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Praise for

Break Open the Sky


“Rarely do I read something with such deep spiritual analysis, profound insight, and poetic storytelling as Stephan Bauman’s new book Break Open the Sky. For those who think they already know the good news of Christ but still long for more, this short, honest, and beautifully written book is what you have been waiting for. Break Open the Sky is a timeless contribution to Christian and human spirituality.”

—KEN WYTSMA, president of Kilns College, founder of The Justice Conference, and the author of The Grand Paradox: The Messiness of Life, the Mystery of God and the Necessity of Faith

“We live in a brave new world where terrorism, racism, and bigotry drive an engine of fear in our society and within our churches. Bauman tackles these topics head-on, compelling us by God’s love and exciting us by his grace to reject fear, embrace risk, and rediscover faith to care for people in the shadows. Break Open the Sky is a much-needed and valuable work that speaks to our current landscape in a fresh, new way.”

—ED STETZER, Billy Graham Distinguished Endowed Chair for Church, Mission, and Evangelism, Wheaton College

“A journey not for the faint of heart, Break Open the Sky is an invitation to live out an authentic faith in the midst of fear…, an invitation to hope!” 

—TOM LIN, president and CEO of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship

“Humanitarian Stephan Bauman has witnessed love conquering fears, but he has also seen fear stymie faith’s best intentions. His lessons from his life of global service can help us shed our fears and reawaken our commitments to that ‘sociological impossibility,’ the global Christian community.”

—DAVID NEFF, former editor in chief of Christianity Today (retired)

“In uncertain and anxious times, Break Open the Sky is a critically important book for those who want not just to survive but to thrive. It is for those who want to find joy and power and impact in any season, especially the challenging ones. This is must reading for anyone who wants to go deeper into God and deeper into the real world we live in. This book couldn’t be more timely.”

—REV. BILL HALEY, executive director of Coracle

“In the tumultuous days we are living in, when fear seems to be overtaking the hearts of so many, Stephan Bauman’s Break Open the Sky comes like a torch in the darkness. This book amplifies the very good news of an upside-down kingdom and is a clarion call to live out a faith that is honest, gritty, and beautiful.”

—ROB MORRIS, president and cofounder of Love146

“Stephan has been an eyewitness to real fear factors that have disrupted lives and derailed nations. With this book Stephan delivers a rich treasure trove of personalities and stories accumulated in his journey through this globe’s minefield of violence, disaster, and disregard. This book is an entertaining and thought-provoking travel guide offering a way to joy in the midst of insecurity.”

—STEVE HAAS, catalyst, World Vision

“Stephan Bauman’s artistry with words puts a new lens on old truths and a new way to view the events of our day that leave me feeling encouraged and courageous. This book is a must read for individuals, small groups, and university classes who truly want to live as God’s peculiar people—fearless when the world says to be fearful, seeing abundance when the world cleaves to its storehouses of wealth, seeing ‘the other’ as the ones who Jesus calls us to reach out to, especially now.”

—DR. BETH BIRMINGHAM, senior director of Leadership and Staff Development, Compassion International; Associate Faculty, Eastern University

“Stephan Bauman is a unique mix of visionary, poet, strategist, and pastoral leader. Break Open the Sky is a book of hope in a world gripped by a culture of fear. Hope is out there. It may be messy and raw, but it’s glorious. Life isn’t about living with an absence of fear; it’s about taking the risk to love anyway. Stephan points to a deeper understanding of the nature of God, one that he’s witnessed firsthand in countless stories from around the world.”

—MARK AND VICKIE REDDY, The Justice Conference
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To all those who awaken and astonish from the edge. 

You are my teachers.





We are not trapped or locked up in these bones.

No, no. We are free to change. 

And love changes us. 

And if we can love one another, 

we can break open the sky.


—Walter Mosley


There is no fear in love.


—John, the disciple of Jesus


Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph


Introduction: Disillusioned


Part 1: Truth

Chapter One: Truth Furiously Knocking


Chapter Two: A Banana Peel for the Orthodox Foot


Chapter Three: Kissing the Crucible



Part 2: Love

Chapter Four: Divine and Dusty


Chapter Five: Wing Tips and Flip-Flops


Chapter Six: Break Open the Sky



Part 3: Risk

Chapter Seven: Learning to Fly


Chapter Eight: Heretics and Heroes


Chapter Nine: Defying Despair


Afterword: Don’t Be Afraid



Acknowledgments
Notes
About the Author



[image: Introduction Disillusioned][image: Introduction Disillusioned]



You cannot swim for new horizons until you have courage to lose sight of the shore. 

—William Faulkner


A few days before Christmas in 2015, the sound of bullets striking steel forced a passenger bus in northeastern Kenya to screech to a halt. A group of ten militants from al-Shabaab, a Somali terrorist group, stormed the bus. With guns pointed they asked the passengers to identify their religious affiliation—Muslim or Christian. Their intention was to kill the Christians. Only a year before, terrorists had boarded a similar bus and executed twenty-eight non-Muslim passengers.1 

But the passengers refused to comply. Instead, Muslims gave their fellow Christian travelers religious attire so they wouldn’t be identified. Then they told the terrorists “to kill them together or leave them alone.”2 “We stuck together tightly,” said one Muslim passenger. “The militants threatened to shoot us, but we still refused and protected our brothers and sisters” until the attackers “gave up and left.”3

Somehow this story slipped by us mostly unnoticed. Maybe it was the holiday rush or the excitement over the release of the latest Star Wars film. Or maybe we couldn’t take another story about terrorism after the attacks in Paris and San Bernardino. Or maybe we just didn’t like the story. Amid the growing animosity toward refugees, it seemed inconceivable that a group of Muslims would protect their Christian “brothers and sisters” from certain death.

Last year while I was visiting a seminary in New England, a first-year student asked me why she “experienced more love outside the church than within.” Christian discourse seemed to mirror the vitriol of the national debate, where perspectives are polarized and racism and xenophobia are thinly veiled. Within her own community a growing undercurrent of fear troubled her. Hesitant in tone and demeanor and careful not to blame or judge anyone, she wondered what had become of the faith community she loved so much. How could so many people denounce immigrants, refugees, or Muslims yet still profess to follow the One who asks us to love not only the “least of these” but our enemies as well?4 

Data seems to support our friend’s angst. When it comes to what happens in our country today, more than 40 percent of Americans “believe that people of faith (42%) and religion (46%) are part of the problem.”5

Faith, it seems, has a branding problem. 

Meanwhile, anxiety in the United States has reached epidemic levels.6 “We are living in the most fearmongering time in human history,” said Barry Glassner, a leading sociologist and author of The Culture of Fear. “There’s a lot of power and money available to individuals and organizations who can perpetuate these fears.”7 And when it comes to racial tension, 84 percent of adults agree “there is a lot of anger and hostility between different ethnic and racial groups in America.”8

But maybe our fears are justified. After all, we live in precarious times. The magnitude of suffering we witness on the global stage—whether from acute acts of terrorism, chronic violence, or sudden injustice—invites a torrent of fear and raises a thousand questions. An avalanche of opinions proffered daily by news outlets, radio talk shows, and social media leaves us feeling threadbare, disillusioned, and even nauseous at times. We are perplexed, torn between principle and what seems practical, between love and safety, and between faith and fear. We are ready to support needed policy but not at the expense of character. We grieve the loss of life in Syria, Yemen, and South Sudan. We want to honor the heritage of our country by welcoming the “huddled masses yearning to breathe free,”9 yet our actions as a nation seem to undermine the very virtues we so passionately profess. 

How do we honestly grapple with legitimate questions about faith in the face of such tangible fear? Can we muster enough courage to calm our trepidatious souls long enough to clearly consider what is at stake, not only for us, but also for our children, nephews, nieces, and grandchildren as well? 

When Muslims identify with Christians, offering their lives to protect them—whether motivated by their faith, sense of humanity, or social context—we encounter a profound phenomenon, a beautiful collision so stark, so rare, so astonishing that it forces us to ask why our faith, on the whole, is not producing a similar or better version of such sacrificial love? Is the God of the universe reckless enough to showcase an extraordinary deed by a people considered by many to be our enemies in order to challenge, awaken, or maybe even shock us? Could this same God require in us a love so breathtaking, so intrusive, so astonishing that our initial reaction might be to scurry away, taking theological cover from such a formidable mandate?

What does it really mean to follow Jesus in the face of so much fear?

By now you might be thinking this is a book about how to become better people. We should fear less, love more, give sacrificially, and so on. Or it may sound as if I am giving instructions for pulling ourselves up by our bootstraps so we can become postmodern good Samaritans who welcome the stranger, feed the hungry, and clothe the naked.10 While such actions can be helpful, I am not interested in outlining an ethic or defending a ready-made position. We don’t need a new rising to justice that ultimately loses its steam or a deeper leaning into the better angels of our nature. The issues we face—the fear of terrorism, the fracturing of society, the superficiality of faith—point to something much deeper. Our disillusionment is symptomatic of something fundamental to our identity as people of faith. There are ruptures in the core beliefs that may have sheltered us for too long. Our faith is not simply adrift. We may actually be shipwrecked and in need of rescue.

If you are disillusioned or feel done with it all, if you feel angry, exhausted, bored, grieved, or apathetic, I humbly suggest that now might be the time to take a risk. Be warned (or maybe reassured): the answers we seek will not be found on the left or right of the political spectrum. I am convinced Jesus was neither a conservative nor a liberal. While he cared deeply about people, culture, justice, and, yes, even politics, he was, and still is, something altogether different. It’s this different way—a less-traveled path, paved with a surprising ethic and powered by an astonishing love—that I am after. 

You might be searching for the same. It’s dangerous to settle for something less than what we hoped for. 

We must hold out for the real thing.


A FELLOWSHIP OF FEAR

The hallmark of our times—in our politics, our social discourse, and increasingly, our faith—is fear. Often subtle but also brazen at times, fear is becoming so commonplace we assume it’s normal. We are more afraid than we realize.

There is certainly no shortage of things to fear today. According to one survey, government corruption, cyberterrorism, tracking of personal information, terrorist attacks, biowarfare, identity theft, and economic collapse top the list of things we fear most.11 Incredibly, a recent poll found that more Americans were afraid in 2014 than just after the September 11 attacks in 2001.12 Three out of four Americans believe “occasional terrorism” is now part and parcel of our way of life,13 even as a majority of Americans have favored banning Muslims from entering the United States.14

Yet by almost any standard we are better off today than ever before in history. When Franklin Roosevelt spoke his famous words “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” the nation’s banks were collapsing, one in four workers was unemployed, and Adolf Hitler had just become chancellor of Germany.15 Global life expectancy was about forty-five years then.16 Today it’s about seventy.17 In 1900, in some American cities, as many as 30 percent of children died before they were a year old. Today it’s less than 1 percent in the United States and less than 5 percent globally.18 The majority of the world’s population then lived in extreme poverty. Today? Less than 15 percent.19

We live longer, hurt less, and earn more. Yet somehow we are more afraid than we used to be. 

Fear is popular today because it’s profitable. Producers of media in all its forms have become merchants of fear, stoking fires of controversy, threat, or angst in search of larger audiences. Politicians, both conservative and progressive, traffic in fear to secure support and shore up votes. Corporations employ fear to make us buy more of their products. Friends warn us of the latest health scare, food allergy, or crime epidemic. Even religion, as an enterprise, makes use of fear.

Fear often masquerades as frustration, anger, anxiety, or apathy. So much of what we experience—from rage on the highway to the buried frustration in our hearts, from the drive to achieve greatness to the drudgery of daily life, from flare-ups in the office to put-downs—is rooted in fear. When we ask ourselves what’s wrong—what’s really wrong—if we are honest, we admit we are afraid of failure or success or love or rejection or hurt.

Fear slips surreptitiously into our souls, producing anger, an unexpected edginess, or just a vague anxiety. Sometimes we don’t even know why we feel the way we do. We may even wonder if we are becoming what we fear most. All this leaves us feeling vulnerable, even distraught at times.

We live in a culture of fear. 



I AM DISILLUSIONED TOO

My wife, Belinda, and I are no strangers to faith. For more than two decades, we immersed ourselves in a broad spectrum of church and parachurch life. Our lives were indelibly marked during these years. Our passion for the world was birthed and then matured. We discovered lifelong friends. Our children were born. We wouldn’t trade these experiences for anything. We have no regrets, only gratitude.

But we, too, are increasingly disillusioned. Why is everyone so afraid? Not long ago on an otherwise normal day, after a barrage of unfounded angst about the global refugee crisis, I said to Belinda, “If this is what it means to follow Jesus, I want out.” Like the young woman we met on that seminary visit, we grieved the political and fear-laden discourse coming from various faith communities.

Belinda and I began to see the degree to which the church we had fallen in love with seemed bent on serving itself as its members clamored to join an “inner ring,”20 distinguished by being affiliated with certain people and brands, by wielding influence and power, or by espousing certain theological perspectives, all the while ignoring “the least of these.” The idea we had given our lives for—that the church “exists for the benefit of those who are not its members”21—began to seem increasingly questionable, if not altogether implausible. Faith felt more like an exclusive club than a covenant community.22

Today, along with the many authentic expressions of worship and the genuine hearts we encounter so often in the greater community of faith, we still experience the dark underbelly of Christian culture. Self-promotion, judgment, and gossip are too common, usually subtle, and often camouflaged with mentions of Scripture, theology, or well-intentioned promises to pray. Dissension within the body of Christ seems epidemic. Friendships too often come to an abrupt end. People leave churches and organizations wounded, many surprised by their painful journey. 

I recognize that offering critique is fraught with peril. Generalizations are dangerous, delicate, and prone to be misunderstood. I grieve my own participation in these subtle sins and have asked colleagues, friends, and family members for forgiveness on many occasions. I pray my words will be received not as a gavel of judgment but as a scalpel of healing. My intention isn’t simply to expose our common problems but to offer a helping hand so we may lift ourselves to a better place. Yet doing so requires us to name and accept the current state of affairs.

I am convinced that much of what we call faith is really not faith at all; instead it’s a culture that has developed around faith. More broadly, I am concerned our version of Christianity has become, in part, only an echo of the real thing, an industry feeding off a caricature of religion. Economic drivers—sales, financial growth, or funding, for example—rather than inspired vision tend to set the priorities. Social media “Likes” determine prestige and popularity. Talent and pedigree are preferred over character. Success is measured by numbers, followers, or donations rather than impact. 

All these elements can work together to foster values and practices that undermine the very things we believe in and long for. Humility is exchanged for popularity. Power is wielded in unhelpful ways, often unknowingly. Compassion becomes a badge of honor rather than a form of altruism. Put simply, when we are afraid, we are more likely to compromise what’s most important to us—our convictions about faith, character, or even the nature of truth. We are especially susceptible when we are offered some form of real or perceived security in exchange for compromising our faith.

Too often leaders, politicians, public officials, and even preachers and pastors exploit fear to their advantage. We don’t have to reach too far back in history for examples that prove this is true. Consider the rise of Fascism in the 1930s, the Red Scare in the early 1950s, or even “radical Islamic terrorism” today. “It is far safer to be feared than loved,” said Niccolo Machiavelli23 in referring to the benefits of manipulating with fear. 

I believe these subtle—and not so subtle—mistakes are symptoms of a deeper problem. Our problems are not necessarily rooted in faulty theology, cults of personality, external threats, media manipulation, or even capitulation to secular culture. Our problems are rooted in fear itself—our own fear actually. Sometimes we don’t see it. Symptoms of fear—our tendency to compare ourselves to others, our feelings of insecurity and inadequacy, or our penchant for popularity, to name a few—are usually camouflaged and often subconscious. Our fears can even drive us to do the very things we despise. 

It would be shortsighted to dismiss our problems as merely broken humanity, spiritual warfare, or simply the Fall.24 The core of our faith, the essence of the gospel, is being compromised by our culture of fear and the industry that has emerged around it. Our deep-seated fear about the world, others, and ourselves is forging a version of church that is only a shadow of the real thing. As a result, an increasing number of Jesus followers and God seekers find themselves in a quandary about their faith. Many are disillusioned. Some are holding out for a better version to emerge. Others are giving up on faith altogether. 

I am concerned that if we don’t recover the essence of authentic church, if we don’t repair the foundation of our faith that is being ravaged by fear, the prevailing culture could take our faith down and our lives along with it. A friend once told me that the opposite of faith is not doubt but fear. If my friend is right, then your faith and mine are only as strong as we are unafraid. 



THE PARADOX OF ONE PERCENT

Our proclivity for fear says something about the quality of our faith. The people who should be most afraid often are not, and those who should be carefree are most afraid. Because I work globally, I learn from unlikely people in far-off places. Belinda and I lived in West Africa for six years and later returned to East Africa with our sons, then three and five years old. During those years and since, we’ve traveled fairly extensively, often to places with pressing needs because of disaster, disease, or war. Today I spend a fair bit of time moving between two populations: the world’s most vulnerable, who are considered the bottom 1 percent by Western economic standards, and the very wealthy, or top 1 percent.25 I spend my days connecting the top with the bottom, and vice versa, for this reason: they need each other. Both have something to give.

Some time ago while traveling through the Democratic Republic of Congo, a country devastated by years of war, a friend and I met a woman who described her experiences. She told us how her husband was killed in a cross fire between warring militias, how she was violently assaulted by soldiers who were supposed to protect her, and how she fled her village with her eight children under the cover of night. She forgave her perpetrators—“again and again,” in her words—until she was healed. She started a small business and taught “her sisters” how to do the same. She also taught them how to forgive. Today she sings, she laughs, she keynotes at ceremonies in her community. When she walks into a room, she is honored with applause.

To the rest of the world, she is poor. By economic standards that may be so. Yet she is anything but poor. Our faith paled in comparison to hers; she towered in strength. We were afraid to cross the border into her country, yet she lives there, helping others flourish in one of the most difficult places in the world. We came to give, to pray, yet we found ourselves on our knees, asking her to pray for us.

I have often been surprised by the resilience, perseverance, and courage in places where I expected people to be riddled, even paralyzed, by fear. I have been equally surprised by the fear I find in people who are living comfortably, who have access to first-rate health care, top-tier education, and unbridled opportunity. Many are surprisingly afraid; some are even embarrassed by their chronic anxieties.26 Research confirms this observation. In his essay “The Epidemic of Worry,” David Brooks wrote, “According to World Health Organization, 18.2 percent of Americans report chronic anxiety while only 3.3 percent of Nigerians do.”27 People living near the bottom seem to fear less, while those living at the top fear more. 

I find the same paradox revealed in different demographic groups in the United States. Ethnic faith communities—Hispanic, Congolese, Burmese, Arabic, to name only a few—as well as African American faith communities, often exhibit astounding faith in the face of immense challenges. Many on the margins economically, socially, or culturally overcome unjust treatment every day. They are excluded, scoffed at or jeered, overlooked, or simply forgotten, yet they bravely carry on. Still, years, even generations, of such treatment have left whole populations in our country feeling oppressed. Within these contexts uncommon faith is often forged, the kind of faith that is no longer afraid. 

But isn’t there an intuitive link between injustice, faith, and the absence of fear? Hard times forge strong faith. Strong faith, in turn, enables people to become less fearful. In short, suffering becomes the crucible in which resilient, genuine faith can be formed. Makes sense, right?

Maybe not. At least, not entirely.

Most people I know are experiencing suffering from one source or another—a wounded relationship, a physical malady, an impossible situation, an estranged child. But for many this formula simply doesn’t work. They emerge from a season of suffering even more afraid than before. Anxiety is pervasive in our culture; the incidence of fear is on the rise.28 Suffering doesn’t automatically produce the kind of faith that overcomes fear.

On the whole the problems experienced by those who enjoy economic and social power do not seem to create the same depth of faith as do the kinds of suffering encountered in parts of Africa and Asia or on the refugee trail in the Middle East. The paradox of the 1 percent is an invitation to consider a hidden message that few have dared to explore. When we encounter the people whom Jesus called “the least of these,” we generally shift into a charitable mode. Our response, we assume, is to offer help. Whether we choose to help or not, our posture is the same: giver to receiver, patron to client, or philanthropist to beneficiary. Such a posture isn’t always bad. After all, God does call us to be generous. But when we shift into this mode of charity, we miss an important message that was central to the life and teaching of Jesus, a message that has the potential to rescue us from fear, overhaul our faith, and change our lives. Discovering that message and its implications—which is a major theme of this book—requires us first to make “the least of these” our teachers.

And surprising teachers they are.



WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT

Break Open the Sky is about reclaiming our faith from a culture of fear so we can become emissaries of hope during portentous times. This book seeks
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