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  I am old enough to remember when caring for poor and oppressed peopleor at least feeling guilty about not caringwasn’t a very high priority for middle-class Christians.


  Back in the days before overseas mission trips and inner-city summer programs became basic expectations for youth group kids, before Christian colleges began offering courses dealing with racism and sexism and cultural imperialism, before economic development and social justice entered the vocabularies of pastors and missions committee members everywhere, we church folks concentrated on more pressing questions: Could we serve real Communion wine instead of grape juice? Was Christian rock and roll music a dangerous compromise? Was it wrong to use any Bible translation other than the King James Version?


  Oh, some of us were always out there, waving our arms and shouting about Jesus and justice and poverty and the kingdom of God, but we felt like sideshow performers, far from the center of the action. At some point, however, things began to change. Ron Sider’s Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger jump-started the conversation among evangelicals; Dorothy Day and then Mother Teresa inspired the Catholics. Church people started listening to John Perkins and Jim Wallis and Bruce Ritter.


  It didn’t happen quickly or easily, but it happened: the rest of us figured out that the gospel of Jesus isn’t just about getting people to heaven. The gospel of Jesus is also about letting the Holy Spirit use us to make this world the kingdom of God, which means it is also about you and me actually and practically loving our brothers and sisters in need.


  The problem, of course, is that most of us don’t have a clue about where and how to start. We know Jesus calls us to care for the poor and the oppressedbut we don’t know where to find such people, let alone how to care for them. Or do we?


  For many years I have done my best to motivate Christians to build the kingdom of God by reaching out to people in need. Some of those people have banded together to start inner-city youth groups, orphanages in Africa, literacy centers in Haiti, AIDS hospices and other wonderful ministry programs. From them I hear great testimonies of the glory of love. I hear other testimonies, however, from people who feel alone or afraid, or who simply want to do more.


  If you want to experience the glory of love for yourself, then this is your lucky book. If you have been looking for a wise, understanding, thoughtful, encouraging, experienced and very funny people-lover to talk you through the process of getting into people-loving yourself, then Margot Starbuck is your lucky friend. Here is a real woman of God who doesn’t pretend to have all the answers or to be especially holy or to be unbelievably sacrificial, but who has a unique and very helpful angle on getting better at the stuff that matters most. Margot is one of the up-and-coming leaders of a generation of Christiansthe kind of people she and I call Red Letter Christianswho are taking seriously the red letters of the Bible and trying to live out what Jesus commanded his followers to do in his name. In this book, Margot deals with how to be a radical follower of Jesus while living what some might say are ordinary lives. Her insights make what is often ordinary living into something extraordinary, if the values of Jesus are implemented in the home and in the workplace.


  I am old enough to remember when a book like this wouldn’t have been possible, or very much in demand in any case, and when an incredible leader like Margot wouldn’t have been possible either. Thank God those days are over.


  


  Tony Campolo


  Preface


  Navigating This Adventure Book
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  There are three easy ways to move through this adventure book!


  For linear left-brainers:


  1. Read straight through.


  For creative-thinking right-brainers:


  2. At the end of each chapter, read the instructions and choose which chapter to read next. It’s pretty self-explanatory.


  3.Once you’ve hopped through the book as yourself, read it again as someone else. Choose the next leg of your adventure as if you were your grandpa. Or your boss. Be your fifth-grade teacher. Or your postal carrier. You won’t want to miss the relevant material in the chapters that aren’t tailor-written for your demographic.


  Introduction


  My Reluctance About Following Super-Jesus
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  Too often, I have failed to engage with a world in need.


  I’ve done it quite sincerely, especially when I’ve cloaked someone like Martin Luther King Jr. or Mother Teresa as a red-caped, neighbor-loving superhero. This convenient posturing inoculates me against actually doing anything. Rather, the unspoken assumption becomes that, since I’m just a regular gal, I obviously won’t be doing anything superhuman like demonstrating for garbage workers or touching the pus-filled wounds of a dying stranger. This way I’m able to feel warm and fuzzy inside, admiring my heroes without the complication of actually joining them. Don’t even get me started with Super-Jesus. Basically, if I make loving the poor a big thing, then I’m off the hook.


  I think Mother Teresa must have known how I’d try to weasel around Jesus’ clear invitation to engage with a world in need. So she said, “We cannot do great things, only small things with great love.” Small things happen when I learn the name of my daughter’s school bus driver. Small things happen when I listen to the dreams of a woman who lives in a group home on my block. Small things happen when I risk crossing a language barrier even though I look really stupid doing it. Small things, of course, put me back on the hook.


  My Friend Hugh


  So if engaging with a world in need feels overwhelming to you, I get that.


  Because managing laundry, a Visa bill, email and dinner are already unwieldy enough, entering into relationship with someone who is poor can feel more than a little daunting. This awareness is never more palpable than when I think of my friend Hugh, who shares life with folks who are homeless in nearby Raleigh, North Carolina. When I think of Hugh, I can start to feel guilty as I mentally scroll through all the ways I’m not engaged with the poor. This list is quite extensive.


  Recently Hugh had a chance to share with one local church that was filled with very well-meaning people. He challenged them to consider investing in relationships that cross boundaries of shelter and race and religion and income and class. One churchy guy there named Chuck was inspired by the vision. Like me, he’d bought into the big idea about Christians loving folks who live on the margins; at the same time, he wanted Hugh to hear what his life was like.


  “I commute at least one hour, each way, to my job,” explained Chuck. “I work at Research Triangle Park. I love what I do and I work hard at it. The one day of the week I do have at home with my family, I don’t want to go to the park and meet homeless people.”


  Often it’s best to just lay it out there.


  Hugh thought for a moment, and then asked Chuck, “Do you have an office?”


  “Yes . . .” Chuck replied, not sure where this was heading.


  Hugh continued, “Is there someone who cleans your office?”


  “Yes,” Chuck carefully answered again. “There’s a woman who cleans my office two or three times a week.”


  “What’s her name?” Hugh asked.


  “I don’t know her name,” Chuck admitted.


  Hugh pressed, “How long has she been cleaning your office?”


  “Seven or eight years,” Chuck estimated. By this point he was beginning to catch on.


  Several weeks later, Hugh answered his ringing phone and heard a voice blurt out, “Her name is Regina!” Chuck had taken the time to meet the woman who cleaned his office, and he had learned that Regina was working two jobs to provide for her children.


  “You know this has messed me up, right?” Chuck demanded of Hugh. By “messed up,” he meant that being in relationship with Regina had sort of ruffled the comfortable, insulated life he’d been enjoying.


  Smiling to himself, Hugh acknowledged, “I know.”


  You want to know just how messed up Chuck’s life got? Chuck’s family and Regina’s family spent Christmas together last year.


  It was a holy mess.


  But Wait, Wait . . .


  Before cuing the violin music, I want to say that I think Chuck made a pretty valid point about his regular responsibilities.


  The formative reality for many of us is that, at the end of the day, we’re too exhausted to get up off the couch after watching Modern Family, let alone garner the energy to go out and make new friends. Although we’re not proud of it, the daily reality of our lives is that lawn-mowing and grocery-shopping and oil-changing and laundry-folding really do demand our energy and attention. Faced with our own needs and the needs of the world, we attend to that which seems most urgent. Then, with whatever energy is left, we feel bad about it.


  For most of us, there just aren’t enough hours in the day to have a cookout with our families and feed the poor. We don’t have enough energy to do all our errands at Home Depot and Walmart and also care about adequate shelter and clothing for those in need. When we’ve got to choose between laying out two thousand bucks on car repairs or scraping together enough to buy a reliable used vehicle, we’re not exactly pining for the kinds of new friends who’ll inevitably ask us for rides. Though we certainly admire and applaud the modern saints like Hugh who engage in relationship with the poor professionallyin inner-city neighborhoods and on the foreign mission fieldour daily lives are of a different order.


  Our lives are already full.


  They’re not full of bad stuff, either. No square on my calendar reminds me to commit a homicide or torture cute Dalmatian puppies. In fact, one reminder prompts me to coordinate the nursery volunteers at my church. A few more squares on my calendar remind me to take walks with friends. Several have me scheduled to take care of other people’s children after school. One means I get to eat a yummy dinner, cooked by my husband, with neighbors who are local grad students. I like that one a lot. Another has me meeting and praying with the church small group that meets in my home. A bunch of squares remind me to drive or fly places to talk about God, and even how much God loves the poor.


  No one would say that my life is not full of good stuff.


  The $100,000 Question


  Here’s the rub: a lot of us with rich, full lives do take seriously Jesus’ command to love our neighbors the way we love ourselves. We’re even willing to entertain the probability that his signature “good Samaritan” definition of neighbor calls us to befriend the unlikely and sometimes inconvenient type of person he describes in the story. And so the rich, full lives we lead, packed with important stuffbut without much margin left over to know those who live on the world’s marginssort of begs an important question.


  Is God scowling in judgment because we’re changing the batteries in our smoke detectors instead of going door to door collecting eyeglasses to send to Haiti? Is God looking down from heaven feeling sort of resentful that we’re using the “look inside” function on Amazon.com instead of visiting prisoners? Isn’t God angry that Americans keep getting fatter while so many on the globe are starving? You’d think so, right? A world in which a God who loves the poor would be a little bent out of shape that the rest of us are so darn self-involved is pretty imaginable.


  And though it’s certainly easy to conjure up that kind of a heavenly dichotomy, I simply don’t think it’s the case. Here’s why: God’s love for you and God’s love for the larger world in need cannot be separated. God’s longing to see you liberated for life that really is life can’t be neatly pulled apart from God’s longing to see the poor liberated for life that really is life. The two are inextricable. God’s concern for the stuff of our lives, and God’s concern for the lives of those who live on the margins, can never be neatly parsed. Wess Stafford, president of Compassion International, sees this pretty clearly. Wess will be the first one to tell you, “Compassion’s workreleasing children from poverty in Jesus’ nameis releasing me from wealth in Jesus’ name.”


  That’s God’s big plan.


  If your life is anything like mine, God longs to set you free from addictions to pleasure, appearances, busyness, consumption, envy, greed and self-absorption. I don’t think it will come as a surprise that those sorts of miracles, until now, haven’t been happening while we’re at the mall or the movie theater or the nail parlor. Yet that’s exactly where they’re meant to happen.


  For example, I can’t say for certain that the good Samaritan, who helped the poor guy on the side of the road, wasn’t on his way to coffee at the Jericho Mall to discuss a possible business merger. It’s not like he produced a celebrity telethon or even launched a nonprofit to provide medical supports to mugging victims. He was just on his way somewhereTarget? Dentist appointment? Starbucks?recognized someone in need and pulled over his donkey to check it out.


  Can you see what great news it is that this serendipitous double liberation isn’t something extra we do? We don’t have to add lots more overwhelming activity to what we’ve already got going. Rather, the regular stuff of our livesthe commute to work and the potlucks and home improvement projects and errands and play datesare the exact places in which we express and experience God’s love for a world in need.


  For instance, a conviction that Jesus’ love crosses social and cultural boundaries informs which one of the parents in my daughter’s kindergarten class I telephone to arrange an afterschool play date. It influences my husband’s decision to direct his giving dollars toward a local ministry that’s reaching teens who are marginalized by poverty, violence and lack of opportunity. God’s heart for those on the world’s margins affects the way my friend Suzanna interacts with the friendly, slow-talking young man who bags her groceries.


  Who do you imagine when you think of those who live on the world’s margins? Close your eyes for a moment and visualize these precious ones that Jesus called “the poor.” Who do you see? What do they look like? If you are privilegedby race or status or income or genderyou may find that you think of non-white minorities. If this is true of you, own it.


  I only mention this because, if you’re anything at all like me, you’ll want to deny or minimize noticing this as quickly as possible.


  Can I help it if the folks I know who are poor just happen to be black and Latino? That’s just the way it is.


  When I look at the planet, many of those who do suffer poverty and oppression are people with lots of melanin.


  But Jesus crossed barriers of race and gender and ethnicity and religion. I’m just acting like Jesus.


  Right, right, right. I get all that stuff. And while it all may be technically true, it’s still sticky business since even my impulse to “serve” is tainted with my own twisty racialized motives. Despite the fact that I’m quick to invoke Jesus’ name, there can be a wily dynamic at work by which my “service” to “the poor” still allows me to feel superior to those I’m serving.


  It’s a mess, right?


  In my own heart, this devilish bind can precipitate one of two things. It can paralyze me so that, stuck, I stay trapped in my privilege-ghetto, segregated from so many that God loves. But acknowledging the mess can also drive me to prayer when I recognize that the tainted kind of power I do haveby virtue of race and education and affluenceonly interferes with, rather than lubricates, authentic kingdom relationships. Then, to get unstuck, I cry out, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:13). This is pretty much how it goes.


  Come, Lord Jesus.


  Finally humbled, I realize that embracing the adventure of loving a world in need isat its bestabout giving Jesus, in us, access, through us, to the ones around us he already loves.


  It’s about doing small things with great love.


  Ready to do this thing? Keep reading.


  8
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  Men


  The Drum Major Instinct


  Saying something meaningful about gender biologically, as it relates to puberty or reproduction, is no big deal. There’s no getting around the fact that the bodies of women and men have been created differently. No woman is inseminating anyone, and no one who was born male is carrying offspring around inside their persons.


  Saying anything meaningful about gender as it relates to discipleship begins to get dicey. As well it should.


  Since there are no reproductive organs involved, there’s no good reason that the ways our eyes and ears see and hear God and the ways our arms and legs respond to God would be different at all. Thankfully, since we’re exploring what it means to engage with a world in need by entering into relationship with folks we don’t yet know very well, there’s no good reason that reproductive organs really need to be involved.


  What is legit, I think, and certainly more helpful as we think about discipleship, is to notice the ways that women and men have been formed in our culture. As we recognize the ways our culture has shaped us, we can look at how those influences do, or don’t, equip us to follow Jesus. Ted Smith, who teaches at Vanderbilt University, observes that women and men are formed in a wide variety of different ways in contemporary culture. The roles for each gender are multiple and they often overlap. And then people play upon those roles in an infinite variety of ways. That said, gender roles clump together in ways that allow for some loose, fallible generalities. Smith says, “I think we form men in ways that give many men large needs for differentiation, for setting ourselves apart as better-than. This can take many forms: athletic, financial and the everyday stuff of talking smack in a bar or academic seminar room.”


  I really think he’s on to something. The better-than he’s describing, familiar to many, is anti-Christian. It is contrary to the pattern of self-giving love that God established in Jesus. And if that’s the way our culture, and many others, have formed men, then as we think about engaging a world in need, we need to figure out how discipleship will transform them.


  Two Eager Brothers


  Two of Jesus’ friends who were quite interested in being set apart were James and John. Specifically, they wanted to be elevated to his left and right hand. Jesus’ responsewhether he’ll choose to ignore them or shame them or promote theminforms what it looks like for Christian men to follow Jesus today.


  Martin Luther King Jr. unpacks Jesus’ response to brothers James and John in his 1968 sermon “The Drum Major Instinct,” adapted from a 1952 homily by J. Wallace Hamilton. It was my friend Ted, the one from Vanderbilt, who tipped me off to this helpful unpacking. Though King is not analyzing gender, I do believe the shoe fits. So let’s try it on.


  King identifies with James and John, and he welcomes others to do so as well. “We have some of the same James and John qualities,” King explains. “And there is deep down within all of us an instinct. It’s a kind of drum major instincta desire to be out front, a desire to lead the parade, a desire to be first.” Whether or not he speaks for all of us on this one is debatable. He probably does speak for a lot of men, however, and most certainly speaks for himself.


  After the brothers have asked Jesus to save them front-row seats right next to his, King summarizes Jesus’ response to the brothers: “[Jesus] said in substance, ‘Oh, I see, you want to be first. You want to be great. You want to be important. You want to be significant. Well, you ought to be. If you’re going to be my disciple, you must be.’”


  As you can tell, it’s going to be pretty important that you stay with this argument to the end. This would be a bad moment to stop reading.


  Because the other disciples get a little cranky when they catch wind of it, Jesus addresses all twelve of the friends. Gathering everyone together, Jesus teaches, “You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them” (Mark 10:42). Of course they know. Each one of them knows that this is how authority and leadership and power work in a patriarchal society. I also have to believe that a few others probably secretly want Jesus to choose them as corulers. Possibly ten others.


  After deferring HR issues like promotions to another department, Jesus turns it all upside down with one of those now-churchified injunctions that can be so hard to hear with fresh ears: “Whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all” (Mark 10:43-44).


  In case you missed that, like a ninety-eight-mile-per-hour fast- ball, King explains what just happened: “He reordered priorities. And he said, ‘Yes, don’t give up this instinct. It’s a good instinct if you use it right. It’s a good instinct if you don’t distort it and pervert it. Don’t give it up. Keep feeling the need for being important. Keep feeling the need for being first. But I want you to be first in love. I want you to be first in moral excellence. I want you to be first in generosity. That is what I want you to do.’”


  Jesus redeems our natural and learned impulses by making them servants of a new order. Ted Smith paraphrases, “If you’ve got to be a drum major, be a drum major for justice.” And I’d add, “Take whatever influence you’ve been grantedeven when, and maybe especially when, it is a function of the ways you’ve been socialized into some gender roleand offer it in the service of Jesus and his inbreaking kingdom.”


  I do believe that was the witness of Jesus himself. It was also the witness of Dr. King. He was a drum major for justice. Can you imagine the damage that guy could have done being a drum major for retailing? Frightening.


  In the kingdom industry, thoughif I were being particularly crassI’d put King in charge of advertising and marketing for all of Jesus’ key initiatives. I can almost see now the large and small bumper stickers on all the manly Hummers and macho Harleys and peanut-oil-powered SUVs.


  Achieve smallness.


  Accomplish service.


  Produce love.


  Focus on the margins.


  Work for peace.


  Provide for the weak.


  Be first in love.


  


  If that sounds like someone you know, and you’re racking your brain to remember just who it is, it may be Jesus. In Jesus, men and women see what it looks like to be truly human.


  Aiden Enns, founder and editor of Geez magazine, adds, “I see in Jesus the ability to resist evilwhich includes patriarchal structures, for exampleto confront evil and to overcome evil, all with the conviction that love conquers all.” That’s the kind of firstness King is talking about. I believe the language Jesus uses for the same thing is last. I think you get the idea, though. Enns adds, “Suffering persecution for the sake of love and apparent weakness, while un-mannish in his day as it is in ours, is a way to be more fully human, especially for men.”


  What our culture would call un-mannish turns outin Jesusto be exactly mannish. Brothers, as you offer yourself to God’s beloved ones who are poor and marginalized, be yourselves. As you resist the natural urge to set yourselves apart as better than another or others, you become the truly human selves you’ve been made to be. You also participate in freeing up others to be the ones they’re made to be.


  Salty Men


  Recently I started to wonder what it looks like for men, in particular, to live and work and play among the world’s most vulnerable populations. Specifically, I asked my friend Phileena, codirector of Word Made Flesh, about communities where women and children are being exploited by the commercial sex industry. Although I can see how men are already pretty . . . involved . . . in the commercial sex industrydriving it as clients, pimps and traffickersI wondered what it would look like for men to exert a different type of influence.


  Phileena paints a new Christian vision of godly men engaging the “johns” who are soliciting sex for underprivileged, oppressed and enslaved women. These men would model for the “johns” a new way of being in relationship with women and children. Reflecting on this possibility, she adds, “In every area of community and social engagement, godly men are needed to show up. Their example as a woman- and child-honoring human being speaks volumes on every level of society.”


  Can you catch that vision?


  When Jesus told his followers to be salt and light in the world, salt didn’t have anything to do with fries or popcorn. In the ancient world, salt was a preservative, so Jesus’ admonition was for his disciples to be preserving agents in society. This is still the priestly function of those who, with their presence, preserve a society that operates according to kingdom values.


  Men do this today as they model, in all kinds of ways, the relational fidelity that Jesus practiced.


  Gender is one thing, and then age adds a whole new flavor to the mix.
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      	a. If you think of yourself as young, just launching into a wonderful world of possibilities

      	[image: ]

      	YOUNG
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      	b. If you feel like you’re deep into the thick of lifework, family, car payment, mortgage

      	[image: ]

      	MIDDLE
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      	c. If you’re willing to face the hard, honest truth that you’re most likely in the final third of your life

      	[image: ]

      	OLD
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  School


  Rule One Is “Love the Ones You’re With”


  Courtney Paulson, a recent graduate of Wheaton College, spent the fall semester of her junior year studying in Ecuador. When she returned, the culture shock she knew would be coming hit her hard. Courtney explains, “I missed greeting everyone with a personal kiss of the cheek, sharing food communally, laughing, dancing and just celebrating life.”


  Gosh, who wouldn’t?


  Feeling low, Courtney stopped in at her community’s local World Relief office, just a block from campus. She learned that they were looking for “friendship buddies” for a few Cuban families that had recently arrived in the United States. The next day, Courtney was escorted to a small apartment complex where she met her new friend, Lucia Boza. That would be the day that Lucia decisively waived the “fixed friendship-buddy hours” to welcome Courtney into her home and to her dinner table whenever she was able to come.


  The two women began sharing their lives with one another. “I spent that semester constantly going back and forth between my small apartment and hers,” Courtney explains. “I would help her read her mail, grocery shop, fill out important papers and learn to drive. She and her family would provide me with laughter, love and lots and lots of food.” On the first birthday that Lucia spent in the States, Courtney decorated her house with streamers and balloons and insisted that she wear a crown all day long. Nothing says “Welcome to America” like behaving as if the world revolves around you. And, of course, Courtney got to share Lucia’s tasty birthday flan. Most of the women’s relationship was marked with joy and laughterespecially the day after Courtney took her dumpster diving when Lucia asked if they could return to “the garbage store.”


  After graduation, Courtney lived with Lucia’s family for a month before leaving Illinois. She describes the time as one of the most meaningful experiences of her life. The last face she saw at the airport, at the conclusion of her college experience, was that of Lucia’s husband, Courtney’s Cuban dad.


  Never Break Rule One


  Students have rich opportunities, related to time and space and season, to build kingdom relationships. Whether your lips are fluent in Spanish or your hips are fluid in salsa matters less than your availability and willingness to live out the first rule of love for a world in need. Rule One, of course, is “Love the ones you’re with.” If, perchance, you did not know that was a rule, you are now officially responsible for the information. There may be a pop quiz.


  If the ones you’re withstudents, professors, mentors, staffare demographically indistinguishable from you, consider looking a little further. If you’re lucky, your own local World Relief office will be located one block away. In lieu of that fortunate possibility, begin to develop a vision that notices those affiliated with your campus whose experiences are different from yours. Are there students on your campus who regularly dine alone? Have you gotten to know any of the international students? Do you know the names of the folks who serve you your meals? Do you know the stories of the ones who clean your toilets and vacuum your carpets? Have you met their families? Often the marginalized ones that God loves are with us if we just open our eyes to recognize and know them.


  Why Choosing Classes Is Holy Business


  Next, use whatever freedom you have by choosing classes that will equip you to be an agent of Jesus’ kingdom. Mouse-click through your school’s course offerings looking for opportunities that will open your eyes, educate you about those who live on the margins and equip you to engage with them.


  My husband and two of his siblings attended Clemson University in South Carolina. (Go Tigers!) One student organization there, Tigers for Tigers, is actively working to protect the dwindling populations of tigers in the wilderness from extinction. When a biological sciences professor and international student affairs director caught wind of the group, they developed a study-abroad course in India. My cool sister-in-law Kate participated in that grand adventure. On the trip, students experience firsthand the plight of the creatures God commanded us to steward. Look for classes that align with kingdom priorities.


  Even among required classes, you can often find ones that will equip you for mission. The possibilities are boundless. Pursue environmental studies to learn how one nation’s overconsumption affects the poor around the globe. Devour history with a special eye and ear for the experiences of those whose voices have too often been silenced. Study liberation theologies to discover how the poor have read and understood Scripture. Learn Spanish or Arabic to give you tools to build bridges across cultural divides. Take sociology to better understand how culture and education and economics and politics and geography mold people’s lives. Take advantage of the amazing resources that are at your disposal, and prayerfully work to connect what you’re learning to the planet God loves.


  What You Won’t Get from Books


  Third, it’s possibleprobable?that as a student, you have some sweet freedom that affords you the opportunity to engage with places beyond your campus, like India, in a way that a lot of us don’t. Many students take advantage of opportunities to serve crossculturally on summer breaks or during weeklong trips on spring break. Does your school offer opportunities for you to really know and serve and learn with those in need?


  When I was in college, Urban Promise Ministries exposed me to the reality of a world in need. My experience there opened my eyes to the intimate presence and concern and power of a God who is real. During a very comfortable childhood, I simply hadn’t experienced a palpable dependence upon God to provide my food, clothing or shelter. The moments in my young faith journey that shine the brightest are the rare ones in which I was deprived of the illusion of depending on my own resources. I experienced this as a teen when youth leaders at my church facilitated an event that simulated real hunger in a refugee camp. I understood it when they drove the vans each week that took us to Chicago’s Lawndale neighborhood where we met precious children who were growing up in poverty. I knew vulnerability when a praying saint led my high school buddies and me in prayer for a friend anticipating surgery, with the palpable expectancy that God would heal her. I knew my own smallness when, while camping on the shores of Lake Michigan, my friends and I jumped to the conclusion that the inexplicable display of northern lights meant the world was ending. I simply had no idea about God’s realness and nearness until I was at the end of my rope, having exhausted my own resources. This may be why those of us who haven’t endured much material need often return from our experiences in developing countries amazed at the vibrancy and faithfulness of the Christians we’ve encountered there. Those who live with fewer illusions that they are in control of food and health and nature often have a much keener sense of God’s provision than those of us who live with the illusion of control.


  During my transition into sharing life with people of faith in Camden’s inner city, I experienced a bizarre spiritual shift, like Dorothy’s famed transition from black-and-white Kansas to Technicolor Oz. Suddenly, what I had understood as the “gift” of not needing to depend on God for anything was exposed as a grey spiritual void. Conversely, the new reality of needing to depend on God for safety and provision felt like the Technicolor existence. In this retelling I’m cautious about the risk of glamorizing poverty. I simply note that in desperate situations, the reality of God’s presence and power is often revealed. As I encountered women and men of faith who already understood what it was to depend upon God entirely, I had the privilege of seeing the ways in which God works and is revealed among those who trust him.


  You can’t get this stuff from books.


  The bottom line is this: during your years of study, you will be shaped by something. For some, it will be a shiny-shoed Wall Street internship. For other students, it will be the opportunity to travel with an intercollegiate sports team. Still others will throw themselves into festive weekend social opportunities. A few will be shaped by encountering poverty up close and personal. If you’re fortunate, you will.


  After the Grad Cap Has Been Tossed


  I doubt it’s coincidental that, when I was a student, some of the haze of comfort and consumerism cleared a bit when I lived with less. Like a woman living with dementia who, during an experimental drug trial, has crisp lucid moments, I not only saw my past differently, I looked into the future differently.


  After a few summers in Camden, I’d begun to notice what happened to some of the other enthusiastic volunteers who left and returned to their own homes and schools and communities. I kept an eye on some of my older college friends. They would graduate and take a job. They might buy a new car. Some got married. While paying off school loans, they’d buy a house. Then came the kids, the car seats, the minivans. By no particular decision to abandon their commitment to the poor, it gradually happened.


  I feared it would happen to me.


  The summer I graduated from college I was given the opportunity to address the summer volunteers at Urban Promise on the night before we all left the city to return home. Knowing how my eyes had been opened as I had transitioned into the city, I recognized the real possibility that they’d squint shut again when I left. I still keep a copy of the words I spoke that night. My historic address began, “What I am going to tell you is something that you must think of every day.”


  Today I can hear how it sounds a tad bit self-important.


  “There is something alive in your heart today,” I continued, “because of what your eyes have seen and your ears have heard. If you do not deliberately purpose to protect that sensitivity, that freshness, it will die.”


  Reading the nodding faces, I could see that my peers understood.


  “You will lose your first love unless you are deliberate about keeping your sensitivity to the Spirit fresh. Every time your heart is movedby a beggar on South Street, or a woman walking down Westfield Avenue who has been beaten, or someone at school who needs your time during finals weekevery time your heart is moved that way, you have a choice. The choice is to respond in love or not to respond. But each time you turn your head and pretend not to see, your heart will be a little harder in the future.”


  Okay, so I was a little melodramatic. Today, though, I am so thankful to have access to the prophetic words of a young, poor, passionate idealist.


  Perilously Countercultural


  Jesus warned folks about this very thing: that our hearts naturally end up where our stuff is. Idealistic students who are technically “young” and “poor” and “passionate” really do have a leg up on those of us further down the road who have become entrenched in stuff, debt and too many monthly bills. Own it. Nurture it.


  With this in mind, prepare yourself for life after graduation. The nitty-gritty reality is that once you get your degree, and your first big job, and the car, and the rent or the mortgage contract, and maybe an additional family member or two, you’ll be propelled, in all kinds of ways, away from those in need. I don’t mean that you’ll intend for that disappointing thing to happen, but without a concerted effort otherwise, it’ll happen. Sorry to be so blunt, but you had to hear it from someone. It’s just how the momentum of privilege works.


  One of the ways to prevent it is by partnering now with friends who are also interested in resisting the pull of upward mobility that separates you from those who live with less. Covenant with a few friends who, like you, have tasted a better way, and find opportunities to support one another as you purpose to live counterculturally. Detail actual plans, in writing, that will tether you to God’s reality and purposes. Be specific about where you live, how you live, how you give, etc. If living together doesn’t feel like a realistic possibility, dig around a little and figure out why. If you’re absolutely unable to share space and life together, pattern in monthly conference calls or weekends away to encourage one another. Because what you are attempting to do is perilously countercultural, you’ll need the support.


  You might also consider hooking up with an intentional Christian community in your area. These are some great folks who can help steer you off the big, wide road that leads to Target and onto the narrow road that leads you toward the weak and small and forgotten. Feast on their wisdom by reading books like Shane Claiborne’s Irresistible Revolution and other great stuff by Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove and Chris Heuertz.


  Last year Jenn graduated as a double major in English and Spanish from Eastern University in St. Davids, Pennsylvania. As a student, in conversation with some of her Mexican and Honduran friends on the college’s housekeeping staff, Jenn had realized that a number of them were interested in improving their English. In conjunction with several professors, Jenn established an ESL class on campus, and now about seven students come each week to learn English.


  When Jenn graduated she pounded the Philly pavement, searching for a job. And because seven somebody elses had their fourteen ears to the ground as well, today she is employed. Had her Honduran friend Carla not gone to bat for Jenn with a fabulous employer, she wouldn’t be.


  I mentioned this whole thing is a win, right?


  



  In what sort of environment(s) do you spend most of your time?


  
    
      	[image: ]

      	a. If you live, work, study or serve in an urban area

      	[image: ]

      	URBAN
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	b. If you live, work, study or serve in a rural area

      	[image: ]

      	RURAL
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	If you live, work, study or serve in suburbia, or a similar comfy locale

      	[image: ]

      	SUBURBAN
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