused on how to escape this world and its problems by going to heaven after death, but instead was focused on how God’s will could be done on earth, in history, during this life. We described God’s kingdom in terms of God’s dreams coming true for this earth, of God’s justice and peace replacing earth’s injustice and disharmony.3

We talked about how nations engaged in colonialism would find it hard to face the full dimensions of Jesus’ essential message, since it would, if they saw it, call into question the whole colonial project. We talked about how the time had come—for blacks like them, as descendants of the colonized, and for whites like me and my daughter, descendants of the colonizers—to tell the painful stories of our past, not to stir up anger and revenge, but to face the truth together in a spirit of grace and reflection, and to discover together what to do now, where to go next, how to move forward.

Using an old blackboard and white chalk, Claude and I created a chart with two columns: colonial and postcolonial. It also had two rows: colonizers and colonized.

We asked, “How did the colonizers feel during the colonial times?  And how do they feel now, in postcolonial times?” The answers were predictable: during colonialism, they felt powerful, clean, knowledgeable, superior, capable, and civilized. But now, looking back on colonialism, they must be feeling ashamed, humbled, repentant, uncertain, conciliatory, regretful.

The next question: “How did the colonized feel during both eras?” Under colonialism, they said, they felt dirty, ashamed, grateful, dependent, incompetent, incapable, uneducated, unintelligent, resentful, abused, and afraid. But now, with colonialism decades behind them, and for many of them, nothing more than a fading memory of their parents and grandparents, they felt competent, capable, hopeful, confident, and empowered.

Then under the colonial column, we wrote, “The gospel of avoiding hell,” or something to that effect, and under the postcolonial column, we wrote, “The gospel of the kingdom of God.” The time had come, we said, to center our lives on the essential message of Jesus, the message of the kingdom of God—not just a message about Jesus that focused on the afterlife, but rather the core message of Jesus that focused on personal, social, and global transformation in this life. This message of Jesus could help us imagine what the world could be if Jesus was right in his proclamation of the kingdom of God. I think we all felt that this imagining had to be a shared project for us. Because—again, I think we all felt this—the message of the kingdom of God had been nearly invisible to all of us, even as we—descendants of the colonial evangelizers and the evangelized—had spoken and sung and preached and prayed the name of Jesus, Jesus, Jesus, for so many Sundays, so many years.

IF IT’S TRUE, THEN EVERYTHING MUST CHANGE

The second day of our gathering in Bujumbura came to an end. As the group dispersed for some free time before dinner, I noticed Justine, a Burundian currently living in Rwanda, sitting alone at a table. Her head was on the table, sheltered in her arms, and she was completely motionless. At first I wondered if she was asleep or maybe sick. I asked another woman who could translate to come with me to see if she was okay. The woman put her hand on Justine’s shoulder, and Justine slowly raised her head. “Are you okay?” we asked.

She replied, “I’m okay, but I’m shaken up. I don’t know if any-one else here sees it, but I do. I see it. Today, for the first time, I see what Jesus meant by the kingdom of God. I see that it’s about changing this world, not just escaping it and retreating into our churches. If Jesus’ message of the kingdom of God is true, then everything must change. Everything must change.”

Justine realized that the kingdom of God is not simply a new belief or doctrine that can be patched into an old way of life; it is, rather, a new way of life that changes everything. Her words still echo in my heart. They found their way into the subtitle of The Secret Message of Jesus and the title of this book. Her simple declaration—if Jesus’ message of the kingdom of God is true, then everything must change—continually challenges me to rethink my thirty-five years as a follower of Christ, along with my whole understanding of theology, church history, and ministry in today’s world. Justine’s simple sentence elegantly combines my two questions into one: what could change if we applied the message of Jesus—the good news of the kingdom of God—to the world’s greatest problems?

Of course, it raises additional questions as well. If professed adherents to the Christian religion in Burundi and Rwanda could celebrate Jesus in thousands of local churches for a half-century, and all the while miss what Jesus said to their most pressing social, political, and economic issues, what are we in the West missing today? If adherents to the Christian religion in Europe and America could experience revivals and write theological masterpieces and send missionaries by the shiploads around the world, but remain in naive, unconscious, or willful denial about the injustices inherent in their way of life, what are we missing now?

All of these questions, with all their implicit urgency, again pressed down on me one day in 2006, during another trip to Africa. 

GROUP DIALOGUE QUESTIONS

1. How did you respond to Claude’s talk? Was his experience of hearing one basic sermon in his childhood similar to or different from your own?

2. Try to define or describe “the kingdom of God” in your own terms. See if you as a group can come up with a good definition.

3. Could you relate to Justine’s response to the conversation about the kingdom of God?

4. What in the history of your country resonates with the history of colonialism in Africa?

5. What questions are raised for you at this point in your reading? What does your reading so far have you thinking about? Is there anything that bothers you, concerns you, or especially interests you?
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Not What Jesus Intended

In a modest church building in a township near Capetown, South Africa, twenty-some local Pentecostal, charismatic, and Baptist pas
tors were seated in a circle. Two guests of paler hue were present as well: my local host, Johannes, and me. We had paper plates on our laps and coffee cups on the floor beside each chair. The group had gathered at my request, as part of my search for answers to the two shaping questions that gave rise to this book. We were discussing ministry in the postcolonial, post-apartheid world.

One fellow, a handsome dark-skinned man in his early thirties (I’d guess), had been strangely silent so far in our conversation. He made eye contact with me, and as he did, I noticed how his brow was furrowed and his jaw tense. Was he afraid of something, perhaps angry?

“Do you want to say something?” I asked him.

“Yes, I have something I . . . need to say,” he began. He moved forward to the edge of his chair, elbows resting on knees. Slowly, his hands stretched open, and they remained extended like this until he was well into his impromptu speech. “Brothers, I am not a pastor. I am a healthcare worker. I do HIV/AIDS work in Khayelitsha.” At this everyone nodded. Known as an informal settlement to some, a squatter area to others, Khayelitsha [pronounced “ka-yeh-LEET-sha”] is the third-largest township in South Africa. Its shacks made of scavenged building supplies stretch along the nearby airport road as far as the eye can see, providing substandard shelter for immigrants from villages across the eastern half of the country. Around half a million black and colored people had landed there seeking a better life after the fall of apartheid, but now they suffered from the predictable problems associated with migration, poverty, and unemployment: substance abuse, domestic violence, and HIV infection. Many of these pastors were working in Khayelitsha, setting up tents to conduct services there Sunday by Sunday.

The young man continued, “You pastors are . . .” He hesitated as he raised one outstretched hand toward heaven. “You are causing such destruction in Khayelitsha. It reaches to the skies. I know you mean well, but you don’t realize that you cause devastation in the lives of the people among whom I work.”

Eyes widened, pastors shifted in their seats, and the young man continued, “You come to Khayelitsha every Sunday and set up your tents, which is good, but I have listened to your preaching, and you are preoccupied with three things, and three things only. First, you constantly talk about healing. You tell people they can be healed of HIV, and some of them believe you, so they stop taking their medication. When they stop, they develop new resistant strains of the disease that don’t respond as well to the medications, and they spread these tougher infections to other people, leaving them much sicker than they were before. Then you’re always telling the people they need to be born again, but after they’re born again on Sunday, they’re still unemployed on Monday. They may be born again, but what good is that if their problems are the same as before? You know as well as I do that if they’re unemployed, they’re going to be caught in the poverty web of substance abuse, crime and gangs, domestic violence, and HIV. What good is that? All this born-again talk is nothing but nonsense.”

At this, I could see some of the pastors bristling. I wondered if a shouting match would erupt, but the healthcare worker leaned a little farther forward, and the pastors constrained themselves a little longer. 

“Then what do you do? After telling these desperately poor people to get born again and healed, then you tell them to tithe. You tell them to ‘sow financial seed’ into your ministries and they will receive a hundredfold return. But you’re the only ones getting a return on their investment. You could be helping so much. You could motivate people to learn employable skills, you could teach them and help them in so many ways, but it’s always the same thing: healing, getting born again, and tithing.

“Even the religious organizations that try to help people with HIV—most of them get US aid money, which only allows them to talk about abstinence and fidelity. They can’t even mention condoms, and as a result, a lot of people die. And most of you—you won’t talk about abstinence and fidelity, because the subject of sex is taboo among us. And so more people die.

“You know your problem? You Pentecostals and you evangelicals specialized. You specialized in healing, in getting people born again, in creating financially successful churches—but you need to go beyond that. It’s time to get a better message—something bigger than just those things. If you stop there, all your preaching is nonsense.”

Nonsense was the verbal grenade, lobbed a second time now, unleashing the pastors’ vigorous response. For the next twenty or thirty minutes, one pastor after another replied with impassioned speeches, testimonies, sermonettes. Some were fatherly; some were brotherly; some were stern; some were gentle. But each defended the fact that being born again and getting healed were biblical, which means they weren’t nonsense. We never got to the subject of tithing. 

The young man listened. As the older pastors spoke, he respectfully gave them his full attention and didn’t defend himself when they used words like “heresy” and “false doctrine” to discredit his words. 

When there was a lull in the conversation, he responded in a quiet but firm tone: “Brothers, I am not your enemy. I am your friend. I believe in Jesus. I am born again myself. I even speak in tongues, so I’m Pentecostal like most of you. I’m sorry I offended you by the word nonsense. But if you would simply teach them some practical things that relate to their daily lives, that could make such a big difference.” 

After the gathering, I found this young man and told him how much I respected his courage. Seeing that I was sympathetic, he poured out his heart.

“Brian,” he said, “these pastors are so needed. They could make such a difference. Who else loves the poor and forgotten people in Khayelitsha? Their lives, maybe even the future of our nation, depend in large part on these pastors. Yet they think that HIV is a matter of sex, and they can’t talk about sex because of our cultural taboos. But in Khayelitsha, HIV isn’t just about sex; it’s more about unemployment and boredom. If you have hundreds of thousands of unemployed people packed together in a small space, with nothing productive to do—and I mean nothing, absolutely nothing, day after day—what’s going to happen? Of course they’re going to have sex. It feels good. It breaks the boredom.

“So two people might just be friends, and there’s no sexual attraction at all, but they find themselves having sex. The pastors could teach them how to be friends without having sex, and they could talk frankly about the problems of sex outside of marriage, and they could help them find things to do—maybe get some sports equipment or organize some activities—it could be music even, which churches like, or maybe gardening, or weightlifting and exercise. And you know what would really help? They could teach them job skills, even just the necessity of getting up and showing up somewhere in the morning, of keeping your word, of working hard, of being honest. Then they could work through their denominations and other networks to start businesses so the people could get jobs. These are the kinds of things pastors could do.

“The opportunity that’s being missed, the incredible cost as they keep up the routines of their various forms of the Christian religion, that’s what makes me so passionate. That’s what makes me speak out, even though they try to make me look ridiculous by quoting the Bible to me about being born again, as if that negates all the truth I told them. I love God. I love Jesus. That’s why I’m in Khayelitsha trying to help and serve. But I can’t stomach what goes on there in the name of God. I see what’s going on—all the shouting and singing and raising money—and I know: this is not what Jesus intended. By talking only about individuals being born again, they keep Khayelitsha and our whole nation from being born again in a fuller sense of the term.”1

At that moment, I realized this man saw clearly what I had begun to see: that religion, even the religion we are committed to and in which we have found God and purpose and meaning and truth, can become captive to a colossal distortion. It can become a benign and passive chaplaincy to a failing and dysfunctional culture, the religious public relations department for an inadequate and destructive ideology. It can forego being a force of liberation and transformation and instead become a source of domestication, resignation, pacification, and distraction.

A right understanding of God and faith can train people to hold their heads high, to doubt the lies of a dysfunctional society and to work for its transformation. But a misguided understanding can be an opiate that keeps their heads down in submission or desperation so they continue to serve the societal system that is destroying them, believing its lies, performing according to its self-destructive script. 

JOINING IN THE CONVERSATION

In my travels, I have discovered that our conversation in South Africa is echoed in a thousand places, especially across the global South. The young healthcare worker represents a turning tide. For example, in Zambia, a young female theology student violates taboo and speaks openly about female initiation rites, calling on her fellow students in the name of the gospel to liberate women from these traditions in the name of justice and mercy. As we’ve seen already, in Rwanda and Burundi, young Christian leaders are beginning to tell the truth about their history and the failure of Christian missionaries to preach a gospel that called for justice and reconciliation among tribes.2Across Latin America, groups like La Red del Camino and the Latin American Theological Fellowship stimulate similar conversations. They explore the role of Christian faith and Christian institutions in relation to human suffering and social injustice. They try to develop an integral understanding of faith so that our track record in the future will be better than it has been in the past.

As younger generations of Christian leaders honestly face our shared history, they can begin to imagine a different role for our churches in the future, in hopes of creating a different path for their nations, a different world for their children. This shared dissatisfaction, together with this shared imagination and hope, combine to form an emerging consensus that is spreading across the global South.

For example, in the Dominican Republic, a Pentecostal pastor develops a healthcare program; one of his colleagues reaches out to glue-sniffing street kids, installing a shower in the church basement so the kids can get clean; they’re developing a free “Life University” so those kids can get a nontraditional education on Saturdays. Across town, another pastor opens local gyms in poor neighborhoods so unemployed or underemployed young men and women can do something constructive to develop themselves physically—and in that context, he helps them consider their spiritual, emotional, and character development as well.

In Costa Rica, a local church unites its community to address pollution and unemployment.3In the Philippines, middle-class suburban churches organize to help poor people in the squatter areas develop small businesses. In India, courageous followers of Jesus confront the caste system and say that the time has come for it to die. These emerging Christian leaders realize that if their message isn’t good news for the poor, a message of liberation for the oppressed, it isn’t the same message Jesus proclaimed.

This consensus is spreading, not only in the global South among the formerly colonized but also among the descendants of the colonizers, among emerging leaders in North America and Europe, and among white South Africans and Australians and New Zealanders. As the consensus spreads, our two preoccupying questions take on more and more significance.

GROUP DIALOGUE QUESTIONS

1. Imagine you were one of the pastors present in the discussion about Khayelitsha. How would you have reacted to the young healthcare worker’s statement? How do you react now? Were his thoughts new to you, or familiar?

2. Have you heard people express the “emerging consensus” described in the last part of the chapter? Where and when?

3. What might the healthcare worker say about churches in your city, state, or nation? Could you have problems similar to the ones he described?

4. What emotions did this chapter stir in you? What can you learn from your emotional responses?

5. If you were to give a speech like the healthcare worker’s, trying to encourage church leaders in your city, state, or nation to take action about something, what would you say?

6. What sentence stood out to you most in this chapter? Why was it important to you?
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Second Thoughts Had Come to Stay

In spite of the problems identified by the young healthcare worker in South Africa, the Christian religion continues to explode in the global South, as Philip Jenkins makes clear in The Next Christendom.1Meanwhile, in the global North, especially in Europe and especially among the young and highly educated, the Christian faith seems in many ways to be evaporating. Even in the United States, where church attendance figures are comparatively strong, church leaders can’t help but notice the rapid decline in local church involvement among younger generations and wonder what to do about it. Church leaders often begin by criticizing the young people: “What’s wrong with them?” But eventually, some leaders ask a more productive question: “What’s wrong with us?” Typically, they proceed on a rather superficial level, talking about cosmetics: musical styles, ambience and lighting, digital projection, dress codes, various ways of getting “cooler” or “hipper.” These are of some importance perhaps, but certainly not the whole story. Then some thoughtful leaders go a little deeper, addressing the need to be relevant to culture and to contextualize their ministry for today’s world. But they’re still barely dipping below the surface. 

Eventually some leaders begin to realize that many young and alienated ex-churched people originally dropped out of their churches after attending college (or getting out on their own where they could think for themselves) and learning about the dark side of the Christian religion’s track record . . . the Crusades, witch burnings, colonialism, slavery, the Holocaust, apartheid, environmental irresponsibility, mistreatment of women.

These young people started caring about these issues, but they didn’t find their fellow adherents to the Christian religion very concerned. Too often, they realized, Christians through history have played on the wrong side of these issues. And even when Christians in recent decades concerned themselves with contemporary issues, they focused primarily on personal and sexual matters, simultaneously neglecting larger societal and systemic injustices that caused unimagined suffering. And even in regard to their narrow range of “moral issues,” they were consistently effective in generating heat and conflict but consistently less effective in making a lasting, constructive difference. In so doing, they created an image of the typical Christian believer as tense, judgmental, imbalanced, reactionary, negative, and hypocritical.2

A FAILED RELIGION?

More and more reflective Christian leaders are beginning to realize that for the millions of young adults who dropped out of their churches in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the Christian religion appears to be a failed religion. And for a reason not unlike the one expressed by the young healthcare worker from Khayelitsha: it has specialized in dealing with “spiritual needs” to the exclusion of physical and social needs. It has specialized in people’s destination in the afterlife but has failed to address significant social injustices in this life. It has focused on “me” and “my soul” and “my spiritual life” and “my eternal destiny,” but it has failed to address the dominant societal and global realities of their lifetime: systemic injustice, systemic poverty, systemic ecological crisis, systemic dysfunctions of many kinds.

When young adults from churchgoing backgrounds lose confidence in this version of the Christian religion to address the pressing issues of our world, their faith becomes more and more privatized and personalized and therefore diminished. They may or may not continue to practice it, but they will almost certainly become less enthusiastic about sharing it with others. As a result, those on the outside of the Christian religion find fewer and fewer enthusiastic proponents, and there seems to be less and less reason to accept or even consider it—apart from threats of hell, which lose their effect when those making the threats seem a little defensive, deranged, out of touch, manic, or embarrassed about their faith.

Before long, those remaining in local churches and those out-side of them share the same sense of doubt: a message purporting to be the best news in the world should be doing better than this. The religion’s results are not commensurate with the bold claims it makes. Truly good news, they feel, would confront systemic injustice, target significant global dysfunctions, and provide hope and resources for making a better world—along with helping individuals experience a full life. If only they could find a faith community with good news like that . . .

At that point, these global Northerners find themselves wishing for exactly what the healthcare worker in the South African town-ship wished for: a vibrant form of Christian faith that is holistic, integral, and balanced—one that offers good news for both the living and the dying, that speaks of God’s grace at work both in this life and the life to come, that speaks to individuals and to societies and to the planet as a whole.

THE STORY OF THE WORD POSTMODERN

I have just described the journey of thousands, maybe millions, of people in the West, and I am one of them. For many of us grappling with these issues, just as the word postcolonial was helping our counterparts in the global South name and interpret their reality, the word postmodern was helping us.

I originally encountered the term postmodern in graduate school in the 1970s, in a seminal essay by novelist Walker Percy.3I rediscovered the term in the mid-1990s when it became a helpful tool in my search to identify what seemed wrong with the modern American Christian religion of which I was part. Just as an Eskimo can distinguish between many types of snow because he has names for them at his disposal, the term postmodern helped give me a range of names—including modern and premodern—so that I could distinguish between versions of the Christian religion. In this way, I found the freedom to articulate dissatisfaction and concern about a version of the Christian religion—the modern Western version, or the modern colonial version—without rejecting Jesus and the Christian faith as a whole.

If you’ve listened to some popular religious broadcasters in recent years, you’ve probably heard simplistic caricatures of the word postmodern. For defenders of the modern Western, colonial version of the Christian religion, the word has become the latest in a series of epithets like secular humanist or New Age or liberal, meaning morally bankrupt, relativistic, nihilistic, cast adrift from deep and solid commitments, and so on. These defenders don’t realize that if it weren’t for the term postmodern (and its cousins modern, nonmodern, and premodern), many of us may have, because of our disillusionment with sleet, rejected snow altogether. We don’t want to reject whatever is good and true in the Christian faith. But to hold our faith in good conscience, we needed to debug it from the viruses (modern, Western, colonial, imperial, rationalist, reductionist, and other types of viruses) that seem to have invaded its software. We needed the freedom to seek and articulate a debugged version of the Christian faith that we can hold with confidence, honesty, and hope.4

Because of the ways that the word postmodern has been abused—by fans and foes alike—I am often tempted to dump it altogether. But one of the best ways to better understand something is to learn its story, and the story of the term postmodern is worth understanding and relevant to our conversation, especially as it relates to the word postcolonial.

In the aftermath of World War II, many European intellectuals (eventually joined by Americans and many others) were forced to ask this question: how could this have happened? This referred to two world wars, and especially to the Holocaust. After 1945, intellectuals around the world began asking how Germany in particular—the epicenter of the Enlightenment with its rationality and its scientific mind-set—could sink into the barbarism of Nazism and all it entailed. They were simultaneously assessing even greater atrocities in the former Soviet Union under Stalin (1922–1953).

The diagnosis that emerged may be faulty, but one must at least applaud the diagnosticians for asking what went wrong and what should be done about it.5The diagnosticians could have identified the Christian religion itself as the problem. After all, Hitler was a Catholic in good standing, and Germany was ostensibly a Christian country dually resourced by Roman Catholicism and the Reformation heritage of Martin Luther, both of which contributed significantly to the anti-Semitism that energized Nazism. But these European intellectuals instead identified a disease shared by the Christian religion and European civilization at large: they diagnosed the sickness that had befallen Western civilization in general and “Christian” Germany in particular to be excessive confidence.6

In other words, just as cancer is an excessive growth of cells—both cells and growth normally being good things—the intellectuals realized that Nazism was an excessive growth of confidence—confidence in their national ethos, in their rational and interpretive powers, in their scientific prowess, and so on. When this confidence grew out of proportion, it became malignant, giving the “us” of Germany a kind of manic hyperconfidence to claim racial superiority and global dominance, even if that meant extermination of those who were determined to be “other,” “them,” or “not us”—Jews, homo-sexuals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, gypsies, the mentally handicapped, and so on.

Just as this kind of reflective diagnostic work was being done in the aftermath of World War II regarding Germany, other European colonial powers were releasing their remaining colonial holdings. In some cases they were motivated by what we would today call terrorism and violent revolution, and in other cases motivated by nonviolent campaigns for freedom. For example, during these postwar years, the United Kingdom released India and Pakistan (1947), Burma and Ceylon (1948), Iraq (1958), Tanzania, Sierra Leone, Kuwait, and South Africa (1961), and Uganda (1962). France released Laos (1949), Cambodia (1953), Vietnam (1954), and Algeria (1962). Belgium gave up its remaining colonies (including Burundi and Rwanda in 1963), as did the Netherlands (including Indonesia in 1949). As they did so, they were forced to realize that their colonial projects were the hosts of the same cancer of excessive confidence. That excessive confidence cost millions of people their lives and millions more their dignity, leaving a legacy of social, economic, political, and environmental consequences that would play out for decades, if not centuries.

And during these very same postwar decades, the Civil Rights movement was born in the United States. From the Montgomery bus boycott to the Selma bridge to the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, the brutality with which blacks were treated in their struggle for freedom in the United States—and soon, in South Africa—would raise still more troubling questions: why were white people so confident that they deserved to be “more equal” than blacks? For the first time, millions of white people around the world had to look back and face how their ancestors had treated nonwhite people, not in shame and secrecy, but openly, confidently, without a second thought. Now they were having to entertain those second thoughts, questioning not only the racism masked behind centuries of white privilege, but also the rationale by which they and their ancestors could be so confidently wrong for so horribly long.

That led to even more second thoughts about how Native Americans had been treated. As a boy in the 1950s and 1960s watching cowboy and Indian movies on TV, I never considered the settlers to be participants in land theft or genocide, the Janjaweed and death squads of US history. But when I read the 1974 classic Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee,7
I, like thousands of other white Americans, got a glimpse of history from “the other’s” point of view for the first time. My confidence was shaken; second thoughts had come to stay.8

In those same turbulent years, with the daily news dominated by the war in Vietnam and the broader Cold War, along with continual tension between Israelis and Palestinians and eventually the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, more and more second thoughts coalesced into an unsettling question: what gives some people the confidence that they have the right to kill others, sometimes by the millions?

During these same turbulent years after World War II, more and more people became aware of what we now call the environmental crisis—the extinction of species, the pollution of water and air, and the threat of human-induced global climate change (the fear then being nuclear winter rather than the greenhouse effect). Again, an excessive confidence seemed to be at the root of the problem: modern Industrial-era people had an industrial-strength confidence that motivated them to dam any river, fill any wetland, catch and can any school of fish, strip-mine any mountain, pollute any breeze, pave any meadow, and otherwise exercise and express their dominance—with confidence.

THE ROOTS OF CERTAINTY

Having diagnosed the disease in this way, thoughtful people in the last half of the twentieth century addressed the next natural question: what was the source of this cancer of excessive confidence? The answer came in two parts.

First, many thinkers traced excessive confidence back to an intellectual methodology designed by Rene Descartes, explained in his great work A Discourse on Method.9 Descartes’ method, known to us today as foundationalism, sought to establish universally accessible first principles-incapable of being doubted or debated because of their pristine and universal logical clarity.10Building on that foundation using reason alone (with no appeal to religion), practitioners of foundationalism erected an intellectual framework that promised absolute, objective, universally accessible certainty from the ground up. That kind of certainty produced amazing positive results, but as critics of foundationalism began to realize in the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, it also produced a dangerous, malignant confidence that is willing to exploit or even kill millions of people—not to mention nonhuman living things—to achieve its ends.

Second, certain philosophers surmised that this intellectual method of foundationalism alone wasn’t the only source of modern Western overconfidence. They began to speak of metanarratives—framing stories that weave together memories of grievances that need to be avenged, stories of dangers that need to be avoided, or stories of superiority that explain why one group should be advantaged to dominate over others. Driven by these fearful, vengeful, or dominating framing stories, and bolstered by a feeling of bottom-up, invulnerable certainty, nations or civilizations could easily become vicious, genocidal, and perhaps even suicidal—capable of bringing down the whole planet.

CONNECTING THE TWO QUESTIONS

Thinking along these lines, I became convinced that, yes, many of our world’s worst atrocities were indeed the result of overconfidence. And yes, overconfidence was indeed resourced by foundationalism. And yes, deeper still, destructive framing stories fueled the hatred and fear and greed that perpetuated so much human suffering—whether in Africa, Latin America, or my own nation.

I took the next natural step from these conclusions. I returned to my two original questions and began wondering: Is it possible that at the heart of the life and message of Jesus was an attempt to expose, challenge, confront, transform, and replace the unhealthy framing stories of his day? And could there be a resonance between the unhealthy framing stories of his day and their counterparts in our day?

At that moment, I felt some new electricity beginning to flow between my two original questions.

GROUP DIALOGUE QUESTIONS

1. Have you noticed a decline in church attendance among younger generations, as this chapter suggests? What do you think are the factors that contribute to this trend?

2. Discuss this statement from this chapter: “The Christian religion appears to be a failed religion.”

3. The author speaks of colonialism in this chapter. As a group, define the term and give examples of it from history.

4. How do you respond to the discussion of excessive confidence as a cancer in Western civilization? Where do you see examples of excessive confidence?

5. Give an example of a framing story that has helped one group of people harm another group of people.

6. What do you think the author might mean when he suggests Jesus was confronting a set of framing stories in his day and seeking to replace them with another framing story?
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