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Introduction
Why American Christians Need a New Way to Live in Place

We live in places without knowing them. We can pass through the thick and varied landscapes of God’s world without seeing or knowing them, and that is too big a loss to accept.

We’re a bit like Truman Burbank, a fictional character who grows up on the set of a popular reality television show at the heart of the 1998 film The Truman Show.1 The only place Truman knows is an elaborate sound stage designed to look like the real world. Having grown up on set, it is his whole world—he doesn’t realize there is a universe beyond its borders. When he learns the world is bigger than his community, he is confronted with an existential tension between the desire to see the real world and the fear of leaving what he knows. Will he take the leap of faith and walk off set? Like Truman, part of the reason we are cut off from the world is the way our landscapes have been constructed. Something about the way our worlds are formatted restricts our vision to a narrow band of land and place, a small-w world isolated from others.

In The Chronicles of Narnia series, children fall into other worlds—it almost seems inevitable—but later one of them, Susan Pevensie, is unable to return to Narnia because she’s lost her faith. Perhaps it’s easy to get stuck in the small worlds of our own making and miss out on the wilder diversity of God’s world. Perhaps we can identify with aspects of Truman Burbank’s and Susan Pevensie’s experiences. We are lodged in small worlds, disconnected from the energies of the world beyond.

Indeed, the geographies in which most of us live increasingly cut us off from the following:

	Nature: Most people live in cities and suburbs, and fewer and fewer in rural—let alone natural—places.


	Land: Many of us are increasingly cut off from the soil under our feet and the physical landscapes beyond our immediate communities.


	Creation: It is increasingly difficult to connect with the world as a place God made, loves, and seeks to redeem.


	Our neighbors: More and more people know fewer and fewer of the people they live among. People are living more privatized lives and reporting higher levels of loneliness.


	Other worlds: Different communities and cultural groups, whole microcosms, live parallel lives in the same cities and regions with limited exchange and engagement. More and more people are living, working, and worshiping in places that attract other people like them.


	Sacred places: Places whose meaning transcends their economic or practical value are neglected or repurposed.




As a result, we are cut off from many of the ways God seeks to draw near to us. This divorce from the places we live has consequences, many of which are sadly familiar.

Rootlessness. American Christians can easily live everywhere and nowhere at the same time. As one of the most numerous religious groups in the country, Christians really do live everywhere. But the way many live is rootless. We are disconnected from the places we live. We live nowhere.

Nostalgia. For many (especially White Christians), there is a perception that with each passing generation, we get further from our roots, roots perceived to be wholesome and good: The way things used to be is the way things should be. Younger generations are not so sure. They are growing up more willing to acknowledge certain moral injuries inherent in American landscapes and reconsider the American mythologies we developed to explain and validate those injuries. But at the same time, they know they are disconnected from places and communities.

Polarization. As humans come to be sorted into separate landscapes, and our lives more distant from those of others, dehumanization and polarization become more prevalent.

Health crises. Disordered relationships to the world give rise to disorders in the body and mind. Biological, chemical, architectural, infrastructural aspects of the landscape affect our body. Access (or lack thereof) to the natural world affects our mind.

What would it mean to open the door and walk off set? To once again approach the wardrobe with expectation and be open to Narnia?

In this book we argue that our identity as followers of Jesus can and should transform how we live in the physical world. We need a far more expansive Christian imagination for land and place. Common American narratives that reduce created land to commodity or irrelevant background miss the consistent emphasis in the biblical story that God created and cares for land and place. We grapple with complicated American histories of land and Indigenous people, race and social class, and categories such as urban, suburban, and rural. We describe the biblical themes of land as home, gift, sacrament, and kin to help prompt Christian groups and individuals to work toward a Christian vision of land mattering in the past, present, and future. We can recover Christian practices for living faithfully as members of our human geographies—caring for the poor where they live, stewarding the environment as a gift, building places that support human life while pointing people to God, cultivating the earth to be fruitful. And perhaps most importantly, we can receive the world itself as the gift it was intended to be and become truly grateful. In joining in with what God has done, is doing, and will do, we can establish better ways of engaging with the places we live.

The goal is not to go back to the community that was but to look forward, guided by the stories God tells about the land, and put down roots there.

This book is about place and land. It is about physical places but also the idea of place and how we as American Christians know, experience, and use places. It is about physical spaces but also about the social relationships that exist within and across them. It is about landscapes but also how we conceptualize our relationship to land and the practices we adopt toward the land. It is about property but also how we think about our property and the property of others. This book explores problematic ways American Christians have lived in places and the historic Christian beliefs and practices that have power to change those patterns.

To be sure, we might well be connected with others, familiar with our neighborhood, and regularly engaging with various locations in our communities. And yet. There is far more than most of us can imagine beyond common land stories people in the United States tell, waiting to be seen and acknowledged—far more to learn about land from the pages of Scripture, about how the built world affects people for good and for ill, about how landscapes emerge from exercises of power. There is far more blessing to be experienced and shared when our life in the physical world aligns with God’s heart for the earth (chap. 6).

God puts each of us in a specific somewhere and intends for us to be actively connected to it. It is up to us to be faithfully present there, which means knowing the somewhere, understanding the somewhere, loving the somewhere, renewing the somewhere, and passing the somewhere on to others as a blessing. This book is about how American Christians came to live everywhere and nowhere and how they can increasingly live somewhere.

Discussions of this topic already exist in literature about environmental stewardship, urban planning, architectural studies, theological accounts of creation, urban ministry, and community. This book draws many of these threads together but focuses on relationships to the physical world as a dynamic place where people live and God acts. Such a world includes the natural world of earth, water, sky, plants, and animals, and the built world of roads, housing, buildings, dams, wells, and so on.

In other words, we seek to explore the meaning of the whole physical world as a place that is cocreated, unendingly emerging from human, divine, and natural activities; a place that has suffered a devastating disintegration from its divinely intended ideal; and a place that will, as a part of the new heavens and new earth, benefit from the ultimate renewal and redemption of all things.

This book is designed to be applied to everyday life. We provide the opportunity for readers to reflect on their own experiences and understandings and to reconsider their ideas, assumptions, notions, intuitions, and feelings about the places they live and visit (and those they may never visit). We invite readers to reflect on the particular places in which they live—specific houses, roads, workplaces, places of worship, restaurants, parks, and so on—their own somewhere.

On a larger scale, we direct readers’ attention to their towns, cities, regions, and states as well as the United States itself. Some of what we talk about will be sobering, perhaps humbling for some, especially as we describe the connections between colonialism, racism, and American landscapes.

Americans do not usually think about places unless they are extraordinary, whether the Grand Canyon, Disney World, the site of a natural disaster, a major city, or some other place with unique features—places capture our attention when they are surprising or unusual. But when places feel normal to us, we take them for granted. Not a second thought.

So part of this book seeks to peel back the layers, revealing an everyday world encoded with fascinating patterns and puzzles. The natural world is brimming with intelligences we barely understand. Can we, will we, offer our attention long enough to learn and marvel? The built parts of our world—the cities, infrastructures, and buildings—are encoded with important insights and patterns too. They can speak to us about the values of the builders and users. Will we take the time to learn the ciphers and see the world anew? We hope this book is as intellectually stimulating and rewarding to you as it has been for us to write. After all, this whole wide place where God put us deserves its own careful attention and devotion.

DEFINITIONS

Space, place, land, property, and community are core ideas in this book. Since these terms mean many things to many people, let’s settle the particular ways we use them in this book.

Space is commonly thought of as an empty void. In The Matrix, Morpheus brings Neo to a featureless space called the Construct, a white area with no walls or ceiling, stretching out in all directions.2 Space is often thought of like the Construct, as a neutral emptiness that exists prior to and apart from things. When we use the term space, it carries a further nuance. There is no space, in the sense we mean it, prior to things. Objects, bodies, structures, and land make spaces. They define them. The space in the room where I sit is made by the walls, floor, ceiling, and furniture. Outer space is made by its position relative to the earth and its atmosphere. Space is defined by the presence of multiple objects or bodies.3

Place is the combination of space with the meaning attached to it and the interactions taking place in it.4 Think about a childhood home and all it might mean to you. Whoever lives there now lives in the same space where you lived but does not share your memories of it, your emotions about it, or your history with it. It is a different place for them than it was for you.5 Or think about a classroom. The physical space within the classroom could be arranged in different ways, with combinations of desks, chairs, rugs, books, and so on. Filled with different students, teachers, ideas, relationships, power structures, topics, and experiences, the classroom becomes a particular place for those who use it. It could be a place full of love and learning, or it could be a place of struggle and difficulty.

“Place is space in which important words have been spoken,” as Walter Brueggemann puts it, words “that have established identity, defined vocation, and envisioned destiny.”6 This combination of world and mind makes place intriguingly complex, morally significant, and urgently important. This is one reason home can be so profoundly experienced as the greatest of blessings and/or the deepest of disappointments and sources of pain.

Much of the Christian literature we engage with in this book uses the conceptual term place. Of course, “place” is an abstract concept. There are millions and millions of particular places. We find the abstract concept a little unhelpful when overused or when used as an easy substitute for attending to actual places and empirical patterns.

Hosting most human spaces and places is land. At its simplest, land is the ground. It is what physically connects people to the world when we stand or walk. Land is the soil, the stones, the minerals, but also the fertility, the potential for life. The soil gives root to the world of plants and the ecosystems and food chains that depend on them. Land is the host to natural ecosystems. In some cultures, land is everything. Land is mother. Land is ancestry and communal life stretching back for centuries.7

But land also hosts the built world. Among the roots that anchor plants to the earth, we pour foundations that anchor buildings to the same earth, sometimes all the way to bedrock. The piles we drive, the piers we pour, and the foundations we lay are the root systems of our built world, everything from farmhouses to townhouses, from strip malls to skyscrapers. The ground is also the source for the raw materials we use to construct and furnish the built world, the stone for concrete, the sand for glass, the trees for lumber, the metals for wire and piping. The built world also deposits its waste back into the land, its water, its solids, its gases.

American society often reduces land to real estate. This commodification of land has the tendency to generate enormous wealth for some. Access to land and being able to use it is essential to many around the world. But land is also a collective legacy that carries with it a collective responsibility of care.

We also use the word landscape at times because it can include natural and built aspects, as in urban, industrial, rural, wild, and mixed landscapes. By this token we can speak of the American landscape, the Chicago landscape, the Illinois landscape, and by this we call to mind the physical aspects of these areas.

Property is land that society defines as owned. Property also includes the natural resources and built structures on the land. Property is commonly thought of as the plot of land itself, but the legal world defines property as a bundle of rights that pertain to that plot. These would include rights to use or not use the land, to exclude others from using the land, to make updates to the land, and to sell, rent, or give away the land.8 These rights are separable and can be granted to different parties. Mining rights can be granted to a company. A lien can be placed on a property, restricting the owner from selling or from keeping the proceeds of a sale. Rights come with responsibilities, such as paying taxes and conforming to environmental-protection laws, zoning regulations, and building codes. Ownership is demonstrated by holding the title. New owners receive the title from the previous owner. In the United States, if you trace a title all the way back, most of the time the original owner is the federal government.9 There is no land left in the United States that is not also property, whether privately or publicly owned.

We are so completely surrounded by ownership in our society that we barely recognize there are other possible forms of relationship to the land. Yet ownership, in the sense we are talking about, is a relatively new idea, historically speaking. How societies have understood property has shifted over time. For example, Indigenous Americans approached land differently: It was not viewed as a commodity. Rather, it was a sacred source and sustainer of life, and land could be occupied seasonally.10 It was not until the nineteenth century that married women were legally allowed to own property in their name in the United States, but even then, property rights for women were inconsistent and had exceptions.

Broadly understood, community refers to a group of people with a common identity, history, and experiences. Historically, communities have been closely tied to geography—but that’s not necessarily the case in our mobile, interconnected world. Yet in this physical world of bodies and landscapes, location still plays a profound role in the shape of our communities. Community can also overlap with specific place-based concepts. A municipality is a community defined with a specific geography and with a certain governmental and social structure. But communities do not necessarily have to relate to a specific location. Certain communities span locations or move around or exist in the virtual world.

There are a range of other important terms we use in the book as well—settler colonialism, sacred space, and others—but we have included definitions for these in the text. These definitions are sufficient for now. We expand on each of the above ideas and explore nuances and qualifications throughout the book. Altogether, places, spaces, land, property, and community have unique histories and forms in the United States. The way we know these phenomena today represents a departure from how land has been viewed through much of human history and Christian history. We discuss these particular forms further as well as consider Christian approaches to them throughout the book.



WHY DO PLACES AND LAND MATTER?

We have clarified what we mean by some of these terms. Now let’s think again about why these topics matter.

First, God cares about the physical world, so we should too. Evidence is everywhere throughout Scripture: God created spaces, God declared them good, God made a special place (a garden), God gave detailed instructions for people to make places (a mobile place called the tabernacle and another place called the temple), God was made incarnate into a particular place, God prepares heavenly places for us, God judges places, God sent his apostles out to new places, God promises to remake the earth as an eternal place. Need we go on?

We do not have space to explore all these reasons, so for now we focus on those related to God’s creation of the world and primordial instructions to humans below. We will explore others in ensuing chapters.

God is the Creator of spaces and places. It is one of the first things we learn about God in Scripture. Indeed, from the very first verse of the very first book of the Bible we learn that God made space, places, and land. Genesis 1:1 calls them “the heavens and the earth.”11

The Creator made everything, but in the Genesis account, God created places before anything else. Creation is presented in a poetic parallel structure (resulting in pairs of corresponding days: one and four, two and five, three and six). On day one, God made light; on day four, the objects that emit and reflect light. On day two the Creator made the sky and the water; on day five, birds and fish. On day three, God made dry land and plants; on day six, animals and humans (table 1). It makes sense: Animals, plants, and people require space and place in which to live.

Table 1. Parallel structure of days of creation








	‍
	Space/Time
	Sky and Waters
	Lands



	Places

[Note: Light may not be a place per se, but illumines places and bodies]


	Day 1

Light and dark


	Day 2

Sky and bodies of water


	Day 3

Dry land and plants




	Bodies


	Day 4

Sun, moon, and stars


	Day 5

Fish and birds


	Day 6

Animals and humans











The creation account is punctuated at the end of each day with a declaration. God observes what God made that day and declares it is good: “God saw that it was good” (Gen 1:10, 12, 17, 21, 25). God did not need to declare these places good. If the divine admiration was exclusively or primarily for animals and people to the exclusion of places, God could have waited to begin the declarations on day four. He did not wait. By the logic of the creation narrative, light, sky, ocean, land—these received divine admiration before birds, fish, animals, and humans ever existed.

Notice that God not only made spaces (land, sea, and sky) but also prepared a particular place. God prepared this place, this garden, with work that was different from the work of creation. It was the tender work of making a home, a place with a dedicated purpose. This special work of God produced a special place into which God placed people. There are parallels between the way this account is framed in Genesis and the building of a temple. The suggestion is that the world is divinely intended as a meeting place where God and people commune. It is sacred space. So God is not only a Creator of cosmic space but also the maker of a homey place.

It is plain enough: God demonstrates love for places throughout the creation story. Unfortunately, when American Christians read Genesis 1, they tend to gloss over the first three days and focus on what fills the land: the plants, animals, and especially people (we talk about the imago Dei later in the book). In a sense, this book is about bringing the first three days of creation back into our theological and ethical vision of life.12

Second, we should care about place because God makes us morally responsible for the world. This responsibility is for the world as a whole (as the church universal) and for particular places (as individuals, groups, and communities). The primordial humans carried divine instructions to be caretakers of the garden God planted (Gen 1:28). When God judges a whole place (Sodom, Gomorrah; Gen 19) or laments over a place (Jerusalem; Lk 19:41-44), the implication is that the people have failed in a moral responsibility in or for that place. Shockingly, God’s people even carry this responsibility in exile, toward the land of their conquerors.13 From the divine work that people carried in the garden onward, life under God is intertwined with responsibilities toward places.

These Christian responsibilities include stewarding the natural world (the ethics of creation care/environmental stewardship) but also the built world in all its diverse forms. Jim Wallis says a budget is a moral document.14 He means that budgets have moral implications, that they express choices about where to allocate resources, which priorities to pursue (and which to not pursue), and who will benefit (and who will not). Likewise, when we discuss the built world, we emphasize the moral quality of zoning decisions, infrastructure, blueprints, maps, and schematics. These documents are morally meaningful. The ways communities configure space will shape their character and determine who flourishes and who languishes.

Finally: We should care about places because they exercise immense influence over the character, values, and life of people. This physical world directly affects people.

People often understand that the natural world can have a profound influence on us. It can inspire us, intimidate us, and even transform us. When we stand on the shores of Lake Superior in a dark sky park and the stars are blazing, or when we approach the Grand Canyon with fear and trembling, or when we find a rabbit den in our squash patch, we understand this. We can encounter a place and come away changed. But we do not always think about the impact the built world has on us—the roads we drive, the houses we enter, the neighborhoods and shops we frequent. These places influence us, perhaps even more strongly than the Grand Canyon does, but because they feel normal to us, we do not often notice. That we are unaware of the influence is part of why the influence can be strong and goes without our critical reflection. As Randy Woodley, director of intercultural and Indigenous studies at Portland Seminary, puts it, “There is a direct correlation between the treatment of land and the treatment of people.”15

We are formed by the spatial routines, the routes and nodes we trace when we move through space. We are taught by the places we inhabit. Sociologists emphasize the importance of socialization—it is the process by which a society forms members through social organizations, relationships, and interactions. Places play a role in socialization, as the socialization people undergo in different places can be immensely different. For example, mountains and valleys influence the development and maintenance of unique dialects and cultures. As immigrant groups arrived in the United States and began settling in adjacent valleys, the mountains between them inhibited regular interaction between the settlements. Over time, these mountains ensured the settlements would develop separately and distinctly, taking on unique characteristics, values, and worldviews.16

Exemplars help illustrate what it looks like when Christians take responsibility for places. Names come to mind, such as Francis of Assisi, Martin Luther King Jr., Dorothy Day, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Desmond Tutu, Mother Teresa, Oscar Romero, Howard Thurman, Leo Tolstoy, Watchman Nee, and others. John Perkins is another example. A Christian minister, civil rights leader, and cofounder of the Christian Community Development Association, Perkins is an example of a Christian approaching places and communities in a faithful way. He moved his family back home to Mississippi from California to minister near his hometown. He and his wife founded a local daycare, led voter registration efforts, and protested injustice in their region. Perkins was arrested and tortured in the 1970s for his stand on civil rights, but he remained faithful. Perkins summarizes his approach to community engagement and ministry with the “three Rs”: relocation, redistribution, and reconciliation.17

We are not all supposed to be John Perkins, but we are expected to follow Jesus in the places we live. And for every famous exemplar, there are thousands of others seeking to be faithful in their own places.



DISPLACEMENTS AND HALF-TRUTHS

If places matter to God and to our life, we can return to this question: Why do American Christians need a new imagination for how to live in places? First the hard news, and then, in ensuing chapters, the easier news.

Humans in general (all of us) have a broken relationship to land and space. We engage with the contexts in which we live in ways that violate our divinely given vocation to care for the world. The evidence is everywhere: mistreatment of the natural world by everyone, inequitable investment in neighborhoods by governments and institutions, escapism into protected enclaves by the wealthy, dehumanizing characterizations of warring factions, sometimes literal bombs dropping on the enemy and their places. We wound the world, and the world wounds us back.

Our biblical origin story contains important clues for understanding this broken relationship to the land. After Adam and Eve accede to the serpent’s lie, that they can be like God if they take the forbidden fruit, their place of belonging and safety in the world falls apart like a sand castle as the tide comes in. And that disintegration of placement in the world is painfully slow, deepening with the chaos of the Genesis 4–11, through expulsion from the garden, Cain’s further expulsion to the land of wandering, the catastrophic negation of land and place in the flood, and the scattering of the peoples of Babel.

In addition to the building we do to try to recover what we had in the garden, we also create myths to help us understand our experience of the world. These myths are both about the chaos we feel in the world and about the worlds we build to regain our safety. They situate our ideas about space, place, land, property, and communities into a narrative that makes sense to us.

American Christians have some uniquely American myths about land. With the historically unique relationship of Americans to land, and the particular ways groups have sought to build their place in the world to secure safety, resources, and prosperity, our myths express and respond to these histories. We address a handful of these myths below.

Half-truth one: We are separate and distinct from the land. This myth tells us we stand apart from creation, that we are not a constituent of the land, that we are fundamentally unlike the plants and animals through and through. Our theology tends to emphasize the special creation of humans. Theologians call this the imago Dei, the image of God in humans. God brings humans to life with his own breath—no other creature has that divine origin. But we can forget that when God made Adam, he used dirt. He reached into the earth and used what he found there to form the first human. The divine breath entered a dirt man. Though we are animated by divine breath, we are dirt people nonetheless.

“I think human beings are the only creatures who willfully reject their created state.” In his book Indigenous Theology and the Western Worldview: A Decolonized Approach to Christian Doctrine, Randy Woodley explains, “Indigenous Creation narratives invariably reveal human being as the cooperative partner with the rest of creation,” in contrast to this half-truth that seeks to drive a wedge between humans and the earth.18

This mythic attempt to forget our dirtness is similar to the impulse that led to the Tower of Babel, to rise above, to make a break with our mortality. The myth corresponds to our ongoing attempts to insulate ourselves from the limitations, the uncertainty, and the danger of the world of dirt. The walls, the infrastructures, the weapons we build, the pavement we pour—all these are to live in a world of our own making. Driven by this cultural mythology, American Christians often separate what God intended to overlap, separating humans from the created world (fig. 1).

[image: Two diagrams show the difference between God’s intention for humans in relation to creation versus the half-truth.]

Figure 1. God’s intent versus half-truth one


The first Venn diagram shows the created world on the left and the heavenly world on the right, with humans in the overlapping section in the center. God intended heaven and earth to overlap and for humans to exist in the overlap. The second diagram shows the created world on its own, with an arrow pointing toward humans and the heavenly world. The half-truth separates these worlds and removes humans from their kinship with the land.


We see readily that humans are a special creation. And yet, there are other ways in which we are just another part of the larger world, a creature among creatures. Land was created. Sea was created. Plants were created. Birds and fish were created. Animals were created. Humans were created. We are siblings in the family of created things, and our relationship with land should be one of kinship. Another way to put this is that Saint Francis of Assisi, thirteenth-century Italian friar, who loved animals, should be welcomed at our theological table. American Christians tend to treat Saint Francis as a story for children, not as a theologian for the church. We ask, Why should we pay attention to animals and nature when human souls need saving? Francis answers back. He says the sun, wind, and fire are our brothers; the moon, stars, water, and earth are our sisters.19 We are members of the family of creation. Putting it another way, N. T. Wright discusses the overlap of heaven and earth rather than the separation of the two, where God is “out there” and humans are stuck in a material world. God created in the beginning with this overlap present, and the culmination of the Christian story is the full merging of heaven and earth in the new Jerusalem.20

Half-truth two: We control the land, not the other way around. Americans tame the frontier—that is one of our founding myths. That is who we perceive ourselves to be. We are intrepid. We forge a path. We civilize the wilderness. These are all expressions that make us the agents that act on the world around us, not the other way around. Our folk heroes exemplify this—Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, Laura Ingalls Wilder. Many of our founding fathers were surveyors, breaking the wilderness into units to be owned and managed by people—there are few clearer examples of human agency over the land.21

But the world has a will and power to go with it. The world imposes lines on us too. Many aspects of places influence people. Climates and ecosystems influence the physiology of people. Prevailing cultural values in places influence people. Proximity to resources in places influences people. We think we extract from and manage places, but they also extract from and manage us.22

Half-truth three: God has affection for people, not places. In our well-founded belief that God loves people, it does not occur to us that God has deep affection for land and places too.

But God does love places all over the world. As discussed earlier, we can go right back to the first three days of creation to see this. God repeatedly declared the light, the sky, the ocean, and the dry land good. God also made a place for Adam and Eve. Throughout the biblical narrative, God provides for the physical and spiritual needs of his people through the provision of land.

The vision the book of Revelation gives us of the end of history includes a meaningful place for place too. It gives us key hints of God’s plan for place. Indeed, in that vision, it is not only people who are resurrected from the dead; the earth itself is renewed, and this time it is forever. The new reality will include a new heaven and a new earth brought together with a city at its center. God’s redeemed creation is not an abstract, spiritual place; it is an embodied, physical reality.

Half-truth four: God’s purpose for land is for it to become property. We approach land as if it were dead. Our default posture toward land is that it is capital, something that is owned and confers value to its owners. It can be used to generate wealth for its owners. It can be bought and sold, and its owners can put it to whatever use they see fit (relative to zoning laws). It is an investment. The land itself does not have any say in the matter. This way of approaching land reduces it to its economic functions and obscures its larger purpose in this divinely created world. It also intensifies conditions for wealth inequity because of differential access to ownership.

With land easily commodified, Americans approach places as if they were interchangeable, like components in a machine. Fully standardized, one place with given specs is as good as another with the same specs. The differences across places have been smoothed over until it does not matter where you are. It does not matter where the potato was grown. It does not matter where the beef was raised. It could all be the same.

This standardization advances in different ways. Think about chain restaurants. The difference between Hudson, Wisconsin, and Woodbury, Minnesota, is a little less pronounced with each McDonald’s, Applebee’s, and Starbucks that opens in both towns. The independent shops that are only available in one place close as the stronger chains move in. Standardization in building materials, layouts, and building techniques also seems to make space more interchangeable. The new buildings in different towns look alike.23 With increases in geographic mobility, people themselves may not be from the place where they live, certainly not to the same degree as in the past.

[image: ]

Why do we build the way we do? Deep down, we are Cain, building a city to escape our fears, to escape the dangers of which we ourselves are also creators. We are the builders of Babel, seeking to increase our power through what we build. We are the residents of Goshen, getting comfortable in a land not intended for us.24 We are the Romans, occupying the land by force. We are the Hebrews, wandering in the desert. Cain’s restless fear still shapes us, urging us to claim our own safety, even when doing so wounds our neighbors. We build for many reasons, and we tell myths to help explain to ourselves the world we end up with.

One of the main concerns of this book is our assessment that the placelessness we experience today is not truly a recent development—it is rooted in history that predates the United States and is embedded in ensuing history from then to now. As we are a society whose territory came at the expense of someone else’s home and land, our roots in this land are problematic. We want this book to be a positive and honest step in the right direction.

What does this look like today? Take the modern big city, for example. On one hand, it represents progress: prosperity for some, innovation, wealth creation, gleaming buildings, cosmopolitanism. On the other hand, it is home to inequality, struggles, and new kinds of issues. These cities draw millions seeking opportunities and futures, and some find them. Others lead difficult lives stuck in dense population centers that do not treat all equally. Or consider the rapid rise of mass, globalized agriculture. At the beginning of the twentieth century, over 25 percent of Americans were farmers, and nearly 10 percent worked as farm laborers. One hundred years later, the percent of farmers and farm laborers is roughly 1 percent.25 This shift has brought with it huge benefits—there is more overall food in the world than ever before—but the costs have also been massive: ecological damage, disintegration of local markets, huge exploitation, sometimes along historically colonial relationships, leading to neocolonial exploitation, and more. Or think about the national parks. These protected lands are often viewed as a national treasure. They are indeed a unique achievement and provide access to natural beauty that many would not otherwise have. But there are unavoidable problems too: Indigenous communities have harrowing stories to tell about their displacements from land that became national parks.26 There are often problems with overcrowding, and many of the parks are not as ecologically healthy as they should be. If these are parts of the world we have built—cities, mass agriculture, and national parks—what are some of the comforting myths we tell ourselves about them that smooth over the problems?

We seek to secure resources and safety over the resources and safety of others, and we accede to cultural mythologies that help normalize these conditions. That is why, as followers of Jesus, we need to renew our imagination and practices for the places around us.



BACKGROUND NOTES

We face a challenging question in defining who we mean when we say “American Christians.” What exactly is an American Christian? There are Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant Christians, and dozens of Christian denominations. There are Christians groups defined by different ethnic and racial identities. Christians groups in different regions of the country have yet other defining features setting them apart from one another. There are a dozen qualifications and exceptions to claims we could make using any of these labels.

Also, although citizens and residents of the United States tend to refer to themselves as “Americans,” so too do people throughout North and South America. So the term is ambiguous. For the purpose of flow and style, we really wanted to avoid having to use the awkward construction “Christians who are citizens or residents of the United States” in the dozens of places throughout the book where we are talking about Christian citizens and residents of the United States. Almost universally, when we use the term American Christians, we are using the colloquial sense in which America refers to the United States. We acknowledge that this is not ideal because it forgets the hundreds of millions of Americans who live throughout North and South America. In some ways, this frustration with terminology is another example of what this book is about—the inadequacy and even sometimes oppressive nature of our approach to landscapes and their people.

We chose in the end to use American Christian because we want to interrogate cultural patterns and mythologies that are common—probably not universal—across various Christian denominations and fellowships in the United States and across racial and ethnic differences, but perhaps with a particular focus on White Christians. Since the term we are using is broad, we suggest that readers translate the argument, evidence, and data for their own communities, recognizing that claims will apply differently to different contexts. As we think about place, we are influenced by numerous overlapping Christian traditions represented historically and today in the United States, including mainline, Catholic, conservative Protestant, and Black Protestant perspectives as well as Indigenous American and Palestinian Christians.

A note about our qualifications and our approach. We write from certain areas of expertise: Ben is a social researcher with interests in critical approaches to geography and also works on issues related to Palestine-Israel (we use the term Palestine-Israel or its reverse, Israel-Palestine, to refer to the territory between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea, given the lack of clear boarders and the contested nature of the land).27 When I (Ben) started working in the Palestinian West Bank, a large part of the land American Christians like to refer to as “the Holy Land,” I came to realize that how American Christians relate to places needed to be revised. Some of what I saw in Jerusalem and Bethlehem became a lens for me in thinking about space in the United States, and what I see when I use that lens I feel the need to share. Readers will notice I will draw insight from many places in this book, but perhaps more than any other, these will be places in North America and Palestine-Israel.

Brian is a sociologist with interests in suburbs, Midwestern places, and religion and place. When I (Brian) have lived and worked in suburban settings, the overlap between Christian beliefs and practices and suburban attitudes and actions has been at times hidden or not explicit and at other times disconcerting. What is Christian in life, and what is suburban or American?

We also draw on ideas from urban planning, geography, civil engineering, history, architecture, theology, psychology, and education. Studying land and places is often interdisciplinary, with different disciplines paying attention to and bringing different theories and methods to places.

We are both American Christians ourselves, so this book is both scholarly and personal. As highly educated White men who each own our own home, we are robustly privileged in the landscapes in which we live and beneficiaries of the way our world is structured. In many ways, our American landscape was structured from the beginning to make us feel at home. As such, much of what we critique and envision in this book speaks directly to our personal experiences.

As we wrote this book, we envisioned our target audience. We think this book is most directly for American Christians whose faith is important to them but who are uneasy, alarmed, or disillusioned with the ways their country and their church has participated in injustice in and regarding land and places. Secondarily, we hope that American Christians who do not feel that unease also read and find value in these pages—perhaps they will come away with a newfound understanding that true faithfulness to God can (and should) actually lead to that uneasiness and to a renewed commitment to the way of Jesus.

Given our hopes to connect with this second group, we faced a practical tension between earning and maintaining their hearing and speaking plainly as we see it. This tension is most present at points in the book where hot-button topics come up—racism, settler colonialism, ethnocide, Palestine-Israel, and so on. We have tried to walk that line to the best of our ability, in good faith and with earnest love for God, God’s world, our subject, and all our readers.

We live together in this big place called the earth and the many, many smaller places it contains. It is for us to receive, share, care for, heal, and bless the landscapes in which we find ourselves. It is a project in which we should all take part.

The book emerged from certain thoughts and conversations. Having lived in places with very different cultural values and spent time with people all over the world, a few years ago I (Ben) began to realize how frequently we reduce people from other parts of the world to the broadest generalizations. We collapse whole societies into flat labels based on their location, many of them deeply problematic: “the French,” “Southerners,” “the Third World,” “the Palestinians” (the last item recently even used as a slur in a presidential debate). At the same time, I began to notice the Bible has a lot to say about land and people, about nations and communities, but the biblical ideals I was encountering are quite different, sometimes in direct opposition, from the ways we actually live in and approach our landscapes. This book is an attempt to explore these differences and to look for the doors where we can walk off set.



A MAP OF THE BOOK

Where does the book go from here? Here is a map to the rest of the book and the path we take to get there.

The first part of the book starts with resources for better understanding and interpreting places, “reading spatial texts,” as we put it. Places tell stories, but sometimes we need to learn the language to read them. History, culture, institutions, and power all leave imprints in the spaces around us. We can read these spatial texts if we know how. In chapter one, we provide resources for spatial reading, including theoretical lenses, analytic metaphors, and diagnostic questions. The lenses give us a set of possible explanations for what we see. The metaphors provide a conceptual set of templates for describing the intangible aspects of what we see. The questions draw us to further learning as new insights lead to new questions. We use a rural case (a certain bend in the road in rural Wisconsin) and a suburban case (the famed Mall of America) to illustrate how to use these tools.

In chapter two, we explore the ways people in the United States construct and repeat stories about places. Places can tell us stories, as we discuss in chapter one. But we also tell stories about places. We call these land stories. In this chapter we explore and critique a selection of the most influential land stories in the development of the land and sense of place in the United States, including American land as exceptional, frontiers to be conquered, property to be owned, and land as capital with which to generate wealth. We highlight the ways Christians use the Bible to construct many of these land stories in uniquely religious terms. We also point to the fact that different groups tell different stories about the same places—and this diversity of stories points to the diversity of people and their experiences of shared places. This chapter also explores how it is that some stories about place are more loudly and broadly told, while others remain marginalized or even suppressed.

The second part of the book (chaps. 3-5) focuses on the evolution of particular kinds of places in the United States. In chapter three, we explore the advancement of settlement across the continent and displacement of Indigenous space. We will think about what the colonial and settler origin of the United States means for how we organize and relate to space today. In this chapter we will introduce and reflect on ideas such as terra nullius, the doctrine of discovery, Indian Country, settler violence, treaties and their legacies, reservations, the
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