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COMMUNITAS is a term anthropologist Victor Turner uses to describe the tem-
porary but intense community that develops among pilgrims for the duration of the 
journey (remember the pilgrims of the Canterbury Tales). For us in the church, it 
might describe the community we develop with the successive churches we serve, 
or the community of cohorts of the College of Pastoral Leaders, gathering to study 
together for a brief period of years.
 Turner also employs the concept of liminality to describe that pilgrim experience 

of leaving the domain of the familiar to travel and to experience new potentialities and powers that lie 
afield. We leave home, travel light, expose ourselves both to the unknowns in the world of the horizon 
and the unknowns within our own souls, now freed to be heard in the silence of the road. Again, the 
cohorts of the College of Pastoral Leaders leave the parish momentarily to hear the experiences of col-
leagues and to contemplate the ministries seeking to emerge from their own souls. So we are pilgrims in 
the College, our experience shaped by communitas and liminalities.
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Introduction

Introduction

There’s a commercial currently on television promoting a new cellphone so 
fast it apparently knows the future before you do. Three office mates are sit-
ting in a café and one announces that it’s So-and-so’s birthday, and then, in 

an instant So-and-so herself appears with a birthday bouquet of flowers to thank 
one of the office mates—the one who scooped her two counterparts by instantly 
arranging the gift (which was immediately delivered) before they did. In the next 
scene of the commercial, two colleagues learn that another colleague has been 
fired—obviously before he himself knew it, and he learns of it when he appears and 
overhears their conversation. In the final scene, word of an executive’s retirement 
comes about a nanosecond before others in the office arrange the delivery—pres-
to!—of a cake featuring his likeness in the icing.
 You may call that super-efficient, but I call it crazy-busy! 
 I’m writing this introduction for Communitas while I’m at an annual meeting of 
seminary presidents here in Santa Fe. Some sixty of us, from among the 250 or so 
seminaries and divinity schools in the U.S. and Canada. In our midst are all flavors 
of the North American religious landscape—everything from Assembly of God to 
Russian Orthodox—and from schools that range in size from “small” to “medium” 
(that would be us) to “large.” We may disagree on Calvinism vs. Arminianism, or 
Word vs. Sacrament, or Evangelical vs. Liberal; but we appear to all have one thing 
in common: we’re all apparently possessed, or fatigued, by a crazy-busy world. Our 
common mantra appears to be not “I think; therefore I am,” but rather “My cell 
phone just rang and pulled me out of this important plenary presentation; there-
fore I am.” 
 Do we wear our crazy-busyness around like a self-legitimizing mantle? Are we 
making some kind of competitive fashion statement by sporting our iPads which 
we’re feverishly working on while somebody else is standing at a podium making a 
power-point presentation? Are we addicted to our work (which, from the looks of 
us, is apparently just wearing us out and making us more miserable)? Yes, yes and 
yes.
 I could expand more on that but—oh, rats!—something’s buzzing in my pock-
et. Okay. It was nothing—just a reminder of the “Everything’s Half Price” sale at 
JoS. A. Bank.
 I remember a moment when I was a pastor on Long Island—definitely the most 
beautiful place in which we’ve ever lived. Serving a church on the North Shore, I 
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was on this particular day completely captive to meaningless crazy-busyness. I was 
in my car, on my way to the hospital, I think, and I came to an intersection which 
gave me one of the most beautiful views of a winter sunset that I had ever seen. 
That red orb sinking into the horizon of Long Island Sound begged me to take five 
minutes—five measly minutes!—to take it in. And I heard myself saying to myself, 
as I turned onto the road that would take me to the hospital and people to see there, 
“I’d love to sit here and watch this sunset, but I’m too busy.” 
 I wish I could say that that moment of recognition did something to me that 
has made me far saner, far less crazy-busy ever since. Alas, it didn’t. My own most 
prevalent, most relentless addiction was—and remains—my work. Not the sun-
sets, not my own self-care, not always my primary relationships. It’s my work.
 So I need this issue of Communitas. And maybe you do, too.

   
   
 Theodore J. Wardlaw  
 President, Austin Seminary  
  

The College of Pastoral Leaders is an association of church lead-
ers committed to learning in community, over time, for their own 
flourishing in ministry and the sake of the Gospel. Through this 
two-year program, Austin Seminary offers pastors resources to en-
liven, invigorate, and sustain the life of ministry. 
 Cohort groups are admitted to the College once each year. Ap-
plications for admission are available on March 1 and must be sub-
mitted no later than May 15. The application is available on the 
Austin Seminary web site, austinseminary.edu/cplapplication.
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Imagining Justice in a  
Crazybusy World

Cynthia L . Rigby

The Bible is often so matter of fact about what God wills that we mistaken-
ly think what we are called to do is easy. We can be reading along, feeling 
semi-spiritual and centered, and all of a sudden find ourselves nodding in 

agreement before a passage like Matthew 22:34–40. All we have to do is love the 
Lord our God with everything we’ve got, and love our neighbors as ourselves, we might 
paraphrase to ourselves. Yeah, I should be able to do that, we think. Or we read Micah 
6:8, which doesn’t seem to be bogged down by all those Levitical codes and doesn’t 
say a thing, even, about animal sacrifices, and we are lured into thinking: Yes. Now 
that’s reasonable. All I have to do is do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God. 
All right, then.
 Then we start imagining what justice, love, and humble walking look like, and 
things get more complicated. In our imagining we begin to participate in the King-
dom, where everything looks different from what we have ever known. When we 
submit to the will of the One who promises us, and graces us, and loves us, our own 
wills are changed. When we share in the desire of God that the Kingdom come to 
earth as it is in heaven, God’s desire becomes our own. 
 To do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God is not only, then, to 
join a new reality. It is to be ourselves completely unmade and remade – to become 
the “new creations” we are in Christ (II Cor. 5:17). Similarly, to do “what God re-
quires” is not merely to take on a few extra responsibilities, but to live completely 
different lives.
 When we start realizing this we might cease nodding emphatically and become 

Cynthia Rigby is the W.C. Brown Professor of Theology and a member of the Board of 
Trustees at Austin Seminary. The author of The Promotion of Social Righteousness 
(Witherspoon Press, 2010), Rigby is currently completing a book titled Renewing Grace 
(Westminster John Knox, forthcoming) and is working on another, Shaping our Faith: 
A Christian Feminist Theology (Baker Academic, forthcoming). This essay incorporates 
excerpts from Promotion of Social Righteousness, with permission of Congregational 
Ministries Publishing, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 100 Witherspoon St., Louisville, 
KY 40202.
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a little concerned. Because if there’s one thing we generally do not like, it’s qualita-
tive change to ourselves. Changes to others are OK, as long as they don’t affect us 
too much. Changes to our circumstances are fine, as long as they add to what we 
think is good and take away from what we think is not. Improvements to ourselves 
are welcome, as long as they don’t fundamentally change us.
 Imagining justice is a threatening prospect because such imagining ultimately 
insists on actual participation and contribution. And to contribute by “doing jus-
tice,” probably requires us to become different people than who we are right now. 
Imagining justice is particularly threatening to we who are wealthy—we who have 
economic, educational, technological, medical, legal, and other resources most oth-
ers in the world do not have. This is because to imagine justice is to envision every-
one having what they need, and to move from imagining justice to participating in 
it so deeply that we make a contribution to it requires fundamental change not only 
to how we handle our material resources, but also to who we are.
 At precisely this juncture, then, we have a choice. We can choose to be unimagi-
native, fold up our arms and view any talk of “justice” that involves us radically 
altering ourselves—and the way we utilize and share resources - as out of bounds. 
Or we can choose really to imagine what Amos means when he talks about let-
ting justice “roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” 
(Amos 5:24). We need to be honest that imagining such things involves real risk 
to ourselves. This is because the Spirit is apt to work through such imagining “to 
complete” God’s work in us, as Paul explains to the church at Philippi, “so that on 
the day of Christ we may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of 
righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God” 

(Philippians 1:6 & 10–11). 
 Paul minces no words about the risk of participating in the Kingdom. Shortly 
after his exhortation to the Philippians, he imagines the self-emptying and exalta-
tion of Jesus Christ by way of a beautiful hymn (see Philippians 2:5-11). Directly 
following this extraordinary evocation, and assuming our participation in the real-
ity in which it participates, Paul returns to his emphasis on our transformation: 
“Therefore,” he writes, “Therefore … work out your own salvation with fear and 
trembling, for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work 
for God’s good purpose” (vv. 12–13). The question is: Are we willing to live with the 
fear and trembling that comes with the cognizance both that God is at work in us 
and that we are at work with God?
 I was once mildly chastised, following a lecture I had given, for not clarify-
ing that the “fear” Paul mentions in Philippians 2:12 has nothing to do with being 
afraid. Since this criticism seemed to make a good deal of sense, I found myself 
agreeing with the woman who explained that “fear,” in the context of this verse, 
should be translated as “awe.” “Fear,” she said, “has nothing to do with our relation-
ship to God, who does not want us to be afraid.”
 While I still agree that imagining God’s promises to us in the event of Jesus 
Christ inspires awe, and I certainly concur that God does not want us to be afraid 
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of God, I have come to suspect that being afraid might well be part of the equation, 
when it comes to working out our salvation. While we should not be afraid of the 
God who has reached down to us and lifted us up, it makes sense to be afraid of 
the change that comes with living in relationship to this God. Paul acknowledges 
our fear on the way to exhorting us to keep working out our salvation, anyway: we 
might be afraid, we might even tremble, but we’d better stay the course. Keep your 
eye on the prize, Paul urges. Press on for that day of Jesus Christ (Philippians 3:14).

Frightening imaginings: Amos 5
There is nothing like reading some verses of Scripture in context to ignite both 
our imaginations and our fear. Amos 5:24 is one of those verses. It is breathtak-
ingly beautiful, when we pause to contemplate it. Who has leaned over a railing 
and stared safely into a powerful waterfall without becoming aware of the glorious 
indifference of nature? The water pours down whether we are there or not; it will 
pour down whether we step under it or not; it will pour down after we are dead. It 
will roar as it pours and sparkle in the sun as it brings with it, by the sheer force of 
gravity, anything that enters its path. 
 Who has camped by a mountain stream overflowing with melted snow un-
aware, in their sleep, of the splash of water against the rocks? The water twists and 
turns and growls and chatters when we are drinking our cocoa by the evening fire, 
and through the night that is sleepless or the night of deepest peace and rest. It 
cares not that we are there, but cradles us nonetheless. Because it does not need 
our presence, its inclusion of us is pure gift. Because it does not need our presence, 
being present to it is our choice, our opportunity, our risk.
 The waterfall and the stream are there in the center of Amos, at the end of 
chapter 5. They are flanked by jolting portrayals of God ridiculing our “desire … 
[for] the day of the Lord” (Amos 5:18–23) and mocking our belated efforts to be 
righteous (see vv. 25–27). The images of justice rolling down and righteousness 
flowing are set in contrast to the hypocrisy of our solemnity, our sacrifices, and our 
singing. The piety of the Israelites is also our piety: a spiritual showiness founded in 
the presumption of inclusion rather than reliance on God’s promises, the religiosity 
of we who have “trampled on the poor” and taxed them unjustly (v. 11). “Why do 
you want the day of the Lord?” we are asked. “It is darkness, not light; as if someone 
fled from a lion, and was met by a bear; or went into the house and rested a hand 
against the wall, and was bitten by a snake” (vv. 18-19).
 This imagery is terrifying. It is reminiscent of a horror movie, where a person 
runs from one dangerous figure into the arms of another. It reflects what we have 
feared, about nature, ever since the Fall—that it will overtake us, that it will de-
stroy us.
 Most disarmingly, those who will meet the bear and the snake are entirely 
oblivious to their fate. The text implies they are expecting something good to hap-
pen; that they imagine themselves stomping their feet and claiming God’s prom-
ises; that they are gathering for worship, and fulfilling their pledges, and singing 
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with gusto. It is these who will wail, these who will say “alas” (vv. 16–17). Like the 
goats in the Great Judgment scene, they will be stunned and confused when they 
are not permitted to enter, especially since they are good at saying “Lord, Lord,” 
believing themselves to be sincere (see Matthew 25).
 Who are these people? Are they someone else? Are they ever us? Are they never 
the poor, and always the rich? 
 Despite the confusion of the goats in Matthew 25 and those who “desire the 
day of the Lord” in Amos 5, the texts make it clear who should beware: Those who 
have not fed the hungry, clothed the naked, or visited the sick and imprisoned. It 
is those who “turn justice to wormwood1 and bring righteousness to the ground 
(Amos 5:7) those who “hate” accurate judgments and “abhor the one who speaks 
the truth” (v. 10) those who “trample on the poor and take from them levies of 
grain” (v. 11) and those who “afflict the righteous … take a bribe, and push aside 
the needy in the gate” (v. 12). While there are a lot of verses in these texts identify-
ing who is being condemned, they do not represent a long list of devastating sins. 
Rather, they all iterate manifestations of a single, unacceptable violation—justice 
has been compromised. The lives of some have been expended or neglected, osten-
sibly to benefit the lives of others. Making matters all the worse, those who have 
experienced marginalization are now using others for the sake of their own gain.
Who these people are is clear in the text. What we witness, in the shock of those 
who are bitten by snakes and the surprise of the goats that are not admitted to the 
Kingdom, is not in the manipulative spirit of hyper-Calvinism. In other words, it is 
not the case that the Israelites, and the goats, and possibly we ourselves have done 
our level best to discern the will of God and to act in faithful accordance with it, but 
will someday nonetheless be “trumped” by a sovereign God who has foreordained, 
from the start, that we will remain on the outside. It is not the case that claiming 
God’s promise that we are fully included in the Kingdom is pointless, since God’s 
promise may or may not have been made to us. 
 Rather, what the text tells us is that living in accordance with a kingdom of our 
own making, rather than the Kingdom of God as it has been revealed, will get us 
into big trouble. It will get us into trouble regardless of how sincerely and faithfully 
we convince ourselves we are living. Our surprise, on that Day, will have nothing 
to do with God playing us and everything to do with us coming to the sickening 
recognition that we have been playing God, and that God has known all along.
 For God’s will, in its most crucial respects, is perfectly clear. It is not simple, 
but it is clear. It is always to be just: to take care of one another; to do what is right. 
God’s judgment is always for the underdog: for the poor, for the hungry, for the 
sick, for the sinner.2 God’s command, which takes many forms, is, in the words of 

 1. While “wormwood” has been used, throughout history, for (positive) medical purposes, its bitter 
flavor is seemingly being evoked here. Justice, metaphorically speaking, is made “bitter” by those who 
disrespect it.
 2. This idea is commonly identified, particularly in Roman Catholic moral theology (especially in 
the theologies of liberation theologians including Gustavo Gutiérrez), as “the preferential option of the 
poor.”
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Karl Barth: “self-evidently and in all circumstances a call for counter-movements 
on behalf of humanity and against its denial in any form, and therefore a call for 
the championing of the weak against every kind of encroachment on the part of the 
strong.”3

 The Kingdom of God is always about the flourishing of all life, and never about 
the expenditure of some lives for the sake of enhancing the lives of others. The wa-
terfall of justice is falling; the streams of righteousness are flowing; at the Center of 
the City of God, all who thirst for the fullness of God’s will are eternally quenched. 
It is clear what we are to do; it is clear what God has promised. And yet we do not 
do it; we do not live in accordance with the promise. One reason why we do not, in 
my observation, is that we mistake what seems to be necessary with what is right. 
We find ways to justify hating the truth-tellers, taxing the poor, and taking bribes 
when we believe it necessary to do so for the sake of preserving ourselves and/
or our institutions. We might convince ourselves we are being brave—doing what 
“needs to be done” from the vantage point of our relative positions of power, even 
though we would rather not do them. Feeling this way, we might enter into our 
solemn assemblies, and give our offerings, and sing up a storm in order to delude 
ourselves into believing we are still on the inside of the Kingdom. Perhaps we yearn 
for the Kingdom to come, in part, so we can stop living the lie we don’t fully realize 
we’re living: the lie that privileges what is necessary over what is right, the lie that 
leverages the realistic against the impossible, the lie that lays aside God’s promises 
of never-ending abundance for worldly promises that we can have a bigger share 
(for ourselves, our loved ones, our ministries, or our generally well-meaning insti-
tutions) if we only make the necessary sacrifice of taking from others. 
 If this describes us, Amos says, than darkness (and bears, and snakes) await us.
Unless, that is, we change our ways and claim the promise of the water. “Hate evil 
and love good, and establish justice in the gate,” we are advised (Amos 5:15).
 But can we do this? Most of us who are caught in the hypocrisy of mistak-
ing our own constructed piety for authentic faithfulness will respond by thinking 
to ourselves: Whoever wrote this just doesn’t understand how complicated it all is. Of 
course it’s complicated. It’s complicated to think we believe something and act in 
ways that are utterly antithetical to it: going to our assemblies, giving our offerings, 
and singing our praises, while meanwhile diminishing the lives of others. Hypoc-
risy is not only complicating, it is also exhausting. Everyone is weary, in our culture. 
So consistently are we weary that some of us have given up on getting enough rest 
in favor of wearing our weariness as a badge of honor. A colleague told me just the 
other day that he had “trained” himself to get by on five hours’ sleep each night. 
“You get used to it,” he assured me.
 There are all kinds of reasons for being weary, the most obvious being that 
we work too hard, as citizens of this crazybusy world. Another is that our anxiety 
drains us: before, because of the pressures to get our share, and now because our 

 3. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, eds. Geoffrey Bromiley and T.F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1956–1976, 12 vols), III/4, 544. Hereafter abbreviated as “CD.”
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share is less than we had banked on. But I suggest there is another reason why we 
are weary—particularly we who self-identify as “Christian.” I think we are weary 
because we are suffering the emotional drain that comes with living as unknowing 
hypocrites. We think we believe that loving God and neighbor is the most impor-
tant thing. (What reader of this article wouldn’t sign on, if asked, as a supporter of 
justice?) But we engage the politics of the workplace, and make many of our major 
life decisions, in a different mode altogether. In contrast to those “WWJD?” folks, 
we are leaving what Jesus would do up to Jesus and doing whatever it is we figure 
we have to do for ourselves. Instead of striving to live “in the world but not of it,” we 
are living “of the world but not in it.”4 Our values, when it comes to money manage-
ment and political maneuvering, tend to reflect the values of culture. But, wanting 
to be spiritual, we gather in solemn assemblies, offer gifts, and sing songs of praise 
in ways that reinforce the perception (our own and possibly others’) that we hover 
a bit above the non-gathering folks, spirituality-wise.
 It is no wonder we are worn out. We are living a double life, so committed to 
believing we are doing the right thing that we don’t even realize the irresolvable 
contradiction. I think this is something the book of Amos is trying to shake us out 
of, when it sharply and disturbingly delineates what is going to happen, on “the day 
of the Lord,” to those of us who have not done justice.
 “But you don’t understand,” we might want to say back, “there is no other way.” 
“There is no way except to continue in ‘the feverish state of tension’ that is our way 
of life.”5

 “If we think there is no other way,” Karl Barth once wrote, “we are always 
wrong.” We are wrong, despite any “faithfulness, zeal, conscientiousness, and good 
intentions” we may bring to our work, because “to work tensely … is to do so in self-
exaltation and forgetfulness of God.”7

 While Barth is not, at this point, specifically discussing God’s requirement to 
“do justice,” he is observing that the will of God is never done when we have lost 
sight of the fact that all our work is done before God. Further, he makes the star-
tling comment that “all our work is play” when done before the God who is sover-
eign. We are not called to figure it all out. We are called to be faithful. We are not 
called to do what appears to be necessary to keep the operation flowing. We are 
called to do what is right. We are not called to offer performances of our piety. We 
are called to do justice. We are called to engage the “serious play”7 that is the play of 
the children of God. The play that imagines the world of “our Father” and participates 
so creatively in enacting it that the Kingdom of God is brought a little closer to earth, 
as it is in heaven.8 
 4. I first heard this turn of phrase from the late Letty Russell, professor of theology at Yale Divinity 
School.
 5. Karl Barth, CD III/4, 552–553.
 6. Barth, CD III/4, 552.
 7. Barth’s term.
 8. For more on a theology of play, see my “Beautiful Playing: Moltmann, Barth, and the Work of the 
Christian,” in Theology As Conversation: The Significance of Dialogue in Historical And Contemporary Theol-
ogy, eds. Bruce L. McCormack and Kimlyn J. Bender (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2009), 101–116.
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Hope-full Imagining
In the middle of the darkness and the bears and the snakes, in the midst of the 
mockery of our ill-founded hopes and our hypocritical efforts, are the life-giving 
images of water. Rolling, falling, flowing, endlessly moving, water. The water is 
what is respected. The water is what God wills. Not our festivals and not our “sol-
emn assemblies.” Not our offerings and not our songs. Not without the rush of 
water, anyway. Apart from the presence of justice and righteousness, these other 
things are unwanted. We who “trample on the poor” by “taking from them levies 
of grain” and those who take bribes, or “push aside the needy at the gate” cannot 
compensate by attending more meetings at the church or singing more loudly each 
Sunday. 
 But we can do justice. We can return to what God is up to and join in. But first 
we need to recognize exactly where we are in the story, instead of assuming we are 
somehow automatically standing alongside the sheep and the poor.
 When we are honest about where we stand in relation to what God is up to 
in the world, we imagine the waterfall of justice crashing down, the ever-flowing 
stream of righteousness gushing on around us. We witness this water running 
through biblical stories about faith, testifying to the divine preservation and en-
suring the flourishing of life. The power of this water, to drown and to heal, turns 
our easy interpretations of well-known passages inside out. We start asking our-
selves some tough questions. It rains for forty days and forty nights, and God pro-
tects those living safely on the ark (see Genesis 6–9). Can we continue to assume we 
are on the ark? Or are we among those who are drowning? The Israelites walk between 
walls of water that have been parted by Moses under God’s instruction (see Exodus 
14–15). Would we walk on the dry land? Or drown with the Egyptians? Jesus,“in order 
to fulfill all righteousness,” is baptized by John in the Jordan River (see Matthew 
3:13–17). If we join with him in that water, will we be driven with him, by the Spirit, into 
the wilderness? The Samaritan woman drinks, and leads others to drink, the ever-
flowing water that removes from them the constant burden of finding drink for 
themselves (see John 4). Will we drink? Or are the burdens that define our existence 
and our value too dear to our hearts? And in the middle of the City of God is “the river 
of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the 
Lamb,” lined by fruit trees whose leaves “are for the healing of the nations (Revela-
tion 22:1). And this is the promise of God: that the water will finally offer life to us all, 
even if it drowns our sinful selves in the process.
 The flow of both the waterfall of justice and the stream of righteousness is un-
ending both in its abundance and its duration. Unlike anything we know in this 
world, the waters imaged here know nothing of the limits of space and time. Justice 
and righteousness, as they are portrayed in Amos, are not quantifiable goods that 
need be doled out generously but with prudence, taking into account the restrictions 
of this world. In this world there is a limit to how long a blindfolded Lady Justice 
can “weigh the evidence” in relation to any given case. The Supreme Court recently 
determined, for example, that DNA testing could not be considered a “right” of all 
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prisoners, in part because—if it were to be—the rights of others to expeditious tri-
als would be violated.9 We simply do not have the resources, in this world, to turn 
over every possible stone. Numerous injustices are never resolved, and the more 
honest among us (and/or the most affected among us) live with this awareness.
 To be people of faith is never to be satisfied with allowing the limits of space 
and time to delimit our understanding of justice as it is operative in the Kingdom of 
God. It is unreasonably to insist that justice is not only for all, it is also for every. It 
is ever to weigh the new evidence, determined to ferret out even one who has been 
treated unjustly. It is not to push away the needy (Amos 5:12b) but to give them 
one of our more-than-one coats (Luke 3:11). It is to care about “doing justice” not 
for the sake of principle, but for the sake of people.
 Gustavo Gutiérrez imagines doing justice, along these lines, as an extension 
of friendship. “Christ says, ‘I do not call you servants, but friends,’ (John 15:15) he 
points out, commenting that:

As Christians, we are called to reproduce this quality of friendship in our re-
lationships with others. When we become friends with the poor, their pres-
ence leaves an indelible imprint on our lives, and we are much more likely 
to remain committed.10

 The question that comes immediately to mind is: How in the world am I supposed 
to “become friends with the poor”? “The poor” seem to me either to live so far away, 
and/or to operate in such different social circles, that I have difficulty even imagin-
ing what such friendships would look like. Why can’t it be enough, I whine (on some 
deeply frightened level), simply to write a few more checks?
 In response to my knee-jerk reaction that friendship with the poor isn’t pos-
sible for me, I imagine Gutiérrez patiently smiling, waiting for me to realize that 
my resistance is indicative of my sin; my unwillingness to take a risk for the sake of 
participation. I imagine my pastor friend, Sophie, sitting across from me, eating her 
lunch, and listening with genuine sympathy as she scratches her flea-bitten ankles, 
bitten because her lunch just the day before was eaten in the home of a person, liv-
ing in east Austin, who could not afford to fumigate. I imagine friends from twenty 
years ago, when my husband and I lived in the Philippines. One of these friends 
was Sena, the woman who did our laundry. She figured out we were paying her 
more than we needed to and so set these “extra” funds aside, one day presenting 
us with two large handmade puppets. The materials could have bought her a couple 
of blouses, a few kilos of rice. But she presented us with those puppets—proudly, 
gratefully, believing in our friendship. Participating in life with us, and showing us 
how to participate with her.
 To imagine doing justice in the context of friendship is to imagine that any 

 9. See www.cleveland.com/nation/index.ssf/2009/06/justices_deny_dna_testing_as_a.html.
 10. From “Remembering the Poor: An Interview with Gustavo Gutiérrez,” in America: The National 
Catholic Weekly (February 3, 2003).

Continued on page 24
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Grappling with a Theology of Play

Last May, when twenty-five pastors gathered for the annual conference of the 
College of Pastoral Leaders around the theme of “Being Alive in a Crazybusy 
World,” they were encouraged to think about the concept of “play” in ways that 

challenged notions of entertainment and recreation. Professor Cynthia L. Rigby 
posed the theological question, What it would be like to consider that play is about 
being who we really are in participation of the coming of the Kingdom? She sug-
gested that a theologically informed understanding of play can shape our Christian 
identity—both public and private—shape how we work and play, and affect how we 
love and hope in the world.
 I attended the conference to look through the praxis prism of theological reflec-
tion, to invite participants actually to play. Using simple materials of paper, color, 
and light I encouraged participants to embrace a childlike trust with the activities 
set before them. We are so tempted to analyze and pre-assess what productivity can 
come from the work we are invited into. Playing before God and for the sake of the 
Kingdom requires us to resist that temptation and simply to accept the invitation 
to join in what is offered. 
 I want to share three reflections that grow out of my experience at the College 
of Pastoral Leaders conference and help to expand my own understanding and prac-
tice of play in my life as a Christian.

Grappling with
a Theology of Play

Enuma Okoro

Enuma Okoro was born in the United States and raised in Nigeria, Ivory Coast, and Eng-
land. An author, speaker, and a spiritual director, her writing has appeared on ABC’s 
“Good Morning America,” and in Sojourners, Christianity Today, The Christian Cen-
tury and other online and print resources. Her spiritual memoir, Reluctant Pilgrim: A 
Moody Somewhat Self-indulgent Introvert’s Search for Spiritual Community was 
released in 2010. She is also co-author, with Shane Claiborne and Jonathan Wilson-
Hartgrove, of Common Prayer: A Liturgy for Ordinary Radicals. She lives in Raleigh, 
North Carolina. http://www.enumaokoro.com.  
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Praise as play
“Beautiful playing presupposes an intuitive, childlike awareness of the essence or 
center … of all things. It is from this center, from this beginning and end, that I hear 
Mozart create his music.”1 
 Swiss theologian Karl Barth believed that all creative energy finds its source in 
the God who alone creates ex nihilo, out of nothing. As creatures, all our work is by 
invitation and in imitation of God. As we live out our faith in words and actions, 
we humbly remember that our work is not necessary for the fulfillment of God’s 
kingdom. Rather, God has simply chosen by God’s grace and invitation to use our 
work to help bring God’s work into completion. In a sense, as creatures made in the 
image of God and called to work alongside God in Christ Jesus, we play, with all 
seriousness of intent, at being little Christ figures, knowing that our efforts bear 
significance only by the indwelling work of the Holy Spirit. If we believe that as 
creatures our first work is to worship God, then the work of praise becomes a foun-
dational part of faithful play. 
 Praise is the way we actively and continuously acknowledge God as God, as the 
center and source of all. It includes the song and dance of church services, but is 
not limited to those activities of corporate worship. To think doxologically in the 
tradition of Reformed theologians means to recognize that praise can be synony-
mous with many human activities of daily life—faithful and attentive childrearing, 
nurture and care for the sick, passionate commitment to making art, and actively 
working for local and global peace and justice initiatives in our broken world. To 
play doxologically is to live deeply aware that life is gift and that victory is already 
won in a crucified and risen savior. What we do with our lives should point to what 
has already been done in Christ: God embracing the world in an unimaginable depth 
of love and calling creation to live steadfastly and imaginatively into the abundant 
vitality found in the tenets of the Kingdom. This living is praise because it acknowl-
edges God as the beginning and the end. This living is play because it embraces the 
generosity of a God who invites creation to assist God in a myriad of beautiful, chal-
lenging, creative, self-sacrificial, and yet completely non-essential ways. 
 We are called to play boldly and to play seriously, imagining that our work does 
indeed make a difference in the world. And yet we are also called to play foolishly, 
daringly, and with reckless hope, because we know that the work is already com-
plete in Christ. Praise be to God.

Cultivating a playful imagination
As children, most of us grew up being told by parents or teachers to “use your imagi-
nation.” It was an invitation to think outside the box of what we simply saw in front 
of us and to dare to conceive of new realities. Think about children’s drawings. They 
depict multi-colored creatures or objects unidentifiable to rational adult minds but 
which make all the sense in the world to the children who explain their images to 

 1. Karl Barth, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Eugene OR: Wipf and Stock, 1956, 16.
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us. Child-like imagination invites us to believe in what should not seem possible 
or make sense, and yet remains beautiful in the sheer creativity and possibility of 
it. Imagination requires cultivation for play to be sustainable and to ward against 
mental and physical stagnation. This need does not change once we become adults; 
how we think about and utilize the human imagination does.
 The possibilities of adult imagination snaps into strong perspective when we 
think about the torture, racism, sexual and physical abuses, war, and murder it 
spawns. The list is endless. As adults we do not lack human imagination as much 
as we are deficient in holy imagination. Children are good at play because they are 
captivated by mystery and wonder. They are awed by that which adults can easily 
explain—snowfall, fractured light through stained glass, shooting stars, flames of 
fire, condensation of breath on cold window panes. The list is endless. Children ex-
cel at hoping for and trying to enact the impossible: attempts to fly, usually off the 
furniture, pretending to be invisible, boldly claiming to possess a garden variety of 
superpowers, and thinking they can build rocket ships out of common household 
appliances. Such children live each day as though anything is possible, until it is 
reasoned out of them.
 Children make very good Christian disciples because they readily believe in 
the foolishness of God. They have ample room in their minds to hold miracles, vi-
sions, and dreams. A childlike imagination believes there is a trap door behind the 
wardrobe and that the line is thin between the possible and impossible. If you ask 
a child whether or not it is possible to feed all the hungry people in the world most 
adults would laugh at their “impractical” response. If you ask a child how to solve 
poverty in the neighborhood we would smile at their “naïve” suggestions. And yet, 
anticipating the Kingdom of God requires a holy imagination that bears close re-
semblance to the playful imagination of children. What if we practiced cultivating a 
playful imagination? What could that look like in the face of our daily struggles, the 
pleas and petitions we bring before God, in the face of the invitation of Matthew 
5:43-45; Matthew 25:34-40; and 28:18-20; of Luke 6:20-31; Micah 6:8; and James 
1:27?

Transforming play
During my workshop on play I invited participants to use art as a means of spiritual 
reflection. We practiced a very simple exercise of creating prayers out of colorful 
drawings. We then put the prayer images in front of mirrors and manipulated them 
at different angles. Each mirrored reflection helped the artist and the class mem-
bers imagine new and creative ways in which God might communicate and reflect 
back to us. Each person had a chance to place their drawing before the mirrors while 
the rest of the small community gazed on it and offered new perspectives on and 
interpretations of what was reflected. The artist then had a chance to speak to what 
he or she saw in the reflection as a response to the initial prayer. It was a simple yet 
powerful playful activity that offered a new way of spiritual communication.
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As people created their drawings, they commented about how much it reminded 
them of childhood and also how strange and freeing it felt to be invited to draw and 
use crayons and markers to depict important concerns. One of the most surprising 
results for participants was “receiving” much needed perspectives from the mir-
rored reflections and from the gazing community. 
 We talked about how often we readily assume that God’s modes of commu-
nication are only those which we access logically or rationally. As a result we risk 
limiting creative channels by which God desires to engage us and to have us engage 
the world. The exercise further highlighted the role of the believing and witnessing 
community when we play before God. Through the gift of a community, our play 
is transformed and deepened for the Kingdom of God. Playmates can help us see, 
name, and live into God’s desires for us and for the world. After the exercise the 
class prayed together over two participants whose mirrored images evoked an invi-
tation to communal intercession. 
 Playing faithfully before God and with God calls us to rethink and re-imagine 
how we engage with one another, especially those whom we might rather not en-
gage at all. Play in the Kingdom of God can transform us more and more from what 
we perceive to be fitting play to what God deems as faithful play. Holy transforma-
tion rarely occurs without challenges to what feels comfortable or without testing 
unjust systemic ideologies and practices. Play in the Kingdom of God often requires 
courage, truth-telling, hospitality, and patience. And yet, play nurtures joy and de-
light as we teeter-totter closer to desiring the ways of God and to recognizing one 
another as citizens of a new Kingdom. 
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“… let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us.” 
—Hebrews 12:1

God Bless You.” When I was a young runner, these words popped in my mind as I 
blew by the heavy, older joggers who trudged along gasping for air. At twenty-

five years of age, I could run every day, literally for hours, without the slightest hint 
of pain. Going for a long run was like going out for recess. To feel the earth beneath 
my feet, the wind kiss my cheeks, the sun glisten through trees above me, and my 
breath fueling each step was pure ecstasy. Out on the road, I left behind the stress 
of daily life and the challenges of parish ministry to embrace the wonder of God’s 
creation.
 Fast forward thirty years, throw in a pack of kids, the demands of a home 
and a career, and that young blissful runner is only a distant memory. I gave up 
running more than a decade ago when we started our family. After the wind sprints 
of chasing two toddlers and tending to a newborn, I didn’t have the energy to even 
put my feet in a pair of running shoes. Time to play? Time to run? What? Are you 
crazy? I need to sleep.
 It’s no mystery why adults don’t enjoy “playtime.” We’re exhausted. How can 
we engage in such frivolity when so many urgent and serious issues demand our 
attention? Injuries also keep us from playing. Life is rough. We get banged up and 
bruised physically, spiritually, and emotionally. When seriously hurt, all we can do 
is take our place on the bench to nurse our wounds while others play. But we can’t 

Play and Move for Life

Katheryn Barlow-Williams
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ficulties and joys honestly, using writing as a transformative outlet. 
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stay on the sidelines forever. Eventually we have to get up even if it hurts like hell. 
We worship a God who calls us to move. When God called the ancestors of our faith, 
they moved even if they were seriously injured by fear, guilt, or anger. When God 
calls us, we must move, or our hearts will grow so stiff with self-pity, resentment, 
and regret that love can’t flow through us. 
 I have the privilege of serving an older congregation. Those who fully embrace 
what they can still do are happy, while those who focus on what they cannot do are 
miserable. Some folks simply won’t play. Parked in front of a TV, they complain 
about perceived wrongs when they actually have much to celebrate. In sharp 
contrast, my active members refuse to get stuck in past glory days. They splint 
their fractured hopes with forgiveness, acceptance, and love. We have a 92-year-old 
tennis player who wins medals in the Senior Olympics each year and a 56-year-old 
track star who does the same. My treasurer turns 94 this year, and the woman who 
writes welcome notes to our visitors is 92. Each one of these members has a heart-
wrenching story of loss, and each one has an uplifting story of overcoming it. These 
people—and numerous others like them—transform our community because they 
focus on what they can do instead of what they can’t. 
  One of my best friends recently began running at the age of 44 to train for a 
half marathon. When she asked me to join her, I initially thought she was insane. 
Having sat on the sidelines so long, I hardly noticed that my children—now in fifth 
through eighth grade—were old enough to be left alone while I went out for a run. 
It was time for me to get up and get moving again. So one night last spring, I laced 
up my running shoes to see if I could run a mile. Though I finished, my lungs felt as 
if they would explode and my leg muscles screamed, Why are you doing this to us? 
This was not joy. It was agony. True, play is easier for the young than the old. But it 
is well worth the effort.
 Several months have passed since that initial run, and I have discovered new-
found bliss on the road. Even though the young runners breeze past me while I huff 
and trudge behind them, I keep moving. I have become a “God bless you” runner, 
and I occasionally wonder if it is worth the effort. Then I remember the players in 
my church, and I am inspired to keep right on going. 
   I registered for the Disney World Princess Half Marathon in February. Maybe 
I’ll finish. Maybe not. But I am going to have fun as long as I can put one foot in 
front of the other. Why? So that love can keep flowing through this old heart of 
mine. After all, this is the reason God calls us to play.  
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I’ve been taking pottery classes at the Southwest School of Art in San Antonio for 
a little over a year. From the beginning, I’ve been preoccupied with learning how 

to make a perfectly round, proportioned, and functional cylinder. Then a perfectly 
round, proportioned and functional bowl. Then a perfectly round, proportioned, 
and functional mug and plate. I’ve watched as beginning student after beginning 
student has been challenged in the same way. In many ways, pottery is about fun-
damentals.
 But advanced students have a different goal. These students pay attention to 
detail. They are inspired by something within, something that drives them to push 
the clay to extremes. They experiment with knobs and handles, shape and form. 
They spend hour after hour in the studio, experimenting, molding, shaping, cut-
ting, looking, thinking, working. From time to time, these advanced students have 
been known to utter a commonly held mantra, “I just don’t know who I am yet.”
 See, throwing pottery is an act of creation and play. The potter who “knows 
herself” has little angst or trouble producing interesting work. But discovering 
“who we really are” as potters is a process of trial and error, creation and destruc-
tion. It takes time. 
 Although we don’t create from nothing, the way that God does, I have often 
looked at the lump of clay on my wheel and thought, “My hands can mold this clay 
into anything.”
 I’m grateful for the parallels and the balance I find between the pottery studio 
and the parish. 
 In the studio, I have time to think, time to breathe, time to be. There’s no rush 
to get anything done, but a firing schedule creates structure for my work and explo-
ration. I have friends on a similar path who encourage me in my learning. The place 
is light, airy, full of laughter, teeming with creativity. It’s a place of collaboration 

Pottery, Play, and the Parish
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and support. Those who manage the studio facilitate that environment.
 The parish is more demanding. No matter what circumstances arise each week, 
certain things must be done. There’s a rhythm to our life together that revolves 
around study, prayer, and worship. There are bulletins to produce, newsletters to 
write, people to visit, sermons to create. In the parish, I know who I am, and I know 
the strength of my work. I know that when things get crazybusy, I can trust myself 
to be great with people and get things done.
 But I also know I can’t sacrifice the pottery studio. It provides balance, clarity, 
and exploration. I meet God there at the wheel, in the glazing room, at the kiln. 
Whether they acknowledge it or not, the pottery teachers incarnate God for me. 
They understand something fundamental about creativity and its power to stop the 
crazybusy world.
 A piece of pottery by an artist “who knows herself” captivates the viewer. Its 
form, shape, design, color, and symmetry carry on a conversation the viewer is in-
vited to overhear. People who frequent the studio can identify this work from a 
distance, and know who made it. It’s made in the creator’s image, so to speak.
 As parish pastor, there’s always another phone call to make, another letter to 
write, another journal article to read, another meeting to attend. I can always spend 
another hour or two researching scripture or working on a sermon. I can’t even 
count the number of days I’ve looked up from my desk in the church office sur-
prised to discover I’m late for dinner. Again.
 But I have also discovered that a crazybusy church life just happens. A cra-
zybusy church life is never the result of careful planning, spiritual discipline, or 
prayer. For me, crazybusy is what happens when I neglect my own spirituality and 
humanity. Crazybusy is what happens when I forget to play and when I forget the 
pottery studio. Crazybusy has me overwork and neglect my sleep. Crazybusy has 
me choose things over people and accomplishments over relationships.
 The pastor who knows herself knows that the work in the parish is never done. 
She is content to handle the work of the day with grace and generosity, free to be, 
free to create, free to love, unencumbered by the volume of the task vying for atten-
tion.
 The pastor who knows herself is rescued time and time again by going back to 
the beginning. In the beginning God created. And then God loved enough to give 
creatures God’s very creative nature.
 These two touchstones remind us all that we, like the God who made us, are 
also creative and loving. We are not called to “get things done,” but to “be a particu-
lar way” as we navigate the terrain of life. Ministry is not defined by financial suc-
cess or attendance records, but by who we are and how we treat people in the midst 
of the relentless demands of church life. 
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I retired from the active ministry in June 2008, and my wife, Bonnie, and I moved 
to the Detroit area to be near one of our children and grandchildren. In a sense we 

“lost our identity” because we were no longer leading a congregation and no longer 
living in a city where we were fairly well known because of my denominational in-
volvement. We were merely the new people in our condominium association. As Dr. 
Rigby mentioned in her presentation on “Christian Identity in a Crazybusy World,” 
our new neighbors knew very little about us and very little about our context. 
What’s more, we now had a new context.
 How does one function in a new context? Dr. Rigby indicated that some reveal 
too little of who they really are while others spill too much about themselves. How 
does find the balance between these two? Or to ask that in language used by Dr. 
Rigby, What centers us?
 Dr. Rigby reminded us that as children of God, we are heirs of God’s promises, 
enveloped by God’s grace and empowered by God’s love. Because the Triune God is 
present with us, we are never without hope, are held by Christ, and are empowered 
by God’s Spirit. Or, to use the words of the Apostle, “I no longer live, but Christ lives 
in me” (Galatians 2:20). Our identity is not determined by who we are, or what we 
have accomplished, or what we say. Our identity is determined by how well we re-
flect, with lip and life, the Savior who came that we may have life and have it more 
abundantly (John 10:10). We are not called to push ourselves to the forefront or to 
inform people of our accomplishments. Neither are we called to fade into the back-
ground, saying little about our beliefs or ourselves. Instead, we are called to reflect 
the Lord Jesus in our daily activities so others see light in a dark place and know 
that salt is present in a decaying world. 
 Thus, in our retirement we have simply tried to live as children of God—letting 
light shine without using a flamethrower, being salt without being offensive. We’ve 

Letting Light Shine in a New Context
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participated in various activities with our neighbors—working on neighborhood 
projects, playing pinochle, going out to lunch, being a good neighbor, etc.
 Dr. Rigby quoted Kierkegaard who said, “The one who expects what is possible 
is great; the one who expects the impossible is the greatest of all.” That’s the way it’s 
been in our lives. Simply maintaining our identity as God’s children in a crazybusy 
world has blessed our interactions with our neighbors. One of the women with 
whom we play pinochle was diagnosed with cancer. I just “happened” to be riding 
down the street when she came home from the doctor, and I stopped to ask her 
how things were going. When she gave me her report, I supported her, reflected 
on scriptural truths with her, and prayed with her. Even though she came from a 
different religious tradition, she asked me to do her funeral. I visited her frequently 
before her death and we were able to discuss a wide range of subjects, including is-
sues of faith.
 We’ve done various things for the neighbor next door, a divorced woman whose 
daughter is a single parent. When her mother was diagnosed with cancer, she asked 
me if I would conduct the funeral. I visited her mother frequently before her death 
and was able to minister to the extended family before the funeral, in the funeral 
message and after the funeral was held.
 Another neighbor and I worked together on a couple of projects in our con-
dominium association. When his daughter was to be married, he asked if I would 
perform the ceremony, and we were able to participate in this joy-filled event that 
marks one of the significant times of life.
 Dr. Rigby asserted, “We’ve become too shy about speaking of our relationship 
to Christ.” Events like the above have given us wonderful opportunities to do just 
that. Our “work” has really been “play.” We’ve experience abundant life as we’ve 
rested in the wonderful declaration that in all of life we are called to be who we 
are—children of God. Not surprisingly, others, too, have been blessed because of 
what Christ has done in and through our ministry that happens without a church 
building or a worship service.  
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About ten years ago, Duke Divinity School’s Pulpit & Pew project conducted a 
survey to learn more about the pastoral life.1 Clergy reported spending, on av-

erage, four hours per week reading beyond that requisite for preaching and teach-
ing. Their lists of the last three books they read included what you might expect: 
Henri Nouwen, Max Lucado, Eugene Peterson, John C. Maxwell, and Philip Yancey. 
The Purpose Driven Life, a perennial bestseller, showed up. And remember The Prayer 
of Jabez and Who Moved My Cheese?2

 Last spring, College of Pastoral Leaders reported what they were reading that 
was inspiring, helpful, fun, encouraging, or provocative. Here is a sampling of some 
of the less predictable reads—with comments from the public domain—that might 
spark the imagination.

An Unquiet Mind: A Memoir of Moods and Madness
Kay Redfield Jamison, one of the few women full professors of medicine at Ameri-
can universities, writes this memoir of her own struggle since adolescence with 
manic-depression, how it has shaped her life and how she used her gifts of intellect 
to make a difference to become a world authority on manic-depression and to help 
save countless lives.

Community: The Structure of Belonging 
Peter Block explores the exact way community can emerge from fragmentation. 
How is community built? How does the transformation occur? What fundamental 
shifts are involved? He offers a way of thinking about our places that creates an 
opening for authentic communities to exist and details what each of us can do to 
make that happen.
 1. http://pulpitandpew.org/overview

 2. “Pastor’s Picks: What Preachers are Reading,” Jackson Carroll, The Christian Century, Vol. 
120., No. 17, pp. 31-33.

Reading to Spark Imagination

Melissa Wiginton
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Expecting Adam: A True Story of Birth, Rebirth, and Everyday Magic 
This is Martha Beck’s memoir of the extraordinary nine months of her pregnancy. 
By the time Adam was born with Down’s Syndrome, Martha and John were pro-
pelled into a world in which they were forced to redefine everything of value to 
them, put all their faith in miracles, and trust that they could fly without a net. 

Googled: The End of the World as We Know It
Written by Ken Auletta of The New Yorker, this book documents the meteoric rise 
of Google and looks at modern technological innovation, the decline of tradition-
al media (print journalism, music CDs, etc.) and its revenue stream (advertising 
sales), and the ways in which Google serves as a flash point for many of the suc-
cesses and controversies surrounding the Digital Age. 

Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America 
Sociologist and writer Barbara Ehrenreich left her home, took the cheapest lodg-
ings she could find, and accepted whatever jobs she was offered to learn how people 
survive on $6 an hour. Nickel and Dimed reveals low-rent America in all its tenac-
ity, anxiety, and surprising generosity—a land of Big Boxes, fast food, and a thou-
sand desperate stratagems for survival. 

Presence: An Exploration of Profound Change in People, Organizations, and 
Society
Authors Peter Senge, C. Otto Scharmer, Joseph Jaworski, and Betty Sue Flowers 
present a new theory of transformational change and learning. The book intro-
duces the idea of “presence”—a concept borrowed from the natural world that the 
whole is entirely present in any of its parts—to the worlds of business, education, 
government, and leadership. 

The Art of Possibility: Transforming Professional and Personal Life
This book combines Benjamin Zander’s experience as conductor of the Boston 
Philharmonic and his talent as a teacher and communicator with psychotherapist 
Rosamund Stone Zander’s genius for designing innovative paradigms for personal 
and professional fulfillment to present twelve breakthrough practices for bringing 
creativity into all human endeavors.

The Solace of Fierce Landscapes: Exploring Desert and Mountain Spirituality
In this book, Belden Lane interweaves a memoir of his mother’s long struggle with 
Alzheimer’s and cancer, meditations on his own wilderness experience, and illumi-
nating commentary on the Christian via negativa to reject the easy affirmations of 
pop spirituality for the harsher but more profound truths that wilderness can teach 
us: that inhuman landscapes should be the source of spiritual comfort. 
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Recommended Reading

What I Talk About When I Talk About Running
Haruki Murakami writes a beautiful memoir about his intertwined obsessions with 
running and writing, full of vivid memories and insights, including the eureka mo-
ment when he decided to become a writer. By turns funny and sobering, playful 
and philosophical, the book is rich and revelatory, both for fans of Muraki and for 
athletes who find similar satisfaction in athletic pursuit.

Where Good Ideas Come From: A Natural History of Innovation
What sparks the flash of brilliance? How does ground-breaking innovation hap-
pen? Steven Johnson provides the complete story of how we generate the ideas 
that push our lives, our society, and our culture forward. Johnson shows that the 
question we need to ask is, What kind of environment fosters the development of 
good ideas? He identifies the seven key principles to the genesis of such ideas, and 
traces them across time and disciplines and concludes that radical innovation is 
extraordinarily accessible to those who know how to cultivate it.  

clear distinction between “givers” and “receivers,” then, be finally dissolved. To 
imagine participating together in life is to envision those who have more (in the 
way of material resources) sharing their resources in ways that the givers gain as 
much as the receivers receive. To do justice is not for those of us who are richer to 
save or rescue those who are poorer; it is, rather, for all of us to enter together into 
mutual self-giving.
 Can we imagine being so for and with one another that we no longer think of 
ourselves as the “givers” and others as “receivers”? It seems almost impossible to 
do so. Just as impossible, in fact, as imagining that we—the children of God—are 
privy to “all God has.”11 Perhaps, when we have difficulty believing such things, 
we would do well to imagine the unimaginability of it all, remembering that God’s 
promises, grace, and love—not our own understandings and efforts—are the bases 
of our hope.  

 11. See Luke 15:31.

Justice
Continued from page 11
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