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AN ETHIC OF C O M M U N ITY

L e t ’s come back to Elanna, Eric and William for a minute. In befuddled paralysis, in 
unpretentious nihilism or on the defense against aggressive absolutes, our three 
friends know there is something wrong with the moral culture of late or post moder
nity, but they aren’t at all sure about how to respond. Elanna’s ethical pluralism is par
alyzing because it suffers from an “over-exposure to otherness.”1 With so many voices 
to attend to, how does she discern her own voice? How does she make decisions 
about ethical issues of any weight? However, Eric’s nihilism is more disastrous. We 
mean that term quite literally and not as a value judgment on Eric’s situation. Dis- 
astrum means to be without a star, a light in the darkness, a point of orientation.2 If 
in the past metanarratives provided such orientation and functioned as stars in our 
ethical cosmologies, then to be postmodern, says Eric, is to learn how to do without 
such narrative legitimations, to learn how to live in the darkness.

In the midst of this, William has no nostalgia for the absolutes of any grand sys
tems, whether of modernity or of traditional Christianity. But he is also not happy to 
remain in the befuddled paralysis of ethical pluralism— he has seen too much in the 
world that he just knows (somehow) is wrong— nor to embrace Eric’s nihilistic disas
ter. Perhaps Bruce Cockburn sums up William’s stance evocatively: “at home in the 
darkness but hungry for dawn.”3 William can find his way in the darkness of a post
modern culture with neither befuddlement nor abandonment. But he longs for a 
dawn that would shed light on his path.

The question is, where can such light be found, and can it shine with enough

W alter Truett Anderson, introduction to The Truth About the Truth: De-confusing and Re-constructing the 
Postmodern World, ed. Walter Truett Anderson (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1995), p. 6,

2John D, Caputo, Against Etfiics: Contributions to a Poetics of Obligation with Constant Reference to Deconstruc
tion (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), p. 6.

3Bruce Cockburn, “Birmingham Shadows,” on the CD The Charity of Night, ©Golden Mountain Music, 
1996. Brian Walsh has discussed the dynamics of homecoming in the lyrics of Bruce Cockburn in “One 
Day I Shall Be Home," Christianity and the Arts 7, no. 1 (Winter 2000): 28-32,
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power to illumine clear paths through the present darkness? Here we meet one of the 
most devastating contradictions of the postmodern imagination. You see, paths re
quire choice. Choosing one path invariably requires rejecting other paths, and it is 
impossible to walk on more than one path at once if you are actually trying to get 
somewhere.

Choices in the Postmodern Mall
A postmodern cultural ethos wants to keep all the options open. It is here that post
modern pluralism and global consumerism come together. As long as “the moral 
world, like the material world, is supremely represented as a shopping mall,”4 and as 
long as human beings are fundamentally consumers, the forces of global consumer
ism have little to fear from postmodern pluralism. After all, if you are paralyzed in the 
befuddlement of postmodern pluralism, where will you find the moral resources to 
actually oppose the oppressiveness of global capitalism? And while your intuitions 
might lead you to be suspicious of the structures of international markets and dis
missive of the manipulations of advertising agencies, what basis will you have for ei
ther a sustained critique or a subversive lifestyle if you are unable to appeal to an al
ternative narrative as better than the lies of the market? Without embracing a 
narrative that you believe is more ethical, how could you ever engage in the kind of 
secession that we counseled in the last chapter?

If we want to insist that narrow notions of economic efficiency, manipulative ap
proaches to shaping consumer desire, repressive labor policies and ecologically un
sustainable environmental practices are all to be opposed, then we need to know why 
this is taken to be an unacceptable moral culture and what the alternative would look 
like. In other words, we need to offer a different set of ethical principles as a critique 
of and an alternative to the moral culture we are rejecting. As long as we lack the cour
age to take a stand and remain unrooted in a narrative that would be subversive to 
the principalities and powers, the empire can remain secure. The inner anguish of 
Elanna, Eric and William ends up being impotent in the face of the empire.

There is, however, an even deeper problem with all of this talk about ethical deci
sions in a postmodern culture. The whole discourse assumes that somehow there are 
still some decisions to be made. But it is precisely the perverse genius of empire that 
all the decisions have already been made. Empires, we have seen, engage in a massive 
campaign of indoctrination in which we are all taught that resistance is futile. Kalle 
Lasn puts it this way:

American culture is no longer created by the people. . . . A free, authentic life is no longer pos-

4Nicholas Boyle, Who Are We Now? Christian Humanism and the Global Market from Hegel to Heaney (Edin
burgh: T &  T Clark, 1998), p. 80 . See also John Pahl, Shopping Malls and Other Sacred Places: Putting God 
in Place (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Brazos, 2003).
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sible in Am erica™ today. We are being manipulated in the most insidious way. Our 
emotions, personalities and core values are under siege from media and cultural 
forces too complex to decode. A continuous product message has woven itself into 
the very fabric of our existence. Most North Americans now live designer lives—  
sleep, eat, sit in car, work, shop, watch TV, sleep again. I doubt there’s more than a 
handful of free, spontaneous minutes anywhere in that cycle. We ourselves have been 
branded.5

Lasn likens life in what he calls America™ to life in a cult in which “we have been 
recruited into roles and behavior patterns we did not consciously choose.”6 Does the 
child who sits in front of a television set for three to four hours a day, shops at the 
mall with her parents, goes to school and recites the Pledge of Allegiance, plays com
puter games, listens to her president encouraging everyone to go out shopping in or
der to defeat terrorism, wears clothes from the Gap, and plays with the toys created 
out of the imagination of Disney and Hollywood, ever actually choose the American 
way of life? Did she go through a ritual of initiation beyond getting her first Barbie? 
Was there a moment of conversion in her life when the American dream became her 
dream? No. She imbibed this monoculture consumerist dream in the fast food she ate, 
the polluted air she breathed and the visual culture she inhabited. And so she was 
converted, made into a cult member, before she ever knew what was happening. Lasn 
points out that “dreams, by definition, are supposed to be unique and imaginative. 
Yet the bulk of the population is dreaming the same dream. It’s a dream of wealth, 
power, fame, plenty of sex and exciting recreational opportunities.” When a whole 
population dreams the same dream, empire is triumphant.

An alternative to the empire requires different dreams, animated by a different nar
rative. While we understand Elanna’s befuddlement, Eric’s nihilism and William’s eth
ical allergies, it seems to us that we can no longer afford the luxury of keeping our 
options open. We can no longer afford an ethical paralysis. The decisions have already 
been made. And if there is something deep inside of us that knows that this consum
erist dream is a sociocultural nightmare, then we must ground our lives in a narrative 
that will break through our paralysis. In the face of the ensnaring sovereignty of the 
empire, we must submit to a subversively liberating sovereignty. Our lives must be 
animated by an alternative narrative, sovereignty and hope.

Sounds like Colossians 3, doesn’t it? So we turn again to Paul’s letter to a struggling 
band of Jesus-followers in the midst of the Roman empire, and we move from an ethic 
of secession to an ethic of community.

5Kalle Lasn, Culturejam: The Uncooiing of America™ (New York: Eagle Brook, 1999), p. xiii. Italics in orig
inal.

6Ibid., p. 53. Italics in original, 
bt-iifl n  S 7
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An Alternative Community
Paul follows his secessionist ethic of “putting to death” the vestiges of empire and 
“stripping off’ the old self that was deformed by that empire, with a call to the resur
rection life of the new self that is clothed in a different set of virtues. If the story of the 
empire no longer has a hold on you, then allow the narrative of Jesus— crucified, bur
ied, risen, ascended and coming again— to shape your character as a community that 
is alternative to the empire.

In this section of the letter Paul must make good on a number of earlier claims. If 
the risen Jesus replaces the emperor as the head not of the body politic of the empire 
but of the church— the body of Christ (Col 1:18)— then what does that alternative 
body actually look like? If the reality of love and encouragement within the church 
renders all competing claims to ultimacy implausible (2:1-4), then how is such a 
community shaped? And if the ensnaring philosophies of this world are subject to 
pretentious rulers and authorities that are usurpers of sovereignty and are therefore 
impotent in bringing real blessing to human life (2:16-23), then what kind of a com
munity is formed subject to the sovereignty of the Crucified One? How does a rela
tionship with this Messiah shape the life of the discipleship community?

Paul’s response is to offer his readers a kingdom in contrast with an empire. If the 
problem with the empire was idolatry (3:5), then the alternative of the kingdom is 
the renewal of the image of God (3:10). If the problem with the empire was that it 
was embedded in the lies of a violent and estranged way of thinking (1:21; 3:9), then 
the alternative of the kingdom is a renewal of knowledge (3:10). If the problem with 
the empire was that it imposed religious, ethnic, cultural and economic divisiveness 
and marginalization, then the alternative of the kingdom is a community in which 
Christ is all and in all (3:11). So Paul writes in 3:9-11:

You have stripped off the old self with its practices and have clothed yourselves with the 
new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator. In 
that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbar
ian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!

As Paul understands things, the conflict of history, indeed the conflict for the sal
vation of the world, cuts through the very heart of the cosmos. “All things,” we recall, 
are created in, through and for Christ. He is preeminent and has “first place in every
thing,” and “all things” are reconciled through his death on a Roman cross (1:15-20). 
Such a comprehensive salvation must permeate all of life. This means that the ethic 
Paul will propose in this letter could never be limited to personal life. All of creation 
is at stake in this narrative of salvation, and Paul is describing the church as a com
munity alternative to the empire. But the church isn’t just a body politic, narrowly 
conceived. Rather, the church is the beginning of the new humanity for the new cre
ation. The new self that has replaced the old self with its imperial allegiances and idol
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atrous commitments is the restoration of the image of God in history. In Christ we are 
restored to our full humanity as God’s stewards of creation and shapers of culture. 
And since a misplaced grasp for autonomous knowledge was the origin of our es
trangement in the story of the Garden of Eden, our restoration in the image of God 
must entail a renewal of knowledge.

As we have seen, Paul has been concerned with themes of knowledge throughout 
the letter. Here all of those themes come to their culmination. The falsehood of the 
empire and the lies of the philosophy find their correction in this most radical and 
foundational of all epistemological revolutions. We are renewed in knowledge— of 
who we are, of who God is, of what the story of Israel has been all about, of the gospel, 
of Jesus— and this renewal enables us to have a transformed imagination that engen
ders an alternative praxis. The whole letter has been driving to this end, from its 
opening prayer that the community “be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding” (1:9) to this remarkable passage. Just as that 
prayer at the beginning of the letter was directed to praxis— ”so that you may lead 
lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you bear fruit in every good work” 
(1:10)—-so also is this renewal of knowledge immediately manifest in a transformed 
social order.

To make sure we catch the fact that this renewal has social, economic and political 
implications, Paul tells us that the old imperial divisions that provided the grounds 
for marginalization and exclusion no longer have any validity in a community re
newed in the image of God. The ethnic division between Greek and jew; the religious 
division of circumcised and uncircumcised; the civilizational and cultural disdain for 
barbarians of any kind, but especially those barbarians of all barbarians, the Scyth
ians; the political and economic divide between slave and free that served as the very 
foundation of the Roman empire— all of this is deconstructed in Christ. These “bar
riers and habits are . . . neither natural nor normal. They are, ultimately, a denial of 
the creation of humankind in the image of God.”8 In postmodern terms, Paul is de
naturalizing these reified societal structures and unveiling them as.the cultural lies 
they are.

All of this is done away with, says Paul, because “Christ is all and in all.” Again, 
just as “all things” are created in, through and for Christ, he is before “all things,” in 
him “all things cohere," and “all things” are reconciled in him (1:15-20), so also the 
community that bears his image is called to embody that reconciliation in its hospi
table inclusiveness. “If Christ is all in all in relation to the cosmos, then nothing less 
can be the case within the community of the new humanity.”

8N. T. Wright, Colossiarcs and Philemon, Tyndale New Testament Commentary (Leicester, U.K./Grand Rap
ids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1986), p. 140.

Andrew  T. Lincoln, “The Letter to the Colossians," in The New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. Leander Keck (Nash-
.r t lln .  " in n o O  1 1 .S A / i
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What is the character of a community that is shaped by the narrative of Jesus’ 
death, burial, resurrection, ascension and return? Once we have seceded from the 
empire, what does the kingdom look like? What do people shaped by this kingdom 
vision actually do? How are they different in thought, word and deed? Recall again 
the text (3:12-17):

As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, 
humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint 
against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so also you must 
forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in per
fect harmony And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were 
called in the one body And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach 
and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, 
hymns and spiritual songs to God. And whatever you do, in word or deed, do every
thing in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.

What does a community renewed in knowledge according to the image of the C re-. 
ator look like? It looks like the Creator. It images this God. How? By embodying in its 
communal life the virtues that are formed by this God’s story.

Paul calls the community members to “clothe themselves” with certain virtues. 
They are called, if you will, to drape themselves, surround themselves, present them
selves with and embody the character traits of compassion, kindness, humility, meek
ness, patience, forgiveness and love. They are called to be a people rooted in and ded
icated to peace, living lives characterized by gratitude, wisdom and worship. While 
there is merit in attending to each of these virtues in turn, it is important that we first 
get a sense of the whole. In this passage Paul conjures up a sense of the style and ethos 
of a particular kind of community shaped by a particular story—-a biblical story of 
hope for the reconciliation of all things.

In Paul’s vision this community not only abandons the discourse of violence and 
exclusion that characterizes the empire; it manifests an ethos that embraces the pain 
of the world, a compassion, a shared passion, that pays attention to the deepest bro
kenness of its human and nonhuman neighbors. This is an ethic of compassion, be
cause the God of Israel revealed in Jesus is a God of compassion who hears his peo
ple’s cry and knows their suffering (Ex 3:7). Jesus calls his followers to be 
compassionate just as their Father is compassionate (see Lk 6:36).10

In contrast to the coldhearted bottom line of profit margins and market shares, 
Paul envisions a community that places something as inefficient and unprofitable as 
kindness at its heart. In stark antithesis to the self-assured bravado of the modernist

10Sylvia Keesmaat, “In Defense of Hermeneutics and Compassion: A Response to Allen Verhey,” in The 
Ethos of Compassion and the Integrity of Creation, ed. Brian J, Walsh, Robert Vandervennen and Hendrik
t t-.**, f t  —  h. n  J  . t t..»«  tv   f  a  : „„ i  n n c ’v  i  c o  £  cr
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or postmodernist self-constructed ego, this community values meekness— replacing 
the clenched fist of self-protection with an open hand of welcome and service. It 
abandons the arrogance of cybernetic mastery and global economic dominance for 
the humility of people who recognize that the fruit o f creation is received as a gift from 
the hand of the Creator. Only in such humility is there the possibility of a wisdom that 
can never be achieved through mere accumulation of information. The immediate 
gratification of insatiable desire has no hold on a community that is suffused with pa
tience. We are here for the long haul, we measure time in terms of eternity, and our 
hope is for the restoration of all of creation. And since we know who finally accom
plishes such a restoration, we can afford to be patient— waiting in hope.

This is not a naive or romantic view of community Community can be sustained 
only in an ethos olforgiveness. Paul uses the word/orgive three times in one sentence 
because he knows that community is possible only where there is forgiveness. For
giveness must characterize this community restored in the image of its Creator pre
cisely because its very existence is founded on the forgiveness that has set it free from 
the empire (Col 1:13). When people manifest the vices Paul has just called the Co- 
lossians to put off rather than the virtues he enjoins them to clothe themselves in, the 
path of healing, reconciliation and renewal will not be through condemnation but 
through forgiveness. A community is a place where people “bear with one another” 
in repeated forgiveness.

Such forbearance is possible, however, only where there are deep resources of love. 
Paul portrays love as the garment that wraps it all together because he knows that love 
holds the very creation together. Wendell Berry puts it this way:

1 believe that the world was created and approved by love, that it subsists, coheres and 
endures by love, and that, insofar as it is redeemable, it can be redeemed only by love.
I believe that divine love, incarnate and indwelling in the world, summons the world 
always toward wholeness, which ultimately is reconciliation and atonement with God.11

It is such love, in the face of all of the violence, selfishness, narcissism and self
enclosure of our times, that establishes community and sustains it.

Love, says Paul, binds life together in perfect harmony. The harmony of the com
munity has been a concern throughout the letter. Paul commends the Colossians for 
their love for each other in the opening greetings (1:4), reminds them that such en
acted love is foundational to their secure understanding of the new worldview they 
have adopted in Christ (2:2-4), and attacks the forces of division and exclusion that 
have disrupted the harmony of the community (2:16-23).

Now Paul says that in this community the peace of Christ rules. In radical contrast 
to the violent, imperial rule of the Pax Romana, or the economically motivated vio

11 Wendell Berry, “Health’s Membership,” in Another Turn of the Crank (Washington, D.C: Counterpoint, 
1995), p. 89 . ,
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lence of the Pax Americana (in which people will be “liberated” by military force if 
the economic well-being of America is threatened), Paul subverts what the empire 
calls peace by appealing to a peace achieved through a victim of the empire: allow 
that all-pervasive, cross-shaped peace to rule your life as a communal body

“And be thankfur (3:15). In a culture caught in an insatiable craving for more, a 
culture of perpetual dissatisfaction because there is never enough, the community re
newed in the image of the Creator is characterized by “radical gratitude.” “We are'held 
captive by dissatisfaction,” writes Mary Jo Leddy.12 As a consequence, “ingratitude is 
ingrained within every social class within the culture of money. It is how sin takes 
shape within us, conditions us, and holds us captive.”13 Therefore “the longer we live 
ungratefully, the more we strengthen the claims of a culture that takes everything and 
everyone for granted.”14 Deep experiences and expressions of thankfulness— for cre
ation, for the gifts of our lives, for the redemption and peace of Christ— break 
through this culture of ingratitude and loosen its claim on our lives. It is no wonder 
that Paul makes the call to gratitude three times in three verses!

We have argued throughout this book that the primary way any imperial culture 
claims our lives is through the captivity of our imaginations. Take an average of 
twenty-six hours of television a week, thousands of brand-name logos a day, an edu
cation system structured to produce law-abiding consumers who always crave more, 
and dress it all up with a mythology of divine right to world rule, and it is not sur
prising that the dominant worldview is so deeply internalized in the population—  
including the church— that it is simply taken to be the only viable, normal and com- 
monsensical way of life. In the face of such a deeply ingrained worldview, Paul says, 
“let the word of Christ dwell in you richly” (3:16). Let this word of Christ— this word 
who is Christ— take up its residence in you, be so at home in you, so close to you, 
that this word— not the false and empty words of our culture— is like the very air you 
breathe (Deut 6:6-9). Let this word become your first vocabulary; let it be the lens 
through which you engage the world. Let this word-— this word of truth which is the 
gospel of Jesus, this narrative of redemption— provide you with the metaphors with 
which you make sense of life.

The community is called on to allow the word of Christ to dwell in them richly 
because the impoverished word of the empire is pervasive. The teaching ministry of 
this community, then, is a matter of life and death. Dwell in this word of Christ, so 
that the words of death don’t destroy you!

The word of Christ dwells in this community richly when the community indwells 
the liberating narrative as it engages in the mutual ministry of teaching and admon
ishing one another “in all wisdom.” In an information culture that esteems quick ac

12MaryJo Leddy, Radical Gratitude (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 2002), p. 23.
13Ibid., p. 61.

a
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cess and is preoccupied with the cybernetic production of knowledge, this commu
nity seeks wisdom. In a culture that turns knowledge into power— and often the 
power to do violence to the other— the church is a community that roots wisdom in 
the indwelling presence of the One who was powerless on the cross.

All of this is impossible apart from worship. The community cannot be formed with 
these kind of virtues, cannot take on the character of the renewed image of God, with
out singing “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God" (Col 3:16). Worship is a 
world-making endeavor. By singing songs of praise to God, we proclaim the source 
of ultimate sovereignty in the world. By singing the poem of Colossians 1:15-20, the 
early church subversively announced that Christ, not Caesar, is Lord. By singing that 
song today, we proclaim that Christ—-not the global market, not the president of the 
United States, not Microsoft, not military might— is Lord of our lives. In the face of 
empire, “what is needed is imaginative, liturgic world-making that enacts a world 
more credible than the world of the empire.”15 By reciting these stories to each other 
in worship, we shape our imaginations in a way that engenders an alternative praxis, 
a character shaped in the image of God.

For this community, it all begins and it all ends with Christ. “Christ is all and in 
all.” When the community so indwells his story that its very imagination is trans
formed by this narrative and its daily life in the empire embodies these counter
imperial character traits, “whatever” this community does, “in word or deed,” will be 
done “in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” 
(3:17). Again, the comprehensive nature of Paul’s vision must not be missed. What
ever we do— voting or shopping, writing a poem or a check, shaping educational cur
ricula or a sculpture, establishing a household or a business enterprise, having babies 
or caring for the elderly, paying taxes or lobbying the government, singing praise or 
singing the blues, making a film or making a pie, building housing for the homeless 
or protecting an endangered species— will be done in the name of the Lord Jesus and 
will thereby be giving thanks to the Creator in whose image we have been renewed.

The Poetics of Community
There is something wildly audacious about all of this. This is a vision of life and an 
ethic that are hardly imaginable to most of us. And so again we must turn to poetry 
to help us find the images that might make this radical ethic real in our lives. Wendell 
Berry and Bud Osborn again prove to be wise guides through the terrain of an alter
native ethic in the face of our captivity.

In “Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front,” Berry offers us resources of a 
transformed imagination by contrasting the anonymous world of “the quick profit,

1 W alter Brueggemann, Israel’s Praise: Doxology Against Idolatry and Ideology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 
p. 46.
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the annual raise,” in which we receive “everything ready-made” and in which “when 
they want you to buy something they will call you,” with a subversive alternative 
rooted in love.16

So, friends, every day do something 
that won’t compute. Love the Lord,
Love the world. Work for nothing.
Take all that you have and be poor.
Love someone who does not deserve it.
Because this is a vision of life that embraces humility and patience,

Give your approval to all that you cannot 
understand. Praise ignorance, for what man 
has not encountered he has not destroyed.
Ask the questions that have no answers.
Invest in the millennium. Plant sequoias.
Say that your main crop is the forest
that you did not plant,
that you will not live to harvest.
Say that the leaves are to be harvested 
when they have rotted into the mold.
Call that profit. Prophesy such returns.

As we have seen, in the face of the empire Paul proclaims a gospel that calls forth 
a community of fruitfulness. If this is true, then Berry’s advice about how to discern 
ethically life-giving paths of wisdom in the day-to-day rhythms and decisions of life 
is worth heeding.

Ask yourself: Will this satisfy 
a woman satisfied to bear a child?
Will this disturb the sleep 
of a woman near to giving birth?

Is this cultural action, this communal decision, this political policy or ecological 
practice, this artistic product or technological development life-giving or not? Is it the 
kind of thing that bears good fruit in our lives? Would it make sense to a woman 
about to bring vulnerable new life into the world? Is it something that would be worth 
disturbing the sleep of a woman between the contractions of birthing? If not, then 
abandon it for the path of death it is. This “Manifesto,” this community, is committed 
to life, and life more abundant. “Practice resurrection.”17

Resurrection can be practiced only in the face of death. And death is often

1&Wendell Berry, “Manifesto: The Mad Fanner Liberation Front," in The Selected Poems oj Wendell Berry 
(Washington, D.C.: Counterpoint, 1998), pp. 87-88.

17This is the last line of the poem.
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where the Christian community finds itself. Bud Osborn’s poem “The Truth of 
Community” tells the story of the Franciscan Maximillian Kolbe, who took the 
place of another man in the starvation cell at Auschwitz and while in a death cell 
comforted his fellow prisoners and sang canticles of love.18 The poem ends with 
this testimony:

kolbe
who created community even in auschwitz 
kolbe
who lived community while naked and starving to death 
kolbe
who sang community into a situation without hope 
kolbe
who demonstrated that community cannot be destroyed
though buildings are demolished
though people are scattered and lives are shattered
kolbe
who taught that community cannot be extinguished
as long as a single human being
steps forward
out of line
and speaks out
for the sake of another’s life
kolbe

We might add: Kolbe, who follows a Savior who stepped out of line and gave up 
his life for the sake of us all. Christian community, as demonstrated by Maximillian 
Kolbe and countless others, is founded in the love of God and reflects that love.

Like the love of God for his creation, the love of the Christian community 
“longs for incarnation.”19 Love cannot remain an abstract idea; it must take on flesh 
in the embodied life of the Christian community in particular places and at par
ticular times. Rodney Clapp offers this historical observation: “The original Chris
tians, in short, were about creating and sustaining a unique culture— a way of life 
that would shape character in the image of their God. And they were determined 
to be a culture, a quite public and political culture, even if it killed them and their 
children.”20

What shape might this alternative public and political culture take in our time?

18Bud Osborn, “The Truth of Community” in Hundred Bloch Rock (Vancouver, B.C.: Arsenal Pulp, 1999), 
pp. 45-48.

19Wendell Berry, “Word and Flesh," in What Are People For? (New York: North Point, 1990), p. 200.
20Rodney Clapp, A Peculiar People: The Church as Culture in a Post-Christian Society (Downers Grove, 111.:
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A Christian Political Vision
If the church is a body politic, what kind of political vision might be engendered by the 
virtues of community that we meet in Colossians 3:12-14? What would a political vision 
shaped by compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, forgiveness, love and 
peace look like? How could we envision a politics of compassion that insists on standing 
with the most vulnerable members of our society? Would this be a politics of greed that 
is preoccupied with tax cuts for the richest members of society and international trade 
policies that aim for economic growth for its own sake? Or is the community renewed 
in the image of God committed to a politics for “the least of these” (Mt 25:40)— for ab
original peoples, drug addicts, gays, the homeless and the poorest of the poor?

Further, what would a political vision suffused with kindness look like? Would it 
be a politics of care that seeks to attend to questions of ecological stewardship and 
sustainability before we confront environmental crises? Would it engender an eco
nomics of care that places questions of quality of life, ecological principles, social 
well-being and health at the forefront of all policy discussions, legislation and 
personal/communal decision-making?21

Or consider humility as a political virtue. While a Christian political vision is all- 
encompassing because it serves Christ, who is all and in all, this is not a politics of 
grandiosity or arrogance. Recognizing that Christ— not we— restores the creation, we 
need have no pretense or anxiety about what we are doing. We are called to a politics 
of humility because we know who saves the world. Further, this is a servant politics 
that is characterized by humility because it seeks to serve the humble, not the 
haughty Rather than enacting policy that makes our nation “great” or our town a 
“world-class city,” this politics serves “the least of these.” Perhaps this will mean shift
ing the agenda away from amassing economic power to addressing the scandal of 
child poverty, or away from focusing on national security to forming refugee and im
migration policies suffused with hospitality.

How might we envision a politics of meekness? “Blessed are the meek,” Jesus says, 
“for they shall inherit the earth” (Mt 5:5), They inherit the earth because they never 
grasped the earth and claimed proprietary rights over it. A politics characterized by 
meekness is a politics of gift. It doesn’t grasp but receives this creation, this city, this 
wonderful land in all of its richness and beauty as a gift from the Lord. Over against 
the reduction of land to a salable commodity and the eclipse of the family farm by 
monoculture agribusiness, a politics .of meekness may see the farm crisis as founda
tional because the very giftedness of creation is at stake.22 In a scientific culture of 
dangerous arrogance about what we can accomplish both medically and agricultur

a Bob Goudzwaard and Harry de Lange, Beyond Poverty and Affluence: Toward an Economy oj Care, trans. 
and ed. Mark Vander Vennen (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995).
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ally through genetic modification, a politics of humility and meekness cuts through 
such arrogance and counsels a much more careful approach to biotechnology

In a political culture in which politicians and party strategists seldom look beyond 
the next election because they are preoccupied with either gaining or maintaining po
litical power, consider the shape of a politics of patience. In a politics that is addicted 
to the quick fix, it would seem that patience is not a political virtue. But it is a Chris
tian one. Christians can be patient about righting the world’s wrongs (though still pas
sionate about justice!) because we know that the establishment of the just society—  
what the book of Revelation calls the New Jerusalem-— and the healing of the earth 
are finally not in our hands but in God’s. We long to see Christ revealed, and we live 
our political lives anticipating his kingdom, but we do so with patience. Ours is a po
litical vision for the long haul, not preoccupied with power or the quick fix.

But what would a politics embedded in an ethic of forgiveness look like? Surely a 
community that actively promotes forgiveness would not want to limit this virtue to 
its internal life with no public implications. Imagine the radical impact forgiveness 
would have if applied to international conflict, penal reform, race relations and the 
crippling indebtedness of the poorest nations.

Shuttle diplomacy without somehow calling nations to reconciliation through real 
forgiveness is doomed to failure in regions like the Middle East, Africa, Latin America 
and the Balkan states.24 More repressive prisons and sanctioned state murder will not 
produce a safer and more law-abiding society. Race relations will not improve simply 
through our trying harder “to get along.” But what if penal reform and race relations 
were negotiated in an ethos of mutual forbearance and forgiveness, not retribution 
and vengeance? That such an ethos can take an institutional shape in a society has 
been proven by the remarkable success of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
in postapartheid South Africa25 And that a biblical understanding of forgiveness can 
capture the imaginations of people from all over the world and all the world religions 
has been proven through the success of the Jubilee 2000 campaign to provide debt 
relief to the most indebted nations of the world.26

23Brewster Kneen, Farmageddon: Food and the Culture of Biotechnology (Gabriola Island, B.C.: New Society, 
1999), See also Bill McKibben, Enough: Staying Human in an Engineered Age (New York: Henry Holt/Owl, 
2004).

^Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness and Reconciliation 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1996).

2 Jam es Cochrane, John de Gruchy and Stephen Martin, eds., Facing the Truth: South African Faith Commu
nities and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (Capetown: David Philip/Athens: Ohio University Press, 
1999); and Desmond Tutu, There Is No Future Without Forgiveness (New York: Doubleday, 2000).

2<3Hans Ucko, ed., The Jubilee Challenge: Utopia or Possibility? Jewish and Christian Insights (Geneva: WCC  
Publications, 1997). See also the three volumes of essays from the Canadian Ecumenical Jubilee Initia
tive, Making a New Beginning: Biblical Rejlections on jubilee (Toronto: CEJI, 1998); jubilee, Wealth and the 
Market (Toronto: CEJI, 1999); and Sacred Earth, Sacred Community: jubilee, Ecology and Aboriginal Peoples
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What all of this is about is love. A politics rooted in love is not the sentimentality 
of warm feelings in the political arena. Rather, love takes on political shape injustice. 
Justice as the political face of love is never impartial but is always biased. In the kind 
of biblical faith that occasions Paul’s understanding of love, justice is always suspi
cious of the powerful and biased toward the powerless. Justice is first and foremost 
directed toward the orphan, widow and stranger precisely because these people lack 
the economic and political power to defend themselves. Love shapes the very content 
of justice. God’s love takes sides with the most vulnerable, the most oppressed. There
fore a Christian political praxis of love seeks justice for those who are the most mar
ginalized, the most oppressed and downtrodden. While an idolatrous culture of greed 
is always willing to allow the powerless to be oppressed by the powerful and will al
ways tolerate homelessness, disease and violence amongst the disfranchised, and an 
ever-growing income gap between the rich and the poor, a Christian community of 
love will strive to bring justice to those at the bottom of society. Love, Paul says, 
“binds everything together in perfect harmony” (3:14). Love unifies and love heals. 
In a society that has gaping wounds in its social fabric, the Christian community, 
through its example and its societal and political witness, is called to be an agent of 
reconciliation and justice.

Reconciliation is at the heart of peacemaking. Peace is not simply the absence of 
war; it is the presence of well-being and justice in social and international relations. 
A community whose hearts are ruled by “the peace of Christ” is a community of 
peacemakers. Empires are built on violence and maintain their power through vio
lence. The United States spends more on its armed forces than the rest of the world 
put together. The military is the largest single employer in the United States, and the 
United States is the largest arms exporter in the world.27 While the U.S. administra
tion was willing to go to war against Iraq under the false pretenses of “weapons of 
mass destruction,” supposed connections to A1 Qaeda and 9/11, and the “liberation” 
of Iraq, Christians are called to let the peace of Christ that rules in their hearts to rule 
in their political lives as well. Pious language about God blessing America notwith
standing, the geopolitical agenda of the Pax Americana is not the agenda of the king
dom of God. And if the control of oil stocks is fundamentally a matter of fueling the 
machinery of economic growth for the sake of a consumerist society, then Christians 
should declare themselves noncombatants in this kind of war.

A war-mongering empire should find no support from a community that worships 
the Prince of Peace. Stanley Hauerwas reminds us that “a nation at war has no time 
for the poor, no space to worry about the extraordinary inequities that constitute this 
society or about those parts of the world ravaged by hunger and genocide. Every
thing— civil liberties, due process, the protection of the law— must be subordinated
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to the one great moral enterprise of winning the unending war against terrorism.”28 
Not if the peace of Christ rules in your hearts! Then everything— whatever we do in 
word or deed— is directed to a.politics of peacemaking. Everything! Whether it be pro
testing the war, refusing to serve, withholding taxes, going to the enemy country to 
stand as a witness for peace, engaging in civil disobedience, supporting the victims 
or boycotting the corporate players in the military-industrial complex, everything a 
Christian community does in a time of imperial war should be directed to peace.

This peacemaking, this persistent though patient politics of care, compassion, 
kindness, humility, meekness, reconciliation, love and justice, is generated by an al
ternative and liberating “word” and sustained in an ethos of gratitude. As an alterna
tive to the foolish belief that peace, prosperity and social well-being are secured 
through the growth of the economy and the military expansion of imperial control, 
the Christian community seeks political wisdom by being rooted in the word o f Christ. 
While a politics of economic growth “flounders in a time of economic scarcity, when 
the economic pie begins to shrink,” because it has created a sullen culture of entitle
ment and unending growth, a politics of gratitude can live with limits and can say 
“Enough.” Mary Jo Leddy argues that “the choice to affirm that there is enough fo r  all 
is the beginning of social community, peace, and justice” and “frees the imagination 
to think of new political and economic possibilities.”30 Such a politics of enough, 
rooted in the fullness found in Christ, is the calling of a Christian community that 
would take Colossians as a charter for its social, political and economic life.

Again, it all comes down to worship. You see, while Paul rightly calls the commu
nity to sing, pray and teach, the proof of our worship is demonstrated in “whatever 
we do, in word or deed,” This is, if you will, a worshipful politics. The Christian com
munity is not unique in bringing together worship and politics. After all, what was 
the Roman empire up to when it provided legitimation of its regime by means of the 
imperial cult? And what other role do civic events such as Independence Day, the 
State of the Union Address and Remembrance Day, together with reciting the Pledge 
of Allegiance, singing “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” and “God Bless America” 
(these are hymns, remember!), have but to provide a moment of ritual that gives reli
gious legitimation to the American empire? But these are not the worship events of 
the Christian community! In our worship we tell and retell another story than that of 
the republic, hear another word proclaimed, eat an alternative meal of remembrance, 
pledge allegiance to another sovereign, and sing hymns, psalms and spiritual songs 
that set our imaginations free for another way of life, another politics.

2BStanley Hauerwas, “Nonviolence and the W ar W ithout End," The Other Side 38 , no. 6 (November/ 
December 2002): 30-31 .

19 Leddy, Radical Gratitude, p. 123,
3CIbid„ p. 57.
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Touching Down in Daily Life
I think we need to talk.

Yes, we probably do.
Are you saying that I can’t be a patriotic citizen o f my home country and also a citizen o f 

the kingdom o f God?
In a context in which patriotism has become an idolatry of nation, yes, we are say

ing that Christians are not called to patriotism. The Bible never calls us to be patriotic 
to the empire.

In Romans 13 Paul tells us to be subject to the governing authorities, to not resist those 
authorities, to pay our taxes and give respect and honor to the authorities. You seem to be 
calling us to disrespect and dishonor our political leaders. How can you justify all o f  this?

Let us answer that with a few questions of our own. In Acts 16, Paul and Silas are 
imprisoned in Philippi after being beaten and severely flogged. That night an earth
quake shakes open the prison doors, but Paul and Silas don’t escape, and the jailer 
and his family are converted to following Jesus. In the morning, the magistrates send 
the local constable over to say that Paul and Silas are free to go.

So far, so good. Paul will subject himself to authority even to the point of not es
caping when he has a chance. But listen to his response to the message from the mag
istrates: “But Paul replied, ‘They have beaten us in public, uncondemned, men who 
are Roman citizens, and have thrown us into prison; and now are they going to dis
charge us in secret? Certainly not'. Let them come and take us out themselves.’ The 
police reported these words to the magistrates, and they were afraid when they heard 
that they were Roman citizens; so they came and apologized to them. And they took 
them out and asked them to leave the city” (Acts 16:36-39). Now let us ask you, did 
Paul respect and honor these magistrates?

1 don’t know.
Think about it. The authorities decide that these two guys whom they have im

prisoned for a night and given a good beating to should be set free. So they send a 
lesser official— a cop— to tell them they can leave. And Paul will have nothing of it. 
“You tell those officials to get themselves down to this jailhouse and tell me to my face 
that I am free to go,” Paul says. He is saying that after such a public display of injus
tice, such a disregard for due process, these magistrates can’t get off so easily.31 They 
must now publicly right the wrong they have done. So we ask again, did Paul honor 
these magistrates?

Well, when you put it that way, I guess not.

31The U.S. Patriot Act, passed in the wake of the September 11, 2001 , terrorist attacks, gives the state the 
authority to detain noncitizens indehnitely without recourse to legal counsel and without even a charge 
being brought against them. Empires attend to “due process” only when it suits the imperial agenda. For 
a profoundly Christian response to these political developments, see Wendell Berry, Citizenship Papers 
(Washington, D.C.: Shoemaker and Hoard, 2 0 03), esp. chaps. 1-2.
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Actually, when we put it that way, we think Paul did honor those magistrates. You 
see, Paul is insisting that they exercise the authority invested in them— an authority 
that he will say in both Romans 13 and the Colossian poem is from God!— in a 
manner appropriate to their public office. Public officials who misuse their author
ity must face up to that misuse in public. Paul honors these magistrates precisely 
by calling them to task. And because he believes that their authority is not ulti
mately rooted in the authority of the emperor but instituted by God, Paul demands 
that they exercise their authority in a way that demonstrates that they really are ser
vants of God.

Now we suggest that this sheds some light on the matter of subjection to political 
and legal authorities. Rather than read this text as providing carte blanche legitima
tion for any regime, regardless of how idolatrous and oppressive it might be, we sug
gest that Paul is actually limiting the authority of the state. The state is a servant of 
God for our good. It has no legitimacy or authority in and of itself, apart from sub
jection to the rule of God. And when the state clearly abrogates its responsibility to 
do good, when it acts against the will of God, then the Christian community has a 
responsibility to call it back to its rightful duty and even to engage in civil disobedi
ence (see Acts 12:6-23). The state has no authority to do evil.

I f Paul is suggesting here that the authority o f Rome is relativized, then why does he tell 
the Roman Christians to be subject to those authorities and to pay taxes?

This book is on Colossians, but you are right to raise these questions about Ro
mans 13. So let’s take a closer look at that text. In the first place, we need to take se
riously the context in which Romans 13:1-7 occurs. This teaching can’t be isolated 
from what Paul is saying in the surrounding passage. It is preceded by a radical call 
against conformity to this age (12:1-2), within a context of persecution at the hands 
of the empire in 1 2 :9 -2 1 32 It is followed by a call to “owe no one anything, except to 
love one another” (13:8). In the midst of this clear context of nonconformity, perse
cution and the call to love not only the community but also one’s enemies, Paul’s com
ments about the state have ambiguous overtones. It was, after all, the state that had 
persecuted the Roman believers and caused their suffering.

In the second place, the violent nature of the state is underlined by references to 
“fear” and to the state’s bearing of the sword. Paul emphasizes that the state should be 
obeyed because of the fear of wrath (13:5), a fear that is underlined in 13:7: “Pay to 
all what is due them— taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, 
fear to whom fear is due, honor to whom honor is due” (our translation). Note that 
we have translated the Greek word phobos as “fear” to show that this is the same word 
that is used in verses 3-4. The use of the language of fear in relation to the'state, along

3211 Be patient in suffering” (Rom 12 :12); “bless those who persecute you” (12 :14); “if your enemies are hun
gry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink” (12 :20 ); “do not be overcome by evil” 
(12 :21). On the broader context of suffering in the Roman Christian rnmrrmnitv see akn ft-1 7-SQ
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with the mention of the sword, heightens the ambiguity of the passage 33 On the one 
hand Paul is echoing Jewish sources such as Philo who use the language of fear in de
scribing both the brutality of rulers and the need to be obedient out of expediency; 
on the other he is using language that is “quite out of pace with the contemporary 
propaganda of the empire” that touted Nero as a ruler who engaged in no bloodshed 
and no wielding of the sword.35

As Neil Elliot puts it, “‘Honor* may be due the authorities— at least some of 
them— but so, given the reality of the Roman sword, is fear. . . . Given the reality of 
Roman rule, one may ‘do good’ and hope for the best (13.2); but under the circum
stances, open resistance cannot be contemplated, so long as the authorities wield the 
sword (13.4).”36 What sounds to our ears like a completely straightforward call to 
obey governing authorities, especially when read out of the context in which this in
struction was given, has overtones of persecution, fear and bloodshed for the com
munity reading this letter. Romans 13:1-7 is not a call to blind obedience to the state 
but to prudent action; its very vocabulary hints that this particular authority is not 
living up to its God-given calling. In a nutshell, Paul is saying, “Be careful.”

If Paul’s language is so ambiguous here, how do you translate what he is saying into the 
kind o f “politics” you just read out o f Colossians 3?

When the state functions as an empire, when it bears an uncanny resemblance to 
Babylon, then "seeking the welfare” of the state requires shaping an alternative com
munity that practices an alternative politics (Jer 29:7). Our discussion of Colossians 
3 was an attempt to broadly sketch out what that kind of politics might look like in 
our present context. If the empire is war-mongering, then the Christian community 
is called to be a witness for peace. If there is racial oppression in the empire, then a 
community that believes there is neither Jew nor Arab, black or white, Hispanic or 
Asian, because Christ is all and in all, will lay down its life for the sake of racial justice. 
If women and racial minorities receive unfair treatment in the marketplace and the 
public square, then the church calls for, and demonstrates, equal opportunity. If 
homelessness and hunger are on the rise in our society, then a community suffused 
with kindness builds housing, feeds the hungry and then gets busy addressing the 
root causes of that homelessness and hunger. If the empire enacts social policy that 
leaves the poor destitute, establishes trade policy that legitimates unfair trade prac
tices, and passes environmental law that allows global warming to go unchecked, spe
cies to go extinct at alarming rates, and our waterways to become chemical sewage

33Neil Elliot, "Romans 13.1-7  in the Context of Imperial Propaganda,” in Paul and Empire: Religion and 
Power in Roman Imperial Society, ed. Richard A. Horsley (Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 
1997), pp. 196-203.

3,tIbid., pp. 200 -201  and references cited there.
3=Ibid., pp. 201 -3  and references cited there.
36Ibid.,p. 201.
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dumps, then a Christian politics of compassion, kindness and meekness both lobbies 
for alternative policies and attempts to live in a way that is consistent with these foun
dational Christian virtues.

Are you saying that the state should he Christian?
Actually in the present context of North American politics, the state is saying itself 

that it is Christian, and we are denying that claim. No, we are not calling for a “Chris
tian state.” All such attempts in the past have been failures. And such a move would 
make Christian faith into precisely the kind of violent and absolutistic regime that we 
have spent this book trying to avoid. Our agenda, and we think Paul’s agenda, is both 
less and more ambitious. It is less ambitious because we do not believe the kingdom 
of God is established until Christ returns to establish a new heavens and a new earth. 
Our task is to live in that coming kingdom now.

Remember how Paul began and ended this section of the epistle: Since you have 
been raised with Christ, set your minds on where Christ is, the enthroned one, seated 
at the right hand of God. And if that messianic rule is what animates your life and 
shapes your imagination, then whatever you do, in word or deed-including your 
political life as well as your professional, familial, recreational, artistic, economic, so
cial and ecological life— will be done in the name of Jesus. So our modest agenda is 
to live our lives fully subject to Christ’s rule in the midst of an empire that recognizes 
no rule but its own. We do not plan to overthrow that empire but simply to be faithful 
witnesses to the kingdom in the face of the empire. We don’t expect to see America, 
or any other empire, ever being Christian. Our agenda is not that ambitious.

On the other hand our hope is in some respects even more ambitious. We long for, 
and hope to anticipate in our daily life, nothing less than the kingdom of God renew
ing all of creation. This means that we dare to hope for peace on earth, for the beating 
of swords into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks (Is 2:4; Mic 4:3), for the 
healing of the nations (Rev 22:2), for justice to roll down like a river (Amos 5:24). 
This means that we are willing to live— or at least attempt to live— as if a politics of 
compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, forgiveness, love and peace 
makes sense.

What does this look like, then, in daily life? What kinds o f ordinary decisions do you make 
that reflect this character?

That’s the question that we are asked over and over again, by our students, by our 
friends, by our church community, even by our academic colleagues. That is why in 
our narrative about Nympha we suggested that this was the kind of question the Co- 
lossian community had to struggle with. How do we live in the shadow of empire? 
What cultural, economic and social practices ought to characterize the community 
that finds its identity and direction in the story of Jesus?
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We need to admit at the outset that this is a lifelong challenge. We always find our
selves in a struggle to discern the shape of a Christ-directed life and to live it. And this 
struggle is full of compromises and tensions all along the way.38

But let’s put the question this way: if the empire in which we live bows the knee 
before the golden calf of economism and believes that economic growth is the pur
pose of life, the engine of progress and the meaning of history, then how does a com
munity that refuses to pay homage to that false god actually live? Well, let’s begin with 
what we do with our money. Condemning the idolatry of economism does not mean 
that Christians withdraw from economic life. Economism is the absolutization of a 
good dimension of human interaction in this creation: economic exchange. We must 
not respond to the idolatry by abandoning what is good in economic life. Rather, if 
we understand economics as a matter of the just and fruitful stewardship of creational 
resources, including money, we must reclaim this dimension of our lives for the sake 
of the kingdom.

How?
Well, to begin with, we should be careful to not allow the empire to use our re

sources for its idolatrous purposes. For example, consider banking and retirement 
funds. When we place our money in the bank or a retirement fund, managers at those 
institutions invest that money wherever they think it will get the best return. The 
problem is that in the context of the global economy, the best return is often found in 
industries that oppress the poor in sweatshops, destroy the environment, and pro
duce products that a Christian understanding of stewardship would find useless, friv
olous or offensive. Should Christians have money in industries that are based on cash 
crops in Third World nations, produce plastic toys in sweatshops for children of the 
wealthy or bolster the military-industrial complex? We don’t think so. Nor do we 
think that money should be invested in money. The whole business of currency spec
ulation seems to us to be economic idolatry at its worst. When money is invested in 
money in the global market of currency speculation, people make a profit without 
ever producing a product or a service that might be of some use or benefit to anyone 
else. This is an incredible travesty of stewardship.

So we need to think long and hard about our investments. Perhaps a credit union 
or a local bank with a social conscience will provide a viable alternative to large char
ter banks. Perhaps ethical funds that uphold standards regarding the ecological, so
cial and political impact of our investments are a better place for our retirement sav

38Deedee Williams offers honest counsel on these struggles in “Living into the Hard Choices,” The Other 
Side 38 , no, 6 (November/December 2002): 10-15. We have been helped over the years by Loren and 
Mary Ruth Wilkinson’s book Caring For Creation in Your Own Backyard (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Servant, 
1992).

39An example of such a bank is Dwelling House Saving and Loan, 501 Herron Avenue, Pittsburgh, PA
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ings. And perhaps we just need to be giving more away: The level of giving in 
churches at the beginning of the twenty-first century is certainly well below anything 
like a 10 percent tithe! One guidepost we work with is that if we ever find in a given 
year that we have invested more in our own future by way of retirement savings than 
we have given away for someone elses present need, there is something terribly 
wrong. We tend to think the ratio should be at least two to one: for every dollar we 
invest in retirement savings, two dollars should be given away to an agency that will 
serve the poor.

Well, investments and retirement savings are pretty fa r  from  my reality right now. I don’t 
generally have enough money to think about those things y et

Do you eat?
Yes, I eat.
Where do you buy your groceries?
At the supermarket, like everyone else.
Maybe we need to reconsider the local supermarket as the source of our food. 

Food production in the global market is as tied to the bottom line of profits as is any 
other commodity The result is that Mexican peasants produce strawberries for our 
tables while their own children go hungry Colombian farmers cut down their citrus 
groves to increase their coffee crop and find that they have only one source of income, 
so if there is a crop failure or the price of coffee goes down, they are left destitute.40 
Our point is that food is deeply political, and we need to pay attention to where our 
food comes from and what is in it.41 Attractiveness and longevity on the shelf require 
that various chemicals be added to much of our produce and processed foods. And 
increasingly we will find that our foods are genetically modified, though the produc
ers will fight to keep that information away from us.

Now the question is, how does a community committed to justice and love for our 
Mexican and Colombian neighbors, and committed to an economics of humility and 
kindness in relation to the stewardship of natural resources, develop an alternative 
lifestyle when it comes to food? In the first place, we need to be aware of where our 
food is coming from and what its real social, ecological and economic costs are. What 
is the social implication of cash crops in the Third World? What does switching to 
cash crops for export do to those communities? What are the ecological costs of the 
chemically intensive and single-crop practices of the agribusiness sector? To whom 
are we really paying the 69 cents a pound for our bananas? How much is the farmer 
getting? How much goes to the wholesaler and the retailer?

Shopping at the large chain supermarkets will never allow you to get enough con

40Gregory Dicum and Nina Luttinger, The Coffee Book: Anatomy of an Industry from Crop to the Last Drop 
(New York: The New Press, 1999).

41 Stephen H. Webb, Good Eating (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Brazos, 2001); and Michael Schut, ed., Food and
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trol over your food consumption to be able to be free of the empire. So we suggest 
that people set up food co-ops. A food co-op is a nonprofit enterprise that serves its 
members with quality food produced as locally as possible, in environmentally re
sponsible ways, and that seeks to do justice to the producer of the food.

Aren’t food  co-ops expensive?
That depends. Since food co-ops provide many basic food items in bulk and do 

not add exorbitant markups, their products are often less expensive than a supermar
ket’s. But because many food co-ops carry organic and health foods, the meats and 
vegetables may be more expensive than the agribusiness-produced food at the larger 
chain stores. But the quality is better, and the price more accurately represents what 
the food really costs to produce. And the producers are getting a fairer return on their 
investment of time and labor in producing that food.

There is also another side to “expense.” In our culture people are increasingly pay
ing for someone else to produce and process their food for them. We think one of the 
most radical things we can do in the face of an imperial food economy is to start grow
ing our own food again. Indeed, in the face of the empire, backyard gardens are po
tentially subversive. In growing our own food we are saying no to the corporations, 
no to genetically modified foods, no to supermarket control of the vegetables and 
fruits we eat, no to the use of chemicals to produce perfect-looking but toxic food. 
Neighborhood and communal gardens take this a step further, saying yes to healthy 
food for the poor and for those with no access to land.

Of course these are not the only ways to produce and eat food in an alternative 
way. There are also community-supported agriculture programs, in which urban folk 
make a contract to buy the produce of a particular farmer, who then delivers the pro
duce throughout the season as crops come ripe. In such programs the community 
that buys the food shares both the risks and the benefits of food production with the 
farmer. A set price is paid for the crop when it is planted. If there is a crop failure, the 
whole community bears the cost of that failure, but if there is a bumper crop, the 
whole community benefits. It doesn’t all hang on the shoulders of the farmer.43

Then there is the question of how food is processed. One of the most expensive 
things we do in our time-starved society is buy processed foods. We pick up food at 
the takeout counter or go to that massive wall of freezers in the supermarket with all 
the meals ready for the microwave. From a purely dollars-and-cents perspective, this 
is vastly more expensive than buying organic foods and cooking them yourself. From 
an ecological perspective, the ways these processed food products were produced—  
the heavy use of pesticides and herbicides, the high-energy processing in the factory, 
the preservatives that must be used, the high cost of freezing and transporting these

42Sylyia Keesmaat, “Gardening in the Empire,” The Banner 137, no. 3 (February 25 , 2002): 28-30 .
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products— make this a very expensive way to produce food.
But there is another way in which this is an expensive way to eat. This fast-food 

convenience not only is unsustainable from an economic and environmental perspec
tive, it also engenders an unsustainable personal and familial life. There is a world of 
difference between sitting down at a table with food produced in a factory and now 
piping hot out of the microwave and sitting down with a meal that has been lovingly 
prepared from the basic raw materials of foods cooked in the adjoining kitchen 
throughout the afternoon. Not only do so-called convenience foods often feed into a 
lifestyle in which there is no time for a family meal, they also render us so dependent 
on the imperial structures of food supply that we don’t even know how to cook any
more. What could serve the interests of the empire better than that? When we become 
dependent on unsustainable and oppressive structures for our daily bread, not only 
do we make a mockery of the Lord’s Prayer, but we have become docile subjects of 
the empire rather than free citizens of the kingdom.

So you think Paul is advocating organic gardening and home-cooking in Colossians 3?
No, we are advocating organic gardening and home cooking as one faithful expres

sion of the community ethic that Paul is offering, once we begin to reflect on the na
ture of food production and consumption in the context of our own imperial realities.

What other things do you think are important fo r  our daily lives?
We’ve talked about the basic need for food; why not consider transportation next? 

We live in a automobile-addicted society, and that addiction is quite literally killing 
us and killing others. Not only do we never get the exercise we need because of the 
car, we are also destroying the environment through this addiction. Perhaps global 
warming has already gotten to a point of no return, but the evidence that makes the 
connection between fossil-fuel consumption and global warming is conclusive.44 It’s 
time for the bicycle again! While complicated science may be needed to understand 
global warming, it doesn’t take rocket science to see that reducing our burning of fos
sil fuels is necessary if we want to be ecologically responsible. So Christians should 
reduce their use of automobiles and increase old-fashioned modes of transportation: 
riding a bike or walking. If these are not feasible, then Christians should be at the 
forefront of promoting public transit.

The automobile is the preferred mode of transportation for autonomous human 
beings. But the new self renewed in the image of God in Jesus Christ knows that au
tonomy is quite literally a dead end. If we are not autonomous individuals but 
persons-in-relation made for community, then we should seek modes of transporta
tion that enhance community. The car is decidedly not such a technology.

It sounds as ij your understanding o f community goes beyond the church, beyond the

44See Steven Bouma-Prediger, For the. Beauty of the Earth: A Christian Visionfor Creation Care (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Baker, 2001), pp. 61-64. Also important is Bill McKibbin’s powerful though disturbing book The 
End of Nature (New York: Doubleday, 1989).
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community o f those who follow Jesus. Are you saying that we have a responsibility to the 
community as a whole?

That’s right. As we live as a community shaped by the story of jesus, we are to be 
a witness to and in service of the community beyond the church. To secede from the 
empire does not mean withdrawal from the local community Tet’s stay with the ex
ample of transportation for a minute. When a city plan called for a new expressway 
to be built through the heart of a residential neighborhood and down an existing ra
vine, we joined others in protest. And we actually managed to stop that expressway. 
The ravine with its rich biodiversity has been saved as a green zone in the city. Neigh
borhoods have remained intact, and a new subway system has been constructed un
derneath the proposed expressway route. Participating in the protest and helping to 
seek a better solution, we felt, was an integral expression of our Christian faith, in sol
idarity with our neighbors.

Or consider another example. When McDonald’s announced plans to rebuild its 
local restaurant to include a drive-through window, we actively supported the local 
neighborhood group and the local city politician in opposing this development. 
Why? Just because we think McDonald’s is one of the most egregious examples of im
perial food? Not really. The pressing issue was the health of the neighborhood. Is a 
drive-through that would increase traffic and create a hazard for parents, children and 
the elderly on the sidewalk conducive to good community? We didn’t think so, and 
neither did our neighbors. So the megacorporation had to deal with a group of angry 
residents who would take the issue as far as it needed to go in order to stop this in
cursion into the community.

Of course, all of this brings us back to politics. It’s no use talking about a Christian 
political vision if you are not prepared to take political action. For our family, munic
ipal elections have become one of our favorite events as we take the kids to our local 
councilor’s office and get busy going door to door to get him reelected. That this man 
is a Christian is a bonus for us, but we would support him even if he weren’t. You see, 
his politics demonstrate the character of Christ. His first political questions about any 
policy or conflict have to do with justice, kindness and service to the most vulnerable. 
Such a politician is rare and needs our support.

You have talked about politics, community action, transportation, food  and money. And 
I imagine we could go on to discuss things like education, media, healthcare and the arts. 
But one thing I’ve noticed is that environmental concerns seem to underlie an awful lot o f  
what you ’ve been saying a Christian communal ethic should look like. Now I had always 
read Colossians 3 in rather personalistic ways, and your interpretation has opened up this 
text as a communal ethic, even a political ethic. Would you say it contains an environmen
tal ethic as well?

If we start, talking about the environment, we’re not sure you’ll be able to get a 
word in edgewise for the rest of the chapter.
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That’s a risk I ’m willing to take.
Well then, yes, we think that Colossians 3 has significant environmental impli-

45cations.

An Ecological Ethic
Again, let’s be clear about what we are and what we are not saying. Paul didn’t have 
food co-ops in mind when he described the character of the Christian community, 
and he didn’t have an ecological worldview in mind either. But it is fair for us to ask 
whether this ethic has ecological consequences for our lives as a Christian community 
in the twenty-first century The text itself gives a profound legitimacy to our question. 
After all, this is a community for whom Christ “is all and in all,” says Paul. And what 
is that “all”? Remember the cosmic scope of the poem about Christ in chapter 1. “All 
things have been created through him and for him,” “in him all things hold together,” 
and “through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on 
earth or in heaven” (Col 1:15-17, 20). This gospel has been preached to all creatures 
(1:23). This is a cosmic redemption that extends to the very stuff of creation, and 
therefore this view of Christ and creation must have ecological consequences.

Remember also that Paul says the new community “is being renewed in knowledge 
according to the image of its creator” (3:10). The clear allusion to the opening chap
ters of Genesis raises the question for us of how this renewed image-bearing commu
nity tills and cares for the rest of creation. If we are renewed in the image of the Cre
ator, then we must ask how the virtues of such a renewal transform and reshape our 
stewardship of the earth.

So take a look again at Paul’s list. This is a community of compassion that shares in 
the pathos and pain of creation. Is compassion an appropriate response to the suffer
ing of nonhuman creatures? Ought we to be driven to compassion by something as 
immediate as the plight of animals in our own bioregion and something as abstract 
as the thinning of the ozone layer? Yes, compassion is precisely the appropriate re
sponse. When fellow creatures, whether they be particular animals or complex eco
logical systems, are in distress, when they cry out in anguish, a compassionate com
munity responds, because it has the ears to hear those cries.

Recognizing with Paul and the whole biblical witness that creation in all of its rich, 
complex diversity is good, a delight to its Creator, means that those who are renewed 
in knowledge according to the image of this Creator will act “so as to preserve diverse 
kinds of life.”47 The renewal of the image of God in our lives will engender an ecolog

45Many of the insights in this section were suggested by our students in the Creation Care Studies Program 
in Belize in November 2002.

16Among Steven Bouma-Prediger’s most significant contributions to Christian environmental ethics are his 
proposals for a character ethic that discerns ecological virtues: For the Beauty of the Earth, chap. 6.

47lbid., p, 142.
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ical kindness: we will receive the creation as a gift and refuse to engage in aggressive 
mastery and subjugation of the earth. Creation care rooted in kindness wants to ask 
whether a given activity— choosing a mode of transportation, deciding how to deal 
with our waste or establishing the family menu for the week— will serve to honor the 
integrity, stability and beauty of a biotic community or harm that community. Kind
ness will always privilege care over harm, protection over destruction.

Kindness, however, is impossible where the relationship is unequal and based in 
an arrogant power “over" the other. Therefore an ecological ethic of humility rooted in 
Colossians 3 calls us to replace the arrogance of modern ecological control and de
struction with a more respectful and careful mode of ecological engagement. It was a 
lack of humility in relation to our knowledge and technological abilities that led to a 
nuclear power industry that has littered the world with radioactive waste. Industry 
developers arrogantly insisted that while they didn’t know how to safely dispose of 
such waste when it was first being produced, they were sure that future science and 
technology would be able to solve the problem. The future is now, and there is still 
no solution.

In a similar way, humility would want to slow down the march toward genetic 
modification of our food sources. In humility we should raise questions about the 
long-term ecological and economic consequences of genetically modified seed stocks. 
What happens, we ask, when crosspollination modifies more and more of the ecosys
tem, eventually wiping out the natural genetic development of species that has taken 
millennia within God’s good time? Not only does this continue the ecological foolish
ness of large-scale monoculture farming (one blight or disease and the whole crop is 
gone), it also entrenches an agribusiness system of total control over farmers. Using 
genetically modified patented seeds means that farmers must pay the seed companies 
every year for their seed. Even farmers whose crops have been tainted by genetically 
modified seed from their neighbor’s fields are being forced to pay the companies, A 
rice farmer in the Philippines puts the matter clearly: “If seeds are patented, it’s like 
cutting off a farmer’s arm since you are removing the farmer’s freedom to choose seeds 
and preserve them."4 Of course, the perpetrators of this revolution in genetic modi
fication view the raising of such issues as little more than the paranoid fear-mongering 
of opponents of progress. But these questions arise not out of fear of progress but out 
of a fear of arrogance. These are the questions of humility.

Again, in the mode of arrogant control, there is only one voice that gets heard—  
the so-called voice of progress and profits. The one voice that is always drowned out 
in our cultural cacophony— until it screams at us through ecological disasters— is the 
voice of creation. It takes a certain meekness and receptivity to hear that voice. A com
munity renewed in knowledge according to the image of the Creator embraces meek-

4eQuoted by Devlin Kuyek in “Rice Is Life,” New Internationalist 349  (September 2002): 17.
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ness as integral to its way of engaging the world, because it follows a Lord who said, 
“Blessed are the meek,” and who was recognized as the Messiah by the very stones on 
the side of the road (Mt 5:5; Lk 19:40).

The meek do not assume to control the earth, nor do they live beyond their means. 
They realize that people cannot continue to abuse the earth with impunity, because 
they are receptive enough to discern the forces of creation that are beyond our con
trol. If it is true that the meek will inherit the earth, then a community that embraces 
meekness as a virtue will want to make sure there is an earth worth inheriting. Re
ducing the production of waste, reusing materials as often as possible and recycling 
waste once it cannot be reused any further should be second nature for such a com
munity.

Integral to an ecologically sustainable way of life is rest. Not only must human be
ings receive rest and experience sabbath, but so also must all of creation. In our cul
ture, however, no one gets real rest. An economically driven culture is always on the 
go, seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. We have to keep moving because we 
might be left behind and we might not get what we want now. Ours is a culture of 
impatience. We can’t rest because we wouldn’t know what to do with ourselves if we 
weren’t producing and consuming. For leisure we need the numbing presence of tele
vision, otherwise we would go crazy with impatience, waiting for the next thing to 
do. A culture of impatience has no time to slow down, plant and tend flowers, ob
serve the changing of the seasons, or notice migrating bird species flying over our 
backyard or the park. A culture of impatience has no conception whatsoever of what 
it might mean to allow the creation to rest for its rejuvenation. For such an ethos of 
rest we need a community suffused with patience. An ecological mode of being in the 
world requires slow, attentive dwelling with creation, and only patience can provide 
us with the character to hang in there for the long haul of ecological healing.

From a biblical perspective, ecological brokenness is rooted in human sin. Cre
ation groans in travail (Rom 8:22) because of the disobedience of the human steward 
of creation. In the graphic language of Leviticus, the land will vomit out the inhabit
ants because of their idolatry (Lev 18:28). So Paul calls the Colossian community to 
abandon all idolatry, all graven images, and be renewed in the image of the Creator. 
Such renewal, however, requires forgiveness, and this has been a repeated theme in 
Paul’s epistle (Col 1:14; 2:13; 3:13). But what can be the ecological meaning of for
giveness?

Forgiveness is necessary if there is to be a renewed relationship. When covenant 
is broken, it can be repaired only when that break is healed through forgiveness. Our 
renewal as image-bearing caretakers of the earth must be rooted in a renewed rela
tionship with the Creator through receiving forgiveness for our covenant-breaking 
idolatry, and perhaps there is a sense in which we must also seek forgiveness from cre
ation itself. When we do injustice to another, deny their rights and inflict violence on
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them, reconciliation requires confession and forgiveness. If this is the case in human 
relations,why not in our relationship with the nonhuman creation? Wendell Berry has 
said, “Our destruction of nature is not just bad stewardship, or stupid economics, or 
a betrayal of family responsibility; it is the most horrid blasphemy. It is flinging God’s 
gifts into His face, as if they were of no worth beyond that assigned to them by our 
destruction of them.” It is blasphemy because it holds both the Creator and the cre
ation in contempt. Now, if all of creation is included in the covenant God makes 
through Noah (see Gen 9:8-17), and if Jesus comes to redeem all things, then ecolog
ical renewal and restoration require a spirituality of repentance for our blasphemous 
destruction of this good earth. That repentance means taking a stance of contrition 
before both God and the creation that we have wantonly destroyed. We will find that, 
like the Creator, creation can be a very generous and gracious covenant partner.

As we sat on a dock with a group of students late one night, the conversation 
turned to the question of why God made the world. We listened as the students went 
around and around on this one. Did God need the world? Was God lonely? Was there 
some preexisting force that God had to tame and direct toward a creation? None of 
these answers were satisfying, until at last one student suggested that God made the 
world because God is love.

. A reverent silence came over the group, and for a few minutes we all lay out on the 
dock looking at the stars, hearing loons calling from across the lake and feeling the 
air chill as we entered deeper into the night. Then someone quoted from Psalm 33: 
“For the word of the L o r d  is upright, and all his work is done in faithfulness. He loves 
righteousness and justice; the earth is full of the steadfast love of the L o r d ” ( w . 4-5), 
The earth is full of the steadfast love of God! Even in the face of our ecological hate, 
our contemptuous rape of this creation of delight, the creation in its very being radi
ates the love of God.

Knowing the world in love is the only viable alternative to a knowing aimed at ob
jective mastery. But such knowing is never divorced from doing. To know in love, to 
receive the world as full of the love of God, calls forth an ecology of love. As a mode 
of knowledge, ecology is the study of things in their complex and dynamic webs of 
relationships. Paul’s ethic of love translates into an ecological practice (and theory) 
that wants to see those relationships directed by love. Whether the lion that eats the 
gazelle is engaging in a relationship of love is not for us to say. But we do know this, 
that our relationship to lions, gazelles, wetlands, ozone layers and backyard gardens 
— that is, our mode of ecological relationality— is to image the love of God that fills 
the earth.

Relating to nonhuman creation in love, however, is not an easy thing to contemplate

^Wendell Berry, “Christianity and the Survival of Creation," in Sex, Economy, Freedom and Community (New
Yrvrb" Ponhbi^cM-i IG Q ^  n  OQ
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in our cultural context. Responding to the world in love is possible only when our imag
ination is set free from the worldview of commodification and objectification. When we 
can confess that the world is full of the steadfast love of God, and when our lives are 
brought together in a love that binds all things together in perfect harmony— that is, a 
love that makes things ecologically whole again— we will know deep within our being, 
with every breath we take, that love is stronger than any darkness, even the cultural dark
ness of our times, and stronger than death, even the ecocidal death that surrounds us.

So we are called to “let the peace of Christ rule” in our hearts. Just as peace in our 
hearts must lead us to be peacemakers in a world at war, so also must that peace in 
our hearts lead us to be peacemakers in a world that is at war against the very biotic, 
genetic, chemical and physical structures of creation. In this war Christians are called 
to be conscientious objectors. Christians will seek to be ecological peacemakers 
through their political activism, their patterns of consumption, the way they heat 
their homes and churches, the materials they use in constructing homes and 
churches, the way they deal with their waste, the cleaning products they use, and the 
kinds of technology they employ

Let’s put it this way. If Christians are committed to a covenant of peace with all of 
creation, they will seek to reduce the amount of waste thrown into landfill sites. How 
might this influence Christian parents’ decision about how to deal with the waste that 
comes from their baby’s bum? That’s what it comes down to: what do we do about 
diapers? If the peace of Christ rules in our hearts, and if it is a peace for all creation, 
then does it matter whether we use disposable or cloth diapers? Is this a matter of 
Christian integrity?50 Yes, it is. Christians committed to ecological restoration and 
peace will want to put cloth diapers on their baby’s bottom, because this is healthier 
for the child and puts considerably less strain on our ecosystem.51

Ecological care is fundamentally a matter of homemaking, just as the word eco
nomics refers to the laws or rules of the household (oikos = house, nomos = rules), ecol
ogy is a study of how the household of life is structured, how the world works (otkos 
= house, logos = study). When the structures of life have been broken, when the rules 
for the household are transgressed, the world is increasingly rendered uninhabitable. 
Without ecological care, without a life that reflects something of the virtues that Paul 
commends in Colossians 3, our creational home is broken, and we find that we can 
no longer dwell in it as our home. So what happens if in this condition of ecological 
homelessness we allow the word of Christ to dwell in us richly ? Does the word of Christ

50If we are going to talk about disposable diapers, why not also think about disposable menstrual prod- 
ucts? Why are we dumping blood-stained tampons and pads into landfill sites when there is the ecolog
ically more appropriate option of washable organic cotton pads?

31See Laura Schmitt, “Crazy for Cloth: The Benefits of Cloth Diapers," Mothering 116 (January/February 
2003): 36-39. In a profound article in this same issue, the staff of the magazine offer a comprehensive
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taking up residence in the very heart of our lives affect the way we take up residence 
in the world that was created, coheres and is being redeemed in, through and for this 
very Christ? Does this word of Christ shape the way we dwell in this world? Does this 
word shape our way of inhabiting the world?

Inhabitation requires attention to, intimacy with and even love of a particular 
place. Only then are we at home in that place, and only then do we respect its integ
rity. If we are to be a community in which dwells the very word that called all of 
creation into being and calls all of creation to reconciliation, then we must nurture 
the skills of inhabitance.

Paul connects this indwelling of the word of Christ in our lives to three things: 
“teaching in all wisdom,” gratitude and worship. For this word to indwell our lives, 
transform our imagination and shape our ecological engagement with the world, we 
must teach each other in all wisdom, says Paul. In what could be seen to be the quint
essential environmentalist’s psalm, the psalmist proclaims,

O Lord, how manifold are your works!
In wisdom you have made them all;
the earth is full of your creatures. (Ps 104:24)

The author of Proverbs writes, “The L o r d  by wisdom founded the earth; by un
derstanding he established the heavens” (3:19). Biblical wisdom is the tracing of the 
divine wisdom of creation.53 Such wisdom—-such an understanding of things in their 
interrelatedness— is in short supply in the fragmented culture of postmodern plural
ism and global commodification. Wisdom understands that in a world of ecological 
interconnectedness there is no such thing as “away” We don’t throw things “away,” 
we simply put them someplace where they defile the land, foul the water, pollute the 
air or change the earth’s atmosphere.

Knowing the world in wisdom, however, engenders a response of gratitude. A cul
ture of entitlement, exploitation, greed and dissatisfaction can never know anything 
of gratitude. When the earth is reduced to raw materials for our economic acquisi
tiveness and all its “goods” are no more than commodities to be purchased on the glo
bal market, gratitude is impossible. Gratitude insists on receiving this world as gift. 
Creational life is a gift of a covenantal partner who, for no apparent reason apart from 
wanting to love us, called us into being. Rej oicing in the gift of creation precludes pro
prietary control of the gift and engenders a care born of gratitude. Steven Bouma- 
Prediger says, “Gratitude is the grammar of a grace that fosters respectful care for 
God’s creatures.” He adds, “Grace begets gratitude, and gratitude care.”54

5ZDavid Orr, Ecological Literacy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992); Wes Jackson, Becoming 
Native to This Place (Washington, D.C.: Counterpoint, 1994).

53Roland Murphy, “Wisdom and Creation," Journal of Biblical Literature 104, no. 1 (1984): 3-11 .
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Finally, this is an ecology rooted in worship. The word of Christ indwells us, says 
Paul, when we teach each other in all wisdom and when “with gratitude in [our] 
hearts” we “sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs to God.”

Now we know what William is saying right now: “You think that the romanticized, 
individualistic and ethereal spirituality of either traditional hymnody or contempo
rary ‘praise and worship’ songs will engender a decent environmental ethic and eco
logically sensitive lifestyle? Take another look at the SUVs in the church parking lot!” 
And of course William would be right. We can probably tell as much about the real 
spirituality and the real worldview of a people by looking at the cars they drive, the 
food they consume, the gadgets that fill their homes and the garbage they throw out 
as we can by listening to the songs they sing and the prayers they pray That is pre
cisely our point. An otherworldly spirituality that is preoccupied with “me and Jesus,” 
and escaping from this world into heavenly bliss, will never engender the kind of eco
logical ethos we are here suggesting. Moreover, an individualistic spirituality will in
evitably legitimate an ecologically disastrous lifestyle.

Paul would not recognize such worship as having anything to do with the gospel 
that he proclaimed. Indeed, in light of our discussions of Paul’s rhetorical attack on the 
“ensnaring philosophy” of Colossians 2, we could easily imagine him addressing con
temporary evangelical spirituality in the same tone. If your worship serves to give you 
an ecstatic experience of personal relationship with Jesus without challenging you to 
see more deeply the way Jesus comes to reconcile all things in creation— including 
your ecological practices— then Paul would have a hard time recognizing it as a re
sponse to the gospel that he proclaimed "to every creature under heaven” (Col 1:23).

We have argued that Paul’s understanding of the word of Christ that is to dwell 
richly in the Christian community is deeply rooted in Hebrew understandings of cre
ation and wisdom. In those traditions, human worship is always to be in accord with 
the worship offered by all of creation. It is not just humans who sing praise to the 
Creator; so do rocks and trees, hills and mountains, snow and sleet, oceans and rivers. 
All of creation sings praise to God.55 Unless there is something that inhibits that 
praise. Unless creation is choking in the pollution of human idolatry and can hardly 
raise more than a whimper of longing to the divine throne. Unless the rich symphony 
of creation is impoverished through the loss of many unique and wonderful voices 
because of unnecessary extinction.

Why does the Christ-following community strive for an ecologically responsible 
way of life? Because it is a worshiping community that joins its song with all of cre
ation. When it is renewed in knowledge according to the image of the Creator, this 
community knows that its worship must both be in harmony with the rest of creation

55Terence E. Fretheim, “Nature’s Praise of God in the Psalms,” Ex Auditu 3 (1987): 16-30. See Psalms 19; 
93; 96 ; 97 ; 98 ; 1 0 4 ;1 4 8 .
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and must facilitate and make possible the free praise of our creaturely kin.
As we have said above, this is an ethic that begins and ends with Christ. Because 

“Christ is all and in all,” whatever we do— whether recycling our garbage or deciding 
to reduce the amount of plastic we use, lobbying for better environmental policy or 
cleaning up the local river valley, conducting an energy and environmental audit on 
our home and church or choosing to eat only foods that are grown in sustainable 
ways, leading a summer camp in ecological literacy for kids or deciding to ride the 
bike rather than take the car— will be done in the name of Jesus and in gratitude to 
the Creator God. It all begins and ends with Christ.

Paul’s ethic in the third chapter of Colossians is rooted in the narrative of Christ—  
died, buried, risen, ascended and coming again. This is not a narrative that imposes 
a series of absolutes to oppress us; it is a story of liberation from an empire that would 
take captive our imagination while it rapes and plunders the earth. This is not a vio
lent metanarrative of exploitation of the earth. This is a story of restored relationships, 
a love story that calls forth an alternative community characterized by compassion, 
kindness, humility, meekness, patience, forgiveness, love, peace, gratitude and wis
dom. This is a story of creational restoration, a renewal to full humanness, in the im
age of the Creator. This is a community in which the word of Christ dwells richly. This 
is a community that is shaped as a countercultural force through the subversive wor
ship of a subversive Lord.


