A Kingdom Counter culture-

Following Jesus in a world of Global capitalism

“Will we be people who are most shaped by our affluence, our wealth and class position, or by our identity as followers of Christ?” Jim Wallis

God’s call to us never changes.  Will we give up our way of living and follow Him?  God is calling us to have our lives shaped and moulded by living in his reality.  More than that, God is building counter cultural communities who will demonstrate His reality and call others to live in it as well.  This will involve a renovation of the heart (Dallas Willard) that changes us completely; remoulding even the unspoken assumptions we base our lives on.  Whilst God’s call is timeless, our cultural context changes constantly.  Every generation must find out what it means to follow Jesus in their context.  For us, this will mean reassessing the impact of the surrounding culture of Global capitalism on our lives.

God has a story for us to live our lives in.  It is a new reality, a Kingdom that he has initiated and established.  It is a “story we find ourselves in” (Brian MacLaren). This story tells us who we are, where we have come from and why the world is the way it is.  It is a story of Gods creation of and interaction with our world.  But God does not merely tell us this story.  He invites us to join him and become actors, shaping the course of the next act.  The story so far becomes our guide, showing us how to act and what to do to become part of it. 

God has always been doing this.  Thousands of years ago he called a man named Abraham to follow him to a land he did not know.  God gave his promise to Abraham saying that: “I will bless you… and all peoples on earth 
will be blessed through you" (Genesis 12:2-5).  He called Abraham to a new identity, becoming the founder of a new nation.  God promised to bless this special nation so that they could bring God’s blessing to the rest of the world.

This promise came to reality under the leadership of Moses.  As Abraham’s ancestors struggled under Egyptian rule, God called Moses to create this alternative community that would benefit the whole world.  Moses, the first prophet, criticized the Egyptian rule with its oppression and injustice.   He also energized the Israelites to believe that an alternative community was possible.  Eventually the community escaped Egypt and travelled into the desert.  This community became a nation.  It was a distinctive nation with their own set of laws and regulations that set them apart from their neighbouring cultures

As the centuries passed other prophets appeared who called Gods people back to being this distinctive nation.  Walter Brueggemann suggests, “The task of prophetic ministry is to nurture, nourish, evoke a consciousness and perception alternative to the consciousness and perception of the dominant culture”.  The prophets reminded the Israelites that they were different, challenging the creeping assimilation of the values and standards of neighbouring societies.  

After numerous warnings, the nation was overtaken by surrounding empires and the people taken into exile.  Even in the first century (AD), Jews were still in a state of spiritual exile (N.T. Wright).  They had physically returned from Babylon but now they were under Roman rule and occupation.  They longed for the day when the messiah would come to overthrow their oppressors and restore their nation, bringing it back to the direct rule of God. Jesus life and death were set in this context of Roman occupation.

Quietist movements had separated from society, to purify themselves and wait for God to act.  Herodians worked within the ruling empire, hoping God would validate their actions.  Whilst others, like the Zealots, conspired to fight a Holy War in God’s name and overthrow the Empire.  Despite the massive differences between these groups, they all had the same aim: to recapture what it meant to be Israel, God’s distinctive people.  Jesus showed each of these groups that ‘being Israel’ meant something different to what they had believed.

Jesus announced that the Kingdom of God was at hand.  The exile was about to end and the rule of God begin.  He demonstrated a new kind of rule.  He was a prophet of this Kingdom, enacting and then explaining it.  He invited people to join him and become a new kingdom people.  This was a movement of people who repented and believed.  People who had given up their agendas and trusted Jesus.  They learned from him a new way of being Israel and of defeating the Roman oppressors.  Jesus taught his band of followers that he was the messiah of Israel.  The focal point of the return from exile, the rescuer and representative of Israel.   

All his life and teaching came to a climax in his death on the cross.  It was the central moment that demonstrated and brought into being all that he had taught.  His resurrection three days later vindicated him.  It was the proof that he was not just another revolutionary.  Jesus truly was the messiah, the saviour of Israel and the whole earth.  He appeared to the small remaining band of disheartened followers.  These appearances changed them forever and soon they were scattered across the empire spreading news of what they had seen.

After persecuting these new followers of the way, Saul of Tarsus changed his name to Paul and became their greatest ambassador.  He too believed that Jesus was the Jewish messiah.  So he travelled the Roman Empire, building groups of people that lived as Jesus had taught them.  Paul offered a nuanced critique of the empire he lived under (NT Wright).  This meant that he praised what was good in it, but he did not hesitate to criticise it.  Anything that was in opposition to or led people away from Jesus’ reality was not tolerated.  Jim Wallis believes that “The early Church was a very counter cultural group that lived in a very different way from the rest of society.  They were a radical community of faith that embodied a whole new order of things”.

One of the things that marked out these earliest Christian communities was their hope. It was an unusual hope, a pessimistic hope (Jurgen Moltmann). Because it depended not on the results of human effort but on God.  In fact, it was a hope specifically in God.  A God who had promised to “make all things new” (Rev 21).  This promise was to once and for all bring His reality to completion.  This hope inspired them and allowed them to persevere in spite of incredible hardship and opposition. 

Summary

· There is an alternative story/reality that we can live our lives in

· God has called together a people that he will bless so that they can be a blessing to the world

· God called them to be a prophetic people who demonstrated and explained this different reality to the cultures around them.

· When they failed to do this God sent them prophets to bring them back to this calling.

· Jesus life and death inaugurated this new reality/Kingdom.  They provide the way for us to follow

· Paul’s example of following Jesus in the dominant culture of his time is a helpful model for us.

· This alternative reality provided a hope for early Christians that inspired them to act, even in the face of great persecution and suffering.  

Global Capitalism: Our dominant reality

God’s story continues today.  Our lives are the next chapter in the unfolding drama.  So in the same way that He has called our predecessors, God is calling us to be an alternative community.  As he has always done, God is building a kingdom counterculture that will demonstrate His reality.  This leaves us with some important questions.  Not least, what is he calling us to be an alternative to?  What is the dominant reality that we live in and what are the unspoken assumptions that make the world work today?

These questions are particularly difficult to answer at the moment, because the world is in a state of flux.  Major changes have taken place in the last twenty years.  Capitalism won the cold war and communism is dead.  The Berlin wall that divided the world is now a tourist attraction.  The USA stands alone as the world’s only superpower.  

It is now the Giant Transnational Corporations that are at war.  Only a handful of countries create more wealth than these colossal corporations. Economists like Noreena Hertz tell us that a silent takeover has occurred.  The sales of Ford and General Motors are greater than the combined Gross domestic product of the whole of Sub Saharan Africa.  McDonald’s golden arches are now as widely recognised as any religious symbol.  Where governments once fought for physical territory, they now battle for market share.

The world is becoming more interconnected.  Your breakfast table could easily contain coffee from Kenya, sugar from Brazil, tea from Sri Lanka, bananas from Uganda.  Air travel means you could easily be anywhere in the world in 80 hours, not 80 days.  The development of communications technology means that information can flow around the world in seconds.

At the same time, we are also becoming more interdependent.  We are learning what it means to live in a global village.  Everything from our economies to our environment are becoming more and more connected.  This has had a huge impact on politics.  “When George Bush came to power he thought California was foreign policy, now he realises that Senegal is domestic policy” was the way Bob Geldof described it.  The 9/11 attacks demonstrated the chilling reality even terrorism has gone global.  

Global capitalism affects every aspect of our lives providing many of the assumptions that our society is based on. In our society, profit and productivity are all important.  Everything has a price and value. Schools and hospitals prove their worth by meeting ’targets’.  Companies move factories that have supported communities for decades because of efficiency. “The modern employer has begun to look like a one night stand who has the audacity to ask for monogamy after a meaningless encounter” says Naomi Klein. 

Material goods provide even the basis for our identities.    Possessions can be used to build our personalities.  We create our identities by buying particular clothes, listening to particular music or spend our leisure time in particular activities.  These things can identify our status and social group.  Our society says that we can have change ourselves instantly.  A new identity can be bought ‘off the peg’ whenever we get bored of our ‘old self’, with the cost just put on a credit card.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

Over the last ten years there has been a growing dissatisfaction with the injustices that have accompanied global capitalism.  Its most extreme expreesion may be the anti-capitalist protests at every meeting of world leaders.  But it is not just protestors who think something is wrong.  Even commentators as conservative as Nobel Prize winning economist Joseph Stiglitz believe that, “something has gone horribly wrong” with globalisation.  This is surely true when America spends $8 billion a year on cosmetics, but no one can find the $9 billion to provide sanitation and clean water for everyone on the planet. 

Trade Justice: A Case study

So in this changing context we need to hear God’s timeless call to repent and believe.  To find out how to be the distinctive people of God in our culture.  It is a call that Moses, Abraham and Paul all obeyed.  Their examples can help us and inspire us but our context is unique and changing.  Can we make sense of the world around us and provide a different way of living?  Can we build communities that demonstrate an alternate reality, a kingdom of God reality?

This is not a task that has ‘seven easy steps to success’.  It will be a life long journey that we make together.  But we need starting points to help us get our bearings and begin to move forward.  Trade Justice could help us in this process.  It is an example of how we can begin to understand the influence of Global capitalism on our lives and start living out God’s calling to be a kingdom counter culture.  It is a concrete starting point to begin the journey.  

The Trade Justice movement is a coalition of different groups, including Churches and Development agencies.  Their goal is to make International Trade work for poor countries and the environment.   It is based on the belief that the scale of poverty is a scandal.  Trade is the major way that money moves around the world.  At the moment, International Trade works to make the rich even richer.  So the Trade Justice movement is calling for International Trade to help the poor and equalise the injustices we see in the world today.  To find out more visit www.christianaid.org.uk/campaign
Trade justice provides a useful starting point for a number of reasons:

· It helps us to understand and honestly face up to the reality of our world where there is so much poverty and injustice

· Campaigning on trade justice issues and buying fairly traded goods provide a prophetic statement to the dominant culture around us. It seeks to both criticize and energize.  Current systems are criticised for the injustice they bring.  People are energised by the possibility that there are different ways of ordering the world.  Examples like fair trade and debt relief energize people to believe that change is possible.

· It provides a challenge to both individuals and the structures of society.  Individuals become aware of their involvement and complicity in an unjust system, whilst campaigning directly challenges these unjust structures.

· It offers a nuanced critique of society, as Paul did.  It affirms that capitalism could be source of incredible good, but at the moment it is increasing injustice.

· Where our society says that the acquisition of wealth is the aim we should build our lives around.  In following Jesus’ reality, we need to live in a way that affirms that people are more important than profit.  Trade Justice challenges our assumption that profit for profit sake is a good thing.  

· Trade Justice challenges the way we use our possessions to build our identities. It will challenge the belief that we can buy our identities and will hopefully point people to a reality where God’s love defines our identity.

· Trade Justice is not an instant solution.  This long process will challenge the assumptions of our instant society.  It will require ‘a long obedience in the same direction’ (Eugene Peterson) to effect real change.

· It requires hope to believe trade justice is possible.  Our society tells that we can have whatever we want now.  Campaigning teaches us to hope. 

· We can only live in this new reality if we work in communities and coalitions.  Trade Justice is something we can never achieve by our own strength.  It challenges us to work together.

This leads us back to our original question.  Will our identities be shaped by God’s call or by the cultural context we live our lives in?  It is not a question with an easy answer, instead it is a question that calls us to a journey.  It will be a journey for us as individuals and communities, as we learn to live in God’s reality.  Trade justice may well be a compass that help us find our bearings again and begin to take the next steps forward on this journey.  
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