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TODAY’S WORLD 
 
CHRISTIANITY AND THE DESTRUCTION OF NATURE  
 
In his article on “Christianity and the Survival of Creation” in his book on The Art of the 
Commonplace, Wendell Berry explains that Christianity has been for over 500 years and 
continues to be largely complicit with or indifferent to “ the rape and plunder of the 
world.”  Christians have made a radical disconnection between religion and economy, 
placing primary attention on the former and littl e on the latter.  “Most Christian 
organizations are as happily indifferent to the ecological, cultural, and religious 
implications of industrial economics as are most industrial organizations.  The certified 
Christian seems just as likely as anyone else to join the military-industrial conspiracy to 
murder Creation.”  (306) 
 
Berry calls this dualism “ the most destructive disease that affli cts us.  In its best-known, 
its most dangerous, and perhaps its fundamental version, it is the dualism of body and 
soul.”  (313) Holiness is limited to God and the human soul.  It excludes the human body 
and the rest of creation.  “Modern Christianity generally has cut itself off from both 
nature and culture.  It has no serious or competent interest in biology or ecology.  And it 
is equally uninterested in the arts by which humankind connects itself to nature.”  (318)   
 
So Christians are expected to give primary attention to the maintenance and growth of 
their churches and the “saving” of “ the individual, isolated, and disembodied soul” and 
its heavenly afterli fe.  This kind of religion easily becomes a partner of the state and the 
economic status quo.  “ It has, for the most part, stood silently by while a predatory 
economy has ravaged the world, destroyed its natural beauty and health, divided and 
plundered its human communities and households.  It has flown the flag and chanted the 
slogans of empire. . . .  In its de facto alli ance with Caesar, Christianity connives directly 
in the murder of Creation.  For in these days, Caesar is no longer a mere destroyer of 
armies, cities, and nations.  He is a contradicter of the fundamental miracle of li fe. . . .He 
prays, he says, and churches everywhere compliantly pray with him.  But he is praying to 
a God whose works he is prepared at any moment to destroy.”  (319)   
 
Our urgent task now is “ to learn to read and understand the Bible in the light of the 
present fact of Creation.”  (306)  To overcome the radical disconnection between religion 
and economy, we must recover the sense of the holiness of all li fe.  We can no longer 
tolerate economic practices that destroy li fe.  As the Psalmist writes so eloquently, “The 
earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world and those who live in it.”  (Psalm 24:1)  
“To be uninterested in economy is to be uninterested in the practice of religion; it is to be 
uninterested in culture and in character.  Probably the most urgent question now faced by 
people who would adhere to the Bible is this: What sort of economy would be 
responsible to the holiness of li fe?”  (309) 

 
 
1.  Consider the ways in which your faith is related to the survival of Creation. 
2.  Consider the ways your church’s li fe is related to the survival of Creation. 
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THE PROJECT FOR A NEW AMERICAN EMPIRE 
 
Duane Shank’s article under this title in the September-October 2003 Sojourners 
Magazine lays out the plans for the ªProject for a New American Centuryº going back to 
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989.  The emergence of the U.S. as the sole 
superpower set the stage for a circle of right-wing intellectuals to formulate a series of 
proposals that are tantamount to an imperial vision that attracted littl e attention until 
Richard Cheney became the vice presidential candidate and then was placed in charge of 
the transition to the administration of George W. Bush. 
 
In June 1997 the Project posed this question: ªDoes the United States have the resolve to 
shape a new century favorable to American principles and interests?º  In January 1998 its 
exponents (Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz, John Bolton, Elli ott Abrams, and Richard 
Armitage) urged President Clinton to remove Saddam Hussein from power.  In 
September 2000 they released their grand design for the future: ªThe United States is the 
world’s only superpower, combining preeminent military power, global technological 
leadership, and the world’s largest economy. . . .America’s grand strategy should aim to 
preserve and extend this advantageous position as far into the future as possible.º  They 
even used the term Pax Americana to describe their dream of global domination, i.e., a 
new American empire. 
 
Decisive for the implementation of that vision was the ªcatastrophic and catalyzing 
eventº of September llth, 2001, which was ªthe best thing that could have happened,º 
according to Shank’s analysis of the Project’s intentions.  It provided the rationale for an 
atmosphere for war (the so-called war on terrorism), an unprecedented military build-up 
in peacetime, the invasion of Iraq, the threats to ªan axis of evil º and other rogue 
countries beyond Iraq, Iran, and North Korea, the proposal of a permanent role in the 
Gulf and a reshaping of the Muslim world, a radical shift to unilateralism in foreign 
affairs and preemptive military action, the nulli fication of previous nuclear arms 
agreements and the proposal of new nuclear arms development, and the expansion of 
U.S. military bases around the world.  Already the U.S. has troops in 130 countries, 
including 40 permanent bases, and it continues to add basing rights, as Defense Secretary 
Rumsfeld indicates, ªpreparing U.S. forces for a future that could involve lots of small , 
dirty fights in remote and dangerous places.º 
 
Shank argues that ªmilitarizati on and pre-emptive war is not the path to real security. . 
.there is an alternative to empire and endless war.º  ªWe must advance the vision of a 
world where international institutions are strengthened rather than destroyed, where 
global poverty is seriously addressed, where all countries, including the U.S., are 
disarming their weapons of mass destruction, and where human rights are taken 
seriously.º 
 
 
What has been the human, social, economic, and ecological cost of the Project for a 
New American Century already?  What are the prospects for the future? 
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MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., AT SEVENTY-FIVE 
 
He was born on January 15th, 1929.  He was assassinated on April 4th, 1968.  He was not 
yet 40 years old.  On January 15, 2004 he would have been 75.  For many he was the 
primary prophetic voice of the 20th Century.  He began as leader of the civil rights 
movement, went on to face the issue of poverty and the war in Viet Nam, and began to 
consider the issue of empire.  Following are some of his most memorable words. 
 
CIVIL RIGHTS: The March on Washington, August 28th, 1963, the Centennial Year of 
the Emancipation Proclamation, at the Lincoln Memorial. 
 

I say to you, my friends, that even though we must face the diff iculties of today and 
tomorrow, I still have a dream.  I t is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream 
that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed--we 
hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men [and women] are created equal. 
 
I have a dream that one day on the red hill s of Georgia sons [and daughters] of 
former slaves and sons [and daughters] of former slave-owners will be able to sit 
down together at the table of brotherhood/sisterhood. 
 
I have a dream that one day, even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with 
the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed 
into an oasis of freedom and justice. 
 
I have a dream my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will 
not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.  I 
have a dream today!  

 
What has become of that dream over these last 35 years since the death of Martin Luther 
King, Jr.?  What is our dream and how is it working today?  The Federal Reserve Survey 
of Consumer Finances shows that families of color saw their net worth fall 7% to $17,100 
between 1995 and 2001, while white families' net worth grew 37% to $120,900.  It is 
reported that in Washington, D.C., 50% of African American men 18 to 34 years old are 
in the criminal justice system, and 50% of African American children under 6 li ve in 
poverty. 
 
POVERTY: Stride Toward Freedom, 1957: 
 

I learned that the inseparable twin of racial injustice was economic injustice....I 
saw economic injustice first-hand, and realized that the poor White was exploited 
just as much as the Negro. 

 
How is this country dealing with national and global poverty?  What is our commitment 
to overcome this weapon of mass destruction, which is said to cause the death of 40,000 
children every day?  The United Nations Program on Development reports that in 1960 
the wealthiest 20% of the world's population was receiving 30 times as much income as 
the poorest 20%.  30 to l.  By 1990 that figure had grown to 60 to 1.  By now the 
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wealthiest 20%, which includes all of us, is receiving at least 100 times as much income 
as the poorest 20%.  But the United States, the richest country in the world, is ranked 
24th in li fe expectancy and 32nd in infant mortali ty. 

 
MILITARISM: Call to a Moral and Spiritual Revolution, Riverside Church, April 4, 
1967: 
 

The war in Vietnam is but a symptom of a far deeper malady within the American 
spirit, and if we ignore this sobering reality, we will find ourselves organizing...for 
the next generation.  [We] will be concerned about Thailand and Cambodia.  [We] 
will be concerned about Guatemala and Peru.  [We] will be concerned about 
Mozambique and South Africa.  We will be marching for these and a dozen other 
names and attending rallies without end unless there is a significant and profound 
change in American li fe and policy.  Such thoughts take us beyond Vietnam, but 
not beyond our calli ng as children of the living God. 

 
What is the present spiritual and moral state of our country in terms of war and 
militarism?  What is our responsibili ty as moral and spiritual leaders in our communities?    
The United Nations has been calli ng on member states, especially the wealthy ones, to 
contribute $2 billi on per month, $24 billi on a year, to reduce global poverty 50%, which 
would arguably be the most effective response to terrorism.  The U.S. has chosen to 
spend $500 billi on a year for military purposes.  The ªWar on Terrorismº is providing a 
permanent ideology for a renewed arms race, a militarized foreign policy, and preemptive 
wars. 

 
EMPIRE: SCLC African Freedom Dinner, April 20, 1959: 
 

I am absolutely convinced that there is no basic difference between colonialism 
and segregation.  They are both based on a contempt for life and a tragic doctrine 
of White supremacy.  So our struggles are not only similar; they are in a real sense 
one. 

 
What are the fundamental issues facing the American people today?  What is our calli ng 
as individuals, churches, citizens committed to peace and justice? 
 

Our government and corporations are trying to set the agenda and direction for the 
global economy through the WTO, IMF, World Bank, regional ªfreeº trade 
agreements, which our southern neighbors have identified as a new colonization.  
This process is now being promoted by the inner circle at the White House as the 
Project for the New American Century, whose declared aim is ªto preserve and 
extend this advantageous position as far into the future as possible.º  They even refer 
to this project as Pax Americana. 
 
 

What would Martin Luther King, Jr . say about these issues if he were here today? 
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ADAM SMITH AND TAXES 
 
Adam Smith, the author of Wealth of Nations (1776), is called the patron saint of private 
property, capitalism, and the free market.  As Sam Fleischacker explains in an article for 
the Los Angeles Times (January 22, 2001), politi cians often appeal to Smith, ignoring the 
fact that he argued that governments should impose taxes to pay for their services.  
 
It is not surprising that taxes are unpopular or that politi cians draw votes by promoting 
tax cuts.  But it is reasonable to question the motives and arguments behind these appeals.  
Fleischacker notes that the cry, ªIt's your moneyº or ªDon't let them take away your hard 
earned cash,º ignores the fact that workers and businesses could not possibly earn or 
accumulate money without essential help from government or society as a whole.  He 
writes: 
 

My efforts will f ail if  I am not protected against theft and attack, if there are no 
decent roads to and from my firm, if environmental blight or urban decay keeps 
people away from my retail outlet, or if the general population is so poorly educated, 
ill or despairing that my firm can find no customers or good workers.  In this sense, 
my earnings are not purely “ my” money.  They are the product, rather, of a 
collaborative effort between me and my neighbors and politi cal officials.  I owe some 
of the earnings back to the society and government agencies that have helped me. 

 
Adam Smith actually argued for a graduated income tax.  He wrote: 
 

The subjects of every state ought to contribute toward the support of the government 
in proportion to their respective abiliti es; that is, in proportion to the revenue which 
they respectively enjoy under the protection of the state. 

 
Furthermore, Smith wrote that we should regard taxes not with suspicion but with pride.   
 

Every tax is to the person who pays it a badge, not of slavery, but of liberty.  It 
denotes that he is subject to government, indeed, but that, as he has some property, 
he cannot himself be the property of a master. 

 
Finally, Fleischacker explains Smith's view of taxes and poverty:  ªOne part of protecting 
liberty involves making sure that there is as littl e poverty as possible.  Great poverty 
breeds crime, which interferes with everyone's liberty and of course prevents the poor 
themselves from having the mental or material resources to act with full freedom.  
Protecting freedom directly requires an investment at least in public education and public 
health, especially for pregnant mothers and young children.  Adam Smith has been 
misread for generations, and it is not news to scholars that he was a strong advocate for 
the poor.  But it is disturbing that the sil ly notion that taxes are some sort of infringement 
on private property should be widespread two centuries after Smith died.º 
 
Make your own analysis of taxes in terms of the Jubilee vision and mandates. 
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ACCELERATING POLARIZATION BETWEEN RICH AND POOR 
 

The 1992 Human Development Report of the United Nations Program on Development 
captured the attention of many through a visual analogy, a champagne glass. For many 
years the UNPD had been tracing the distribution of the prodigious productivity of the 
planet. A formula was devised to calculate the average income of the richest 20% of the 
world's population, the next richest 20%, on down to the poorest 20%. That year, 1992, 
the richest 20% received 82.7% of total income, and the poorest 20% received 1.4%. The 
richest 20% received four times as much as the other 80%. The champagne glass 
demonstrates this polarization, as those at the top consume or accumulate most of the 
champagne, and just a few drops get to the bottom, the poorest.  

 
According to these figures, in 1992 the richest 20% received 60 times as much as the 
poorest 20%. The Human Development Report (Oxford University Press) for 1999 offers 
more current data and also comparative data back to 1820. The results indicate that basic 
inequali ty has been accelerating and continues to accelerate. This inequality means 
devastating deprivation for the poorest and increasing poverty for the majority of the 
world's population. The following figures are taken from that report (page 3).  
 
In 1820 the richest 20% of the world's population received 3 times as much as the 
poorest 20%. 
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An additional note from the 1999 Human Development Report (page 38) indicates that 
the 200 richest people received in 1998 a total income of $1,042,000,000,000, more than 
twice as much as in 1994. And this amount was equivalent to the total income of 41% of 
the world's population, i.e. about 2,400,000,000 people. In order to relate these data to 
real needs, the Report indicates that just 1% of the annual income of the richest 200 
people would be enough to provide universal primary education to the entire world's 
population. It also states that the three richest persons have a total income greater than all 
the least developed countries together. 
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BIBLICAL FAITH 
 
THE EXODUS AND THE LOGIC OF LIBERATION 
 
Walter Brueggemann has a special way of capturing the essence of major biblical themes 
and movements.  His litt le book, Hope within History, summarizes the essence of the 
Exodus experience for the people of Israel.  He puts forward three important dimensions 
of the Exodus experience as foundational for the formation and renewal of Israel's faith 
throughout its history: 
 
 +  critique of the dominant ideology, 
 +  public processing of pain, 
 +  release of new social imagination. 
 
The story of Moses and the liberation of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt, narrated in 
Exodus 1-15, was and continues to be a powerful incentive for resistance and for hope 
not only for the original actors in the story but their descendents throughout the Old 
Testament and later for Christians and other people of concern down to our own time.  
This is subversive literature, however we may evaluate its historical accuracy. 
 
As Brueggemann points out, the Exodus experience begins as a critique of the 
dominant ideology.  As slaves under the thumb of one of the world's great empires, the 
Hebrews would normally assume that the power of Pharaoh was absolute and the 
possibili ty for freedom non-existent.  But these Hebrew slaves--and after them the 
Israelites under successive oppressive kings and empires--developed their own identity, 
which did not belong to Pharaoh's world and was not subject to the dominant ideology. 
 

1.  The Israelite knows that he or she lives in a contrived world.  Egyptian 
arrangements are not thought to be either absolute or worthy of trust and respect. 
2.  The contrivance is not a matter of accident or indifference.  It is quite 
intentionally designed to serve the special interests of some at the expense of 
others. 
3.  Because this technological-ideological world is a contrivance and not a given, 
it may be undone and dismantled--deconstructed.  The world may then be 
arranged in an alternative way if one has the courage and wits to do so. 
4.  The agent of such dismantling, deconstruction, and delegitimization is known 
by name--Yahweh. (Ibid. 12) 

 
Throughout their history the people of Israel maintained this subversive memory through 
liturgy, the great festivals, the Torah, the Prophets, and regular teaching in their homes 
and later in the synagogues. 
 
The second foundational dimension of the exodus story is the public processing of pain.  
The key texts are Exodus 2:23-25 and 3:7-8a:   
 

After a long time the king of Egypt died.  The Israelites groaned under their 
slavery, and cried out.  Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up to God.  God 
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heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob.  God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them. 

 
Then the Lord said, “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; 
I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters.  Indeed, I know their 
sufferings, and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians.”  

 
Not only did Israel question the dominant ideology and refuse to accept their miserable 
reali ty as final.  The people gave voice to their suffering communally and publicly.  This 
was revolutionary and empowering! 
 
Brueggemann calls this ªan irreversible act of civil disobedience.º  
 

The outcry is an announcement for all to notice that the peasants would no longer 
conform to the system, silently meet production quotas, and go home at night 
exhausted.  The outcry is an announcement that Israel would no longer bow 
before the imperial ideology, because the slaves had noticed that the ideology did 
not square with the reali ty of pain in their own lives which no amount of ideology 
could lead them to deny.  (Ibid. 17) 

 
It was precisely in the context of this outcry, this public processing of pain, that Israel 
came to know Yahweh, the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, by name.  At 
the burning bush, as he received God's mandate to go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites 
out of Egypt, Moses asked by what name he was to follow these instructions.  And God 
answered, ªI AM WHO I AM.  This is my name forever, and this my title for all 
generations.º  (Exodus 3:14-15) 
 
Israel's faith was formed in the crucible of slavery in Egypt, in the experience of crying 
out to God, in learning that God's name is Yahweh and that this God hears the cry of the 
people and comes down to deliver them.  This public processing of pain, together with 
the critique of the dominant ideology, became an essential element in the faith of Israel as 
each generation discovered its identity.  It was the foundation for survival and resistance 
under every subsequent experience of oppression, whether domestic or foreign in origin.  
ªThe cry of pain begins the formation of a counter-community around an alternative 
perception of reali ty.º  (Ibid. 17-18) 
 
The third dimension of Israel's experience of the Exodus is the release of new social 
imagination.  Having critiqued the dominant ideology and having cried out publicly in 
their pain, Israel went on to dream of a new possibili ty, a Promised Land where all would 
prosper under the blessing of Yahweh. 
 

I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians and to bring them up out 
of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey. 
(Exodus 3:8) 

 
Brueggemann underlines three aspects of this new social imagination.  The first is 
liturgical and appears especially in the Song of Moses and the Song of Miriam in  
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Exodus 15.  The liberated slaves danced, sang, and celebrated their freedom and 
Yahweh's victory over Pharaoh.  And if their God was more powerful than Pharaoh, they 
could hope for a future social existence that would defend and articulate that freedom.  
The second aspect of this social imagination is politi cal.  At Sinai they committed 
themselves to Yahweh as their King, to the construction of a new social reali ty utterly 
different from the slavery they had experienced in Egypt, to a social reali ty consistent 
with God's liberating act.  The third aspect of this social imagination is legislative.  Israel 
undertook the weighty task of elaborating in the Torah a way to li ve as people of Yahweh 
in contrast to the peoples around them.  (Ibid. 21-23)  
 
It was precisely in the context of the experience of the Exodus that the logic or the 
spirituali ty of liberation emerged--at Sinai and at every subsequent stage of Israel's 
history.  The Exodus was not simply an experience of liberation and the ongoing memory 
of that liberation.  Israel was to incarnate that critique of dominant ideologies, that public 
processing of pain, and that release of new social imagination in its ongoing li fe as the 
people of Yahweh.  Liberation from slavery, from Egypt, must lead to responsible li ving 
in social relationships that are liberating and just.  Yahweh would reign not only in 
Israel's liturgies but also in Israel's daily li fe, not only in the Tabernacle or Temple but 
also in their homes, fields, communities, tribes, and nation.  This spirituali ty of liberation 
is what gave birth to the vision of Jubilee. 
 
 
1.  Explore ways in which our churches today challenge or might challenge us to 
“ critique the dominant ideology” of our communities, cities, and nation. 
 
2.  Explore ways in which our churches today enable or might enable “ the public 
processing of pain” in the face of local, national, and global oppression, exploitation, 
and injustice. 
 
3.  Explore ways in which our churches are or should be “ releasing a new social 
imagination” for a more just, peace-full , and loving wor ld. 
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THE LAND AS GIFT, TEMPTATION, TASK, AND THREAT 
 
We will make use of Walter Brueggemann's incisive Old Testament studies, this time his 
book, The Land: Place as Gift, Promise, and Challenge in Biblical Faith.  
Brueggemann states at the outset, ªLand is a central, if not the central theme of Biblical 
faith.º  (1977:3)  In Chapter 4 he reviews the basic theological meanings of the land as 
expounded in Deuteronomy.  After liberation from Egypt, the giving of the Law at Mt. 
Sinai, and 40 years of wilderness wanderings, Israel stands at the River Jordan, ready to 
enter the Promised Land.  This is one of the most criti cal moments in the entire history of 
salvation.  How are the people of God to understand and fulfill t heir vocation in this new 
land? 
 
a.  For Israel the land is, first, a gift of Yahweh.  The God who delivered them from 
Egypt, by grace, gave them the Promised Land, also by grace.  

 
For the Lord your God is bringing you into a good land, a land with flowing 
streams, with springs and underground waters welli ng up in valleys and hill s, a 
land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of 
olive trees and honey, a land where you may eat bread without scarcity, where 
you will l ack nothing, a land whose stones are iron and from whose hill s you 
may mine copper.  You shall eat your fill and bless the Lord your God for the 
good land that he has given you.          Deuteronomy 8:7-10 

 
Israel could be assured even into the future insofar as they continued to recognize and 
trust in the Lord as their liberator and giver of the land, insofar as they continued to hear 
and obey the Word of the Lord, insofar as they continued to li ve that alternative social 
possibili ty required by their liberation from slavery.  ªThe gifted land is covenanted land.  
It is not only nourishing space.  It is also covenanted place.  The Jordan is entry not into 
safe space but into a context of covenant.º  (Ibid. 52)  
 
b.  For Israel the land is also temptation.  It can be seductive.  For the land may give the 
people a sense of security so that they no longer remember their identity as people of 
Yahweh, delivered from slavery in Egypt, covenanted with the Lord who delivered them.  
Thus Moses warns them as they are poised to cross the Jordan and occupy their new land: 
 

Therefore, observe dili gently the commandment--the statutes and the 
ordinances--that I am commanding you today.  I f you heed these ordinances, by 
dili gently observing them, the Lord your God will maintain with you the 
covenant loyalty that he swore to your ancestors; he will l ove you, bless you, 
and multiply you; he will bless the fruit of your womb and the fruit of your 
ground, your grain and your wine and your oil , the increase of your cattle and 
the issue of your flock, in the land that he swore to your ancestors to give you.  
       Deuteronomy 7:11-13 

 
On entering the Promised Land Israel would be tempted to forget Yahweh and Yahweh's 
ways.  They might even adopt the very practices that had enslaved them in Egypt.  And 
they might look for other gods that would approve of these practices.  ªRemembering 
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Yahweh is not simply an act of religious devotion . . . .  Remembering Yahweh is for 
Israel the source of the qualiti es of humanness and humaneness which are its distinctive 
heritage.º  (Ibid. 55)  The possibi li ty remains that Israel might lose the land if they forget 
and abandon their covenant, their history, their foundation. 
 
c.  For Israel the land is, thirdly, responsibili ty.  It is precisely at the entrance to the 
Promised Land--likewise at the time of King Josiah's Reform and at the time of the 
return from exile--that they must review the Law given to them at Sinai, for it is in the 
Law that they can find the necessary guidance for their li fe.  The keeping of the Law is 
not simply to please the Lord or even to ensure continuing blessing and prosperity but 
rather to maintain their roots and identity as liberated slaves, so that all might enjoy 
fullness of li fe.  Central to this responsibili ty are the Sabbath Day (Deuteronomy 5:12-15) 
and the Sabbath Year (Deuteronomy 15:1-18), which provide for rest, forgiveness of 
debts, concern for the poor, and freedom of slaves.  In these two texts the theological 
foundation is the memory that they were once slaves in Egypt.   
 
d.  Finally, for Israel the land is threat.  Given the new security of possessing their own 
land, Israel might forget her real identity as a liberated people gifted with this land and 
fail to trust in Yahweh.  Granted the possibili ty of organizing their society to gain power 
and wealth, they might abandon their covenant with Yahweh and its Sabbath obligations 
toward debtors, the poor, and slaves.  This new power and wealth might even lead them 
to adopt other gods more in keeping with their aberrant li fe in the land and also in 
keeping with their pagan neighbors.  Thus the people of Israel might lose their faith, their 
identity, their social experiment, and the land, which normally would mean that they 
would lose their very li ves and existence as a people. 
 
 
1.  Consider this good, abundant land, the U.S.A., as God's gift to its or iginal 
inhabitants and to subsequent waves of inhabitants, as covenanted land given for 
the well -being of all peoples, as an alternative possibili ty for those who would be free 
from slavery and hunger and injustice. 
 
2.  Consider this wealthy and powerful land, the U.S.A., as temptation or seduction, 
leading to new forms of imperialism, colonialism, exploitation, and even slavery, 
negating the values of our founding fathers and mothers. 
 
3.  Consider our responsibilit y as citizens and residents of the U.S.A., if not for the 
Laws of Sinai, certainly for the vision and pr inciples set for th in our Declaration of 
Independence, Constitution, and Bill of Rights. 
 
4.  Consider how the power and wealth of our country are being used to create ever 
greater power and wealth, threatening the freedom and well -being of peoples and 
nations around the world and even our own freedom and well -being. 
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THE TRIBES OF YAHWEH 
 
One of the most exciting and edifying developments in Old Testament studies in recent 
years has been the rereading of the ªconquestº of Canaan and the formation of the Tribes 
of Yahweh.  In the past one of the most diff icult problems of scholars and Christians in 
general was the Joshua story of violent conquest under the divine mandate to kill every 
man, woman, and child.  Archeological research has revealed that there was no such 
systematic conquest of Canaan, and the Book of Judges itself indicates that the process of 
settlement and conquest took place over a long period of time.  Under the leadership of 
George Mendenhall and Norman Gottwald, a new understanding has emerged that can be 
summarized as ªsocial revolution and retribalization,º a complex analysis of social, 
economic, politi cal, and religious elements present in Thirteenth Century (B.C.) 
Palestine.  We will make use of the excellent summary found in Anthony Ceresko's 
book, Introduction to the Old Testament: A Liberation Perspective. 
 
At the time when the Israelites made their way from Egypt to the Promised Land, the 
city-states of Canaan were themselves in turmoil due to a weakening of Egypt's 
hegemony on the one hand and due to the alienation of peasant farmers and other 
disaffected groups on the other.  Technological innovations, especially the introduction of 
iron for tools to clear the wooded hill s and plows to work the rockier upland soil , were 
opening up the possibilit y of larger settlements in the hill country, which was not 
accessible to the chariots of the dominant city-states.  When the Hebrews arrived from 
Egypt, they were able to join with a much larger population of peasant farmers, 
herdsmen, and others fleeing from the oppressive city-states and settling the hill country, 
thus making common cause for freedom and self-determination.  This social revolution in 
turn found among the former Hebrew slaves socio-economic ideals and a religious 
ideology in support of their movement.   
 

The Moses group, in rejecting both the physical and psychic bondage of the 
Egyptian socio-politi cal and economic system, had also abandoned the religious 
ideology that legitimated and reinforced that system.  In replacing the Egyptian 
gods, whose son the Pharaoh claimed to be, they chose, or claimed to have been 
chosen by, Yahweh, the god of the oppressed, a god who stands by the poor and 
frees those enslaved.  The religious cult they began to develop would also serve as 
a binding and legitimating force for the new people now being created in the hill 
country of Canaan.  (Ceresko, 1992:97) 

 
This new social order was built through a process that has been called ªretribalization.º  
The predominant socio-economic system at that time was for urban elites to control the 
surrounding agricultural areas and vill ages so as to leave only a minimum for their 
subsistence and to extract as much as possible for themselves.  This has been called the 
Asiatic mode of production.  The aim of the Tribes of Yahweh was to resist the Asiatic 
mode centered in the city-states and to create a decentralized, egalitarian, tribal mode of 
li fe so that all the clans and families might have enough.  None would become wealthy 
and powerful and oppress and exploit the rest, and surpluses produced would not be 
siphoned off through tributes to urban elites. They turned back from the dominant state 
paradigm to a tribal paradigm for their li fe. 
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The Tribes of Yahweh found important foundations for this alternative way of li fe 
through the public worship of Yahweh and through the Covenant.  The Covenant 
required that each extended family have access to the basic resources for survival, 
particularly through the spirituali ty and practice of the Sabbath Day, the Sabbath Year, 
and the Jubilee.  The Tenth Commandment was a clear prohibition of the accumulation of 
property, so that they should not even desire the houses and lands of their neighbors.  
Periodic assemblies provided opportunities for families and clans to meet and handle 
disputes, name their representatives, and maintain a wide base of power.  Periodic 
festivals provided opportunities for the people to ªaff irm, strengthen, and celebrate their 
unity and identity as Yahweh's ‘chosen' people.  For they were a people who, in adverse 
and trying circumstances, had found a way to come together and as a people seize control 
of their destiny, their future, their history.º  (Ibid. 101)  
 
Yahwism developed, then, as ªthe religion of the social revolution.º  The Hebrew story 
of liberation from slavery in Egypt takes on new meaning in the struggle of oppressed 
Canaanite peoples ªto free themselves from their former bondage and establish 
themselves in a situation in which they could maintain that freedom.º  (Ibid. 103)  
 

The origins of Israel are most authentically read not as the inexplicable result of 
an arbitrary choice by a God who intervenes into the history of an ethnically and 
racially homogeneous people by miraculous works in a “ top-down” model of 
divine action.  Rather, our view sees how Israel emerged as the result of one of 
many movements within human history of groups of people at the bottom or on the 
margins struggling to achieve and maintain a more just, peaceful, and free human 
community.  Israel was one of the few groups successful in its efforts, and part of 
that success is the record of the struggle, which is left as a heritage for future 
generations, a sign and beacon of hope to all those who long for liberation.  In 
this struggle, the people were responding to the call of the Spirit of God in their 
midst, a Spirit who invites all human beings to free themselves from every kind of 
bondage.  (Ibid. 103) 

 
Yahwism was an alternative way of li fe--social, economic, politi cal, religious.  It gave a 
transcendent dimension to the struggle of diverse, marginalized peoples to overcome the 
dominant mechanisms and ideologies of oppression and to create a new social order in 
which all would have enough. 
 
1.  Consider ways in which Jesus and Paul continued the struggle of poor , 
marginalized, and oppressed people for liberation and abundant life in First 
Century Palestine. 
 
2.  Consider ways in which our churches continue the struggle of poor , 
marginalized, and oppressed people for liberation and abundant life in the Twenty-
First Century. 
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SOLIDARITY IN EARLY ISRAEL 
 
Alice Winters describes Israel's pre-monarchical, egalitarian, peasant way of li fe in her 
article, ªEl goel en el Antiguo Israel.º  (RIBLA 18, 1994, p.19-29)  Daily li fe in the 
Canaanite hill country was arduous, subject to droughts, insects, bandits, and loss of 
crops that could lead to hunger, disease, and premature death.  But the tribal peoples were 
able to counteract these dangers through networks of solidarity for mutual support and 
protection.  Extended families formed the base, living in close proximity and reaching 50 
to 100 people of various generations and relations.  Access to the land was the primary 
basis for subsistence, identity, and self-determination.  These extended famili es were 
gathered into associations or clans for mutual support and protection at the level of 
vill ages or neighborhoods, insuring the survival of each family over against military 
intrusion, providing wells and terraces and communal lands for grazing, offering loans 
without interest, organizing work teams, and celebrating festivals.  These associations 
together formed tribes for mutual defense and aid at yet another level as regional 
alli ances to protect their independence and meet internal crises, and they in turn formed 
the Israelite intertribal confederation or alli ance.   
 
One of the main concerns of this alternative socio-economic system was to resist the 
accumulation of debts, the concentration of land in the hands of a few, and slavery.  To 
ensure the long-term security of the families of Israel, provision was made to rescue or 
restore (Hebrew: goel) their land and release family members from bond service.  As we 
find in Leviticus 25, not only was provision was made through Sabbath Year and Jubilee 
mandates for periodic cancellation of debts, liberation of slaves, and recovery of lands 
and homes, but also specific rights and responsibiliti es were established for emergency 
response by close relatives (goel) in the interim.  
   
It is not altogether clear how fully the Tribes of Yahweh were able to carry out their 
vision or even to what extent this vision itself was a later mythical idealization.  No doubt 
the Sabbath-Jubilee mandates are rooted in this vision as an ongoing challenge among the 
people of Yahweh.  They naturally returned again and again to this vision in the face of 
national oppressors and external empires and their systems of social, economic, politi cal, 
and economic domination. 
 

The blessing of Yahweh came down to this: the formation of a solidary people 
who sheltered and restored the needy, providing the necessary elements to 
maintain their integrity and subsistence.  To be an Israelite meant to belong to 
this solidary people, and to commit oneself to Yahweh meant to commit oneself to 
the solidary structures that Yahweh had established—to the point of acting as 
goel if needed.  
 
 

1.  What happened to Israel with the establishment of the monarchy (1 Samuel 8)? 
 
2.  What has happened to solidar ity in our country? 
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IMPOVERISHMENT, DEBTS, AND SLAVERY IN AMOS 
 
In his article, ªA Time of Grace in Order to Begin Anew: The Sabbath Year in Exodus 21:2-11 
and Deuteronomy 15:1-18º (RIBLA 33, 1999), Haroldo Reimer turns to the Prophet Amos to 
explain the relationship between impoverishment, debts, and slavery in Eighth Century BCE 
Israel, when the Jubilee/Sabbath mandates for the cancellation of debts and the liberation of 
slaves probably were formulated.  Amos' denunciation of debt slavery is expressed in 2:6b: 
 
 ...because they sell the righteous for silver, 
 and the needy for a pair of sandals. 
 
ªThe typical situation behind Amos' denunciation is this: A poor peasant receives a credit from 
another Israelite and on that occasion gives his sandals as a symbolic act for the mortgaging of 
his land.  If he is unable to repay the debt, for whatever reason, the debtor becomes a dependent 
of the creditor; he becomes his servant.  From that moment the creditor takes on rights over the 
debtor and over his land portion.º 
 
This same denunciation appears in Amos 8:4-6, where the prophet exposes the evil i ntentions 
and practices by which the poor were defrauded.   
 
 Hear this, you that trample on the needy 
 and bring to ruin the poor of the land, saying, 
 “ When will  the new moon be over so that we may sell grain; 
 and the Sabbath, so that we may offer wheat for sale? 
 We will make the ephah small and the shekel great, 
 And practice deceit with false balances, 
 Buying the poor for silver 
 And the needy for a pair of sandals, 
 And selli ng the sweepings of the wheat.”  
 
The criti cism is directed against those who have stored grain and offer it as a loan to those who 
need it.  They reduce the epha, which is the measure for grain, and increase the siclo, which is 
the weight for measuring coin, giving them extra profit through both.  By falsifying the scales, 
the fraud is not just double but triple.  ªThe objective is to ‘buy' the weak through negotiations 
of money and their land through mortgages.  The poor debtors become servants of the rich who 
make the loans.º 
 
Reference is made to the Sabbath Day, i.e., to the merchants' impatience to get on with 
their exploitative business transactions, but no reference is made to the cancellation of 
debts and liberation of slaves in the Sabbath Year, which may indicate that the Sabbath 
Year mandates were not yet in place or that the prophets' call for justice was much more 
radical, superseding those mandates. 
 
How are the poor ªsoldº for money or ªa pair of sandalsº today?  What are the 
unjust mechanisms by which the poor are defrauded in today's global economy?  
What do today's prophets and prophetic churches call us to do? 
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RESPONSIBLE DISCIPLESHIP 
 

TEN WAYS TO SUPPORT FAIR TRADE 
 
We may think that we can do nothing to really make a difference in relation to the vast 
economic trade forces that are wrecking havoc in the lives of milli ons of small farmers 
around the world.  TransFair USA aff irms that ªConsumers are the key to ensuring that 
farmers around the world get their fair share.º  I t offers the following list of ªsimple things 
you can do to make a difference.º  For further information contact TransFair USA 
(www.fairtradecertified.org). 
 
1.  Buy Fair Trade Certified products whenever and wherever you can.  Fair Trade 
Certified products are how available in more than 10,000 locations, including many retail 
chains and independent natural food stores and cafes. 

      
2.  Ask for Fair Trade Certified coffee, tea and chocolate at your local café and grocery 
store.  Ask to speak with the manager or fill out a store comment card requesting Fair Trade 
Certified products. 

 
3.  Educate yourself, your fr iends and your community.  Download fact sheets, 
backgrounders, recent articles, a powerpoint presentation or order a video from our website 
that you can use to educate yourself and share with your friends and community. 
 
4.  Wr ite letters to the editor and help get Fair Trade in the news.  Write to your local 
newspaper citing Fair Trade as a criti cal alternative to the current coffee crisis, or submit a 
Fair Trade article to your company, community organization or congregation's newsletter.  
 
5.  Get your City Council to adopt a Fair Trade Resolution.  City halls across the country 
have passed resolutions pledging to use Fair Trade Certified coffee in government off ices. 
 
6.  Host a Fair Trade event/fundraiser.  Host a gathering with friends to sell Fair Trade 
Certified coffee, tea and chocolate. 
 
7.  Make Fair Trade coffee your congregation's coffee of choice.  Share Fair Trade coffee 
at your place of worship while educating your congregation about the social and 
environmental issues surrounding coffee and supporting farmers and their families around 
the globe. 
 
8.  Choose a Fair Trade brew for your workplace.  Serving Fair Trade coffee in the 
workplace is a simple thing your company or organization can do to directly support family 
farmers and the environment. 
 
9.  Br ing Fair Trade to your college campus.  Students are a driving force in building the 
Fair Trade movement across the country. 
 
10.  Join TransFair 's monthly e-mail update.  To subscribe, send an e-mail to 
fairtradebulletin-subscribe@topica.email -publisher.com 
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HEIFER INTERNATIONAL--PASSING ON THE GIFT 
 
For almost 60 years Heifer Project, now Heifer International, has offered a very attractive 
and very credible model of human development that is overcoming poverty even among 
the poorest of the poor in 50 countries.  The basic concept is called ªPassing on the Gift.º  
Heifer provides a cow, a pair of goats, a few chickens to one family; that family promises 
to give its first new female cow, goat, or other offspring to another family; self-
perpetuating chains of sustainable economic growth spread through communities as 
recipients become donors.  The idea is so attractive that Heifer has been growing almost 
20% a year to a budget of more than $50 milli on, largely through small donations.  Some 
faith communities hold Christmas markets to challenge their members to make Heifer 
animal gifts in lieu of presents on behalf of family and friends and in their names, which 
brings them, too, into the struggle against poverty around the world. 
 
Heifer International publishes a quarterly report, World Ark: Ending Hunger--Saving the 
Earth. (www.heifer.org)  Its li st of Project Profiles for 2003 reports ªThrough the gift of 
one cow or another of more than 25 kinds of farm animals given, Heifer International has 
helped more than 4.5 million families in need li ft themselves from poverty and become 
self-reliant for their family's food, income and health.º  Heifer bu ilds its work on 12 
ªCornerstones for Just and Sustainable Development.º  
 

Passing on the Gift allows families and individuals who have received animals to be donors 
themselves. 
Accountability allows for organization at the grassroots level. 
Sharing and Caring embodies Heifer’s belief that global problems can be solved if all 
people are committed to sharing what they have and caring about others. 
Sustainabil ity and Self-Reliance are necessary for the long-term success of projects. 
Improved Animal Management means that project participants learn how to keep their 
animals safe, healthy and productive. 
Nutrition and Income are the immediate rewards. 
Genuine Need and Justice ensures that those most in need are given priority in receiving 
animals. 
Gender and Family Focus encourages women and men to share in decision making as well 
as in the benefits the animals bring. 
Improving the Environment includes such agroecological techniques as improving soil 
fertility with animal manure, forestation, respecting and encouraging biodiversity, 
monitoring watershed conditions and minimizing erosion. 
Full Participation is expected in groups that Heifer works with. 
Training and Education include formal sessions as well as informal farm visits and 
demonstrations. 
Spirituality is expressed in common values, common beliefs about the value and meaning of 
all l ife, a connectedness to the earth, and a shared vision of the future. 

 
These 12 Cornerstones form the acronym PASSING GIFTS, which is Heifer's genius.  
 
 
In what ways does the Heifer program coincide with the vision and mandates of 
Jubilee?  What experiences have you and others had with this or similar programs?  
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HABITAT FOR HUMANITY--AFFORDABLE HOUSING 
 
Think of it!  In a recent survey, one out of seven people in the United States had criti cal 
housing needs, including 14.4 milli on people who paid more than half their income for 
housing and/or li ved in substandard housing.  What, then, must be the criti cal housing 
needs in much poorer countries around the world?   
 
This is the driving challenge that has brought into existence Habitat for Humanity, which 
has already built 125,000 low cost homes in this country and 80 other countries through 
the work of volunteers.  By the end of 2005 Habitat expects to have completed a total of 
200,000 houses for a milli on people, through the work of volunteer teams and local 
communities. 
 
Poverty is to a large extent a function of the relationship between income and the cost of 
housing.  According to the April/May 2003 issue of Habitat World, ªNowher e in the 
United States can a minimum-wage worker afford a two-bedroom apartment at Fair 
Market Rent, based on the generally accepted affordabili ty standard of paying no more 
than 30% of income for housing.º  By that measure one would have to earn $8.72 per  
hour in West Virginia and $21.14 per hour in Massachusetts.   
 
Poverty is growing, even in the U.S.  ªWith one out of every six American children (11.6 
milli on) li ving below the poverty line in 2000, more children live in poverty today than 
did 20 or 30 years ago.  The proportion of poor children in working families is at a record 
high, and the majority of poor children are white, even though the proportion of black 
and Hispanic children is far higher.º  Poverty is not just an inner city problem.  All but 11 
of the 200 poorest counties in the U.S. are non-metropolitan.  ªHealth-threatening 
substandard housing aff licts milli ons of rural families, particularly along the U.S./Mexico 
border, on Native American reservations, and in regions such as the Mississippi Delta 
and Appalachia.º 
 
Habitat for Humanity's goal is ªto eliminate inadequate and poverty housingº and ªto 
raise awareness of the issues involved in this work throughout the organization and the 
world community.º  Its publication, Habitat World, is free, and it is available online at 
www.habitat.org or through publicinfo@hfhi.org   Each year thousands of youth and 
adults of all ages participate in hundreds of home building projects around the world.  
Many others contribute money and support advocacy campaigns to press governments at 
all l evels to fulfill t heir responsibili ty to provide affordable housing.  While Habitat's 
motivation has been Christian, people of other faiths join in this work, which can be 
interpreted as a Jubilee calli ng, i.e., to enable every family to have a home of their own. 
 
 
1.  What local effor ts to provide affordable housing do you know of, and what 
projects can concerned people par ticipate in? 
 
2.  How have you and/or your church contr ibuted to effor ts to provide affordable 
housing in other countr ies? 
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THE CATHOLIC WORKER--HOSPITALITY 
 
The Catholic Worker movement founded by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin in 1933 now 
includes some 120 houses across the United States with a primary concern for the most 
vulnerable: providing food for the hungry, shelter for the homeless, care for the sick and 
dying, especially those with AIDS, visitation for prisoners, especially those on death row, 
in short, hospitali ty as taught and exempli fied by Jesus.  They engage in advocacy on 
behalf of the neglected and excluded and in non-violent protest against the injustices and 
abuses of our churches, government, and civil society. 
 
This Catholic movement is diverse and ecumenical.  The Open Door in Atlanta's inner 
city began in a Protestant church in 1979, when there were approximately 1500 homeless; 
by 1985 there were 5000.  They began feeding 100 hungry people on Christmas Day 
1981; since then they have prepared and served over 400,000 meals.  Their common li fe 
has two primary foci: community and service.  It includes worship, Bible study, planning 
and play as well as work and rest.  Their residential community includes 26 street people, 
partners, novices, and resident volunteers.  Ed Loring, one of the founders, explains in A 
Work of Hospitality: The Open Door Reader 1082-2002. p. 14: 
 

Faithfulness to the scriptures and resistance to the greed and materialism of 
contemporary society demand a lifestyle of simplicity and compassion.  To that end, 
each member of the community receives basic needs plus a small  weekly stipend 
($11.50 in 2003). . . .Partners are those members who covenant to give their li ves 
and resources to the community.  Resident volunteers are persons who join the 
community for six months to two years for experience and education as they follow 
different paths on their life pilgrimages. 

 
The monthly newsletter, Hospitality, which is free, offers reflection, reports, invitations 
for a wider circle of volunteers and churches that support this work.  The book mentioned 
above is a collection of articles from the newsletter; it can be ordered ($15.00), as can the 
newsletter, from the Open Door Community, 910 Ponce de Leon Ave., NE, Atlanta, GA 
30306-4212.  A former resident, Norman Shanks, writes: 
 

The Open Door Reader is a wonderful book.  [ It is] a very good account of what has 
happened at and around the Open Door over the years, the  people, the experiences, 
and above all the Gospel commitment, and the scriptural, theological, and social 
analysis that continue to sustain it.  The sense of vulnerabilit y, the dependence on 
grace, the unquenchable hope, the amazing faithfulness of God in Christ and of his 
disciples, for all their wavering confusion, not only kindle my own very precious 
memories of my time with you but have inspired and strengthened me on my own way 
ahead. 
 
 

1.  Compare this experience with Jesus' words in Matthew 25:31-46. 
2.  Compare it with Revelation 3:14-22. 
3.  Compare it with Acts 2:43-47 and 4:32-35. 
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SUSTAINABLE WORLD 
 
All Saints Episcopal Church in Pasadena, Cali fornia is nationally known for its 
leadership in the struggle for justice and peace with some 3000 members and a maili ng 
list of 6000.  Scattered concerns for the environment, the poor and homelessness, justice 
for workers, immigrants, and women came to a head in 2001 when some members came 
across David Korten's book, When Corporations Rule the World, and his movement 
called Positive Futures.  A group of 20 used the book as a Lenten study option in 2001; 
soon there were to several study groups.  A year later 65 people had caught the challenge, 
and Marti Coleman called Korten and went to see him with an invitation.  This led to a 
major conference at All Saints, ªA Positive Futures Gathering,º April 12 -14, 2002, led by 
economist David Korten and theologian Walter Wink.  The process of organizing and 
carrying out this event consolidated the commitment and clarified the direction of the 
church's working group under the slogan, ªSustainable World.º  
 
Task forces have been formed to work on economic and ecological issues ranging from 
fair trade  to socially responsible investing, a li ving wage, and sweat shops.  After several 
months of Bible studies, a group of 14 went to Guatemala for an immersion learning 
experience of the effects of economic globalization.  Other groups have gained similar 
insights on the US/Mexico border. 
 
Following is the Mission Statement of Sustainable World with its current goals:  
 

The Sustainable World Ministry promotes and supports a socially responsible local 
and world economy that values li fe, Earth’s resources and spiritual community 
through personal choices, education and public action. 

 
GOAL #1  To engage in theological, sociological and economic study for the 
deepening understanding of participants of both the religious and the social 
imperative for global economic justice. 
 
GOAL #2   To secure economic justice for low income workers in the Los Angeles 
area. 
 
GOAL #3   To secure economic justice for workers globally through fairly traded 
products. 
 
GOAL #4   To develop an understanding of the background, the politi cs behind the 
scenes, and the stipulations involved in the proposed trade agreement called Free 
Trade Area of the Americas. 
 
GOAL #5    To become a strong steering committee and a strong participant group 
on behalf of a sustainable world. 
 

What are the goals and what is the mission of your local church in terms of global 
and local economics? 
 


