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To my mother,
Phyllis Ruth Wallis,
who showed me in her life
and in her death
how faith works.
And to my wife,
Joy Carroll Wallis,
who turns the walk of faith
into a dance of life.

Early praise for FAITH WORKS
“There is a new activism emerging in America, and Jim Wallis is one of its key leaders. In this excellent book, Wallis tells the stories of the people who helped mold this new activism and the people who today walk by his side as he strides toward justice.”
—Tony Campolo, Professor of Sociology, Eastern College
“This historic manifesto demonstrates Jim Wallis’s fantastic ability to bring together an unusually diverse range of people around a common vision. If heeded, this important book will profoundly shape America, bringing desperately needed healing and justice. Wallis’s best book.”
—Ron Sider, President, Evangelicals for Social Action
“Armed with a preacher’s parables, an activist’s savvy, and a spiritually rooted vision of social justice, Jim Wallis exhorts us not to wet a finger to test the wind, but to change that wind. This “call to action” by one of the country’s most interesting religious leaders should capture the imagination of Americans troubled about the condition of our society.”
—Robert D. Putnam, Kennedy School of Government
“I have always known Jim Wallis to be a talented organizer, eloquent preacher, and Christian visionary. With this book I see he is also a powerful and engaging writer. It’s full of spellbinding stories that will lift anyone’s spirit, and it demonstrates convincingly that faith communities represent a vast—and nearly untapped—resource for the renewal of our national life and of the world.”
—Harvey Cox, Thomas Professor of Divinity, Harvard Divinity School
“Jim Wallis gives us true-life stories on how faith works. They will inspire! Wallis has spent his life putting faith into action. As the people in these stories will show, he is not the only one.”
—Tony Hall, U.S. Congressman, Ohio
“Jim Wallis is a preacher whose wisdom and prophetic vision can enlighten people from all faiths and many who turned away from religion. Faith Works paints a compelling picture of the way that social change in the twenty-first century may be spearheaded by communities of faith. Wallis’s life is an inspiration, and his strategic vision will light the path for all who wish to build a more just and caring society. Responding to Wallis’s call for renewal should be our most immediate individual and societal priority.”
—Rabbi Michael Lerner, editor and author
“Jim Wallis is, at one and the same time, bold and thoughtful, prophetic and practical. His voice is one of the nation’s most important in our struggle to find the right relationship between religion and public life. Faith Works is important, timely, graceful, and inspiring.”
—E. J. Dionne, Jr., syndicated columnist
“In Faith Works, Jim Wallis has woven together a detailed road map for those interested in loosening the chains of social injustice. This book is a powerful resource for change!”
—Millard Fuller, Founder and President, Habitat for Humanity International
“This book comes with a warning and a promise: its spiritual advice will not put you at ease; but if followed, it will surely bring you closer to maturity—and it will very likely bring you to the deep joy that only those who spend themselves for others can experience.”
—David Neff, Executive Editor, Christianity Today
“At the end of a decade of the greatest growth in prosperity, how can it be that more people than ever are living below the poverty line? Jim Wallis challenges us all to examine this question and calls us to make a life-changing commitment to serve the poor in the name of Christ.”
—Richard E. Stearns, President, World Vision
“Provocative, powerful, poignant, persistent, and practical writings from a committed man of faith. Thank you, Jim—for renewal of faith. The weary world rejoices!”
—Sen. Alan K. Simpson, Kennedy School of Government
“With the publication of Faith Works, Jim Wallis again demonstrates why his biblical vision and moral passion for social justice are national treasures. Thirty years before the now fashionable so-called faith factor entered our national policy and political discourse as a legitimate category, Jim Wallis was leading us to where we are today.”
—Rev. Eugene F. Rivers, National Ten-Point Leadership Foundation

FOREWORD
Bill Moyers
Jim Wallis begins this book with a birth and a death, polar realities of the life experience. The faith he espouses combines them into an ultimate triumph of resurrection, a spiritual transformation that reverses the natural cycle to produce birth from death and a life of sacrifice—“doing what is sacred.” One dies to live, surrenders to gain. Our journey here is a mission of redemption and renewal.
Jim set out on his own mission when he began to question the comfort and isolation of his youth. His questions became a quest. To see where it’s taken him, you need travel only a mile or so from the White House into a Washington rarely, if ever, frequented by the nation’s movers and shakers. Here streets are littered, sidewalks stained, nights menaced. This is the Washington—the America—of the New Gilded Age. A few blocks from here champagne glasses tinkle, the powerful wheel and deal, and lobbyists count their takes as their accountants write off the larceny as a business expense. Here Jim Wallis has planted the little Sojourners community as if in a catacomb of Rome, so near to the heart of the Imperial City—and so far. Day by day a little healing happens here, a life gets mended, small miracles occur. It is even rumored that Jesus comes here, looking nothing like the poster on the Sunday-school wall, the figure with the sad spaniel eyes and luminous radiation encircling his head.
No, the Jesus who visits Sojourners more likely appears as a fresh-faced intern, a harried editorial assistant, a volunteer tutor, even a homeless man. All things are possible.
This is where Jim Wallis works, but from here he ventures forth on long, body-numbing tours to speak, organize, cajole, listen, inspire, negotiate. One week, you will find him with the cowboy-booted Presbyterian guardian angel of the dispossessed on the Arizona border; the next, arbitrating among rival gangs in Kansas City; a few days later, orchestrating a meeting of North Carolina pastors and lay church leaders to make “welfare reform” work; and another week later, exchanging ideas in a theology class at Sing Sing prison, north of New York City.
His path takes him to Capitol Hill, too, but not to party with the good ol’ boys whose hard eyes narrow as they divvy up their soft money. I have on my office wall a photograph of a Jim Wallis visit to Congress in 1995. Several men are shown handcuffed in the Capitol Rotunda. What’s this? Have police finally arrested Gingrich, DeLay, Armey, and Archer in the act of selling off the government to favored pals? No. The culprits in the picture, manacled to protect the Republic, are evangelical Christians who have come to mount a quiet protest where it is unlawful to do so without an official approval. They are members of the Wallis-inspired coalition, Call to Renewal, whose mission is to ask America to remember the poor. They hoped to challenge legislators who were that very day rewriting the welfare laws without once having invited testimony from poor people. These Christians know the poor personally. They run health clinics, day-care centers, employment, housing, and loan programs in impoverished neighborhoods. They have come to ask Congress to give their people a hearing. Beneath statues of Washington, Jefferson, and Martin Luther King, the evangelicals knelt and prayed. The police did their duty and arrested them. As the Christians were led away they sang, “Lead me, O Lord, to Thee. Lead me, O Lord, to Thee.” Watching in amazement as the handcuffed believers were rounded up, a class of eighth-grade children from a Catholic school, on a field trip from Virginia, broke into applause for their witness.
No politicians were present, however, as the singing and handcuffed Christians were marched from the Rotunda. Francis X. Clines, there for The New York Times, wrote: “The demonstrators barely made a ripple.” There was no mention of the event on the nightly corporate news.
It is a strange time. The principalities and powers of the ruling order are waging a class war on the working poor. Corporate contributors are stacked in the Lincoln Bedroom like cordwood. The GOP, reestablished as Guardians of Privilege, invites lawyers and lobbyists into committee rooms to write their tax breaks, subsidies, and loopholes directly into legislation. Public-opinion surveys report that the majority of citizens believe government is “run for the benefit of the few and the special interests, not the people”; that “business has gained too much power”; that corporations should share their profits more generously with “workers and communities”; that the government must help the most vulnerable “with employment, medical and child care.”
Yet “the demonstrators barely made a ripple.” It s a stony-hearted political class that occupies Washington today.
Against such obstinacy, deep in an era that exalts individual cunning in the pursuit of wealth and power while treating with contempt those who cannot compete, and facing political parties owned lock, stock, and barrel by moneyed elites, do Jim Wallis and his small community really think their actions matter? That economic justice is possible? That anyone’s listening?
Most certainly they do. Faith sustains Wallis—faith in God and the belief that prophetic religion can still touch the nation’s conscience. For twenty years the Religious Right has dominated the intersection where religion and politics meet. In the 1960s religious liberals spilled into the public square to call for racial justice and an end to the Vietnam War. The Right organized and roared back, taking control of the Republican Party, turning conservative pews into political precincts and raising corporate and foundation money to create a vast propaganda machine. Conservatives changed the public debate to focus on other people’s personal morality and their own private property. Their capture of the political agenda is one of the astonishing stories of the time.
But as you will read in these pages, Jim Wallis thinks they have run their course. Other voices are making their ways into the public arena, speaking prophetically of economic justice, spirituality, and politics. Their vision embraces faith-based justice and not just charity. Charity is commendable; everyone should be charitable. But justice aims to create a social order in which if individuals choose not to be charitable, people still don’t go hungry, unschooled, or sick without care. Charity depends on the vicissitudes of whim and personal wealth; justice depends on commitment instead of circumstance. Faith-based charity provides crumbs from the table; faith-based justice offers a place at the table.
So Jim Wallis teaches newcomers to Sojourners that their personal choices are critically important, but he also teaches them about the broader social and political forces that can dramatically affect their lives. He nurtures family values, self-respect, tolerance for others, and personal ethics. But he preaches social justice, human rights, and corporate accountability. The man is hard to put into a box and label. He gives conservatives their due, as champions of values-based politics and critics of the bureaucratic state. But he takes them to task for their awe of wealth, their tolerance of extremism, their militarism, and their malice toward opponents. Liberals he praises for gender justice, environmentalism, and racial equality, but their cultural and moral relativism, he says, have promoted bad choices among young people. “A new political agenda may be in the making,” he writes. Neither Left nor Right, it will grow from “community-based citizen involvement around local issues,” supported by prophetic religion. He offers as an example the “living-wage campaign” in Los Angeles, where low-income workers, labor unions, and religious groups forged an alliance in behalf of better pay and conditions for the working poor. The most dramatic moment came “with a holy week procession in Beverly Hills, with Christian and Jewish religious leaders in their full clerical regalia alongside hotel workers in windbreakers and jeans.” Religious symbols aligned once again with activists for justice.
What will come of it?
He does not predict. He will not even guess. He invokes Thomas Merton: “Do not depend on the hope of results. . . . The big results are not in your hands or mine, but suddenly happen, and we can share them, but there is no point in building our lives on this personal satisfaction, which may be denied us and which after all is not that important.”
Merton—and Nehemiah 2:18: “Then they said, ‘Let’s start building.’ So they committed themselves to the common good.”
And off he bounds to the next town meeting, the waiting congregation, another hearing on the Hill (even as I write, he and several others are peacefully demonstrating against the corrupting influence of our campaign-financing system), a prayer service, a strategy session, that unfinished essay on the computer screen—and, oh yes, his bride, awaiting him at the altar. His mother will dance at their wedding, and the music and wine will flow as they did when Jesus danced to affirm faith and vows in an earlier reminder of resurrection and renewal.
Jim Wallis, dancing? What else would you expect from a man who marries Joy?
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A PERSONAL WORD
My mother danced at our wedding. Given the prohibitions on dancing in my evangelical upbringing, that was a pretty big deal. Joy and I took it that my parents were quite happy about our getting married. Mom could have passed for a woman fifteen years younger, and looked positively vibrant as she whirled around the floor of the Anglican parish hall in South London. She and my father combined the marriage celebration in Britain with a much-anticipated monthlong holiday in Europe. They were very happy and healthy, and life was good—wonderful, really.
Almost a month later, my mother discovered that she had cancer of the stomach lining. Thus began a long battle, fighting the disease with a combination of conventional surgery and chemotherapy, and alternative treatments of vitamins, serums, and an extremely healthy diet. At one point she was drinking so much organic carrot juice that she turned orange! My mom was so strong and determined that she survived a heart attack and heart surgery twice, and then the agony of shingles tested her even further—all seemingly consequences of the cancer and its treatment.
Learning that my wife, Joy, was pregnant, and that she would soon have a new grandson, my first child, seemed to give my mother added incentive to survive, and even to get better. After Luke arrived, she was absolutely thrilled to get to know our son and her thirteenth grandchild. I never saw her happier than when she held Luke in her lap, and he gave her all those generous smiles of his. Then my mom was excited to learn that her youngest daughter, Marcie, was expecting a new baby in May 1999, on the day before her own seventy-fifth birthday. On she battled, looking more and more healthy after each setback.
But on April 30 I got a call from my brother, Bill, in Detroit. My mom had collapsed at home. She had an infection in her bloodstream. Four out of five cancer patients die from something other than cancer, because the body has been weakened so much. However, the doctors and my dad seemed optimistic at first; she had always pulled through before. But three days later we got another call. My dad’s voice sounded emotional and scared. “You’d better come.” We flew from Boston in just hours. Now the doctors feared she might not live through the night. My sister Barb and I got to the Detroit airport at the same time from different parts of the country, and hurried to my mother’s bedside. When we got there, the first thing she said was to ask my dad if he had got fresh milk for us back at the house, and whether he had put clean sheets on the beds. Some things never change.
That very day, my sister Marcie made a bold move. Already in the early stages of labor, my youngest sibling decided to get in the car and drive three hours with her husband and three boys from western Michigan to Detroit, to be with her mother. Marcie had her medical records faxed to the hospital Mom was in and got there in time to visit her before checking into the maternity wing of the hospital, called, ironically, the Miracle of Life Center. The whole family was there now (five brothers and sisters and lots of grandchildren) to hope and pray for a miracle . . . that Mom would live to see her new grandchild. Marcie told us the secret she had kept for months—it was a girl.
On the morning of her mother’s seventy-fifth birthday, May 6, Marcie went into serious labor. They were two women on a mission: as my mother labored for her life with each breath, Marcie labored to bring forth new life. It seemed as if we almost lost my mom twice, but she was determined to hang on. Marcie had previously had distressed deliveries with all of her boys, but this time her labor was smooth and quick. She knew what she had to do. The doctor who delivered Marcie’s baby commented that he had never seen a woman more in touch with her body and more in control of her labor. There was not a sound in the delivery room during the whole ordeal.
At 1:35 P.M., Kaylee Ruth was born on the first floor while her grandmother Phyllis Ruth lay dying on the fifth. As soon as they could, the doctor and nursing staff wheeled Marcie and the baby into Mom’s room, where we were all so anxiously waiting. The jubilation was overwhelming. The whole hospital had been following the drama, willing these two special people to meet, and bending the rules for newborns. As my mother opened her eyes and held her new granddaughter, she smiled and said, “I’m very happy, I’m very happy.” Those were her last words before she slipped into a coma. Both the doctor and nurse who helped Marcie deliver were in the room with us now, with tears in their eyes just like all the rest of us. The veteran obstetrician later remarked to the head of his unit that he had never been involved in so remarkable a birth story.
My mother’s coma lasted another nine days. She was now under hospice care in the hospital, never came out of the coma, but was responsive the whole time, especially to my father, who never left her side. One morning he said with some alarm to the nurse, “Her hand is warm!” She replied, “Well, you’ve been holding it all night!” I stayed in the room round the clock for several nights until he seemed ready and eager to be alone with the woman he had been with since they were both sixteen. “We had some good long talks last night,” he would say when I brought him clean clothes each morning. The long vigil was a challenge but proved to be a gift for my father, who later said that he needed that time to be able to let her go. The nursing staff treated my mother so wonderfully during her last days. One of them said, “We all really care about her.” They kept asking if there were any more babies coming or family holidays that were keeping her going! My mother was never afraid to die during her year and a half of sickness and never even complained about it; now she was showing how tough she really was. My theory is that she was still enjoying my dad’s companionship too much to go quickly. And she always loved to have all her children and grandchildren around her. She was the center of our attention.
My mother passed away at 12:15 A.M., May 15, 1999. My father, who was at her side, as he had been each day during this last two-week hospital vigil, said she went “calmly, peacefully, and beautifully.” He called me, and I called her other children, who were there in Detroit to be with her. We all went to the hospital to be with my mom and dad for an hour before we gathered up her things and brought my father home.
My mother’s memorial service drew almost five hundred people, and the little church she and my father had helped to found had never been fuller. Women in the church from her generation always had to lead from behind the scenes. Yet, even so, my mother was so widely known and loved that more people turned out for her memorial than for any other event in the church’s fifty-year history. The tributes and testimonials went on for three hours, and would have gone much longer had my dad not finally said it was enough.
How did she find the time to do all those things for so many people, I wondered, and still make each one of her children and grandchildren feel so special? I realized it was simply the way she and my father treated people, and especially anybody in trouble or need, that had planted a strong social conscience in all her children. She taught us principles: if there is someone nobody is playing with, you play with them; if somebody is getting picked on, you defend them; never make fun of anyone for any reason, and don’t ever be cruel to people. I didn’t want my mother ever to catch me being mean to someone. Finally, she and my father always taught us to stand up for what we believed, no matter who disagreed. That last one would be tested when their kids would later apply the principles they taught us and make social and political commitments that were new and challenging to them. But even then, there was always support for their kids and, eventually, a good deal of agreement with them.
After a family burial service, out-of-town family headed home, Joy and Luke and I back to Boston, where we had been living for a year as I was trying to finish this book. Now we’d all try to go back to our normal lives—with my mother’s memory and legacy, but without her presence. My mother’s obituary, printed in the Sunday Detroit Free Press, ended with these words: “She is remembered by her family, church, and friends around the world as a loving wife, devoted mother and grandmother, minister of hospitality, and exemplary woman of God.”
Our family witnessed the grace of God over those two and a half weeks, and the mystery of life and death, literally side by side. The grieving over my mother’s passing and the joy over Kaylee Ruth’s birth filled our hearts with tears of sorrow and joy. I have never experienced a more vivid illustration of death and resurrection bound together by the love of family and the love of God. It filled the hospital room so powerfully that many doctors and nurses commented on it. This hope of life in the midst of death is the very center of faith: in fact, it is what faith is all about.
Such times of great emotions and stress seem to focus many aspects of life and faith and test the meaning of both at very deep levels. They also bring back memories long forgotten but suddenly vivid. One for me was a simple prayer my mother taught me as a little boy, which now I found myself praying with her as we kept a vigil with her night after night. It is a simple but strangely reassuring prayer.

Now I lay me down to sleep,
I pray the Lord my soul to keep,
If I should die before I wake,
I pray the Lord my soul to take.

Our prayer always went on to list all the people we prayed for each night and ended with a regular closing line that my mother must have found a necessary one, “And help Jamie [that’s me] to be a good boy.” I told her I would keep trying.
The vigil with my mother and the birth of Kaylee Ruth taught me important lessons about faith and how it works. I saw the primacy of love and the strength of fidelity. In the end, love is the measure of life. What happened with my family for two weeks in that hospital room, and what I saw between my mother and father, was simply a love story and a testimony to faith. In the testimonials to my mother from so many, I was reminded how teaching and living the most basic principles of kindness, compassion, and service are what finally draw people in to love and give authenticity to faith—it’s what makes faith human. I was dramatically reminded of the risk taking, exemplified by my sister’s courage, that always accompanies true faith. And I literally experienced how hope and life are always born anew, even in the midst of the deepest pain and grief. The mystery of faith is that life and death are always side by side. Indeed, life comes out of death. That is the promise and power of faith.
My mother’s death came in the midst of my final work on this book. Suddenly, the vigil with my mom and the book writing became deeply connected. In this book, I invite you to reflect with me on what faith means for our world today. The book will ask what it means to stand up for what you believe, and how your beliefs can be put into action. So come with me on a journey.

INTRODUCTION
THE DIFFERENCE THAT FAITH MAKES
Faith without works is dead.
(JAMES 2:26)
Hope is believing in spite of the evidence, then watching the evidence change. That’s what I’ve learned after almost three decades of working for change as a person of faith. People often ask me, “Where have you found the strength to stay involved for so long?” or “How have you stuck with it and not burned out?” I’ve asked those questions of myself. But more often I’ve asked myself how I can make the most difference in the world. For me, the answer to both questions is the difference that faith makes. What do I mean by faith? I like the definition used by the biblical writer of the Letter to the Hebrews: “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” Simply put, faith makes hope possible. And hope is the single most important ingredient for changing the world. It has continued to provide the energy and sustenance I’ve needed, not just to keep going but to be continually renewed.
Now you know and I know that religion has not always played a positive role in the world. I think sometimes God must get very embarrassed by some of the things we human beings say we do “in God’s name.” Tragically, religion has too often been a sectarian and terribly divisive force. In places like Northern Ireland and Bosnia, the battles are often disguised as religious, when underneath the conflicts are economic, cultural, ethnic, nationalistic, and always political. Religion is often used as a sword to divide, rather than as a balm to heal. And religious leaders and institutions can be guilty of the kind of power-politics tactics that tear people apart instead of bringing them together. Toward one another, the different religious communities sometimes behave no better than rival street gangs.
Any audience reading a book like this will be full of people who have had bad experiences with religion. Let’s face it, most of us have. As I report in the first lesson of this book, I felt virtually kicked out of the little church I was raised in when, as a teenager, I was made to feel very unwelcome. Lots of us know how it feels to be unwelcome in religious institutions. But that experience didn’t cause me to lose my faith forever, and I hope others don’t throw theirs away either.
I could be as skeptical as anyone about faith and religion. I probably know more about the sad side of the religious story than most. But I haven’t stayed in that skeptical and cynical place, and here’s why: I have also experienced the promise and power of faith. When slavemasters put the Bible in the hands of their slaves, it was meant to control them; to turn their eyes toward heaven and away from doing anything about their plight on earth. But in that book the slaves found Moses and Jesus. Their faith became the foundation for their liberation, and its spiritual power enabled them to “keep their eyes on the prize.” I can say that too. I know the oppressive and divisive side of religion, but I’ve also found the transforming power of faith that can change lives, neighborhoods, and nations. I have a long history in the streets and in the places in this world where suffering is most intense. I’ve seen that suffering, but I’ve also seen the faith that can prevail in and through it.
In a public forum at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, I was challenged by a student who feared the danger of religion to human rights and couldn’t see past the horrors of places like Bosnia. I didn’t argue with her. I admitted that our history is full of such examples, and those on the “inside” of faith communities have the biggest obligation to be critical of religion gone bad. If we cannot acknowledge the reality of the darkness, we can give no credence to the power of the light. I gave my assent to her concerns, but then I told her it was my own identity as a Christian that most persuades me to care for the world. For me, my faith is what has consistently pressed me to search and work for the common good.
This book is full of stories about people who have acted on that positive vision of faith. Instead of divisive, they have found faith reconciling; instead of wounding they have found it healing; instead of debilitating, they have found it empowering; instead of creating more obstacles, they have found a faith that removes them. There is an enormous practical wisdom in those stories, and a compelling reason for faith.
The Test of Faith Is Action
Many people today are hungry for spirituality but have no appetite for religion. Still others, who are part ofreligious communities, are asking how their faith might be connected to the urgent problems of their world. But spiritual interest may no longer be enough. In today’s world, the test of any authentic faith is action.
Much of life is a matter of faith, especially the parts that count the most. At the beginning of the new millennium, the spiritual is overshadowing the political as a preferred solution to social problems. The future promises to deepen the relationship between faith and politics. The biggest question is: Which will transform the other?
Perhaps the greatest heresy of twentieth-century American religion was to make faith into a purely personal matter and a private affair, which went neatly with the rise of the consumer society. With the advent of the television preachers, faith was turned into an occasion for conspicuous consumption and effective fund-raising. Faith became merely another commodity: “I have it, and you don’t.” Or worse, “Here’s how you can get it too. Our operators are standing by!”
But in the Bible, faith is not something you possess but rather something you practice. You have to put it into action or it really doesn’t mean anything. Faith changes things. It’s the energy of transformation, both for individuals and for a society.
The Bible begins with the creation story, how God created the world and all its creatures, including us. From the beginning, the venue of faith is the world, what’s happening in it, and how that squares with God’s intentions. How these creatures are interacting with one another, the rest of the creation, and their Creator is the heart of the biblical drama. The place where we look to find the face of God is our life in the world. With God so interested in the world, it’s a wonder that contemporary religion has often seemed so uninterested.
As recently as the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, both England and the United States experienced revivalist faith as a catalyst for great social movements, such as the abolition of slavery, child labor reform, and women’s suffrage. In this century, American black churches led the way in the civil rights movement by putting faith into action for freedom.
It took a lot of faith for those early civil rights activists to endure the hatred and violence of the system of racial discrimination. It also required a change in the moral climate and values of the nation to end that system. Changing the entrenched pattern of racial segregation in the American South, ending apartheid in South Africa, or tearing down the Berlin Wall seemed virtually impossible before they happened. People had to really believe such things could be done before they were possible. That “believing” is the essence of faith, and the beginning of any change. You must believe the change is possible before it ever will happen. Indeed, every important social change begins with some people believing it is possible. Hope always precedes change. Hope is the substance of faith and the only absolutely indispensable ingredient for individual and social transformation. I’ve learned that there is a spiritual chain of events in history: faith-hope-action-change.
It wasn’t very long ago that few people held any real hope for change in South Africa. And it wasn’t until I met with fourteen-year-olds in the black townships there that I became convinced of freedom’s eventual victory. I saw that the children had decided something—that their country would be free. Change always begins with some people making decisions based in hope, and then staking their lives on those decisions. The difference between optimism and hope is that the former changes too easily; the latter is rooted in something much deeper. That something is faith. South African archbishop Desmond Tutu always said that people of faith are “prisoners of hope.” The succeeding events in his country vindicated that faith.
Perhaps my favorite story of the power of hope comes from a memorable moment shared with Desmond Tutu in South Africa. I love to tell the story about the extraordinary drama I witnessed at St. George’s Cathedral, in Cape Town, where the Nobel Peace Prize winner and Anglican cleric preached. A political rally had just been canceled by the white government, so Bishop Tutu called for a worship service instead, inside the beautiful cathedral. The power of apartheid was frighteningly evident in the numbers of riot police and armed soldiers massing outside the church. Inside, all along the cathedral walls, stood more police openly taping and writing down every comment made from the pulpit. When Tutu rose to speak, the atmosphere was tense indeed. He confidently proclaimed that the “evil” and “oppression” of the system of apartheid “cannot prevail.” At that moment, the South African archbishop was probably one of the few people on the planet who actually believed that.
I had been clandestinely sneaked into the country to support the South African churches during a time of great crisis, and to report their story back in the United States. This was the first day of my six-week stay and I had just arrived from the airport. Now I sat in the cathedral congregation and watched Archbishop Tutu point his finger right at the police who were recording his words. “You may be powerful, indeed very powerful, but you are not God!” And the God whom we serve, said Tutu, “cannot be mocked!” “You have already lost!” the diminutive preacher thundered. Then he came out from behind the pulpit and seemed to soften, flashing that signature Desmond Tutu smile. So—since they had already lost, as had just been made clear—South Africa’s spiritual leader shouted with glee, “We are inviting you to come and join the winning side!” The whole place erupted, the police seemed to scurry out, and the congregation rose up in triumphal dancing. I had the blessing to be at Nelson Mandela’s inauguration and to have some moments with Archbishop Tutu. He smiled when I reminded him of that day at St. George’s. I said, “Bishop, today they’ve all joined the winning side!” They had indeed.
Perhaps we have reached so many personal and political impasses in America and the West because we have failed to recognize the moral and spiritual character of our problems. Yes, religion has too often been the occasion for dividing people into sectarian gangs and warring factions. But faith can also be the spiritual energy that enables the transformations for which our world so desperately hungers.
Many people today would like to find some way to practice their faith or spirituality, despite the excesses, corruption, or narrow regulations of religion that have turned them away. I believe the making of the modern Christian, Jew, or Muslim will be through action. When put into action, faith has the capacity to bring people together, to motivate, and to inspire, even across former dividing lines. We demonstrate our faith by putting it into practice and, conversely, if we don’t keep the power of faith in the actions we undertake, our efforts can easily lead to burnout, bitterness, and despair. The call to action can preserve the authenticity of faith, while the power of faith can save the integrity of our actions. As the biblical apostle James put it many years ago, “Faith without works is dead.” Indeed, faith shows itself in works—faith works.
An Unforgettable Encounter
I was preparing to leave for Seattle, to speak at the mayor’s retreat for his cabinet and staff on the subject of “politics and values.” Mayor Norm Rice had the political reputation of searching for practical answers to pressing social problems. So I was thinking about how to be most helpful in this retreat when I headed out of the house to get a few things for the trip. It was dark but not yet late. As I turned the corner onto the deserted street, my mind preoccupied, I wasn’t “watching my back,” as we say in our inner-city Washington, D.C., neighborhood. By the time I heard the running feet behind me, it was too late.
I turned around, only to be hit by something sharp enough to open a gash over my left eye, and I immediately felt the blood running down my face. Several hands pushed me to the ground and I heard a voice shout, “Keep him down! Get his wallet! Take his money!” Lying there on the cold pavement, I realized that after more than two decades of living and working in some of the toughest streets of America, I was being mugged, officially, for the first time. Believe me, it felt very official.
I popped up quickly to face my assailants, only to discover that they were all children: four young teenagers, not more than about fourteen. I had never seen them before, so we didn’t know one another. They moved into a boxing stance and began to circle me. The youngest one (who couldn’t have been more than twelve) clearly had watched a lot of television, because he began to flail away at me with earnest but ineffectual karate kicks. He was like a little mosquito buzzing around me.
Seeing that the kids weren’t carrying weapons (which they often do in our neighborhood), I decided to confront them—not to hurt them, but just confront them with what they were doing. First, I scolded them: “Stop it! Just stop it! You guys got to quit terrorizing people like this.” I watched as they dropped their hands. Then I looked right into their eyes and said, “I’m a pastor. You boys want to try to beat up a pastor and take his money? Come on ahead. Take your best shot. Let’s see what you can do.” Well, at that, they turned and fled down the street. But as they ran away, the little guy (my karate kicker) looked back at me with a sad face and in a sincere voice said, “Pastor, ask God for a blessing for me.”
Well, there it is. The thing that everyone is most afraid of happened to me. I’d heard the slogan “A conservative is a liberal who got mugged.” Now I had been mugged; but instead of making me call for a police crackdown, it taught me something else. Even the kids running wild in the streets know they’re in trouble and know they need a blessing. They know, as we all do down deep, that things need to change. I’ve heard people say that we’re just going to have to write off a lot of kids, maybe a whole generation of them in inner cities. They’re too tough, too hardened, too entrenched in destructive behavior. They’re beyond our help, so the argument goes.
But here is where the element of faith comes in and the promise of hope begins. I don’t romanticize poverty or fail to take seriously the violent threat that some urban youths pose. Now I’ve had several stitches to help me take it very seriously. But people of faith can’t give up on those kids; it just isn’t an option. They are children of God, made in the image of God, and must be treated that way—even if they don’t behave that way themselves, maybe especially if they don’t. If they’ve gotten lost somewhere along the way, that may say as much about the rest of us as it does about them. I’m neither surprised nor judgmental when schools, courts, and jails can’t deal with some of our toughest street kids. Professionally speaking, they can indeed seem to be beyond our help. But that’s why the people and programs that are rooted in faith often have success where others fail. They don’t have the option to give up, they must treat each kid with his or her God-given dignity, they are motivated and sustained by things other than results, they can draw upon a hope that defies the odds, and they can offer a kid something far deeper than social services.
We can choose to cut kids off and lock them up, or we can make the commitment, often a faith commitment, to do what it takes to provide them with access to the nurture, discipline, and opportunity that all of our children need to live good and decent lives. If we can find a way to do that, we’ll all benefit, or get the blessing, to use the words of the boy who asked for help.
National attention is being increasingly drawn to the success of faith-based efforts that are addressing many of the nation’s most pressing social problems. We’re beginning to see some solutions to the problems of youth violence and crime. Church-anchored programs are also showing real success in job-readiness and welfare-to-work efforts. Overcoming addictions to substance abuse and combating family breakdown are other areas where the religious community has a good track record. Churches in local communities are addressing their attention to racial polarization, inadequate housing and education, and neighborhood disintegration. In many places, we’re seeing some very hopeful signs. New models are being offered for after-school programs, youth mentoring, and community policing. Churches are deeply involved in helping to create low-income housing, provide child care, and do community economic development. All over the country, congregations are becoming the primary support base for local and citywide community organizing.
Church-related programs are showing real and concrete progress, often where other efforts have failed. Anecdotal evidence of the accomplishments of faith-based programs is growing, and more systematic research is beginning to show significant patterns of positive results. Kid by kid, block by block, redemption programs are working. But they work even better with the support of surrounding community institutions, both public and private.
A New Kind of Activist
Today, I see a new kind of activist emerging. Not one who is angry or burned out, but one whose belief that things can be different goes deeper than a passing optimism and is rooted in spirituality. Bringing spiritual values to the difficult process of social change, these activists may be able to accomplish things that polarized political factions have failed to do.
Two of the most powerful forces in the world right now are service and spirituality. The growing influence of both is evident almost everywhere, and together they provide the most potent combination for changing our communities. Service and spirituality are growing streams of energy, which, as they begin to flow together, could create a mighty river of action. In hundreds of town meetings from Harlem, New York, to Orange County, California, I have felt the energy and witnessed the potential.
Students in record numbers are tutoring and mentoring inner-city children, or devoting their spring breaks to building houses for low-income families. Grade school kids are eagerly participating in recycling projects. People of all ages are trying to build community service into their vocations and lifestyles. Whole families are searching for ways of effective involvement. Moms and dads are taking their kids to the community food banks and soup kitchens as well as soccer fields, because both service and recreation are crucial to youthful character formation.
Ask an audience of young people these days to give a year or two of their lives in community service, and you are likely to get a standing ovation. Our word “mission” comes from the Latin missio, which means “sending out.” Today, more people are responding to the call. In a society increasingly bereft of meaning, a hunger exists for a mission that makes life worth living. When the only purpose the culture offers is endless consumption, service fills the void by providing a mission.
At the same time, religious and spiritual consciousness is on the rise all over the world. The secularist prophets of thirty years ago who predicted the demise of religion and spiritual values were simply wrong. Freudian therapists tried to tell us we would eventually get over the “illness” of religion, and Time magazine’s April 8, 1966, cover asked, “Is God Dead?” But recent Time cover lines have included “Can We Still Believe in Miracles?,” “The Search for Jesus,” “Faith and Healing,” “And God Said: The Genesis Revival,” “Jesus Online: Finding God on the Web,” and “Does Heaven Exist?” Newsweek says that their religion covers are now consistently their best sellers. Many churches and religious communities are experiencing tremendous growth, religious and “spiritual” publishing have achieved extraordinary heights, and popular movies and TV shows openly portray religious beliefs and spiritual values that would have been scoffed at in the entertainment industry just a few years ago. Touched by an Angel, which now relates religion to a variety of social issues, is one of the highest-rated shows on television.
Sociologist Andrew Greeley and many other observers suggest that the United States has the highest rates of volunteering in the world because it has the highest rates of religious participation and practice. The combination of service and spirituality is prompting solutions in local communities facing enormous crises. Faith-based communities have long provided the bulk of the nation’s social volunteer force; now their successes are being studied by social policy analysts searching for new answers. Even the cynical media are paying attention. A Newsweek cover reads “God vs. Gangs,” profiling the efforts of inner-city pastors to turn around youth violence; and the very secular New Yorker magazine features a lead article titled “In God They Trust,” about some of the most promising church-based efforts aimed at combating urban poverty.
With hope on the rise and programs showing results, I believe we are seeing the beginning of a new movement for change in the aftermath of the cold war, as the old solutions of both the Left and the Right fall away, and as we approach a new century and millennium. We’ve had plenty of very sophisticated analysis of what’s wrong with the world, much of it quite helpful. But what’s often been missing is more practical and accessible advice. What’s been missing is a way to bring real solutions to the problems. What’s been missing is the vision to help people connect the desire to change their lives with a commitment to change their communities. That vision will likely be rooted in moral and spiritual values.
My own background and commitment are in the churches, and most Americans are still members of churches. That’s why many of the examples I use throughout this book are from the churches. But many of the lessons are broadly applicable to other faith communities, and to people with moral and spiritual concerns but no religious affiliation. Where I don’t make all the broader applications, I leave it to the reader to do so.
Where We’re Going
The lessons I’ve learned about faith and action over the last three decades are the basis for step-by-step progression of this book. They’re lessons about how to make a difference with your life, and how to make a difference in your community. The lessons are also about the difference that faith can make in our lives, neighborhoods, and nations.
We start by engaging the world around us. Any new journey begins with questions, so Trust your questions is the first lesson. You will discover many people’s stories in this book, and I thought it appropriate to begin the lessons with my own story. Trusting my questions started me on my life’s journey. Because our questions lead us out of familiar territory, the second lesson is Get out of the house more often. When we do that, we begin to find out who we really are and what we can best contribute. And so my third lesson is Use your gift. Do what you do best and apply it where it will do some good.
Once we’re engaged, we begin to deepen our understanding of the world. In taking the creative and courageous steps of real involvement, we begin to discover that there is a real spirituality here. Lesson Four is Do the work and you’ll find the Spirit. We eventually learn that there is more than one kind of poverty. And I call my fifth lesson Recognize the three faces of poverty. To begin to overcome these poverties, we have to learn the challenging sixth lesson, Listen to those closest to the problem.
As our understanding deepens, we learn the importance of having a strategy. We want to deal with the causes of problems, not just the symptoms; we’re no longer satisfied with easy and surface responses, we want to find real solutions. So the seventh lesson is Get to the heart of the matter. And as we search for real answers, we find that traditional political labels no longer suffice; we have to go deeper to the underlying values that make fundamental change possible. We begin to learn the eighth lesson, Throw away old labels—values are what count. Soon, we find that we can’t accomplish much alone; we must reach out to build friendships and community and learn the ninth lesson, Find new allies and search for common ground. All along, we’ve been learning that spirituality is an essential ingredient for social change, and that communities of faith are playing a pivotal role in addressing our most pressing problems. Now we look at the reasons why those churches and congregations can make such a critical difference. Lesson Ten is Tap the power of faith communities.
There are crucial qualities and commitments that will guide the steps of the new spiritual activist we are envisioning. Lesson Eleven, Be a peacemaker, shows how our violence-torn world will turn to those who have developed the skills to mediate and resolve conflicts, to build bridges, and to “learn the things that make for peace,” to quote the words of Jesus. Lesson Twelve reminds us that there must always be “inner work” that can sustain the “outer work.” It’s called Be a contemplative. Lesson Thirteen is one of the most important. It’s all too easy for us to get so caught up in our self-importance, self-righteousness, and self-deluding ideas that we forget that our faults and failures can sometimes teach us more than our strengths and successes. It’s the lesson that must run throughout our work and our lives: Keep it human.
Finally, we learn to think movement. Lesson Fourteen teaches us that nobody makes a difference who does not Have a dream, to quote Martin Luther King, Jr., and we lay out a possible agenda that could guide the spiritually based movement for social justice that this whole book calls for. Lesson Fifteen is about how the real changes come, not just by lobbying for political power but by changing the way a society thinks and feels about things. You can’t just put up your finger in the air to see which way the wind is blowing; to make the significant changes, you have to Change the wind.
All through the book, I share my own life experiences and other stories from around the world that inform the lessons and give them a very human reality. But there is also a spirituality that runs throughout the book, and I’ve chosen a biblical text that expresses the heart of that spirituality. The text is from Chapter 58 of the biblical Book of Isaiah. Isaiah was a Hebrew prophet of the eighth century B.C. who laid out a vision for a good society. Still used extensively by both Jews and Christians today, Isaiah’s wisdom reminds us that our own fulfillment in life is bound up with our neighbor’s well-being. Only in reaching out to our brothers and sisters, especially those in most need, will we find our own best humanity. It is a spirituality in which everyone benefits and a new sense of community is the result. I believe it is a spirituality for our times. I hope that this insight we gain from Isaiah undergirds the whole book. So I would like to offer Isaiah’s prophetic words here, at the beginning of the book, and invite the reader to use them as a meditation throughout the reading. Use the text as a touchstone, and Isaiah’s wisdom will become more and more apparent as you move through the stories that shape the book. Don’t just read, but hear the words of the prophet.
Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin?
Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly; your vindicator shall go before you, the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard.
Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer; you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am. If you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil,
if you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be like the noonday.
The Lord will guide you continually, and satisfy your needs in parched places, and make your bones strong; and you shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water, whose waters never fail.
Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; you shall be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of streets to live in. (Isaiah 58:6–12)
This is not a book to tell you one more thing you have to do. Instead, it offers a vision of how everyone in the community can become more healthy, healed, and whole. It makes the vital connection between service and spirituality, which is key to our future. From that connection flow all the “lessons” to change your world and heal your soul—here are practical lessons in what to do and how to do it. I hope readers will make another connection—between reading a book and joining a movement.

ENGAGE YOUR WORLD

LESSON ONE
Trust Your Questions
Who is my neighbor?
(LUKE 10:29)
Every new direction in one’s life journey begins with some new questions, and so did mine.
I was just another white kid from everything that was “middle” about America. We were from Michigan. We were middle-class. We were Christians. We lived in a nice suburban Detroit neighborhood and my brother and sisters and I all went to good schools. The world looked fine to us. My parents believed that we lived in the best city in the best state in the best country in the world.
My father graduated from the University of Michigan, was commissioned as a naval officer, and got married all on the same day in June of 1945. The government was anxious to get him and a fresh contingent of sailors off to the Pacific to help end the war. My mother had been strong enough to win his heart and win him over to her Christian faith. After the war, my parents settled their little family in a new three-bedroom house, in a neighborhood full of returning World War II veterans with families just like ours—all financed by the new Federal Housing Administration.
I grew up with an abundance of warm affirmations, constant kudos, and great expectations for success. The first of five children, I was “saved” at six and baptized at eight in the little evangelical church my dad and mom helped to establish.
I won’t easily forget the night of my dramatic childhood conversion. A fiery evangelist had come to our church for a Sunday-night revival service, and all the kids were asked to sit in the very front rows. I felt as if the preacher was pointing his finger right at me when he said, “If Jesus came back tonight, your mommy and daddy would be taken to heaven, and you would be left all by yourself.” Well that was sobering, especially when I realized that, as a six-year-old boy, I would have a five-year-old sister to support! That very night, I quickly asked my mother how I could be saved, being quite ready to repent of the sin and degradation of my first six years. But to her everlasting credit, she didn’t talk to me about God’s wrath but told me how much God loved me. That sounded great to me, so as best as I understood how, I gave my life to Jesus. Things went smoothly from then on. Good grades, sports, and youth group activities were the priorities of life. In fact, everything was going very well until some questions began to form in my head and heart as I became a teenager.
Questions of the Heart
I asked questions first in my own world of family, church, and school. In that world, everybody’s dad had a job, dinner was on the table every evening, and only bad people that our family didn’t know ever went to jail. We weren’t rich (with five kids in the family, we spent most of our vacations camping at state parks in Michigan), but I had never met anyone whom I would call poor. But increasingly, I was hearing and seeing things that troubled me. On the news and in the papers, I was hearing more about inner-city Detroit, just a few short miles away. I read stories about unemployed fathers, hungry families, and overcrowded jails. Then there was this new “civil rights movement” in the South, and some minister named King.
Minister? The church where I grew up was literally the center of our lives. I wondered why the only black faces I’d ever seen in my church were on the missionary slides from Africa that we sometimes watched on Sunday nights. Weren’t there black churches in Detroit? Why hadn’t we ever visited one or invited their members to our church, as we did with lots of other white Christians? In Sunday school, I had been taught to sing:

Jesus loves the little children,
All the children of the world,
Red and yellow, black and white,
They are precious in His sight,
Jesus loves the little children of the world.

I supposed that was true about Jesus, but I could see it wasn’t true of the white Christians around me.
My high school government classes also taught me that in America, all people “are created equal.” But as I listened to many of the white citizens of Detroit, I discovered that they didn’t really believe that. Why was there such resistance among my classmates at our all-white high school when our young English teacher had us read a book about racism and talk about it?
My world was safe and secure, white and middle-class, and full of easy answers. But new questions were arising in the early sixties. I was just a teenager, but something didn’t seem quite right. That’s often the beginning of the process, the start of a journey—something doesn’t seem quite right.
My questions were these: Why was life so different in “white Detroit” than it was in “black Detroit”? Why were so many people in the inner city without good jobs or decent houses? Why were there hungry families in the United States of America? Why were so many young black men in jail? While starting to look at the world around me, I also began to ask what our Christian faith said about the racial attitudes I was discovering. Why did we have no contact with the black churches? What did they think of us? Weren’t we all supposed to be part of the “body of Christ”? After the questions began, things got difficult. When I raised my questions, I could feel the cool distance between me and many of the people around me, even those I had been close to since I was a little boy. Then the arguments came, in school, in church, and at home. The arguments
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