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  To Donna,

    in gratitude for adventures and

    renewals beyond all we imagined




  
  
    INTRODUCTION

    Renewing a Shaken World

    

    
      Before and after. It makes for the best of stories. A crisis, followed by a journey into the unknown of who we will become.

      The death of a loved one who changed your life. A sudden cancer diagnosis. Losing a job. A divorce. A bitter fight with a friend or family member. After each crisis, the future hangs in limbo, awaiting an answer from us.

      In The Lion King, before young Simba’s father, Mufasa, is killed, and after, when Simba wanders in search of his identity. In Breaking Bad, Walter White before his lung cancer crisis and after, the milquetoast chemistry teacher turning into a meth dealer. In Star Wars, before Luke Skywalker hears from Darth Vader, “I am your father,” and after.

      I remember the dreamy days at US airports before 2001. You could park your car at the curb, stroll inside to the arrival gate, and greet someone with a hug and flowers as they stepped off the plane. Get to the airport just an hour ahead of departure, grab lunch and a coffee, and banter with friendly strangers before your flight.

      All that changed after the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States. The term 9/11 entered the national vocabulary. Endless security lines became the new norm. US wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the rise of al-Qaeda, civil war in Syria, and with these wars, a global migration crisis of tens of millions of people. The 2001 attacks permanently changed the world and our everyday lives. They mark a before-and-after moment in history we call “post-9/11.”

      In late 2019 another crisis marked life as before and after.

      In the fall of that year, my wife, Donna, and I moved to New York City. To our surprise, we quickly fell in love with the city and its hustle and bustle. Crowded streets. Broadway shows. Central Park. Restaurants with food from everywhere in the world. For me, work with an international faith-based agency engaging the United Nations, with a splendid view from my office to the iconic UN building across the street. For Donna, a nursing job in Manhattan. For both of us, a new church in Queens, with members from over seventy countries.

      Then, in December, came word from Wuhan, China, of a strange virus. I remember listening to a US health expert on the radio. “The virus won’t come here,” he said confidently. “The US has the best disease-prevention system in the world.”

      But by April, eight hundred people were dying every day in New York City from Covid-19. Our new city suddenly became the epicenter of the largest US health crisis in a century, and Queens, where we live, became the epicenter of the epicenter. As the United Nations shut down, I watched battles unfold between the United States and China that prevented a unified global response to the pandemic. In calls with colleagues across the world, I was alarmed to hear that none of the fifty countries where we serve was untouched by the virus.

      For Donna, she was suddenly living the fear and unknown of a frontline health care worker, taking empty subways into eerily quiet streets, their silence broken only by ambulances and sirens. In the wealthiest country in the world, in its biggest and one of its wealthiest cities, she was serving Covid-19 patients, transforming trash bags into personal protective equipment. She held cellphones to the ears of dying patients to hear last words from loved ones. She loaded the dead into body bags and moved them into a makeshift morgue as she prayed for their souls. As she left work, she heard the grateful applause of New Yorkers from their apartment windows, thanking her and other frontline workers. Returning home every night, she feared she had caught the deadly virus.

      
        OUR NEW ERA

        For me and Donna, for you, for every person on this planet, we each have our own story and experience of the pandemic and the crises that came with it. This time has tested and tried us all. In our nations, communities, schools, families, and places of worship, the pandemic exposed what had been hidden, and accelerated shifts that had already begun. But I think especially of those who read this book in grief, having lost loved ones to Covid-19.

        The pandemic permanently changed the world and our everyday lives, and will change the course of history. Indeed, we are living in a new pandemic era. Its effects will linger for decades, and the shocks and changes have opened a new time in our world. There was life before the pandemic, and life after, which becomes a new normal and is never quite the same. And now we face a time of decision about what kind of people we will choose to become.

        This book is about seeing deeply into the challenges of our new era, and about that time of decision facing each of us.

        Many other books give detailed information about the science and spread of Covid-19, the debate about its origins, the stories of devastation and loss that people experienced, the battles about countermeasures and lockdowns, and the search for a vaccine. But this book is about a far bigger picture. I use a moral lens and the lens of Scripture and Christian faith to take a deep look into how our lives and country and world are changing in this new era. This book is about seeing the new challenges that face us and the new opportunities we have for fresh growth and renewal. Most of all, I hope reading this book will foster renewal in your own life.

        The pandemic and what it exposed is the crisis of a century. But this book is about how this new time is also the opportunity of a century. In order to seize the opportunity, we have to see the time clearly.

      

      
      
        THE PANDEMIC X-RAY

        In this book, we will engage this new time and opportunity through three critical themes of great relevance for our lives.

        The first critical theme is what the pandemic x-ray exposed. Through a burst of radiation, an x-ray creates pictures of the inside of the body. The images show parts of the body in shades of black and white—bones, tissues, lungs, organs. An x-ray can spot not only broken bones but also pneumonia, breast cancer, tumors, and infections. An x-ray exposes what has been hidden, what we did not know and did not see about ourselves. It reveals what is healthy and what is not.

        More than a crisis, the pandemic worked like an x-ray to expose the good, the bad, and the ugly in our lives, and in America, the church, and the world. Following is a brief glimpse of some of the x-ray results that present great new challenges to our lives, communities, and churches.

        Anxiety and stress. Before the pandemic x-ray, we knew that parenting, marriage, and the workplace are not a walk in the park, and that young people face a far more challenging world than their parents did. Then came month after month of Covid-19 lockdowns, isolation, household bubbles, stress, and trauma. Gallup’s 2022 Global Emotions Report said that in 2021 “negative emotions—the aggregate of the stress, sadness, anger, worry and physical pain that people feel every day”—reached a new record in the history of their tracking.1 And in fall 2020 the American Psychological Association warned that “we are facing a national mental health crisis that could yield serious health and social consequences for years to come.”2

        Politics. Before the pandemic x-ray, politics in America were divided. But the 2020 year of pandemic and election crisis revealed an even more dangerous partisan cancer ripping the country apart—and churches too.

        Digital media. Before the x-ray, life was becoming more and more digital, improving many aspects of life. Zoom, a verb before Covid, became a capitalized noun, and many of us are becoming connected virtually to people in ways we never imagined before. Yet the pandemic also exposed sinister forces in a new age in which the algorithms of global tech giants like Facebook, Twitter, and Google often rule how we see the world.

        Class and race. Before the x-ray, many disputed the facts of social disparity. Yet the pandemic saw food banks overwhelmed as the Dow Jones Industrial Average hit an all-time high. We witnessed the disproportionate Covid-19 deaths of black, Latino, and Native Americans. A growing chasm was exposed between two worlds of work—white-collar workers safely teleworking from home as delivery workers dropped dinner at their doorstep. Prepandemic, I never heard Asian Americans talk about carefully planning travel routes, buying mace for self-protection, or being afraid to walk down a street. Because of an alarming rise in anti-Asian violence, that changed.

        Pandemics are a new reality. Before the x-ray, most of us didn’t even know what a pandemic was. But whether we live in Kansas City, Caracas, Kigali, or Kyoto, all of us now share a new global experience and language of closed borders, lockdowns, face masks, social distancing, testing, and vaccines. We all recognize the iconic spiky blob of the deadly coronavirus, and we know the fears and anger and prejudices a crisis like this reveals in our hearts and minds. We have all experienced the human toll, the disruption of “normal,” and an unknown future. Not only have we faced the monster, but we have learned that new and devastating diseases are emerging in people every year, any one of which has the potential to spread globally.3 And along with this potential, further tests of our character, communities, and churches continue in this new time.

        Once these x-ray results are in, we process it and decide our course of action. In this book, we will explore positive pathways for navigating these new realities and challenges.

      

      
      
        OUR FUTURE IS JOINED TO OTHERS’

        The second critical theme this book will engage is how we are facing the global crisis of a century. This is of great relevance for our lives.

        There have been many crises in our world in recent years. A massive earthquake in Haiti. The migration of millions of refugees from Syria. A tsunami and nuclear disaster in Fukushima, Japan. Racial reckoning in the United States following the murder of George Floyd. The Russian military invasion of Ukraine. All are devastating before-and-after moments in those countries.

        But unlike other crises, the pandemic has touched every person on this planet. For the first time in the eight decades since World War II, the entire world has been affected by the same devastating crisis at the same time. As Covid-19 spread rapidly across the world in 2020 and beyond, and as so many have died, along with this has come economic loss, fear, polarization, death, and grief. From indigenous people in the remote village of Mangual in the Peruvian Amazon jungle to executives on Wall Street in New York, no life has gone untouched and unchanged.

        Yet this crisis of a century shared by every person on our planet has also revealed a truth that can change our lives. It shows that we are joined to other human beings in this world in ways we have largely overlooked. Speaking to a Christian audience, theologian Stanley Hauerwas put it this way:

        
          The pandemic revealed that we are bound to one another around the world in a way that how Christians fare in China makes a good deal of difference for how we fare in North Carolina. And that we are joined in a common life that gives us a sense of obligation to one another. That doesn’t mean that we are not also bound to those who do not claim to be Christian. We are all creatures of a good God.4

        

        In this new time in our world, our future depends on becoming more joined to others, across divides, in spite of challenges that create borders between people and block better solutions—from red-blue political divides, to racial and economic problems, to our own divided selves, and to the reality that, in these days, many find it harder to talk about difficult issues with their own family or church members than anyone else. We face many global challenges today, such as pandemics, changes in climate, and conflicts that cross borders. These border-crossing problems are shared by all human beings and cannot be solved locally or nationally. To faithfully engage border-creating and border-crossing problems requires border-crossing people. Becoming such people is a special identity and task given by our Lord for such a time as this, and a major theme we will explore.

      

      
      
        AN OPPORTUNITY FOR RENEWAL

        A third critical theme engaged in this book is how this new time is the opportunity of a century. We prefer not to face shocks and crises. Yet they can create an unprecedented opportunity for clarity and renewal in our lives.

        In the winter of 2013, my work at Duke Divinity School in North Carolina was hit by an organizational crisis. I worked tirelessly to solve the problems but could find no answers. Full of anxiety, many nights I couldn’t sleep.

        To get some perspective, I decided to go to a retreat center called St. Francis Springs. The entire drive I wrestled with the crisis. When I arrived, I met other retreatants who came to pray. But I went out into the woods, desperate to find cellphone reception. There I was, next to the prayer labyrinth, texting and calling as if I was on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange. I was there to fix.

        The next day I decided to talk to the retreat center’s founder, Father Louie, a Franciscan priest. “Maybe he can give me some insight,” I thought. That night, at the end of another day trying to solve the crisis, I met with Father Louie.

        For thirty minutes, I poured out my heart and soul to him—the criticisms, the turmoil, the problems insoluble, the pain, the complexity. I finished and turned to Father Louie for advice.

        And these were his first words: “Chris, what an opportunity!”

        What an opportunity. Are you kidding me? That sounded like a salesman, not a spiritual sage.

        “Chris,” he said, “Why are you here? Are you here to fix your problems at Duke? Are you here to make calls and send emails? This crisis is a gift. God is revealing many things about you and your institution and your life you would not otherwise see. But you need to slow down to see them.”

        The next morning, I woke up and, with fear and trembling, put away my computer and cellphone. I went out into the surrounding land and forest and began walking. It was winter. The sky was gray. The ground was cold. All was brown and barren. There were no leaves on the trees. My heart, too, was cold. And I kept walking. Listening. Watching.

        As I walked, as I slowed down, I began to notice something I hadn’t seen before. I was surrounded by life. Yes, it was winter, but in that barren landscape, I realized that spring was underground, making its way upward and outward. Instead of only death, I began to see life.

        Over the next several days, no circumstance changed. But I saw my life situation with different eyes.

        When I returned to our home in Durham, Donna and I began a conversation that opened an unexpected new highway in our life. I came to believe that solving the crisis at Duke did not have my name on it. Donna came to believe that she was open to a whole new chapter. Both of us were restless, ready for a new adventure. Next came a series of steps we could not have planned. A year later, we were living in South Korea, serving as codirectors of a Christian agency’s work in Northeast Asia, including guiding humanitarian work in North Korea. Growing up as a missionary kid in South Korea, I had never thought it would be possible to fulfill a life-long dream: to cross into North Korea and, in the name of Christ, pursue peace on both sides of the divided peninsula. There was madness to the move, and many challenges came with it, from financial to family. But great growth came as well.

        “What an opportunity!” Father Louie had said. Looking back now, what an opportunity indeed. Those days of interruption, silence, and reflection became a decisive before-and-after moment in my life. They brought clarity about what I was and was not called to do, led me and Donna to reevaluate our careers, and opened up a new adventure of growth and service for us.

        Even in the barren times of winter in our lives, growth is at work, is present, in hidden ways. The pandemic and the challenges it has revealed is not only the crisis of a century. It is also the opportunity of a century—an opportunity to clarify our priorities and to seek renewal in our lives and world. Renewal doesn’t require moving to another place, changing careers, or dropping out of school. But seizing the opportunity does require some slowing down.

        It is often said that we learn from experience. But in today’s fast world of constant communication and information, we are overloaded with experiences. No, we don’t learn from experience. We learn from reflection on experience. A crisis can lead to decline in our lives, but if we are willing to put aside our distracted busyness and listen to it, a crisis can become an opportunity to release fresh vision, energy, and renewal.

      

      
      
        THE PATHWAY OF THIS BOOK

        I want to slow down to reflect together, to look deeply into and learn from this new and unprecedented time that will permanently change our lives and communities. We will explore eight great challenges posed by our new world. With each challenge I offer a transformative practice. Whether one is making pottery, playing a video game, or learning contemplative prayer, becoming excellent in our pursuits requires forming new habits and disciplines, repeated over and over. Gradually those fresh patterns form us into different people. That is what I mean by a practice. We will explore how these practices are a source of renewal, a means of grace, a pathway to becoming more like Christ—and, along the way, I hope to expand our understanding of what renewal is and how it happens.

        Each chapter explores one challenge that has emerged in this new time, as well as one practice for responding to that challenge, providing a pathway of hope and transformation:

        
          	
            Bearing joy for a world of frantic anxiety

          

          	
            Centering the vulnerable for a world of rising disparity

          

          	
            Being peacemakers for a world of surging polarization

          

          	
            Redeeming power for a world of political mediocrity

          

          	
            Making transnational disciples for a world of American blinders

          

          	
            Pursuing private integrity for a world of public validation

          

          	
            Cultivating moral imagination for a world of unprecedented dangers

          

          	
            Renewing the church for a world longing for hope

          

        

        With each challenge and practice, we will not take a long swim, but a deep dive. We will explore how these eight practices enliven our witness as we apply them in our lives, churches, and communities, and how they collectively offer a pathway to personal and social renewal in this new era. While we are in uncharted territory now, at the same time, many of these challenges are not new. But they have accelerated and become more serious, and have exposed idols the church is tolerating that have greatly weakened Christian life. Drawing on wisdom from the past is even more urgent now.

      

      
      
        MY MINISTRY CONTEXT

        As I share with you, I will draw on a lifetime of experiences that speak into the present time of opportunity.

        My perspective and stories come from journeys across many cultures, contexts, and churches: I was born in the United States but grew up in South Korea at a time of military dictatorship, economic turbulence, and church growth. I lived for seventeen years in inner city Jackson, Mississippi, serving in a multiracial church and community development organization. For ten years, I served as cofounding director of the Duke Divinity School Center for Reconciliation, working to nourish students and Christian leaders to heal divides in the United States and East Africa. For five years, Donna and I were based in South Korea, serving together as corepresentatives for Northeast Asia with the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC)—a one-hundred-year-old, international, faith-based agency working in more than fifty countries, pursuing “relief, development, and peace, in the name of Christ.” During those years, I led many MCC teams into North Korea. Finally, I bring the perspective of my recent years of advocacy and diplomacy work in New York City, serving as director of MCC’s UN office. From neighborhood work across racial and economic divides in Mississippi, to a front-row seat at the United Nations, to the divides I’ve experienced in my own heart and relationships, I hope that my story will connect with and speak to yours as we seek God’s pathways of renewal toward the future.

        At the same time, I recognize my social location as a white American male with a doctoral degree. For those who carry massive debt, who are unemployed, who struggle with health issues, who face America from the margins, renewal may sound like a privileged posture to take. What I hope to show in this book is that the heart of renewal includes a reversal of what is often seen as the “center,” and that visions of change that do not include all people—especially the most vulnerable —are not the renewal that God seeks. The Bible is a story of God’s renewal coming to and originating from the most unlikely places.

      

      
      
        THE TIME THAT IS GIVEN TO US

        One of my favorite before-and-after stories is The Lord of the Rings by J. R. R. Tolkien. The gentle hobbit named Frodo leads a quiet life as one of the “little people” of the earth. After he is given the Ring of Power, he journeys with friends into a land of darkness, and the Ring’s grip of control slowly overtakes him.

        During a time of crisis, Frodo turns to his mentor, Gandalf. “I wish it need not have happened in my time,” he says. “So do I,” said Gandalf, “and so do all who live to see such times. But that is not for them to decide. All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.”5

        I imagine that you, like me, have wished many times that such a time of crisis had never happened in our time. Yet in this new era, we must decide what we will do with the time we have been given.

        A before-and-after crisis makes for the best of stories because it reveals who we truly are, introduces a time of decision that will determine who we will become, and offers an opportunity to grow in ways we cannot imagine.

        This before-and-after moment has changed the world and will reshape our lives for decades to come. But will it be for better or worse? Lying ahead is the unknown story of who each of us will become in this new world. And for followers of Christ, choices lie ahead as we face what our personal faith and public witness will become.

        In this new era, as we face challenges as near as our own families and as global as the ripple effects of the superpower clash between the United States and China, the call to become new people is about God’s choosing. It is not always easy or comfortable. But it ultimately brings great growth and joy. Renewal is where strange and difficult ground becomes holy ground. Let’s begin the journey.

      

      

  




  

  
  CHAPTER ONE

  Bearing Joy for a World of Frantic Anxiety

  
    
      And then

      once more the quiet mystery

      is present to me, the throng’s clamor

      recedes: the mystery

      that there is anything, anything at all,

      let alone cosmos, joy, memory, everything,

      rather than void: and that, O Lord,

      Creator, Hallowed one, You still,

      hour by hour sustain it.

      DENISE LEVERTOV, “PRIMARY WONDER”

      

    

  

  
    Airplanes are a barometer of the national mood. My daughter is a flight attendant, and over the course of 2020, as Covid-19 battles, racial tensions, and election division intensified in the United States, so did her “you won’t believe what happened on the plane today” texts and stories about abusive language, fights, and incidents of rudeness and defiance. As Americans took rising anger and anxiety from living rooms to airplane aisles, the term air rage hit the headlines as a growing threat to air travel.

    Anxiety was already increasing before this time of crisis. In a 2020 book Can’t Even: How Millennials Became the Burnout Generation, Anne Helen Petersen writes, “Increasingly—and increasingly among millennials—burnout isn’t just a temporary affliction. It’s our contemporary condition.”1 Petersen speaks of US millennials mired in endless to-do lists and debt, and of digital work becoming 24/7 work and social media becoming all-consuming.

    This accelerating condition of burnout and anxiety extends beyond the United States. In 2020, a video went viral in China of a student from an elite university riding his bike at night while working on a laptop perched on the handlebars. An onslaught of online photos of similarly overwhelmed and overworked students followed. Workers at large Chinese tech firms, who once referred to their long work hours as “996” (nine in the morning to nine at night, six days a week), now speak of “007” (working online twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week).

    “Every age has its signature afflictions,” writes Byung-Chul Han, the Korean-born, Germany-based philosopher, in The Burnout Society. Burnout, for Han, is depression and exhaustion. Whatever our location or walk of life, the pandemic intensified this signature affliction of our age by reducing our chance for social encounter, confining many of us to our phones, and giving us many alarming things to be anxious about.2

    
      CAPTIVITY TO ACTIVITY

      Han writes that our age has become captive to the illusion that “the more active one becomes, the freer one is.” One wonders: If not by action, then how will we address the challenges of this pandemic era? But seeing more activism as more freedom is a captivity that I have struggled with over many years.

      Earlier in my life I lived in Jackson, Mississippi, as part of a multiracial church and community development organization called Voice of Calvary. I became close with a black Mississippian named Spencer Perkins (his father, civil rights activist Rev. John Perkins, founded the organization). Spencer and I wrote a book called More Than Equals and created a national platform to promote racial justice and reconciliation. We lived in an under-resourced neighborhood at the margins, worshiped across racial and economic lines, and worked for change at the grassroots. With others, our families shared daily life in an intentional Christian community called Antioch. Our homes and lives were open to hospitality—from welcoming neighborhood teenagers to single mothers to men just out of prison. At Antioch we had a saying, “there’s always room for one more at the dinner table.”

      At the heart of our life and vision, and of Spencer’s and my teaching, was Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan who crosses social divides to “prove neighbor” to the stranger at the side of the road who has been unjustly treated (Luke 10:25-37). Activists at heart, we got a lot right. Our motto, you might say, was “yes, we can.”

      But after twelve years together, we were in crisis. Our Antioch community had shriveled up inside, riddled by unresolved relational difficulties, financial stress, and overwork. Even more, Spencer’s and my relationship had eroded. While he and I were traveling the nation preaching about justice and reconciliation, we could hardly sit at the same dinner table at our Antioch community. Our lists of each other’s sins began to grow: “You did this to me.” “Well that’s because you did that to me.” “Well you did that to me . . .”

      The deep friendship and partnership Spencer and I had forged was on the verge of breaking up. Facing the intensity of our 24/7 common life and work, many of us had run out of vision, energy, and spiritual resources to go on. In my view, “yes, we can” had become a gospel of trying harder and doing more. And that did not feel like good news. We were exhausted. The joy was gone. We were in crisis. But we had no idea how to be liberated from our captivity to activity.

      John Calvin once wrote, “For what is idolatry if not this: to worship the gifts in place of the Giver himself?” Activism is a gift. But extreme activism as an end in itself can make an idol of our indispensability, replacing the Only Indispensable One—the Giver.3

    

    
    
      THE CHALLENGE OF TRAUMA

      The story of our Mississippi crisis is a lens that helps us see three challenges facing our anxious and exhausted era, our burnout society.

      The first is the challenge of trauma. Because of our Mississippi community’s location at America’s margins, our work of hospitality and justice, and our multiracial life, we lived in proximity to pain and brokenness, both external and internal. In a similar way to our Mississippi experience, the pandemic put all of us in close contact with trauma and conflict.

      For some, that trauma has been physical, visceral, and even violent. More Americans have died of Covid-19 than from World War II and the Civil War—combined. While the suffering was hidden for many, not so for family and loved ones of those who died. The police murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis exposed patterns of violence against African Americans. As talk of a “Wuhan virus” increased, so did violent attacks against Asian Americans. All of us watched as bitter divisions over the pandemic, the 2020 election, and race tore communities and churches apart. No matter our politics, all it took was seeing headlines or opening social media to provoke further tension and anger. All these were distressing and disturbing experiences, all various forms of trauma unleashing further anxiety.

      Facing trauma, the temptation is to flee or to fight by becoming more and more active. But, as with our Mississippi community, we will eventually reach a breaking point of exhaustion and mental breakdown. Healing the trauma and conflict in and around us is a marathon, not a sprint. A yes-we-can spirituality of trying harder and doing more cannot sustain us, cannot carry us over the long haul.

    

    
    
      THE CHALLENGE OF EXCESS POSITIVITY

      A second challenge from the Mississippi crisis was revealed in the root problem that began to erode our lives and work. Our problem was not pessimism or despair. Until the crisis, our lives were bustling with activity and positivity. Our welcoming communal dinner slogan said it well: “There’s always room for one more.”

      The root problem of our age of burnout and frantic anxiety is not despair but a hyperactive life of “yes, we can.” Wouldn’t you think high-achievement, prosperous, yes-we-can people have more joy? Well, they don’t. By any measure, the United States is the most wealthy, influential, and powerful country in the history of the world. And the United States also has the world’s fourth-highest stress level.4

      South Korea had well-deserved success in controlling the spread of the Covid-19 virus, and a can-do culture of collective cooperation for the common good helps drive the country’s remarkable achievements. Indeed, just sixty years after being one of the poorest countries in the world after the Korean War, South Korea has the world’s twelfth-largest economy, hosting global brand names from Samsung, Hyundai, and Kia to the boy band BTS. But the competitive drive for achievement has come at a high cost. Tragically, despite prosperity, in South Korea young people are known as the “seven-give-up generation,” believing they will never find love, marriage, childbirth, close relationships, home ownership, personal dreams, or hope (in the five years my wife and I lived in South Korea [2014–2019], the “give-up” list grew from five to seven). They, along with American millennials and China’s 996 generation, reflect young adults in the world who may be rejecting a kind of advancement they find meaningless.

      This paradox of prosperity without joy reveals the power of philosopher Han’s insight that burnout society in our global time is rooted not in negativity but the very opposite: an excess of positivity. Han writes that in this age of burnout, “The complaint of the depressive individual, ‘Nothing is possible,’ is only possible in a society that believes, ‘Nothing is impossible.’”5

    

    
    
      THE CHALLENGE OF ACTIVISM TURNING TO VIOLENCE

      A third challenge revealed in the Mississippi crisis is how burnout breaks relationships. Deep practices of seeking justice and reconciliation were written into the daily fabric of our lives. Across racial lines, we lived in a community at the margins, talked honestly about race in our lives and in society, published a national magazine, and organized with others in a national association. Yet at the very same time, a culture of trying harder and doing more gradually began to weaken and damage our relationships, our hope, our joy.

      The danger of hyperactivism turning into a form of violence never occurred to me until I encountered the writings of Trappist monk Thomas Merton. Merton wrote eloquently about the great social challenges of the 1960s—from the rise of nuclear weapons to racial injustice, from abortion to war. Yet Merton warned about an insidious threat—internal, not external—overlooked by many actively involved in changing the world: what he called “a pervasive form of contemporary violence to which the idealist most easily succumbs: activism and overwork.” Merton continued,

      
        The rush and pressure of modern life are a form, perhaps the most common form, of its innate violence. To allow oneself to be carried away by a multitude of conflicting concerns, to surrender to too many demands, to commit oneself to too many projects, to want to help everyone in everything, is to succumb to violence. The frenzy of our activism neutralizes our work for peace. It destroys our own inner capacity for peace. It destroys the fruitfulness of our own work, because it kills the root of inner wisdom which makes work fruitful.6

      

      When Han describes the affliction of today’s burnout society, he sees what Merton saw, but on steroids—a world of overachievement and overcommunication that requires people to strive to the point of self-destruction. Writes Han, “It reflects a humanity waging war on itself.”7 This seems to describe the world as experienced by many young adults in the United States, South Korea, and China, a world they may be beginning to reject.

      Merton teaches us that we must always analyze the quest for change through a spiritual lens. He saw that deep change requires being deeply rooted in our own spirits and hearts. Rooted in the shallow frenzy of idealism and hyperactivity alone, the fruit in our lives will be tasty for only a season, then will grow bitter and the tree eventually barren. The tree may seem strong to outside eyes, but it will gradually wither and then fall, often during a sudden crisis. This is how being rooted in overwork and frantic activism can become a form of violence to ourselves and to others, as began to happen in the growing bitterness and hurtful words and broken relationships in our Mississippi community.

    

    
    
      THE ANTIDOTE FOR ANXIETY

      Facing our time of crisis and burnout, I believe the most essential virtue is joy.

      Joy? Given the pain of this time, shouldn’t we begin with lament? With the cry of Jesus from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46).

      Yet this same Jesus is the one who “for the joy set before him endured the cross” (Hebrews 12:2). In the Bible, joy
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