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How should Christians relate to the city? Attitudes.

Why should Christians be involved in the city? Motivations.

What should Christians be seeking in the city? Goals.

1. HOW SHOULD CHRISTIANS RELATE TO THE CITY?

a.
Myths and realities.

Myth #1- The country is wholesome; the city is corrupting.

Originally western society had a positive view of cities. Early cities were places of safety from marauders and wild animals and tribal warfare. Medieval cities were the only places for serfs and other common people to find freedom from the feudal system. (The countryside was completely under the power of autocratic feudal lords.) But in the past 200 years, western society in general has developed a powerful negative view of cities. They are seen as sources of corruption and evil, while rural settings are places of natural goodness. “A recent commercial for Boy Scouting depict[s] a forlorn boy wandering through the city. The message states…‘His stars are neon lights. Instead of grass, he has cement. ‘Boys are urged to…get away from the urban scene. Thus they will become…[better].” (Conn, p.19)

But Christians should recognize the bad theology behind this. The old liberal humanism of the 19th and early 20th century saw human nature as basically good, not sinful; it believed that our problems came from wrong socialization, that we only become violent and “bad” from our environment. Thus it was from Rousseau and others like him that the influential concept of the “noble savage” arose--that people are in good in their natural and pristine state, and only society “defiles” us and turns us bad. So cities, the place of intensified human society is corrupting, while “getting back to nature” recaptures or maintains basic human goodness.

We have seen (in “A Biblical Theology of the City”) that this view of the city is wrong. The Bible shows us that God did not intend for Adam and Eve to keep the world a “garden” – he wanted them to develop the world into a city that honored the Lord. And he will make the world such a city (Rev. 21-22). But also, we must see that this view of human nature is also wrong. The dynamic of the city is that it is a “magnifying glass” for the human heart. It brings out whatever is in the human heart. Adam and Eve would have developed a city of God and all the potentialities of creation (physical nature and human spirit) would have been untainted and thus the city would be glorious. Today, however, art and science and technology and education serve to both bring out the best and worst. It is quite wrong to see the city as evil! It was designed by God to “draw out” and to “mine” what God made. We should appreciate the power of the city and realize the tremendous evil has been brought to it by us!

Myth #2- The country inspires; faith dies in the city.

Why is it that when books are published with titles such as “Seeking God” or “Prayer” that the book covers depict high mountains or sunsets over oceans or virgin forests? Of course, God created these things, and they “tell us of his glory” (Psalm 19:1-2), but the apex of creation is the making of male and female in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27), and therefore cities, filled with people, are as filled with the glory of God as a seashore.

The idea that the city is a place where churches die and people lose their faith does not hold up to scrutiny. It is true that today, many people fleeing traditional morality and religion go to the city, which is more merciful and tolerant to those who are different (see “A Biblical Theology of the City”). But the city is also a place of creativity and openness to new ideas, where people without faith in Christ are more accessible to it than they would have been elsewhere. In fact, the city is a spiritual “hotbed” where people are both losing faith and finding it continually; outside the city, spiritual movement and examination is much more static. The early Christian church largely was an urban movement because then, like today, the city affords more advantages to evangelism than non-urban areas, where people are not as open to new ideas, nor are there as many forums for “getting the word” out.

Why do so many Christian ministries have negative attitudes (and records) in the city? The city is a more fruitful but less comfortable place to do ministry. In the city, you need more skills in change agency and more skills in communicating with people who are un-like you. Many Christians from homogeneous middle class communities simply don’t want to learn the broader range of skills necessary to serve in the city.

Myth #3- The country is personal; the city is de-humanizing.

Americans in general and Christians in particular see the city as big, impersonal, anonymous. One Christian writer gives a very typical view, “coming mostly from close-knit, face-to-face societies, the impersonal atmosphere of the big city produces a terrible loneliness. There is a breakdown of the social ties that formerly gave life its meaning, for families break up and friendships that have endured for generations are severed.”  (Edward Murphy, cited in Conn, p.39). Again, there is some truth to this, but overall this attitude also does not hold up to scrutiny. Very different types of people come to the city: a) professionals coming from smaller towns or suburbs, seeking to “make it”, b) immigrants coming from countries usually with less political or economic freedom, seeking economic independence or perhaps a whole new life. Now it is true that the city is not as coercive as “close-knit, face-to-face societies”. In smaller towns, your relationships and roles are more proscribed and laid out for you. In the city you have more choices. But cities can afford every bit as strong a set of relationships as the small town, and it can afford generally a better set than the suburbs.

Professionals who live in the suburbs often commute long distances to work. (This is now largely true of people living in rural areas.) So they do not live near people with whom they work, and they don’t work with people who are their neighbors. Relationships with neighbors and work colleagues are partial and superficial. But if one lives in the city, you work with many others who live near you. So vocational affinities are combined with geographical nearness and strong relationships can, result. The high mobility of people in the city can be a frustration, but the rest of the society to great degree shares this characteristic.

On the other hand, immigrants from other countries and inner city ethnic peoples maintain very strong family and friendship ties in the city, creating small “villages” within neighborhoods. Upper middle class people have been socialized to desire space and uncrowdedness – and so we view teeming street corners with alarm. But urban people see high density as a sign of community vitality. “Social workers in the west end of Boston were forced to abandon an experimental summer program that gave inner city boys a chance to spend a vacation…on Cape Cod. The boys could not understand why anyone would want to visit…such a lonely spot…. Open, unused space was, for them, not being where the action was.” (Conn, p.45)

It is also a myth that cities are “bad places to raise families”. As in ministry, family rearing in the city is highly fruitful as well as more challenging. The city does not separate individuals as much as does the suburban lifestyle.

Summary:

#1 – The city does not corrupt human nature, but it reveals human nature. The realities of the human condition – our glory and our fallenness – are more clear and inescapable in the city.

#2 – The city does not destroy faith, but it enhances the search and the examining of our faith. In reality, the city is a more fruitful but more challenging place to do ministry of any kind.

#3 – The city does not destroy relationships, but in many ways enhances them.

b.
Models for relationships.

Three unBiblical attitudes toward the city. (Refer to “A Biblical Theology of the City” and “Myths and Realities”).

(1.) We despise the city. In this model, the church relates to the city as a fortress in it. It huddles Christians together for warmth in the midst of a cold cruel city. The theological problem with this attitude: forgetting the city as Jerusalem. God calls us to spread Jeru-shalom through earthly cities. This model refuses to take seriously the priestly work of the church.

(2.) We are the city. In this model, the church relates as a mirror of it. It simply reflects whatever the trends of the city are. The theological problem with this attitude: forgetting the city as Babylon. God calls Babylon to repentance, we are not to simply assimilate into it. This model refuses to take seriously the prophetic work of the church.

(3.) We use the city. In this model, the church relates as a space capsule above the city. It neither relates prophetically, calling for repentance (as model #1) nor priestly, serving it (as model #2). It ignores the city and acts as if it is not there. The theological problem with this attitude: forgetting the city as the place of struggle between the city of God and the city of Man.

(4.) We love the city. In this model, the church is salt and light (Matt. 5:13-16), bringing healing and reweaving where there is decay (“salt”), preaching the gospel in word and embodying the gospel in deeds (“light”). It takes seriously the responsibility of the church to be prophetic, priestly, and kingly in its ministry.

Any theological model of the city will fail if one or more of these three Biblical themes of the city is neglected, omitted, or over-emphasized.

2. WHY SHOULD CHRISTIANS BE INVOLVED IN THE CITY?

a.
Because the City Needs Christians.

(1.) The growing problems in U.S. cities.

In a famous speech in 1994, Daniel P. Moynihan pointed out that in 1944 there were 44 murders in New York City, while now there are always 1,000-1,500 per year here. He noted that in 1944 there were 73,000 people on public assistance/welfare, while today there are over 1,000,000. Since he was here then (that was the year he graduated from a High School) he was able to testify to how much more comfortable, safe, and civil a place NYC used to be, even though there were 160,000 more people living in Manhattan than there are now. In short, crime and poverty in our cities are 15-30 times worse today than they were 50 years ago. That is a cataclysmic change.

Elsewhere Moynihan (in his article “Defining Deviancy Down”) has also pointed out that we have adopted social defense mechanisms to hide from ourselves the astonishing magnitude of our social disaster. For example, years ago, society would not have tolerated the conditions now existing for children in the South Bronx. But Jonathan Kozol’s latest book on that very subject has just elicited a corporate “yawn” from the populace.

(2.) The worst may be vet to come.

Many cities have recently been putting more money into increased law enforcement, and the result has been a much-publicized decrease in the crime rate. (For example, in NYC, annual murders have dropped from over 1,500 per year to 1,000 per, a decrease of over 35%.) We must be thankful for that, but it is hard to find much consolation here. Increased law enforcement can only bring a very temporary respite. The number of murders is still 20 times higher than it was 50 years ago for a larger city! That is a seismic social change and, whatever its roots and causes, an increased police force can do nothing more than keep a temporary lid on it.

In general, a society goes in the direction of its cities. Major trends in mega​cities arrive in other cities some years later and then spread out into the general culture some years after that. One specific example of this is how drug trafficking and related violence, once totally confined in the 70’s to places like NYC and LA, is now seen routinely in smaller cities. The broader society will not be able to “wall itself off’ from increasing despair and disorder in our cities.

(3.) The roots of our disorder.

The question is: why do we need far more law enforcement and social services now to keep crime, poverty, and other social problems down to a rate 20 times more than it used to be? I have no problem accepting what both the liberal analysts and the conservative analysts say are the causes of urban decay. Many liberals point out the pattern of suburbanization. Many conservatives point to the loss of character and values. This is all true.

(a) The flight of the economically able. Bob Lupton calls this the “deneighboring of cities”, and Christopher Lasch calls it “The Revolt of the Elites”.

Before World War II, most Americans lived either in cities or in small towns. Both shared a common characteristic – the classes tended to be fairly interwoven. People with more means and ability lived in relatively close proximity to (and had relationships with) people with less. But after WV/Il Americans moved in tremendous numbers to the suburbs – which were homogeneous communities that separated the classes from each other to an unprecedented extent. Though racism was one driving force in suburbanization, even the civil rights movement unknowingly contributed to the trend. Middle class minorities were now free to move out of the city, and they did so. This left behind in cities a disproportionate number of people who were economically weaker. Two factors have served to accelerate this “vicious cycle”. One conservatives like to point out and one liberals like to point out.

First, the more the economically strong moved out, the more government had to step in and meet the needs of the economically weak. To do this, taxes had to be raised higher which drove more business out of the city, and so on. The more the government took over the duties of strong families, churches, and neighborhood networks, the weaker those “mediating structures” became. In addition, it is now acknowledged that many well-meaning government programs have actually aggravated social problems. Massive urban housing projects have demolished neighborhoods and forced the poor to only live with the poor. Some aspects of the welfare system create dependency instead of promoting self-sufficiency.

Second, and on the other hand, the more the economically strong moved out, the more the powerful in the city could abuse the needy neighborhoods, by placing in them incinerators and other “quality of life” damagers which more powerful neighborhoods could resist. Poorer neighborhoods lacked the clout to receive equitable attention to their public schools. Poor schools is one of the most powerful factors in keeping people in poverty. Poorer neighborhoods also struggle to receive a police force which works with the community not against it, and so on.

So both economic forces (as the conservatives note) and racism/injustice (as the liberals note) have served to segregate those without economic power from those with it. This segregation and separation has reached greater and greater levels.

(b) The assault on spirit and character. Ultimately, government programs cannot possibly replace strong families. The family and other related associations (such as schools and neighborhood networks) are where children can form a stable identity and learn the qualities of love and self-discipline that they need to grow into functional members of society. When children grow up without these supports, they in turn cannot provide a solid family environment for their offspring, because to do so requires moral character traits such as unselfishness, honesty, compassion, loyalty, and a willingness to delay gratification.

It must be pointed out that in general, the poor have stronger moral and spiritual convictions than the “elite” culture that supplies their youth with its images and entertainment. But popular culture now does assault moral values and family responsibility. At the very time in which the urban family needs all the support it can get in its battle against economic segregation and injustice, the popular culture has assaults it, depicting sex and violence graphically (and attractively) and spreading a message of individualism, materialism, and self-gratification. This is leading to an epidemic of “babies having babies” and males who will not be accountable. And so the cycle continues, becoming more vicious as the years go by. Persons without consciences, compassion, or hope beget more like themselves. Government agencies cannot instill these character traits. Christian community must grow among the poor to offset this influence.

Christopher Lasch, in The Revolt of the Elites, claims that the professional classes of the country are heavily responsible for both the social and moral crises. He points out that professional/educated people were the quickest to leave the cities and fuel suburbanization. But he also points out that the elites are far more secularized than the masses. They have done much to push a materialistic, individualistic, anti-religious view out into society through popular culture.

(4.) Holistic solutions for U.S. cities

During the last 10 years there has grown some consensus that our increasing social problems do have “intertwined roots”. In other words, there is both a moral/spiritual dimension and an economic/social one which are inextricably linked. For years, it was known that faith-based drug rehabilitation programs routinely had 7-8 times higher success rates. But in the 1980’s more people came out in favor of a holistic approach to city problems.

An oft cited mid-80’s study by Harvard economist Richard B. Freeman showed that inner city youth who attended church were about 50% less likely to drop out of school, use drugs, or commit a crime. In other words, kids in churches, who shared the very same social and economic environment with their peers, had only half as many problems. The obvious reason was because the church community helped supply both the missing social factors (role models, strong friendship/neighbor networks, support for responsible behavior, support for families) and the missing spiritual/moral training.

Recently there have been some major studies done of the Pentecostal revivals of faith among the poor in Latin America. Sociologists are beginning to notice that the evangelical Christian faith has brought social healing to poor families and villages in the wake of massive conversions. Why? 1) Their new faith gives the poor a sense of great significance. The gospel shows recipients that they are adopted children of God and part of a great drama of redemption and that they will have a place in the coming kingdom of God. This psychologically empowers those who were once crushed under a sense of their insignificance. 2) Their new faith gives them a sense of hope and the future. (Many studies show that the poor have little sense of the future because of their hopelessness. This is why they do not plan or save or look past the present.) 3) Their new faith surrounds them with a strong community of friends and neighbors and renews their families. This provides them with role models and personal accountability. 4) Their new faith endows them with a strong conscience, a sense of right and wrong.

People without marketable skills and who cannot control themselves need more than money and even a job opportunity. They also need hope, love, truth and a community of strong neighbors as well. These various dimensions cannot be addressed in isolation from each other, and clearly, government programs cannot do the job. The city needs an influx of moral and social capital as well as economic capital.

In the mid-1990’s, the cities are at a cross-roads. There is recognition that neither the old private-charity approach nor the newer government-program approach has worked. The political issues this raises are enormous, and we cannot try to solve them here. The status quo for treating urban problems has clearly been ineffective and even harmful. But a drastic cutback of government services will cause tremendous increases in misery and disorder.

The one thing that is clear is that there is a need for a huge increase in faith-based services to the practical needs of the city. Christians must fill the city, being good neighbors and doing these kinds of holistic ministries. John Dilulio is able to summarize: “Build churches, not jails, or reap the whirlwind!”

The city needs the Christians.

b.
Because Christians need the City

It is critical for middle class Christians to recognize that we need the city as much as the city needs us. If we only perceive the city’s need for us, we will be ineffective because our spirits will be condescending and arrogant. The cities need Christians desperately, but Christians also need the city desperately. Why?

(1.) Christians need to repent
Martin Luther said that “all of life is repentance”. The believer who has been changed by the gospel grows mainly through repentance. And the city shows middle class Christians two very basic areas where they can repent for participating in patterns that have hurt the city. As Christopher Lasch has noted, the middle class through suburbanization has led the disastrous trend of economic and class segregation, and the “elites” have also led the trend to materialism, individualism, and secularism that has hurt the poor most of all.

This may raise in the reader’s mind a question about how one repents as the member of a group or class for wrongs done by the group. That is not something we can cover here in any depth. However, such repentance has more to do with behavior change than with expressions of personal sorrow to individuals. In other words, professional Christians can read what Lasch says about the “revolt of the elites” and simply determine not to be part of the trends. Instead, professional Christians can arrange their lives to be good neighbors to others in their city and community with fewer means.

(2.) Christians need to reach the world (and they can’t without the city)
Jesus told us to be witnesses for his kingdom (Acts 1:6-8) and to make disciples (Matt. 28:18-20). In short, we are to reach the world (making disciples) and change the world (witnessing for his kingdom). But Christians will never be able to do that if unless they reach and change the city. Wayne Meeks of Yale, in The First Urban Christians, points out that Paul’s missionary work was almost completely urban-centered. He went to the very largest cities, and ignored small towns and the countryside. Christianity spread better and more powerfully in the urban Roman empire than in the countryside. Why? Because:

a) There are people we need to reach that we can only reach in the city. If the Christian church wants to really change the country and culture, it must go into the cities themselves, not just into the suburbs or even the exurbs. Three kinds of persons live there who exert a tremendous influence on our society, and we cannot reach them in the suburbs. They are: 1) the ‘elites’ who control the culture and who are becoming increasingly secularized, 2) the masses of new immigrants who move out into the mainstream society over the next 30 years, 3) the poor, whose dilemmas are deepening rapidly and affecting the whole country.

b) There are dynamics we need to use that only work in the city. 1) Personal openness. For reasons mentioned above, people in the city are more prone to do spiritual searching, and are less conservative, more open to change and new ideas. Evangelism is (“humanly” speaking), easier in the city. 2) Cultural influence. In small towns, the people only have influence over their town, but in the city are the influence brokers of the whole society. The city is the place where the culture is formed – the seat of power for the media, education, academia, the arts, literature. Thus, as the city goes, so goes the general culture. In a small town you may win the three artists to Christ but if you want to have an impact on the artistic professions, you must go to the city. If you want to “win the society” you must win the city. 3) Global connection. Smaller towns tend to be culturally homogeneous. But the city is the place where multiple nationalities and ethnic groups come together, so it directly connects with scores of other countries in a way that small towns and suburbia do not. The spread of the gospel in a single city automatically moves Christianity into multiple national people groups and thus into dozens and scores of countries.

For these reasons and others, Paul and early Christian evangelists concentrated exclusively on cities. When Paul wished to reach a region such as Macedonia, he headed always for the chief city of that area (cf. Acts 16:8-9 with v.12). This strategy paid off handsomely. By the year 300 A.D., over half of the urban populations of the Empire were Christian while the countryside was pagan (the word paganus means country-man!) But of course, the society itself was coming to Christ because the cities were. If the cities are pagan and the country is Christian, the society is going pagan; if the cities are Christian and the country is pagan, the society is going Christian.

It is telling to contrast the early Christians with modern American Christians. They were a very small percentage of the population with few resources, while we are a large percentage of the population with many resources. They grew in influence while we (by all accounts) are rapidly losing influence in our culture. Why? It is largely because the early Christians were urban, while studies show that, the more urban a community, the fewer evangelical Christians are in residence.

(3.) Christians need to make the invisible visible (and they can’t without the city)
Jesus was the Word become flesh, the invisible become visible (John 1:14). In Jesus’ ministry he continually combined words with deeds- -he not only spoke of the kingdom but he demonstrated the kingdom (Luke 24:19). The Bible continually tells Christians that they too must not only talk the gospel but embody the gospel, making the invisible truth visible. When we look at specifically how the Scripture commands us to do so, we see that it is far better to be in a city than to be locked away in homogeneous, socially comfortable suburbs. We are to make the invisible visible –

a) Through reconciled community. In Jesus’ famous prayer in John 17, he says that the world will know the gospel is true when it sees it embodied in extraordinary love among his disciples. “May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me” (John 17:23). But in Acts 2, we see that the mark of the unity of the Spirit is that it breaks down racial and cultural barriers that have been present since the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11). When the world sees Christians loving other Christians who are culturally the same, it does not see anything unusual. But the world will be amazed if it sees people getting along in Christ who cannot get along anywhere else. The gospel relativizes and demotes cultural distinctives as components of identity. The gospel of grace humbles oppressors into repentance and oppressed into forgiveness.

This way to show the world the gospel is far more available in the city.

b) Through giving and deeds of mercy. There are numerous references in the New Testament to how radical giving and costly sharing of material goods was an amazing demonstration to the world of the reality of the gospel. Acts 4:32 tells us “All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had.” Immediately afterward we read “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus.” (v.33) The ministry of giving and mercy embodied the gospel. Proof of this a letter from the Emperor Julian, who tried to revive paganism in the fourth century. Exasperated by the growth of the church, he wrote: “It is disgraceful that…while the impious Galileans [Christians] support both their own poor and ours as well, all men see that our people lack aid from us!” James says that our faith is dead and invisible without involvement with the poor (James 1:14-16).

Again, this way to show the world the gospel is far more available in the city.

c) Through cultural production. C.S. Lewis was an apologist and evangelist for Christianity. But arguably he did more to demonstrate the truth of the faith through his art than through his argument. He wrote some good essays (Mere Christianity; Miracles), but his fiction probably did more to spread the faith (The Chronicles of Narnia; Screwtape Letters; The Great Divorce; and his Space Trilogy). Preaching Christian truth is crucial, but we must also demonstrate the wisdom of it in our work (cf. Daniel 1:1-8) and especially we must embody it through the arts. Other parts of School of Servant Leadership will cover this.

Again, this way to show the world the gospel is far more available in the city.

(4.) Christians need to complete their gifts
In I Corinthians 12-14, Paul tells us that no one individual Christian has all the gifts. It would follow that no one congregation has all the gifts (or, at least, does not have all the gifts in the same proportion). Middle-American professional Christians need the city because there are two types of people there that you need to know in close proximity, in order to supplement and complete your own gifts.

a) We need the broken and the poor to teach us about grace. Why did Jesus tell the Pharisees that the prostitutes and the pimps enter the kingdom of God before them? Middle American Christians often have only an intellectual grasp of the depth of their sin and their need for grace. Many people in the city have the advantage of seeing their sin and weakness in vivid terms. When they find Christ they are more like the woman who wiped Jesus’ feet than like Simon the Pharisee (see Luke 7:36-50). Often people of the city who find Christ put other Christians to shame with their joy, humility, and their life of prayer. Christopher Lasch points out that today liberal or conservative “elites” (the 20% population in the professional class) scorn the poor. But the gospel can teach Christian out of those classes that they have much to learn from urban and poor Christians. When, through Christ, those of the “classes” come to respect and learn from those of the “masses”, then the Body of Christ can minister powerfully both inside to its own, and outside to the world.

b) We need the pagans to keep us relevant to the world. Middle American Christians very quickly become an isolated, irrelevant sub-culture, speaking in terms that only other mature believers can understand, and answering questions only other mature believers are asking. Christians in the city cannot remain isolated from unbelief in the ways possible in the suburbs. We need deep interaction with new urban Christians and skeptical non-believers if we are going to apply the gospel to the questions and issues that are current and meaningful for the people to which Christ sent us. When Christians withdraw from the city, they become virtually invisible to the world.

3. WHAT SHOULD CHRISTIANS BE SEEKING IN THE CITY?

We have established that Christians and cities desperately need one another. But there are now many Christians who already live in cities, yet are ineffective. Specifically, what should Christians be doing in the city? What should they be aiming at? What is the goal that they should be seeking?

a. Joy in the city

Since Redeemer’s beginning, our mission has been shaped by Proverbs 11:10 – “when the righteous prosper, the city rejoices.” Acts 8:8 says the result of Phillip’s urban ministry was “great joy in that city”. So the goal of city ministry is not just individual conversions and the planting of churches. The goal is – “joy in the city”, “the city rejoices”. How does that come about?

b. Growth in the city

First, Proverbs 11:10 says we are to “prosper”. The Hebrew word means “to be healthy, to increase, to have things go well”. This is a very comprehensive word. We can understand it to mean “growth” in all its dimensions.
 This means:

1) Growth in Spirit. We are to grow into the character of Christ (Gal. 5:22-24; Eph. 4:11-14). We are to be “growing in grace and the knowledge of Jesus Christ” (II Peter 3:18) and “overflowing with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 15:13). Christians must be filled with the Spirit, both for growth in holiness (Eph. 5:18-22), and for assurance and boldness in witness (Acts 4:23-3 1; Romans 8:1-5). This must happen if we are to “prosper”.

2) Growth in numbers. If we reach out in love to those who don’t believe, the church will grow numerically. “The Lord added [to the church] daily such as were being saved” (Acts 2:47). As individuals grow in Christ-likeness, they will grow in Christ’s passion for the lost, and a steady stream of new converts will constantly enter the church. This must happen if we are to “prosper”.

3) Growth in community. A church must also grow in the maturity of its fellowship and relationships within the Body. Through Christ “the whole body builds itself up in love, as each part does its work” (Eph. 4:16). This includes maturity of Leadership (James 5:14; I Timothy 3; I Peter 5:1-5), accountability between members (Matt. 5:23; Heb. 3:13; 10:24-25; James 5:16), mutual ministry through gifts (I Cor. 14:4-12). This must happen if we are to “prosper”.

4) Growth in servanthood. By loving deeds, the gospel of the kingdom becomes visible. (See below, III.B.1). The church must grow and mature in dikaioma (justice, I Thess. 2:10; Titus 2:12), in eleos (mercy, Luke 10:37; James 2: 14-17), and in diakonia (service) toward the poor, the broken, the outcasts. Diaconal ministry grows as we discern the needs in our area, and the gifts Christ has given us for them. This must happen if we are to “prosper”.

When Christians are growing in all of these ways, we are “increasing” and “prospering”. So the first thing that Christians must do is to put our own house in order, be spiritually healthy, and grow in grace, both as individuals and as a body.

c. Blessing the city

But our prosperity is to be for the benefit of the city. Paired with verse 10 is Proverbs 11:11 – “Through the blessing of the upright a city is exalted”. What is the blessing of the upright? Is it the blessing the upright get or the blessing they give? The answer is supplied in the last half of the verse: “but by the mouth of the wicked it [the city] is destroyed”. The proverb is contrasting the mouths of the wicked and the upright, and so 11a must refer to blessing by the upright.

Thus we see that the city is exalted (literally “lifted”) because the upright bless the city. In the Bible “blessedness” is a state of complete fulfillment and well-being, and “to bless” someone was to will and work for that in them. Here we are told that believers are to bless, not curse their city. We are to love it, show in our words and our deeds that we want to “lift it up” and promote its welfare in every way. And the city around us should see that spirit and motive in us.

So Proverbs 11:10-11 taken together show us that urban ministry is much more than just growth in numbers of conversions and churches. Christians are to lift up the welfare of the city and bring it joy because they are living out their lives in the city through love and service.

d. Peace for the city

One of the fullest exposition of what Proverbs 11:10-11 can mean is found in Jeremiah 27 through 29. At this point in the history of Israel, their capital of Jerusalem had been sacked and most of them had been brought forcibly to Babylon, the greatest city in the world. Babylon was of course a pagan city, ruled by Nebuchadnezzar, who had brutally conquered Judah. In Jeremiah 27-29 we learn important lessons about how believers should relate to pagan cities.

1) Christian urbanites and the pagan elites. In Jeremiah 27, Jeremiah tells the Israelite King Zedekiah and his envoys that “my servant, Nebuchadnezzar” (v.6), a pagan king, will be in charge of that part of the world (27:1-11). That is God’s will for this period of history. He even goes so far as to say, “if any nation or kingdom will not serve Nebuchadnezzar…I will punish that nation…” (27:8). This does not mean that God has forgotten justice, for he also says, “All nations will serve him and his son and his grandson until the time for his land comes; then many nations and great kings will subjugate him” (27:7). As the old saying goes, “the mills of God grind slow, but they grind exceeding fine”. It is God’s will (v.5) that the Israelites will be in exile in a pagan city for a long time (“and his son and his grandson”) yet judgment on this wickedness will be come. Jeremiah’s prophecy teaches us a great deal about our attitude toward pagans in power over us. We are to give them calm, qualified respect.

a) Respect. Jeremiah sees Nebuchadnezzar as being in charge by God’s sovereign will. He calls the nations to respect the power God has given him.

b) Calm. Since God is totally in control, the pagan king is “God’s servant” – unwitting of course! But believers are not anxious. Even the pagan king’s unbelief and violence will play into God’s hand. We don’t fear.

c) Qualified. But since God is judge, we know that the pagan king and his city is also under judgment and will be judged if there is no repentance (v.7).

2) Christian urbanites and the pagan city. In Jeremiah 29, we see that false prophets (29:15ff.) hated the Babylonians and hoped that God would quickly deliver them from Nebuchanezzar’s power. They evidently were telling the exiles to stay to themselves, perhaps to keep in an enclave outside of Babylon. They should not become involved in the pagan society where they have been driven. They should expect to leave any time. But Jeremiah writes the exiles a letter which strongly evokes the truth of Proverbs 11:11. He tells them to settle down and stay put. Jer. 29:28 –  “it will be a long time. Therefore build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce.” Then he tells them in v.7 Seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, for if it prospers, you prosper. This is just another way to say: “bless and lift up the city – make it glad you are there.”

Jeremiah was contradicting the prophets who were stirring up the people to simply hate and detest the pagan city. Of course, Jeremiah had said that there will be a judgment on Babylon (remember 27:7) if the city does not repent, and thus the Israelites should not close their eyes to its wickedness. Yet the Israelites are to become involved with the city and seek its peace and prosperity. They are not to compromise with pagan values, yet they are to be gloriously positive toward the city. God refuses to allow them self-pity or bitterness toward the city. Strangely, it is the prophets who through concern for the honor of God are misleading the people. As soon as Jeremiah tells them to love and seek the prosperity of the city in vv.5-7, he says, so “do not let the prophets and diviners deceive you.” (v.8). It is bad theology which preaches God’s honor in such a way as to make you despise and fear and hate your city.

How does Jeremiah specifically tell them to bless and seek the peace of the city?

a) Stay in the city. They are to “settle down” (v.5), and begin and raise families there. “Marry and have sons and daughters” (v.6a).

b) Grow in the city. They are to “increase in number there; do not decrease” (v.6b). This means they are to wax stronger and more numerous. But it also means that they are not to lose their unique identity, but must keep their faith and godly ways.

c) Identify with the city’s welfare. They are to invest in the community both by “building homes” (v.5) and “planting gardens” (V.5). When Jeremiah says they are to “also” seek the city’s prosperity (v.7) he means that they are to seek their own prosperity in such a way that benefits the city. They are to use their gifts and capital in such a way that lifts the whole city. They are not to use the city for their own advancement, but are to seek its advancement.

d) Work for the city’s holistic peace. Jeremiah tells them to “seek the ‘shalom’ of the city”. This word for “peace” is an unusually rich word, much like the word “blessed”. It means far more than superficial happiness or the absence of unrest. It means every kind of harmony and prosperity. That includes at least: (1) love and peace between diverse peoples, (2) love and peace within strong families, (3) safety and decent physical living conditions for those without them, (4) spiritual peace for those without God.

e) Pray for the city. “Pray to the Lord for if it prospers, you too will prosper.” (v.7)

Are there any parallels to this remarkable letter from Jeremiah in the New Testament? Derek Kidner, in his commentary on Jeremiah refers to Romans 12:21 – “overcome evil with good!” Kidner says that we should not treat this command individualistically. Jeremiah is telling us to overcome the evil of our society by doing good (deeds of compassion and generosity) and by living good.

Summary

We are to seek much more than “church growth” in the city. We are not just to seek prosperity and peace in the city, but we are to seek prosperity and peace for the city. We are to have a vision for what our city should look like, not just for our church. Christian’s prosperity must be for the city’s prosperity. That means we not only envision many thousands finding the Christ. That also means that business and the arts would be conducted differently. It means that social conditions would improve in needy neighborhoods.

Many Christians today are like the Jews who wanted to band together in enclaves outside the city. We do so (as the Jews did) partly out of a denial of our true situation, partly out of a desire to stay pure, and partly out of resentment and fear toward the city.

But we must take Jeremiah’s advice. First, we too should admit that we are in exile (James 1:1; I Peter 1:1) and come into the city and become deeply involved in it, where we can do the most good. Second, we too should grow and prosper, building families, businesses and careers, not losing our identity, but growing in numbers. But, thirdly, we too should live in such a way that our prosperity benefits the city, increasing its prosperity and “peace” – its shalom, meaning its total well-being, spiritual, social, and physical.

So how can Christians look out beyond mere individual conversions toward the shalom and “joy in the city?” That
� Orlando Costas, “A Wholistic Concept of Church Growth”, Exploring Church Growth, ed. Wilbert Shenk (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), pp. 95-107.





