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INTRODUCTION

It’s a privilege to be here this afternoon. I feel affection for Gordon College since my own undergraduate studies were completed at a Christian liberal arts college.  

Our topic today is Poverty and the Stewardship of Power. I believe that the way we think about power affects how we try to tackle the challenge of redressing poverty. 

Now, I work outside of the academy and have always felt that I am more of a practitioner than an intellectual. I wanted to state that up front because as we talk today about “Poverty and the Stewardship of Power” you need to know that I’m coming at this topic more from the “street up” rather than from the “ivory tower down.”

A Very Brief Theology of Power 


In the first half of my presentation, I will offer some thoughts on some basics of a theology of power. And then in the second half, we’ll move to practical application of these theological insights.


Now, I’m not a theologian and I haven’t read fifty books on Christian philosophies of power or sociologies of power or theories of power. So I’m not equipped to lay out a beautiful intellectual infrastructure on how to think about power. I want simply to begin by offering few observations, from a street perspective, on the Christian church’s functional theology of power—and especially how that relates to our efforts to redress poverty. There are probably a ton of books out there – perhaps some of them written by smart people from Gordon’s faculty—on how we Christians ought to think about power. But from my vantage point, when it comes to how we actually act, our deployment of power seems to be based on a few common assumptions. Interestingly, some of these assumptions are conflicting. Indeed, when I think about adjectives to describe how most Christians seem to feel about power, I think of words like uncomfortable and unsettled and ambiguous and ambivalent. So let me mention what seem to me to be common  functional beliefs about power within the Christian community, especially as they relate to our topic of poverty.

1) The first is the belief that power is generally bad. I have observed Christians who are very suspicious of power and may even advocate the abnegation of power. For example, they might counsel a rich, highly positioned, influential person who comes to Christ to leave their high-powered secular jobs and the corruption of wealth.

2) But another thing I’ve observed is that the average American middle class Christian doesn’t seem to understand just how much power he has. I don’t think we regularly engage in any kind of exercise of inventorying our power, trying to identify its various forms or the contexts in which we might be able to deploy for good. 

3) A third thing I’ve observed is that many churches, when it comes to how they actually try to address poverty, do not have a very high view of the power that resides in the poor people they are trying to help. There’s not a whole lot of energy that is expended in trying to identify the gifts, talents, and assets of the poor and how those might be deployed.

4) And fourth, there appears to be a strange phenomenon in which some Christians have been motivated to accumulate power under the belief that doing so will position them for greater influence for good in society. So they have climbed up to the top of their professions in the business sector and government and the media and other sectors of society, but once they’ve gotten there, they have not seemed able to make any appreciable impact for the Kingdom. 

I plan to return to some of these functional beliefs about power later in this lecture, so try if you can to just sort of table those quick 4 thoughts for now and we will reexamine them in a bit. 

What I’d like to do next is try to hold up against these functional assumptions that seem to guide Christians’ use of power a very basic theology of power that is rooted in the Grand Narrative of God’s redemptive work in history. My basic, foundational theology of power is going to have seven planks, and in the interest of time I’ll just say a little bit about each.

Any Christian theology of power has to be rooted in the Grand Story of God’s work in the world. That Grand Narrative has four main parts: Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Consummation.  Parts 1 and 4 of the Grand Narrative – the parts about Creation and Consummation – reveal God’s normative intentions for how the world ought to be. The Bible’s bookends – Gen 1-2 and Revelation 21 – paint a picture of God’s ideal world. What we see in the pre-fall Earth of Genesis 1-2 and in the post-consummation New Earth of Rev 21 can be summed up in a single, marvelous word: shalom. Shalom happens when everything and everyone as just as God intends in all His wisdom, love, and goodness. Shalom is the hallmark of God’s Kingdom—it is that perfect state of being where there is wholeness and health, peace between people and God, between all races, and even peace with nature; shalom is where there is perfect safety and abundance and beauty and justice; where there is no crying, no disease, no warfare, no death, and no evil.


And in this world of shalom, the world as God means it to be, human beings have considerable power. Made in God’s image, we have the power of creativity from Him. Additionally, God shares His power with us and makes us His vice-regents. He places human beings in charge of His created order. Listen to these words from Genesis 1: “God blessed Adam and Eve and said to them, Be fruitful and increase in number, fill the earth and subdue it, Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” A chapter later, this Cultural Mandate is repeated when Genesis 2:15 says “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.” 


This is really, really important to notice, because it was not something that God had to do. God could have put humans in the Garden and said: “Hey, this is paradise. Don’t mess it up!” But He didn’t. God had such a great time being a Creator that He wanted us, His children made in His image, to enjoy the lifework of creating. We have talents from God and authority to use them. We have power. Power is God’s gift. 


So right here we have the first three planks in our very brief theology of power. #1, power is a gift. #2, God’s modus operandi is power-sharing with those who appear weak. #3, humans possessing power is part of God’s normative plan for how things ought to be.


Now, let’s just take a moment to let those three propositions sink in, because if we really consider them, they probably feel kind of jarring. And hopefully you can see how they differ from some of the functional assumptions I mentioned earlier that seem to characterize the church’s use of power. I said that often it seems our functional belief about power is that it’s bad. We’re suspicious of it. And now I’m saying, based on Biblical teaching, that power is good. That power is a gift?. That humans having power is part of God’s ideal plan. In addition, I’m arguing that God, the great Sovereign, the Almighty, the All-Powerful actually delights in giving power away. For many Christians, these are strange thoughts. For many very good reasons, we have very grave suspicions about power. And much of that suspicion is good, and well-founded. I’m about to talk about that next. But just for this moment, let these first planks in our theology of power “land.” God sharing power with human beings as His gift to them is part of His ideal plan for how things ought to be.


All right. Let’s move on to our next planks in our brief theology of power. We’re suspicious about power because we remember that the original humans didn’t possess power for very long at all before they abused it. The beauty of Genesis 2 is followed all-too-quickly by the tragedy of Genesis 3.  The fall. God entrusted us with His creation mandate, He gave us power to enjoy and expand the beauty and shalom of His good creation, and we threw it all away in our distrust, greed, selfishness, and our will-to-greater-power. For Adam and Eve, the power God had granted them wasn’t enough. They wanted more. They grasped beyond the boundaries of power God had set for them. And the results were far-reaching and tragic. So plank #4 in our basic theology of power is this: We tend to be dissatisfied with the power we have, and we hunger for more, and this lust for power is dangerous.


But now comes perhaps the strangest plank of all in our theology of power. We would expect, would we not, that in light of the fall, God would take back the power He gifted to us? In Genesis 1 and 2, God gave us this incredible position as Vice-Regents with Him. He gave us the authority and enablement to steward His creation, to both develop it (that’s the Hebrew word “abad” in Gen 2:15 where it says Adam was to work the garden) and to protect it (that’s the Hebrew word “shamar” in Gen 2:15 translated “tend” the garden). Having messed up that commission royally, we’d expect God to decide that this power-sharing plan wasn’t actually such a great idea. But against all those reasonable expectations, God surprises us. Adam and Eve are indeed cast out of paradise, but their power is not stripped from them and their cultural mandate is not retracted. 

Indeed, God never changes His mind about the notion His power-sharing with us is a good idea. You see we know that not only because He didn’t retract the cultural mandate after the Fall, but also because we see Him setting us on thrones with Jesus in the consummation. I said earlier that God’s normative intentions for how things ought to be are revealed in two parts of the Grand Narrative – the creation and the consummation. And if we look at what life is going to be like in the New Earth by looking at Revelation, what we see is a reaffirmation of humans’ vice-regency and our reigning over the universe on the throne with Jesus!

So the mysterious plank #5 in our theology of power is this: Despite our sinfulness, God doesn’t retract His gift of power or His mandate to us to be His stewards on the earth.


All right, let’s move to planks #6 and #7, which are the ones with perhaps the greatest relevancy as we consider the issue of stewarding power to redress poverty. 

The Purpose of Power: Blessing 


Plank #6 has to do with the question, For what purpose has God granted we human beings power and vice-regency? Surely that’s a question just begging for a six-hour discussion. But since we don’t have that kind of time, I’ll just offer my answer and you’ll have to decide on its merits. I believe that the scriptures make plain that God has given us power for the purposes of blessing.  Blessing. Now blessing is an emasculated word in our culture. Try not to think of someone saying “God bless you” when you sneeze or a man telling his wife that it was such a blessing that his golf game didn’t get rained out. When I say we are given power to bless, I’m talking about the Hebrew word “barak.” It’s a muscular word; it’s a robust word.


I’m talking about Gen 12 where God says He will bless Abraham and make him a great nation and that through Abraham all the nations of the earth will be blessed. And what does it look like to be blessed? 


Well, according to Deut. 28 blessing, barak, looks like: 

· Fertility of people and of animals and of land so that there will be abundance

· Safety and security of borders and

· Freedom from debt and oppression

In a nutshell, to bless others, is to do nothing less than to give them a foretaste of shalom.

This notion of the substantial nature of “blessing” is picked up in Proverbs 11:10 when it says, When the righteous prosper, the city rejoices.” I have a whole other talk I give on that verse. But it means that when people of wealth, power, and influence use that power the way God intends – use it to promote Kingdom values—then the city rejoices. And that word “rejoice” is a big deal. It’s a word that connotes the rejoicing a people would do if they won a big military victory against an oppressor who was threatening to wipe them and everything they held dear out. This is large-scale rejoicing. This is the reality of experiencing blessing – experiencing safety, security, prosperity, health, liberation, justice. 

So when I say “blessing” I’m talking something big and rich and deep. God empowers us to be people who bring blessing – that is, people who help push back the curse and who help bring into being greater tastes of shalom – of health, wholeness, peace, prosperity, justice.


So, to what end are we given power? For personal comfort and fulfillment? No. For lording it over others and getting our way? No. To accumulate money? No. To put together a great and impressive resume? No. We are granted power to bless. We are granted power in order to bring others foretastes of shalom. We are granted power so that we can do what the Lord requires of us, and what does the Lord require of us? To do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God. Because people who use their God-given power do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with God are people who bring ever-increasing foretastes of shalom into our broken world. 

How Are We to Use Power?


The final question we must answer to complete our brief theology of power is a question about methods or strategies. The question for plank #6 in our theology was about objectives – to what end are we to deploy our power? The question undergirding plank #7 is about methods: How are we to use our power? 


I think the answer is to be found in the pattern we have already seen: namely, the model of God sharing His power with those who appear powerless. All throughout the scriptures God’s “power partnerships” involve a curious, strange blend of weakness and strength. God so often chooses to work through people who at least from the outside, from a merely human vantage point, seem weak. 

Think about it. God picks the Israelites as His chosen people. Why? Because they were numerous or impressive or great? No. We’re told explicitly in Deut 7 that Israel was not the greatest or most numerous or most impressive nation; God didn’t choose them on the basis of any of those factors. 

And then consider for minute God’s empowering of key OT leaders. He chooses Joseph – a slave, a prisoner—and raises him to power. He chooses Moses—an infant born to a slave girl, a member of the oppressed class. He chooses David, the least of all his brothers and a shepherd. He chooses Daniel, an exile, an alien, and raises him up to leadership in Babylon. 

And this theme of God’s power partnerships, with their strange blends of power and powerlessness, of strength and weakness, continues into the NT. 

When we observe Jesus with His disciples, what do we see? We see power-sharing. The Royal King shares His power with commoners, with weak people, disciples who like us so often are marked by folly, by pride, and by cowardice. But Jesus still chooses to share His power with these weak disciples of His! All the Gospel narratives tell us how He gave the 12 power to cast out demons and heal the sick—and then sent them out to do it. Later He does the same thing with the group of 72, who go our 2 by 2 and find great joy as they minister and bless people, healing them in Jesus’ name, using their power to bring foretastes of shalom to their neighbors. Then near the end of His life, in John 14:12, Jesus promises even more power thru the Holy Spirit to the disciples and predicts that they will do “even greater things.” 

St. Augustine summed up God’s power-sharing with us in a wonderfully pithy way: “God with us will not as we without God cannot.”  God’s plan is to bring shalom to this broken world, but He wants to do that in partnership with us. He doesn’t need us, but He has chosen to act with us. Meanwhile, we have the calling to join Him in His Kingdom work, but we are utterly unable to do so apart from our total reliance on Him. It’s a partnership.

SUMMATION: A BASIC THEOLOGY OF POWER

So let’s sum up our basic theology of power:

1. Power is good; it is God’s gift. 

2. God’s modus operandi is power-sharing with the weak.

3. Human beings possessing power is part of God’s normative plan for how things ought to be.

4. We tend to be dissatisfied with the power we have, and we hunger for more, and this lust for power is dangerous.

5. Despite our sinfulness, God doesn’t retract His gift of power or His mandate to us to be His stewards on the earth

6. Power is given to us in order to bless; which means to bring people a foretaste of shalom.

7. Just as God most often shares His power with those who appear weak and powerless, we too are to consider the great potential of the “weak” and share our power with them.

Part 2: Applying All This

I’d like to now spend the other half of my time talking about how to apply this basic theology of power when it comes to the issue of combating poverty.  

APPLICATIONS


First, let’s return to a couple of functional assumptions about power I outlined at the beginning of the lecture. You’ll recall that I said earlier that:

1) The church functions on the assumption that the poor don’t really have much power or potential; and

2) Church members don’t seem to have a very robust understanding of the power that they possess 

Why do I say these things? I say it because of the observations I’ve made from my street level perspective, concerning how churches address poverty in their cities.

Author Robert Linthicum, who’s been a leading thinker about how to steward power to fight poverty, suggests that there are three basic ways churches interact with their communities – in, to and with.
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Diagram 1: The Church  Ministering “In” the Community


Some churches are simply “in” the community. They have no real relationship to their neighbors and no desire for such. They may even have a fortress mentality. There’s not a desire to impact the community but just to build up the members of the congregation. Might even be marked by an oppositional stance towards the culture. Thankfully there aren’t tons of churches like this. The best research out there suggests that between 70 and 80 percent of churches are engaged in at least one form of community service. 
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Diagram 2: The Church Ministering “To” the Community


Most churches fall in the second category. These are churches that have ministry to the community.  These congregations desire to impact their community but don’t really let community stakeholders impact them. It’s unidirectional. The church serves the community, offers things to the community, but makes all the decisions.
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Diagram 3: The Church Ministering “With” the Community


And then there is a small but thankfully growing number of churches that minister with the community. They are open to bi-directional influence. There’s less of us/them. There is the desire to serve but also the willingness to listen and to let others lead. This is a power-sharing model where the church has a high enough view of community members that it recognizes their assets.


Another dimension to consider about community ministry has to do with the differences between relief, betterment, betterment, and development.  Relief ministries are short-term, event-oriented reactions to crises. Relief ministries are things like emergency benevolence funds and soup kitchens and clothing closets. Most church-based outreach in the U.S. falls into this category. Betterment ministries take a deeper and more relational approach. These ministries focus more on root causes of the problems rather than alleviating symptoms. So betterment ministries might include things like a job-training center or an ESL program. They are usually focused on individuals. Development goes deeper, moving people and neighborhoods toward long-term transformation. Development involves programs like micro-enterprise to help launch community members into businesses that can provide economic uplift and affordable housing projects that can move people into home ownership, which increases their wealth measured by assets not just income. 
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The bad news is that the majority of Christian efforts to fight poverty fall as marked in this diagram: we provide relief-oriented services to the community. And this position on the chart reveals aspects of the functional theology of power I’d mentioned at the outset of this talk. For one thing, work in this “red square” doesn’t take a high view of the capacities and talents of the poor. For another, the red square approach is not very creative in its understanding of the power that resides among the congregation’s members and that might be deployed to fight poverty in the community. 

The result of all that is that in the red square paradigm, we mostly help people manage their poverty instead of empowering them to overcome it. We look at the poor and see only their needs. And we give them charity, instead of working with them to discover their abilities and open up opportunities. Simultaneously, we engage our congregants in giving money, clothes, and canned foods instead of asking them to use their social networks, their life experiences, their political entree, their companies, and their vocational skills—in short, their power—in creative ways to open up those opportunities.

But there’s good news, too. It’s that we don’t have to stay stuck in the red square. With a better theology of power, we are equipped to address poverty in a better and more effective way.
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Where churches is aim is the green square—where they are engaged in long-term developmentally oriented work with the community members.

So that begs a question: how do we get from the red square approach to the green square? Let me illustrate how such positive movement can begin.

In 2002, an Episcopalian priest named Father Joe Ashby gathered a group of Christians together with a vision for serving the low-income McLaughlin neighborhood in the city of Muskegon, Michigan.  This is a neighborhood with a lot of visible homelessness and lots of very poor Latino immigrants. They decided to open a ministry called Sacred Suds that would meet an important physical need in the neighborhood. Sacred Suds offers free shower and laundry facilities.

For a number of years one of the regulars at Sacred Suds was a disabled homeless guy named George. The staff knew him as “Grumpy George” because he was always kind of an Eeyore. George had been in a very bad motorcycle accident as a young man some 30 years ago and had suffered a serious brain injury and messed up his back. He can’t really talk. After the accident George felt like his life was over. For the next few decades, he eked out an existence on his monthly disability checks from the government and struggled with drinking. 

In 2006, the leaders at Sacred Suds began thinking in new ways about power and about poverty. They recognized that they were in the red square on the chart; that they were ministering “to” instead of “with” the neighbors and that they were only offering relief rather than something that could help more permanently. So the Sacred Suds Board gathered a lot of the neighborhood residents together. They began to listen because they had a newfound appreciation of the talents and gifts and assets of their neighbors instead of seeing only their neighbors’ weaknesses and needs.  They posed this question to the neighborhood residents: “What’s one thing that we could together do to make this neighborhood better?”  Well, the residents chewed on this query for a while and started talking about how in an earlier time the neighborhood had been stronger because more people knew each other and looked out for one another. They decided to start a community vegetable and flower garden. 

To the surprise of the staff, when George found out about it, he came to Sacred Suds and said he’d like to volunteer. And, manifesting a new power-sharing mentality, the staff decided to give George a chance, even though he was disabled and grumpy and hadn’t exactly proven himself as the most reliable person in the world. Now, about two years later, George is at the garden practically 24-7. He’s the main gardener; he’s the point man; he’s in charge. He takes huge pride in his work. And his whole demeanor has changed. He’s truly a new creation and he is now filled with joy and purpose. So the Garden has led to one man’s great transformation. It’s also beginning to revitalize the community. It has provided a community gathering place to foster more relationship, it’s helped beautify the neighborhood, it’s teaching young people about responsibility and delayed gratification, among other benefits.

Sacred Suds’ transformation to a more creative and more effective strategy for poverty fighting was spurred by a change in their view of power – by a newfound appreciation for the power and assets resident in the people they had come to serve, and a newfound commitment to the Modus Operandi of sharing power with their neighbors instead of just bringing services to their neighbors. 

Our view of power affects our strategies for fighting poverty.

Almost twenty years ago in Seattle, there were some computer geeks who looked at the homeless in their city. But they didn’t just see needy homeless people and start handing out blankets and food. Instead, they saw men and women who could work and who often wanted to work, but faced a number of barriers. One really critical barrier was the lack of a telephone. It’s pretty tough to get a job if you can’t leave a phone number on the job application. So these computer geeks invented something called Community Voice Mail. Now it’s in use in over 420 cities in America and has helped over 300,000 people. 70% of the homeless people that get Community Voicemail – basically their own phone number and personalized message service – are able to achieve a critical goal like landing a job or finding new housing. 

Almost twenty years ago in India, there were some businessmen who looked at rural peasants and didn’t just see people who lacked education and many of the basics of the life – although those were genuine realities. Instead they saw semi-literate women who had amazing determination and villagers who wanted a better life. So they started something called Barefoot College and began a 6-month training program. In 6 months, peasant women are trained at Barefoot College in how to install and maintain solar energy panels. These women don’t have a university education or a Master’s degree in physics or a lot of other things that outside experts see that they lack. But those deficiencies have not made it impossible for them to employ their God-given minds and skills in the work of providing electrification to their villages using solar power. 350 rural villages now have solar-powered electrification as do 870 schools served by the “barefoot engineers.” 

I rejoice in stories like these. They show the wonderful things that can happen when we imitate God’s power-sharing modus operandi and when we see the apparently poor and powerless the way that He sees them—as people made in His image who have gifts and talents and capabilities that need to be unleashed.  

GOOD NEWS


So the bad news is that right now too much Christian effort is in the red square. But the good news is that we can move to the green square. One of my favorite “green square” ministries is located just an hour away from me, in innercity Richmond VA. 

The ministry is called Boaz & Ruth. It was begun by Martha Rollins. She is a senior citizen who for years ran the Richmond’s most successful antiques store. Her work was captured in fancy national magazines. She was a very successful businesswoman. When she came to Christ several years ago, she thought perhaps she should leave business and go to seminary. She spoke to her pastor and thankfully he wisely instructed her that there was no reason she had to abandon her business talents. Indeed, she needed to deploy her knowledge, skills, experience, wealth, and social network—in short, her vocational power—for the Kingdom. Martha was thrilled to hear that, because she had often been concerned about the disparities she saw in her city between the rich and poor. 

So she prayed and got a vision–What about starting a used goods store somewhere in the innercity that needed a retail business investment? She started driving around urban neighborhoods looking for a location and God crossed Martha’s path with Rosa Jiggets. Rosa is a middle-aged African-American woman from the Highland Park neighborhood. Rosa grew up in an entrepreneurial family and her business interests and common faith caused her and Martha to hit it off. Martha shared her ideas and Rosa shared her knowledge and local contacts. Together they envisioned a retail “Second Harvest” store that would employ neighborhood residents. Just a few years later, that business has become the anchor for 6 businesses in the Highland Park neighborhood, each of which employs ex-offenders. The men and women from prison join Boaz & Ruth’s apprenticeship program and work for a year or more at the store, or in the moving business, furniture restoration business, local restaurant, or another of B&R’s enterprises. 


I’ve brought a little video to let you get a glimpse of Martha and her team at Boaz and Ruth. [show video 1:23 minutes]
Martha Rollins has the notion of power partnerships correct. She loves to say of everyone involved at B&R, from staff to volunteers to the program participants: “Everyone simultaneously is a Boaz and everyone is a Ruth. Everyone has resources to share and everyone has needs.”

Conclusion: The Effects of the Power-Sharing Mindset


Well, let me begin to wrap this up. 


Stewarding our power to address poverty means taking all the planks of a Biblical theology of power seriously and then trying to apply them practically. That means having a high view of the assets of poor people and poor communities. It means recognizing that the weaknesses we see – whether political powerlessness, or lack of social connections or education – are real, but that these needs or deficiencies don’t tell the whole story. There are assets there as well; there are people well-worth investing in and sharing power with. 

But these power partnerships with the poor accomplish something else, too. They are important not only for those who appear poor and powerless; they are important for us who in the eyes of the world are powerful. Let me explain.

Remember how one plank of our theology of power was the sad fact that we sinful human beings are so often dissatisfied with our power and lust for more of it?  Sometimes this hunger for power takes on very obviously sinful forms – like when we seek power only for self-aggrandizement or for the money and fame we hope to accrue. These are the patently selfishness forms of power-seeking which we all must guard against. But I don’t think those are the abuses of power that in fact are the most common or even the most dangerous. 

You’ll recall that at the outset of this talk I mentioned that one strange phenomenon in our functional theology of power is the phenomenon of Christians determining to get to the top of places of power so that they can use their influence for good – but when they arrive, they don’t actually make much difference. I want to delve into that a little more deeply for a moment. 

Oxford University Press published an important book about Evangelicals in America last year. It is called Faith in the Halls of Power, Michael Lindsay interviewed 360 evangelicals who had reached the top of their various sectors – the top of the business world, the academy, the entertainment industry, and the government. I found the book really depressing, because with just a handful of exceptions, what Lindsay discovered was that the Christians who’d made it all the way to the top of their fields didn’t really know what to do with the influence they had there. They lived just like their secular colleagues – in the same gated communities, driving the same luxury cars, spending their money in the same selfish ways. The section on the Christian business leaders was especially depressing, because when Lindsay asked them how their faith shaped their vocation, they mostly said things like “I wear a WWJD bracelet” or “I started a Bible study at the company.”

Talk about wasted opportunities. Talk about anemic vision.

How are we to think about this? Well, people who reject plank #1 in the theology of power I tried to lay out, and who argue that power is just evil and dangerous, would say that these Christians were misguided in their desire to get to the top of the power ladders. They’d say that these people just need to chuck all that and get serious for Jesus by leaving those gated communities and those gigantic bank accounts and those high-powered executive jobs at the top of the Fortune 500.

But I think that would be wrong. God didn’t tell Daniel to abandon his power when he was a high ruler in Babylon. God didn’t tell Esther to run away from her position as Queen and he didn’t tell Joseph to resign his post as prime minister in Egypt. And after He temporarily took away all of Job’s money and social rank and public leadership, He gave it all back. 

And it’s because power is not inherently evil. It is God’s gift. The problem with the folks in Michael Lindsay’s book is not that they have power. The problem is that they have forgotten what the purpose of that power is. They have forgotten that all that power and influence and wealth is to be stewarded for blessing, for giving people foretastes of the coming Kingdom, the coming shalom. 

I believe the biggest reason why they’ve forgotten that is that they’ve not invested their power in the kinds of power partnerships that God intends for them to invest in. He wants them to imitate His modus operandi of sharing power with those who appear weak but who in fact have great talents from Him waiting for the opportunity to be unleashed. And that M.O. requires genuine relationships with people who are the bottom of the world’s power ladders. 

The high-powered folks profiled in Lindsay’s book don’t rub shoulders with people outside of their social class. They do not deliberately expose themselves to the problems faced by people at the bottom of the power ladder and they don’t befriend the people at the bottom. To the extent that they have any engagement in the fight against poverty is an engagement well summed up by one of my heroines in the Christian faith, an 19th century poverty-fighter named Octavia Hill. She told the wealthy Christians of her day that their problem was they were too ready to help the poor and not willing enough to know them.  They don’t know how to use the power they have at the top because they don’t have any genuine friendships with real people at the bottom. 

Martha Rollins is making a great impact in inner-city Richmond because of her power partnerships – with Rosa Jiggets and with the ex-offenders that help run the ministry and the businesses. Did you hear her say that everyday she gets to be involved in transforming other people’s lives and in the midst is transformed herself? Did you see how she didn’t abandon her power and wealth and influence as a successful businesswoman but instead stewarded all that power to bless her city, in genuine power-sharing partnerships with people who had less worldly power than she?

A better understanding of how to steward her power for the Kingdom led Martha Rollins into very creative activity. She drew upon her customer base for the inventory for the initial store. She drew upon her experience in marketing and advertising to get attention paid by the media to the efforts at Boaz & Ruth. She drew upon her business savvy launch related businesses in furniture restoration, moving, and rehabbing. She had access to white power brokers in the local political system and got them excited about her ex-offender reentry program. 

In many parts of our world, persistent poverty remains in part because power is not being stewarded the way God intends. When power is abused – when blatant selfishness reigns and the rich and powerful use their power just for their own self-interest—poverty remains. As the theologian Walter Bruggemann has argued, the Bible teaches that there is a connection between justice – the right use of power – and fertility or prosperity. We see that in prophetic texts like Psalm 72 and Hosea 2.

So blatant abuse of power, like that by greedy Third World dictators, contributes to persistent poverty. But so does the neglectful, ignorant, passive non-stewardship of power that characterizes too many of our churches. I don’t think our churches are filled with Third World dictators. But they are filled with people who have a lot of power that could be deployed for the sake of the Kingdom, and that could be creatively invested in power partnerships with the poor, but that is not. 

A right stewardship of power – one that rests on a careful, tempered, yet high view of power, one that rests on a high view of the poor, one that rests on a vigorous commitment to inventory and deploy all our power for the purpose of blessing, one that rests on a delight in sharing power with the dispossessed—this, yes this creates effective poverty fighting and real results. 
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