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by Walter Brueggemann,

HE MAJORTTY OF the world's resources pourinto
the United States. Aad as we Americans grow
“more and more wealthy, money is becoming a
kind of narcotic for us. We hardly notice our own

 prasperity or the poverty of so mauy others, The great con-

-

tradiction is that we have more and more rnoney and less
and less generosity—less and less public money for the
needy, less chatity for the neighbor. : :
Robert Wuthnow, sociologist of religion
at Princeton Uriversity, has studied stew-

' The liturgy of abundance,
dthe myth of scarcity

the world will live; if you ever stop breathing, the world
will die.” But the psalm makes clear that we dgon'i: need to

waorry. God is utterly, utterdy rekiable. The Fuithi
the world is eed. w * The frutfilnes of

Psalm 150, the last psalm in the book, is an exnherant v
expression of amazement at Cod’s goodness, It Jjust says,

‘T_'raise Yahweh, praise Yahweh with lute, praise Yahweh
with trampet, praise, praise, praise.” Together, these

ee Scriptures proclaim that God's o
foree of life is loose in the world, Genesis

ardship in the church and discovered that Cﬂnsumeﬁﬁm 1 affirms- i i
] h ere _ : . generosity and denies scarcity,
preac%xem do a gaod job af promoting stew- has become Psalm 104 celebrates the buoyancy ZE
ardshlp. They study it, think abont it, ex- den . : ereation and rejects anxiety, Psalm 150 -
lain it well. But folls don't get it. Th & aemome i 1
P s don't get it. Though . enacts abandoning oneself to God and
mary of us are well intentioned, we have Spl_l'lhlﬂl letting go of the need to have anythine
invested our lives in consumerism. We force. Does under control, o T

have alove affair with “more”—and we will
vever have enough. Consumerism is not
simply a marketing steategy. It has become
a demonic spiritual foree among us, and
the theological question facing us is
whether the gospel has the pawer to help
us withstand it.

The Bible starts ent with a liturgy of
abundance. Genesis Y is a song of praise for
Godss generosity. It tells how well the world is ordered. It
keeps saying, “It is good, it Is good, it is good, it is very
good.” It declares that God blesses—that is, endows with
vitality—the plants and the animals and the fish and the

birds and humankind. And it pietures the creator as saving,
+ “Be fruitful and maltiply.” In an orgy of fruitfulness, every-
thing in its kind is to multiply the overflowing gnodness -

that pours from God’s creator spirit. And 15 vou know, the
creation ends in Sabbath. God is so overrun with froitful-
ness that God says, “T've aot to take a break from all this.
T've got ta get out of the office.” ' '

And Ismel celebrates God’s abundiance., Psalm 104, the
longest creation poem, is a commentary on Genesis L The
psalmist surveys creation and names it all: the heavens and
the carth, the waters and springs and streams and trees

and birds and goats and wine and oil and bread and people

and lions. This goes on for 23 verses and ends in the 24th-

with the psalmist’s expression of awe and praise for God
and God's creation, Verses 27 and 28 are sometliing like a
table prayer. They proclaim, “You give them all food in.due
season, you feed everyhody.” The psalm ends by pictoring
God as a great respirator. It says, “If yon give your breath
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Later in Genesis God blesses Abra-
ham, Sarah' and their family. God tells
them to be a hlessing, to bless the peaple
of all nations. Blessing.is the force of
well-being active in the world, and faith
is the awareness that eredtion is the gift
that keeps on giving. That awareness -
dominates Genesis until its 47th chapter,
In that chapter Pharach dreams that-

there will be a famine in the land. So Pharach gets orge-
nized to administer, control and monopolize the food
supply. Pharach introduces the principle of scarcity into
the world economy. For the first time in the Bible,
someone says, “There’s not enough. Let's get every-

ng. .

Martin Nieiméller, the German pastor who heroically -
opposed Adoif Hitler, was a young man whien, as part of a
delegation of leaders of the Evangelical Lutheran Church,

he met with Hitlerin 1833. Niembller stood at the back of
the room and looked and listened. He didn't say anything,
When he went home, his wife asked him what he had
learned that day. Niemsliler replied, “1 discovered that . .

Herr Hitler is a terribly frightened man."”

Because Pharaoh, like Hitler after him, is afraid that
there aren't enough good things to 2o around, he must try
ta~have them all, Because he is fearful, he is ruthless.

* Phaeach hires Joseph to manage the monopoly. When the

erops fail and the peasants run out of food, they come to
Joseph. And on behalf of Pharaoh, Joseph says, “What's ,
your collateral?” They give up their land for food, and

. then, the next year, they give up their cattle. By the third
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vear of the famine they have no collateral but themselves.
And that's how the children of Israel become slaves—
through an economic transaction,

By the end of Genesis 47 Pharach has all the Jand ex-
cept that belonging to.the priests, which he never topches
because he needs somebody to bless him. The notion of
searcity has been introduced into biblical faith. The Book

of Exodus records the contest between the liturgy of gen-

erosity and the myth of scarcity—a contest that stl] tears

. us$ gpart todav.

The promises of the creation story continue to oper-

~ ate in the lives of the children of Israel. Even in captivi-

~ ability to control the people of Israe] that

ty; the people multiply. By the end of Exodus 1 Pharach
decides that they have become so numerons that he
doesn't want any’ more Hebrew babies to be born, He
tells the two midwives, Shiphrah and Fuzh {thongh we
don't know Pharach’s name, we know theirs), to K1 ll
the newbom bovs. But they don't, and the Hebrew ba-
bies just keep popping out.” -
By the end of Exadus, Pharach has been ac mean, bru-
tal and ugh- as he knows how to be—and ) :
as the myth of searcity tends to be. Final-
Iy, he becomes so exasperated by his in-

he ealls Moses and Aaron to come ¢ him.

leave, lay your powerful hands upon us
and give us energy.” The text shows that
the power of the future is not in the hands
of those who believe in scarcity and monopolize the

world's resources; it is in the hands of those who trust
God’s abundance. )

CHEN THE CHILDREN of Israel are in the

‘wilderness, beyond the reach of Egypt, they

still look back and think, “Shonld we really go?

¥ All the world’s glary is in Egypt and with

Pharach.” But-when they finally turn around and look inte

the wilderness, where there are no monopoties, they see
the glory of Yahweh, ' ‘

In answer to the'people's fears and complaints, some-

thing extraordinary happens. God's love eomes triclding
down in the form of bread. They say, “Menhue?™—He-
brew for “What is itP"—and the word “manna” is born,
They had never hefore received bread as a free gift that
they couldn't control, predict, plan for or own. The mean-
ing of this strange narrafive is that the gifts of life are in-
deed given by a generons God. It's a wonder, it’s 2 miracle,
its an embarnassment, it's irrational, but Gods aEJundance
transeends the market economy. :

Three things happened to this bread in Exadus 16.

o845

The power
of the future

God’s abundance.

First, everybody had enough. But because Israel had
learned fo believe in scartity in Eavpt, people started to
hoard the bread. When they tried to bank it to invest it, it
turned sour and rotted, because You capnot store up God's
generosity. Finally, Moses said, “Yon know what we ought
to do? We ought to do what God did in Cenesis T, We
ought to have a Sabhath ™ Sabbath means that there's
enough braad, that we don't have to hustle every day of our
lives. There’s no record that Pharaoh ever tock 4 day off.
Feople who think their lives consist of struggling to get
more and More can never slow down hecause theyv won't
ever bave enongh. : o ’ ‘
When the people of Ysreel cross the Jordan River into
the promised land the manna stops coming. Now they
can and will have to grow their food. Verysoon Lrael suf-
fers a terrible defeat in battle and Joshua conduets an in-
vestigation to find out who or what andermined the war
effort. He finally traces their defeat to a man called
A'chan, who stole some of the spoils of battle and with.
held them from the community. Possessing land, proper-
: ty and wealth makes peaple eovetous, the
Bible warns, ' '
- We who are now the richest nation are
today’s main coveters. We never feel that

. . we have enough; we have to have more
Pharach tells them, “Take your people hes in the : and more, andgthis insatiable desire de- -
and leave. Tuke your flocks and herds and - - hands not of stroys us. Whether we are liberal or cap- -
Just get out of here!” And then the great those who servative Christians, we must confess that
king of Egypt, who presides over a heki . the central problem of our lives is that we

- monopoly of the region’s resonyces, asks Ye m are torn apart by the conflict between our -

- Moses and Aaron to bless him, The pow- scareity attraction to the good news of God's
ers of scarcity admit to this little commu- but of those abundance and the power of our belief in
nity of abundance, “It is clear that yon are scarcity—a belief that makes us greedy,
the wave of the future. So hefore you who trust mean and unneighborly. We spend our

lives Hying to sort out that ambiguity.
The condlict hetween the narratives of
abundanes and of scarcity is the defining
problem confronting us at the turn of the millenninm.
The gospel story of abundance asserts that we originated
in the magnificent, inexplicable love of 2 God who loved

. the-world into generous being. The baptismal service de-

clares that each of us has been miraculously loved into
existence by God. And the story of abundance says that
aur lives will end in God, and that this well-being eannot

“be taken from us_ In the words of St. Paut, neitherlife nor

death nor angels nar principalities nor things—nothing
can separate us from God.

What we know about our beginnings and our endings,
then, creates 2 different kind of present tense for us, We

ean five according to an ethie whereby we are not driven,

cantrolled, anxious, frantic or greedy, precisely because
we gre sufficiently at home and at peace to care about oth-
&rs as we have been cared for.

But if you are like me, while vou read the Bible yon
keep Iuoléng over at the sereen 1o see how the market is
doing, If you are like me, you read the Bible on a good

Walter Brugagemann is McPheeters Professor of Old Testament
at Galumbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia.
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" and the integrity of creation are still active and powerful. Cultivatin

July 7-9 - Bngaging the Culturs with the Gospel
 July I2-14  Becoming a Leaming Community
July 4-16  Building Leadership Teams in the Missional Church
July 19-21 Evaluating Performance in the Missional Church
July 21-23 Cultivating a Stewarding Community
« Five finy Seminers o
July26-30 Consulting for Profound Change:
From Establishment Church to Missional Church
August 2-6 Discemning God's Vision Together

1999 Sumanir Seminars.
Thc world is changing, The uld-pattmls of rmmsn-y are no longer cither
faithful or effective. Yet the forces that threaten the wholeness of human life  §

missiona! communities that prociaim and embody the Good News of Jesus”
Christ calls for more than techniques that accommaodate 2 marketing and
success orientation. Representing God in 2 missionary enpgagement with .
cultiire requires theologieal insight, biblical grounding, and practical skills for
leading profound change - all of which contribute to a new identity and vision
for the churth in the 21st century. These seminars, which grow out of the
Center's 31 years of consulting and teaching experience, will help you
develop the insight, grounding, and skills for more faithful and effective
patterns of ministry. : ‘ '

o Two ond Ose-Hol Doy Seminms o |

August9-13  Shaping Missional Communities

o Specinlired Training Seminers o :

April 19-21,  Suvrvev-Goided Leadership Team Development

Oct. 1829 Advanced Consulting Skills for Shaping
Missional Churches

For information and registration materials, call today

Phone 773-752-1596 o Fax 773-T1-a0%3

5407 South University Avenue, éhicago, Hlinois 60615
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day, but you watch Nike ads everv

dav. And the Nike story says that

our beginnings are in our achigve-

ments, and that we must create gur-
selves. My wife and I have some -
voung friends who have 2 four-vear.
old son. Recently the mother told
us that she was about to make 3 cru-
cial decision. She had to get her son
into the right kindergarten becanse
if she didn't, then he wouldn't get
into the right prep school. And that
would mean not being able to get -
into Davidson College. And if he
didn't go to school there he
wouldnt be connected to the
bankers in Charlotte and be able to
get the kind of job where he would
make a Jot of money. Our friends’
story is 2 kind of a parable of our no-
tion that we must position ourselves
because we must achieve, and huild
our own lives.,

According to the Nike story, who-
ever has the most shoes when he
dies wins. The Nike story says there
are no gifts to be given because
there’ no giver. We end up only with
whatever we manage to get for our-
selves. This story ends in despair. It
gives us a present tense of anxiety,
fear, greed and hrutality. It produces
child and wife abuse, indifference to
the poor, the buildup of armaments,
divisions between people, and envi-
ronmental racism. It tells us not to
care about anyone but ourselves—
and it is the prevailing creed of

* American society, :

Wouldn't it be wonderful if lib-
eral and conservative churchpeo-
ple, wha love to quarrel with each
other, came to a commaon realiza-
tion that the real issue confrofiting
us is whether the pews of God's
abundance can be trusted in the
face of the story of scarcity? What
we know in the secrat recesses of
our hearts is that the story of scarci-
ty is a tale of death. And the penple
of God counter this tale by witness-

“ing to the manna, There is a more

excellent bread than crass material-
-ism. It is the bread of life and you
don't have to hake it. As we wall:
into the rew millennium, we must
decide where our trust is placed.

_ The great question now facing
the church is whether our faith al-



Jows-us ta live in 2. new way. If we choose the story of
* death, we will lose the Jand—to excessive chemical fertil-
izer, or by pumping out the water table for irrigation, per-

haps. Or maybe we'll only lose it at night; as going out,

after dark becomes mare and mare dangerous.

Joshua 24 puts the choice before us. Joshua begins by.

reciling the story of God’s gerierosity. and he concludes by
saying, “1 don’t know about you, but I and my honise wifl
choose the Lord.™ This is nota church-growth text. Joshua
wamns the people that this choice will bring them a bunch
of trouble. If they want to be in on the stary of abundance,
they must put away their foreign gods—I would identify

them as the gods of scarcity. _
Jesus said it more succinetly. You cannot serve God and

mammon. You cannot serve God and do what vou please

with vour money or your sex or your
land. And then he says, “Don’t be

shrivel our imaginations so that we cannot conceive of
living in any way that would be less profitable for the
dominant corporate structures, But Jesus tells us that we -
can change the world. The Christian community per-
forms a vital service by keeping the parables alive. These
stories haunt us and push us in directions we never
thought we would go.

ERFORMING WHAT the Bible calls “wonders
and signs” was another way in which Jesus en-
acted his mother’s song. These signs—or mira-
cles—may seem odd to us. but in fact they are
the typical gifts we receive when the world gets reorgs-
nized and placed under the sovereignty of God. Every-

- where Jesus goes the world is rearranged: the blind re-

-anyious, because evervthing you
need will be given o yor.” But you
must decide, Christians have a long
* history of trying to squeeze Jesus out
of public life and reduce him toapri- -+
vate little Savior. But to do this iz to
ignore what the Bible really says.
Jesus talks a great deal about the
kingdom of God—and what he
means by that is a public life reorga-
nized toward neighborliness.

As a little child, Jesus must often
have heard his mother, Mary,
singing. And a5 we know, she sang a
revolutionary song, the Magnifi-
cat—the anthem of Lnke’s Gospel.
She sang about neighbarliness;
about how God brings down the
mighty from their thrones and lifts
up the lowly; abont how God fills the
hungry with good things end sends
the rich away empty. Mary did not
make up this dangerous song. She
took it from anotber mother, Han-
nah, who sang it much eardier to lit-
tle Samudl, who became one of an-
cient Israel’s great revolutionaries.
Hannah, Mary and their little boys
imagined a great social transforma-
tion. Jesus enacted hic mother's song
well. Everywhere he went he broke -
the vicious eycles of poverty,
bondage, fear and death; he healed,
transformed, empowered, and
brought new life. Jesus" example
gives us the mandate to transform
our public life.

Join us ...

Lancaster Theological Seminary

1999 Harwick Workshop
on Biblical Stewardship

Holy and Unhdy

The Reverend John C. Haughey, S.J.

Professor of Religious Ethics ~ Layola University of Chicqgo

9:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. ~ Hafer Center
No cost for workshop. Modest fee for box Tunch, upon request.

To register or for additional information, please contact;

Lancaster Theological Seminary

for the

Stewardship

Author of Vil_'f.ué and Affluence

Saturday, April 17, 1999

Office of Continuing Education.

/ Telling parables was one of Jesus’

revolntionary activities, for parables
are subversive re-imaginings of re-
ality, The ideclogy devoted to en-
couraging consumpfion wants to

555 West James Street ~ Lancaster, PA 17603
717/290-8747 ~ 800/393-0654, ext. 140 ~ ce@lis.org

345 CHRISTLAN CENTURY Mareh 24-31, 1060



" "ACADEMIC PROGRAM IN THE ART OF

PIRITUAL
DIRECTION

. ' WITH INDIVIDUALS, GROUPS, CONGREGATIONS.

. A Seminary course of studies to prepare
-men and women to-be Spiritual Directors, "
L particularly within Protestant contexts.

24 SEMINARY COURSE CREDITS e
» D.Miv., M.Drv., MATS, STM, oz ~~ = &
ACADEMIC CERTIFICATE OFTIONS  ~
* LoGATIon: SaN FRANCISCO THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY,

" SAN ANSELMO, CA. I JANUARY, 2000
LUTHERAN THEGLOGICAL SEMINARY,
GETTYSBURG, PA — JuNE, 2000
(APPLICATION DEADLINE IS NOVEMBER 15, 1999).

Currently in its seventh year, this program is part of
San Francisco Theological Seminary’s Program in
Christizn Spiritaality and is now offered in conjunction
with Lutheran Theplogical Semfnary (ELCA),
‘Gettysburg, PA and The Upper Room of the United
Methodist Church. n alternating years, courses are also -
held in Gettysburg. For applicatrion forms and information,

_please write or cal] Carole C. Allen.

SAN FRANCISCO
THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY
.Preshyterian Church (USA)

2 Kensington Rd, San Anselmo, CA 94960-2905,
Tel: (415) 238-6538 » Internet: www.sfts.edur

CHRISTIAN CENTURY March 24-31, 1893 346

ceive their sight, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear,

the dead are raised, and the poor
are freed from debt. The forgive-
ness of debts is listed last because
it’s the hardest thing to do—harder
even than raising the dead o life,
Jesus left ordinary people dazzled,
amazed and grateful: he left power-
ful people angry and upset, be-
cause every Hime he performed o
wonder, they lost a little of their
clont. The wonders of the new age
of the coming of God's kingdom
may scandalize and upset us. They
dazzle us, but they also make us
nervous. The people of God need -
pastoral help in processing this am- |
bivalent sense of hoth deeply
yearning for Ged’s new creation
and deeply fearing it. '
The feeding of the multitndes,
recorded in Mark’s Gospel, is an ex-
ample of the new world coming
into being through God. When the
disciples, charged with feeding the

“hungry crowd, found a child with
- five loaves and two fishes, Jesus
- took, hlessed, broke and gave the.

bread. These are the four decisive

verbs of our sacramental existence.

Jesus conducted a Eucharist, a grat-
itude. He demonstrated that the
world is filled with abundance and
freighted with generosity. If bread
is broken and shared, there is
enough for all. Jesus is engaged in .
the sacramental, subversive re-
ordering of public reality. :
The profane is the opposite of
the sacramental. “Profane”™ means *
flat, empty, one-dimensional, ex-
hausted. The market ideology wants
us to believe that the world is pro-
fane—life consists of buying and
selling, weighing, measuring and
trading, and then finally sinking inte
death and nothingpess. But Jesus
presents an entirely different kind
of economy, one infused with the
mystery of abundance and a cruci-
form kind of generosity. Five thou-
sand are fed and 12 baskets of foed .
are left over-—one for every tribe of
Israel. Jesus transforms the econo-
my by blessing it and breaking it be-
yond self-interest. From broken
Friday hread comes Sunday abun-;
dance. In this and in the following



aceount of a wiraculous feeding in Mark, people do not  ists, 'I_t is much more elemental; the crc—atilon is 1!1,f1}3t‘.d
arasp, hoard, resent, ar act selfishlv; thev watch as the  with the Creators geperosity, and we can find practices,
/- ices of heaven multiply the bread of earth: jesus reaf-  procedures and institntions that allow that generasity to

firms Genesis 1,

work. Like the rich young man in Mark 10, we all have

When peaple forget that Jesus is the bread of the  many possessions. Sharing our abundance may, as Jesns

world, thev start eating junk food—the food of the Phar- says, be impossible for mortals, but nothin

g is impossi-

‘isees and of Herod, the bread of moralism and of power..  ble for'God. None of us fmows what risks Gad's spirit

Too often the church forgets the true bread and is  may empower vs to take. Our faith, ministry and hope at
tempted by the junk food. Our faith is not just about  the furn of the millennium are that the Creator wﬂlp
spiritual matters; it s ahout the transformation of the power us to trust his generosity, so that bread may

ems-

waorld. The closer we sté_v to Jesus, the more we will . abound. _ - &

. bring a new econom of abun-
dance to the world. The disd-
ples often don't get what Jesus
Is about because they keep try-

ing to fit him into old pat.

terns——and o do 50 is te make
him innocuous. irrelevant and
v boring, But Paul gets it,

In 2 Corinthizns 8, Panl di-
rects a stewardship campaign
for the early church and pre-
sents Jesns as the npew
economist. Though Jesus was

rich, Paul says, “vet for your

sakes he beecame poor, that by
his poverty you might become
rich,” We say it takes money to
make money; Paul says it takes
poverty to produce sbundance,
Jesus gave himself to enrich
others, and we should do the
same. Our abundance and the

poverty of others need lo be

brought into a new halance.
Paul ends his stewardship let-
ter by quoting Exadus 16: “And
the one who had much did not
kave too much, and the one

who had little did nat have too

little,” The citation is from the

story of the manna that trans-
formed phe wilderness into
abundmiee, - ,
1t is, of course, easier to tulk
about these things than to live
them. Many people both inside
and outside of the ehurch
‘haven't a clue that Jesus is talk-
ing abont the economy. We
haven't tanght them that he is.
But we must begin to do s0
now, no matter how economi-
cally compromised we may
- feel. Our world absolutely re-
quires this news. It has nothing
to do with being Republicans

or Democrals, liberals or con-

scrvatives, socialists or capital-
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