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Conference Theme: “Kirisuto-San”: Revisiting Christian Identity in Post-Disaster Japan
(Kobe) February 26, (Tokyo) February 29-March 1, 2016
(12.24.15)

Preparing for Disaster
Wilbert R. Shenk

Introduction

We humans are continually forming impressions of the people around us, especially when
among strangers. This is a defense mechanism. We need to know what kind of persons we
are with. It matters whether the person walking toward us is smiling, frowning, acting in a
threatening manner or extending a helping hand. Does this stranger pose a danger or is she
offering assistance? Is that man approaching me carrying a weapon? We learn from listening
to radio or watching television reports how police officers establish the identity of an
individual suspected of committing a crime: how did the suspect behave, how was he
dressed, what did she say, were other people involved? A common saying is: your actions
speak louder than your words. This means our “body language” is carefully observed. It has
been noted that while we can tell an untruth with our words it is impossible to lie with our
body language.

The phrase “Christian identity” does not appear in the New Testament, but the scriptures
contain rich descriptions of what it means “to be in Christ,” to produce “fruit of the Spirit,”
and have Christ-like character. It is worthwhile to reflect on the meaning of “Christian
identity” for it reminds us that who we are is always on display, often in ways we are not
aware of.

The New Testament sets a clear standard for Christian discipleship. Jesus said: “Let your
word be ‘Yes, Yes’ or ‘No, No’; anything more than this comes from the evil one” (Matthew
5:37). Integrity of character and behavior is essential. We take notice if the way persons live
is consistent with their claim to be disciples of Jesus Christ. Church history reports instances
where Christian testimony has been vibrant, attractive, and faithful. Sadly, there have been
times when Christians have brought reproach and shame to the name of our Lord because
they lacked integrity, behaving in ways contrary to the spirit of Jesus Christ.

The concept of “identity” has been of central importance in modern culture. The emergence
of “identity” as a key term of modernity signaled the shift from the group-centered
traditional society to the preoccupation with the “self” of modern culture. From a Christian
viewpoint, we must hold the group and the individual together in a vital tension. There can
be no “individual” without the group, and there can be no “group” without individuals
committed to it.

Unlike the human family where a child becomes a member by virtue of being born to a
mother and a father, the church is made up of people who commit themselves to membership
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in this group, which is called the Body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:12-31). This commitment
is the basis of Christian identity.

We use the concept of identity in several ways.

1.

Identity is comprised of the essential characteristics that define a person. We
say that every person is unique. No two individuals—even identical twins—
are exactly alike. If this were not true, we would be unable to distinguish
between persons. To be sure, as members of a particular ethnic group,
speaking a particular language, and living in a particular area, we can describe
a person in terms of general characteristics. But we must go further and speak
about characteristics unique to a person if we wish to understand the identity
of that person. This recognizes there are multiple layers to a person’s identity.
Identity is what other people see and experience as they associate with a
person. One’s true character is always on display through attitudes, actions,
and speech. Indeed, as already noted, an individual’s “body language,” in
contrast to one’s words, cannot be falsified.

Identity consists of the values inculcated in the individual by the group. Here
the focus shifts to the environment or cultural context that has shaped the
individual. Each of us is the product of a particular family system, speaking a
particular language, and set within a particular community, which is part of a
larger geo-political system we call a nation. This nation will have cultural
values that every member is expected to embrace. The “enculturation”
process begins with the child’s parents but quickly expands to include the
extended family, local community, and schools. Each generation transmits to
the next generation basic values that are taught through rituals, the telling of
myths, participating in festivals, and long educational processes. Here we
need to add a note. Most modern nations are increasingly multicultural as
millions of people have migrated from one region to another. The process of
integrating immigrants with diverse backgrounds is complex and slow. But
immigrants will take on new identities as they integrate into a new society.
And that society is changed by the presence of new migrants.

Christian identity is formed by learning about and actively participating in
God'’s unfolding narrative, which we also call salvation history. Individuals
become a part of this narrative when they respond to the invitation of the
gospel and willingly accept to live as a disciple of Jesus Christ and participate
in the life of the Body of Christ. Thereafter, every other affiliation is
secondary. The disciple embraces Jesus Christ as Lord. Like the biological
family, the church invests great effort in teaching each new member what it
means to be a responsible and fruitful member of the Body. Jesus Christ
taught his disciples about the Kingdom of God and provided a set of practices
that would transform their identities into the image of Christ. These practices
determine the way we act and react. People notice when our behavior is
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“Christ-like.” As the conference theme suggests, disciples become “Little
Christs.”

Christian Identity in Post-Disaster Japan

Our conference theme calls us to reflect on Christian identity in relation to “post-disaster
Japan.” The choice of theme could be interpreted to mean that Christian identity in Japan has
changed, as a result of the 2011Great East Japan Earthquake in important ways, and this
conference was convened to reflect on these changes. Or, it may mean that since it is now
five years since the Great Earthquake, you are aware of new opportunities for Christian
witness in Japan should disaster should strike again. Whatever the reason for choosing this
theme, I believe it is always useful to reflect on our identity as Christians in the context of
our contemporary world. This can become a moment in which you renew your commitment
to be present, whatever the circumstances, as “Little Christs.”

We begin by considering the meaning of “disaster.” This word immediately brings to mind
large-scale destruction of life and property, such as was suffered in the Great East Japan
Earthquake, March 11, 2011, when a 9.0 earthquake, thought to be the most powerful in
Japan’s history, was followed fifty minutes later by a powerful tsunami that seriously
damaged the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant and caused death and widespread
destruction. Japan, like California, is located over geological fault lines that are especially
prone to quakes.

There are multiple sources of disaster. The forces of nature—typhoons, hurricanes,
earthquakes, volcanoes, drought, forest fires, or floods—frequently bring death and
destruction. But other forms of disaster also threaten human life. In spite of the many
advances in health care as the result of scientific medicine, during the past four decades we
have witnessed disastrous epidemics caused by dangerous new diseases—HIV/Aids, SARS,
and Ebola being recent examples. There are human-initiated disasters. Modern warfare has
resulted in the deaths of many millions of people in the 20" century, far more casualties than
those caused by natural disasters. The spirit of militarism is like an aggressive cancer that
has metastasized in recent years into terrorism and mass murder in public places such as city
centers, shopping malls, theaters, trains, and airplanes. Modern technology has been
harnessed for largescale destructive purposes.

We react instinctively with deep concern when we are faced with disaster. Such a crisis
reminds us how helpless we are when confronted by powerful forces. We not only feel
impotent when confronted with destructive forces, but such catastrophic events inevitably
cause the loss of human life and property, resulting in heavy financial burdens for which we
are not prepared. In North America, because of recent large-scale storms that have caused
heavy damage and property loss along rivers and coastlines, insurance companies are no
longer willing to insure property against flooding in such areas. It is too difficult to calculate
the risks of damage caused by strong winds and flooding. Of course, insurance companies do
not operate as charities!
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Modern nations are expected to prepare for a range of disasters that may strike. U.S.
President Jimmy Carter authorized the establishment of the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) April 1, 1979. Carter’s action was criticized by many people as creating
another unnecessary government bureaucracy. By 2000 some members of Congress were
calling for the closing of FEMA. On August 29, 2005 the powerful winds of Hurricane
Katrina struck the Gulf Coast, stretching 400 miles from Louisiana to Florida. Hundreds of
thousands of people along the Coast were forced to leave their homes. It is estimated that
Hurricane Katrina caused $100 billion damage. Over the past ten years the U.S. has suffered
numerous disasters: forest fires, flooding, drought, hurricanes, and winter storms. FEMA is
now viewed as an indispensable federal government agency.

Seismic engineering was an important development in the 20™ century. Seismic scientists
study all aspects of seismic activity. They have developed sophisticated instruments for
tracking earthquakes and measuring their force. Seismic science has developed sophisticated
tools for predicting the likelihood of an earthquake so people can prepare. Scientists have
developed new construction codes for bridges and buildings of all kinds so structures will
better tolerate quakes. Japan has been a leader in this field. In the United States many of the
seismic research centers are located in California, which is especially vulnerable to
earthquake activity. This large investment in research, combined with government-mandated
building codes for many kinds of structures, has resulted in buildings that are safer because
they can sustain the impact of earthquakes. Statistics for both Japan and the United States
show that these measures have greatly improved structures of all kinds. Earthquakes can
never be eliminated but we have learned how to be better prepared. *

Unfortunately, the benefits of these scientific and technological advances are not shared
equally across the world. The nation of Haiti, extremely poor and badly governed for 200
years, is an example of a country that has done little to prepare for coping with natural
disasters. When a powerful quake struck Haiti in 2008, many old and poorly constructed
public buildings and family dwellings in Port-au-Prince, the capital, and the countryside
were destroyed. The country suffered inestimable damage. Peoples and governments round
the world rallied to provide support. Although billions of dollars in aid was raised to help
with reconstruction, the country remains a scene of disaster. Many people are still living in
make-shift temporary shelters without adequate sanitation, safe drinking water, and with
limited healthcare.

The argument | want to make in this paper is that it is possible—indeed, imperative—that we
prepare for disaster. My focus will not be on scientific and technological preparation. | have
no expertise to contribute in those areas. Rather | will address the theological and moral
dimensions that are essential to Christian preparation. I will begin with a brief summary of
two historical examples of Christians who were confronted with terrible disaster and
responded in remarkable ways out of their Christian resources that they had been building up
over time. We will then turn to the theme of practices as the foundation of Christian identity.

By definition, a disaster is an event that interrupts ordinary time with destructive power. Yet
in the midst of crisis these groups demonstrated extraordinary compassion for victims of evil.
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We will pay close attention to the ways each group was prepared through learned Christian
practices. These practices provided the resources needed to face disaster. In this sense, a
disaster can have positive value. It is as if a disaster suddenly sets up a giant mirror that
reflects back to us images of ourselves that we normally do not see. A disaster quickly
reveals the essential character of people who are directly affected. In the moment of crisis,
when people are forced to respond rapidly and spontaneously, their true character and
identity are revealed. In normal circumstances we take time to weigh the course of action we
will follow. We calculate our response according to what society expects. We ask: What will
make a good impression on other people? What will earn me recognition in the community?
But when a catastrophe occurs there is no time for careful calculation. Quick and decisive
response is required. In a moment a person’s true identity is revealed and a powerful witness
to the Gospel is given.

| propose to address our theme using the theme of practices that has come to be recognized
in the past several decades as a fruitful way of understanding what is involved in the task of
forming Christian character and authentic discipleship. Modernity has had a dulling effect on
religious commitment. It is widely acknowledged that “nominality”” has blighted the
Christian faith for vast numbers of people who remain formally on the membership rolls of
local congregations but, in fact, are Christian “in name only.”? The essential question is:
How is authentic discipleship nurtured? Do our local congregations understand the
responsibility they carry in this regard?

The first step will be to review two cases that show the power of practices that have been
carefully cultivated so that a community shaped by these practices has been able to meet
tragedy with extraordinary courage, faithfulness, and compassion.

Le Chambon

In 1934 the 33-year old André Trocmé became pastor of the Reformed Church in the village
of Le Chambon.® This village is located on a high plateau in the mountains in southeastern
France, near the border with Switzerland. Many of the Protestants in this region were
descended from the Huguenots, French-speaking people who joined the Protestant
Reformation led by John Calvin in the 16™ century.

From the 1550s through the 1590s the French Protestants, popularly known as Huguenots,
were subjected to violent persecution. Finally, in 1598 King Henry IV of France issued the
Edict of Nantes giving limited civil rights to the Huguenots. For a time conditions for
religious minorities improved; but as the religious wars of the 17" century gained
momentum persecution of the Huguenots grew in intensity. Louis XIV revoked the Edict of
Nantes in 1685. French Protestants then faced essentially three options: 1) convert to
Catholicism, 2) take up arms against the Roman Catholic Church, as the state church, or 3)
go into exile in neighboring countries that were more tolerant. The Hugenot community was
fractured as members chose among these three possibilities. This official sanction of
Protestants lasted until the French Revolution in 1789. French Protestants who survived into
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the 18" century were primarily those who lived on the margins of society. The people of Le
Chambon were descended from these Huguenots, as was Pastor Trocme himself.

André Trocmé had been deeply affected by World War 1. As a teenager he was too young to
be conscripted for military service, but his family lived near the boundary between Belgium
and France where some of the worst fighting took place. He saw the horrors of war firsthand.
This experience convinced him that he could never participate in military service.

Without knowing what lay ahead, from the beginning of his pastoral service in Le Chambon
the summer of 1934 Trocmé faithfully taught his parishioners the meaning of discipleship.
The congregation soon learned that two biblical passages were especially important to their
pastor: the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5, 6, 7) and the story of the Good Samaritan
(Luke 10:25-37). The people noticed that their pastor scrupulously practiced the spirituality
taught by Jesus. A strong bond between pastor and people was forged.

Trocmé was a dynamic pastor. He preached sermons that related to the daily life of the
congregation. He did not present a precise blueprint for conquering evil. Instead he said:
“Work and look hard for ways, for opportunities to make little moves against
destructiveness.” * Every person can find opportunities to put faith into action. No matter
how modest the effort, it will contribute to overcoming “evil with good” (Romans 12:21b).
He organized Bible study groups where lay people discussed the scriptures in relation to
daily life. Pastor Trocmé regarded the Sermon on the Mount as the basic text for forming
Christian discipleship. This was the foundational text for his preaching and teaching. Trocme
was deeply devoted to Jesus as his Lord and wanted his congregation to discover Jesus in
daily discipleship.

By 1934 an ominous cloud was forming over Europe. German Chancellor Adolf Hitler was
aggressively transforming Germany into a powerful war machine. He began to expand his
control by invading Austria and Czechoslovakia, and then pushed on into Poland and then
Russia. In early 1940 Hitler continued his conquest by bringing France under his control and
installing French General Petain as his agent. This became known as the Vichy Government.
The Germans occupied the northern half of France and put the Vichy Government in charge
of the southern half of the country.

Refugees from Central and Eastern Europe soon began arriving by bus and train in southern
French towns, including Le Chambon. Many of these refugees were Jews whom Hitler had
made the primary target of his regime. He was determined to rid Western Europe of all Jews.
Many Jews had lived in France for centuries and were fully integrated into French society.
But this provided no protection. Every Jew was vulnerable; many were arrested and sent to
German concentration camps where they were killed.

As the occupation began, Trocmé’s first step was to appoint thirteen responsables, that is,
leaders of the network of small groups in the parish.® This proved to be an inspired decision.
Trocmé met with this leadership group every two weeks. They would discuss a designated
passage of scripture they had been meditating on during the previous two weeks. Trocmeé
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stimulated their thinking so they were prepared to take this teaching to the small groups
under their care during the coming week. This proved to be an invaluable unifying practice.

From the beginning of the occupation André Trocmé refused to cooperate with the
government. In August 1942 the Prefect, that is, the head of the district government,
confronted Trocmé for his stance of non-cooperation and the way he was influencing his
people to adopt the same attitude. The official warned: “In a few days my people will come
to examine the Jews living in Le Chambon.” Trocmé retorted: “We do not know what a Jew
is. We know only men.”® The following February Trocmé, Edouard Theis, associate pastor,
and the school headmaster, Roger Darcissac, were arrested and imprisoned. To their surprise
and without explanation, they were released after a month; but Trocmé realized he was now
under close surveillance and decided he must go underground in order to continue leading Le
Chambon’s resistance. His congregation stood firmly with him in their commitment to make
Le Chambon a “city of refuge” (Deuteronomy 19:1-13). They were determined that “no
innocent blood” would be shed in their village.’

Trocmé and Theis repeatedly risked their own lives to help the refugees fleeing mortal
danger. The entire Le Chambon congregation and other local villagers formed a network.
Every day refugees would arrive on the 1 p.m. train, hoping to find refuge. The people of Le
Chambon would take them into their homes. Subsequently, many of the refugees were
helped to make their way across the mountains to safe haven in Switzerland. Others were
hidden by local people in Le Chambon until the war ended in 1945.

It was as if Trocmé had transformed the village into a well-rehearsed symphony orchestra.
Every person knew the instrument they were to play and all members of the “orchestra” had
profound confidence in their conductor who had rehearsed them well for this heroic
performance. As a result, several thousand Jewish men, women, and children were helped to
escape to Switzerland. Others were safely hidden in Le Chambon until war’s end.

In recognition of Trocmé’s extraordinary leadership in mobilizing his people to oppose the
Nazi terror, Israel’s Holocaust Memorial Center, Yad Vashem, posthumously awarded him
its Medal of Righteous among the Nations in 1972. The certificate accompanying the medal
described Trocmé as one “who at the peril of his life saved Jews during the epoch of
extermination.”

Nickel Mines School

The October 3, 2006 New York Times front-page headline read: Man shoots 11, killing five
girls, in Amish school. This news was reported by television, radio, and social media round
the world. People everywhere were stunned.

On October 2, Charles Carl Roberts IV entered the small Amish schoolhouse, near Nickel
Mines in rural Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. After ordering all the boys to leave the
schoolroom, he barricaded the door and then shortly after 11 a.m. shot ten girls, ages 6-13
years, killing five and wounding the others. He then committed suicide. Within hours this
horrific news had spread worldwide.
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Even today, after nearly a decade, no one can explain what happened to “Charlie”” Roberts
that caused him to commit this unthinkable crime. He lived in the community and had
cordial relations with many Amish. He had a family of three young children. The Amish are
a deeply religious and peaceful people who declare their faith by the way they live. Why
would anyone attack innocent children in such a community? The questions remain
unanswered.

What captured the attention of the world—apart from this being a senseless tragedy—was
the quick response of the Amish families whose young daughters had been killed in
expressing concern for the killer’s family.? Within several hours members of the Amish
community began reaching out to the Roberts family. The Amish expressed forgiveness
toward the killer. They knew Charlie Roberts as a neighbor and friend. It was generally
agreed that such a terrible action could only be explained as the result of a serious mental
breakdown. They extended sympathy and friendship to the widow and her children, as well
as to the parents and parents-in-law. The Roberts family was shocked and horrified by what
had happened. They valued their Amish neighbors and enjoyed cordial relations. More than
forty Amish attended the funeral for Charlie Roberts. Many Amish contributed to the special
fund established to provide financial support for Mrs. Roberts and her children.

People continue to ask: how is it possible that this Amish community responded without
hesitation to the Roberts family in a spirit of forgiveness, compassion and friendship? The
question can be answer quite simply: the Amish have been practicing or preparing for more
than three centuries how to respond to such an event. The foundation of Amish spirituality
is the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:9-13) set within the Sermon on the Mount. “If the Gospel of
Matthew serves as the root system for Amish forgiveness, the Lord’s Prayer is the ‘[aproot.”10
Amish families pray the Lord’s Prayer each morning before they begin the day’s work and
each night before sleeping. This is the first scripture taught to a child so that by the age of
five years the child can recite the “Lord’s Prayer” in German and English. The theme of
gelassenheit (German), or submission to God’s will, is a constant theme in Amish life.'!
Praying the Lord’s Prayer several times each day reinforces this attitude: “Forgive us our
sins as we forgive those who sin against us” (Matt. 6:12). No one is without sin; all must
constantly pray for God’s grace.

Reflections on Le Chambon and Nickel Mines

These two cases have several characteristics in common. (1) Both the Le Chambon

Reformed congregation and the Nickel Mines Amish community were shaped over time by
continual focus on the Scriptures, especially the Sermon on the Mount, and the Lord’s Prayer.
(2) The words and example of Jesus were emphasized as the standard by which Christian
discipleship is measured. And (3) the challenge of Jesus to his disciples to imitate him,
including his refusal to use violence against another person, even at the risk of his own life,
was accepted as an essential part of loyalty to Jesus Christ as Lord.



2029 FE#RI1

While both of these cases involved the responses of Christian groups to catastrophic violence,
we observe that it was the practices of discipleship that prepared them to face disaster when
it came.

The Legacy of Modernity

The Enlightenment was a profound intellectual revolution in Europe that started in the 17"
century. It marked a fundamental break with the traditional worldview that looked to the past
for validation. Peter Gay begins the last volume of his major study of the Enlightenment with
this observation: “[E]ducated Europeans awoke to a new sense of life. They experienced an
expansive sense of power over nature and themselves: the pitiless cycles of epidemics,
famines, risky life and early death, devastating war and uneasy peace.”*? This revolution was
expressed most directly in modern epistemology that promised revolutionary new knowledge
that would free humankind from an oppressive traditionalism. In Cosmopolis: The Hidden
Agenda of Modernity,*® Stephen Toulmin considers the far-reaching impact of this paradigm
change. A trained scientist and philosopher, Toulmin traces the emergence of Enlightenment
epistemology that was driven by a “missionary” zeal to root out and replace traditional
epistemologies. Enlightenment philosophers regarded previous epistemologies as “traditional”
and, therefore, anachronistic. These were criticized as being based on a static view of reality
that was validated by appealing to tradition. By contrast the modern worldview was defined
by four globally valid characteristics: rationality, universality, the autonomous or reflexive
self, and science as the arbiter of all knowledge. Modernity’s goal was to get rid of
traditional epistemologies and replace them with this new epistemology based on the the
four characteristics mentioned above. The goal of uniting humankind with a common
worldview was compelling. But it was utopian.

To achieve this goal modernity set out to decontextualize knowledge. This requiredthat all
aspects of historical-cultural influences that did not meet scientific standards had to be
discarded. Only empirical facts that could be tested in the laboratory and examined by
scientific methods could be considered factual knowledge. This erected a wall between fact
and value. “Fact” was scientific knowledge that was objective and value-free. “Values” were
subjective and unverifiable. Modernity prized scientific knowledge but regarded values as of
no use. Religion was considered a form of superstition that had no place in public life.
Modernity insisted that public discourse ought to be limited to scientific rationality; values,
including religious convictions, were a private matter, tolerated but not respected.

The Enlightenment proved to be a powerful movement that had worldwide impact. Its
influence has been described as both extensive, i.e., universal, and intensive, symbolized by
the microscope and the laboratory. Every field of knowledge, including theology and biblical
studies, was expected to conform to “scientific” standards if it was to achieve academic
respectability. By the mid-20" century the flaw of this worldview began to be recognized.
Stephen Toulmin and Thomas S. Kuhn, author of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,**
are representative of those intellectuals who led the way in calling for a post-modern
epistemology. It is beyond the scope of our purpose here to analyze this shift in a
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comprehensive way. One example must suffice to show the impact of this reaction in the
field of theological studies.

As the foregoing discussion shows, the Enlightenment goal of getting rid of context has
proved to be misguided. Knowledge that is not grounded in human contexts becomes sterile.
Modernity was enormously successful in developing science and technology. Today we
cannot imagine life without the fruits of science in many areas of life. But modernity failed
in the social sciences and humanities by insisting that scientific rationality was self-sufficient
and competent in all areas. Human reality is too rich and complex to be contained by what
Max Weber called the “iron cage” of modernity. The great strength of science is its ability
continually to solve problems. But science has no answer to the ultimate question: what is
the purpose of human life?

In his first annual report as director of the Theological Education Fund in 1972, Taiwanese
theologian and church leader Shoki Coe introduced the term “contextualization” into the
vocabulary of theological discourse.'® This change in terminology was the fruit of two
decades of search by Coe for a fresh and more effective way of describing what the goal of
evangelization ought to be: the gospel must be made accessible in the “heart language” of
every hearer so it engages the hearer’s life context. The good news of salvation in Jesus
Christ should be presented in such a way that people hear God speaking to them without a
foreign “accent.” Coe was well aware of the struggle that had emerged around 1850 on the
part of the cross-cultural missionary movement to develop “indigenous churches.” By any
measure the goal of indigenization had not been successfully achieved. Coe himself had
served as principal of Tainan Theological College in Taiwan, 1948-1965. He observed that
his college was preparing men and women to serve as pastors using a British syllabus geared
to churches in Great Britain, not Taiwan. He knew that this pattern pervaded theological
education in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. This was deeply troubling and Coe was
convinced this had to be changed. Contextualization had to begin with the theological
training of pastors to serve their cultural context, not a foreign one. The TEF took the lead in
promoting contextualization as the basis for renewing theological education.

When Coe unveiled the concept of contextualization, he emphasized that his goal was not to
discard indigenization. Rather, his intention was to preserve all that indigenization theory
proposed to do but go beyond it. There can be no true contextualization if the process is not
led by people who are indigenous to the culture and speak the language(s) of the culture
without a foreign accent. The missionary or other outside agent can play an important role
helping to stimulate and support the process, but authentic contextualization takes place
when the initiative is in indigenous hands and uses indigenous materials. It is worth noting
that the Bible societies have changed their policy. Since 1990 virtually all Bible translation is
being done by native speakers, not by foreigners who have learned the vernacular as a
second language.

What is remarkable is the way “contextualization” was rapidly and widely embraced. Over
the past forty years it has found its way into works on theology, biblical studies, history,
sociology, anthropology and other fields. The stranglehold of modernity has been broken. It
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has been increasingly recognized that the “universals” that inspired modernity can only exist
in tension with the “particularities” of human experience in its great variety the world over.
These developments have led to the emergence of another theme. We turn now to a
consideration of discipleship expressed through “practices,” a concept that has been used by
a growing number of theologians to move theological thought beyond the modern emphasis
on the rational and cognitive dimension. The Bible is essentially a grand narrative of Yhwh’s
yearning for a people who will worship Yhwh as Creator, Redeemer, and Reigning Lord
over the universe.

The Body of Christ in the World

In his seminal discussion of the nature and mission of the church, The Household of God,
Lesslie Newbigin observed:

It is surely a fact of inexhaustible significance that what our Lord left behind Him
was not a book, nor a creed, nor a system of thought, nor a rule of life, but a visible
community. . . He committed the entire work of salvation to that community. . . It
was not a community gathered round an idea, so that the idea was primary and the
community secondary. It was a community called together by the deliberate choice of
the Lord Himself, and re-created in Him . . . and is seeking . . . to make explicit who
He is and what He has done. The actual community is primary; the understanding of
what it is comes second.®

Newbigin insisted that we set aside our usual ways of describing the church in terms of
functions and ministries, focusing instead on the essential purpose that Jesus Christ had in
mind for the church. Jesus called the church into existence to be the Body of Christ in the
world. Across the ages through the work of the Holy Spirit, Jesus has continued to call out
and set apart this group of people as a living testimony, so that “the world may believe that
you have sent me” (John 17:21b). In other words, the church has a continuing mission to the
world. In every generation Christians must critically examine and evaluate their discipleship
practices in relation to this essential calling to witness to God’s salvific action. Later
Newbigin would refer to the church as the “hermeneutic of the gospel.” The watching world
is largely ignorant of the gospel. What the world sees enacted in daily life by Christian
disciples can be a powerful clue to “the power that is at work™ in their lives (Ephesians 3:20).

Glen Stassen begins his challenging work, A Thicker Jesus, with a study of the way secular
modernity has contributed to a “thinning” of theological and ethical thinking.” This is
another way of describing the impact of the “de-contextualization” process noted above. The
rapid pace of modern life and frequent changes in location that modern people experience
have contributed to the loss of personal relationships and a sense of place. A parallel
development is that we no longer appreciate the indispensable role that biblical narrative
plays in providing a “thick” description of Jesus and his intense interactions with the people
around him. The subtitle of Stassen’s book indicates its central theme: Incarnational
Discipleship in a Secular Age. He observes, “It is insufficient only to affirm the fact of the
incarnation. . . It insists that we also pay attention to what the incarnate Jesus Christ did and
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said, how he accepted responsibility with compassion toward others, performed particular
deeds of deliverance, taught particular ways of faithfulness, and confronted injustice of the
political authorities in Jerusalem in fulfillment of the prophetic tradition of Israel.”*® When
we attempt to think theologically and ethically without testing our ideas against lived
experience, we are forced to fall back on an abstract intellectual framework detached from
life.

The disciples at Le Chambon and Nickel Mines powerfully demonstrated the “incarnational
discipleship” Stassen advocates. They were well practiced in following Jesus. Discipleship
was woven into the fabric of their lives. Theirs was a practiced faith. When crisis came they
were prepared. By studying the “thick descriptions” of people who staked their lives on
certain convictions and values we discover the bedrock of faith. Such people did not depend
on abstract concepts; they were guided by deep faith and strong commitment to the reign of
God.

What we have called “nominal” or “passive” Christianity must be distinguished from
committed discipleship that is marked by the presence of Christian virtue ethics. Christian
virtue ethics are acquired through practices that are essential for three reasons. First, the
practices of the church, when carried out effectively, engage the grace of God. In other
words, God’s grace is mediated to us through these practices. Second, the church that is alive
in the Holy Spirit embodies and impacts the lives of others through these practices. Third,
these practices have been tested by a long history. The life of the Christian community is
shaped by the practice of these Christian virtue ethics and these practices become the means
of blessing the lives of others in the community. In other words, the church ought to witness
and serve out of a living tradition.

Theory of Practices

At the risk of being misunderstood, | have chosen to include in this paper a discussion of the
“theory of practices.” What is meant by “theory of practices?” The word “theory” is used in
everyday conversation in several ways: (1) it is conjecture or speculation about what is not
known; (2) theory is a hypothesis or proposition that is to be tested; or (3) a theory may be a
set of assumptions used to explain “cause and effect.” The most famous theory in modern
history is Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity. He defined “theory” to be an idea used to
explain something or a set of guiding principles.

I believe it is important to speak about “theory of practices” because we become faithful
disciples of Jesus Christ by practicing the virtues he taught his disciples. When the rich
young man asked Jesus how he might obtain “eternal life,” Jesus replied in terms of
“practices” (Matthew 19:16-22). The young man had a theory of these practices prescribed
by Jewish law, which might be called “legal” rules. He believed these practices had power in
and of themselves. By faithfully following these rules, he would earn merit. Apparently, this
man was dissatisfied. He said he was observing all the rules and yet he was not satisfied.
Something seemed to be lacking. Jesus immediately senses the man’s problem. He
challenges this legalistic view by calling for a theory that interprets these practices as
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expressions of Godly virtue. In other words, the Ten Commandments God gave Moses
become effective only when they point beyond obeying the commandment as an end in itself.
Jesus challenged this “rich young man” to entrust himself wholly to God who is the true
source of love, compassion, integrity, and faithfulness.?’

Following World War 2 several biblical scholars addressed the theme of the “principalities
and powers.” This resulted in the recovery of an indispensable strand in Paul’s writings in
the New Testament.”! Modern scholars had treated this theme as myth. But the violence and
destruction of two world wars during the first half of the twentieth century had exposed the
powerful evil forces at work in the world. The main observations reached by these scholars
may be summarized in three points: (1) the powers are created by God, (2) but because the
powers have rebelled against God they are fallen and sinful, yet (3) the powers can be
redeemed. We live in the period when the fallen powers continue to exert influence in all
areas of human life. Evil is present everywhere; and injustice oppresses the weak, poor, and
marginal. These powers are at work in individuals as well as institutions, including
governments and corporations. Nonetheless, Paul instructed the Christian community that
“governing authorities” are established by God to hold these powers in check and maintain at
least some order (Romans 13:1-8). J.W. McClendon observed: “The principalities and
powers are none other than the social structures we may also identify as . . . practices.”%
Practice theory is not to be confused with modern social theory, one branch of which adheres
to an economic model and the other employs the sociological model. Ryan Bolger notes that
“Practice theory . . . sees social order stemming from shared knowledge that ascribes
‘meaning to the world.””? Practices are the “bundles of routinized human activities (doings
and sayings) infused and bound by shared, often implicit, practical understanding: embodied
skills, knowledge, know-how, presuppositions, background knowledge, emotions, and
intention.”®* Every culture operates with these multiple practices. Each practice must be
sustained by the social structures, i.e., the powers. These powers and practices are
inseparable.

In the Gospels the mission of Jesus is carried out as a contest with the religious and political
leaders—those who control the main systems of power and engage in practices that oppress
the people. This same theme shows up repeatedly in the Epistles. For example, Paul writes to
the Colossians: “[Christ] disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a public example of
them, triumphing over them in it” (2:15). The disciples are called to participate in this
struggle with the powers: contesting injustice, challenging prejudicial social patterns,
liberating those enslaved by demonic power, proclaiming hope to those who have lost all
hope, binding up the wounds of those who have suffered disaster, providing shelter for those
whose houses have been destroyed by earthquake and tsunami, and announcing God’s
messianic reign on behalf of all peoples.

A Practices Curriculum

A curriculum is a plan for a course of study. To be effective a curriculum must have a clear
goal reflected in the expected learning outcomes. It will indicate what will serve as the
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primary textbook and secondary resources that will be helpful to the student. A course of
study will be made up of a series of themes or topics that will be covered. Finally, it will
specify the “homework” the student is required to complete in order to master the course
material. This may call for many hours of practice if the student is trying to master a musical
instrument, or carrying out laboratory experiments, if the course is chemistry, or doing
extensive reading for a course in history.

An important development in Christian ethics since the 1970s has been the formulation of
“character ethics.” The modern emphasis on radical individualism has eroded our
understanding of how character is formed. To counteract this destructive trend, Stassen and
Gushee identify three steps that must be taken: (1) Recognize that “specific practices form
character. (2) Emphasize the “virtues—the marks of good character.” And, (3) character can
only be shaped in community.*®

Jesus is often cited as a master teacher. Indeed, much that is recorded in the Gospels shows
Jesus in a teaching role. The Gospel of Matthew is recognized as being specially designed as
a teaching resource for the church. Church historians have pointed out that the Sermon on
the Mount served as the catechism for people seeking baptism in the early church. As the
church became settled and established after the 4™ century, this practice was lost.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer used Matthew’s Gospel as the framework for his classic, The Cost of
Discipleship.?® Let us recall that Bonhoeffer had become deeply disillusioned with the
German Protestant State Church in the 1930s, which was made up of millions of nominal
members who meekly accepted Adolf Hitler’s profoundly anti-Christian ideology. The Cost
of Discipleship is a witness against false religion and a textbook for training Christian
disciples. In Part 1, Grace and Discipleship, Bonhoeffer introduces five themes that he will
develop throughout the rest of the book. Part 2 consists of eight chapters in which he
exposits Matthew 5-7, the Sermon on the Mount, as the essential curriculum for teaching
discipleship practices. Bonhoeffer devotes Parts 3 and 4 to the tasks of witnessing and
serving that the disciples will carry out in their corporate life.

The Gospel of Matthew announces forcefully and succinctly the animating vision of the
ministry of Jesus: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come” (Matthew 4:17). The long-
awaited Messiah had indeed come to inaugurate the reign of God. A new stage in salvation
history had begun. It is important that we place the Sermon on the Mount in its historical-
religious context.

Jesus’ first action was to select twelve men who would spend the next three years constantly
with him as disciples. He then began itinerating throughout Galilee “proclaiming the good
news of the kingdom” (4:23b) and performing actions that demonstrated God’s liberating
power. Word quickly spread throughout the whole of Palestine that an extraordinary prophet
had emerged in Galilee. People from Jerusalem, Judea, and the region east of the Jordan
River flocked to Galilee to see and hear him.

In the midst of this mass response, Jesus retreated with his disciples to a place where he
could instruct them about the reign of God. It was evident that the crowds did not understand
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his message and ministry. The “kingdom of God” did not seem to relate to their desperate
dissatisfaction with the oppressive Roman rule they experienced daily. But the people were
impressed by the healings and exorcisms Jesus performed. They were attracted by his
compassion for the poor and oppressed. Even his disciples were unable to explain Jesus’
mission. Yet it was essential that they understand what Jesus meant when he proclaimed the
inauguration of a new order in which God was ruler. Shortly, Jesus would send out the
disciples in teams to participate in evangelizing the masses (Matthew 10:1-15).

In the 20" century the Beatitudes were generally dismissed by liberal Christians as ethical
ideals that could not be reached. And conservative Christians were inclined to treat the
Beatitudes as future goals, which were not authoritative for the present age. To both groups
the Sermon on the Mount was an inconvenient teaching, and both responses were wrong.
Jesus did not call his disciples to live the virtues set forth in the Sermon on the Mount by
their own wisdom and effort. Neither did Jesus tell the disciples this was a teaching for a
future time when the “messiness” of the world would be ended by God’s judgment. The
Beatitudes are an expression of God’s grace rather than law.

Luke’s Gospel reports that when Jesus began his public ministry, he went to the synagogue
in Nazareth and read Isaiah 61:1-2, thereby identifying himself with this messianic promise.
Recent scholarship has shown the vital parallel between Isaiah 61:1-11 and Matthew 5:3-12.
In the spirit of Isaiah 61, Jesus called his disciples to rejoice in the deliverance God promised
to those who trust in God’s providential care. Based on careful textual analysis, the
Beatitudes can be re-stated in eight “nutshells.”?’

e Blessed are the humble before God, who cares for the poor and the humble.

e Blessed are those who mourn what is wrong and unjust and sincerely repent, for God
comforts those who suffer and those who truly repent.

e Blessed are those who are surrendered to God, who is the God of peace.

e Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for a justice that delivers and restores to
covenant community, for God is a God who brings such justice.

e Blessed are those who, like God, offer compassion in action, forgiveness, healing,
aid and covenant steadfastness to those in need.

e Blessed are those who give their whole self over to God, who is the only One worthy
of the heart’s full devotion.

e Blessed are those who make peace with their enemies, as God shows love to God’s
enemies.

e Blessed are those who suffer because of their practices of loyalty to Jesus and the
righteousness/justice of God’s reign.

Jesus calls his disciples to practice, that is, to live these eight Beatitudes. These are
immediately followed in Matthew 5:21-6:21 by what have been called “transforming
initiatives.” In this section Jesus instructed his disciples how they were to respond to
ethical challenges from a “kingdom,” rather than “traditional legal” perspective. “You have
heard that it was said. . .but [ say. . .” Each traditional response was a way of dodging the
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clear demands of the Law. The practices Jesus sets forth address directly human behavior
that is familiar to all people: anger, retaliation, enemies, divorce, adultery, oath-making,
almsgiving, and so forth. The practices Jesus introduces are “transforming initiatives”
because they shift the focus. No longer are we called to fulfill a legal demand but practice a
grace-filled transformation that actualizes the Beatitudes in daily life.

In the last part of the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 7:12-27, Jesus reviews what he has
been teaching and states again that discipleship means putting into practice what he has
taught his disciples. “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be
like the wise man who built his house on rock™ (7:24). The fruits of obedience are
abundantly evident in righteous living and behaving. Failure to follow Jesus’ instructions
will end in futility.

Conclusion

Matthew’s Gospel is an account of the way Jesus inaugurated the reign of God and
continued demonstrating and teaching the implications of the message of the Kingdom. The
Beatitudes (Matthew 5:1-12) are a concise summary of that message. This was the
spirituality Jesus offered to the crowds who listened to him preach and teach. It is
appropriate that the Gospel of Matthew ends with the phrase: “teaching them to obey
everything that [ have commanded you” (28:20a). The Kingdom of God is not an idea; it is a
movement led by Jesus the Messiah. He invited—and continues to invite—his disciples:
“follow me” (4:19) in practicing Christ-like discipleship. This is the equipping that will
prepare us to “be as Christ” whenever disaster strikes.
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NE D IRD TEOE] I LADENRWIZE, HEVIZENTEMERO T, Beo iz
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2o LA, HOBERITEFLHERMTE Y L LEZ 2R LoD, 20T 2o
DTT, KEOXME7T v A x, ZOULICAETINE L., TOXLOSEEIE DL 72 < 7
TALINZ L TEPNRLS TEH Y L FH A, BEEIZ OISO EIZE0 7T n v 2%
WL T 5 ECHBERERZ R T 2 ERHRETH RYDOIRMUIZ HED A& 3585 L
TEOFEMEHANDLZEICE > TRIVET, 22 THRELZVOIL, BERESNTHEE X
T ETY, 1990 AFLLR, RIEETOREIEHFUL, F 5L L TEO MO FEL T X 12/
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SACH AR, HICRZDEFRTE o722 2121, BRARLSERWVIEEDOEWRH 0 F
To o HIFROEOLEEZOLFERIZFELE LT, + - ZOIHFEIRE, BEE T
KERIZZOW E NS TR LOBDOTIESH Y EFHATLE, ZORFRREREIEIAFOE
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EOBMEIICL T AT RFIZOEME AEETGEE LTI SRR bl-LexEbIN-Z & %,

HAME L D720 (3 3k 17:21b), AL T, BRHILE L7z, MOSETEH> R, HITHR
W% L CREER 22 i 2 Ff > TV DO T, X TOMMRIZEBWT, 7 U XF v 3o o
EETTH LN RENREMIZED LI Z DM E VI BRNDLARTHOH T LTO
F B Db 0 KA BEERIC AR LIEE L7 < TR Y A, AEICBO T2 — XU THE
Z BT EZMIREE5 D] (hermeneutic of the gospel) & FFONET, HidEHT 2 FH A,

L LERRS 2 EDHED, 7 U 2F 4 L OB T=bo B 2 DEFICHIT 5 £ BT, %50

9 BIC@< D) 2R URTHRAZe s ey 2 FET (=2 3:20),

7L A% ¥t (Glen Stassen) OHkELA)72E/E A Thicker Jesus [fR¥E : faRT 5726 [
S EENA T R], ZZTOEW (Thick) &iF, ADITENZSWTRLE 5 & &, TOITEZT
TR ATHOEKR G DD L9 ICHIEEFRORI bR T 5, =2 757 ¢ — (RIEES) I
BT HFEWEEIR thick description 726 DM, *F LT, SUIRIZARALVT, 178) Losioak L7giTi
X THEWEEIR ] Thd, ZOoE&IT [SUbDfiER>:] (The Interpretation of Cultures ) T3k
NEFEDO7 ) 74— R« XTYREI LI &2k, K<@mbhd Lol rz] 1%, e
AT - REAEE D [HE Y | [CEDE I ITERSTENOERN LD ET, 1120
BEIFBRDOWSNME D K IE LT BIZ DWW T 5 —DOHEL 52 TN E T, LA L,
ERICBITDAEEDA Y — RE | ZHERIRO N~ DSRERS 2 B350 OB & LE A1 72 B
R EANEEF OWRIZHE LE Lz, TR ERIRRATZRZ(LE LT, BEOYWEEN A = Akk L
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Fhhs L, HOBRMIBELET, HOSETS I, M@ﬁﬁﬂiﬂﬁ LTS
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éﬂf%ibto%)XF%%E%@E%i%JXFﬂ@h@%%ﬁ%ﬂ%_iD%WEh\i
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W bbb (%) CE-THALNERENRD Y £, hbo (%) & B IRy
RDTY,

BEE TR, A T 2AOEHD, FEW - BUEIREAZEO & 5 7, A& 2 3Bl L. Az 240

E#é;ﬁ%%ﬁofwék&&@ﬂmkLf%ﬂhfni#oEE%~vm%%K%ﬁ%K§
BLFET, HlziEoaidaat oA N M, U R MIBWT, X TOXE & MR ORI
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The Faces of Disaster — the Faces of Christian Compassion

Wilbert R. Shenk
Fuller Theological Seminary

Abstract: “Disaster” is a constant theme in human experience. The Scriptures speak of both natural
and human-caused disasters. In the modern period we observe that each new technology can be used
for the benefit of humankind or for its destruction. Sin is always present. We are now facing a new
generation of man-made disasters: electronic devices that detonate powerful explosions that destroy
large structures, unmanned drones controlled from a center in Nevada, carrying bombs that rain down
destruction and death in Yemen. The same technology may be used for constructive purposes or to
destroy life and property. In this brief presentation we survey resources Christians are using to bring
healing and hope to people impacted by various kinds of disaster: addressing emotional, physical,
and spiritual traumas through the use of the scriptures, art, and music; restorative justice;
peacemaking and reconciliation. Christians are called to be present, especially where disaster has
struck, as agents of healing and restoration of life and well-being. Let us prepare to respond to these
many opportunities for Christian service where people are victims of disaster.

Introduction

When the Cold War ended in1989-90, it was widely anticipated that the world was
entering a time of peace, goodwill, and improved international relations. This quickly proved
to be an illusion. Events on September 11, 2001 were prophetic. The collapse of the World
Trade Towers in New York City on that day impressed one word on the world’s
consciousness: terrorism.

The nature of warfare continues to evolve. Cell groups, driven by ideological fervor,
have learned to harness the latest technology to make powerful new weapons such as IEDs
(Improvised Explosive Devices). Such groups operate throughout the world. Reports of
“suicide bombers” carrying out attacks are all too frequent. These actions result in terrible
destruction of life and property, injuring and killing many innocent people, and leaving the
local population traumatized. While the term terror is an old word, terrorism as a form of
war is rather new. Military experts admit they are not well prepared to engage with this form
of warfare. But militant terrorism has not been the only source of social and economic
upheaval.

Wars of genocide — where all the members of a particular ethnic group are targeted
for destruction — have been waged throughout history. But in the past thirty years, in spite of
international laws prohibiting such warfare, we have witnessed several genocidal wars. In
1994 Rwanda was torn apart by a genocidal war in which the Hutus tried to exterminate all
Tutsis. The United Nations Human Rights Council estimated that 800,000 Tutsi men,
women, and children — three-fourths of the Tutsi population — were Killed in that war. Hutus
that tried to save Tutsis were also killed.

Colonel Omar al-Bashir seized power in Sudan in 1989. He declared Sudan to be an
Islamic state governed by Sharia in 1993. Sudan is made up of two ethnic groups: Arab and
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Africans. Al-Bashir’s government is dominated by ethnic Arabs. In 2003-2006 the Sudanese
Government waged war against the people of Darfur Province who are ethnic Africans.

Three hundred thousand people were killed and 2.8 million civilians were displaced. Those
who were able fled across the border into Chad. The Sudanese military targeted civilians and
humanitarian aid workers. The world community quickly labeled this a war of genocide. The
International Criminal Court, The Hague, issued two warrants for President al-Bashir’s arrest,
charging him with “crimes against humanity.” He has evaded arrest. Many people in Darfur
were killed outright; others were driven into the desert where they died of hunger and thirst.

Today there are some 20 million refugees throughout the world. According to the
Geneva Convention on Refugees, a refugee “is a person who is outside their country of
citizenship because they have well-founded grounds for fear of persecution because of their
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, and is
unable to obtain sanctuary from their home country or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to
avail themselves of the protection of that country, or in the case of not having a nationality
and being outside their country of former habitual residence as a result of such event, is
unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to their country of former habitual
residence” (Wikipedia, “Refugee”).

In 2015 the world witnessed an unprecedented refugee crisis as several million
people from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Middle Eastern countries, and Africa attempted to reach
Europe and North America to escape long-running wars, political chaos, a lack of basic
necessities of life, insecurity, endemic poverty, and desperation. Turkey, which borders Syria,
has become the country with the largest number of refugees, with some 2.5 million, and
another million people have poured into Europe. This is a major tragedy.

It has long been recognized that vulnerable groups — women, children, and the
elderly — are especially at risk in situations of armed conflict. International law has tried to
address this question by forbidding the conduct of warfare in areas populated by civilians.
But many of the wars fought in the past fifty years have involved heavily populated urban
areas. Terrorist militias deliberately use civilian populations as “human shields” as they
stage military actions. It is extremely difficult to get accurate statistics on the ratio of civilian
deaths to soldiers killed. Perhaps more significant is the fact that large numbers of people are
exposed directly to warfare and have suffered profound emotional wounds as a result.

The Irag and Afghanistan wars, in which the most advanced technology has been used,
resulted in a new generation of injuries, both physical and psychological. We have become
familiar with the term PTSD, acronym for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, because many
soldiers who have fought in these wars have returned home with a condition that neither they
nor their families understand. PTSD is the result of soldiers having experienced severe
physical and psychological injury while on duty. They experience constant recall of the
traumatizing experience so the person cannot sleep, is unable to relate to other people, and
the environment. The Mayo Clinic defines PTSD to be “a mental health condition that is
triggered by a terrifying event — either experiencing it or witnessing it. Symptoms of PTSD
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may include flashbacks, nightmares, and severe anxiety as well as uncontrollable thoughts
about the event” (Wikipedia, “Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome”).

The mental health profession has been under pressure to find ways of treating
patients suffering the “psychological injuries” of war. The scale of the problem is enormous,
both because of the number of soldiers suffering from PTSD and the long-term treatment
these people require. It is appropriate for a government to provide medical care for soldiers
wounded in war; but thousands of civilians who have been wounded physically and
psychologically because they simply could not escape the conflict receive little, if any,
treatment and rehabilitation from war injuries. Imagine all the Iragi and Syrian women,
children and elderly people who could not escape the war being fought all around them.
They, too, may suffer PTSD, but they will never have access to medical services that might
help them recover a measure of good health again.

This presentation focuses on these human crises that we as Christians cannot ignore. We are
called to respond with compassion and expertise that will help bring healing. My goal is to
challenge you to prepare for ministry by getting the training that will equip you to respond to
these situations effectively.

A theme running through this presentation is “trauma,” which is defined as (a) injury or
wound to living tissue; (b) a disordered psychic or behavioral state resulting from mental or
behavioral stress or physical injury.* As the definition indicates, trauma can take both
physical and psychological forms; it may be a combination of both. Trauma seriously
interrupts the normal order of life and well-being. The scale of need to help people
traumatized by war, state violence, and natural disasters is greater than ever. This is both an
opportunity and responsibility to which Christians ought to respond.?

Haiti 2010 Earthquake®

Not long after the earthquake in Haiti in January 2010, a medical team from the University
of Miami arrived at a tent hospital in Port-au-Prince to provide medical care for the injured.
This team of three surgeons and a physical therapist reported what they experienced:

e “It was like a war zone,” they said. “There were four large tents with rows and rows
of cots with patients. . . 125 patients in each tent, all injured, mostly crush injuries,
open wounds, broken bones. . .”

e “The temperature was 90 degrees (F), mosquitoes everywhere, and the smell of
rotting flesh. . .

e “No running water, no toilets. . . we all felt overwhelmed with worthlessness as
physicians, and realized that this was a catastrophe beyond anything we had ever
imagined.”

A surgeon in the group picks up the narrative: “Then something happened. It was 9 o’clock
in the evening. . .and we had been up for the last 36 hours. . .cleaning infected wounds. . .”

e A man walks into the tent with his guitar, sits down, and starts to sing.
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e Row by row, people lying on the cots join and harmonize. The swell gets louder and
louder, and soon everyone — the entire tent — is singing.

e All the sound of trauma just went away. The singing sounded like it consumed all of
Port-au-Prince, it was so loud.

e People stood up in the center of the tent, some were dancing. Even people that
couldn’t get up still were singing — the entire tent — is singing.

e One little boy wouldn’t get up because it was too painful, so his mother helped him
stand up so he could dance on one leg.

e “We turned to one of the translators and asked: ‘What are they singing?’” He said,
“They’re singing, ‘Jesus, thank you for loving us. Jesus, thank you for loving us.”

e “It was like a knife hit us! After all we had seen — this joy and happiness! It was a
tipping point. Things changed after that. It’s extremely humbling to be around people
who in the worst of their lives have it in their hearts to give gratitude for what they
have left.”

The physical therapist adds: “I decided at that moment that what I had witnessed was such a
beautiful example of human courage that | would do anything in my power to help Haiti
rebuild.”

e “The people in that tent gave us an opportunity to understand their pain, and their
strength, and their belief.

e “Idon’t think anyone who was there will ever be the same.

e “I quit my job, I left my home, and I am now living in Haiti. I took a position with
Partners in Health.”

Even in the midst of suffering, for people of faith there comes a time to sing the Lord’s song
in a strange new world. To be able to sing, we may need a tent full of believers, and someone
to help us stand on one leg. And we may need to hold the Christ light for one another.

Los Angeles*

In the early 1970s, ten days after graduating from college, Mary joined a group of people
working in a violent and impoverished neighborhood in Los Angeles. Not long after arriving
in inner-city Los Angeles, one evening Mary and her fellow workers were disturbed by
noises in their garage. Mary’s first response was to call the police. The neighbors quickly
became angry with Mary. It was their children who broke into Mary’s garage, but because
she called the police she was now an enemy. They threatened Mary and her friends with
violence. They demanded that Mary and her friends leave their neighborhood.

Learning to live in inner-city Los Angeles was a deeply challenging experience in culture
shock. Mary didn’t know where to turn. In her fear and confusion she told God that she
could not continue living in Los Angeles. She must return to her home in Alberta, Canada.
Then she heard God say: “They can’t touch the real you.” God also said to her, “You can’t
create peace. It’s a gift, a fruit of the Spirit.” Mary eagerly claimed this for herself. It became
her anchor. Gradually, she learned what it means to practice and extend peace to other
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people, but she could never create peace in another person. Only the Holy Spirit could instill
peace. For the next eighteen years this insight would sustain her ministry.

Several years later Mary was with twelve young women with whom she had become friends.
Life had been difficult for all of them. The group sat in a circle around a large sheet of paper.
On that sheet Mary had drawn a cross. She began by reading Isaiah 53, which describes the
Suffering Servant as:

e Despised and rejected
e Familiar with suffering and infirmities
e Considered unattractive

As Mary watched the expressions on the women’s faces she noticed they were intensely
identifying with Isaiah’s description of the Messiah. She continued reading, emphasizing
“that this Suffering Servant had borne our infirmities, had carried our diseases, was wounded
for our transgressions.” Then she read 1 Peter 2:24 where Jesus is identified as this
Suffering Servant. Mary recalled, “I encouraged the women to let Jesus carry their suffering
and sorrow, to let him heal the wounds of the sins they had committed and the sins that had
been committed against them.”® The women were then invited to write any of these sins on
the cross. All quickly knelt down and began to write on the paper cross:

e “KKK burned crosses in our front yard”’

e “raped by stepfather”

e “molested by uncle”

e “not protected”

e “mother didn’t believe me”

e “falsely accused by teachers”

e ‘“watched suspiciously in stores”

e “not invited to the parties by white students”
e “brother murdered”

99 ¢ 29 ¢¢

e ‘“abandoned,” “rejected,” “mocked,” “told I was ugly,” “not welcomed,” “ignored”

“That group of twelve young women wrote over three hundred comments on that cross,”
Mary noted.® The women admitted these experiences made them angry and bitter. Several of
them dared to believe that they could indeed leave their bad experiences at the Cross and
trust Jesus to take away their burdens, bitterness, and suffering. “They sensed that the
extreme suffering of Christ was strong enough to address the unbearable suffering they had
experienced.”9 They were now on the path leading to salvation.

Mary was surprised when neighbors who came into her home would remark that this was the
first time they felt “peace.” Their homes and community were dominated by the darkness of
violence and fear. In Mary’s home they felt live-giving peace. Experiencing peace in this
way marked the beginning of their journey into new life with Jesus.

Using scriptures to heal the traumas of war
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In the 1990s Bible translators in several African countries saw firsthand the suffering of
thousands of people because of war. These people were victims of inter-ethnic and
international conflicts. But hardly any suitable scripture-based materials were available that
pastors and community leaders could use in helping heal the traumas of violence and war.
Rhiannon Lloyd’s book, Healing the Wounds of Ethnic Conflict: The Role of the Church in
Healing, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation,™ provided a starting point.

A Bible translator (SIL) team developed two basic books: Healing the Wounds of Trauma
and Healing Children’s Wounds of Trauma. These two manuals have been widely used to
help children and adults overcome the terrible things they have experienced because of war.
These small books draw on the rich resources found in the Scriptures and Christian practices
in addressing the most basic questions victims of violence face: Why do bad things happen
to us? How can | be sure God really loves me? How can | forgive people who have done bad
things to me? How should Christians respond to conflict? The Bible offers outstanding
resources in dealing with all these questions. For example, sixty-seven of the Psalms are
laments, in many cases in response to having been victimized or mistreated. Everyone who
has had traumatic experiences needs to have opportunity to face their grief, loss, and anger
so they can be released from this burden and renewed to live in freedom.

The contribution of music to trauma healing

The role of music and other art-forms in healing trauma is being increasingly recognized.
Wendy Aitkens observes, “Combining the power of the performing and visual arts with the
Word of God provides an important tool to facilitate the healing of the emotional and
spiritual wounds received when people experience trauma.”** Aitkins reports that in 2009
many Congolese fled from the brutal attacks by Joseph Kony’s Lord’s Resistance Army,
escaping into the Central African Republic to the north. The entire group was traumatized by
what they had suffered.

But when these Congolese refugees realized they had successfully escaped into freedom,
their artistic impulses were awakened. “Men began carving mortars, used for centuries by
the women . . . to husk rice and pound dried cassava into flour. Artistic lines and wood-
burned designs were incorporated into the carving of these ordinary domestic utensils.
Young Congolese men started weaving [traditional] straw hats . . . Music also played an
integral role in helping the Congolese refugees deal with the trauma they had experienced.
The musical practices of the evangelical church people within the refugee population
continued to be an important part of their church life . . . Two weeks after the majority of the
refugees arrived, a Sunday morning church service of thanksgiving was held in the refugee
camp. Throughout the three-hour long service, musical expressions of grief mingled with
hope infused the experience . . . The power of song set to biblical texts helped those who
attended focus their thoughts on the protection and provision of God as a way of dealing
with the immediate trauma they were facing.”*? Several months later a song-writing
workshop was conducted. Each evening the participants composed songs based on scriptural
texts that highlighted grieving loss of the lives of loved ones, lamenting sins and wrong
actions, thanksgiving for deliverance, and praise for God’s grace and faithfulness. Worship
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renewed the people’s hope and gave them fresh energy for the tasks of rebuilding their lives
in a new land.

Restorative justice

Although seldom reported in the news media, a disaster to be found in many countries is the
corruption and dysfunction of the criminal justice system. Today millions of people across
the world are incarcerated in inhumane conditions and often unjustly. The increasingly
adversarial approach to prosecution and sentencing has encouraged a narrow focus on
retribution.™®

Since the early 1970s the “Restorative Justice” movement has been challenging the
principles by which modern society deals with those people that deviate from the legal and
social norms. Indeed, the penal systems in most societies have as their goal punishing the
wrongdoer rather than focusing on what steps might be taken to restore these individuals to
responsible and productive roles in society.

The call to embrace restorative justice comes to us from the Christian Scriptures. Chris
Marshall, a New Testament scholar who has written extensively on the biblical view of
justice, points out that justice is found throughout the Bible. Whereas “the main vocabulary
items for sexual sin appear about 90 times in the Bible . . . the major Hebrew and Greek
words for justice . . . occur over 1000 times.”** This rich and complex concept is based on a
foundation that includes shalom, covenant, Torah, deed-consequences, and atonement-
forgiveness. The goal of God’s work of salvation is to restore God’s creation, to put right
what sin has caused to go wrong. By contrast, human justice focuses on punishing the
wrongdoer, that is, on retribution.

The vision for an alternative to the secular criminal justice system, a vision based on the
biblical vision for restorative justice, resulted in the Victim Offender Reconciliation Program
(VORP) developed in the mid-1970s in the United States. Subsequently, VORP has been
introduced in other countries to provide an alternative to the official criminal justice system.
A court that is sympathetic to the goals of VORP may assign responsibility to VORP to
supervise the process of reconciliation and restitution. The goal is that through such
intervention, both the victim and the offender who committed the crime will benefit. The
victim will receive the sincere apology of the offender; the offender will acknowledge the
crime of which he is guilty and commit to a process of making restitution. For example, if a
robbery was committed, the offender will repay whatever was stolen. The VORP agent
supervises the process until restitution is completed. The result of this process, when it is
faithfully completed, is that both victim and offender have benefitted. But society has also
benefitted by restoring an offender to useful and responsible participation in the life of the
community.

VORP has gained the approval of courts in the United States to serve as an agent, under
court jurisdiction, to bring together the victim of a crime and the person who perpetrated the
act. Of course, this requires the agreement of all parties to participate. VORP continues to
demonstrate the validity of “restorative” justice. But the scope of need is much greater than
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what can be done with the limited number of people currently engaged in this work
worldwide.

Restorative Justice has provided new trajectories for victims of serious crimes, such as the
murder of a family member, to find healing and hope for themselves. The family of a victim
understandably struggles with profound questions: Can we honestly forgive the perpetrator?
How can we deal with our grief and memories? In the collection Transcending: Reflections
of Crime Victims, one finds moving accounts of the journeys of mothers, fathers, brothers,
and sisters who have lost a beloved family member to violent death. Forgiveness is not cheap
or easy; it does not come quickly. One mother speaks eloquently of her own struggle: “I had
tremendous rage. But when I got in touch with my own violence, I also realized I didn’t want
to perpetrate ‘an eye for an eye,” because, as trite as the saying goes, everyone would be
blind. It’s got to stop. That’s the mission of love — to be able to transcend our own hurts and
create more love. Otherwise we’re going to continue the cycle of violence.”*® This is what
God has done for us in the crucifixion of God the Son. God never withdrew the divine love
from us in spite of our rejection of God’s loving compassion. Our mission is to bear witness
in word and deed wherever disaster happens to that compassion.
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