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“Easily the best presentation I know of a Christian perspective on commu-
nication and the media. It raises questions where most of us just take things 
for granted, and issues challenges where most of us just go along. Though 
deeply informed by both the Christian tradition and contemporary discus-
sions on the media, it nonetheless wears its learning with extraordinary 
grace and vividness of rhetoric.”

Nicholas Wolterstorff, Noah Porter Professor Emeritus of Philosophical 
Theology, Yale Divinity School

“This high-torque book engages your mind and invigorates your spirit. The 
theory of symbolic action is a splendid achievement. It catches hold of Au-
gustine, Burke, Ellul, and contemporary cultural studies but is distinctive 
with shalom. The problems and stories are stunning in themselves—from 
across history and around the globe. Quentin J. Schultze sets the standard 
for all work henceforth in the theology of communication.”

Clifford G. Christians, Research Professor Emeritus, Institute of 
Communications; Research Professor Emeritus of Media and Cinema 
Studies; and Professor Emeritus of Journalism, University of Illinois, 
Urbana–Champaign

“Now there is a book written from an explicitly Christian perspective, and 
one thing is clear: Never again can religious beliefs and values be relegated 
to the intellectual sidelines. To study human communication is to be im-
mersed in questions of the most profound religious significance.”

Martin J. Medhurst, Distinguished Professor of Rhetoric and 
Communication and Professor of Political Science, Baylor University

“Few scholars communicate as clearly and vivaciously about life as Schul-
tze. His acute insights on communication and media merge with his zest 
for relationships and his commitment to the Christian faith, hope, grace, 
and shalom. One feeds, learns, and delights in this learned letter to a fresh 
generation of readers.”

Terry Lindvall, C. S. Lewis Chair of Communication and Christian 
Thought, Virginia Wesleyan University
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“A new generation of young scholars will benefit from this updated volume. 
Engaging and full of clarity, this expanded work enjoys the benefit of Schul-
tze’s wisdom along with rich insights from a wide range of scholars.”

Stephanie Bennett, Professor of Communication and Media Ecology, 
Palm Beach Atlantic University

“Using foundational Christian beliefs such as stewardship, grace, service, 
and shalom, Schultze masterfully addresses what is missing in many books 
on communication. He presents a powerful vision for Christian commu-
nication, and he puts into practice what he teaches by providing space for 
others to respond genuinely and thoughtfully.”

Brian Mattson, Assistant Professor of Communication,  
Lee University

“Since the turn of the century, Schultze’s Communicating for Life has be-
come a trusted resource that provides readers with a provocative theory of 
human communication from a Christian perspective. This updated volume 
plumbs the depths of what it means to be a person engaged in the conversa-
tions that matter.”

Rev. Robert Stephen Reid, Emeritus Professor of Communication, 
University of Dubuque

“Schultze’s thoughtful weaving of shalom throughout this volume provides 
a God-centered cohesiveness. The inclusion of responses from contempo-
rary scholars underscores the continued relevance of the material and adds 
a much-appreciated dialogical element.”

Matt Fuss, Associate Professor of Business, Geneva College

“This is a beautifully comprehensive book that will move readers to imag-
ine ways they can effect positive change in the world. Schultze has a gift 
for inspiring us to steward ‘the gift of communication to care for the world’ 
with compelling stories and tangible wisdom. Schultze’s work has inspired 
my students for years and I am particularly excited for how this new edi-
tion of Communicating for Life can be used in various venues, personally 
and professionally.”

Mary Albert Darling, Associate Professor of Communication, Spring 
Arbor University
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“Only a few times in a generation does a book come along that so complete-
ly integrates our Christian faith with the academic discipline of communi-
cation through a timely analysis of the media. Schultze helps readers delve 
deeper into the complexity of communication grounded in community.”

Thomas J. Carmody, Professor of Communication Studies,  
Vanguard University

“For more than two decades, this book has claimed a unique position at the 
top of Christian communication texts. This uplifting edition puts emphasis 
on servant communication and storytelling—important aspects of faithful 
communication in the age of social media.”

Terry Lynn Cornwell, Professor of Communication Studies, Virginia 
University of Lynchburg

“This updated edition extends the more than two-decades legacy of this 
volume’s insights about human communication. New contributions add to 
the original insights and encourage us even more to be responsible stew-
ards of God’s gift of communication.”

Denise Edwards-Neff, Affiliate Faculty, LCC  
International University

“For nearly five decades, Schultze has led the field of communication stud-
ies in scholarship, faculty mentoring, and servant teaching. His stories are 
legendary, his observations insightful and precise. He continues to set the 
agenda for decades more.”

Mark Fackler, Emeritus Professor of Communication,  
Calvin University

“I first encountered Communicating for Life early in my graduate studies, 
which deeply informed my understanding of how communication can cul-
tivate a shalom community. I am eager for a new generation of readers to 
glean fresh insights from its updated contributions.” 

Elizabeth B. Jones, Associate Professor of Communication,  
Asbury University
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“This volume continues to pave the way for a new generation. The expan-
sions are from scholars directly influenced by Schultze’s earlier work. This 
updated edition shows Schultze’s continued influence and acts as a clarion 
call for others to join.”

G. Brandon Knight, Assistant Professor of Communication, William 
Carey University

“The community of scholars providing thoughtful and compelling respons-
es in this updated version clearly demonstrate how vital Schultze’s insights 
are to this cultural moment and how foundational his work is to Christian 
scholarship on communication. This is a book worth reading.”

Kevin Schut, Professor of Media + Communication, Trinity  
Western University

“This volume signals what robust scholarship should be, a conversation. 
Thank you, Quin, for sparking the dialogue. As a contributor, I relished the 
opportunity to seek God’s thoughts and heart on meaning and covenantal 
shalom. My hope is that students, professors, pastors, and seekers will find 
ways to share their voices as well.”

Bill Strom, Professor of Media + Communication, Trinity  
Western University EXAM COPY
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Foreword

Who would ever have thought to combine the words communicating 
and stewardship? I would not have, and I have not seen such a combina-
tion before. But Quentin J. Schultze would, and did, and the product of his 
juxtaposition of the two concepts is in your hands. And you are in for some 
refreshing surprises.

The question now is not “Who would connect the concepts?” but 
rather, now that we have an author in our sights and his book in our hands, 
“Why did he connect them?”

Thousands of young people take college and university courses in 
communications and graduate-bearing degrees in that field. The govern-
ment needs Federal Communications Commissions. There are regulatory 
agencies, investment companies, and all sorts of outlets for communica-
tions. Therapists and counselors concentrate on the difficulty people have 
communicating, for example, in marriage.

So far, so good. Communicating is “in.” But how does it relate to stew-
ardship? We have to know that Schultze did not include that word in the 
subtitle of his book to boost sales. If that was his reasoning, do not trust 
him as a communicator, because he is not a very good observer and listener.

Observers and listeners know that stewardship is a theme most of 
us like to duck. Many ministers resent the fact that they have to devote 
the month of November, certain Sundays, and a few minutes each week 
to stewardship. Laypeople may work hard to complete stewardship cam-
paigns, but they may also groan a bit in the process and feel relieved when 
the task comes to an end. The word stewardship has become tainted.

Part of Schultze’s task, therefore, is to set the theme of stewardship 
into a larger context than the one many Christians hear about during 
stewardship month. While such a theme often involves talk of money, or 
with a bit of alliterative stretching, time, talent, and treasure (and while 
we could benefit from good books on those subjects), Schultze presents a 
larger frame, or chooses a different frame, for his discussion. He connects 
stewardship with how we speak and listen, how we interact in word and 
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gesture, what we have to say and hear, whether one-on-one, in community, 
or in mass communications within our culture.

My minister-son once told me and his congregation that during the 
Olympics he heard a televised interview with an equestrienne champion. 
The reporter asked, “How does your horse know when it has to leap the 
hedges and hurdles, and why do some horses turn away or stumble?” The 
woman answered something like this: “That’s very simple. You tear your 
heart out of your body and throw it over the hedge. The horse knows what 
is going on and how desperate you are to catch up to your heart. So it leaps.”

A crude analogy, perhaps, but in stewardship, you tear out your heart 
and plunge it ahead in a Godward direction. Once it has been placed 
ahead of you, you will work to catch up with it. For where your treasure 
is, there your heart is also; and, as well, where your heart is, there your 
treasure is also.

When the heart has been committed, there is still work to do, and 
Schultze offers guidance. We have been given God’s heart in our world, and 
God pursues it here, desperately—desperately enough to enter the world 
God created through Jesus Christ, who mirrors the fatherly heart of God. 
And in that world we now have to be—no, we get to be—cocreators. Schul-
tze is well read in the literature and keeps from jumping out of his Calvinist 
skin, or at least his Calvinist context. That is, cocreation here does not mean 
usurping the role of the sovereign God. Rather, it means we are graced with 
the gift of cocreation.

And much of that cocreation has to do with language, words, inten-
tions, concerns. Some years ago I shared a platform with a great theolo-
gian, Joseph Sittler. By then he was blind, but he could really see, and hear. 
Someone asked him to put his vision of church reform into as few words as 
possible. He said, simply, “Watch your language!”

Watch your language, Schultze tells us in elaborate and intricate ways, 
if you love or would love your neighbor. Or if you would help criticize and 
then improve cultural signals, mass media, and other agencies of com-
munication. Watch your language and you will learn to confront what is 
dehumanizing and demeaning in others.

For years I have read Schultze on Christian communication and the 
mass media, so I was a bit surprised that he did not get around to his spe-
cialty until Chapters 8 and 9. I would have profited from almost anything 
he had to say on that subject, but seeing it framed in the context of steward-
ship and cocreation gave me a chance to read and hear something quite 
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fresh and challenging. I hope his book will convert others to this approach 
to communicating and then inform them as they go about living up to their 
new resolves.

Martin E. Marty
Fairfax M. Cone Distinguished Service Professor Emeritus
The University of Chicago  
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Author’s Preface to the  
Updated and Expanded Edition

When i meet people who have read the first edition of Communicating 
for Life: Christian Stewardship in Community and Media, they tell me that 
the word shalom has special meaning for them.1 They love the idea of com-
municating for human flourishing. They resonate with choosing relational 
life, rather than relational death, in their everyday interactions with others.

I wanted to title the book “Communicating for Shalom,” but the pub-
lisher understandably worried that it could confuse potential buyers. The 
concept of shalom—or peace, in the deepest sense—isn’t a household word. 
After all, English translations of the Old Testament use the word “peace.”

The publisher and I agreed to use the word “life” in the title. That cre-
ated its own confusion. People who heard about the book would ask me if 
it explained how to effectively communicate a pro-life stand on abortion. 
I learned to respond by referring to the well-known biblical command to 
“choose life or death” (Deut. 30:19), adding, “The book is really about how 
we use communication to build up or tear down relationships—for rela-
tional life or death.” 

In this introduction to the updated and expanded edition, I would 
like to give some additional background on writing the book, discuss a few 
concepts that I would express differently if I were revising the book, com-
ment on the responses to my chapters, and add acknowledgements.

Writing the Book

In the two decades since the book first appeared, I have learned how to 
better communicate about communication. I still keep the fundamental 
purpose of human communication front and center: We humans do not 
communicate simply to code and decode messages, to exchange mere 
information. Instead, we continually communicate in order to form or 
deform our relationships through all of the available means—every old 
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and new medium, by listening and conversing, via texting or blogging or 
podcasting, and so forth. We all dwell in the midst of relational good and 
evil, hoping to make life-giving communication possible.

In the first edition of the book, I wanted to excite and motivate read-
ers to see this “shalomic” view of communication as a stunning gift from 
God that equips us to form community. It has always seemed to me that 
most books about communication are too technical and, frankly, boring. 
Students generally do not want to read them—and neither do I. Why do 
we often choose to transform the delight of human communion into a 
technical “process” of exchanging mere “messages”? Isn’t there more to 
life—to communicative life—than messaging? We human beings, created 
in the image and likeness of God, are not just senders and receivers; we are 
shalom-seekers and seekers of life-giving relationships that will give us joy 
and delight. That is the vision I hoped to cast in the first edition; I wanted 
to convey a sense that communication among human beings and between 
humans and God can be a taste of heaven on earth.

The book’s advisory group, formed by the Council for Christian Col-
leges and Universities (CCCU), helped keep me on track with that mission. 
I wish to thank them once again (see my original acknowledgements). We 
tried writing chapters individually, but the publisher did not like the appar-
ent disunity in style and content. In the end, I composed the book, editing 
additional contributions based on feedback from the advisory group. Then, 
as my acknowledgements indicate, I tested the manuscript with many stu-
dents and other faculty readers. Communicating about communication is 
never effortless.

The fact that the publisher kept the book in print for over two decades 
is a testament to the ideas in it. I have heard from readers every year since 
2000, when Baker Academic released it. And many Christian college com-
munication faculty have told me that the book was instrumental in forming 
their views of how their faith relates to the field of communication, for both 
their scholarship and their teaching. The book has been used in under-
graduate through doctoral courses. I am grateful that God has seen fit to 
use it to serve so many readers.

Second Thoughts about the Book

Probably the greatest confusion caused by the book has to do with the con-
cept of humans as “cocreators” of culture with God. The book says that we 
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humans, by virtue of our createdness (the way God made us different from 
other creatures), have both the ability and the responsibility to cocreate 
with God the culture (ways of life) in which we dwell.2 All of our values, be-
liefs, and practices—the things we humans make and do—are the product 
of our interactions with each other and God. We humans are not so much 
instinctual as cultural beings. We cultivate ways of life, using all the media 
and technologies at our disposal. We are caretakers of culture (hence, the 
subtitle, “Christian Stewardship in Community and Media”).

I anchored this idea of cocreativity in what is called the Cultural Man-
date from the beginning of the Book of Genesis. We are called to exercise 
“dominion” (another confusing term, which does not mean domination 
as much as responsibility) over the earth, subdue it, and develop its latent 
potential (Gen. 1:26–28, 2:15). God calls all humans, as those made dis-
tinctively in his image, to fill the earth with his glory by creating what we 
commonly call culture. In one sense, we do this with God, using his Word 
and the abilities he has given us, in order to develop the original creation 
in God’s name. I was trying with this cultural perspective on human com-
munication to emphasize our calling as God’s creatures. I did not want to 
limit “Christian communication” (yet another confusing term) to evange-
lism—the Great Commission (Matt. 28:16–20).

I thereby created confusion, especially among evangelical readers. It 
seemed to some readers that I was discounting the Great Commission’s 
importance, as if making disciples of Jesus Christ is not a critically im-
portant communicative task. Rather, I intended to emphasize that all of 
our communication—every bit of the culture we create—has evangelistic 
consequences. As I see it, culture is like the soil in which true and untrue 
faith grows. I think it is clearer now than it was when I wrote the book 
that aspects of Western culture are antithetical to the Good News of Je-
sus Christ. Mainstream culture has become hedonistic and consumerist, 
pleasure-oriented and status-seeking. The church itself has become more 
like the broader culture and less distinctive (less “holy” in the sense of “set 
apart”). As a result, sharing the gospel has become increasingly difficult, 
especially among younger adults. Who needs God when personal pleasure 
and material success are more enticing? By uncritically accepting and con-
tributing to mainstream culture, we followers of Jesus Christ have helped 
pollute the waters of contemporary life, making it harder for the church to 
grow, especially cross-generationally. We have done so through communi-
cation—listening to and becoming like the surrounding culture.
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Perhaps the most important thing the church can do to address this 
situation is to create the kind of community that offers deeper, more authen-
tic relationships—namely, shalom. The church should be the community in 
which relational life prospers, thereby seducing others into the goodness 
of our relational God. In other words, our everyday Christian communica-
tion, as reflected in the practices of church community, is a large part of the 
message we share with nonbelievers. Our communication is far more than 
our distinctly evangelistic messaging; all we say and do—how we conduct 
ourselves as communities and individuals—is part of our witness to the 
broader culture. I concluded the book with this idea.

Therefore, if I were to rewrite the book today, I would probably empha-
size the fact that we are called to be “sub-creators” rather than “cocreators” 
of culture. In other words, God does not treat us as equals; we are created 
to communicate in Jesus’ name, under God’s authority. We are amazingly 
creative beings, but our creativity is not meant to give us communicative 
autonomy. We experience life as we follow Jesus, sacrificing our wills for 
God’s glory. We communicate under God, not simply with God.

This is why, since the original edition came out, I have veered to-
ward using the term “servant communication” to describe our calling as 
Christian communicators.3 We are designed to follow God obediently into 
every communication situation. The Holy Spirit is with us, directing our 
efforts under God’s authority. We are created to love and serve God and 
our neighbor, not merely to express ourselves creatively. In other words, 
we should channel our communication toward shalom, by the grace of 
God and under his authority. This requires us to relinquish our self-seeking 
communication so that we can advance God’s Kingdom, ushering in peace 
and justice and helping others to taste shalom.

Another topic I do not think I addressed adequately in Communicat-
ing for Life is storytelling. I am in awe at the God-given capacity we humans 
have to construct and enjoy narratives. We claim to live in the information 
age, but I think a case could be made that we also live in an age of story. The 
number of storytelling channels on television and video has grown expo-
nentially. If anything, the explosion in information seems to have deepened 
our desire for stories that make sense of our lives and the world around us. 
Information alone is not sufficient for a meaningful life.4 When I wrote the 
book, there was little public talk of “narratives.” Now the news media use 
the term repeatedly to capture the ways stories influence us. We discuss 
how narratives are used to control our views of reality, such as through 
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biased news reporting. I think most of us recognize that those who control 
the stories of a culture also shape what people value and believe.

I wonder how social media work as narrative-forming media. We use 
such media to tell others our life experiences. We form mental pictures of 
others by following their social media activity. Podcasting has exploded as a 
narrative form. Monologues and interviews capture the storied lives of hosts 
and interviewees. Presumably, audiences identify with those who produce 
podcasts. Participating in social media is like following one another’s nar-
ratives of public self-discovery. Through storytelling, we can connect with 
others indirectly, without being excessively propositional and pedantic.5 
Audiences seem to be looking for meaningful tales, not moralistic ones.

In this regard, I think the stories in Communicating for Life work well. 
I tried to begin and end each chapter and every subsection with a narra-
tive hook based on real-life situations. I wanted the stories to provide a 
concreteness often absent in books on communication theory.

I have discovered in my teaching and speaking that I can be more ef-
fective by including stories from my personal life. I am a more transparent 
communicator than I was decades ago. In Communicating for Life, there is 
little sense of me as the author. In my later books, however, I open up to 
audiences. The three best examples are Communicate Like a True Leader, 
Communicating with Grace and Virtue, and Servant Teaching.6

Sometimes I receive criticism along the lines that my books now in-
clude too much of me and too little of God. Those are humbling criticisms. 
At the same time, however, I have found that my transparent storytelling 
has opened up my work to new audiences that are tired of seemingly irrel-
evant theory. Also, many readers thirst for personal authenticity. I think we 
must learn to traverse the territory between cold objectivity and overripe 
personal expression. My book Communicating with Grace and Virtue was 
a result of my desire to write about the material in Communicating for Life 
from a more personal, transparent point of view.

Another topic I would have liked to address more fully in Commu-
nicating for Life is the affective nature of human communication. Jesus 
says that our words flow from our hearts (Luke 6:45). I take this to mean 
that our words reflect what we love and desire—not simply what we think. 
Indeed, what we feel about others when we commune with them is not 
primarily the result of our intellect. Our hearts generally direct our minds. 
This is partly why we need to become winsome, open-hearted storytell-
ers. In spite of all the information at our disposal today, I believe that we 
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have holes in our hearts. We carry around emptiness, loneliness, and even 
meaninglessness. I have coined a term to get at this—our desire for heartful 
communication. Do we not all desire more heart-to-heart communication? 
Do we not want to feel loved—and to love others genuinely, with compas-
sion and kindness?

I think (!) and feel (!) that we need both mind and heart in our com-
munion with God, others, and ourselves. We need to revive our hearts and 
cultivate our minds in the art of communication. Life, as in relationships, 
is riddled with feelings. And feelings themselves are “facts” that cannot al-
ways be measured even though they are real data. For instance, in Servant 
Teaching I address the significance of student anxiety and depression for 
how we can instruct effectively. I wish I had better addressed such deep 
issues in Communicating for Life. We all are emotionally broken persons 
with holes in our hearts.

Highlighting the Contributions to This Volume

Reading the chapter responses in this volume has been a blessing. Each 
respondent elicits thoughts and feelings; every one of them is engaging, in-
teresting, and heartfelt. They make me think about what I could have done 
better in the original book but also how wide and deep the subject of com-
munication really is. The contributors add to our understanding of commu-
nication from the perspective of the Christian faith. The contributors remind 
me that there is no single “Christian communication theory.” God has fash-
ioned us as remarkably complicated creatures for whom communication is 
both central to life and endlessly complicated (and fascinating). Rather than 
simply summarizing the contributions, I comment upon the topics.

Dr. Mark Fackler’s response to my book’s updated preface is a bless-
ing. He knows me well—including some of my significant weaknesses—yet 
writes glowingly, with grace and virtue, about my struggle to make sense of 
human communication through a lens of the Christian faith (I did not say 
“the lens” because there are different faithful perspectives). He puts me in 
the “wisdom” tradition. Wow! I hope that I conjure a bit of it. He has prop-
erly pegged me in this sense: I am trying to resurrect insight about human 
communication that we seem to have lost over the millennia. Sometimes I 
truly think that the biblical Book of James has more wisdom about commu-
nication than does the average communication textbook. Much of our pop-
ular understanding of “communication” (allegedly sending and resending 
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messages, which many creatures can do and is not particularly human) is 
really semi-academic folklore jazzed up with fancy-sounding terminology. 
I have been thinking lately that much “social media” content is anti-social. 
Why not call such media (plural) “anti-social media”? Artificial intelligence 
(AI) is “intelligence”? The real issue is whether machines can approximate 
the metaphorical richness of human language. I cannot imagine that. AI 
seems to be able to produce slicker information, not real acumen. Our 
world has long been filled with all kinds of artificial intelligence—cant, 
superstition, and the trivialization of what is important—such as virtue, 
God, and wise counsel (the latter which Dr. Fackler has delivered to me 
repeatedly). We live amidst lemmings of communicative opportunism; just 
check out the latest nonfiction bestsellers list. Probably half of the books are 
not even written (only “authored”) by the names on the cover. Maybe that is 
the future: Books written by non-existent persons yet peddled as the latest 
wisdom. And we all get suckered into this rhetoric, thanks to the words and 
images that are hawked like the “new” and “latest” wisdom. The selling of 
laundry detergent and communication is not wildly different.

In Chapter 1, Bill Strom’s covenantal view of communication is essen-
tial for all of us to ponder and practice. Created under God’s authority, we 
are not independent contractors, in business for ourselves. As I see it, our 
communication is inherently relational and hence covenantal. We are born 
into responsibilities (response-abilities) for one another. God says we are 
his people and that he is our God (Ps. 95:7). Imagine if every day we took 
seriously our obligations to God and neighbor to communicate rightly with 
each other. Sometimes I think about this as the “Amen” model of commu-
nication: What if we could honestly say “Amen” to God after every single 
thing we utter (or write or text, etc.)? How much more or less would we 
say? How would we communicate differently, knowing that we dare not say 
anything we cannot affirm with an amen?

In Chapter 2, John B. Hatch’s call for less rigidity in our communica-
tion is a marvelous way of understanding our need to communicate for 
relational life over death. Grace counteracts our communicative inflexibil-
ity. It opens our hearts to listen and speak for love, not just to tell the truth. 
When we are filled with God’s grace (when we recognize and accept it), 
our hearts are teeming with gratitude; we are more gracious with others. 
Stringent, inelastic communication is less open to the movement of the 
Holy Spirit. We think we know when and how to commune with others, 
but no strict rules or principles will suffice. We have to be available to the 
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God of grace to speak through us in ways that are beyond our meager, 
earthly understanding. We have to beware of our desire for control. I use 
this phrase in the book: “the mystery of human communication.” Grace is 
a mystery. We cannot concoct it, but it happens. Hatch catches unfolding 
grace and helps us understand it.

Thomas J. Carmody’s “big-tent” view of communication is terrific. It 
suggests that we need to go beyond the transmission and cultural views 
of communication. But the field of communication cannot really be do-
mesticated with such a two-category distinction. When communication 
scholars get together to talk shop, the discussion is not nearly so neat and 
tidy. As soon as any of us human beings begin communicating about com-
munication (metacommunication), we are off to the races, running around 
racetracks, going in different directions, getting on and off the tracks, and 
searching for the conversational finish line, which often is only a mirage. 
Anyone who tries to understand human communication from just one or 
two or even three perspectives is not really going to make much progress—
if the goal is a deep understanding of communication. We have to use mul-
tiple methods and theories, models and systems. To put it differently, we 
need one another in the big tent; understanding communication is a multi-
person project, even multi-generational. Some of the most enlightening 
views of communication were written millennia ago by ancient Hebrews 
and the Greeks and Romans before Jesus walked the earth. 

Elizabeth B. Jones takes us on a marvelous journey of media and 
technological choices. God’s original creation is continuously opening up, 
churning out new ways and means of communication. We think we have 
a handle on the communicative means at our disposal—from speaking to 
writing and texting—when in fact human culture is bringing forth ever-
new means, like lava erupting from a volcano. And most amazing of all, 
few older means of communication ever fully disappear. Writing did not 
replace speaking any more than keyboards eliminated pens and pencils. 
Instead, new media forms shift how we use old ones, at least partly. Church-
es might use PowerPoint to project song lyrics, but hymns are still being 
written and sung in worship. Will teaching online ever replace in-person 
instruction? Will local congregations ever disappear in favor of purely re-
mote community? Figuring out how best to use both old and new media for 
various purposes is one of the great communicative needs of our time. This, 
too, is part of Carmody’s big-tent thinking.

In Chapter 5, John B. Hatch’s emphasis on confessional communication 



N
O

T 
FO

R 
RE

SA
LE

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

Au t h o r ’ s  P r e fa c e

xxix

is wonderfully convincing. The word “confession” works in two ways—to 
express what we believe (e.g., to confess our faith in Jesus Christ) and to 
admit what we have done (e.g., to acknowledge that we have sinned against 
God and neighbor by lying instead of telling the truth). The latter kind of 
confession requires prior self-evaluation; we have to ponder how we have 
failed, fallen short of the ways that God would have us communicate. This 
is deeply relevant at all times and places. We can look at all of the Ten Com-
mandments as communication-related mandates—not just the one about 
testifying honestly about our neighbor. Even that commandment is far 
more complicated and difficult to live out than we might first imagine. It 
is about seeking, knowing, and loving the truth. Yet the truth includes the 
fact that we are sinners. Through the gift of communication, we carry sin 
into our relationships. We are warped souls who use God’s gift, intention-
ally or unintentionally, to deform community. As Hatch says, the need for 
confession is terribly evident in the ways we use social media, which are 
loaded with gossip, criticism, and ridicule. I believe that we all, living under 
the shadow of the fall from grace, actually find solace in criticizing others; 
we demonize others because it makes us feel good, delivering a blast of 
dopamine to our broken brains. Perhaps we even become addicted to a 
shared, critical mindset, joining together in the folly of supposedly redeem-
ing ourselves by condemning our enemies.

I have already discussed the importance of communicating with both 
heart and mind, but I want to acknowledge G. Brandon Knight’s fine contri-
bution in this regard. The longings of our hearts steer our communication; 
our hearts are like the rudders for our discourse (Jas. 3:4). How much do 
we actually think about what we desire when we engage in communication 
with God, others, and ourselves? Are we automatically driven to seek what 
we want for ourselves? How does the content of our communication relate 
to the content of our hearts? How do our desires, our longings, open up or 
close down our listening? In my view, Knight is correct that we are riddled 
with good and bad desires that help and hinder our relational quests for 
shalom. To put it in more directly Augustinian terms, we mis-order our de-
sires.7 It is right to seek to communicate in ways that help us love ourselves, 
but not so much that we love ourselves more than we love God and our 
neighbor. We are called to love God first; God-love should be our heart’s 
deepest desire, prefacing how we commune with each other and ourselves. 
This, more than anything else, distinguishes mere human communication 
from faithful Christian communication.
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A major antidote for such self-seeking communication is humility—
down-to-earth-ness. This is the important focus of Terri Lynn Cornwell’s 
splendid essay. The more highly we think of ourselves, the less we think 
positively of others. We become self-serving masters of our own fallen 
communication. This is our shared tragedy. Instead of speaking up for 
those who need help, who need a voice to speak up for them, we speak 
up for ourselves. We do need to speak on behalf of ourselves at times; we 
have hurts and needs, too. Today, however, the situation is badly lopsided 
in favor of self-centered, self-seeking communication. Perhaps political 
discourse is the best example. How many of us believe politicians? Simi-
larly, do we trust the media? Do we not see politicians and the media as 
members of self-benefitting social institutions that barely care about the 
people they supposedly serve? Suppose all media had to dedicate 25 per-
cent of their space and time to reflecting publicly on their mistakes? In 
tune with Hatch’s chapter on confession, imagine the media admitting their 
self-serving communication. That would require a degree of humility that 
today’s media could not imagine.

Kevin Schut generously says that the principles in this book can help 
us understand the current, confusing media landscape. I wrote about the 
media as both a blessing and a curse; surely this holds for contemporary 
media, as well. But what is a “medium” today? Most of the traditional mass 
media are declining. I am still trying to figure out what the term “social me-
dia” means. Are not all media “social,” involving multiple persons? Is social 
the opposite of “mass”? What makes a medium “digital”? The production, 
distribution, or consumption processes? Before writing Communicating for 
Life, I taught a course on television criticism. Prior to the cable and stream-
ing revolutions, I had a sense as to what television was. Schut is an expert 
in video gaming; he wonderfully assesses that medium (if we can call video 
gaming a medium) as a kind of shared storytelling.8 When I invited him 
to speak in one of my graduate classes at Regent College, he proceeded to 
demonstrate some video games that were highly creative and interactive. 
And that was many years ago! In the new media landscape, we seem to be 
creators as well as consumers. I love fan websites where amateur writers 
expand on the stories that appear in novels. I leave it to scholars like Schut 
to make sense of this participatory explosion in new media.

A. Chase Mitchell cogently addresses the ways that the “mythological” 
functions of media are shifting in the new media landscape. While rightly 
questioning the relative impact of “mass” media today compared to when 
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Communicating for Life was released over two decades ago, he affirms the 
basic rhetorical constructs of prophetic and priestly communication in to-
day’s more fragmented media world. Moreover, he soundly concludes that 
there are new media “tribes” tied to subcultures within the broader society, 
aided and abetted by their own intra-tribal uses of more specialized media 
modes and channels. I especially appreciate Mitchell’s focus on the new 
forms of “demonization” in social media. The fragmentation of media has 
hardly reduced—and probably increased—the extent of inter-tribal criti-
cism. In addition, social media algorithms create tribal feedback loops in 
which tribe-defined nastiness seems right and proper. Perhaps, as Mitchell 
hints, tribal media discernment is more important than ever. 

Denise Edwards-Neff focuses our attention on the greatest com-
mandment of all time—Jesus’ love ethic. She skillfully shows that Christian 
responsibility is not just a matter of personal ethics—of making right de-
cisions in our own communication. We are called to represent others, to 
communicate on their behalf. This is fundamentally a matter of who gets 
a voice in contemporary discourse, both mediated and in person. On the 
one hand, we see a media landscape with a plethora of opportunities for 
millions of people to express themselves. On the other hand, as is always 
the case, media tend to consolidate, creating ever-growing conglomerates 
where a few voices speak to many people. The online search engines make 
this clear; their underlying software (algorithms) favors some voices over 
others. Those whose voices most need a platform are sometimes the least 
likely to gain a hearing. 

Elizabeth W. McLaughlin focuses compellingly on the inherent worth 
of every communicator, regardless of their messages. If we can manage to 
separate the human communicator from the person’s messages, we can 
get beyond simply liking or disliking the person. This gives us an oppor-
tunity to see each person as God’s special image bearer. Doing this is a 
real challenge, as McLaughlin rightly suggests. We want to jump into the 
symbolic fray, expressing ourselves and advocating for truth. I find Chris-
tians everywhere, online and in the media, expressing themselves, often 
fiercely. We are going to fix the world! We will set others straight in order 
to make room for the way of the Lord. Then, as McLaughlin reminds us, 
some of the most outspoken Christian leaders fall flat on their faces; they 
talk themselves into the ground, often by lying or being so obnoxiously 
critical that even other believers stop listening to them. Christian mega-
voices rise and fall with their own arrogance. They lose their apparent 
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authority and authenticity. In some small way, we can all fall into the same 
trap thanks to a few misguided social media posts or unfortunate gossip; 
we are caught at our own game.

Diane M. Badzinski cogently addresses the last chapter of Commu-
nicating for Life—surely the hardest chapter to digest and discuss. I really 
struggled to write that short essay about being Jesus’ disciples. Eventually, 
I fell back on (or went forward with) a metaphor based on a serigraph on 
my office wall: Jesus as the great conductor, leading a symphony in which 
each of us plays a part in tune with the Lord’s score (or script). I aimed to 
paint a picture, not just to make an argument. I sought to capture what it 
means for us as communicators to follow Jesus Christ. We cannot know 
what communicative challenges we will face tomorrow, let alone next year 
and beyond. We cannot become expert, unblemished, omnipotent com-
municators, but we can engage in one of the greatest human practices of all 
time—hospitality. In the ancient world, such hospitality was about making 
room in our hearts, minds, and homes for the stranger, the person who 
is different than us and our communities.9 Following Jesus will lead us to 
situations of conflict and distrust, even to discourse, with those whom we 
do not like or want to like. When we stay in our own social bubbles, con-
suming the same media as everyone we know, attending similar worship, 
laughing at comparable jokes (often directed at people we agree to dislike), 
hospitality evaporates. Our communication turns inward, provincial, and 
predictable—a kind of tribal ritualism. So, like Jesus, we need to break out 
of our comfort zone, welcoming discourse with seemingly unlikable per-
sons. Just by listening to their stories, we love them, affirming their inher-
ent goodness as God’s creatures. Opening up to the work of the Spirit in our 
lives, we prepare the way for communication and, eventually, community.

Toward Shalom

For decades I have tried to figure out what the purpose of communica-
tion is as represented in mainstream communication textbooks. I wonder 
about the implied endgame, the ultimate goal, or telos, for human com-
munication. The best I can discern is that communication is for personal 
expression, reduced conflict, or persuasion—or all three of these. But do 
any of us think the world would necessarily be a better place if we all sim-
ply ramped up personal expression, reduced some conflict, and persuaded 
more effectively?
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The Christian vision for communication is superior. We are called to 
participate lovingly in diverse communities where personal expression is 
prized as a gift from God, healthy conflict is a route to renewed relation-
ships, and persuasion is conducted with deep respect and humility. We do 
not communicate for the sake of communication or create conflict to dem-
onstrate our superiority. We welcome diverse voices as a means of holding 
ourselves accountable to the ultimate authority—Jesus Christ. We keep the 
conversation going, so to speak. God’s truth is bigger and better than any of 
us can imagine. His truth is the way of love in the midst of confusion and 
compromise. We are to be known by our love (John 13:35). We communi-
cate for that type of community. Our communicative telos is such shalom. 
We learn to be communication-gifted practitioners of God’s story of grace.

Quentin J. Schultze
Professor of Communication, Emeritus, Calvin University 
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Introduction

Concentration camp survivor Simon Wiesenthal recalls what hap-
pened to him in Poland during World War II. Camp officials sent him to 
work at a makeshift hospital for German soldiers. When Wiesenthal ar-
rived, a nurse led him to a twenty-one-year-old Nazi soldier named Karl, 
who was covered with bandages and barely able to communicate.1

Karl, a member of Hitler’s notorious SS, confessed a horrendous crime 
to Wiesenthal. Karl had killed a family that was trying to flee from a build-
ing the Nazis had filled with Jews and set ablaze. Karl explained how the 
faces of the terrified family members still haunted him. “I know that what 
I have told you is terrible,” Karl said. “In the long nights while I have been 
waiting for death, time and time again I have longed to talk about it to a Jew 
and beg forgiveness from him. Only I didn’t know whether there were any 
Jews left.”2 Then Karl said that he wanted to die knowing that at least one 
Jew had forgiven him. Wiesenthal responded by silently leaving the room.

Years later, Wiesenthal asked various leaders to write short essays 
about what they might have done in that situation.3 Several writers sug-
gested that only someone who had lived through the Holocaust could offer 
a meaningful perspective on Wiesenthal’s dilemma. A person who had not 
experienced Wiesenthal’s pain had no right to comment on whether Wi-
esenthal should have forgiven Karl. Perhaps others who had suffered in the 
death camps could decide whether or not Wiesenthal should have treated 
Karl as his “neighbor.”

We have all faced important personal predicaments that hinged on 
communication. Maybe someone apologized to us after years of mutual 
hatred, dissolving deep feelings of alienation. We might recall a relationship 
that turned on our words—or on our silence. Perhaps a teacher told us that 
we have a special talent, inspiring us to pursue excellence. Or maybe an 
unexpectedly intimate conversation with a close friend led us to drop our 
defenses and to share some of our deepest fears and hopes. The Christian 
tradition often focuses on the moment a person declares the gospel as truth 
and Jesus Christ as Lord.

These kinds of life-changing events illuminate the close connection 
between our relationships with each other and our communication with 
God. Sometimes our communication transcends the limitations of daily 
life and reveals “the rousing good fellowship” in heaven, says theologian 
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Eugene H. Peterson. “Assemble in your imagination all the friends that you 
enjoy being with most,” he writes, “the companions that evoke the deep-
est joy, your most stimulating relationships, the most delightful of shared 
experiences, the people with whom you feel completely alive—that is a hint 
of heaven.”4 If Peterson is correct, our communication on earth can give us 
a taste of eternal life and an intimate friendship with God.

For many people, communication sometimes is a road to sublime 
relationships and personal healing. Even skeptical people pray in times of 
crisis. British scholar C. S. Lewis once said that pain is God’s “megaphone 
to rouse a deaf world.”5 Personal difficulties can turn our attention to higher 
matters. We are “much more likely to find passionate prayer in a foxhole 
than in a church,” says Peterson.6 Perhaps our words can be powerful paths 
to wisdom, love, holiness, and even God.

Unfortunately, communication scholars sometimes squeeze this di-
vine mystery out of human communication. Often they reduce commu-
nication to a drab, mechanical process of sending and receiving messages. 
Researchers tend to secularize communication as if it has nothing to do 
with religion.7 Communication is far more interesting, creative, and spiri-
tual than most scholars and students recognize.

The study of communication should take us beyond the ordinary in 
life to ultimate matters of life and death. Karl reached out for forgiveness. 
Wiesenthal sought justice. Both men struggled to communicate deeply in 
a broken world.

In this book I offer a perspective on communication that is anchored 
in a Christian worldview, but I do not pretend to offer the Christian per-
spective on communication. I expect that even friends in the faith will take 
issue with some of my ideas; in fact, I encourage lively discourse about this 
book. Also, I admit that my ideas are not completely original. I have bor-
rowed heavily from the Old and New Testaments, and I have adapted ideas 
from the apostle Paul and Augustine, from contemporary communication 
scholars, and from a range of academic fields. Because, as Augustine said, 
all truth is God’s truth, I discerningly borrowed from any sources that of-
fered wisdom about communication.8

In addition to offering my own view of communication, I reveal and 
evaluate some other scholars’ religious assumptions. Many of the most re-
spected scholars hold quasi-religious beliefs about human communication. 
They often cling to assumptions with profound philosophical implications 
when they ask questions about communication: What is the origin of human 
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communication? Why do we communicate? Will effective communication 
produce a better world? How can we encourage people to communicate 
openly and honestly? When it comes to these kinds of philosophical ques-
tions, many communication scholars live by their own implicit faith.

In Chapters 1 and 2, I suggest that God creates human beings as 
caretakers of creation, as symbol-using stewards who can create life-giving 
cultures, or ways of life. I believe that God intends for all people to use 
the gift of communication to love God and neighbor, not just to exchange 
messages. When we communicate responsibly, we establish communities 
of justice and peace—what Scripture calls shalom. As recipients of God’s 
grace (unmerited favor), we can spread God’s love in all areas of life.

In Chapter 3, I consider the way that many models of communication 
dehumanize the process. By scientifically reducing human communication 
to a mechanical process of sending and receiving messages, scholars some-
times rob it of its creativity and spiritual mystery. Moreover, these trans-
mission views of communication tend to foster manipulation and control 
instead of love and service. I argue for a cultural view of communication 
that emphasizes the human ability to cocreate culture. If we are not careful, 
our theories of communication will crowd shalom out of our real interac-
tion with each other.

In Chapters 4 and 5, I address the disturbing fact that human com-
munication is fundamentally flawed. We all communicate imperfectly. 
Worse yet, human arrogance, portrayed in the scriptural account of the 
fall, corrupts our motives and alienates us from each other, from God, and 
from ourselves (Gen. 3). Sometimes we even naively believe that we can 
become great communicators and easily eliminate conflict in life. Instead, 
we descend regularly into confusion, misunderstanding, and deception. As 
Wiesenthal and Karl discovered, shalom is clouded by human sin. We all 
use words and images to confuse and confound others, to deceive, belittle, 
and destroy our neighbors. If communication is a path to human hope, 
it is also a road to destruction. Each person’s communication invariably 
becomes a legacy that influences how future generations will communicate.

As I suggest in Chapters 6 and 7, the ability to communicate gives all 
people the potential to powerfully influence community. In spite of the fall, 
God still enables us to cocreate shalom. Using Christ’s own incarnational 
example of selfless love, I suggest that humankind should use the power of 
communication to serve others rather than to exploit them. In short, God 
calls us to communicate on behalf of weak and exploited people.
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In Chapters 8 and 9, I examine the role of mass media in contem-
porary society. Unfortunately, the media are often driven by the love of 
Mammon, or earthly riches. I suggest that the media are implicitly religious 
storytellers that sometimes (like prophets) challenge secular mainstream 
culture, but more often (like priests) affirm it. The media even demonize 
particular groups in society by appealing to people’s existing prejudices and 
arrogance.

In Chapters 10 and 11, I address the importance of ethical communi-
cation. I suggest that communication is willful action as opposed to passive 
behavior. God holds us responsible for how we communicate, for what we 
communicate, and for how our communication affects others. I believe 
that God requires us all to be virtuous communicators who live authentic 
lives and who engage detractors civilly. Because we live in the deep ethical 
confusion wrought by the fall, we need to foster communities of virtue that 
provide “soul food” for nurturing responsible action.

Finally, in Chapter 12, I invite all communicators to become disciples 
of Jesus Christ. Jesus once walked the earth, calling common people to be-
come faithful communicators. Today he calls us to offer our gifts in service 
to others and to the glory of the Creator. As Augustine wrote, we “should 
be an alleluia from head to foot.”9 Ultimately all human communication is 
a form of worship, a love ballad.

After surviving the Holocaust, Wiesenthal began writing and speak-
ing about the horrors of totalitarianism. He dedicated his life to telling sto-
ries that illuminate the human condition for all people. Whether or not he 
made the right decision with Karl, Wiesenthal dedicated his life to fostering 
peace and justice in the world.

I hope this book will inspire you to celebrate God’s gift of communica-
tion by dedicating your life to promoting shalom in work and play. Thanks 
for reading these pages. I expect to learn much from my critics as well as 
my supporters. To all, shalom! 
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Response to the Introduction

New Communication and  
Media Landscapes

Mark Fackler

A small sign on a small storefront in a small strip mall near my home 
in West Michigan reads, “Liveologie Institute,” dedicated to the unity of all 
wisdom. A pretty high bar when you consider all its seminars must cover. 
Implied in its purpose is an open door to new happiness, heretofore un-
discovered, or a recipe of past discoveries rearranged for twenty-first cen-
tury seekers. The store’s creative take on “live” and “ology” suggests a wiser 
journey through the year, and the coupling with “institute” implies that the 
proprietors have invested research and study to support the advice available 
inside. I have not yet entered a Liveologie Institute but maybe tomorrow.

Most current advisers on wisdom and happiness are creating podcasts 
or telecasts or appearing on them as consultants. Marketers of wisdom will 
advise that audiences for this product want discovery, not so much integra-
tion—and they want it quickly since time is precious, and accessible to the 
life the seeker is already living since change is difficult. Popular wisdom is 
either east or west; the middle is unoccupied. Supplicating at these foun-
tains makes one a warrior for the cause, and a nuisance to neighbors chart-
ing a communitarian path.

Author and scholar Quentin J. Schultze is a welcome voice in this 
fractured milieu. Seasoned with grace but no less pungent on wisdom’s way 
forward, Schultze makes the case that educated leaders of the twenty-first 
century need to hear. We humans are made for connections, and these con-
nections are negotiated through symbols—word, color, sound, art, tone, 
mood, place. Presented well, symbols shine with authenticity; they ring 
true. Deeper connections follow. The heart and mind explore with real cu-
riosity and care. The self finds its place, takes a measure of its days.
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Of course, a reader of Schultze’s book can say “no thanks,” as I have 
thus far said to the Liveologie offer. Tired of sermons on virtue, one could 
always turn to German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, the remarkable 
thinker for whom no good or evil exists beyond the will to power.

Some seekers will opt for Nietzschean communication. With symbols 
everywhere open to reinvention, why not make one’s point powerfully, 
capturing a pound of esteem and resource, enough to imagine being fully 
in control? If you follow on with Nietzsche, you will be an Übermensch, 
successor to the wimps and slouches whose fix on virtue is centuries out of 
date. The will to power, not a roster of time-worn values, is life’s prize to the 
brave. Try this path and become the person that lesser minds project onto 
the divine fiction. Assert, define, eliminate, control, enjoy—nothing is more 
sensible for the few short decades of your life, your only and precious life.

Nietzsche takes effort, engages risk, creates opposition. There are 
alternatives. Some will try the downsized wisdom of sixteenth-century 
French philosopher Michel de Montaigne, who grew tired of the slaugh-
ter of Europe’s religious wars and cultivated a radical nonchalance, which 
scholars have called “the quest for immanent contentment.”1 

Montaigne recommends that life start with the present: Care not a 
whit about the past, and each day remain in the “now,” abandoning Chris-
tian worries about mortality and the hereafter. “Seize the day” for crying 
out loud; carpe diem, says the phrase made popular by American comedian 
Robin Williams in the 1989 film Dead Poets Society. (It is the dead Roman 
poet Horace who first used the term in 23 B.C.). If that is all too much back-
ground for a Montaignean, try “YOLO,” you only live once. That works.

In reframing life around nonchalance, Montaigne needed nothing 
more than assiduous knowledge of his own daily wants and needs, books 
and walks, meadows and streams, good wine and an easy hand with social 
expectations, and yes, sex. But please, none of the virtues taught by the state 
and church. Do what you like, today, and avoid the hurt, whenever possible, 
of social reproof. Oh, you are not winning the culture wars, landing big 
contracts, on the list of primary challengers? Not to worry, just delight in 
your personal culture, satisfy your tastes, and the rest will take care of itself.

The wisdom buffet offers choices. Play the tyrant, play the Epicurean. Or 
read Schultze slowly, with purpose. Be the responsible, life-affirming human 
with a sure telos, joy, hope, and the capacity to mourn when that is needed.

 Schultze charts toward a more stable, rewarding future. He has been 
well mentored and knows where the undercurrents lead. Few authors of 



N e w  C o m m u n i c at i o n  a n d  M e d i a  L a n d s c a p e s

7

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

wisdom literature have been so open about their disadvantages at the outset. 
In many podcasts and in-person presentations, Schultze has described his 
upbringing in terms that portend wreckage, loneliness, and early demise. 
By all accounts, he should not be the one at the podium offering insight to 
anyone. With his start, survival alone would be success. He has been open 
and public about this, engaging student audiences while altering classroom 
protocols to make an environment friendlier to persons like himself, work-
ing up from below the norm—a professor’s ultimate application of grace, 
modesty, and student-oriented learning. Professor Q, as Schultze is affec-
tionately known, has come to this wisdom in the crucible of educating the 
techno-generation, yet humbly and authentically learning as one alongside 
it. This mood is rare among educated elites. It is also a testament to the 
mentors who have shaped his mind and manner, people he gratefully ac-
knowledges and whose influence spreads throughout these pages.

Schultze found an intellectual home at the Institute of Communica-
tions Research, a unit of the great land-grant University of Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign. Mentors there shaped him along with a larger group of us, 
such that we fortunate few now often meet around the world, sometimes 
travelling on the same research and teaching team, always grateful for 
the “cultural approach” to communication and technology generated by 
luminaries James Carey, Clifford Christians, Tom Guback, and others. At 
long last graduating, we started academic careers, found our own voices, 
reflected and responded to the life-defining Weltanschauung, or worldview, 
reverberating at Illinois. We were like sprouts of oak fern popping off the 
rhizome, writing and speaking about this big thing, human communica-
tion, distant then from Illinois mentors but never without their formative 
presence. We called ourselves, casually, the Illinois Circle. Meetings were 
recollections of strain and study, ambition, critique, and admiration for the 
commitment to learning we had imbibed there.

We were drunkards for this fellowship, could not get enough. Today 
we remain friends and colleagues, alert to our differences, encouraging 
even post-retirement efforts (such as this book revision) to put mindful, 
full-hearted communication at the center of the conversation.

The books we Circle people (including now many graduates of distin-
guished universities that share the cultural approach) have written some-
times show up with long, extended titles harking back to the Great Books of 
the Middle Centuries, but then some are titled short and sweet. 

Communicating for Life is one of the latter, only three words if you fail 
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to notice the six-word subtitle. Its table of contents tells the tale. Symbolic 
meaning is an enterprise richly embedded in culture, faith, relationships, 
and aspiration. Doing well at communicating is a vocation, so much more 
than the Stoics or the Pragmatists imagined, so much more nourishing to 
one’s sense of self than birthing a flashy advert or tacky tweet. There is an 
overt horizontal dimension to this work: creating and renewing commu-
nity. And a subtle vertical dimension: The very capacity to form meaningful 
symbols reflects the initial celebration of all things made “good.” Thus, the 
vertical and horizontal aspects of communication are deeply challenging, 
for “who knows the explanation of things?” (Eccl. 8:1). It takes a wise teach-
er-mentor to approach topics these chapters attempt to capture, a culturally 
alert mentor to pass on what is lasting, and a humble mentor to welcome 
new interpreters, artists, and symbol makers of all kinds. This book sets 
that challenge aright. Passive reading of these pages is not allowed. You 
may squirm at their audacity, but not daydream or doze. You may disagree, 
but not in the hardened, joyless way of cable news commentary. You might 
express yourself to the author, or better, to your own public, testing your 
own formulations, showing your own call to responsible meaning-making. 
Professor Q delights in new ways to conduct the conversation, his nearly 
favorite thing to do and the reason he writes.

So, there it is, yours to digest and discern. The transvaluation of val-
ues (Nietzsche),2 immanently contented acedia (Montaigne), or Liveologie 
(whatever that is)—all options on the cultural docket today. I plant my flag 
by this book.

You read and stare as your peers and your own people watch and ask: 
Now what are you going to do about the good news that you are thinking 
and seeking, brooding and choosing?

 Discussion Questions

1. What symbols, signs, or vocabulary innovations signal to you that 
change is at the doorstep, for human flourishing or otherwise?

2. How much time is spent by your household mates (young or aged) on 
a screen?

3. Among the common virtues, which strike you as needing an energy 
supplement in the public sphere, at your place of worship, inside your 
own home?
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Chapter 1

Symbolic Stewardship

The Meaning and Purpose of  
Human Communication

Wetlands ecologist calvin dewitt stopped his car one night along a 
busy section of interstate highway in northern Indiana in order to read aloud 
Psalm 19:1: “The heavens declare the glory of God.” DeWitt recalls that he 
“looked up into the night sky and couldn’t see any stars because of all the 
lights and pollution. The noise of traffic was deafening. Semitrailers slammed 
by, literally sucking at my car. The psalm made no sense at all there. I thought, 
‘Here is a community that has deprived itself of nature’s testimony.’”1

Determined not to let a similar thing happen in his own commu-
nity, DeWitt ran for office and spoke passionately with residents about the 
importance of ecological planning. At town meetings he listened to the 
residents’ concerns and hopes. He encouraged the community to publish 
a study of its natural resources so residents would know their own habitat. 
DeWitt helped the town develop an ecological plan to protect and enhance 
the local environment. “Cal is so amazing,” said one resident, “how he 
could have a room full of hostile people, and he could calm the crowd. He 
would let them talk, would really try to understand them. Then he would 
start explaining his side. He would just calm things down. He always listens 
to people.”2

DeWitt’s effectiveness depended on his ability to communicate well. 
He first listened because he respected his neighbors’ opinions. He then 
communicated awe and wonder, built trust, sought the truth, and encour-
aged consensus. In the process, DeWitt cocreated community.3 Using his 
God-given rhetorical gifts, DeWitt helped his neighbors to live harmoni-
ously with the physical world and with each other. He became known as 
a caretaker of creation, a servant of his community, and an agent of grace.

DeWitt’s communication demonstrates that our talking and listening 
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can be rooted in death or in life. He could have promoted ecological ir-
responsibility by pushing for projects that would have polluted the water 
and destroyed the natural beauty of the area. Instead he called for envi-
ronmental stewardship. In every situation, our words help or hurt people, 
nurture or destroy community. “Are we cynical,” asks one Christian scholar, 
“measuring the talk of others according to the waste of limited resources, 
or are we charitable, looking with grace upon the efforts of others?”4 Our 
communication is a two-edged sword.

In this chapter, I charge into the spiritual thicket of human commu-
nication. I ask why people communicate—and why they should communi-
cate. These questions stretch back to our human origins, they complicate 
our lives today, and they reach forward to the ideal community that God 
intends for us to savor. Our language is more than a tool for communicat-
ing; it is the “home in which human beings live.”5

First, I examine how God’s gift of communication enables us to cocre-
ate cultures, or ways of life. Our cultures include webs of relationships in 
everything from business to entertainment. For example, DeWitt commu-
nicated with neighbors to foster the ecological aspect of culture. He per-
suasively offered his town a vision of harmony between people and nature.

Second, I suggest that God created us all to be stewards of creation 
who use the gift of communication to care for the world. Every person on 
earth is meant to be a caretaker of God’s creation, but God holds us account-
able for the kind of culture we cocreate. Our Creator expects us to cocreate 
culture that reflects our role as servants of God and of our neighbors. Every 
human being is made in the image of God and is our neighbor. DeWitt 
realized that his ability to persuade and educate his geographic neighbors 
was God’s gift to him to use for serving others. Like DeWitt, we need to 
recognize that we are symbol-using stewards of God’s world.

Third, I turn to how communication enables us to cocreate life-giving 
community. When we see little or no place for God, our communication 
will foster broken communities of fear, hatred, and oppression. But when 
God is the center of our communication, we are more likely to cocreate 
peaceful and justice-loving communities of shalom. When we are con-
nected to God, our language is the “marrow” of community life.6

Finally, I suggest that our Creator wants us to become God-listening 
communicators. Ultimately, the quality of our community life and inter-
personal relationships depends on how well we listen to God’s discourse. 
When DeWitt stopped his car along the highway to recite Psalm 19, he 



S y m b o l i c  S t e wa r d s h i p

11

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

communicated obediently. Moreover, obedience may have been the most 
important aspect of his rhetorical skill for cocreating with neighbors the 
ecological future of their community. Our ability to communicate for sha-
lom is a kind of sacred covenant with God. We have to listen to God in 
order to faithfully establish communities of shalom. Otherwise we tend to 
create a self-destructive culture of death.

Cocreating Culture

Chinese writer Zhang Jieying has become a thorn in the side of China’s tra-
ditionalists and a beacon of freedom for many young readers. In her book 
Absolute Privacy, Ms. Zhang interviews citizens about intimate topics such 
as broken marriages, premarital sex, and childlessness—all subjects that are 
taboo for public discussion in China. As her words slice through traditional 
social norms, Zhang has become both a hero and a rebel. Her journalistic 
colleagues shun and criticize her, while lovelorn readers celebrate her cour-
age to address formerly unmentionable subjects.7 For good or for bad, she 
has helped to usher new ways of life into China.

God gives us the gift of communication so that we can actively cocre-
ate our culture, our whole way of life.8 When we communicate, we expand 
God’s original creation by making and sharing our ways of life. Like crafts-
persons and traders at international ports, we exchange culture through 
communication of all kinds. Of course, we do not invent all of our culture 
ourselves. We inherit most of it from previous generations. Then we shape 
it and share it with others.

The word communication comes from the Latin communis, which 
means to share, to make common, or even to have “possession of a common 
faith.”9 When we communicate, we create, maintain, and change shared 
ways of life. Communication enables us to cultivate education, engineer-
ing, business, the media, and every other aspect of human culture. Together 
we design and construct buildings, fall in love, establish households, and 
perform music. Perhaps this ability is part of what Scripture refers to as the 
imago Dei (image of God) in us (Gen. 1:26–27).

Every time we communicate, we creatively exercise God’s gifts by 
contributing good or bad pieces of culture to the world. We mimic the 
Creator, fashioning in our own image the kinds of culture that we desire. 
Our communication becomes “a faithful index of the state of our souls.”10 
Zhang’s columns invariably reflect her own vision of what Chinese culture 
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should be like. That is why some readers celebrate her new cultural vision 
for China while traditionalists condemn or ignore her.

In the broadest sense, culture is everything that exists on earth be-
cause of human effort. God created the world but then turned it over to 
human beings to cultivate it. From this perspective, culture includes our 
values (what we believe), our practices (what we do), and our artifacts (the 
physical things that we make).

At the heart of all of this humanly created culture is a system of 
meaning—what people think and believe. Adolescents’ dating practices, 
for example, convey a particular meaning, namely, what it means to date 
someone. At one Midwestern Christian college the system of meaning de-
fines dating as a prelude to marriage. If you date the same person more 
than once or twice, the rest of the campus considers you virtually engaged 
(values), and no one else expresses an interest in dating you. The meaning 
within the system of dating on that campus also shapes where people go on 
dates (practices) and what types of clothing they wear on dates (artifacts). 
Even who pays for the date (another practice) can reveal much about the 
meaning of gender roles and expectations (values).11 Everything we do with 
other human beings—all of our social practices—is grounded in cultural 
ideals, attitudes, and assumptions.

But what people believe about the world around them may not reflect 
the way the world actually operates. In other words, a particular cultural 
system can be out of sync with social realities. Nevertheless, our systems 
of meaning are always grounded in society—the social structures and 
economics of everyday life. No matter what college students believe about 
dating, they will somehow have to pay for the dates, select from among 
available places to go, observe campus regulations about off-campus ac-
tivities, and probably even follow some socially prescribed dating rituals. 
Similarly, a television network might profess to distribute family-oriented 
programs, but somehow it has to pay for the programs, generate a large 
enough audience to attract adequate advertising revenue, and even obey 
various governmental regulations for program content. Zhang depends 
on China’s laws, economy, technology, and transportation system in order 
to finance, print, and distribute her work. We cannot just create our own 
personal beliefs and values if we intend to get along with others in society.

In a narrower sense, then, culture is only a people’s system of mean-
ing, whereas society comprises the rules, regulations, and social structures 
with which we live. Culture is especially what we carry around in our heads 
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and hearts, the everyday meaning of our lives. Society, on the other hand, 
consists only of the external political and economic structures that set lim-
its on what we can do. Clearly human beings create both culture (in this 
narrow sense) and society through the process of communication. Com-
munication enables us to cocreate with others both our systems of meaning 
(culture) and systems for conveying meaning (society).12

For the sake of this book, I will use the term culture broadly to refer 
to both culture and society—to all human values, practices, and artifacts, 
and to the context within which these values, practices, and artifacts oper-
ate. Without the ability to communicate, human beings would be unable to 
cocreate any area of culture, from music to architecture to education.

We are marvelously made creatures who imitate God’s own creative 
ability to cultivate creation. Before we get too carried away about our own 
communication ability, however, we should contrast it with God’s ability. 
Scripture says that God “spoke” this world out of nothing (ex nihilo) (Gen. 1). 
Unlike God, we do not create words or images out of nothing. Instead, we 
conceive new words by combining existing sounds or existing words. We 
can cocreate a language to talk spiritually about the environment, as De-
Witt and many others have done,13 but we cannot create a new language out 
of nothing. Zhang may have invented a few new words in her column, but 
she depended overwhelmingly on the existing language to communicate 
with her readers.

All of our communication seems fragile, limited, and utterly depen-
dent on the shared goodwill of others. Author Richard Foster expresses 
wonderment that his “squiggles on paper” actually “work in the hearts and 
minds” of readers.14 But as a communicator he has the benefit of his cul-
ture’s existing words and common meanings. We can communicate only 
because we already live in a shared culture. By making us cultural creatures, 
God empowers us to communicate through shared ways of life.

Every culture is cocreated through four types of relationships. First, 
God is our primary cocreator in communication. When we cocreate cul-
ture, we collaborate with God—or God cocreates through us! We commune 
with God through prayer, through listening to Scripture, through enjoying 
the created world, and through experiencing Christian community and 
tradition.15 In other words, God can speak through all aspects of creation 
and culture.

Second, we cocreate culture by communicating with our neighbors. 
Biblically speaking, every person with whom we interact becomes our 
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neighbor. We are a part of economic, political, and religious communities. 
Schools, for example, provide a means for us to educate our children as 
neighbors and citizens. Participating in a community means that we agree 
to cocreate culture with others.

Christian traditions typically offer a rich history of culture and com-
munication that form a common life for a group of neighbors. The books, 
songs, liturgies, and creeds of a church provide a tradition of how and what 
to communicate. A tradition is a communal memory that keeps speaking 
to people as long as they listen together to its voice through books, record-
ings, holiday celebrations, and other media. We love God partly by loving 
each other in traditional communities of neighbors (Matt. 22:37–39).

Third, we cocreate culture by having a dialogue with creation. God 
initiates some of this dialogue. Martin Luther said, “God writes the gospel 
not in the Bible alone, but on trees, flowers, clouds and stars.”16 One novel-
ist suggests that the “earth itself is His handiwork, and my treading on it 
is communicated through a network so complex that even our mightiest 
computers can’t begin to estimate its effect.”17 When DeWitt parked his car 
along the highway and looked up to the heavens, he heard and saw that 
people had muffled the glory of God’s creation. The physical world spoke 
to him, and he responded creatively by awakening the ecological voice of 
his own community. Physical scientists dialogue with each other and with 
creation. Hoping to understand creation, they creatively apply the language 
of science to it, naming new elements and devising theories about how the 
physical world works.

Communication theory is partly a dialogue with God’s creation. Just 
as a chemist charts the elements, a communication scholar tries to catego-
rize forms of human interaction and to explain or predict what happens 
when people communicate. Scholars cocreate theories of communication 
partly by observing how people use God’s gifts. All communication schol-
ars interact with the Creation as well as with each other.

Fourth, we cocreate culture by communicating with ourselves. This 
is a great mystery. Somehow we introspectively dialogue with our own 
thoughts, ideas, and feelings. In the process, we think about what others 
have said to us, or about what we believe God is saying to us, directly or 
through his creation. Strangely enough, our cultures are partly created 
when we dialogue with ourselves. For example, we might think to our-
selves about what to say to someone before we say it. Also, we might listen 
thoughtfully to a politician before deciding whether to vote for that person. 
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All of our “external” communication with others takes place in the context 
of our communication with ourselves.

All four kinds of relationships—with God, with our neighbors, with 
the created world, and with ourselves—influence culture. God’s gift of com-
munication enables us to fashion incredibly complex combinations of all 
four types of interaction. Every day we cocreate ways of life shaped by these 
four relationships. In the process, we act wisely or foolishly as stewards of 
God’s creation.

Defining Reality under God

Pastor Bill Hybels of Willow Creek Community Church recalls the time 
that he met with a man who was devoted to shutting down producers of 
adult entertainment. “You’d be amazed at what people can justify,” the man 
told Hybels. “Film directors call what’s going on in the beds ‘acting.’ The 
government . . . calls it ‘art.’ Producers and distributors call it ‘free enter-
prise.’ Video stores call it ‘entertainment.’” Meanwhile, consumers call it “‘a 
good night of fun.’”18

Human communication is a powerful means of defining reality. What 
some people call “pornography” or “smut,” the industry calls “adult enter-
tainment.” German philosopher Ernst Cassirer writes, “Whatever has been 
fixed by a name, henceforth is not only real, but is Reality.”19 Cassirer over-
states our creative power, but he rightly suggests that our symbols shape 
how we view the world. Our communication defines how we see others 
and ourselves.

I believe that God created us to be stewards of symbolic reality. Our 
task as symbolic stewards of creation is to echo God’s reality, not merely 
our own. “What is truth?” asked Pilate, who would not stay around for the 
answer (John 18:38). Without God we merely define our own, often-selfish 
version of the truth.

The key to our ability to define reality is our use of symbols. As we 
cocreate culture, we attach definitions or interpretations to our ways of life. 
Just as Adam named the creatures in the Garden of Eden, we define ideas 
and objects by using vast vocabularies of verbal and nonverbal symbols 
that subtly represent (or misrepresent) the reality of God’s world. For in-
stance, scientists have identified and named roughly 1.6 million species 
of living things, and some scholars believe that there may be another five 
to forty million, primarily in rain forests, awaiting identification.20 These 
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classifications represent scientists’ attempt to define the physical world ac-
curately. The way scientists organize their understanding of the world will 
ultimately define many people’s view of the creation.

How should we define what is commonly known as “pornography”? 
Is it entertainment or sin—or both? Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart 
once said that he could not define pornography, but he knew it when he 
saw it.21 Perhaps he could identify pornography, but then why could he not 
define it? And what would we do about the fact that another judge might 
come to a different conclusion when confronted with the same products? 
Symbols do seem ambiguous sometimes. G. K. Chesterton called human 
language a “bewildering” and “arbitrary system of grunts and squeals.”22 
Still, no matter how arbitrary symbols can be, they are the primary means 
by which we define reality.

Our use of symbols is a powerful tool for making distinctions in 
culture. Our naming differentiates between what “is” and what “is not,” 
between what is “right” and what is “wrong.” Water is not fire, just as 
capitalism is not communism. Our shared symbols depend on this human 
capacity for the negative.23 If we could not distinguish between what “is” 
and what “is not,” our attempts at communication would fail. Imagine if we 
could not distinguish between a green traffic light and a red one, between 
“go” and “don’t go!”

Our capacity for distinguishing between yes and no reflects our human 
nature. Eugene Peterson says that the negative is “our access to freedom. 
Only humans can say no. Animals can’t say no. Animals do what instinct 
dictates. The judicious, well-placed no frees us from many a blind alley, 
many a rough detour, frees us from debilitating distractions and seductive 
sacrilege. The art of saying no sets us free to follow Jesus.”24

At one level, defining reality does not seem all that important. We de-
cide the rules of sports, the names of our children, and words for what we call 
“snow” and “sun.” A large golf club is a Big Bertha (named after a cannon). 
Crispy toast becomes Melba toast (named after opera star Nellie Melba). 
Our idea of a “doozy” is based on the name of Frederick Duesenberg, the 
onetime king of custom-made cars. A Zamboni ice-grooming machine is 
named after the now-legendary Southern California family. We create these 
kinds of everyday symbols without much concern for ultimate reality.

At a deeper level, however, our symbols define our self-identity as 
well as other people’s identities. Advertising presents its versions of beauty, 
popularity, and happiness. In the 1920s, public relations legend Edward 
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Bernays redefined cigarette smoking for women in the United States. He 
secretly convinced health experts and movie stars and other celebrities to 
endorse the idea of female smoking. Soon female Hollywood personalities 
were smoking in public and extolling the virtues of cigarettes for helping 
people to lose weight. Bernays’s catchy slogan, “Reach for a Lucky [ciga-
rette] instead of a sweet,” helped legitimize smoking for millions of women. 
Bernays associated smoking with a slim, attractive figure, and soon smok-
ing was viewed not as an evil practice for females but as part of sophisti-
cated culture.25

Definitions of certain groups’ identities are used to justify atrocities 
and to subjugate people. During the 1930s and 1940s, Adolf Hitler enacted 
the “final solution,” the systematic extermination of the Jews, in prepara-
tion for the day when his master race would control the world. The calamity 
of six million murders occurred on the shoulders of a language of oppres-
sion: Jews were called “parasites,” “bacilli,” and “vermin.” Similarly, in the 
United States, immigrants called Native Americans “savages” and “barbar-
ians.” Racist slurs and sexist language help people to redefine reality so that 
it will be in tune with their prejudices.26 This kind of name-calling creates 
false versions of reality.

Our communication can constructively or destructively define real-
ity. Reporters can promote social justice or advance stereotypes. Teachers 
can inspire or provoke students. Filmmakers can illuminate forgiveness or 
incite revenge. In every aspect of culture we see a mixture of responsible 
stewardship and irresponsible destruction.

God calls us as caretakers of creation to anchor our symbolic reality 
in God’s truth. The Old Testament idea of naming suggests God’s authority 
over all human communication. Naming was a banking term that meant 
“in the account of.” When someone named an item, she or he decided who 
owned it. As Adam named the animals, he took inventory for the owner: 
God. He named God’s creatures on behalf of God, not merely for his own 
pleasure.27 Throughout the Old and New Testaments, people who have 
authority over others get to name their subjects. Nebuchadnezzar’s chief 
official gave Daniel and his friends new names (Dan. 1:7). Jesus changed 
Simon’s name to Peter (Matt. 16:18). Godly namers were people who had 
both the authority and the wisdom to define reality, whereas ungodly nam-
ers used symbols to create their own, selfish version of reality. In this bib-
lical sense, naming always requires “a thorough, sympathetic knowing.”28 
Our responsibility today is the same: to define symbolic reality under God’s 
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authority and in tune with God’s truth, especially the gospel. In this sense, 
we are called to be “symbolic stewards” of God’s creation.

Fortunately, God created us so that we can be aware of our unique 
role as symbolic stewards of creation. We engage in communication about 
communication—what scholars call metacommunication. Rhetorician 
Kenneth Burke points out that dogs do not bark about barking.29 Animals 
cannot “talk” about themselves. They live in a kind of conceptual silence 
that makes it impossible for them to understand the reality of their own 
communication. God formed humans, on the other hand, with the ability 
to communicate about communication, as this book attests.

God’s gift of communication equips us to represent the Creator on 
earth. We see, hear, and speak under God’s authority. God even com-
manded us to “rule” over the earth (Gen. 1:28). Our vocation is to cocreate 
culture that honors God and serves our neighbor.30 We should not use our 
symbolic creativity to exploit the creation selfishly, to define reality apart 
from God’s Word. As Hybels’s friend discovered, we all too easily delude 
ourselves and others. In a Christian worldview, the core of truth is the gos-
pel. God’s truth is not “abstract ideas or mystical experiences, but a story of 
our redemption from a Fallen world.”31 When the gospel forms our com-
munication, we become a community of truth. We then live knowing the 
name of God.32 We become cultural carriers of shalom in God’s world.

Tasting Shalom

When we communicate faithfully, we experience a taste of heaven on earth. 
Writer Philip Yancey speculates that heaven will “offer faithful Christians 
whatever they have sacrificed on earth for Jesus’ sake.” Yancey’s mountain-
climbing friend who chooses to live in a Chicago slum will “have Yosemite 
Valley all to himself.” Meanwhile, a missionary doctor “in the parched land 
of the Sudan will have her own private rain forest to explore.” Maybe, says 
Yancey, this is why the New Testament “commends poverty while portray-
ing heaven in such sumptuous terms.”33

Yancey’s speculations about heaven remind us that we all wish for a 
better life. We yearn for joy. In myriad ways, we try to appease our appetite 
for a taste of heaven on earth. Some people watch romance movies. Others 
read Scripture. We all desire shalom, God’s peace and justice. We feel that 
creation is not complete until we experience the wholeness of community 
in shalom.34
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Shalom is an ancient Hebrew word that suggests the presence of God 
in our everyday relationships. The Jews strongly sensed God’s presence in 
the cloud by day and the fire by night. I borrow partly from Jewish tradi-
tion the idea that God profoundly desires for all people to live together 
in harmony with the Creator, with each other, with themselves, and with 
nature. Our Creator does not want us to live in broken relationships, hurt-
ing each other with words and images that destroy our joy and delight and 
spread hatred and despair. God desires instead that we experience the joy 
of shalom with our neighbors.

A community of shalom is a responsible community in which sinful 
people obey and are reconciled in joyful peace with God and each other, 
a community in which justice and peace are embraced. As philosopher 
Nicholas Wolterstorff puts it, shalom is a way of living that reflects “both 
God’s cause in the world and our human calling.”35 In such a community, 
everyone enjoys harmonious relationships filled with delight.36 Shalom, or 
peace, is first articulated in the poetic and prophetic literature: “The wolf 
will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and 
the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them” (Isa. 
11:6). Shalom is where the “mountain of the Lord’s temple” is “raised above 
the hills” so that “all nations will stream to it” (Isa. 2:2). Shalom is a taste of 
heaven on earth.

In the New Testament, shalom is expressed in koinonia and agape. 
Koinonia emphasizes fellowship and participation. Agape signifies self-
less love of others and ourselves. Paul says that even if one can speak in 
tongues and prophesy, one is nothing without love. Real love is patient, 
kind, humble, and selfless. Love is the greatest thing we can do for another 
person (1 Cor. 13). In a community of peace and justice, we use communi-
cation both to have fellowship with others and to love them.

Jesus Christ is the strongest expression in the New Testament of the 
peace of shalom. Luke says that Christ’s birth caused the angels to sing: 
“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace” (Luke 2:14). Christ is 
both the message (the Word) and the messenger of shalom (the Word of 
God). Jesus is the one whom Simeon worshiped: “Sovereign Lord, as you 
have promised, you now dismiss your servant in peace” (Luke 2:29). Jesus 
preached the “good news of peace” to Israel (Acts 10:36). Every time Jesus 
“healed, forgave or called someone, He demonstrated shalom.”37 Followers 
of Christ cannot “stand around, hands folded, waiting for Shalom to arrive.” 
Rather, we are all to be God’s shalom spreaders, or “peace-workers.”38
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Shalom may represent ultimately the peace and harmony that God 
experiences in the Trinity—the Creator, the Redeemer, and the Comforter. 
Because we are made in the image of a Triune God, we can share some of 
the deep relational harmony of the Trinity. In other words, shalom on earth 
might reflect God’s own eternal shalom; it is our foretaste of the community 
of heaven. In heaven we will experience the joy and delight, the richness 
and beauty of shalom even more fully and deeply than we can on earth. 
Shalom is a deep “longing for being together, for being ‘in and with each 
other,’ for the ways of setting each other free, of mutual openness, of sac-
rificing and receiving . . . successful unity of life.”39 We taste shalom when 
we deliver a worthwhile speech, report the truth compassionately, listen 
empathically to a friend’s tales of woe, and help recover someone’s ability to 
write after she has suffered a stroke. Whenever we communicate peacefully 
in accord with God, we taste heaven.

Imagine a major airport terminal. God created gravity, wind, and 
the basic materials that people use to build planes. God even created the 
pilots. But someone has to manage the flow of planes into and out of the 
airport, or flights will be delayed and cancelled. Air traffic controllers are 
charged with the responsibility of using two-way radios located in the con-
trol tower and on each plane to guide the traffic. Under their leadership, 
the airport should operate smoothly, enabling people to visit relatives, con-
duct business, and travel for pleasure. Air traffic controllers are the heart 
of the airport, using symbols literally to shape the destiny of millions of 
travelers annually.40 Dedicated air traffic controllers enjoy directing aircraft 
gracefully through the skies and along the runways. Even under stress, they 
empathize with pilots and care for passengers’ safety. When they think and 
communicate well, the entire airport can be a harmonious place for people 
traveling for work and play. 

Just as air traffic controllers are responsible to officials for airline 
traffic at airports, humans are responsible to God for communication on 
earth. We all regulate our communication, shaping the quality of our daily 
interactions. In shalom, we act responsibly for the good of the community 
and in accord with God’s Word. We see our communication in the larger 
context of God’s desires for creation. We become symbolic stewards who 
listen to God’s plans for peace and justice, especially when the stakes are 
high and we feel the pressure. When we communicate obediently, we taste 
heaven on earth, and we help others to do so as well.
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Listening for God in the Shadowlands

Our own quest for shalom begins when we listen obediently. The Latin root 
(audire) for the word obedience means “to listen.” Our obedience always 
requires “a discerning ear, an ear that listens for the reality of the situation, 
a listening that allows the hearer to respond to that reality, whatever it 
may be.”41 Theologian Eugene Peterson writes, “Christian spirituality does 
not begin with us talking about our experience; it begins with listening to 
God call us, heal us, forgive us.”42 Having heard God’s Word, we can begin 
our own walk toward shalom. Calvin DeWitt heard the call to obedience 
while reading God’s Word on a noisy highway in northern Indiana. Bill 
Hybels’s friend heard the call while listening to rhetoric about the virtue of 
pornography. Both of them then used the gift of communication to cocre-
ate shalom.

Shalom depends on our listening to a God who “still speaks.”43 As 
Wolterstorff argues in Divine Discourse, there is plenty of reason to be-
lieve that God has a voice among faithful people who listen.44 According 
to Scripture, God’s Word is “like fire . . . and like a hammer that breaks a 
rock in pieces” (Jer. 23:29). But do we listen? Or is the cultural noise too 
loud? We need to listen if we hope to hear God’s shouts and to savor the 
Lord’s whispers.45

No matter how God speaks, all of our daily communication occurs 
in what Lewis called the “shadowlands.”46 We taste shalom but never dine 
only on its peace and justice. Someone always spoils the pudding. In Psalm 
83 the psalmist prays for the judgment of his people for not carrying out 
their duties. They were following false gods and irresponsibly defending 
wicked people at the cost of oppressing the weak and needy.47 Forgetting 
their status as caretakers of God’s creation, they had become their own ar-
rogant gods by failing to hear and heed God’s Word. Shalom was a distant 
memory lost in the shadows of their minds and the noise of their culture.

Christian communicators listen ultimately to Jesus Christ. We thereby 
become agents of shalom even in the shadowlands. We listen to God, and 
we listen for God. We hear the call to become symbolic stewards of the 
creation. Breaking out of daily darkness for glimpses of eternal heaven, we 
see the cross of Christ and listen to the Word of God. In short, we hear and 
enact the Good News with our neighbors in community.48
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Conclusion

The best communication theory sometimes resembles theology and sounds 
like a search for shalom. Burke, for example, has developed one of the most 
compelling theories of communication. In fact, his rich work has become a 
“bible” for many communication scholars. Burke saw the symbolic power 
that humans use to shape culture. He perceived the urge that people have 
to associate with others in community. Burke’s writings speak of the nature 
and purpose of life, not just of the process of communication.49 He defined 
human beings poetically:

Man is
the symbol-using (symbol-making, symbol-misusing) animal
inventor of the negative (or moralized by the negative)
separated from his natural condition by instruments of his own 
making
goaded by the spirit of hierarchy (or moved by the sense of order)
and rotten with perfection.50

In one sense, Burke had it right. We are symbol-using creatures. We 
do have the capacity to define between “is” and “is not,” including what 
is morally right and wrong. Moreover, our symbolic “instruments” such 
as language and media can separate us from nature—even from our own 
natures. As Scripture says, we are fearfully and wonderfully made, if not 
“rotten with perfection.”

But in another sense, Burke was misguided by his own reality-defining 
language. When Burke was advanced in years and had mourned the deaths 
of friends and family members, he added another human ability to his defi-
nition: “acquiring foreknowledge of death.”51 Burke’s worldview perhaps 
cynically captured both the inherent goodness of human communication 
and its terrible imperfections. He glimpsed human communication as it 
exists in the shadowlands between heaven and hell. But he seemed never to 
accept Jesus Christ as the center of all reality-defining wisdom.

Burke rightly recognized that the study of human communication is 
invariably a religious exercise. All of us who study communication implicitly 
assume religious definitions of reality. Burke’s idea that humans are “rotten 
with perfection” surely flowed from his sense that people are created above 
other creatures. Burke’s late-life addition to his definition—“acquiring 
foreknowledge of death”—may be the most profound of his insights and 
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surely the most sobering. Perhaps Burke saw the imagery of Psalm 23:4, 
the “valley of the shadow of death.” But he apparently never recognized our 
sacred covenant with God that requires all of us to communicate obedi-
ently. Nevertheless, perhaps because of its religious language, Burke’s work 
has provided one of the most compelling and widely followed paradigms of 
human communication in the discipline. Although Burke may never have 
offered any ultimate hope for the human condition, he tasted shalom.

When DeWitt looked into the night sky, he expected to see the glory 
of God’s handiwork. Observing only city lights and pollution, he resolved 
to save his own community from environmental blight. God’s gift of com-
munication enables us all to cocreate the kind of culture that celebrates 
shalom. Symbols are human equipment for responsibly cultivating God’s 
creation. Our quest for faithful communication begins when we taste sha-
lom and listen to God. 
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Response to Chapter 1

Shalom the Goal, Covenantal 
Communication a Means

Bill Strom

In chapter 1, quentin j. schultze considers shalom the jewel of respon-
sible symbolic stewardship. He argues that when we communicate responsi-
bly, we taste the goodness of God’s peace and justice in our relationships with 
God, others, ourselves, and creation. My response looks at our relationships 
with loved ones through a parallel lens—covenantal communication. Social 
science evidence supports the idea that we are more likely to communicate 
redemptively when we picture our identity as “we” (versus “I”), act out of 
love, communicate responsibly, agree on rules for thriving, and commit to 
one another long term. Covenantal communication nurtures shalom.

Schultze suggests that the ancient concept of shalom is the big idea 
by which Christians can test communication in everyday life. The markers 
or characteristics of shalom show up in words and deeds that help estab-
lish peace and justice in four relationships—relationship with God, with 
ourselves, with our neighbors, and with creation. Schultze says we actively 
“cocreate culture” as stewards of symbolic gardens where we plant and sow 
redeeming relationships. Establishing shalom requires us to be responsible 
communicators. As Schultze writes, “We taste shalom when we deliver a 
worthwhile speech, report the truth compassionately, listen empathically to 
a friend’s tales of woe, and help recover someone’s ability to write after she 
has suffered a stroke. Whenever we communicate peacefully in accord with 
God, we taste heaven.”1 

I suggest that covenantal communication is a robust concept, akin to 
shalom, that captures responsible communication and the paths by which 
we establish shalom in close relationships. I also observe that social sci-
ence research supports this claim and complements the theology, stories, 
and examples that Schultze provides. For example, one researcher found 
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scientific evidence that people who see life as imbued by the sacred enjoy 
healthier family communication2—an idea like my ideas here. Therefore, 
the goal of my response is to add scientific evidence to Schultze’s humani-
ties evidence to show that a life in God leads to flourishing shalom. 

Principles of Covenantal Communication

My interest in covenant principles arose from my doubt that Jesus’ yoke is 
easy and his burden light (Matt. 11:30). While I considered myself a com-
mitted believer, I still struggled in my Christian walk and envied the lives 
of unbelievers who lived free from religious rules. As a social scientist, I 
wondered if my experience was common in the church. In short, I was 
curious if Christians experience relational heaviness, despite Jesus’ claim 
otherwise. But I thought I would cast my question positively: “Do people 
who practice committed faith experience shalom-like relationships more 
than individuals for whom faith means little?”

The first task on this research journey was to define covenantal commu-
nication. I proposed that it is “the process by which people-in-community, 
who are motivated by unconditional love, use symbols responsibly to agree 
upon redemptive pacts in order to change together through committed loy-
alty over generations.”3 More simply, covenantal communication is words 
and actions prompted by love for the good of one’s community. When it 
springs from love and endures the test of time it yields the abundant life 
Jesus promised.4

The second task was to develop a scale to measure the way people from 
all walks of life think about close relationships and faith. That scale, the 
Contract-Covenant Continuum, also measures contract values in relation-
ships. A person measuring high on contract sees herself as the social center, 
treats relationships like ledgers of rewards and costs, and pursues personal 
happiness, while people high on covenant see the group as the social center, 
treat relationships as sacred trusts, and help others grow in God.5 

The final task was to gather data. I did so by using the scale noted 
above and other covenantal sources. In one study I found that people who 
rated high on covenantal principles were more likely to experience better 
marriages, personal betterment, and relational happiness.6 I also carried 
out a study in the seventh week of the pandemic lockdown with a sample 
of Christians who attended church and non-Christians. What I found was 
a consistent trend that practicing Christians rated higher on covenant 
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values, while non-Christians identified with contract values. During the 
pandemic lockdown, “covenanters” were less angry, anxious, and physi-
cally aggressive with loved ones compared to “contractors.” In the end, the 
covenant sample measured more satisfied with life and experienced more 
support from their clan.7

The evidence just noted, with similar research conducted elsewhere, 
provides support for the claim that a covenantal worldview for close re-
lationships yields life-giving communication that promotes shalom. 
Therefore, the remainder of my response will consider five principles of 
covenantal communication based on the definition above and show their 
similarities to Schultze’s observations regarding communication that yields 
shalom. The purpose will be to show conceptual harmony between shalom 
and covenant and to provide evidential weight to Jesus’ claim that his yoke 
leads to life abundant. 

Covenanters Identify as People-in-Community

Covenanters begin with a self-concept like a honeycomb, meaning 
that they picture their identity as unquestionably linked to people around 
them. Similarly, Schultze writes this way when he sees humans in terms 
of “we,” not “I,” which is remarkable given that he lives in a highly indi-
vidualistic culture.8 His phrase “communities of shalom” and his claim that 
“we cocreate culture by communicating with our neighbors” reflect God’s 
ancient covenant with Israel and Jesus’ new covenant among believers.9 Just 
as God communes as Father, Son, and Spirit, so we, made in the image of 
God (imago Dei, Gen. 1:26–28), are created for community.

When we define ourselves as “we” more than “I,” communication 
benefits grow, especially when managing conflict. “We”-oriented people 
are more likely to manage conflict in ways that serve others’ needs and 
reputation, such as remaining calm, apologizing, and giving in, rather than 
in “I”-oriented ways that grab for power and domination, such as getting 
hot-headed, aggressive, and defensive.10 As already noted, results from the 
pandemic lockdown study indicate that covenanters are less likely to expe-
rience hostility and anger and lash out with verbal aggression than contrac-
tors.11 Perhaps you consider yourself a covenanter. How did people in your 
pandemic pod discuss contentious issues related to virus spread, masks, 
and vaccinations? If your interactions were calm and kind, then you were 
engaged in covenantal communication. 
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Covenanters are Motivated by Agape Love

This second principle means that covenanters take seriously Jesus’ call 
to love God, neighbor, and self—the greatest commandments.12 Schultze 
says it this way: “In the New Testament, shalom is expressed in koinonia 
and agape. . . . Agape signifies selfless love of others and ourselves.”13 He 
adds, “Nothing is more important for how we communicate than love for 
God and neighbor. Without love, shalom is only a dream.”14 Both shalom 
and covenant echo Jesus’ command to “love one another” (John 13:34–35).

In the pandemic study, love showed up as trusting and supporting 
one’s housemates.15 This finding confirms other research where people 
identified “trust,” “caring,” and “honesty” as the top three concepts associ-
ated with love; “sexual passion” and “physical attraction” ranked fortieth 
and forty-seventh.16 You might recall how demanding those first weeks of 
pandemic lockdown were. Students, especially, were suddenly at home, 
learning online with siblings and parents jostling for space. In this crowded 
crucible, covenanters trusted family and friends amidst pandemic uncer-
tainties. Moreso, covenanters likely supported each other by validating 
each other’s frustrations and fears and responded with messages of encour-
agement, support, and help.17

Covenanters Use Symbols Responsibly

To speak and act responsibly means that we are response-able. This 
means that, despite hardship or situation, we communicate with wisdom, 
truth, and grace. Communicating responsibly acknowledges that even with 
small brains and soured souls we still get to choose how we treat each other, 
and by God’s grace we may choose wisely.18 The outcome of responsible 
communication, as Schultze observes, is justice and peace.19

In the pandemic study I conducted, covenanters appeared to be at 
peace with themselves and their housemates, which might explain why 
they treated others justly. Recall that covenanters experienced less social 
anxiety and anger and expressed less aggression toward loved ones than 
contractor counterparts.20 They also benefited from more social and emo-
tional support from family and friends. How did you relate with others 
when frustrated with being cooped up? Did you show kindness despite the 
urge to blow up and lash out? Perhaps you held your tongue before speak-
ing kind truth. Covenantal communication is ethically responsible and 
shows up seeking peace, even under challenging circumstances.
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Covenanters Agree on Redemptive Pacts in Order to  
Change Together

This covenant principle means that we cocreate virtuous communi-
ties when we come together to discuss ground rules for relating. Schultze 
puts it this way: “A community of shalom is a responsible community in 
which sinful people obey and are reconciled in joyful peace with God and 
each other, a community in which justice and peace are embraced.”21 In a 
similar vein, the building blocks of covenantal relating are in making and 
keeping promises that benefit one another—everything from casual prom-
ises, such as, “I will pick up milk after work,” to corporate policies, such 
as, “The fire marshal will exit the building after ensuring all employees are 
safely outside.”

Where do people of the covenant turn to find rules for community? 
As I found in my research, covenanters are more likely to seek God’s wis-
dom in prayer and to welcome advice from godly others. For example, 
covenanters generally agree with statements such as, “Praying for relational 
guidance is a good thing to do” and “My relationships have benefited from 
people in a small group fellowship at a place of worship.”22 Covenanters are 
likely to participate in local church life, and research indicates that doing so 
gives covenanters access to a supportive community, healthy role models, 
theology for making sense of the world, and opportunities to practice altru-
ism and generosity.23 It is not surprising, therefore, that people who attend 
church have a settled satisfaction with life, and these roots provide resilient 
resources to navigate hardships even during a pandemic lockdown.24 

Covenanters Are Loyally Committed Over Generations

This principle means that covenanters remain faithful and true to God 
and the people closest to them. In Scripture this means being trustworthy 
in relationships, keeping one’s promises, and being true to one’s commit-
ments. King David often prayed for God’s everlasting faithfulness to him in 
love and protection (Pss. 40:11, 61:7).25 Perhaps this is what Schultze means 
when he says, “Our ability to communicate for shalom is a kind of sacred 
covenant with God.”26 This holy agreement is to love him and others as we 
love ourselves.

Our long-term commitment to loved ones yields a myriad of commu-
nication benefits. Committed people tend to adjust their lives and sacrifice 
personal goals more often for the benefit of a relationship. They tend to 
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open up more about their inner world and support the inner world shared 
by family and friends.27 Being faithfully committed translates into listening 
well, as one’s loyal presence provides opportunity to drop everything and 
give undivided attention.28 Among couples, faithful commitment increases 
sexual responsiveness, lessens feelings of entrapment, and matures fidelity. 
Unsurprisingly, committed people experience more satisfying relation-
ships—a taste of shalom.29

 Conclusion

The purpose of this response to Chapter 1 of Schultze’s Communicating for 
Life has been two-fold: to show the similarities between shalom and cov-
enant—enduring Christian terms for understanding God and ourselves—
and to show the link between covenantal principles and communicating 
for shalom. Ample social-scientific evidence suggests that living in and 
for God amidst his people and plans yields communication that cocreates 
healthy close relationships. 

In a chapter titled “The Secret of the Easy Yoke,” American philoso-
pher and theologian Dallas Willard argues that the key to flourishing is 
accepting Jesus’ call to his Way of Life, meaning righteous living with God 
and his people. To choose otherwise, Willard says, is “to choose a life of 
crushing burdens, failures, and disappointments, a life caught in the toils 
of endless problems that are never resolved.”30 Before my journey into cov-
enantal study, I would have said he claims too much. However, now the 
evidence has become increasingly convincing.

 Discussion Questions

1. My journey began with a sense that living the Christian life was not 
easy nor burden-light. I noted my envy of non-Christians who seemed 
freer and happier. Have you felt the same way? What do you think 
feeds this perception? Can you think of cases where Christians do, in 
fact, lead more burdened and heavy-yoked lives than non-Christians? 
How does Jesus’ statement about problems give hope: “I have told you 
these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will 
have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33)?

2. The definition of covenant, in my response, is treated in communicative 
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and social terms. The Latin origin of the word is con venire, which 
means “a coming together,” while the Old Testament Hebrew word for 
covenant is berit, or bond. How do these ideas compare with contem-
porary sayings, such as “I got to be me,” “I did it my way,” or “Look out 
for number one”? How is covenantal living different from these North 
American cultural patterns?

3. Schultze promotes shalom using humanities evidence, such as Scrip-
ture, stories, theology, and cultural examples, whereas my response 
presents covenantal communication with social-scientific studies and 
evidence. Do you find these to be competing or complementary ways 
of supporting the claims? How might these two modes of inquiry rep-
resent the idea that “all truth is God’s truth,” a statement commonly 
taught at Christian liberal arts colleges and universities? 
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Chapter 2

Inexplicable Grace

The Mystery of Human Communication

Two days before christmas, a drunk driver killed a Kentucky couple’s 
eighteen-year-old son, their only child. Consumed with hatred, the griev-
ing couple fought for justice. They doggedly pursued the killer through 
the courts, seeing to it that he would be required to fully pay for the crime. 
When he eventually pleaded guilty and was freed on probation, they made 
sure that he spent the required night in jail every other weekend. For years 
they monitored all of the accused young man’s court appearances. After 
all, their son was dead. They deserved revenge. As the distraught mother 
said of the killer, “All I can think of is that he should die, and how he 
should die.”1

Over time, the couple’s preoccupation with revenge softened. Dis-
covering details about the driver’s background, they realized that he 
was human, not a monster. They heard that he had grown up without 
the kind of love and support that they had lavished on their own son. 
As the couple identified with him, they began to empathize with their 
son’s killer, to feel some of his pain, confusion, and regret. Eventually the 
couple invited him to their home to share meals. In word and deed, they 
began to love him. As a remarkable testimony to grace, they accepted like 
a son the man who had killed their only son. Freed of a vengeful spirit, 
they nurtured their “adopted” child, loving him as they once had loved 
the son whom he had killed.2

This true story is a modern parable about grace in communication. 
It points to an inexplicable reality beyond the everyday lives of the people 
involved. We cannot fully explain in human terms what happened between 
the grieving parents and the lost young man. The plot has an unexpected, 
even unbelievable, ending. Why did this grieving couple begin forgiving 
the driver? How did the couple convince him that they were sincere? Why 
did he trust their efforts to help him? And why did they choose to forgive 
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when many others would not have? In short, how did all the fear and ven-
geance turn into the love and joy of shalom?

In this chapter, I first examine the mystery of grace in human commu-
nication. Grace is all of the “good” that God blends into communication, 
often invisibly. Grace is forgiveness, understanding, empathy, and love—
every one a taste of shalom. Strangely enough, we cannot force people to 
understand, to forgive, to love; we cannot force grace. We can only invite it 
into our lives. Sometimes no matter how hard we try, our communication 
falls apart. At other times our communication mysteriously ushers us into 
grace. The Kentucky couple could not easily forgive—but they did.

The second section of this chapter reveals how communication en-
ables us to identify with one another. Living in shalom, we share the stories 
of our lives and come to know and love our neighbors as distinct persons. 
The Kentucky couple discovered that by identifying with their only son’s 
killer they were eventually able to love him. They all tasted shalom be-
cause of God’s gift of identification. Jesus Christ identified with a suffering 
humanity. So can we identify with others in order to cocreate peace and 
harmony on earth.

The third section illuminates the implications of identification for our 
understanding of human nature. As we identify with others, we discover 
our common humanity. At its best, this deep, universal empathy enables us 
to commune with others as if they are our neighbors.

Finally, I describe some of the incredible richness in human commu-
nication. Humankind has an amazingly multimedia character. Every one of 
our senses contributes to our communion with others. Moreover, almost 
everything we do as humans can become a means of communication. Each 
person’s communication gifts have the potential to contribute to shalom 
and to testify to God’s grace, which pervades our symbolic activities. Every 
glimpse of grace in our lives is a love letter of shalom from God.

From Entropy to Shalom

William Rodriguez learned the mystery of grace in communication when 
gang members in Los Angeles shot and killed his son. Rodriguez was a 
twelve-time North American champion in kickboxing and a black belt 
in karate, but as a Christian he had decided not to seek revenge through 
physical violence. When he realized that one of the three men convicted for 
killing his sixteen-year-old son had really just been riding in the backseat of 
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the killers’ car, Rodriguez asked the judge for mercy on the man. The man’s 
“family was very grateful,” recalls Rodriguez. “I just believed it was the right 
thing to do. That’s my faith.”3

Rodriguez had no idea where his words of grace would lead him, but 
he felt called to orchestrate peace treaties among warring gangs. The kick-
boxer sensed that he could show gangs how to communicate rather than 
fight. Although he lacked any training as a mediator, Rodriguez eventually 
planned a meeting with the gangs for the purpose of creating an area-wide 
truce. He recalls, “I went to that meeting where there was close to a thou-
sand heads, and I didn’t know what I was going to say.”4 He had no agenda 
other than peace, and Rodriguez suddenly realized that he could talk about 
the power of forgiveness. So he told the gang members about “the abil-
ity to live for the future and not be in bondage to your past.”5 Knowing 
that Rodriguez had lived that message, gang members identified with him. 
Soon Rodriguez was hosting meetings every Sunday. He became a power-
ful channel of grace among the gangs of Los Angeles.

God’s grace mysteriously enables us to share shalom with others. The 
parables of Rodriguez and of the Kentucky couple reveal that life-affirming 
communication often is not the result only of our own effort, but is an in-
explicable gift. As mere humans, we cannot fully determine the impact of 
our communication. Even when we try our hardest, our communication 
sometimes fails. At other times, we seem to reap unmerited rewards from 
even poorly crafted communication.

Professors know that this is true in their teaching. Sometimes an in-
structor labors intensely over a great lecture, then it bombs in the classroom. 
What went wrong? At other times an unprepared teacher only chats off-
the-cuff with a class and receives rave reviews from pleased students. Why 
did the impromptu chat work better than the well-organized lecture? Some 
professors always leave room for spontaneity in their classroom lectures 
because they do not want to stifle the possibility that something wonderful 
will happen in the unpredictable interaction with students. No matter how 
carefully we communicate, results are mixed and unpredictable.

When our communication turns sour, grace seems to disappear. Re-
lationships lacking grace can frustrate us and tear us down. Without grace, 
a self-conscious public speaker hyperventilates. An alcoholic lies to herself 
and to loved ones about her addiction. A dictator orders the execution of 
innocent victims. A young child quietly endures incest because Daddy said 
not to tell anyone. A college student breaks a strict confidence by gossiping 
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about a roommate’s date. Our communication sometimes reflects human 
fear, distrust, and disharmony. Where is grace in these kinds of situations? 
Are we just blind to it? Did we fail to invite it into our lives?

Apart from grace, all of our communication tends toward symbolic 
entropy. It simply falls apart. If Rodriguez had not spoken of forgiveness 
to gang leaders, the symbolic chaos of the streets would have produced 
even more name-calling, turf wars, and killings. We contribute to symbolic 
entropy when we hide our real feelings or express them inappropriately. 
But most of our communication simply dissipates in the daily noise of life. 
It just goes nowhere. We lose interest in a conversation. We start daydream-
ing. Entropy takes over. Grace seems to disappear.

The fact is that all human communication depends on God’s grace. 
First, our Creator has established the physical laws of sound and sight 
that we need to communicate. Second, God goes a step further, creating 
situations in which we can spread shalom even with our imperfect talents. 
Third, our Creator grants each of us the gifts necessary to communicate. In 
all of these ways, grace arrests entropy and makes productive communica-
tion possible.

The Greek term kairos captures the idea of communication that is just 
right for a particular situation. Kairos operates when a preacher speaks the 
perfect words to comfort grieving people at a funeral service. Newlyweds 
experience it when they gaze at each other over candlelight during their 
first private dinner together as husband and wife. Kairos is at work when a 
physics teacher chooses just the right metaphor to capture for students the 
wonder of God’s creation. We witness kairos when the vulnerable politi-
cal leader responds patiently to a reporter’s presumptuous criticism. God’s 
grace is a kind of kairos that enables us to overcome momentarily the nor-
mal entropy of human interaction.6

In the Christian tradition, Pentecost represents special grace in hu-
man communication. Our Creator sent the Holy Spirit to earth, giving 
early Christians the miraculous ability to communicate effectively across 
linguistic and cultural barriers. A sound like the blowing wind filled the 
house in which the early apostles were sitting. Tongues of fire rested on 
them, and they spoke in other languages. Soon a crowd gathered, and the 
apostles’ prophetic speech was mysteriously translated into the languages of 
listeners (Acts 2:1–13). The Holy Spirit, God’s unique gift to the church, en-
ables believers to be not only technically good communicators of the Word 
but also rightly motivated and extra-humanly successful communicators. 



I n e x p l i c a b l e  G r a c e

37

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

The Spirit is anti-entropy and pro-shalom and can ensure our effectiveness 
when we least expect it. The Spirit enabled Rodriguez to know what to say 
to the gangs and helped him to say it humbly and effectively.

I emphasize the importance of grace not to encourage people to be 
sloppy or lazy communicators but to reveal that God’s ongoing care is 
necessary to redeem problematic communication. Grace comforts us and 
liberates us from the idea that the world’s communication problems are 
all on our shoulders. We all struggle with imperfect symbols, erroneous 
definitions, broken communities, and confusing technologies. Filmmak-
ers love to hear from people who are moved by their productions because 
from the inside the making of a movie seems too slipshod and imperfect. 
In fact, some movie actors will not even view themselves on the screen, 
because they see all of the flaws in their performance. But in the end the 
cinematic story can work even with imperfect people. God’s grace in hu-
man communication mysteriously steers us away from entropy and toward 
shalom. All of our successful communication is like a love letter from God. 
Rodriguez’s kind words to the judge on behalf of one of the men accused of 
killing Rodriguez’s son were surely a love letter to both the accused and his 
family and friends.

Identification

Harvard psychiatrist Robert Coles tells of his encounter with a fifteen-year-
old young man who had stopped attending school and started smoking 
large amounts of marijuana, who sat alone in his room for hours on end lis-
tening to rock music. When Coles met with him, the young man shook his 
head and refused to talk. Coles had several possible professional diagnoses 
for the troubled patient—depression, maybe psychosis—but he was not 
sure what would open him up. Coles finally offered words of identification: 
“I’ve been there; I remember being there—remember when I felt I couldn’t 
say a word to anyone.” Tears welled up in the young man’s eyes. Coles’s 
words of identification had powerfully opened the door to communica-
tion.7 The young man realized that Coles was not just a doctor but also a 
person. More than that, the young man and Coles could identify with each 
other. Both tasted the grace of shalom in identification.

We daily experience grace in our ability to identify—to sympathize 
and empathize—with our neighbors. Identification can help us to overcome 
divisions and differences, just as it overcame the impasse between Coles 
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and his patient. It can motivate us to offer love and justice to others. Iden-
tification equips us to learn to speak others’ languages, to interpret their 
gestures, and to understand their images. We can, like the apostle Paul, 
“become all things to all people” (1 Cor. 9:22, NRSV) in order to reach out 
to them. We can step out of our own selfish thoughts and into others’ lives. 
People often have the opportunity to identify with another culture by learn-
ing about and enacting its literature and folktales and performing its music. 
They might experience the stories of African Americans in slavery, Euro-
pean Mennonites in times of persecution, and Jews in the Holocaust. God 
intends for us to identify with each other, just as the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit identify with each other as distinct persons in the same Godhead.

Every time we identify with someone else we practice what God per-
fected in Jesus Christ.8 God took the form of a human being in order to 
identify fully with humankind. Christ touched the lepers and spoke with 
the prostitutes and the tax collectors. He communed with all types of people 
in all social classes, regardless of their standing in the religious community. 
As God’s image bearers, we share some of that ability to identify with others 
every time we communicate. The couple from Kentucky identified with the 
man who killed their son. They were able to trust him, love him, and forgive 
him, just as Christ forgave us.

Missionaries know how crucial identification is for cross-cultural 
communication. As a missionary to China in the nineteenth century, 
Hudson Taylor wove his black hair into a braid and let his fingernails grow 
long because these were local marks of mature spirituality. He could not 
communicate fully with Chinese people simply by following his English 
Christian ways. He first had to listen to them and learn about them; then 
they listened to him as well.9

Only when entering into a people’s conversations and stories can an 
evangelist begin to connect with them. Scholar John Shea tells the story 
of Damien, an evangelist to lepers who learned that ministry begins with 
identification. For some time Damien had been unsuccessful as a witness to 
lepers. But one evening when he “put his foot into the hot water after a fu-
tile day’s evangelizing,” he felt nothing. He had leprosy. “That Sunday he got 
into the pulpit and did not begin with the customary ‘You lepers’ but with 
‘We lepers.’” From then on, Damien’s ministry was “electric, fruitful beyond 
his wildest dreams.”10 Damien’s identification with lepers had ushered him 
into their culture and their conversation. He lost his physical health, but he 
gained a powerful means of communication.
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God’s grace enables us to let go of our immediate assumptions and 
preconceptions so that we can identify with others. We no longer merely 
observe others; we begin to participate with them. When we communicate, 
we do not just exchange messages; we leave ourselves temporarily in order 
to enter into someone else’s experience. Jewish philosopher Martin Buber 
says that we enter “the sphere of the between.”11 He developed a philosophy 
of communication grounded in the intimate character of the most basic 
oral human interaction. Dialogue—especially speaking and listening in 
person—can open up relationships to a sacred intimacy. A true dialogue 
is not just an instrument for exchanging information; it is also a means by 
which a person can enter deeply into the presence of another person and 
God.12 Identification is the difference between merely imagining what it 
would be like to be Chinese and empathizing with Chinese people—even 
becoming like them, if not one with them.

During the Renaissance, Benedictine monks so identified with deaf 
people that they created a new definition of deafness that still shapes public 
perceptions in the twenty-first century. The monks lived in monasteries 
and took a vow of silence. Having developed their own nonverbal forms 
of interaction, they knew that significant daily human communication was 
possible without speech.13 To them, Aristotle’s belief that “those born deaf 
all become senseless and incapable of reason” made little sense.14 Moreover, 
the Christian church’s prejudices seemed absurd. How could the church 
routinely bar deaf people from receiving Holy Communion simply because 
they could not “confess aloud” their faith? Spanish Benedictine monk Pe-
dro Ponce de Leon, the first teacher of the deaf, so identified with deaf 
people that he developed a sign language and wrote a book on the topic of 
how to teach “mute deaf.”15 Ponce de Leon’s ideas were eventually exported 
to France and later to North America, perhaps changing deaf education 
forever.16 Because of God’s grace in the monks’ strong identification, mil-
lions of people who have hearing and speech impairments are no longer 
treated as if they were subhuman.

God created us with the amazing ability to identify with each other 
so that we might cocreate communities of shalom. Identification can lift 
us out of the whirlpool of isolation and plunge us into fresh streams of 
flowing shalom.
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Discovering Our Common Humanity

Photojournalist Susan Meiselas tries to capture images that enable viewers 
to identify with victims of injustice. One time, during Nicaragua’s civil war, 
she drove up the “Hill of Lead” outside of Managua. The hill was known as 
a place where death squads executed citizens they thought to be rebels. She 
looked out the window and saw the remains of a human body scattered and 
decaying in the bloody grass, and vultures circling for the feast. Meiselas 
took a picture. In the background of the photo were a gorgeous Nicaraguan 
forest and a lake—in jarring contrast to the bodily remains of a victim of a 
horrendous act of violence. “I think the hardest thing for me as a photog-
rapher,” wrote Meiselas, “is moving the viewer past the shock and horror of 
the image to identify with the dead as people. . . . It’s not just that you’re a 
reporter documenting something. You start to feel that it could have been 
you; it could have been your family.”17

Identification can lift us out of our parochial culture so that we can 
recognize and share with others our common humanity. By temporarily 
losing ourselves we can find deeper communion with others. People who 
have spent many hours trying to feel and understand the alienation and 
confusion of others might be best able to speak to their neighbors. Iden-
tification can help us experience human wellsprings of both pain and joy. 
Literature can show us that the line between evil people and righteous 
people is not very fine. Russian writer Alexandr Solzhenitsyn poignantly 
remarked, “If only there were evil people somewhere, insidiously commit-
ting evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest 
of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through 
the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece 
of his own heart?”18 Communication empowers us to share with others 
even the darkest reaches of our common humanness—and thereby to see 
ourselves as we all really are.

Without the ability to identify with our shared humanness, we would 
not be able to love our neighbors who have been our enemies (Matt. 5:44). 
When William Rodriguez asked the judge for mercy on one of the men 
convicted of killing his son in Los Angeles, he transformed anger and ha-
tred into love for an enemy. Although he recognized the need for justice, 
Rodriguez also identified with the accused man’s vulnerability. Perhaps 
Rodriguez even imagined himself or his son in the same position. Simi-
larly, when the Kentucky couple began to identify with the man who had 
killed their son, they recognized his humanity and started to love him. 
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Identification can remind us that if it were not for grace we could have been 
the perpetrator.

Theologian Lewis Smedes believes that the art of forgiving always 
begins with rediscovering the humanity of a person who has hurt us. Be-
fore we rediscover that humanity, we merely “filter the image of our villain 
through the gauge of our wounded memories.” But as we begin to identify 
with our enemies, we see them through a “cleaner lens, less smudged by 
hate.” Eventually we perceive the reality of a “real person, a botched self, 
no doubt a hodgepodge of meanness and decency, lies and truth, good and 
evil.” Then grace melts our hatred as we see “a human being created to be a 
child of God.”19 We may never fully love people who have wronged us, but 
by the grace in identification we are freed from hatefulness and a vengeful 
spirit. After all, we could have been in their shoes.

As we identify with each other’s foibles, we recognize that we are all 
imperfect people who need others’ patience and understanding. A psychia-
trist described a husband who was about to leave his wife because she did 
not screw the top back on the soda bottles. Relationships can “flounder on 
pebbles, insubstantial insults and injuries,” said the psychiatrist. He con-
cluded that seemingly minor issues can even destroy a marriage because 
neither person wants to surrender. Maybe “surrender itself is not as bad 
as it’s been put up to be,” he suggested. “It is extremely useful in relation-
ships to learn flexibility of perspective.” He explained that couples must 
be able “to see the other person’s way, so that perhaps there is something 
very charming about leaving the cap off soda bottles.”20 Identification gives 
us the grace to accept each other’s differences and weaknesses. Each bit of 
identification reveals our shared humanity.

Our ability to identify provides a glimpse of the complete “oneness” 
that people experience in heaven, a taste of eternal fellowship. Christ says, 
“I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that 
all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May 
they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I 
have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are 
one” (John 17:20–22). Scripture captures a fully reciprocal understanding 
among persons that we can only approximate in this life, but that believers 
will attain fully in the life to come, when we will know as we are known 
(1 Cor. 13:12). According to Christian tradition, all of our identification 
on earth points to complete identification with the community of saints 
in heaven.
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Sheldon Vanauken tells about the deep identification he shared with 
his wife. The couple was so close in the “co-inherence of lovers” that they 
usually “knew by a glance or a tone of voice what the other was thinking and 
feeling.” Once a visitor saw Vanauken’s wife “glance fleetingly at the candles 
on the mantelpiece.” A moment later Vanauken got up to light them, never 
knowing that his wife had just considered the same action. “It almost scared 
me,” the friend later admitted. “It was too perfect.”21 This kind of identifica-
tion is a foretaste on earth of the intimate communion of heaven.

Identification, then, is not only a communication technique but also 
a means by which we can witness God’s grace in our shared humanity. We 
cannot fully love people in the abstract—only as particular persons with 
whom we have identified. Identification lets us go beyond mere knowledge 
about others to a specific knowledge of them. In Scripture, “knowing” is 
deep love between persons, or between a person and God (Ps. 139:23).

Our universal humanity can also lead us away from the grace of sha-
lom. We can be chameleons, becoming like those around us. Some mis-
sionaries identify with the native culture so thoroughly that they give up 
their own cultural background and their own faith in order to join the 
community.22 Actors, too, can sometimes identify so strongly with their 
characters that they virtually become them. Certain theories of acting actu-
ally promote this kind of personal metamorphosis.23 Some people identify 
strongly with rock music stars or television and film celebrities. Adoles-
cents use movies, in particular, to help them make sense of sexuality and 
confusing interpersonal relationships.24 Soap opera viewers identify vicari-
ously with the fictional world of the shows; some even send cards and gifts 
when characters get married.

Humankind’s Multimedia Character

In Belgrade, Yugoslavia, during the late 1990s, pro-democracy demon-
strators wanted to send a public message to the ruling socialist govern-
ment: “Give us our freedom.” The government had refused to recognize 
the results of democratic elections and had then banned protest marches. 
So the demonstrators operated within the letter of the law by taking their 
protests on the road—literally. Thousands of Belgraders converged on the 
city center in their vehicles, blocking traffic in every direction for hours and 
creating a cacophony with horns and whistles. Hundreds of drivers suffered 
simultaneous “breakdowns,” opened their vehicles’ hoods, clutched their 
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heads in mock incredulity, and joined the protest. One driver complained 
that someone had stolen his engine. Using humor and imagination, the 
demonstrators shared their message of freedom with the entire nation.25

Human communication is a remarkably rich and multifaceted gift 
from God that spans many forms of verbal and nonverbal media. We com-
municate through sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell. The church has 
communicated through incense, stained glass, statuary, paintings, books, 
scrolls, chants, candles, songs, sermons, confessions and professions, and 
even silence. All forms of communication are open as vehicles for shalom, 
to our joy and delight. Theologian Richard Mouw says that Jesus’ approach 
to teaching is a kind of “sanctified tackiness.” Jesus’ parables “borrowed 
mundane images from ordinary life to talk about very profound matters. 
He referred to buried treasures, loans, coins, sheep, seeds, oil lamps, and 
daily wages in a vineyard.”26 God seems to have a sense of humor that deliv-
ers grace in the most unexpected ways. All forms of communication can be 
conduits of grace.

Often we do not recognize the special value of nonverbal communica-
tion. It is a sobering fact that virtually everything we do can communicate 
something to someone else. Filmmakers say that over half of what we ex-
perience when we view a movie is the musical score. Even architecture and 
living space can speak to us. The physical setting is often an important part 
of our worship experience. One graduate student wrote in her final exam 
about her desire for a meaningful worship space: “I think that much of 
modern society has lost a sense of divine, holy space.” We sometimes wor-
ship now in gymnasiums and their impermanent spaces. A sanctuary, the 
student said, should radiate “the holiness of God . . . to my senses and to 
my spirits.”27 Although not everyone would accept her traditionalism, she 
rightly suggests that worship, like all human communication, should be 
powerfully rich and vibrant.

At one time or another, people of faith have used every means of com-
munication to build communities of shalom. In Western society, Christians 
were often at the forefront of developing new media. Luther used Guten-
berg’s press in the sixteenth century to print the vernacular Bible; Scripture 
had previously been available only in Latin and other ancient languages. 
Eventually millions of copies of the printed Scriptures were distributed 
from house to house and from town to town. Many later Bible printers 
selected attractive type fonts and adorned the holy text with lines, draw-
ings, and even gilded pages. The same thing was done with some hymnals. 
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Today’s church banners and liturgical vestments are part of a long history 
of rich expressions of communal faith. The church has tried creatively to 
harness all forms of symbolism for worship and outreach.

Although much of our meaning is transmitted nonverbally, use of the 
human word, or linguistic communication, is probably the most important 
human form of communication. Language starkly differentiates us from 
other creatures. Rhetorician Kenneth Burke begins his analysis of human 
communication with the assumption that humans are “bodies that learn 
language.”28 Scripture says that God spoke the world into existence. Adam 
named the creatures (Gen. 2:19–20). In Christ the “Word became flesh” 
(John 1:1–14). Christians for millennia have professed faith publicly (Rom. 
10:9). Believers have not only recorded and saved the Holy Scriptures but 
have also created catechetical teachings based on them. In most traditions, 
worship is very linguistic. Hymns and other Christian songs are anchored 
in the language of the faith. People who are unable to speak with their voic-
es can communicate words with sign language, writing, special computer 
technology, and other means.

In every area of life, the human word drives culture and spreads grace. 
The classical rhetorician Isocrates said, “None of the things which are done 
with intelligence take place without the help of speech.”29 Clearly language 
is a crucial part of study and education. The visual artist uses words to think 
about her work, to explain it to others, and to study the work of others. 
Language permeates all human cultures. Without some form of language, 
there could be no deep human identification and no real shalom. Language 
is our strongest bridge to rich relationships with God, our neighbors, the 
creation, and ourselves.

Our linguistic ability enables us to tell stories, or narratives, that con-
nect us to the past, present, and future. Says a former corporate CEO, “Ev-
ery family, every college, every corporation, every institution needs tribal 
storytellers. The penalty for failing to listen is to lose one’s history, one’s 
historical context, one’s binding values.”30 Stories help us to rediscover the 
past, learn from the present, and forecast the future. Walter Fisher, one of 
the leading scholars of narrative communication, says that “symbols are 
created and communicated ultimately as stories . . . to establish ways of 
living in common, in communities in which there is sanction for the story 
that constitutes one’s life.”31 Christ used parables to make spiritual ideas 
relevant. The entire Bible narrative addresses the past, present, and future 
of God’s relationship with humankind. Our understanding of the world, of 
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ourselves, of God, of virtually everything is wrapped in rich biblical narra-
tives. In fact, the gospel is Christianity’s metanarrative that helps believers 
interpret all other stories.

Chenjerai Hove, an award-winning Zimbabwean writer, tells how the 
oral tradition of village storytellers shapes Shona culture from generation 
to generation. All villagers know that when the sun goes down it is time 
for a festival of music, story, and dance. The children ask to hear the story 
about when Hare and Hornbill went to look for a woman in another vil-
lage. After cajoling the storyteller, the children receive the tale they knew 
they would get to hear once again. Later that night, a woman performs the 
story with the children, “harmoniously repeating the chorused refrain of 
their participation.” They join the woman in swaying their bodies to the 
music that accompanies the story. Many more tales are told that evening, 
for these narratives provide the community’s moral teachings as well as its 
entertainment. The tales show the children and remind the adults “how to 
respect the weak as well as the strong, and how to work hard for oneself and 
for the community.” Although modern radio and television now compete 
with indigenous oral storytelling, these simple moral narratives have been 
the “pillar of indigenous communication in Zimbabwean society.”32 Stories 
can give life to a culture and sustain a common identity.

When William Rodriguez called for forgiveness in his meeting with 
the Los Angeles street gangs, he employed some of the most cogent means 
of linguistic persuasion. He identified with gang members and their fami-
lies who had lost children to gang violence. He told the narrative of his own 
life, especially how God had given him the courage to forgive the man who 
had killed his son. He distinguished between the two choices that the gang 
members had—to return to street violence or to seek peace. His rhetorical 
ability helped turn the gangs toward shalom.

God made us all to be creative symbolizers who can transform al-
most anything into a form of communication. Words, images, music, and 
all of the other means of human communication are part of the tapestry 
of meaning in our lives. When the Serbians took to the streets with their 
cars and trucks, they created a powerful festival of freedom that spoke to 
themselves, to the government, and to the world. The horns, whistles, jokes, 
and posters became part of their urban celebration for democratic reform. 
The rich variety of human media allows us to commune at work and play, to 
share the gospel, and to celebrate life in shalom. Our multimedia ability to 
communicate can spread grace through all aspects of our lives and culture.
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Conclusion

Philosopher John Dewey once said that of all things “communication is the 
most wonderful.”33 God’s gift of communication exudes grace. The Ken-
tucky couple found grace as they identified with their son’s killer. William 
Rodriguez discovered grace in the mercy he expressed to the bystander. 
Psychiatrist Coles suddenly felt God’s grace when his young patient wept 
in identification. Through God’s rich gift, we can help each other to seek 
justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our Creator (Micah 6:8). Be-
cause of grace we can spread the peace of shalom through every kind of 
symbolic activity. 
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Response to Chapter 2

The Beauty and Wisdom of Grace

John B. Hatch

In chapter 2, quentin j. schultze contrasts grace with entropy—the 
natural tendency of things to become disordered over time. Going further, 
he notes that the Holy Spirit is “anti-entropy.”1 Clearly God’s grace coun-
teracts disorder. I would like to emphasize that grace also counteracts rigid 
order. To be more precise, grace transcends the simple dichotomy of order 
and disorder, bringing something wondrously creative and transformative 
into the picture. In this extension of Chapter 2, I highlight parallels be-
tween the nature of human language and the revelation of Scripture in this 
regard. I then discuss the embodiment of grace in Jesus Christ, the costli-
ness of that grace, and Christians’ calling to communicate divine grace. I 
conclude by discussing how public discourse about a contemporary social 
problem—race relations—often fails for lack of grace and how genuine 
grace can promote reconciliation.

Order Versus Grace

Let’s start by thinking about the difference between order and grace. Order 
has to do with structure, rules, cleanliness, and neatness—everything in 
its rightful place. When we speak of “moral order,” we mean justice, rights, 
responsibilities, the rule of law, and so forth. To picture these concepts, we 
often resort metaphorically to lifeless objects: the measuring rod of the law, 
the scales of justice, the machinery of the court system. 

Grace is a very different animal. We associate grace with living things—
deer leaping, eagles flying, dolphins swimming, ballerinas dancing. Their 
forms and movements are organic and graceful; their intricately ordered 
bodies move freely. These creatures are a reflection of the Creator. Our Mak-
er is not a theological machine but a living God of energetic communion, 
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communicated among the Persons of divine Trinity, whose freedom over-
flows in gracious acts of creating, celebrating, loving, and redeeming. 

In Scripture, we find a tension between this grace—God’s organic, 
creative, self-giving freedom—and law. The Law of Moses—the Ten Com-
mandments and other rules and regulations of the Torah—was designed 
to order Israel’s communal life and worship properly, steering the Israelites 
clear of idolatry, immorality, and corruption. Yet, just as the rules and foul 
lines in basketball do not in themselves create the energetic dance of skilled 
players on the court, so rigid adherence to a system of law does not produce 
a vibrant relationship with God or a community of shalom. In the New 
Testament, this strict regimen of “law and order” comes to be regarded as 
a kind of slavery, similar to applying the rules and constraints of childhood 
beyond adolescence (Rom. 3:19–20; Gal. 3:23–24, 4:21–25). In contrast, 
living by grace through faith in Christ is likened to the freedom of spiritual 
adulthood (Rom. 3:21–23; Gal. 3:25–26, 4:26, 5:1–4). Grace is God’s free 
gift that saves us from enslavement to sin. But what does all of this have to 
do with the nature of language and communication?

In his influential book The Rhetoric of Religion: Studies in Logology, 
literary theorist and philosopher Kenneth Burke notes that “verbal or sym-
bolic action is analogous to the ‘grace’ that is said to ‘perfect’ nature.”2 In 
other words, language is a distinctively human gift that sets us apart from 
other animals, allowing us to build upon nature by naming things, mak-
ing sense of them, developing culture, creating art and technology, and so 
on. Scripture highlights the centrality of language for humans: Their first 
recorded act is naming all the creatures around them (Gen. 2:19–20). This 
is to be expected, for God created the world by speaking, and humans are 
made in the image of God (Gen 1:27).

Like grace, the gift of language brings both freedom and order. Words 
liberate us from the limitations of instinct by allowing us to reflect before 
responding to our environment. Words also make it possible to order our 
knowledge of the world, create social order, and order ourselves and others 
to behave in certain ways. As a result, you and I can act according to higher 
principles than selfish desire, pleasure, or survival. We can conquer our 
natural fears through reason. We can overcome our anger by pondering 
the extenuating circumstances that may have caused another person to act 
in a way that hurts or offends. We can forgive. When we wrong someone, 
instead of falling back on the natural impulse to defend ourselves and de-
flect blame, we can listen to the voice of conscience and choose to take 
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responsibility, repenting of our offense. In so doing, we bring a healthy and 
life-giving order to our relationships and communities. All these expres-
sions of grace depend on the capacity to negotiate life through language 
and symbol. 

However, sin corrupts the gift of human language. When we forget 
our dependence on the gracious Giver, our capacity to order people and 
things through words becomes fuel for prideful ambition or compulsive 
perfectionism, driving us to damage or destroy good realities in the name 
of imagined ideals. Paradoxically, the power to order things becomes a pro-
pellant of entropy. As expressed in Burke’s “Definition of Man,” language 
thus gives rise to negation, alienation, and “rotten perfection.”3 

What is more, Burke noticed a social phenomenon he referred to as 
the “Iron Law of History / That welds Order and Sacrifice.”4 Across human 
cultures and literature, order leads to guilt (since humans fail to conform 
perfectly), and guilt goads us toward killing something or someone, wheth-
er symbolically or physically, in hope of being cleansed or freed. Thus, for 
humans as the “symbol-using animal,” the ability to envision a better world 
goes hand in hand with the “foreknowledge of death.”5

It seems, then, that we are ruled by the law of entropy. Human lan-
guage, which should facilitate a beautiful moral order, imprisons us in a 
cycle of sin and death. Order alone cannot overcome disorder, nor can our 
words save us. We need a grace that transforms human words and human 
beings alike. 

Thankfully, Scripture unveils this Grace, springing from a supreme 
Word. The Gospel of John begins by introducing Christ as the eternal and 
personal Logos (Word) through which the world was spoken into being, in 
whom all things hold together and have meaning. John then tells us that 
this Word became flesh and lived among us, embodying grace and truth: 
“For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 
Christ” (John 1:17). God communicates grace by coming to us in person 
and embodying grace in relationship with us. While words of law merely 
show how we fail to measure up—and demand sacrifices to cover our 
sins—the Word of divine grace offers God’s very self to save us. At the cross, 
this grace overtook our violent effort to enforce order and transformed it 
into God’s loving occasion to offer himself for the sake of his misguided 
children. What we did for evil, the Son of God turned into good. The cross 
of persecution became the agency of reconciliation.

As the cross reveals, grace is costly. German theologian Dietrich 
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Bonhoeffer, who resisted Hitler’s Nazi regime and ultimately paid with his 
life, famously distinguished true grace from “cheap grace.” Cheap grace, he 
said, is “grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without 
Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.” By contrast, divine grace “is costly be-
cause it condemns sin, and [it is] grace because it justifies the sinner. Above 
all, it is costly because it cost God the life of his Son.”6

Just as Jesus embodied grace by healing the brokenhearted, confront-
ing falsehood, challenging the world’s unjust order, and suffering to redeem 
us, so we are called to enact grace in word and deed. “Let your conversation 
be always full of grace” (Col. 4:6). “Be merciful, just as your Father is merci-
ful . . . Forgive, and you will be forgiven” (Luke 6:36, 37b). “Whoever wants 
to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and fol-
low me” (Mark 8:34). This work is difficult—impossible—unless we draw 
deeply on God’s grace for ourselves and others. When we fail to draw on 
the Source of grace, we are prone to respond to injustice with either of 
two misguided extremes: merciless justice or cheap grace. Let’s consider this 
challenge in the context of a contemporary issue: race relations. 

The Language of Grace Meets the Challenge of Race

There is no question that there are tremendous disparities in health,7 
wealth,8 and freedom9 between Whites and Black, Indigenous, and other 
People of Color (BIPOC) in the United States. However, depending on po-
litical leaning, we tend to respond to this fact very differently. “Liberal” or 
“progressive” citizens are attuned to ways in which racial injustice is baked 
into the system to the advantage of White people and the disadvantage of 
People of Color. Yet these citizens’ well-intentioned responses to systemic 
injustice may lack grace. They may fail to recognize that “justice warriors,” 
too, are sinners in need of grace, and they may lose sight of God’s image 
in fellow humans who are not fully on board with their program. On the 
other hand, “conservative” approaches to racism tend to favor grace over 
justice; yet this often turns out to be cheap grace, making light of systemic 
injustice, resisting deep repentance, and focusing on self-defense (“I am not 
racist”). Cheap grace places a burden on the victims of injustice to forgive 
and overcome, instead of lifting their burden and working to bring justice. 

For shalom to be realized, we all need to give and receive genuine 
grace, expressed both in repentance and forgiveness. In Chapter 1, Schultze 
notes that “a community of shalom is a responsible community in which 
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sinful people obey and are reconciled with God and each other, a com-
munity in which justice and peace are embraced.”10 In my own studies of 
reconciliation between groups, I have found that grace is key: It restores 
shalom by attending to the competing claims of truth, justice, and peace 
in a way that transforms these values and brings them back into harmoni-
ous wholeness.11 Rather than reject or minimize any of these vital moral 
impulses, grace redeems and reconciles them. This redemptive process is 
sometimes referred to as restorative justice.

Often, the grace of God facilitates such healing work through artistic 
media such as literature, film, liturgy, and music. A song by contempo-
rary Christian singer-songwriter Andrew Peterson beautifully exemplifies 
how well-crafted lyrics and music can shed the light of divine grace on 
racial division, and thus promote repentance, hope, and healing. Titled “A 
White Man’s Lament for the Death of God’s Beloved,” Peterson’s song was 
released on YouTube in 2020, one month after the murder of George Floyd 
at the hands of Minneapolis police.12 The lyrics illuminate not only the 
ugliness of racism but, more importantly, the path toward shalom. Deeply 
informed both by Scripture and the pain of the marginalized, Peterson’s 
song weaves together the claims of truth and justice and the work of grace 
and peace. 

The opening stanza presents Peterson marching with protesters on a 
city street. This verse not only captures the marchers’ anger and passion 
for justice but also notes that the ultimate goal includes making mercy and 
peace. Alluding to the masks worn by protestors to limit the spread of the 
COVID-19 virus, Peterson metaphorically highlights the deeper truth of 
the situation: Racism is another kind of plague, spreading grief and griev-
ance across generations. Rather than blame it on other people, the singer 
turns inward, recognizing his own need for forgiveness. Peterson observes 
that when the ugly truth of racism breaks into the open, it sparks a fire. 
Thus, instead of trying to hide it, he challenges us to bring it before God in 
confession and surrender.

Not only does Peterson lift the lamp of truth, but he also faces the 
costly claims of justice for victims of racialized brutality. Instead of further 
burdening them with a demand to forgive, he challenges himself to take up 
their cross and mourn their loss. Looking ahead to Christ’s return in glory, 
Peterson heralds the coming judgment and justice in God’s “kingdom of 
the least,” where the last will be first, the poor and oppressed will be lifted 
up, and the lost and cursed will be blessed.13



N
O

T 
FO

R 
RE

SA
LE

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

52

C o m m u n i c at i n g  f o r  L i f e

EX
AM

 C
O

PY
N

O
T 

FO
R 

RE
SA

LE

Peterson threads this passion for justice with grace and mercy. In the 
second stanza, he recognizes that the killers’ souls bear anguish for their 
misdeeds. Moreover, he emphasizes that God’s gift of repentance and 
redemption is on offer to all and that God’s mercies will one day “be the 
chords to every song.” In fact, Peterson suggests, those who march for jus-
tice are “making ready for that day.”14

And what will that day look like? Scripture offers a beautiful poetic 
picture: “Mercy and truth have met together . . . justice and peace have 
kissed!” (Ps. 85:10, LB). In short, it will look like reconciliation, true and 
lasting peace—shalom coming together at last. Peterson calls us to antici-
pate and advance this peace by sharing the bread and wine of communion 
until every hard heart is “tendered,” every life is fully “surrendered,” and 
every just cause is “rendered obsolete.”15

Thus, without glossing over painful truths or making light of injustice, 
this song sheds the light of grace on broken humanity. Through the gift of 
language and the medium of music, the grace of God softens stony hearts 
and salves the wounds of injustice. 

Of course, grace is not just for times of crisis and places of severe bro-
kenness; it is for everyday life. In all our communication, Christ-followers 
are called to be vessels of grace: “Let no unwholesome word come out of 
your mouth, but if there is any good word for edification according to the 
need of the moment, say that, so that it will give grace to those who hear” 
(Eph. 4:29, NASB). In Christ, we can do this, “For of His fullness we have 
all received, and grace upon grace” (John 1:16, NASB).

We have been graced both with human language and the divine Word. 
We are called to be vessels of grace to those around us. May our commu-
nications spread a banquet of grace, with all its good fruits: truth and love, 
faith and hope, joy and peace, justice and mercy, and gratitude toward the 
God of grace.

Discussion Questions

1. Think of times when you have received grace or observed it being 
shown toward someone. In what ways did this grace transcend rules 
or structures? How did it transform the social order, bringing life and 
health to a relationship, group, or organization? 

2. Reflect on a time when words have brought grace to a situation or 
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relationship. What was it about the quality of those words that freed 
people, enabling them to grow and change?

3. This response concludes by exploring how the absence of genuine 
grace prevents racial harmony. Think of another issue where genuine, 
costly grace is needed to overcome division and move society toward 
restorative justice. What forms might this grace take, and how would 
it transform the situation?
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Chapter 3

Cockfights and Demographics

Two Views of Communication

As every school child in the United States learns, Christopher Colum-
bus was disappointed when he discovered America. His maps had rightly 
told him that he was sailing west from Spain, but they greatly underesti-
mated the distance from Europe to Asia. And America did not exist on the 
maps; Columbus had thought he was headed for India.

So when Columbus arrived in America, he began naming his discov-
eries as if he were in Asia. He called the people “Indians.” The Caribbean 
islands were now the “West Indies.” The Spaniards were so pleased with 
Columbus’s new finds in “Asia” that they gave him major resources for a 
second trip: seventeen ships filled with fifteen hundred workmen and ar-
tisans. He was ready to begin creating some culture in the new Spanish 
lands. But as Columbus continued to probe new areas, he grew increasingly 
baffled and frustrated. Where was the fabulous East?

Eventually Europeans figured out that the world was much larger 
than they had previously assumed. Each generation of new maps added 
more land and water to their picture of geographic reality. Later explorers 
determined that the West Indies were not in Asia after all. Improvements 
in timekeeping, cartography, and astronomy helped them to create a more 
realistic representation of the globe.

The study of communication is like map making. Scholars try to ex-
press their observations about communication using theories or models 
that are intended to match reality. Like fifteenth-century European maps 
of the world, theories of communication are simplistic and imperfect rep-
resentations of a complex, unpredictable process that we cannot fully com-
prehend. God made us so wonderfully complicated that we cannot fully 
understand ourselves, let alone understand others.

The history of communication studies offers many worthwhile models, 
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but I agree with James W. Carey that there are two major types of theories—
transmission theories and cultural theories.1 In this chapter, I summarize 
and critique these two dominant types of communication theories.

First, I offer a few observations about the subjective nature of commu-
nication theory. Often scholars adopt a particular theory because it fits with 
their assumptions or motives, not because it is the most comprehensive or 
appropriate theory.

Second, I describe transmission theories of communication, which 
emerge primarily from the social and natural sciences and which define 
communication in mechanistic and monologic terms. Transmission theo-
ries of communication gained prominence after World War II, but their 
roots extend at least into the nineteenth century, when mass communica-
tion became an important part of public life. Proponents of transmission 
theories usually quantify communication in a search for the rules that will 
make communication effective.

Third, I briefly examine some of the weaknesses of the transmission 
view of communication. These models tend to disregard God, to assume that 
people are relatively passive communicators, to diminish the importance of 
human motives, and to promote exploitive relationships among people.

Fourth, I look at cultural theories of communication, which emerge 
primarily from the humanities and which view the communication process 
as highly interpretative, interactive, and creative. The roots of the cultural 
view of communication extend at least back to the Greek philosopher 
Aristotle. Although I side with this more creative cultural perspective, I 
recognize that it, too, has some major problems that potentially challenge 
a Christian worldview.

Fifth, I briefly examine the benefits and weaknesses of cultural theo-
ries of communication. These theories tend to capture the creative nature 
of human communication. They reflect existing culture and recognize that 
communities depend on communication. But they also tend to slip into 
cultural relativism.

Finally, I offer some thoughts about Christian theorizing. As we shall 
see, each of these types of communication theory assumes a particular 
view of human nature and a particular approach to the practice of com-
munication. I believe that the cultural view better captures the God-given 
complexity of human communication, but I also admit that even cultural 
approaches to understanding human communication are highly subjective 
and are not always applicable to real situations. Even today communication 
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theorists are like Columbus, charging across the sea with an imperfect map 
of a big, complex world of symbols.

Why We Need Communication Theories

Just as all people use communication to cocreate culture, scholars use words 
and illustrations to create representations of the process of communication. 
And just like nonscholars, theorists may be motivated by many different 
things, including their religious faith, their drive for professional status, 
simple curiosity, and author royalties on textbook sales (ouch!). There 
are many schools of thought about communication: Marxist and feminist 
theories, a few Christian theories, and theories that focus on particular 
forms of communication such as small-group theory, mass-communication 
theory, and rhetorical theory. Overall, communication theory is a kind of 
hodgepodge of bits and pieces, mixed motives, and some remarkably help-
ful ideas.

Motives aside, communication theories serve two primary purposes. 
First, they are descriptive maps of human communication. In other words, 
theories help us to understand communication just as Columbus’s maps 
enabled him to understand (or misunderstand) geography.

Second, theories are prescriptive maps for communication. They sug-
gest how we should communicate.2 When theories are accurate, they can 
help us communicate. When theories are inaccurate, on the other hand, 
they can get us into trouble. Most of Columbus’s maps helped him success-
fully navigate his ships. When his maps were inaccurate, however, he was 
lost. If we use wrong or inaccurate maps of communication, we will find 
that we do not understand the communication process.

The Transmission View of Communication

By the mid-1920s, many people in the United States were concerned about 
the impact of motion pictures on the nation’s youth. Religious leaders, jour-
nalists, and community leaders criticized the film industry for producing 
movies that depicted sex, violence, and crime. As a result, the Payne Fund, a 
private philanthropic foundation, financed a series of thirteen studies of the 
impact of movies on children. Over a three-year period, the well-known 
researchers examined film content, audience size and composition, and the 
effects of children’s exposure to movie themes and messages. The results 
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were published in the 1930s in ten book-length volumes. The Payne Fund 
studies were the first major attempt to uncover scientifically the cause-
effect relationships between media and behavior.3

The Payne Fund researchers creatively developed a transmission view 
of communication to aid them in understanding how media work in chil-
dren’s lives. They assumed what nearly all producers of social-scientific 
studies of communication assume: that individuals’ values, beliefs, and 
practices are determined by external stimuli, or messages.

The Payne Fund studies and similar research shaped the way later 
scholars would think about what communication is and how it works. Re-
searchers developed social-scientific methods that are still widely used by 
communication scholars. Payne Fund researchers, for example, categorized 
and quantified the content of films and audience habits. They tabulated the 
number of children who watched movies and how often they did so. They 
used follow-up questionnaires to test children after they were shown mov-
ies in a laboratory setting. They tried to measure what the children recalled 
about the movies and how much the films changed the children’s attitudes 
toward ethnic and racial groups and about social issues. In some lab stud-
ies, the researchers attached electrodes and mechanical devices to young 
viewers to see how the movies changed their galvanic skin responses and 
breathing patterns. The researchers also created a standardized “morality 
scale” for “measuring the mores” of young viewers. The scale enabled them 
to determine whether there was a correlation between viewers’ moral val-
ues and their demographics, such as social class. Finally, using elaborate 
questionnaires, researchers tried to determine the relationship between 
students’ movie-going and their school behavior, including course atten-
dance, general conduct, and peer reputation.

The results of the Payne Fund studies and similar social-scientific 
communication research were both predictable and surprising. Predict-
ably, they discovered that movies do have some impact on some children 
in some circumstances. Moreover, the impact was not always good. For 
example, some children strongly identified with movie characters and 
imitated their behaviors. The surprising result was that the more subjec-
tive, autobiographical parts of the studies, those that were based on lengthy 
interviews with children, may have “revealed a greater richness and insight 
into the effects of the films than the ‘scientific’ studies.”4 In other words, 
the more subjective and least “scientific,” or quantitative, sections of the 
study seemed to bear the best fruit for researchers. Ironically, though, the 
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subjective parts of the Payne Fund studies probably had the least long-term 
impact. Many researchers at the time believed that the study of communi-
cation could and should be a purely objective enterprise.

Early media-effects studies established the direction for a new field of 
research that was dedicated to mapping human communication scientifi-
cally within a stimulus-response model. Collecting and analyzing measur-
able data about senders, receivers, and messages, the new social-scientific 
researchers seemed to be studying the highly subjective process of human 
communication very objectively. After World War II, much of the newly 
emerging discipline of communication studies anchored itself in the as-
sumptions and methods developed in the Payne Fund studies. Mechanistic 
sender-receiver models became part of the systems designed to map how 
mass communication affects people. These models were also used to study 
interpersonal, group, and organizational communication. As in the natural 
sciences, the goal of communication studies was to predict what would oc-
cur in particular communication situations: to foresee, for example, what 
would happen when children watched violent movies.

The social context of the rise of this type of scientific communica-
tion research is particularly telling. First, from World War I to the 1930s 
and 1940s, Americans were increasingly concerned about totalitarianism, 
especially the impact of communist and fascist propaganda on free nations. 
Would it be possible, they wondered, for a totalitarian nation to undermine 
Western democracy by using mass communication? The war had brought 
propaganda to the attention of fearful citizens, making it a subject for public 
discussion. Various popular writers published exposés of war propaganda 
and biographies of its chief practitioners.5 Using engineering-like models 
and statistical analysis, communication researchers hoped to protect free 
society by revealing the real impact of totalitarian propaganda.

Second, Americans expressed growing confidence that science could 
enable people to discover truth and improve society. Engineers and chem-
ists were making enormous gains in applying scientific findings to everyday 
life. Could mass-media research also furnish society with scientific infor-
mation? After all, other “subjective” fields such as sociology and psychology 
were claiming success in constructing scientific approaches to the study 
of human behavior.6 The stage seemed to be set for the development of a 
purely scientific discipline of communication.

Third, the emerging field of mass communication research met the 
needs of mass marketers, especially advertisers and broadcasters; both 
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business and the academy sought to know how mass media affected con-
sumers, and advertisers and broadcasters were increasingly willing to fi-
nance communication research.7 After World War II, the advertising and 
broadcasting industries in particular developed elaborate models for test-
ing and predicting the impact of advertisements on consumers. Business 
experts began to study what came to be known as “consumer behavior.”

Fourth, the rapid growth of mass media led to deepened public 
concern about the impact of popular culture on individuals. In fact, the 
term popular culture took on an increasingly negative connotation. Some 
scholars and other critics of the media differentiated between lowly popular 
art, on the one hand, and more authentic “folk” and “high” culture, on the 
other. They considered popular culture to be inherently standardized, ma-
nipulative, stereotypical, and superficial. The critics spoke not only against 
media messages but also against the systems that produced and distributed 
popular fare.8

These four aspects of the historical context—the postwar fear of to-
talitarianism, the growing faith in applied science, the needs of mass mar-
keters, and the rise of critical attitudes toward popular culture—fostered 
the new, social-scientific approach to the study of human communication. 
As the Payne Fund studies illustrate, researchers were developing a fairly 
simple cause-effect theory of the way communication works. This “hypo-
dermic needle” or “bullet” theory9 posited that mass-mediated messages 
directly affect how individuals behave. It viewed mass communication 
using a mechanistic, sender-receiver model and assumed that audiences 
are relatively passive and easily affected by print and broadcast messages. 
The sender-receiver model looks amazingly like the stimulus-response 
theory of behavioral psychology: What people do and believe is a product 
of incoming stimuli. In short, the study of communication became a social 
science with the goal of objectively measuring and predicting the impact of 
messages on passive people.10

Although many studies have shown that communication is not so 
powerful, the basic idea of communication as “senders influencing receiv-
ers” has never disappeared. The cause-effect concept is simply too attrac-
tive, and apparently too quasi-scientific, to abandon. No matter how many 
studies have proven otherwise, many scholars still believe in a scientific 
metaphor of human communication founded on the idea that messages 
make the person, that “we are what we receive.”

According to the transmission perspective, the purpose of com- 
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munication research is to predict what factors will determine the effect of a 
given message on particular persons in specific situations. Researchers try 
to manipulate measurable factors to determine how the changes will affect 
receivers. The transmission view is most prevalent in mass-media research, 
but it is also the basis for the sender-receiver models that use terms such as 
encoding, decoding, static, noise, and feedback. These terms for communica-
tion are grounded in the idea that communication is the transmission of 
signals or messages over distance for the purpose of control—something 
the media seem to do pretty well.11 As two communication researchers put 
it, “‘Control’ is basic to science, starting with the control arising from rigor 
in statements of problems, of concepts, and of conceptual schemes and 
hypotheses. Science means controlled observations and/or experimental 
methods that may be replicated by others.”12

This simple cause-effect view of communication is deeply embed-
ded in Western culture and long predates the formal study of mass com-
munication. Scholar James W. Carey has suggested that the transmission 
view of communication originated in American Protestants’ missionary 
rhetoric. He concluded that the Protestants saw mass communication as 
a means to “establish and extend the Kingdom of God, to create condi-
tions under which godly understanding might be realized, to produce a 
heavenly though still terrestrial city.”13 In other words, developing a science 
of communication was an evangelistic enterprise. Carey fails to recognize 
that Protestants, long before American colonization, had led the way in 
developing new mass media, perhaps beginning with the Gutenberg Bible 
during the Reformation. Clearly Protestants were using the transmission 
“map” of communication in the publication of books and Bible tracts in 
early eighteenth-century United States.14 But European Protestants had 
already created a rhetoric of mass communication that linked God’s provi-
dence to new communication technologies.

In any case, Protestants invented the modern communication theory 
that eventually became the backbone of the mass-persuasion industries of 
advertising and public relations. A theory that was developed for the pur-
pose of evangelizing people became a magic formula for revealing how to 
persuade people to purchase soap, adopt new fashions, vote for a political 
candidate, and select a particular movie to view. In fact, the social-scientific 
approach to the study of communication is now directed nearly entirely 
toward the secular purposes of marketing and propaganda. Advertisements 
have become the secular evangelist of our time.
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This may help explain why the transmission view is so prevalent in 
popular books and self-help literature. All of the faddish material about 
“dressing for success,” “persuading anyone to do anything,” and “winning 
every argument” is based largely on the simplistic bullet theory. Every year 
bookstores are flooded with new titles that seem to promise the reader great 
success in manipulating people with verbal and nonverbal symbols. The 
self-help industry seems to offer magical insights that will give the average 
person mysterious powers.

The Limits of Scientific Maps of Communication

From a Christian perspective, the transmission view of communication suf-
fers serious drawbacks. First, transmission models eliminate God from the 
process of communication. They offer no room for supernatural presence or 
intervention in human culture. They tend to be closed models that assume 
all of the dynamics of communication take place within a definable system 
of senders, receivers, and other measurable factors. If we believe that God 
still speaks and that people still listen to God, a closed system inadequately 
describes what can happen in human communication. We will never be able 
to account for everything that happens when we communicate: We will al-
ways encounter serendipitous events that defy scientific explanation.

Ironically, when Protestants began devising systems for mass evan-
gelism, they often focused on the impact of human technique instead of 
on the power of God. Especially during the Great Awakening of the mid-
eighteenth century, mass evangelists such as George Whitefield refined 
dramatic techniques and rhetorical strategies that would “guarantee” con-
versions.15 They viewed “soul winning” as a human-oriented enterprise. In 
the process, Protestant evangelists inadvertently advanced a secularized 
view of communication.

Second, transmission theories wrongly tend to assume that humans 
are passive receivers of communication. Human communication is not a 
laboratory where researchers can manipulate and control all physical re-
actions. Because human beings creatively interpret symbols, no one can 
forecast with certainty what will happen in a conversation. Even formulaic 
mass-media messages elicit very different responses from various individu-
als and groups. In the early days of research into the effects of mass media, 
social scientists were stunned at how little impact media seemed to have 
on people.16
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Researchers eventually tried to create models that were more complex 
than the hypodermic-needle theory of communication. They identified more 
and more factors that might help predict how receivers would be affected by 
a message. But they failed to address the deeply creative nature of commu-
nication. As I suggested in Chapter 1, people cocreate communication; we 
constantly interact with others, including the mass media. This is why, for 
instance, viewers will often interpret the same television news story in very 
different ways. Humans are hardly passive consumers of communication.

Third, transmission theories usually diminish the importance of 
human motives in communication. Harold Lasswell’s famous research 
question for the study of mass communication, “Who says what, in which 
channel, to whom, and with what effect?”17 is a classic example of the failure 
to take human motives into account. Each of Lasswell’s questions is reason-
able and important. But what happened to the most important question: 
“Why?” Why do we communicate? Motive is a crucial aspect of human 
communication, but because it seems so subjective and immeasurable, it is 
excluded from most transmission theories.

Fourth, transmission models of communication tend to promote 
exploitative relationships among people. As I suggested earlier, models of 
communication are also models for communication. When we understand 
communication as a means of manipulation and control, we create cultures 
that promote symbolic exploitation and encourage monologic communi-
cation like advertising and propaganda in which senders’ only goal is to 
manipulate receivers.

The concept of transmission focuses too strongly on the idea of self-
ishly controlling the receiver. Theologian John Bachman argues that “trans-
mission does not provide for the exchange which is essential to genuine 
communication, and violates God’s creative provision for human free-
dom.”18 Transmission models of communication can rob us of our dignity, 
grace, and mutuality.

The more we technologize our theories of human communication, the 
less human they become. The transmission view of communication does 
sometimes reflect the way people interact, but it cannot fully address the 
scope, variety, and dialogic complexity of most real-life human commu-
nication. It also misses much of the joy of improvised and serendipitous 
interaction. Transmission models based ultimately on manipulation and 
control leave little room for human and divine creativity.

Why, then, are transmission models of communication so widely 
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reproduced in textbooks and self-help literature? Surely their simplicity is 
appealing. Maybe they reflect the general belief that quantification is pow-
erful because it is scientific. Perhaps transmission models offer hope that 
human beings can improve their relationships and careers by controlling 
others. Transmission theories distort our calling to be caretakers of cre-
ation. They probably appeal to our urge to dominate our neighbors rather 
than serve them.

Mechanistic maps of communication can suffocate shalom by encour-
aging us to think about communication merely as a tool for influencing 
others for our own gain. In these theories, humans are generally reduced 
to pragmatic social engineers dedicated merely to increasing market share, 
manipulating coworkers, or impressing friends. We may find ourselves 
counting souls for Christ just like we follow baseball scores and stock mar-
ket reports. But community is more than demographics and income state-
ments. And communication is not just a matter of senders, receivers, and 
responses to stimuli. In their search to measure communication objectively 
by quantifying what people do, supporters of the transmission view sim-
plify and distort a cocreative, dialogic process.

The Cultural View of Communication

When anthropologist Clifford Geertz decided to study the role of cockfights 
in the culture of Bali, he took an unusual approach. Geertz suspended his 
Western beliefs and scientific worldview and took on the Balinese way of 
life. As he communed with the culture, he uncovered an elaborate ritual.

Balinese cockfights begin late in the afternoon and run through sun-
set. Before each of the ten matches, men enter the ring with their birds and 
seek an opponent. Once two of them have been paired up, all of the men 
clear the ring and the opponents affix razor-sharp, pointed steel spurs to 
their cocks’ feet. Finally, the handlers place the two cocks in the ring for the 
fight. Usually the cocks fly almost immediately at one another in “a wing-
beating, head-thrusting, leg-kicking explosion of animal fury so pure, so 
absolute, and in its own way so beautiful, as to be almost abstract, a Platonic 
concept of hate.”19 All the while the audience crowds around the ring and 
watches silently, cheering on their favorite bird with hand motions, shifting 
shoulders, and turning heads.

Cockfights, Geertz concluded, are a Balinese art form. The fights sym-
bolize “everyday life.” They are an “image, fiction, a model, a metaphor,” 
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and above all a “means of expression.” The fights are more than mere enter-
tainment: They “enact” the “status relationships” of Balinese society. They 
bring alive for the participants and spectators all of the social differences 
among people—differences of jealousy, brutality, and charm. On the sur-
face, Balinese society seems sedate and placid, but below the surface are 
all kinds of feelings and tensions among people. In effect, says Geertz, the 
cockfights are the Balinese people’s reading of their own lives, the “story 
they tell themselves about themselves.”20 The Balinese cockfight may not 
seem like communication unless we compare it to a play, a movie, a profes-
sional sporting event, or a birthday party. Geertz joined the participants in 
order to find out what the fights “mean” to Balinese people and what they 
symbolize for Balinese culture.

According to Geertz’s cultural approach, the study and practice of 
communication is more of an art than a science, more of a dialogue than 
a monologue, more of a ritual than a transmission of meaning. The cul-
tural approach is more likely to involve anthropological fieldwork than 
scientific lab work or audience surveys. It assumes that communication 
is subjective and interpretive (open to interpretation). Moreover, in this 
view, communication is ritualistic or formulaic but not strictly mechanical 
and predictable. In other words, human communication is highly creative 
within the everyday patterns of interaction that humans invent. Cockfights, 
for instance, include set rules, but every fight is new, unique, and charged 
with spontaneous interaction among participants. Instead of using mecha-
nistic terms such as send and decode, proponents of the cultural approach 
describe communication with words such as interpretation, meaning, and 
context. They speak of sharing, participation, association, fellowship, and 
even “the possession of a common faith.”21

According to the cultural view, the study of communication is the 
art of subjectively interpreting the meaning and significance of people’s 
shared cultural activities. Communication is a participatory ritual in and 
through which we create, maintain, and change culture. Rituals include 
the daily routine of reading the newspaper and eating meals together, and 
the weekly patterns of gathering for worship, viewing television, attend-
ing courses, taking exams, dating, and participating in cockfights. We do 
not merely exchange messages; we cocreate and share cultural rituals that 
define reality. Religious rituals such as Bible studies and worship shape our 
identities as Christians. Our faith becomes real to us as we sing Christ-
mas carols and enjoy Easter celebrations, say mealtime prayers, and share 



N
O

T 
FO

R 
RE

SA
LE

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

66

C o m m u n i c at i n g  f o r  L i f e

EX
AM

 C
O

PY
N

O
T 

FO
R 

RE
SA

LE

Sunday-afternoon dinner. Likewise, purchasing the right brand of jeans is 
part of a ritual of consumption that constructs as well as reflects personal 
identity. Even when they do not emphasize ritual, cultural models of com-
munication do focus on the ways that people cocreate shared meanings.

Whereas proponents of the transmission view use tools such as de-
mographics to dissect the communication process into measurable com-
ponents, supporters of the cultural view aim to capture the experience of 
communication as fully and realistically as possible. While transmission 
scholars of communication seek to look at the process objectively from the 
outside as detached observers, cultural scholars seek to view the process 
subjectively from the inside as participant-observers.22

Benefits and Dangers of the Cultural View

There are many types of cultural approaches to communication, and while 
they share both weaknesses and strengths when analyzed from a Christian 
perspective, overall they are more compatible with the Christian faith than 
are transmission models.23

First, the cultural view generally captures more of the subjective, co-
creative nature of communication. Because the cultural view recognizes 
the subjective nature of the meanings of symbols, cultural approaches are 
likely to be more open to scientifically inexplicable but meaningful com-
munication, including the ways that God “speaks” grace into people’s lives. 
The Balinese cockfight is a dynamic, exciting ritual charged with symbolic 
meaning created by participants. A film audience cocreates with the film-
maker an interpretation of the movie as the audience views the film. Even 
our faith is a creative dialogue with God and with each other.24

Second, cultural theories of communication generally evidence re-
spect for existing cultures more fully than do transmission models. Cultural 
theories focus more on interpreting culture than on changing it. Because 
they more generously accept different cultures and affirm cultural plural-
ism, cultural theories of communication are more likely to question the 
right of some groups of people to influence or dominate other groups. For 
instance, some proponents of the cultural view question the right of mass 
media to shape local, regional, and especially traditional cultures that ex-
isted long before the media or modern cultures arrived in their communi-
ties.25 In short, cultural approaches to communication generally emphasize 
understanding existing culture more than influencing it.
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Third, the cultural view captures the interdependence of communica-
tion and community. A cultural map of communication focuses on shared 
meaning and collective symbolic action.

From a Christian perspective, communication enables us to keep the 
faith by sharing it with each other creatively in community. Down through 
the centuries believers have enjoyed and celebrated art that expresses their 
faith in concrete, often visual forms, helping them to remember what they 
believe. Paintings, sculptures, church buildings, vestments, and music help 
believers to affirm the faith among themselves and to carry that faith to 
the wider community. Similarly, hymnbooks, liturgies, creeds and confes-
sions, and Christian literature keep alive particular Christian traditions. 
Technologies such as the printing press have helped the church to spread 
its community across space and have empowered the church to maintain its 
culture through time, from generation to generation. As Anabaptists know, 
one of the greatest witnesses of the church to the outside world is a strong, 
vibrant community life.

Finally, cultural theories of communication can easily slide into 
relativism. If communities create all of their own meaning, there is no 
objective truth. Cultural approaches tend to focus only on how particular 
cultures create and maintain their own meaning and rituals, not on what is 
ultimately true. Proponents of the cultural view often assume that cultural 
preference is merely a matter of personal taste and group mores. Geertz 
hoped only to understand the Balinese cockfight, not to evaluate it using 
standards of peace or justice. Christians should not agree uncritically with 
this kind of cultural relativism; however, we can admit that human beings 
do create versions of reality. The human fall from grace distorts our under-
standing of reality. Scripture makes clear that we can neither grasp all truth 
nor create perfectly truthful communities of belief.26 Cultural theories can 
accurately capture how our misdirected symbols create distorted maps of 
reality—and thus distorted maps of communication.

In spite of the danger of relativism, cultural understandings of commu-
nication capture more of the image of God in humans than do transmission 
approaches. As God’s creatures, we do not just send and receive messages. 
We also create meaningful cultural rituals, from cockfights to Easter pag-
eants.27 We are often spontaneous, imaginative, and unpredictable com-
municators. Moreover, our communication is relational and subjective. As 
one businessperson says about leadership, it is “more tribal than scientific, 
more weaving of relationships than an amassing of information.”28
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Conclusion

The transmission and cultural views of communication use different re-
search methodologies and are premised on different understandings of 
human nature and culture. Proponents of the transmission view employ 
quantitative methods such as surveys and experiments, assume human 
passivity, and conceive of culture as fairly static and formal. In short, the 
transmission view tends to see culture as a kind of organization.

Proponents of the cultural view, on the other hand, prefer qualitative 
methods such as participant observation, emphasize human creativity, 
and assume that culture is highly dynamic and organic, even if it is very 
ritualistic. If proponents of the transmission view embrace the certainty of 
demographics and predictions, adherents to the cultural view focus on the 
interpretation of rituals. For them, culture is more of a dynamic organism 
than a static organization.

In the real world of communication studies, scholars combine and 
dilute the transmission and the cultural view of communication. Ancient 
rhetoric contributed substantially to the cultural view of communication 
even though rhetoric emphasizes persuasion. Many of the transmission 
models used in interpersonal, small-group, and organizational commu-
nication are modified with various interpretive and subjective elements. 
Communication theorists mix and match their maps of reality in the hope 
of creating a single theory that helps them either to understand or control 
all communication—or to do both.

There are no perfect theories. Sooner or later, all of them fail to explain 
particular instances of communication. While I favor cultural approaches, I 
admit that they, too, fail to adequately address complex cultural situations 
and God’s inexplicable intervention.

Because these views of communication are also views for communica-
tion, we should pay attention to our own understanding of communication. 
Our notions about communication are sometimes the maps that we use to 
guide ourselves through life. When Columbus landed in the New World, 
his maps told him he was in Asia, so he began naming North America as 
an Indian land for Spain. For some time, cartographers believed that Co-
lumbus had found the way to the East. God graciously gives us the capacity 
to cocreate models of communication so that we might better understand 
God, others, creation, and ourselves, but any map of communication can 
lead us astray if we fail to test it, modify it, and hold it up to the light of 
God’s Word.
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Finally, we should always remember that God’s grace transcends all 
of our theories of communication. God is able to enter into culture, to dia-
logue with individual believers, and even to direct history. We will never 
be able to explain or control all human communication. We now can only 
taste the ultimate power of God’s Word. 
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Response to Chapter 3

We See through a Glass Darkly

Thomas J. Carmody

Although chapter 3 is focused on general theoretical approaches in 
the communication discipline, Quentin J. Schultze uses it as a springboard; 
he helps us dive into the wider discussion of how our underlying assump-
tions of communication shape how we understand its functions, applica-
tions, and best practices. Theories help us to view communication, but we 
must never forget that they are human creations and therefore imperfect. 
They never tell us the whole story. As we view communication through 
the lens of a particular theory, we must understand that we will only see 
those things that the theory tells us to look for, and this will always be an 
incomplete picture. As British author, philosopher, and theorist Stephen 
Toulmin explains, every time a researcher employs a theory or methodol-
ogy to examine specific communication situations, she is looking through 
a set of “intellectual spectacles” that color her procedures and findings.1 
In a sense, even the most respected theorist sees through “a glass darkly” 
(1 Cor. 13:12, KJV). None of us see people, situations, and communities 
as they actually are because our view is limited by our own likes, dislikes, 
prejudices, preferences, and theoretical focus.

Having a “Big Tent” Perspective

How then can communication be called a unified discipline if there are 
multiple ways to study it? Which approach is right, and how should we 
respond to those who might disagree with our preferred approach? The 
simple response is that we must practice what we preach or study. The 
Academy is filled with many different theories and viewpoints, and it is 
okay to disagree with a particular theory or approach as long as you un-
derstand it. Universities should be safe places to learn, understand, and 
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sometimes challenge what is presented without vilifying those who hold 
a different perspective. Contemporary society tells us that we must agree 
with a viewpoint and affirm it to understand it truly. This is not true. There 
are many theories in a variety of disciplines that challenge each other, and 
we can understand the nuances of these perspectives without agreeing with 
or affirming them. I assure you that your professors do not agree with every 
theory they present to you in class, but they still understand them and can 
explain them to you.

I saw this “big tent” perspective modeled for me when I entered 
graduate school, where I had professors who taught both the transmission 
and cultural views of communication. We were expected to learn and un-
derstand both views. It is true that each of my fellow graduate students 
gravitated toward the view that best fit their preferences and interests, but 
we never criticized those who embraced the other viewpoint. As an aca-
demic and an ordained member of the clergy, I am heartbroken when I see 
people vilify others simply because they do not agree with their positions. 
This is especially grievous when the church, the Body of Christ, fractures 
over non-essential aspects of the faith. I remember a song from the 1960s 
by Pete Scholtes titled “They’ll Know We are Christians by Our Love,” 
which we used to sing in the church where I grew up.2 Unfortunately, I 
think non-Christians would look at our churches today and see that love 
has been replaced by bitter disagreements over petty non-doctrinal cultural 
issues. As the church, we should model gracious disagreement—the ability 
to understand but not necessarily agree.

What a witness this would be to others if we practiced this perspective. 
And as Christian students of communication, we have a responsibility—a 
calling—to model this in all our interactions in life.

Theories Cannot Make Us Believe or Do Anything

You might be thinking that if theories are inherently incomplete and bi-
ased, then they are not worth learning or studying. But this could not be 
farther from the truth. The desire to understand and be understood is at 
the root of the communication discipline and the human experience. It is 
something we will spend our entire life working on. Sometimes we will un-
derstand and succeed, and other times we will fail out of ignorance or de-
liberate resistance. Even when we know the clearest, most compassionate, 
and empathetic message that we should use to communicate with others in 
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a particular situation, there is no guarantee we will use it. We are human, 
and, therefore, we have the ability to make choices. This ability to make a 
choice is called “free will,” or volition, by philosophers and theologians. It 
is because of this God-given ability to exercise our volition that theories 
are not absolute in their ability to predict how humans will respond in any 
situation. We are not robots but beings with concepts of self and the ability 
to recognize the transcendent and immanent God who desires to have a 
relationship with us.3 Yet, we are free to reject God if that is what we choose. 
Having volition means that we can choose what is right or best or we can 
choose what will ultimately be detrimental to us. We can even choose to 
make no choice and let things just happen. 

I have been teaching at the university level for over thirty-five years, 
and during this time I have had an opportunity to teach a variety of courses. 
One of those courses is Introduction to Interpersonal Communication, 
where we discuss how to better understand, relate, and communicate with 
others. You would think that someone who has spent most of his adult 
life studying and teaching these concepts would always know what to do 
and say in every situation. Unfortunately, this is not true. When my wife 
of thirty-seven years and I have a misunderstanding about something, she 
sometimes remarks, “I thought you taught interpersonal communication,” 
and I will respond sarcastically that I have also taught debate. You see, I may 
know the proper way to manage the interpersonal conflict, but sometimes 
I just choose not to do it. This is where our motives come in. Maybe I had 
other things on my mind, or I was tired, frustrated with work, hungry, or 
just being cantankerous. Whatever my motives, no communication theory 
can predict with certainty how I was going to respond to that conflict. We 
are humans studying human symbolic interactions that are inherently 
messy, and we cannot separate ourselves from our human experience when 
we study communication. A chemist learns how chemical compounds 
react through observation, not personal experience of being a chemical 
compound. Communication is an integral element of our humanity.

Are All Theories Anti-God?

Some people may tell you that all academic perspectives and theories are 
anti-God. Those who hold this position have an unfounded suspicion to-
ward anything that seeks to learn more about God outside of their exclu-
sive theological boundaries. As you read this book, you are encountering 
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communication scholars who are actively trying to understand their 
academic discipline through the lens of their Christian faith. Their faith 
does not stand in opposition to their studies; on the contrary, their faith is 
enhanced by their study of communication. All theories, even theological 
ones, can disregard God, but that is never a requirement. In fact, as you 
study communication theories, you will see that understanding them from 
a faith perspective makes many of them stronger in their ability to describe 
how we can and should communicate with others. This is because our 
Christian faith is based on having a relationship with the Creator of the 
Universe, and all growing relationships require communication. God’s rev-
elation only happens through communication, and the greatest example of 
this relational revelation is the Incarnation, or when God became present 
on earth through Jesus. The Incarnation is the ultimate act of a loving God 
who communicates that he still wants a relationship with us. It is for this 
reason that he sent “His only begotten son” to be the embodiment of that 
message of love and restoration (John 3:16, KJV). It is an act of communi-
cation, God telling us again that he loves us and wants to be reconciled with 
us. In this way, Jesus is the medium and the message. Using the terminology 
of media ecology theorist Marshall McLuhan, Raymer B. Matson explains 
this concept when he writes: 

In Christ, Medium becomes Message. Christ came to demon-
strate God’s love for man to call all men to Him through him-
self as Mediator, as Medium. And in so doing he became in the 
proclamation of his Church, the Message of God to man. God’s 
Medium became God’s Message.4

And what is our responsibility in this relationship as students of com-
munication? Matson further explains: 

[P]recisely because the Christian communicator has been given 
the task of being the agent through whom the Spirit seeks to reveal 
Christ, he sees himself in Christ as medium for a Message which 
must grasp and remake him into medium. Thus, with Christ and 
through Christ, in us the Message also becomes Medium.5

Our calling, therefore, as believers in Christ is to be transformed into 
Christ’s likeness so that we can reflect God’s love to a world that so desper-
ately needs it. More people will read our lives than will ever pick up a Bible 
because we suggested it to them. Our lives, even our academic lives, should 
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reflect who God is and what his kingdom is like, regardless of the theories 
we study.

Discussion Questions

1. Do you agree with Toulmin’s concept that all theorists and researchers 
look at phenomena through “intellectual spectacles”? What theories, 
perspectives, or ideas have shaped or tinted your view of communica-
tion as a person of faith?

2. Do you think the concept of a “big tent” perspective is naive or 
valid when discussing all types of theories and the potential con-
flicts they may generate? Can you think of a situation where this 
viewpoint could be detrimental? How should a Christian handle 
interpersonal disagreement?

3. What is your favorite communication theory and why? Did your faith 
or life experience influence your choice?

4. Do you believe that free will, or volition, changes how a Christian 
views communication theories? Should it?

5. Do you agree with the statement that “communication is an integral 
element of our humanity”? Give examples to support your reasoning.

6. Can you name any communication theories that have helped you un-
derstand God, your faith, or others better? Provide examples. 
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Chapter 4

Symbolic Ambiguity

Limitations of Human Communication

Psychologist martha manning describes what it was like to grow up in 
a culture that stresses the importance of women being slim and attractive. 
She recalls looking into a mirror at eleven years of age and disliking her 
own reflection. “Over the next few years I came to equate growing up with 
getting fat,” she says. “And I learned to hate my body.” Manning battled her 
weight for years until finally she concluded that nothing she could do short 
of starving herself would give her a figure like the “20-somethings in great 
underwear and no discernible cellulite.”

Even after fulfilling her lifelong dream of becoming an author, Man-
ning could not separate her self-esteem from her weight. In fact, her public 
success made matters worse. She imagined “autographing books and regal-
ing television and radio hosts with my witty remarks—I am wearing high-
fashion, hip-hugging, thigh-skimming skirts with impossibly high-heeled 
shoes that accentuate my long legs. My makeup and hair are perfect. But 
most important of all, I am always, always, thin.” Manning’s struggle with 
self-esteem seems at odds with her remarkable professional talent. “My 
childhood goal of becoming brilliant,” she says, has “eased into a pleasure 
and peace with being pretty smart. Those adjustments have been relatively 
painless. But where my weight is concerned, there is no such acceptance. 
The little kid in my head is stuck in a conflict that traps so many women.”1

As Manning has learned, body weight is not entirely determined by 
diet and exercise. We are born with genes that greatly affect our body size 
and structure, predisposing us toward a range of body weight. Self-discipline 
and lifestyle can adjust our weight, but they cannot determine it. Males and 
females alike are caught between accepting the way God made them and 
being the kind of people that society tells them to be. Men spend more than 
one hundred million dollars annually on hair coloring and well over a bil-
lion dollars on hair transplants, toupees, and other products to counteract 
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baldness and graying.2 But no matter how much we spend, no matter how 
hard we work, we simply cannot create the physique of our choosing.

Just as we fret or fantasize about body image, we often wonder about 
our ability to communicate. We see in the movies and on television perfect 
relationships in which people interact effortlessly. We imagine ourselves 
conducting a superb job interview or writing an inspiring novel. In thou-
sands of ways we envision ourselves as gifted communicators, but deep 
down we all also know that we suffer from real limitations.

Our personal communication rarely meets the cultural ideal. Most of 
us are scared to communicate, especially in public. In fact, public speaking 
is the most-feared human activity.3 Like Manning, we sense a gap between 
the way we are and the way we would like to be. And it is not easy to accept 
our human weaknesses.

We are truly remarkable communicators with amazing creative pow-
er; still, we are inept amateurs at best. This chapter looks at some of the 
limitations of human communication.

First, I look at the ambiguity of symbols. Language, for instance, is 
merely an approximate means of communicating, clouded by ambiguity. 
In fact, symbolic ambiguity burrows deeply into our self-identity. Some-
times we feel as though we hardly know who we are. Manning fantasized 
about who she wanted to be by imagining herself in a different body. Be-
cause we all fantasize about projecting a self-identity that others will like, 
rather than communicating openly who we really are, we present ourselves 
to others ambiguously.

Second, I examine how it is that many scholars are losing hope in 
their ability to know truth and to communicate it to others. Postmodern 
philosophy emphasizes the subjectivity in all human communication. It 
stresses the idea that human beings are invariably trapped in their own 
cultural definitions of reality. How could Manning find her true self in a 
confusing world of rapidly changing images and meanings? St. Augustine 
offers an age-old antidote to these postmodern blues.

Third, I consider how we can easily fail to identify and develop our 
God-given communication abilities. Instead of celebrating the unique gifts 
that God gives each of us, we tend to focus on our own misguided dreams, 
which are often shaped by the wider culture. When we battle to know our 
God-given paths, we too often focus on what we want to be, not on what 
God created us to be.

Finally, I discuss two crucial limitations on all human commu- 
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nication—time and space. God’s Word is eternal, but human symbols are 
temporary; our communication disappears over time. Similarly, we cannot 
communicate everywhere at once, even with new globe-shrinking tech-
nologies. Unless we communicate wisely, our culture experiences entropy: 
It tends to weaken and disappear.

As symbolic stewards, we face the daunting task of managing com-
munication for community. When we identify and develop our God-given 
communication gifts, we help preserve cultural memory, create lasting wis-
dom, and reduce symbolic ambiguity. Like symbolic gardeners, we have to 
figure out which symbols to plant, where to plant them in space and time, 
and how to nurture them so that they will bear the fruit of shalom.

Symbolic Ambiguity

Swarthmore College once faced a mess—literally and symbolically. Stu-
dents found what appeared to be excrement and vomit on the floor of the 
campus intercultural center. Some students immediately concluded that 
the incident was symbolically charged. They believed that someone had left 
the mess intentionally as an insult to minority and gay students on campus.

Soon hundreds of people showed up for a campus rally organized “to 
condemn this crime” and to support the center and its values.4 One speaker 
told the crowd, “When you violate that space, you violate me.” Another 
speaker said that he had cried all night, but that the rally gave him “tears 
of hope.”5 Although not all of the facts of the case had been established, 
the incident sparked a campus-wide movement. Various campus groups 
quickly defined reality according to their own assumptions. Within a week, 
however, the college learned that although the vomit was real, the “excre-
ment” was chocolate cake. Officials did not uncover who was responsible.

As the events at Swarthmore illustrate, communicators must interpret 
what symbols mean. Symbolic meaning is arbitrary, not fixed, and some-
times symbols carry multiple meanings. If the vomit was a message, what 
did it mean? We all sometimes misconstrue the meaning of symbols. An 
estimated 1.3 million Americans are injured annually by medication er-
rors because of the similarity of certain drug names.6 Two people might 
see the same film and yet come to widely different conclusions about its 
theme. Complex terms such as democracy and spirituality are linguistically 
imprecise. Sometimes a scholar writes an entire book to define the meaning 
of a single idea or concept—like communication! Even dictionaries, which 
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attempt to capture the standardized meanings of words, change over time 
and never reflect the full diversity of interpretations. Communication is 
interpretive and dynamic, not fixed in static symbols.

Sometimes even our most careful communication produces miscom-
munication—contradictory interpretations of the same symbols. One com-
pany asked a culturally sensitive translator to add the phrase “family-size” 
to the packages of its popcorn that were to be marketed in France. The 
concept was so alien to a culture in which people shop for groceries every 
day that the translator refused the project. Unwilling to listen, the company 
got a different firm to translate the phrase. But the product still flopped.7 
We all face the challenge of understanding others and making ourselves 
understood. Much of our daily communication seems to work well because 
it does not require careful crafting to be effective. But even seemingly mi-
nor symbolic confusion can create arguments, heighten personal anxiety, 
and injure relationships.

While I was writing this book, I shared sample chapters with students 
and professors. One class of twenty students discussed the entire manu-
script over a three-week period. The students’ insights made this a much 
better book with far less symbolic ambiguity and many more concrete ex-
amples and illustrations. My careful listening and the students’ openness 
enhanced the quality of the manuscript. But even many drafts later, some 
sentences still confused readers. No matter how hard I worked, ambiguity 
was a problem.

Symbolic ambiguity has always plagued ecumenical dialogue among 
members of different Christian traditions. Each Christian group establishes 
its own interpretations of Scripture. Some groups allow members to inter-
pret the Bible for themselves. Other groups insist that their members use a 
particular translation. Bible scholars face confusing historical information, 
contradictory archeological findings, and incomplete fragments of early 
handwritten texts. A group of scholars, The Jesus Seminar, decided that the 
best way to determine which words in Scripture were actually uttered by 
Christ was to take a vote among the organization’s membership.8

We overcome some symbolic ambiguity by forming communities of 
interpretation in which people agree on the meaning of various symbols. 
Each Christian tradition has a paradigm for how to interpret the Word of 
God in the face of ambiguity, but even within these communities people 
sometimes disagree. For instance, believers might disagree about whether 
Adam was a historical person or only a symbol for all people (the name 
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Adam is often interpreted as “mankind” or “humankind”). People on both 
sides of this debate might agree that the story of Adam and Eve’s fall from 
grace is historical truth, but they might define “history” differently.

The history of the church is the history of an interpretive community 
that overcame much ambiguity by carefully viewing both Scripture and the 
world through the lens of the gospel. Today Christians agree on certain 
historical truths: They concur that the Son of God was born and lived on 
earth, that he was killed on the cross, and that he was resurrected from the 
grave. Most also agree that Christ will return again to earth. Over time these 
interpretations of Scripture have become some of the nonnegotiables of the 
faith that are expressed in historic documents such as the Apostles’ Creed.9

But ambiguity still seeps into specific biblical interpretations. Believ-
ers disagree about baptism, predestination, and the meaning of the sac-
rament of communion. They also argue about whether women should be 
ordained ministers and how to understand homosexuality in the light of 
the gospel. Even if they generally agree on the redemptive purpose of the 
gospel, people within individual communities of Christian interpretation 
also quarrel over many “non-gospel” issues.

St. Augustine versus the Postmodernists

A story in Smithsonian magazine tells of an irresistible Civil War photograph 
that has been published and republished so often and for so long that jour-
nalists now simply pass along each other’s erroneous interpretations of it. The 
soldiers’ young faces and dashing uniforms create an enticing image that few 
periodicals can ignore. Well-intentioned public communicators repeatedly 
misidentify the men in the photos as Confederate soldiers. Moreover, one of 
the men looks enough like John Wilkes Booth, who assassinated Abraham 
Lincoln, that publications wrongly conclude that the man in the picture is 
Booth. According to historians, however, the people in the photo are not 
Confederate soldiers, the setting is not the Civil War, and Booth is not in 
the photo. “Despite all the misrepresentations,” Smithsonian concluded, “the 
picture will continue to survive because it is a compelling image.”10

The photo fiasco might make us wonder just how precarious our in-
terpretations of human symbols really are. Are we able to extract our com-
munication from the mire of symbolic ambiguity long enough to get a solid 
grasp on the reality behind our symbols? Can we experience reality directly, 
or are we always dependent on someone else’s opinion? This concern about 
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the subjectivity of human symbols is one of the most important issues in 
nearly all scholarly disciplines, from history to physics to communication.

Contemporary communication theory is influenced by postmodern-
ism, which is based on the philosophical idea that people use symbols 
to create their own, subjective versions of reality. Postmodern thought 
tends to relativize culture, community, and communication, arguing, for 
example, that people will invariably interpret the photo differently over 
time, and that no one can know the truth behind the image. As one scholar 
put it, we live in “a quicksand of ambiguity, a melange of artificial images, 
flickering from the TV and screen.”11 French philosopher Jacques Derrida, 
one of the first proponents of postmodern thought, argued that none of 
our symbolic interpretations are settled or stable.12 According to some 
postmodernists, we all need texts, or messages, to make sense of the world, 
but we can never know if any texts, including the Bible, are ultimately true, 
right, or accurate. All we can do is subjectively “deconstruct” the ambigu-
ous texts, peeling back layers of symbolic interpretation that ultimately 
lead us only to additional layers of subjectivity. Just as we may never know 
all the facts surrounding the Swarthmore incident, we can never fully 
reconstruct the truth behind any message (if there is a truth behind the 
message). We are forever mired in irreconcilable symbolic ambiguity. We 
might as well accept chaos and welcome Babel.13 This is the human condi-
tion, say many postmodernists.

Postmodernism suggests that the meaning of any message is whatever 
people say it is. Readers of a book cannot know what the original author 
intended, so they might as well interpret the book according to personal 
interest. A film viewer’s interpretation of a movie is as correct as the direc-
tor’s or screenwriter’s. Under this kind of subjectivity, all interpretations 
are created equal. According to postmodernism, people are free to conjure 
their own self-seeking interpretations and have no obligation to seek the 
right, intended, or truthful interpretation. Freedom replaces responsibility 
to the text, to the author, or to the community—let alone to the Creator.

St. Augustine (A.D. 354–430) explained how the church might deal 
with ambiguity in communication, including scriptural interpretation. In 
some respects, his argument is the opposite of postmodernism’s strident 
subjectivity. Augustine identified three crucial steps for reducing ambigu-
ity: (1) know the author, (2) know the text, or message, and (3) know the 
context for the message. And he emphasized the importance of communal 
rather than merely personal interpretation.
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Augustine anchored the interpretation of Scripture in the context of 
the faithful Christian community, not in the public’s fickle opinion or even 
in experts’ views. He also implicitly affirmed the role of communities of in-
terpretation as a check against the unleashed will of individuals who would 
conjure up personalistic interpretations. For example, there is probably a 
community of archivists and Civil War buffs that has traced the roots of the 
“Civil War” photo to a particular photographer, a probable location, and 
even actual families whose forebears are in the image. Perhaps magazine 
editors should listen to that community of Civil War interpretation before 
publishing the photograph! To this day, Augustine’s approach to biblical 
interpretation offers significant wisdom for anyone who wishes to interpret 
even highly ambiguous symbols.

In De Doctrina Christiana, Augustine’s major contribution to the his-
tory and theory of rhetoric, he applied these three principles to the church’s 
task of interpreting Scripture. He argued that when a literal interpretation 
is not possible, Christians should turn to the “more open places of the 
scriptures” and to the “authority of the Church.” He suggested that “inter-
pretation must be based on an understanding of the context in which a 
word or passage occurs and also on the overall meaning or structure of the 
work in which it occurs.”14 The church is a community that is responsible 
for knowing the author of human history, for knowing the sacred text, and 
for collectively interpreting Scripture in its historical context.

The Christian doctrine of the fall explains our current condition. Bro-
ken from perfect fellowship with God and with the community of believers, 
we are all “lost in the cosmos.”15 Once our communication with God was 
disrupted, the vessel that would take us to truth and reality was cast adrift; 
we are trying to navigate with an ambiguous map, a weak engine, and little 
gas. To paraphrase the apostle Paul, we are cast about by the winds of all 
kinds of doctrines (Eph. 4:14). All communicators are broken communica-
tors. We all live in symbolic ambiguity. The church’s voice is crucial for our 
collective wisdom, but even the church does not see all truth and all reality. 
Postmodern philosophers are partly correct: Communication with each 
other and with God is a subjective activity fraught with opportunities for 
misinterpretation and self-delusion.

We desperately need an anchor, a single person or community whose 
words we can trust. When the apostle John says, “In the beginning was 
the Word” (John 1:1), he claims that God predated human culture and the 
creation itself. Christ, the Word, not only proclaimed the Word of God but 
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actually was and is the Word of God. To put it differently, God is not subject 
to human understanding or to any particular symbols. We do not create 
God or even the meaning of God. God is God. As the Old Testament writ-
ers express it, God is “I Am” (Exod. 3:14). All of our symbolic ruminations 
about the Creator do not change God; they merely alter our understanding 
of God. Belief in Christ changes how we think about God, but it does not 
transform who God is or what God does.

Augustine’s theory suggests that the church cannot completely em-
brace a philosophical position that asserts that all truth is a mere delusion 
of communities of interpretation. Postmodernism itself demonstrates that 
our alienation from God turns our symbolic creativity against our desire 
for truthful interpretations and shared meanings. Living in what C. S. Lewis 
called the “shadowlands,” we do sometimes misinterpret even God’s Word. 
To adapt Burke’s phrase, we are “rotten with symbolic imperfection.”16 Too 
often we rely on fallen interpretations of messages and even of the mean-
ing of life. We not only misunderstand each other but also misconstrue 
God’s truth and God’s reality. Thus, the nature of communication in a fallen 
world is a crucial philosophical and even cosmological issue, so it should 
not surprise us that some scholars question not only humankind’s ability to 
communicate but also the existence of God.

As Augustine recognized, our ability to communicate always depends 
on God’s grace. Just as journalists misinterpreted the meaning of the “Civil 
War” photo, we daily misinterpret one another’s communication, but God 
graciously uses even our symbolic entropy for good purposes. As long as 
we cannot communicate perfectly, we are unable to establish a single evil 
empire on earth. But whereas postmodernism concedes victory to symbolic 
entropy, Augustine embraced the pursuit of truth. And although truth can 
be elusive, the gospel is God’s unambiguous word to the wise: “I am.” First 
God, as represented in Scripture, and then the church community becomes 
our anchor in a sea of symbolic ambiguity.

Recognizing Our Communication Gifts

After twenty years as editor of the first edition of the legendary Oxford 
English Dictionary (OED), a phenomenal lexicon with nearly 415,000 
definitions, James Murray decided that he had to meet one of the project’s 
greatest contributors, American surgeon William Chester Minor, who had 
submitted thousands of precise, neatly handwritten definitions. Professor 
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Murray set out on the short journey to Minor’s home, only fifty miles from 
Oxford. The trip was the revelation of Murray’s life. He discovered that Dr. 
Minor’s home was England’s harshest asylum for the criminally insane: Dr. 
Minor was not only a wonderfully gifted wordsmith but also a lunatic mur-
derer.17 Human talent sometimes comes in surprising packages.

Although we are all created in the image of God, our ability to com-
municate effectively varies by person, situation, and medium, and while we 
should certainly identify and use our gifts, none of us will fully master any 
medium. The Creator enables us to communicate adequately for the tasks 
before us and for the needs of our communities, but not always as well as 
we dream or desire to do. God can use anyone—even murderers and people 
with severe mental illness—as symbolic stewards of creation. But first we 
must recognize and develop our gifts.

Communication is both a gift from God and a learnable skill. The 
scholar who developed the communibiological perspective of communi-
cation, which highlights the importance of genetic traits in determining 
how people interact, argues that “differences in interpersonal behavior are 
principally due to individual differences in neurobiological functioning.”18 
Whether or not he is correct, our God-given gifts are very important in 
communication, and we would do well to develop them. For instance, some 
people are born with the capacity to become talented writers, actors, and 
filmmakers. They have God-given abilities and remarkable talent that can 
be deeply cultivated through proper instruction and hard work. Gifted lis-
teners or negotiators have, like born athletes, an innate capacity to perform 
well, but countless hours of hard work are required to translate capacity 
into actual skill.

Augustine recognized two crucial communication gifts—the ability to 
craft messages and the skill in delivering them. He suggested, for example, 
that a godly life is not enough to make a minister an effective preacher. A 
minister must be able to prepare and deliver sermons as well. Both sub-
stance and style are important in sermons. Augustine suggested that it is 
better for eloquent preachers to read other people’s sermons than to deliver 
their own, poorly crafted ones. In the face of Roman sophism, which often 
valued delivery over truth, Augustine championed thoroughly good com-
munication. He rightly saw that an orator’s gifts are crucial for all truth 
tellers, not just for sophists.19

In fact, Augustine almost single-handedly persuaded the church 
to value rhetorical gifts. Philosophers before and during Augustine’s life 
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had emphasized method, or eloquence. They argued that communicators’ 
impact was more important than their ethics, and that method was more 
important than truth. Augustine, on the other hand, taught that Christians 
need to combine eloquence with a knowledge of the truth. In his view, the 
church must use the best possible means to advocate truth and dispute 
falsity. He argued that eloquence should not abandon wisdom.20 Once Au-
gustine combined truth and eloquence, the giftedness of the communicator 
became a crucial concern for the Christian community. Christians could 
no longer focus just on the veracity of messages. Believers were obligated to 
look also at their messengers’ rhetorical ability.

Augustine’s view of rhetoric shaped communication theory for cen-
turies and still influences the ways that some people teach the craft. We 
can hear Augustine’s words today when a Christian communicator says, 
“The message never changes, but the method does.” While not all methods 
are justified, how we communicate does affect how people will interpret 
our message. Some evangelists who rant and rave on street corners prob-
ably make it harder for listeners to hear the love of God. Eloquence should 
never substitute for truth or ethics, but Augustine’s logic does require us to 
consider how our method affects our message.

When we live in shalom, we encourage and support one another’s 
efforts to identify our communicative gifts and to exercise them on behalf 
of God. We must be honest with each other about our strengths and weak-
nesses, and we should avoid jealousies and petty squabbles over giftedness, 
recognizing that God uses the variety of our gifts to advance the kingdom 
on earth. We do not all need to be great orators or marvelous performers. 
Instead, we need to serve our neighbors according to our gifts. Dr. Minor 
was deemed a lunatic, but his talents contributed significantly to the great-
est etymological dictionary in the history of the English language. Martha 
Manning used her literary talent to serve others who, like her, suffered 
with low self-esteem because of body weight. Our value as God’s image 
bearers does not depend on whether or not we possess particular com-
munication gifts, but God does expect us to identify and use our gifts to 
serve others.

God can foster communication among people who are not gifted 
communicators. Moses was not a splendid orator, so God appointed Aaron 
to carry Moses’ words to the people, and those words convicted many 
people of their wrongful ways and led Israel back to righteousness (Exod. 
4:12–15). The apostle Paul was not an elocutionary giant either, but God 



S y m b o l i c  A m b i g u i t y

87

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

granted him such wisdom that his words, inspired by the Holy Spirit, be-
came part of the sacred text of the Christian church (Eph. 3:7–12). Writer 
Elisabeth Elliot tells the story of her family’s nearly deaf housekeeper, who 
communicated through the way she lived her life. Family members had to 
shout into a small microphone that she wore pinned on her collar. But as 
Elliot recalls, the housekeeper’s demeanor and her servant’s heart brought 
“peace to our house every day.”21 God gives special grace to people who 
need it to communicate the Lord’s purposes.

Our fall from grace hides and distorts the truth about our communi-
cation gifts. Many communicators never recognize that they are equipped 
with gifts from God. Others recognize their gifts but fail to develop them. 
Still others develop their gifts but do not place them in the service of the 
Creator. Augustine opened the door in the church for all of us to love God 
by communicating according to our gifts. If we do not determine and use 
our gifts as a community, pursuing our own gifts and helping others recog-
nize theirs, we will lose some of the best talent that could be used to bring 
peace, comfort, and reconciliation to the world.

Creating Legacies in Time and Space

Librarian of Congress James Billington compares modern society with per-
sonal insanity. Looking at the rapid cultural change and people’s sense of 
rootlessness, he wonders if we have taken history too lightly. Our pasts, he 
says, should inform our present. Without a sense of our personal pasts, we 
may lose our self-identity to a “world of motion without memory, which is 
one of the clinical definitions of insanity.”22

Billington’s observations point to a fourth limit to our communica-
tion. Not only are we restricted by the ambiguity of symbols, by postmod-
ern subjectivity, and by our failure to recognize and use our gifts, but we are 
also born with limited ability to build community across geographic space 
and through generational time. Although we are all called to be symbolic 
stewards, we are far from being omnipotent and omnipresent communi-
cators. In fact, we are always on the verge of losing our culture and our 
identity as we drift into a kind of memory-less insanity.

Media technologies can extend our cultures through time and across 
space. Satellites instantly carry our images and voices around the world. 
Recording devices enable us to replay messages from long ago so that peo-
ple can reexperience the rituals that once gave their community its identity. 
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Telephones enable us to conduct business or build relationships with people 
in distant locations. European cathedrals maintain Christian communities’ 
architectural presence long after the buildings were first constructed. In 
many ways, technology has made us increasingly powerful communicators 
both across space and through time.

In spite of technology, however, we can easily lose our ways of life. 
Canadian scholar Harold Adams Innis suggests that the effects of space 
and time on human communication are inversely related.23 When our com-
munication strengthens community through generational time, it weakens 
communication across geographic space. If we focus more of our time and 
energy on interpersonal communication within our families, for instance, 
we will be less connected to the worlds of national news and international 
entertainment. Conversely, as we spread popular culture around the globe, 
we weaken local, proximate community from generation to generation. 
Whenever we conquer geographic space, we weaken cross-generational 
bonds. We lose our particular “sense of place.”24 When developing coun-
tries rapidly import American popular culture, for example, they can lose 
their distinctive local traditions. If Innis is correct, we must balance our 
communication in time and space so that we will not destroy our traditions.

We must all make tough decisions about how much of our time, en-
ergy, and other resources we will invest in widespread culture versus lo-
cal culture. How much of our lives should we commit to neighborhood 
friends, local business associates, and members of our congregation? With-
out local commitments we will likely lose touch with our own pasts. If we 
live entirely in a media world we will probably develop unstable, superficial 
identities and shallow communities. On the other hand, we should spend 
some money and time on books, recordings, and live media. If we do not, 
we could easily become parochial and narrow-minded.

Decisions that seem insignificant today can powerfully affect our fu-
ture culture. “It is precisely because of the eternity outside time,” writes 
Dorothy Sayers, “that everything in time becomes valuable and meaning-
ful. Christianity teaches us that ‘eternal life’ is a sole sanction for the values 
of this life.”25 We should incarnate the gospel in both time and space. As 
cocreators of culture, we must consider the eternal significance that our 
communication has for future generations whose identity will be shaped 
partly by our present-day decisions. Christians should strive for a legacy 
grounded in the eternal gospel rather than in transitory cultural fads.

Many scholars recognize orality as the basis for strong local community 
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life that survives through generations.26 Orality includes speaking and lis-
tening, which form the basis of all highly relational activities. Orality was 
at the center of Jewish life during the Old Testament era. In Fiddler on the 
Roof, the father celebrates tradition and decries its decline. He recognizes 
that orality has always been the primary way that families maintain tradi-
tional culture from generation to generation and from place to place, and 
he wonders how he can keep his family’s Jewish faith alive when his daugh-
ters marry nonbelievers and move to other communities.

Orality is at the heart of prayer, at the center of disciple making, and at 
the core of organizational leadership. Speaking and listening to each other 
is the most intimate and personal way that we commune with each other. 
Orality opens us up to each other and builds trust. As philosopher Martin 
Buber puts it, orality is the basis of our “I-Thou” relationships, in which we 
treat each other with holy reverence and respect.27 Relationships formed in 
orality are the most enduring form of interpersonal interaction and are the 
cross-generational glue of culture in any place.

Mass media threaten local community life when they challenge oral-
ity. For all of the entertainment and information the media provide, they 
are never an acceptable substitute for rich, interpersonal communication 
among friends, family, and fellow believers. In fact, people who live in a 
media-rich environment can feel terribly lonely. Soap opera viewers, for 
instance, sometimes substitute the fictional intimacy of the characters on 
the screen for real intimacy in their own lives. Some internet users engage 
in commitment-free “cybersex.” Most of us sometimes avoid the stress and 
pain of broken relationships by substituting vicarious relationships for real 
ones. In contrast, a healthy community is a “neighborhood of humans in 
a place, plus the place itself: its soil, its water, its air, and all the families 
and tribes of the nonhuman creatures that belong to it.”28 This type of lo-
cal community “lives and acts by the common virtues of trust, goodwill, 
forbearance, self-restraint, compassion and forgiveness.”29 The media can 
threaten community life when they eclipse such relationships.

Orality also produces accountability among people, whereas mass-
mediated communication easily becomes propaganda. Orality can safe-
guard ethical accountability by fostering dialogue, identification, and trust, 
but ironically, in many countries orality is being challenged by the growth 
of consumer-oriented mass media.30 The killing fields of Cambodia and the 
Stalinist purges of Soviet Russia would probably not have occurred in com-
munities of trust and mutual respect. When mass media are the conduit 
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of revolutionary ideas, people are much more likely to be demonized, 
victimized, and exploited.31 Without orality, mass-mediated societies can 
self-destruct.

The effect of digital technologies on the quality of communication is 
not clear. Cybercommunication can facilitate or weaken shalom, depend-
ing on how we use it. Digital technology disrupts familiar networks of di-
rect association and marginalizes people around the world who lack access 
to online media because of high cost or inadequate infrastructure.32 On the 
other hand, digital media can facilitate strong friendships between people 
who cannot easily get together in person.

None of us fully understands this world of rapidly circulating sounds, 
images, and texts that we have created in our quest to conquer time and 
space. We have the technical skill to create technologies and compose 
messages, but we lack the critical, interpretive ability to make sense of the 
media world and to guide it toward shalom. In fact, the growth of media 
empires seems to weaken our ability to understand the world. Just when 
the cost of our mistakes could be especially high, we are lost in heavy “data 
smog.”33 Perhaps we have ingested too much of the “silicon snake oil” that 
causes us to praise new technologies without assessing whether they can 
live up to their promise to build community.34

Because our communication is always anchored in time and space, 
problems in communication are also problems in community life.35 With-
out strong face-to-face relationships we cannot cocreate strong commu-
nities. We have an amazing international system of communication that 
can transmit a mind-boggling array of information around the globe. But 
technology and information do not automatically create a global village.36 
Community does not come easily. Ethnic, religious, and territorial conflicts 
divide people and nations around the world. No matter how advanced our 
technology is, our communities will be unstable if strong local communica-
tion is not stabilized over generations.

Unless we cultivate a legacy of strong local communities that main-
tain culture from generation to generation, we will all eventually lose our 
identity; we will become memory-less people. Unless we act for posterity 
as symbolic stewards of God’s world, we will plunge ourselves into cultural 
insanity. Instantaneous media will not produce shalom. On the other hand, 
unless we interact with the wider world we can easily become ethnocentric, 
bigoted, and parochial. We must cultivate our community’s ability to un-
derstand communication as a God-given gift for maintaining the wisdom 
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of the Christian faith from generation to generation. After all, the Word 
transcends both time and space.

Conclusion

Our ability to communicate reflects not only the image of God in us but 
also our humanness. Among the reasons for our poor communication are 
the ambiguity of symbols, the self-defeating relativism of postmodernism, 
our failure to develop our giftedness, and the trade-offs between space and 
time. Our communication is gloriously creative but also often distressingly 
weak. Grace will carry us through, but we also have to make wise decisions 
about using the gifts that God gives us.

Each of us lives in a particular place and time. We cannot redeem the 
world overnight, but we can invite others to join us in creating communi-
ties of shalom. We can help to breathe life into our local communities, be-
ginning with our families and congregations. Shalom does not emerge in a 
crazed media frenzy but in the orality of our daily lives. God equips us with 
communication gifts and with the Holy Spirit. In communities of grace we 
overcome some of the symbolic ambiguity of our lives, we live the truth 
of the gospel, we discover and exercise our communicative gifts, and we 
balance the various media forms as we pursue tangible peace and justice. 
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Response to Chapter 4

Sacraments through Screens?

Negotiating Time and Space in  
Online Church

Elizabeth B. Jones

Chapter 4 acknowledges that even our most eloquent communication 
is inherently limited and imperfect. Quentin J. Schultze lists several rea-
sons, including the ambiguity of symbols, postmodern subjectivity, our 
failures to identify and cultivate our unique, God-given communication 
gifts, and the limitations of time and space. In this response, I focus on the 
tension between time and space, because, as Schultze concludes, “When 
our communication strengthens community through generational time, it 
weakens community across geographic space.”1 As finite beings, we have 
limited communicative capacity and thus must choose how to allocate 
our attention between investment in our local sphere and attentiveness 
to the global arena. I suggest that communication technologies that fa-
cilitate two-way interpersonal interaction through a screen make it even 
more challenging to balance tensions between time and space faithfully. 
Specifically, I explore the example of online church during the lockdown 
phases of the COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath to understand (1) 
how communication technologies complicate communication by blurring 
the boundaries between orality and mass media and (2) how individually 
and corporately we may engage wisely with these technologies to foster 
flourishing church communities.
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Communication Technologies and the  
Limitations of Time and Space

It is helpful, first, to consider the nature of communication without the in-
termediary of a screen. As Schultze reminds us, orality is crucial in building 
strong generational memory and meaningful, local traditions. Orality “in-
cludes speaking and listening, which form the basis of all highly relational 
activities.”2 Orality often presumes physical co-presence. Our senses engage 
as we share stories with our elders around campfires or across dinner tables; 
we see smile lines, hear the unique timbre of a beloved voice, smell and 
taste delectable food. 

Similarly, in the local church, congregants have historically gathered 
shoulder to shoulder each week to “encounter God in Word and sacra-
ment.”3 We cultivate our relationship with God and neighbor as we enact 
worship. Through orality, as exemplified by interpersonal communication 
and local church worship, we preserve meaningful traditions across genera-
tions. However, when communication technologies insert a screen between 
friends or congregants who are not physically co-present, a hybrid form of 
communication emerges that blends features of orality and mass media and 
yet is distinct from both. Like orality, video conferencing allows persons 
to speak and listen. Yet, unlike traditional orality and akin to mass media, 
video conferencing enables those persons to be geographically separate—
potentially by great distances. Video conferencing presents both challenges 
and opportunities for churches as they navigate the tension between com-
munication through time and in space. As media scholar and cultural critic 
Neil Postman astutely observes, “Every technology is both a burden and a 
blessing; not either-or, but this-and-that.”4 

Online Church as Burden 

In early 2020, the global COVID-19 pandemic temporarily shut down 
in-person worship for many churches worldwide. Given the deadly virus, 
churches voluntarily refrained from gathering physically for love of God 
and neighbor. Many churches pivoted to some form of online worship, 
often with few resources and little knowledge of how to do so.5 During 
initial lockdown phases of the pandemic, approximately 40% of Americans 
reported using the internet or digital technologies in “new or different 
ways compared with before the beginnings of the coronavirus outbreak.”6 
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Gathering restrictions were eventually loosened or lifted as ways to prevent 
and treat COVID-19 became clearer. However, some church leaders con-
tended that online church should end, rather than continue indefinitely, 
arguing that online worship is impoverished when compared to in-person 
gathering. Stated differently, those who considered online church to be a 
burden identified ways in which personal communication technologies fall 
short of co-present orality in facilitating rich exchanges through genera-
tional time. 

For example, Anglican priest Tish Harrison Warren wrote a controver-
sial op-ed for the New York Times in which she suggested that online church 
should end once coronavirus risks reached a manageable level. She ground-
ed this argument in the theology and spirituality of Christianity, which is 
incarnational (embodied) in nature. She noted, “People need physical touch 
and interaction. We need to connect with other human beings through our 
bodies, through the ordinary vulnerability of looking into their eyes, hear-
ing their voice, sharing their space, their smells, their presence.”7 

From the online-church-as-burden perspective, providing both on-
line and in-person options may encourage viewing physically co-present 
worship as just one of several equally valuable options. One potential im-
plication of this buffet approach could be a view of worship as simply the 
transmission of content, rather than as an essential practice with inherent 
purpose.8 It is possible that equating in-person and online worship would 
encourage congregants to view digital worship like any other form of con-
venient digital content in our media environment. Why choose to stream 
worship when there are a dozen other options in your streaming queue?

Research also has affirmed that technologically mediated commu-
nication differs in meaningful ways from co-present communication. 
For example, although video conferencing came to the forefront during 
the pandemic as a valuable stand-in for face-to-face social contact, these 
technologies did not automatically alleviate loneliness or preserve family 
bonds.9 Furthermore, people tended to note that the sense of connected 
presence provided by personal communication technologies was insuf-
ficient to deal with hardships or tragedies.10 In sum, the online-church-
as-burden perspective observes that the physical body is key within the 
faith, that technologically mediated communication relegates worship to 
the level of content, and that digital worship is unable to meet tangible hu-
man needs. 
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Online Church as Blessing 

Despite the valuable critiques offered by the online-church-as-burden 
perspective, others emphasize the blessings online worship provides. This 
perspective recognizes communication technology as a form of human in-
novation that emerges from the God-given gifts of creativity and human 
agency.11 One such blessing is clear: Online church allowed local congrega-
tions to interact despite a global pandemic. Online worship also provided 
those who may be unable to attend in-person worship with a way to com-
mune in the life of the church. Warren received thousands of messages in 
response to her article on ending online church, with many vocalizing their 
concerns about her assertions. Persons with disabilities noted the potential 
exclusion and harm that could result from ending online church. As Warren 
shared, “[Persons with disabilities or compromised immune systems] often 
expressed feeling overlooked even before the pandemic began and felt that 
online church allowed for more involvement in their church.”12 From this 
perspective, an insistence on in-person worship may promote discrimina-
tion against persons with disabilities by presuming that everyone can easily 
and safely navigate to and gather in a church building. 

Those who recognize online church as a blessing also note that digital 
worship is not inherently inferior to in-person worship. As professor and 
author John Dyer notes, “while online and in-person [worship] are clearly 
different, they are both still ‘real’ and worthy of affirmation.”13 Dyer chal-
lenges the labeling of in-person worship as “embodied” and online worship 
as “disembodied.” As one of the respondents to Warren’s article affirms, “I 
am always embodied because I have a body, albeit a disabled one. When 
I am in bed, watching a service, I am worshiping with my body. Please 
don’t confuse geographically less proximate with disembodied.”14 From the 
communication-technology-as-blessing perspective, these technologies 
may, through the power of the Holy Spirit, facilitate deeply meaningful 
connections to the life of the church even when congregants are worship-
ping from their living rooms.

Wise Engagement

Given the burdens and blessings of online church examined thus far, how 
should we approach online church? Should we avoid, embrace, or seek a 
middle ground? It is challenging, yet important, to balance our limited 
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communicative attention between the dimensions of time and space. As 
Schultze reminds us, “decisions that seem insignificant today can power-
fully affect our future culture.”15 Although not a prescriptive formula for 
approaching online church, valuable starting points include adopting a 
historical perspective and understanding communication technology.

First, in terms of a historical perspective, it is helpful to note that 
the church has responded to new communication technologies in three 
ways: (1) technological optimism, (2) technological pessimism, and (3) 
technological ambiguity.16 In short, Christ-followers have wrestled with 
how to engage with new technologies throughout church history, from 
the printing press to digital technologies. Although the widespread adop-
tion of online church may seem recent, we have historical precedents. As 
Schultze has noted in another book on presentational technologies within 
worship, “The questions we face in today’s high-tech milieu are actually 
age-old: What kinds of liturgical (and technological) practices are most 
fitting for worship—when, where, how, for whom, by whom, and why?”17 
[italics in original].

Second, understanding the nature of technology itself is useful in 
understanding how to engage appropriately with online church. Commu-
nication technologies have various biases, and different technologies may 
influence how online worship is expressed and experienced. As one critic 
observed, “an online church service that is primarily a one-way broadcast 
(such as YouTube) invites a different state of embodiment than a service 
that uses two-way interactive technology (such as Zoom). And an in-per-
son religious service can have a different experience depending on whether 
or not it is live streamed.”18 Understanding which technologies will best 
facilitate desired forms of embodiment that strengthen the church com-
munity is important.

In conclusion, a historic perspective and an understanding of the 
nature of communication technology help to foster an informed digital 
ecclesiology, or “the study of the structure and practices of the Church in 
online or digitally enhanced contexts, and the theological implications of 
the online-offline or hybrid church experiences this creates.” Such an ap-
proach encourages Christian leaders and congregants to consider the long-
term ways in which online worship, with all of its burdens and blessings, 
shapes church identity.19 This kind of careful and prayerful consideration 
encourages us to use our communicative gifts wisely through generational 
time and across geographic space.
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Discussion Questions

1. Schultze’s chapter, as well as this response, emphasizes the importance 
of co-present orality within relationships. Communication technolo-
gies, such as video conferencing and social media, provide a hybrid 
form of communication that combines features of orality with mass 
media. Is communication via a screen always inferior to co-present 
orality? In what circumstances or settings might technologically me-
diated communication be especially needed or meaningful? 

2. Online church may be viewed as a burden, blessing, or mixture of both 
positives and negatives. Which perspective most resonates with you? 

3. If your church decided to adopt online church permanently, what 
questions should the leaders ask, and what topics should they con-
sider to promote the long-time spiritual formation of their members? 
What factors might an individual believer contemplate in attending 
in-person or online? 
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Chapter 5

Slaves to Sin

The Effects of Sin on Communication

In his book secret life, prize-winning poet Michael Ryan tells the story 
of his lifelong obsession with seducing women. After recounting his experi-
ence of being repeatedly abused when he was five years old, Ryan describes 
his adult life as a predator who was “drunk” with his own sexual compul-
sion. “All of my talents,” he recalls, “all of my good qualities as a human 
being, were devoted to serving it, and I was willing to sacrifice anything to 
it.”1 Although he regularly felt deep shame, guilt, and self-loathing, Ryan 
lived for each new sexual conquest. Dominated by a perverted erotic iden-
tity, he developed his gifts of communication for the purpose of becoming 
a talented seducer. Over the course of his life, Ryan increasingly submitted 
to the hellish bondage of his own sexual slavery. Then Princeton University 
fired him for conquering female students.

How could Ryan fall so deeply into the pit of evil, unable to control 
his gift of communication? Ryan’s autobiography is a parable for all of us 
who recognize that we are not the kind of persons we would like to be. 
Perhaps we are all “seducers” who use communication to get what we want 
but should not necessarily have. Like Ryan, we abuse others by misusing the 
gift of communication.

This chapter addresses humankind’s fall from grace. I argue that the 
most complex and devastating reason for our breakdown in communica-
tion is sin—our breaking of relationship with God.2 Sin spoils shalom and 
fundamentally corrupts our communication.

First, I examine the scope and nature of our sinful communication. 
All people rebel against God. Filled with arrogant pride, we engage in sins 
of symbolic commission and sins of symbolic omission. Instead of accept-
ing our position as symbolic stewards of creation, we slavishly cling to dis-
torted desires—just as Ryan did.
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Second, I explore how communication spreads sin throughout or-
ganizations and across entire cultures, so that sin becomes an intrinsic 
part of the fallen fabric of community life. Like Ryan, who spread his own 
childhood abuse to others, we become evil tempters, carrying sin into hu-
man relationships.

Third, I suggest that our fall from grace leads us to practice symbolic 
domination. Rather than using symbols to serve our neighbor, we com-
municate primarily to control others for our own selfish purposes.

Finally, I show that as a result of the fall we all squander our commu-
nication resources and talents. Mesmerized by technology, satisfied with 
poor quality, and ignorant about truth, we cocreate poor communication.

Recognizing Our Fallenness

Michael Ryan finally perceived the depth of his sexual addiction one day 
while he was driving to his friends’ house in another state. He had already 
lost his teaching position and destroyed his marriage. Nevertheless, all he 
could think about during the trip was how to seduce his friends’ fifteen-
year-old daughter. Gripped by fear and panic, he glimpsed his own fallen 
condition, his deep loneliness and despair. Rescued by what he calls “the 
grace of God,” Ryan turned his car around and drove home.3 Ryan’s fear of 
himself helped him to recognize his own fallenness, and that was enough 
to cause him to reverse his life’s direction. He began traveling from the folly 
of hell to the wisdom of shalom.

Sin is not a popular idea in either the academy or everyday life. Be-
cause the concept of sin seems so old-fashioned and negative, many people 
dismiss it. Some communication scholars talk instead about such problems 
as interference, bias, relational instability, conflict, vagueness, and code 
switching.4 Humanistic scholars might replace sin with “errors in ethical 
judgment” or “poor ethos.” In the field of communication, there is hardly 
mention of evil let alone sin. So in this section, I offer a language for iden-
tifying and discussing sin in human communication.

When we break our relationship with God, our hearts and minds are 
more susceptible to evil. We do not just do evil, we become evil. Sin per-
vades all aspects of our lives. As C. S. Lewis says, our descent “begins with 
a grumbling mood,” but soon all we can hear is the “grumble itself going on 
forever like a machine.”5 When we rebel against God, we become evil slaves 
to sinful intentions and actions.
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Sin fundamentally corrupts our ability to communicate. When we sin, 
we do not merely misunderstand. Nor do we just inadvertently confuse 
others. We cause confusion and misunderstanding—and far worse. We 
become obsessed with using our gifts of communication to serve anything 
“besides God as our ultimate value and worth.”6 Sex became Ryan’s god, 
driving his sinful seductions. He sacrificed his career and his marriage to 
satisfy his unquenchable thirst.

Our alienation from God radically corrupts our ability to communi-
cate in ways that promote God’s peace and justice. Using symbols selfishly, 
we pretend to be God. We listen to our own cravings instead of to God’s 
commands. We ignore the needs of our neighbor. Our communication be-
comes a pervasive, destructive idolatry. Unless we recognize the reality of 
sin, we will wrongly assume that all we need for better communication is a 
bit more common sense, greater education, or additional practice. We will 
act as if there is nothing fundamentally wrong with us.

Blind to humankind’s sinful condition, many scholars convey a na-
ively romantic view of communication. They encourage us to believe that 
we all possess a wonderful ability to win people over, to persuade them, 
and to impress everyone with our rhetorical ability. One pair of authors 
even hopes to “promote a greater measure of communicative literacy for 
every human being on the face of the globe.”7 Unfortunately, human com-
munication is not so easily repaired. Even after studying communication 
we struggle. Sin is a stubbornly pervasive part of the human condition. 
We cannot become superb communicators simply by working harder. Our 
motives need to be redeemed. We desperately need grace.

As sinners we sometimes communicate maliciously. We lie and ma-
nipulate as Ryan did to gain sex. We talk too much and fail to listen. We 
intentionally remain silent when we need to speak on behalf of others. We 
intimidate. We gossip. In fact, we often enjoy warping communication for 
our own ends. Some of us even silence powerless individuals and propagan-
dize exploited communities. With our sins of omission and of commission, 
we are symbolic predators in the communication jungles of a fallen world.

We commit sins of omission when we fail to communicate what and 
when we should. Just as Adam and Eve hid from God and from each other 
after eating the forbidden fruit, we avoid our neighbor.8 Living with a deep 
sense of personal sin and communal shame, we fail to accept communion 
with others as a gift of God. Uncertain and anxious, we withdraw from 
meaningful discourse.



102

C o m m u n i c at i n g  f o r  L i f e

EX
AM

 C
O

PY
N

O
T 

FO
R 

RE
SA

LE

We spend much of our lives designing excuses to avoid communica-
tion. Parents avoid speaking to their children about drugs, claiming that it 
is the responsibility of the media or the school. Witnesses to crimes thwart 
justice by remaining silent. Gripped by laziness or fear, we stay out of con-
flicts and awkward situations. Sometimes we even abusively refuse to com-
municate with people we consider inferior or unworthy. We repeatedly fail 
to speak when we should, blithely assuming that time will heal the injury or 
that communication is someone else’s responsibility.

Sins of symbolic omission plague all levels of society. Professional 
communicators, such as publicists and speechwriters, refuse to confront 
corporate officials who sanction unethical actions. Employees keep quiet 
about illegal dumping of chemicals. Members of opposing political parties 
fail to compliment each other for doing something well. Governments hide 
important information from the public about illegal or covert activities. 
Editors refuse to run corrections to news stories that have regrettable errors. 
Students do not confront other students who repeatedly cheat on exams. 
Doctors fail to thank nurses for their excellent patient care. Victims of clergy 
abuse remain silent because they do not want to get the pastor in trouble. We 
could create justifications for each of these omissions, and silence is indeed 
sometimes golden, but more often it reflects fear or callousness.

In Bible times, the prophets were the whistleblowers. They spoke the 
truth regardless of the potential costs to themselves. Stephen was stoned to 
death simply for professing his faith in Christ (Acts 6:8–7:60). Not all of us 
have the courage of prophets, so we should refrain from judging people for 
their silence, but selfish silence weakens communities and hurts individu-
als, especially those who are powerless and exploited. Our own silence can 
harm our neighbors.

Our communication also suffers from sins of commission—from in-
tentional misuse of our gifts of communication. Sinful communication 
often stymies shalom, contributing to hatred, wars, divorce, suicide, and 
loneliness. We spread distorted, selfish, and manipulative information. 
We lie, defame, verbally abuse, and gossip. The apostle James rightly calls 
the human tongue “a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It 
corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and 
is itself set on fire by hell” (James 3:6). The tongue is the “rudder” of our 
lives (James 3:4). Our communication proceeds from our hearts, from the 
course we set for our lives. As Ryan discovered, we become slaves to our 
insatiable desires to do evil.
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Sins of commission reflect our prideful selfishness. We love to listen 
to ourselves. We like to tell others what television programs to watch and 
which poetry to recite. We speak quickly and arrogantly. We are convinced 
that we are right when someone disputes the meaning of our words. How 
dare someone challenge our intentions! In some of our darker moments, 
we find prideful pleasure and spiteful relief in others’ inability to commu-
nicate. Selfishness destroys many relationships because it offers little or no 
room for the grace of humble forgiveness.

We pridefully blame others for corrupting our communication. Adam 
blamed Eve for his own disobedience, and Eve then blamed the serpent 
(Gen. 3:12–13). Neither was willing to admit the truth to God. So it goes, 
on and on through generations of sin. Parents have “eaten sour grapes, and 
the children’s teeth are set on edge” (Jer. 31:29). We are not just lazy or 
lousy communicators; we are self-promoting fools. Instead of harnessing 
our tongue to the joy of shalom, we delight in turning our symbols against 
our Creator and against other creatures—as if they are the cause of our evil. 
Puffed up with pride, we smugly challenge God and sow critical seeds of 
conflict and envy.

In our sins of commission, we act like we are the Creator; we try to 
elevate ourselves to the throne of creation. Just as Adam and Eve tried to 
deceive God after eating the forbidden fruit, we “fall back on one art learned 
from the serpent, that of correcting God, of appealing from God the Creator 
to a better, a different God.”9 Using the pen, the computer, the camera, and 
the stage, we launch ego-filled messages for others to appreciate and extol. 
Playing god, we communicate selfish agendas and personal pride. We glam-
orize our own communication. Advertisers create visual fantasies in order 
to build market share. Young lovers speak gloriously of the beauty of their 
lovemaking even though they are uncommitted to a life together. Symbols 
are often the tools with which we play God by selfishly redefining reality. 
We turn the gift of communication into a glamorous weapon of destruction.

In our sins of symbolic commission, we often purposely mislead oth-
ers to advance our own interests. Scriptwriters stereotype members of a 
particular race to boost television ratings. Employees advance hidden 
agendas in the workplace to win a promotion. Children may lie to their 
parents to avoid punishment.

Our problem, then, is not simply ineffective communication. Nor is it 
lack of instruction. As Michael Ryan’s life shows, even highly educated peo-
ple can be spiritually sick and can communicate in ungodly ways, thwart 
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shalom, and turn relationships and communities into a godless mess. Our 
endless variety of symbolic folly challenges shalom and subverts the truth 
about God and ourselves. We rebelliously turn God’s cosmos into cultural 
chaos by trying pridefully to make a name for ourselves.

Communities of Corrupted Communication

When Kofi Annan became the secretary-general of the United Nations 
(UN) in 1996, he pledged to reform the organization. At that time the UN 
was torn apart by squabbling, poor funding, and ineffectiveness. Annan’s 
task would not be easy, but nevertheless, he promised reform. After the first 
five months of Annan’s leadership, the UN seemed no better off. A reporter 
asked the secretary-general why he had not made good on his commit-
ment. After all, joked the reporter, God created the universe in only seven 
days. Annan responded, “The Lord had the wonderful advantage of being 
able to work alone.”10

God graciously gives us the ability to cooperate; he enables us to care 
for the creation. But we are born into imperfect, fallen communities that 
spread evil. Sin is not only personal but also corporate. Our alienation from 
God infects entire social institutions. In everything from small groups to 
enormous organizations we institutionalize evil patterns of communica-
tion. One theologian suggests that sin is “more than the sum of what sin-
ners do. Sin acquires the powerful and elusive form of a spirit—the spirit of 
an age or a company or a nation or a political movement. Sin burrows into 
the bowels of institutions and traditions, making a home there and taking 
them over.”11

Both intentionally and unintentionally, we establish corrupted com-
munities that promote evil instead of shalom. Human communication car-
ries the viruses of despair, racism, hatred, indifference, and pride. We weave 
evil into life. Annan is right: Our collective efforts can weigh us down. Our 
social groups and organizations can become collective incarnations of evil, 
what Scripture calls “principalities and powers” (Eph. 6:12, KJV).12

Advertising agencies, for instance, sometimes collectively advance 
sinful symbols that glorify evil. The Virginia Slims slogan, “You’ve come 
a long way, baby,” vigorously promoted cigarette smoking among women 
by appealing to their pride about the much-needed gains they had made 
in society. A Liz Claiborne ad pronounced: “A woman can’t have too many 
affairs.” The company celebrated the image of the promiscuous woman in 
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places where religious traditions condemn adultery and fornication. These 
messages are created and promoted by large organizations, not just by a 
few managers or professional communicators. Men and women together 
champion such campaigns.

In a fallen world, social institutions of all kinds expect people to 
conform to their fallen values. Young professionals who join the ranks 
of communication organizations are sometimes asked to give up their 
personal standards of conduct and to live by the organizations’ internal 
culture. One communication graduate was so thrilled to get a job with a 
publishing firm that she rationalized the company’s participation in the 
soft-porn market by arguing that the book profits enabled the company to 
do so many good things. Professionals often become party to institution-
alized evil because they willingly sacrifice their religious integrity in order 
to get ahead in the organization.

Theologian William Stringfellow tells the story of a graduating Har-
vard Law School classmate who accepted a position with a great Wall Street 
firm. The classmate married the summer before he began at the company. 
When he later reported to work, the employer told the new lawyer that he 
should have consulted the firm before marrying, but “since he was mar-
ried, it would be advisable for him and his wife to refrain from having any 
children for at least two or three years. Furthermore, for the sake of his 
advancement in the firm, he should and would want to devote all of his 
time both in the office and in his ostensibly personal life to the service of 
the firm, and children might interfere with this.”13 The law firm wanted to 
own its employee’s heart and mind, to control what he did in his personal 
life, not just in his professional practice. Social institutions sometimes have 
the power to dictate even personal ethics.

In the award-winning film Network, ruthless executives transform a 
major U.S. television network into a corrupt community. The UBS Network 
will do just about anything to boost audience ratings and generate adver-
tising revenue. Profane managers broadcast all programs that will attract 
viewers and please advertisers: politically revolutionary programs hosted 
by militant Maoists, “prophecy” shows hosted by psychotic and deranged 
people, and dramas with explicit sex and gratuitous violence. Through the 
sinful actions of many people, the network becomes an incredibly evil com-
munity of arrogance and ambition. The story culminates in the executives’ 
decision to murder a program host because his audience ratings have de-
clined. Although it is highly unlikely that a real television network would 
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kill an employee, commercial television executives do justify nearly any 
program that attracts a sizeable audience, even if the program might be bad 
for society. The networks are driven by institutional values that dictate how 
employees will think and act.

The Tower of Babel was built by a well-organized technological com-
munity fueled by selfish ambition. The citizens of Babel built the structure 
out of human-made bricks, and their work probably looked like a pyramid, 
reaching to the heavens. The construction of the amazing tower required 
a great deal of effective communication among its designers and builders. 
The arrogant Babylonians’ goal was to “make a name for ourselves” (Gen. 
11:4). They apparently wanted to be equal to God, to create an identity for 
themselves that would impress all others on earth. But the Lord scattered 
them, confusing their language and retarding the growth of Babel’s institu-
tionalized evil (Gen. 11:6–9). By interfering with Babel’s communication, 
God was able to thwart the Babylonian menace.

Like the citizens of Babel, we use communication to create and main-
tain evil structures of oppression and deception. Elected leaders try to ride 
public opinion to victory by telling citizens what they want to hear, even 
when it is far from the truth. History shows that “principalities and powers” 
“require their members to surrender their lives in order that the institution 
be preserved and prosper.”14 Evil organizations have always invited people 
to institutionalized bondage.

Individuals often have to struggle to do well within systems of in-
stitutionalized evil. In the 1950s, music baron Berry Gordy of Detroit’s 
legendary Motown Records used Italian-Americans to promote African-
American recording artists on Caucasian radio stations, and Motown’s 
album covers often depicted Caucasian couples instead of the faces of 
the African-American musicians. More recently, the African-American 
owner of a Detroit food-service employment agency continued to use sales 
material that pictured page after page of smiling Caucasians even though 
her staff was about 98 percent African-American. At one time she even 
“pinched her nose and spoke nasally to make her voice more ‘white’ on the 
phone.” Most amazing of all, she removed the word “owner” from her busi-
ness card so prospective customers would not see that the business’s owner 
was African-American.15 These kinds of strategies help minority businesses 
address the symptoms of institutionalized evil, but they have little impact 
on deeply racist social structures.

Social institutions can be used for good or for evil. God’s grace enables 
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us to build collective structures of justice that advance God’s name, combat 
evil, and communicate shalom. But institutions can represent the human 
fall as well as God’s grace. They can collectively use people’s gifts to give 
others a taste of hell instead of heaven on earth. Although we cannot blame 
institutions for our personal sins, we can hold them accountable for the 
pain and oppression that they cause. We can play a part in creating slavish 
cities such as Babylon, or we can work to build heavenly communities such 
as the biblical Jerusalem.

We need to accept the fact that we each have a larger obligation than 
maintaining a personally peaceful life. If we look only at our own personal 
communication, we are not being obedient caretakers of God’s creation. 
Symbolic caretaking in the modern world is invariably a local, regional, 
national, and even global affair conducted through families, businesses, 
churches, schools, media, and other social institutions. We must discern 
the symbols of the public realm, seeking wisdom about how to shape the 
agendas and techniques of both private and public communities, from our 
local churches to the United Nations.

Symbolic Domination

C. S. Lewis’s book The Screwtape Letters satirizes the devil and his diabolical 
minions. In a series of letters from the devil to one of his naive new recruits, 
Lewis portrays Satan’s organization as a dog-eat-dog world of bureaucracy, 
deception, and exploitation. “My symbol for Hell,” wrote Lewis in the book’s 
introduction, “is something like the bureaucracy of a police state or the of-
fices of a thoroughly nasty business concern. . . . Bad angels, like bad men, 
are entirely practical. . . . I feign that devils can, in a spiritual sense, eat one 
another, and us. Even in human life we have seen the passion to dominate, 
almost digest” our neighbor. We try to make our neighbor’s “whole intel-
lectual and emotional life merely an extension” of our own.16

Lewis’s portrayal of devilish evil captures the human tendency to use 
communication selfishly to dominate others. Instead of serving our neigh-
bor, we often use verbal and nonverbal symbols to advance our personal 
and collective agendas. Rebelling against God, we manipulate and control 
others. We practice symbolic domination—forcing our symbolic reality on 
weaker people or groups.

Often we do not admit that the church, too, is a fallen institution 
that can exercise dominance. Long ago the church adopted methods of 



108

C o m m u n i c at i n g  f o r  L i f e

EX
AM

 C
O

PY
N

O
T 

FO
R 

RE
SA

LE

manipulation and control. During the Crusades of the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, the unequivocal message was: “Become a Christian or die.” 
Christians recovered the Holy Land from the Muslims, but many people 
died in the tragic abuse of Christ’s name. During the Reformation, some 
churches burned Anabaptists at the stake if they refused to renounce their 
view that the state was subservient to Christ. European and North Ameri-
can missionaries attempted to replace indigenous cultures with their own. 
Throughout history Christians have used force and cultural domination in 
the name of spreading the gospel.

Human beings have always used symbols to communicate manipula-
tively. The classical Greeks, defining communication largely as persuasion, 
launched two thousand years of Western scholarship and teaching that are 
based on the idea that people have the right to influence others. Clearly 
not all persuasion is symbolic domination, but the tendency toward evil 
domination is part of human nature. We all sometimes disrespect others 
and try to use them to serve our own, selfish purposes.

Symbolic domination exists wherever the few have power to control 
the many. Totalitarian governments create elaborate propaganda campaigns 
designed to convince the masses that fascism or socialism is for their own 
good. Stalin linked Soviet domination to the rhetoric of Marxist superior-
ity. Nationalism and totalitarianism often go hand in hand, dangerously 
creating the symbolic superiority of one group over others. Similarly, eth-
nic pride has encouraged groups to propagandize and sometimes to an-
nihilate other groups. Some cult leaders have even convinced members to 
commit group suicide. Jim Jones persuaded nearly a thousand members 
of his California cult to kill themselves in a horrible mass suicide in Jones-
town, Guyana, in 1978. Similarly, Heaven’s Gate cult leaders in San Diego 
convinced nearly forty members to commit suicide in 1997 as the Hale 
Bop Comet appeared in the sky. These kinds of self-righteous movements 
powerfully wreak hurt and devastation.

Gender relations are another staging ground for symbolic domina-
tion in a fallen world. In many cultures, including some religious groups, 
men have opportunities to gain status and power simply by virtue of their 
gender, not because they are more gifted or responsible. In North American 
society, men generally occupy the positions of power, from government 
and corporate management to church leadership. Men learn to communi-
cate aggressively, and women are expected to listen. People have historically 
tended to symbolically associate masculinity with authority, giving men an 
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enormous opportunity to dominate women at work, at home, and in the 
church. Michael Ryan’s many seductions of women were possible partly 
because of the power imbalance between men and women. Our verbal and 
nonverbal symbols are loaded with implications for gender domination 
that stereotype men and women.

Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper rightly argued that “all men or 
women, rich or poor, weak or strong, dull or talented, as creatures of God, 
and as lost sinners, have no claim whatsoever to lord over one another.”17 

Unfortunately, our sinfulness drives us to dominate rather than serve our 
neighbor. Like the devil in The Screwtape Letters, we try to transform oth-
ers’ lives into an extension of our own folly.18 The sin of symbolic manipula-
tion characterizes the kingdom of death.

Squandering Our Symbolic Wealth

Management expert Peter Drucker sometimes asks executives how they 
spend their time, then he instructs them to record for a while how they 
actually spent their working hours. One chairperson was convinced that 
he spent about one-third of his time with senior management, one-third 
with important customers, and the remaining third in community activi-
ties. After the executive kept a six-week log of his time, however, Drucker 
discovered that he invested almost no time in any of these three activities. 
Instead he spent most of his work hours acting “as a kind of dispatcher, 
keeping track of orders from customers he personally knew, and bother-
ing the plant with telephone calls about them.”19 In fact, the executive’s 
interventions usually delayed the orders. At first the executive refused to 
believe how he spent his time. Like us, he was self-delusional about how he 
squandered his symbolic wealth.

Sin corrupts how all of us use our time and energy. Like the busy ex-
ecutive we tend to squander our communication gifts. We often focus nar-
rowly on technology, settle for poor-quality communication, and ultimately 
discount the importance of truthfulness. We overindulge in our commu-
nicative folly and reject God’s call to be judicious, talented, and wise com-
municators. Our communication is a means of taking care of God’s world, 
yet we simply do not give it the kind of care and attention that it warrants.

First, we are often preoccupied with technology, which becomes our 
means of communication. When we fill our lives with manufactured mes-
sages and technological processes, we often lose a sense of our own value as 
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gifted communicators. We consume all kinds of sounds and images from 
packaged media, but we are not able to reach out to our neighbors. We lock 
ourselves into techno-consumerism, valuing the quantity of our techno-
logical toys rather than the quality of our relationships with our neighbors. 
Relying on others to communicate for us, we fail to communicate for oth-
ers. We settle for a role as consumers of technology rather than accepting 
God’s vocation for us as producers of shalom.

Novelist Jerry Kosinski suggests that even our infatuation with televi-
sion can diminish our respect for life. In his novel Being There, he creates 
Chance, a fictional character who has no parents and is socialized almost 
entirely by television. Chance is ill-equipped to leave the security of the 
estate where he works as a gardener—the only task that he knows. But 
when the estate owner dies, Chance must leave. He walks out the front 
door of the house completely unprepared for the real world. At one point 
he tries to defend himself against street thugs by pulling his television 
remote control out of his pocket and clicking the buttons for a different 
channel. Chance is incapable of simple human interaction. All he can do 
is watch the world around him. Years of all-day television viewing have 
rendered Chance an “innocent” fool. He is incapable even of understand-
ing that there is a difference between right and wrong. Chance has become 
a “videot” (a video idiot).20

Second, the quality of our communication is declining. In Hollywood, 
companies often are more interested in making business deals than in tell-
ing stories well. Producers pitch ideas to get funding for their projects, not 
necessarily so that they can create quality productions. Even in the church, 
we wrongly convince ourselves that only the message matters, not the 
method. We assume that God does not mind using schlock to accomplish 
great things. Certainly God has the power to use anything for peace and 
justice. Nevertheless, we must pay attention to the quality of the expression 
of our ideas. Our communication need not always be fancy or costly, but 
it should be well done. Big budgets and slick pitches do not guarantee that 
our communication will have lasting value, but well-crafted communica-
tion can please God and witness for the joy and harmony of shalom.

In the developed world, we often wrongly equate extravagance with 
quality, but the truth is that some of the most expensive communication 
is also the worst. Technological extravagance, in particular, is hardly a vir-
tue: It is often a vice that leads to sloppy and superficial communication. 
Within the church, some of the most technologically sophisticated worship 
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services and the most elaborate musical productions can contain lots of 
hype with little substance. Modern media create in us an appetite for prod-
ucts that are flashy, impressive, and stimulating, and meeting these criteria 
often requires large production budgets. But flashy presentation does not 
guarantee that producers have a worthwhile message or that they express 
their message well. Sometimes a simpler, more profound, and more com-
pelling message is less expensive to present.

Our speech, prose, music, and drama should be characterized by 
joyful elegance, appropriate style, interesting composition, and all of the 
relevant marks of quality. Aristotle and other ancients included invention 
in their lists of the elements of rhetorical practice; they rightly saw that cre-
ative communication without careful reflection is often silly or ineffective.21 
God called his people to build the temple carefully and well; we should craft 
our communication with style and with delight in serving others.22

Communication is not merely a pragmatic means of building rela-
tionships and creating shared interpretations of symbols; it is also a means 
of aesthetically adorning God’s world. Aesthetic judgments easily get us 
into trouble, however, when we simplistically categorize art and dismiss 
some styles or forms of communication. For instance, people sometimes 
naively condemn popular art while uncritically praising classical culture. 
We might wrongly condemn an entire medium, such as television, while 
naively praising another one such as the internet. In the 1920s and 1930s, 
many churches rejected all jazz music. In the 1950s, some denomina-
tions condemned television altogether. When we make quick-and-dirty 
distinctions, we fail to exercise reasonable powers of discernment and we 
sometimes even blithely dismiss the careful work of gifted people. Says one 
theologian, “The disdain many Christian scholars show towards domestic 
popular religious culture is itself a theological defect, stemming from a fail-
ure to develop an adequate theological understanding of ordinary religious 
people.”23 Both evil and God are revealed through the narratives and meta-
phors of popular culture.24

Third, we forget that truthfulness in our communication is as impor-
tant as effectiveness. In the industrialized West, we are overwhelmed by a 
flood of confusing images that we have neither the time nor the talent to 
interpret and evaluate, and truth seems so elusive. We are inundated by 
torrents of information, entertainment, and persuasion coming to us from 
the telephone, television, radio, fax machine, and computer. As a result, 
all communication seems badly inflated and devalued. The discernment 
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of truth is a hassle that gets in the way of our pragmatic needs for success 
and self-fulfillment, and we grow increasingly callous to the impact of our 
deceptive communication on our neighbors. In our fallen world, the gospel 
is evaporating from our hazy symbolic environment. Veracity is disappear-
ing from public life. We emphasize effectiveness over truthfulness, impact 
over honesty.

We squander our symbolic wealth in each of these ways. Like the ex-
ecutive Peter Drucker discovered, we lose track of how we spend our time 
and how we use our communication gifts. We rely too much on our role as 
technological consumers and settle for third-rate quality, and we lose track 
of truth itself.

Conclusion

The concept of human sinfulness is virtually absent in scholarly discourse. 
We can take all the courses we want and even study with the best teachers 
and still fail to realize that sin affects communication. There are no quick 
fixes for the depth and scope of sin in our communication. Books, teachers, 
common sense, and hard work cannot fundamentally change our hearts. At 
best, they can only reveal our folly. Without grace our communication rots 
in our hearts and in our communities. Michael Ryan achieved success as a 
poet and teacher before his secret life as a sexual predator finally caved in 
on him. Grace ruined his evil plans while he was on the road to another se-
duction. We cannot create grace, however; we can only accept it from God.

In one sense, as the writer of Ecclesiastes might put it, our communica-
tion, like everything else, is meaningless (Eccles. 1:2). In another sense, our 
words and images can convey the goodness of the creation. Our symbols 
can carry life as well as death, shalom as well as violence. Communication 
can be amazingly powerful. When we recognize our fallenness, transcend 
our corrupted communities, reject the urge to dominate others, and stop 
squandering our gifts, we are on the road to shalom 
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Response to Chapter 5

Sin, Scapegoating, and the Grace  
of Confession

John B. Hatch

As quentin j. schultze observes, the word “sin” is seldom heard in main-
stream society anymore. Many Christians, however, seem to have the oppo-
site problem: using this word too glibly, not grasping its full import. In this 
response to Chapter 5, I would like to unpack the nature of sin, in relation 
to two key questions: What does sin have to do with “knowledge of good 
and evil”? How does sin forge a link between the good of social unity and 
the evil of scapegoating? After addressing these questions, I discuss con-
temporary examples of sin infecting human communication on individual 
and collective levels and consider how the biblical practice of confession 
clears the ground for redeeming our communication from the curse of sin.

Sin and Communication

Sin is “our breaking of relationship with God,” as Schultze puts it.1 We must 
take care, though, not to relegate this idea to the realm of private spirituality 
or abstract theology. The apostle John warns us, “if we don’t love people 
we can see, how can we love God, whom we cannot see?” (1 John 4:20, 
NLT). In fact, sin begins in how we see ourselves and others. Sin warps our 
epistemology, or approach to knowing the world. 

Notice that the original sin recorded in Scripture involves grasping 
for forbidden “knowledge of good and evil” (Gen. 2:16–17, 3:4–5). Is it 
not good to know the difference between good and evil? Yes, but only if 
such knowledge is subordinated to love, which seeks out the good in all 
things and pursues the kind of knowing found in intimate communion. 
God, who is love, declared his entire creation to be good (Gen. 1:31). In 
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contrast, the forbidden “knowledge of good and evil” involves finding fault, 
passing judgment, and viewing ourselves as “better than.” In the Genesis 
account, when the first humans disregard God’s warning and lay hold of 
this kind of knowing, they suddenly see themselves as naked, inadequate 
creatures—exposed to the very judgment they had hoped to master (Gen. 
3:7–10). By splitting the atom of loving communion, sin lets loose a nuclear 
reaction of fear, shame, blame-shifting, alienation, discontentment, envy, 
deception, and violence—with a fallout that spreads everywhere humans 
go (Gen. 3:11–13).

Rooted in status-conscious ambition and judgment, sin is obsessed 
with image and power. It can even appear in such noble guises as seeking 
moral excellence, spreading one’s religion, or trying to save one’s country. 
The gospels recount how Jews in Jesus’ day wanted to deliver or protect 
their nation from oppression by the pagan Romans. When confronted with 
the ministry of Jesus—whose miracles drew crowds and inspired whispers 
of the coming Messiah-King—the religious leaders became afraid of a 
crackdown by their Roman overlords. Wanting to rid themselves of this 
itinerant rabbi, who seemingly threatened both their religious system and 
their political status, they arrested him and served him up to the Roman 
governor on trumped-up charges of sedition. In the name of serving God 
and saving God’s nation, they made him a scapegoat and delivered him up 
for crucifixion—an innocent man, God in the flesh! That is what sin does 
to the best of human intentions.

According to French cultural theorist René Girard, Christ’s crucifixion 
is the culmination of a pattern found throughout ancient history. Societies 
around the world made the devilish discovery that scapegoating works: It 
vents away the envy and rivalry that build up in a community over time 
and helps maintain a measure of social order. Of course, it does so at the 
expense of sacrificial victims. 

Scapegoating is the violent fruit of sin’s root: seeing oneself and others 
through the eyes of negative comparison.2 When the energy of competing 
desires and ambitions reached a fever pitch in primitive societies, it would 
sometimes break out in an act of all-against-one violence. As the blood of 
human sacrifice flowed, a kind of social glue spread among those who were 
participants or complicit in the sacrifice, and the tension among them was 
replaced with temporary peace. Girard found that in various ancient myths 
about the origins of civilizations, the murderous actions of an enraged mob 
were whitewashed by recasting the death of the unfortunate victim as an act 
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of the gods or by displacing guilt onto that individual (who supposedly vio-
lated a taboo).3 To placate the gods and maintain communal peace, many 
cultures instituted periodic, often human, ritual sacrifice.

When Girard came to Scripture, however, he made a crucial discovery 
that led to his conversion to Christian faith. Unlike Gentile nations’ ancient 
myths, the progressive revelation in Jewish Scripture gradually unravels 
the sinful logic of scapegoating.4 For example, when Cain kills his brother 
and founds a city, the Scriptural account does not justify Cain’s act as a 
necessary step in building a civilization but portrays him as a murderer and 
Abel as the innocent victim (Gen. 4:8–17). Later, God does not allow Abra-
ham to sacrifice his son Isaac but lovingly provides an animal substitute 
(Gen. 22:1–18). When the Jewish nation is founded under Moses, the Law 
prohibits human sacrifices and provides for animal sacrifices instead (Lev. 
5:2–13; Deut. 12:4–7, 29–31). Through subsequent prophets, God tells his 
sacrifice-obsessed people that what he really desires is their love for himself 
and their neighbor (Ps. 50:7–5; Isa. 1:11–17; Hos. 6:6).

This prophetic revelation consummates in the life of Christ, who re-
minds the religious leaders that God desires “mercy, not sacrifice” (Matt. 
9:13). Yet his words fall on deaf ears. Blinded by the ancient spell of the 
scapegoat—collective sin disguised as pious patriotism—they would rather 
sacrifice an innocent man to preserve their control than embrace a divine 
mercy that cannot be contained. To break the spell, Christ tells his disciples 
that he is going to give his life for them, and then knowingly steps into the 
scapegoating trap set by the religious leaders, triggering his own execution. 
Seen through the disciples’ eyes, this crucifixion exposes the illegitimacy of 
trying to build or sustain God’s Kingdom through human power and ex-
plodes the myth that God demands a scapegoat. It breaks the stranglehold 
of sin and reveals that God gives of himself self-sacrificially, like a loving 
parent, to redeem us from evil. The blood of Christ becomes the bond of 
loving kinship among God’s children, called forth from every nation.

Like blood flowing from the heart to the body’s extremities, Christ’s 
redeeming power works from the inside out and thrusts us into the world 
to carry forth his word and work of redemption. Unfortunately, we often 
err by putting our primary focus on obvious sins: illicit sexual activity, 
physical violence, theft, and blatant lies. Jesus and his apostles placed great-
er emphasis on attitudes of the heart and patterns of interaction—pride, 
greed, lust, envy, selfish ambition, discord, hatred, anger, and factional-
ism—which taint both our interpersonal and intergroup communications 
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(Matt. 5:21–28, 12:33–35; Mark 7:1–23; Luke 16:13–15; Gal. 5:19–21; 1 
Tim. 6:3–5; James 3:7–16; 1 Pet. 2:1; 1 John 3:15). Let’s consider two con-
temporary examples: social media and race relations.

Social Media and Race Relations

Social media is a great boon to human connection, yet sin pervades and 
poisons this digital environment. The desire for status leads us to treat so-
cial media as an arena for comparison. Seeing others’ posts of their activi-
ties, travels, possessions, and attractive selves, we fall prey to insecurity and 
low self-esteem. Devaluing our God-given uniqueness, we strive to “get a 
life” based on image and consumption, or we may take pride in our supe-
rior level of social activity and status.

Sin also corrupts online communication about cultural and political 
issues. From behind the safety of screens and text, we feel freer to denigrate 
others’ views. Social media’s profit-driven algorithms feed us bias-confirm-
ing content, fueling our sinful tendency to inflate our own tribe’s goodness 
and demonize others. Some users troll others’ feeds, looking for opportuni-
ties to spew contempt in the name of truth. Sometimes we get caught up in 
the rush of the social media mob, casting verbal stones at those who violate 
their taboos. Across the political spectrum, we can find ourselves pulled 
into cancel culture.

While the downsides of social media are commonly recognized, an 
oft-overlooked arena of sin is group action, sanctioned by cultural or politi-
cal leaders. In the highly individualistic cultures of the United States and 
Canada, many Christians have forgotten that sin is also a corporate and 
multi-generational phenomenon. The very notion of “original sin” impli-
cates every individual in the fallenness of the human race; it signals a bibli-
cal recognition that we are social creatures whose identities and ways of 
knowing are shaped by the cultures into which we are born, distorted to 
some degree by tribal pride, power struggles, injustice, hatred of outsiders, 
and misconceptions of God. Old Testament Jewish leaders, such as Daniel 
and Nehemiah, had no problem recognizing their complicity in the sins of 
Israel (Dan. 9:4–6, 15–16; Neh. 1:4–7, 9:1–2). For New Testament writers, 
individual sinfulness goes hand in hand with “the world” (Eph. 2:1–2; 1 
John 2:1–2, 15–16).

As for Jesus, Scripture records that “God did not send his Son into 
the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him” (John 
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3:17). Christ’s primary message was not about getting individuals into 
Heaven but about God’s Kingdom coming to earth. In Christ’s Kingdom, 
ambition for status, wealth, and power is replaced by loving concern for 
the last, the lost, and the least, and the true King is the servant of all (Matt. 
5:3–10, 25:34–40, 23:11–12; Mark 9:35–36). Through his disciples, Christ 
founded the Church to be the collective embodiment of this “upside-down 
kingdom,”5 spreading like divine yeast through the whole world.

Yet the Church too often allows the corruption of sin to spread in its 
midst. We have separated loving God from loving our neighbors—espe-
cially those outside our tribe or class. From the 1600s through the 1960s, 
many White American Christians, eager to save individual souls through 
evangelism, overlooked the sinfulness of seeking power over minority or 
outsider groups. Centuries of overt and intentional racism have left behind 
a minefield of challenges and structural barriers for Black, Indigenous, and 
other People of Color (BIPOC) in the present. As a result, communication 
across racial differences is poisoned by sin. For instance, many Black people 
see Whites through a cloud of racial anger and resentment. Many White 
people see Blacks through distorted lenses of fear and defensiveness. We 
are quick to see members of our own race as good and those of another 
race as evil. We magnify their ills and downplay our own. Conditioned by 
our culture to dismiss the idea of collective sin, many Whites are perplexed 
or offended when Black people and others talk about persistent racism in 
society’s structures and systems.

Yet, if we are fully grounded in Scripture, we recognize that we share 
in the collective sins of our tribe. While we may not be personally guilty, 
our ancestral and group connections implicate us in responsibility for re-
pairing the damage from their sin. As Schultze notes, there are both sins of 
commission and omission.6 Perhaps you or I have not actively perpetrated 
racism, sexism, class prejudice, or other forms of social injustice, but it is 
quite possible that we have not paid enough attention to the voices of those 
affected by it, nor made sufficient effort to redress its effects.

Toward Freedom: Confessing Our Sin

This is where grace comes in. God has gifted us with the creative power 
of language and action to reshape our world in love and humility. That 
work begins by humbly confessing our sins so that we may serve God and 
our neighbors without pride or pretense. In the liturgy of the Church, the 
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congregation regularly confesses its sin to God. Members acknowledge not 
only the evil they have done but also the good they have failed to do.7

Thankfully, the liturgy of confession begins and ends with the mercy 
of God. In Christ, the Father not only forgives the repentant but also offers 
fresh opportunities for doing the work of repair, in our communication and 
actions. When we gratefully receive God’s grace, we can do this work with 
a heart of delight, not defensiveness or resentment. Mercy triumphs over 
judgment. The love of God trumps the “knowledge of good and evil.” The 
bonds of sin are finally broken.

Discussion Questions

1. In 1 Corinthians 8:1, Paul writes that “knowledge puffs up while love 
builds up.” As we gain spiritual knowledge, we are tempted to start 
comparing ourselves with less knowledgeable people and puff our-
selves up with pride. Love, however, focuses on lifting others up. How 
would leaning into the love of Christ transform your attitude toward 
spiritual knowledge? Your perception of yourself and others?

2. René Girard observed that scapegoating casts a spell over us, blinding 
us to our own sin. We may feel as though we have become “like God” 
in committing some sort of sacred act when we are really emulating 
the devil (Gen. 3:5; John 8:31–47, 58–59). It is easy to confuse our 
own fear and hatred with God’s righteous anger, and it is easier to 
recognize this problem in other groups than our own. Can you think 
of a time when your own community (church, organization, politi-
cal tribe, etc.) fell under the spell of scapegoating? What emotion or 
mindset was driving the group?

3. In the trial before his crucifixion, Jesus stated, “the reason I was born 
and came into the world is to testify to the truth” (John 18:37). He also 
once said, “the truth will set you free” (John 8:32). Jesus’ crucifixion 
and resurrection exposed the falsehood of humans’ self-importance 
and self-made spirituality. How does the practice of confession—
openly owning the truth that we have sinned in various ways—set us 
free? Can you think of a particular time when confession freed you? 
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Chapter 6

Incarnate Power

The Spiritual Component of Communication

In massachusetts during the late 1990s, a seventy-one-year-old Jew-
ish businessman rebuilt his family’s textile mill after it had burned to the 
ground in a spectacular fire that left over three thousand workers unem-
ployed. During the yearlong plant reconstruction, he continued his em-
ployees’ benefits, kept many of the workers on the payroll for ninety days, 
and promised to restore their jobs as soon as possible. The businessman 
explained his unusual commitment to his employees in this way: “What’s 
important in God’s eyes is when there is a situation where there is no ethi-
cal grounding, do everything in your power to be a man . . . a mensch.”1 A 
mensch is an especially humane, sensible, and mature person whose ac-
tions speak powerfully to others.

In this chapter, I first explore the spiritual power of communication to 
breathe godly interpretations of reality into culture. Using symbolic power, 
we create interpretations of the world around us. The businessman’s actions 
told his employees that he valued them not just as employees but also as 
persons. His benevolence testified to the entire community that business 
can be more than profits and market share; the practice of business can also 
serve people and inspire others to be virtuous.

Second, I consider the power of knowing. Generally speaking, people 
who know a great deal about the world have a powerful advantage over those 
who do not. Knowledge of God, in particular, breathes spiritual life into 
communication. “The knowledge of the Holy One is understanding” (Prov. 
9:10). Our knowledge of the gospel frames all other information and contex-
tualizes everyday life. Christians should all communicate as knowers of God.

Third, I briefly examine charismatic power as a reflection of a person’s 
authenticity, God-given gifts, and spiritual character. In my view, real cha-
risma is far more than a matter of audience perception. Charismatic power 
gives specially gifted individuals a potent advantage to define reality in light 
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of the Kingdom of God. The businessman exerted charismatic power by 
publicly demonstrating his servant attitude. His actions pointed to a godly 
world of truth and justice.

Each of these forms of symbolic power enables us to respond more 
effectively to God’s call to care for and develop creation. Exercising our 
symbolic muscles, we powerfully fashion culture that reflects the justice 
and joy of the Kingdom of God. Like the businessman, we can incarnate 
symbolic power in our lives in order to serve our neighbors. In the process, 
we cocreate signposts to a kingdom reality.

Using Communication for Life or Death

Theologian Richard Mouw recounts a childhood incident in which the 
school principal chastised him for uttering an ethnic slur. “But he threw a 
stone at me! He hit me!” protested a defensive young Mouw. The principal 
responded, “But Richard, you have done something far worse. He tried to 
harm your body. You responded by trying to harm his soul.”2 Symbols have 
the power to direct people to spiritual life or death. They can build our 
neighbors up or tear them down. Symbols can point people to God or lead 
them to a world of despair. By defining reality, communicators invariably 
shape the spiritual contours of people’s lives.

Since the ancient Greeks conducted the earliest study of rhetoric, 
people have recognized the power of symbols to alter human perceptions 
of reality. The Greeks defined rhetoric as “persuasion” partly to convey the 
power of symbols to transform people’s values and beliefs. Some sophists 
tainted this definition of rhetoric by separating persuasion from truth, en-
couraging people to define reality cleverly in their own, selfish terms. Two 
millennia later, the word “rhetoric” still suffers from these sophists’ perver-
sion of its meaning. Rhetoric often connotes self-serving communication 
filled with suspicious arguments and misleading appeals.

For good and for bad, symbols enable us to incarnate our longings in 
culture. When we communicate, we create particular definitions of reality. 
Madeleine L’Engle writes, “God asked Adam to name all the animals, which 
was asking Adam to help in the creation of their wholeness. When we name 
each other, we are sharing in the joy and privilege of incarnation.”3 Using 
communication, we “name” the kind of culture that reflects our desires. 
Some of these cultural meanings are good and life-affirming. Others, like 
the ethnic slur that Mouw used, are evil and destructive.
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Language enables us to name relationships, to define ideas and things, 
and even to create cultural groups with their own identity. Throughout 
Scripture, people’s names often express the underlying reality of their 
spiritual life. Abram became Abraham, for example, after God gave him the 
knowledge of a new covenant (Gen. 17:5). When Simon recognized Jesus 
as the Messiah, Jesus called him Peter (Mark 3:16). Today, corporate logos 
define the identity of organizations. Job titles define people’s work as well 
as their status within an organization. Vision and mission statements es-
tablish what organizations believe about themselves and whom they claim 
to serve. Unlike any other creatures, we use symbols to incarnate powerful 
definitions of reality that may or may not reflect the way things really are.

The reality that the phrase “Holy Land” conveys for Christians in the 
United States is different from the reality it conveys for Christians in Pales-
tine. People use language to define the area as holy. They also use language 
to indicate who really owns the Holy Land—Christians, Jews, or Muslims. 
If we define the Holy Land as the Jews’ own God-given territory, we dis-
enfranchise some of the property owners who reside there. Our symbols 
shape what people believe about the region and influence how people will 
act toward those who live there. Our symbols can breathe life or death into 
people’s perceptions of even the physical world.

Symbolic power is never spiritually neutral. It always favors particular 
people’s view of reality and challenges others’ views. Our communication 
invariably upholds some versions of spiritual reality and neglects other 
versions. When Alexis de Tocqueville visited the United States in the nine-
teenth century, he discovered that the nation’s language was changing its 
spiritual life. Most of the new American words expressed “the wants of 
business, the passions of the [political] party, or the details of the public 
administration.” Meanwhile, he said, the country’s language was losing 
references to “metaphysics and theology.”4 The language, and therefore the 
culture, of the United States was becoming secular. De Tocqueville discov-
ered that a nation’s language reflects its secular and sacred desires.

When the apostle Paul wrote his letter to the church at Ephesus, he 
hoped to redefine the Ephesians’ view of spiritual reality. At the time, the city 
was a center for magic and various religions reminiscent of today’s popular 
horoscopes and New Age philosophy. As people converted to Christianity, 
they often introduced their old religious ideas into the church. In order 
to redefine reality for the new believers at Ephesus, Paul emphasized the 
sovereignty of God and the supremacy of Christ,5 skillfully redirecting their 
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view of the “cosmic forces” in the world and illuminating the Creator who 
made all people “to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us 
to do” (Eph. 2:10). Paul’s rhetoric was meant to establish the spiritual reality 
of Jesus Christ as the one, true, sovereign God.

Symbolic power can also create definitions of reality that lead to physi-
cal violence and death. In fact, name-calling often precedes and sometimes 
instigates physical violence.6 Conversely, “If you punch me in the nose,” 
says one theologian, “you say something to me.”7 In the Old Testament, 
Cain and Abel defined life in opposite terms. Abel’s view of reality included 
God; Cain’s did not. Cain affirmed his own reality by killing his brother, 
and God later told Cain, “Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the 
ground” (Gen. 4:10). Cain’s actions spoke to God about Cain’s sinfulness. 
Throughout human history, people have created their own, sinful versions 
of reality to justify physical violence, including murder.

Even without physical violence, our communication can injure listen-
ers and speakers alike. Politicians speak the wrong words and their political 
campaigns crumble. When former U.S. President Jimmy Carter was on the 
campaign trail, his popularity dropped fifteen percentage points in only 
ten days according to the public opinion polls simply because he had told a 
reporter from Playboy magazine that he had lustful thoughts about women. 
Ironically, Carter had been trying to explain to the reporter that, according 
to the Christian faith, all people sin.8 Carter had mistakenly thought the 
interview was over and that the reporter had turned off his tape recorder. 
All of us have uttered powerful words that we later regretted. Our symbols 
sometimes harm people even when we are trying to build them up and 
encourage them.

God intends for all people to breathe the power of spiritual life into 
their communication. When we use our gifts of communication to pro-
mote shalom in the name of God, we reduce alienation, strife, injustice, 
and disharmony. We help serve the world by communicating the reality of 
Christ’s life-giving grace. Our symbols can powerfully change people’s view 
of reality and even lead individuals to acknowledge God. Perhaps the virtu-
ous actions of the businessman mentioned at the beginning of this chapter 
reflected his own righteous fear of God. If Mouw had sincerely asked his 
classmate to forgive him, he might have transformed the conflict into sha-
lom. Clearly, human communication carries spiritual power.
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Knowing God

In his “I Have a Dream” speech, delivered publicly in Washington, D.C., 
during the height of the civil rights movement in the United States, Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. envisioned that one day all people would be judged 
by the “content of their character,” not by the “color of their skin.”9 Most 
of us are familiar with that speech, but many people do not recognize that 
King’s rhetorical power extended beyond well-crafted and persuasively 
delivered speeches. King’s rhetoric of equality was anchored in his convic-
tions about God. In fact, his public speeches were essentially sermons. He 
urged all people to “seek God and discover Him and make Him a power 
in your life.” Without God, said King, “all of our efforts turn to ashes and 
our sun rises into darkest nights. Without Him life is a meaningless drama 
with the decisive scenes missing.” With God, King concluded, “we are able 
to rise from the fatigue of despair to the buoyancy of hope.” King agreed 
with Augustine that we “were made for God and we will be restless until we 
find rest in Him.”10 King’s knowledge of God shaped his message of racial 
equality and gave his public oratory deep spiritual power.

In a Christian worldview, our knowledge of God should shape our 
understanding of everything else. As Scripture puts it, our “fear of God” is 
the beginning of all true wisdom (Prov. 1:7). Our knowledge of God has the 
power to alter our view of ourselves, of others, and of the entire cosmos. It 
is like a pair of glasses that changes our vision of everything, including how 
and why we communicate.

This theological truth mirrors a broader axiom about all human com-
munication: Knowledge is power. Even when we reject God, our communi-
cation is a powerful means of gaining and using knowledge to create culture. 
We learn through communication what to know and how to know. Then we 
use that knowledge to cocreate culture according to our desired reality.

All forms of knowledge, from information knowledge to skill knowl-
edge, provide potential symbolic power to those who possess them and 
can use them effectively. A college graduate who knows how to write an 
effective résumé and give a persuasive interview has more power to get a 
job than does a graduate who is less informed. And college graduates who 
know the people who do the hiring are perhaps in the most powerful posi-
tion. We often underestimate the value of knowledge even in everyday life.

Our knowledge does not always need to be entirely true or trustwor-
thy to be powerful. If a potential employer believes an applicant has the 
right experience, that applicant will be more likely to get the position than 
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someone who lacks experience. So an applicant who knows what the em-
ployer seeks in a new employee might lie on a résumé to secure the position. 
Knowledge can help people deceive others and selfishly get what they want.

Knowledge is crucial in the military, which uses spies and technol-
ogy to secretly glean intelligence. Specialists monitor telephone messages, 
satellite communication, and internet traffic. They also use satellites to pho-
tograph the earth, hoping to capture the movement of people and materi-
als. The best-informed countries have considerable advantage not just in 
military operations but also in political diplomacy. They know more about 
how best to persuade leaders of other countries, to form political alliances, 
and to take military action. Modern warfare is often characterized as much 
by propaganda battles over perceived knowledge as it is by physical conflict. 
When dissidents launch a coup, they attack not just the national palace 
but also the television and radio stations, which can control knowledge on 
behalf of political leaders.

Without a specific knowledge of God, general knowledge is often 
fleeting and merely a political tool. Knowledge without God may grant us 
only short-term gain, such as money, fame, and status. Albert Einstein’s 
discovery of the relationship between speed and mass catapulted him to 
international prominence and guaranteed his position in history. But even 
history and history books shall pass away. Moreover, such knowledge could 
be used for good or evil. Without a fear of God, people might use the “se-
crets” of nuclear power to dominate and enslave others. Knowledge is often 
embraced and even owned by people who do not see it in the context of 
God’s authority—sometimes with dire consequences.

Certainly many organizations overplay the mere acquisition of 
knowledge. Sometimes governments acquire far more data about the 
world than they could ever interpret adequately. In some scientific dis-
ciplines, scholars can get bogged down in journal articles and academic 
papers: There is far too much information to assess and to integrate use-
fully into existing theories. Communication scholars produce thousands 
of books and articles every year, making it nearly impossible for anyone to 
keep current. As an end in itself, knowledge can be a false god that offers 
as much confusion as wisdom.

All knowledge gains its ultimate value only in relationship to the Cre-
ator. This is why the Christian communicator should begin humbly with 
knowledge of God, which is the basis for all other knowledge. One theolo-
gian writes, “What were we made for? To know God. What aim should we 



I n c a r n at e  P o w e r

125

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

set ourselves in life? To know God. What is the eternal life that Jesus gives? 
Knowledge of God.”11 Our knowledge of God should shape how we gain 
and use symbolic power. As stewards of the Creator’s world, we recognize 
that “our” knowledge is merely a small part of what God already knows. As 
we commune with God and others, we merely taste fruit from the garden 
of the Creator’s wisdom.

When they do not know God, power-seeking people may easily care 
more about the selfish value of knowledge than they do about the deeper 
source and greater value of wisdom. When Adam and Eve ate the forbid-
den fruit, they tried to extend their knowledge beyond human limitations, 
deceiving themselves and each other. They fell prey to the temptation to be-
lieve that human communication can make us omniscient and omnipotent.

Our quest for shalom should lead us far beyond the immediate or 
practical value of information. As we strive for godly wisdom, we must nur-
ture our relationships with God, our neighbors, the creation, and ourselves. 
The power of knowledge can be used for good or for bad. Symbolic power 
based on knowledge can be used to thwart the powers of evil and injustice, 
or it can be used to advance our selfish, arrogant goals. Racists can use 
information to define their own warped reality, but we can use information 
to fight racism. We need to be ever mindful of how our communication fits 
into the larger picture of God’s creation, the human fall into sin, and our 
redemption in Christ. Facts are easy to acquire, but true wisdom requires 
experience and careful cultivation in the light of God’s Word and the col-
lective discernment of the community of believers.

Charismatic Power

At six feet, four inches tall, Father Marcelo Rossi is not an average-looking 
priest. In fact, with his good looks and a chart-topping record, Music to 
Praise the Lord, the Brazilian cleric is almost a pop star. He regularly draws 
crowds of seventy thousand to the weekly Masses he celebrates in a for-
mer bottle factory in São Paulo. Father Rossi’s Masses are followed by a 
festina, or little party, where he leads the congregants in “Aerobics for the 
Lord”—jumping, singing, and air-boxing. He is part of a new generation 
of Roman Catholic clerics that the local press calls pop-star priests. “Be a 
fan of God,” Father Rossi told one interviewer. “I only want to bring young 
people to the Church.” Some critics say Rossi’s ministry is more marketing 
than religion, but regardless, he is among the first Catholic priests who can 
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compete rhetorically with Protestant preachers who know how to attract a 
stadium full of eager celebrants.12

Father Rossi’s popularity illustrates how important personality often 
is in communication. Not every priest can fill a stadium with enthusiastic 
worshipers. Created in the image of God, each of us communicates through 
our distinct personality. Although we can create a fictional personality—a 
persona—we still possess an underlying personhood—the way we are as cre-
ated by God and the way that God intends us to be. Our godly personhood 
can be a powerful means of communication.

Communication scholars have long recognized that an audience’s 
perception of a speaker influences communication. We are interested in 
the communicators, not just in their messages. Father Rossi’s phenom-
enal ministry reflects the power of his presentation as well as the content 
of his homilies.

Through the centuries Christians have developed yet another angle 
on speaker presentation and audience perception. They have often viewed 
special communication gifts, or charisma, as evidence of the work of the 
Holy Spirit in a speaker’s life. The Greek language of the New Testament 
uses charisma to refer to spiritually gifted persons, including communi-
cation-gifted persons. Charisma is not just image or perception but a real, 
God-given gift.

Charismatic communication is authentic human communication that 
gains its power significantly from the God-given gifts of the communicator 
and that reflects the spiritual virtue of the communicator. If Father Rossi is 
an authentic, gifted, and godly communicator, not merely a media-created 
persona, he has real charisma.

First, charismatic communication is authentic communication; it is 
not merely the making of an image. A communicator whom an audience 
perceives positively is not necessarily an authentic communicator. Authen-
tic communicators believe what they intend to communicate. The Roman 
philosopher Quintilian (A.D. 95) argued that the message and the beliefs 
of the real person should be the same: “The authors who have discoursed 
on the nature of virtue must be read through and through, that the life of 
the orator may be wedded to the knowledge of things human and divine. 
But how much greater and fairer would such subjects appear if those who 
taught them were also those who could give them most eloquent expres-
sion!”13 In other words, person and message should be united so that what 
we say is a product of who we are and what we believe, not just a reflection 
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of our eloquence. Later, Augustine made essentially the same argument for 
Christian rhetors.14 Both scholars rightly argued that presentation alone 
is inadequate: Communicators should also be authentic, otherwise they 
might be mere sophists.

Entertainment industries manufacture celebrity and stardom but not 
normally authenticity. Media consultants design and promote images for 
politicians and even some corporate moguls. Televangelism so successfully 
generates pseudo-charismatic power that some viewers perceive television 
preachers as spiritual luminaries, even if they are not godly in real life.15 
Audiences often project their own desires and hopes onto celebrities, start-
ing in the preschool years with television heroes and continuing during 
adolescence with rock stars and movie idols and even during adult years 
with sports figures, soap opera characters, and self-help gurus. In these 
situations, the audience’s perception of a star may have little or no relation-
ship to her actual personhood. We perceive image, not authentic self.

The apostle Paul used authentic communication to solidify his leader-
ship and to build community. Friends and foes alike examined his life to 
see if he truly believed his own rhetoric. Not everyone liked what he had to 
say—especially the religious establishment. But his words reflected what he 
believed about the Kingdom of God, not just the ethos that he could produce 
with his sophisticated rhetorical training.16 Paul was willing to go to prison 
and even to die for what he believed and preached. His authentic rhetoric 
both garnered new followers and alienated him from religious leaders.

Second, charismatic power reflects the God-given gifts of the com-
municator. The human ability to communicate is itself a gift from God. 
But clearly some people are more gifted than others in particular forms of 
communication, and these specially gifted persons owe their ability to the 
Creator. God gave it to them for particular tasks and special circumstances. 
Their above-average symbolic power reflects God’s creativity in their lives. 
Whether they use the power as good stewards of God’s world is, of course, 
a different matter.

Scholars in the field of communication wrongly advocate a utilitar-
ian view of symbolic power that fails to attribute communication gifts to 
God. In effect, they have separated the power of human communication 
from the authority of the Creator. Charisma points not only to the human 
communicator but also to God, who ultimately creates all human com-
munication potential.

Third, real charisma always flows from the virtuous character of a 



128

C o m m u n i c at i n g  f o r  L i f e

EX
AM

 C
O

PY
N

O
T 

FO
R 

RE
SA

LE

communicator. Charisma requires goodness in the heart and soul of the 
communicator. Adolf Hitler received a tremendously positive public re-
sponse among Germans. He was a gifted political communicator, but he 
was a despicable character. No matter how gifted he was as an orator, he was 
essentially an evil propagandist. In fact, he employed skilled propagandists 
to create his charismatic façade. Hitler’s documentary film, Triumph of the 
Will, for instance, portrayed Der Führer as the German savior by associat-
ing him with Jesus Christ.

By the power of the Holy Spirit, God works in communicators, build-
ing their character. Charismatic communicators display fruits of the Spirit 
such as love, gentleness, self-control, and patience. These characteristics 
can be feigned in a fallen world, but when they truly exist in the heart of a 
communicator, they suggest that God has breathed grace into his or her life.

God can produce all of these aspects of charisma in unpredictable 
ways, sometimes bestowing charisma upon unlikely persons for particularly 
important moments and events. God can give charismatic power that defies 
attribution to natural causes such as genetics, training, and culture. We will 
never be able to explain charisma in purely human terms. Charisma reflects 
God’s power to use mere persons to define reality for cosmic purposes.

Conclusion

Communication can be a means of gaining and using power. Knowledge 
and effective presentation enable communicators to create influential views 
of reality. News anchors, Hollywood celebrities, and sports stars use the 
media powerfully to establish their followings. So do leaders of religious 
cults, governments, and some corporations.

Charisma, on the other hand, is a special kind of power based on 
authenticity, giftedness, and virtuous spirituality. Unlike worldly forms of 
power, charisma is a uniquely Christian kind of influence anchored in the 
Triune God. The Creator gives us the gifts, the Savior reveals our authentic 
selves, and the Spirit grants us the spiritual character. God calls us to use 
symbolic power to serve others. Symbolic power is crucial for building 
communities of shalom.
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Response to Chapter 6

Incarnating Our Longings in Culture

G. Brandon Knight

While discussing the spiritual component of communication, Quen-
tin J. Schultze points out a powerful warning about how our religious 
longings and communication intersect. He writes, “For good and for bad, 
symbols enable us to incarnate our longings in culture.”1 In essence, our 
symbolic actions (i.e., words and deeds) display our deepest desires. In this 
response, I focus on the church’s need to adopt the kind of refugee spiritual-
ity that Augustine describes, which can transform communication into a 
life-giving source of shalom. A refugee spirituality focuses our attention and 
anchors our communication in a longing for things that reside beyond the 
creature comforts and complacency of our earthly domain.

Communication as a Matter of Life and Death

Communication is an essential theme within the story of the Bible. Scrip-
ture begins with God speaking and breathing life into all of creation (Gen. 
1:1–31). Similarly, the first sin was brought about by the communication of 
a deceitful serpent, who led Adam and Eve astray. 

Through the trickery and confusion of the serpent, the impact of sin 
reveals in totality communication’s connection to death. As the apostle Paul 
argues, this one lie led to humanity’s death and decay via the Fall (Rom. 
5:12). It brought about disobedience and the physical death of humanity, 
alienating us from the one whose image we were supposed to reflect. The 
good news is that Christ, the new Adam, embodies the first fruits of what is 
to come: resurrection and life (Rom. 5:17). 

The idea of communication as life-giving or life-taking is a common 
theme in our everyday interactions and pop culture imagery.2 Consider 
Gríma Wormtongue, a character from The Lord of the Rings trilogy, who 
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poisons the mind of King Théoden of Rohan through deceit.3 Gandalf the 
White challenges the darkness by breaking the spell cast on King Théoden 
and freeing him. Against this cultural backdrop, it is easy to understand 
how the writer of Proverbs contends that “[d]eath and life are in the power 
of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruits” (Prov. 18:21, ESV). 
There is spiritual power in communication.

In Chapter 6, Schultze connects our desired outcomes in life to the 
way we use communication. As Augustine, the apostle Paul, and Jesus all 
remind us, communication reveals our innermost desires and the future 
we crave. As previously mentioned, Schultze puts it, “For good and for bad, 
symbols enable us to incarnate our longings in culture.”4 Harnessing the 
spiritual power of communication therefore means that we must under-
stand the ways our words and actions either foster a life-giving reality or 
bring about death.

St. Augustine and Refugee Spirituality

St. Augustine, bishop of Hippo during the fourth century, also taught that 
our longings and desires are intertwined with our communication and 
symbolic actions. Before becoming a Christian, Augustine taught rhetoric 
and sought glory among his peers. After he converted, his use of communi-
cation was no longer for himself but for others. In his Confessions, he makes 
this now classic observation: “for thou hast made us for thyself and restless 
is our heart until it comes to rest in thee.”5 

When writing about Augustine’s spiritual journey, Calvin University 
professor James K. A. Smith argues that the bishop saw himself as a refugee.6 

A refugee has no place to call home or to rest in the moment. All one is left 
with is a longing for a future place. Augustine discovered in his Christian 
faith an eternal home that would not be fully experienced until his physical 
death. His most difficult temptation, Smith argues, was to believe the illu-
sion that this earth is the Christian’s true home. Christians today continue 
to deal with this temptation. As Christians, we use communication to bring 
about the longings we most deeply desire, whether we are placing our hope 
in a political system or continuing to trust God’s promises for a future place 
of rest, just like Abraham (Heb. 11: 8–10): “A refugee spirituality does not 
make false promises for the present. It is not a prosperity gospel of peace 
and joy in the present. It warns of the allure of imagining one could settle 
in and for the present.”7 
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The irony of it all is that many of the words and actions of the church 
today reflect a contentedness with this world rather than a longing for the 
coming Kingdom of God. For instance, the election of a Christian president 
is perceived by many as a spiritual movement that will thrust the church 
back into its rightful place of power, even though the sovereignty of Christ 
is not limited by even the most wicked of rulers. We lack Augustine’s refu-
gee spirituality because we have believed a lie, namely, that the here-and-
now is home. 

When conducting past research, I analyzed different interpretations 
of Scripture within conservative evangelicalism, specifically in relation to 
political topics like the refugee crisis.8 One interesting finding that emerged 
was a subsection of conservative evangelicalism that often seamlessly tran-
sitioned between talking about the church and the nation, as if no differ-
ence between the two was apparent. For example, many politicians—most 
famously, fortieth U.S. president Ronald Reagan—have referred to the 
United States as a “shining city on a hill.”9 This skewed teaching replaces 
the church and her mission with America. Our willingness to insert our 
nation in the place of the church clearly illustrates a willingness to believe 
that political power reflects God’s favor. This hollow theology is supported 
by a desire for earthly comfort, the result of which suffocates our long-
ing for the new heaven and new earth. Members of the early church kept 
their refugee status at the forefront of their lives (1 Pet. 1:1–2). Doing so, 
in turn, helped them to remain faithful, despite their social or political 
predicament (Rom. 12:18). 

In Jesus’ ministry and teachings, it is apparent that the church is not 
an earthly kingdom. Yet, numerous nations have sought to identify them-
selves with the church. Historically, the American church, too, has longed 
for its earthly nation to be synonymous with the Kingdom of God. For in-
stance, some researchers have even suggested that the framing of America 
as “God’s nation” reinforces the perspective of nation as Messiah.10 Conse-
quently, this American “gospel” is to spread democracy to the ends of the 
earth, and, in so doing, it undermines the real gospel of Christ’s redemptive 
death and resurrection. This framing is not only wrong, but, more impor-
tantly, dangerous. The risk is the tendency of governments throughout his-
tory to wield political beliefs like a sword in the name of God’s Kingdom. 
These travesties occur because Christians forget their message and mis-
sion. Christians have misunderstood the role of persuasion on behalf of 
the church as well as the common grace given to all people to search out 
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truth and be persuaded by truth. The church’s many historic efforts to use 
political coercion reveals a deep longing—not for another world in which 
we find shalom, but for a desire to find rest through, in many cases, political 
power in the here-and-now. 

We must resist the desire for comfortability. This resistance begins in 
our deepest desires. We should be wary of political slogans that seek to cap-
ture our attention. The Kingdom of God has never been depicted in the pop-
ularity of slogans like “Build Back Better” or “Make America Great Again.”

Both the Democrats’ donkey and the Republicans’ elephant, at their 
heart, express strength. No political party depicts itself as lowly. Instead, 
political groups are depicted with symbols of power and triumph, hence 
the intoxication of every presidential cycle. We must begin to see these 
symbols as promises of salvation that run contrary to the hope of Christ, 
the lowly lamb of God. 

Christ is faithful despite our faithlessness. The church should remem-
ber her good news of shalom and her home in heaven with Christ. The early 
disciples did not long for an earthly kingdom, but rather one that was far 
off, consisting of all tribes, nations, and tongues. A message of a resurrected 
savior and hope for heaven transformed the ancient church and the world 
around it.

The Weight of Our Communication

Recent Christian thinkers have also been inspired by Augustine’s notion of 
longing and restlessness. Some have even used it in their communication to 
give hope to some of the darkest moments of modern history.

Christian author and apologist C. S. Lewis reminisced in his autobi-
ography, Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My Early Life, that the distant Cas-
tlereagh Hills seen from his nursery window were mythical and, in many 
senses, unattainable.11 As a result, they taught him sehnsucht, or longing for 
heaven, which became an essential theme not only throughout his life and 
conversion but also in his famous sermon The Weight of Glory.12 

During the World War II attacks on England by the Nazis, Lewis 
presented the famous Weight of Glory sermon. His major thrust for those 
lacking hope and needing a way forward was to encourage them to set 
their eyes toward a far-off country, even metaphorically, calling heaven the 
“Morning Star” and beckoning them to look beyond their current place. 
Sharing the reality that awaits the believer at the seat of Christ, where true 
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grace, acceptance, and shalom are to be found, is “a gift that creates an 
opening to once again face the question of who we are.”13 Knowing that 
God already accepts us because of Christ’s death and resurrection is life-
giving and keeps the alienation and anxiety at bay, despite the events of the 
moment. Moreover, trusting in the sovereignty of Jesus challenges us not to 
be led astray by political or national ideologies that seek to replace the work 
of the church in the world.

Lewis argues that our longings for Christ’s Kingdom are most power-
fully incarnated in the world by way of our relationships: “All day long we 
are, in some degree, helping each other to one or other of these destina-
tions. It is in the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe 
and the circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our 
dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics.”14 

In other words, we can shine forth the glory of God’s Kingdom in every 
interaction by displaying shalom in a world of unrest. Christ awaits our ar-
rival into his home. We will find acceptance. This is the good news. Because 
the Kingdom of God was life-giving for Lewis, he labored to help others set 
their eyes on the Morning Star. We, too, can give hope and sustenance to 
others in the midst of alienation and anxiety.

Heading Home

Both Augustine and Lewis embody a refugee spirituality for us modern 
believers, especially in how they used communication to serve others.

Their message? “This world is not our home. We are merely passing 
through this place.” Our communication can only be an effective incar-
national tool that offers light and life to others when we adopt a refugee 
spirituality. Refugees long for a home in which they can truly find rest and 
acceptance. When we settle for this world, however, we deceive ourselves 
and others into believing that we belong here.

Jesus’ kingdom language was frowned upon by Roman politicians and 
Jewish leaders because it disrupted the status quo. Consider, for instance, 
the questions of Pontius Pilate, who was intrigued by Jesus’ confidence 
despite his lack of military might: “Then Pilate said to him, ‘So you are 
a king?’” Christ answered with a reserved but strong affirmation to his 
kingship, with the revelation that his kingdom was not of this world (John 
18:36). The truth of his kingship and the location of his kingdom are reveal-
ing, and they challenge how Christians should view this world and the next. 
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The Christian view of ultimate reality provides us with shalom and rest in 
the realization that there is more than this world’s woes and sorrows.

Just as King Théoden needed Gandalf to break the enchantment, God 
can use us to break the curse of sin. Our communication truly is a matter 
of life and death.

Discussion Questions

1. Like the early believers at Ephesus, if we are not looking through the 
lens of Christ, then we frame our circumstances through some other 
medium. How might you begin each day to ensure that your desires—
whether in your family or social relationships—are Christlike?

2. Normally, we prefer to win at all costs, especially in politics. Can you 
point to examples when you have bought into this earthly mindset? 
What about your local church? How might you reshape your desires 
and communication to imitate Christ and his kingdom?

3. When speaking to Pontius Pilate, Jesus made it clear that his kingdom 
was “not of this world” (John 18:36, ESV). However, Christians are 
often confused into lumping together the Kingdom of God with the 
nation of their earthly citizenship. How does reflecting on Christ’s 
teachings about his kingdom change the way you view your earthly 
citizenship? Can you point to other specific instances in church or 
political media in which the two are lumped together? 
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Chapter 7

Symbolic Power

Servant Communication

The film the elephant man tells the true story of John Merrick, who 
died in London in 1890 at the age of twenty-seven. Newspapers called him 
“the world’s ugliest man” because of his repulsively deformed head, con-
torted face, and loathsome skin. A greedy circus owner had been charging 
customers five cents each to gawk at Merrick in a traveling freak show, and 
the compassionate Dr. Treeves was trying to free Merrick from the circus 
owner so that he could be used for medical research. Treeves took Merrick 
to a medical research facility, but according to policy, only patients who 
could care for themselves custodially were allowed to live at the hospital. 
Merrick would have to go back to the freak show unless he could demon-
strate to the hospital supervisor that he was indeed human.

Dr. Treeves planned to teach Merrick how to communicate his hu-
manness to the hospital administrators. The doctor struggled to teach 
Merrick how to speak lucidly and how to communicate with strangers—a 
daunting task for someone who had been treated as an animal and who 
likely thought of himself as a wretched creature. Treeves was making little 
progress, and the house governor was ready to dismiss Merrick from the 
facility. Then as Treeves and a hospital administrator were quietly debating 
Merrick’s prospects in a hallway, they heard a strange voice reciting a psalm 
in a nearby room: “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. He leads 
me in green pastures.” Suddenly they realized that the elephant man could 
speak! Treeves had hoped to teach Merrick some rudimentary language, 
and now the doctor was hearing the truth that Merrick was able to com-
municate not only as a human but also as a child of God.

Treeves and the circus owner had both used communication to al-
ter the course of Merrick’s life. The circus owner had promoted Merrick’s 
grotesqueness for personal financial gain, caring little for Merrick’s own 
interests. Treeves, on the other hand, saw Merrick as a real person—at least 
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as someone who could be used for medical research that might help others. 
Once the doctor confirmed Merrick’s fundamental humanity, he knew that 
a hospital was an insufficient home for Merrick. Regardless of his physical 
appearance, the “elephant man” deserved a life worthy of a child of God. So 
Treeves invited Merrick to visit his house.

Everyone who communicates also cocreates culture and affects the 
lives of others. God gave to humankind the task of taking care of and devel-
oping the creation. Our symbols are powerful tools that enable us to glorify 
God and to serve our neighbor. No matter what our earthly title, each of us 
inherits this God-given responsibility to care for creation. Treeves respon-
sibly recognized that Merrick was his neighbor. The circus owner did not. 
These contradictory responses reflect the range of people’s options in life. 
Some of us serve others, but many of us prefer to dominate our neighbors. 
Most of our responses fall somewhere between service and domination, 
depending on the situation.

In this chapter, I first distinguish between using symbolic power to 
exploit others and using it to serve our neighbors. Because of our fall from 
grace we are tempted to dominate people, just as the circus owner ma-
nipulated his freak-show star. God calls us instead to care responsibly for 
creation by serving others. Like Dr. Treeves, we should use symbolic power 
to seek justice and peace for our neighbors. Jesus Christ calls us to use our 
symbolic ability to serve those who are in need, to practice downward mo-
bility by reaching out to those who have less symbolic power.

Second, I consider our responsibility to give to others out of our sym-
bolic abundance, to practice “symbolic generosity.” Just as Christ emptied 
himself on the cross, we must generously give our communication gifts to 
others to cultivate shalom. We can do this especially by praying for oth-
ers, sharing our earthly authority with them, nurturing symbolically gifted 
people, and keeping alive the voices of those who have preceded us.

Finally, I look specifically at our responsibility to give our voices to 
those who have little or no symbolic power in society. As Scripture em-
phasizes, we are called to serve primarily the weak, not the strong (Matt. 
25:31–46). We should all empower the voiceless—the people who do not 
have power in culture. Dr. Treeves became Merrick’s voice for justice and 
peace. To whom should we loan our own voices?
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Downward Mobility

Father Henri Nouwen left his prestigious position at an Ivy League uni-
versity to serve members of a community for disabled people in Toronto, 
Canada. He went from hobnobbing with the intelligentsia to bathing and 
dressing bedridden individuals who would never be well known or pow-
erful. “The compassionate life,” he later recalled, is “the life of downward 
mobility!”1 Nouwen became a compassionate servant. “Compassion,” he 
wrote, means “to suffer with.” It is the “way to the truth that we are most 
ourselves, not when we differ from others, but when we are the same. . . . It 
is not ‘excelling’ but ‘serving’ that makes us most human.”2

In the field of communication, the concept of symbolic power usually 
presupposes a purely human view of power. Scholars generally assume that 
we use symbolic power as a means to influence others: Successful com-
municators master their craft to get what they want from the world. This 
communicator-centric view of symbolic power emphasizes taking rather 
than giving.

A Christian focus on shalom turns our notions of symbolic power 
upside down. It emphasizes selfless servanthood rather than selfish master-
hood. Dr. Treeves increasingly realized that he was serving one of God’s 
image bearers. He recognized that his own words and images were on loan 
from the Creator and that God had granted him the authority to care for 
Merrick. As servant communicators, we are all created to communicate on 
behalf of others. Like Nouwen, we are called to be downwardly mobile, not 
to elevate our own status at the expense of others. Masterhood is selfish 
domination of others. Servanthood is humble service to our neighbor.

As communication scholar Greg Spencer has suggested, God’s Son, 
Jesus Christ, compellingly illustrated servanthood.3 God became a human, 
granting us an opportunity to see and hear our Creator communicating as 
a human being. God had always spoken in and through creation: with voice 
and with fire, through the flood, from a burning bush, and through meteo-
rological disturbances. But in Jesus Christ, God took the form of a human 
servant. God became incarnate in a human being, a shocking example of 
downward mobility.

God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ was part of the Creator’s plan for 
communicating with fallen humankind. The voices of the Old Testament 
had yearned for God and humanity to be reconciled, for Adam and all of 
his descendants to come home to their Creator. So God sent a personal 
Redeemer to reveal divinity to humankind. Jesus Christ is the Word who 
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lived among us (John 1:1–18). God’s incarnation in Christ restored com-
munication between God and humankind. The incarnation is “not only the 
crowning event of God’s communication with man but also that event in 
which all other forms of God’s communication with man are embodied.”4 

The Creator demonstrates through Christ how we can serve our neighbor 
with our own God-given symbolic power.

Christ teaches us, first, how we can serve others by being downwardly 
mobile. God’s communication through Christ is a monumental reversal 
of how we normally think about the role and purpose of symbolic power. 
Christ did not exploit his status for selfish purposes. Instead, Christ “hum-
bled himself ” (Phil. 2:8). He took the position of a mere human being. As 
Greek scholar Gerald Hawthorne puts it, Christ “stepped down” from his 
high position and put “himself at the disposal of other people.”5 St. Thomas 
Aquinas wrote that God took to “Himself our littleness.”6

Scripture shows how Jesus repeatedly used communication to serve 
some of the most despised and weak people in society. Jesus communed 
with the shunned Samaritan woman, with tax collectors, with prostitutes, 
and with the destitute blind man. Christ’s ministry was not a quest for ce-
lebrity, it did not reflect a yearning for symbolic domination, and it was not 
a means by which to boost the authority of established social institutions. 
Jesus did not take symbolic power as much as he gave it to the powerless; 
his earthly ministry culminated in the cross itself, the greatest symbol of 
liberation in human history.

While imprisoned by the Nazis during World War II, German Lu-
theran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer discovered what it meant to serve. 
Stripped of his freedom, Bonhoeffer shared the Good News with Nazi 
guards and fellow prisoners. Recalling Christ’s question at Gethsemane, 
“Could ye not watch with me one hour?” (Matt. 26:40, KJV), Bonhoeffer 
concluded that servanthood “is a reversal of what the religious man expects 
from God. Man is summoned to share in God’s sufferings at the hands of 
a godless world. . . . It is not the religious act that makes the Christian, 
but participation in the sufferings of God in the secular life.”7 Bonhoeffer’s 
prison writings, which were published after his execution near the end of 
the war, are still read by Christians around the world. Although he had no 
official power inside prison, Bonhoeffer served God faithfully by minister-
ing to prisoners and guards alike.

Second, Christ’s downward mobility should lead us to communi-
cate humbly by listening to and identifying with our neighbors. Humble 
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communication rejects self-righteous arguments, deftly styled put-downs, 
and opposition-squashing debates. Humility embraces responsive, sensi-
tive, and patient interaction. We are to be humble, down-to-earth com-
municators (humble comes from the Latin humus or “earth”). Our identity 
in Christ enables us to become less self-absorbed and increasingly attentive 
to God and to our neighbor. Bonhoeffer wrote in prison, “One must com-
pletely abandon any attempt to make something of oneself, whether it be 
a saint, or a converted sinner, or a churchman (a so-called priestly type!).” 
Instead we are to “throw ourselves completely into the arms of God, . . . 
watching with Christ in Gethsemane.”8

Servant communication requires listening to others in society, espe-
cially those who have little symbolic power. Teachers must listen effectively 
to students. Stockbrokers should hear the voices of the people who are af-
fected by the corporate policies of the companies whose stocks they trade. 
Playwrights and film directors need to tune in to the voices of the people 
who inhabit their stories, especially the voices of people who do not enjoy 
the privilege of direct media access. Advertisers should listen to the voices 
of the ethnic subcultures that are threatened by consumerism. Politicians 
must hear the electorate. Corporate leaders should listen humbly to their 
employees and customers. Parents need to listen to their children. Christ 
often spoke the truth boldly, but never without first hearing the needs of 
those with whom he communicated. Humble listening is the beginning of 
all real leadership. This is why the servant-minded communicator is “quick 
to listen, slow to speak” (James 1:19).

Third, Christ’s servant communication should remind us of the in-
sidious potential of symbolic power. Because of our capacity to commu-
nicate, we will be tempted to master others. When he was tempted by the 
devil in the desert, Christ refused to use his powerful speech to turn the 
stones into bread. Humankind “does not live on bread alone,” Christ told 
Satan, “but on every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). 
Christ refused to believe the devil’s rhetoric. His reply to Satan gives us a 
remarkable lesson in humility: Humankind lives on the words of God, not 
on the attractive sophistry of selfish people. Unless we listen to the Word 
of God, our symbolic power can become an insidious disease of the soul. 
Playwright David Mamet says, “The power of a person to serve is in direct 
proportion to the strength of his or her resistance to the urge to control.”9

Alienated from God and from each other, we fight for upward mo-
bility. We try to dominate others through myriad creative communication 
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strategies. The circus owner used communication to restrict outsiders’ 
access to John Merrick because anyone who came to know the elephant 
man as a real person would surely question the owner’s motives. Hitler con-
spired with Nazi leaders to create charges against Bonhoeffer. Nouwen once 
felt the exhilarating power of communicating with the wealthy and highly 
educated members of the Ivy League establishment. None of us is above the 
corrupting power of selfish communication.

Symbolic power is subtly intoxicating. We enjoy it, and we aspire to 
become influential communicators. In J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the 
Rings trilogy, the creature Gollum becomes a slave to his desire for a magi-
cal ring, lowering himself gradually into darker beastliness in his yearning 
for the ring’s power until there is no evil thing he would not do to possess 
it.10 In various degrees, Gollum lurks within all of us, slowly corrupting us 
with the intoxicating desire for power.

We ought to recognize the potentially abusive nature of symbolic 
power in every area of life. As Ken Blue explains, some spiritual leaders 
“coerce their congregation through the skillful use of the language of inti-
macy and trust.” The worst abusers use symbolic power to get money, time, 
or sexual favors from people by convincing them that they will go to hell 
if they refuse to oblige. Blue recommends that the first thing we must do 
when we find out about such victims is to “listen to their stories,”11 begin-
ning the process of restoring our exploited neighbors.

Our communication should manifest the love of God, who became 
fully human for us and for our salvation. Like Nouwen, we become down-
wardly mobile to serve others and to avoid the corrupting power of upward 
mobility. Our communication continues God’s redemptive plan when we 
offer the love of Christ to others. Christians are God’s conduits, the Cre-
ator’s eyes, ears, and voice on earth. Our communicative talents belong to 
Christ, not to ourselves. Human communication is a humbling responsibil-
ity demonstrated by the ultimate servant, Jesus Christ.

Symbolic Generosity

A dying woman stubbornly refused to obey the doctors’ orders when she 
was in the hospital. As her husband recalls, nurses repeatedly discovered 
her “out of bed in the night, sitting beside some other patient who was 
suffering, soothing her, holding her hand, praying for her.” The doctors ap-
pealed to the husband to persuade his wife to remain in her bed. He tried. 
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His wife would “look guilty and grin and promise—and then she would 
hear a sob or a cry in the night.” After his wife died, the man discovered 
what she had been doing during those late nights in the hospital. He re-
ceived “dozens of letters, some almost illiterate, from people who had been 
in the hospital with her, saying that she had helped and sustained them. 
One said she was like an angel of God.”12

God created all of us with the potential to give out of the abundance 
of our symbolic power. I suggest four ways that we can serve our neighbors 
with our symbolic power: (1) praying for our neighbors, (2) sharing our 
earthly authority with them, (3) nurturing their symbolic giftedness, and 
(4) keeping alive the voices of those who have gone before us. In the last 
section of this chapter, I discuss one more, deeply biblical form of servant 
communication that transcends all others: giving our voices to our voice-
less neighbors.

First, in prayer we can commune with God on others’ behalf. Although 
we rarely think of it in these terms, prayer enables us to use our symbolic 
power on behalf of anyone else on earth. Living under the priesthood of 
all believers, we do not have to overcome the principalities and powers of 
earth to petition God on behalf of others. Prayer is probably the most dem-
ocratic form of human communication. Anyone can pray for anyone else. 
When we petition God, Jesus intercedes on our behalf, and God promises 
to listen. The hospitalized woman recognized this and prayed diligently for 
others even as she grew weaker.

Psychiatrist Robert Coles tells the story of David, a dying ten-year-old 
boy who started asking the doctors and nurses attending him whether they 
prayed for their patients. The medical staff called in Coles to find out what 
was troubling David. Coles spoke with David and initially concluded that 
the boy’s talk about prayer reflected his fears about his impending death. 
But the longer Coles listened, the more he questioned the diagnosis. David 
said of his prayers for the medical staff, “I ask God to be nice to them, 
so they don’t feel too bad if us kids here go meet Him. . . . When I meet 
God I’ll put in a good word for the people [who work] in this hospital.” 
Coles finally recognized that this ten-year-old boy was a faithful petitioner 
of God. “In retrospect,” writes Coles, “I realize that the boy David was an 
important teacher of mine. . . . His spirituality enabled me to contemplate 
the spirituality of other children.”13

Prayer opens heaven’s doors for all people, no matter their age, in-
come, profession, or situation. Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s prayers filled him with 
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hope while he was in the Nazi prison. He prayed that God would take care 
of his family, the German nation, and the world. He was not naive about 
the political realities of the time, and from prison he even helped to devise 
a plot to kill Hitler.14 But he recognized that power on earth is not limited 
to political force. He prayed for his friends, just as they could pray for him. 
No one could stop them from lifting their voices to God. Humble, honest 
prayer empowers all of us to serve our neighbor.

Second, we can give away symbolic power by sharing our earthly au-
thority with our neighbor. Every position that we attain in this world can be 
used appropriately on behalf of others. Teachers can share knowledge and 
discernment with students. Media professionals can use periodicals, broad-
cast stations, websites, and civic speeches to serve others. The authority that 
we gain in life is not just for our own pleasure but also for others’ shalom. 
Within the reasonable opportunities that our position in life affords us, we 
can serve others.

When school administrators invite students and parents to participate 
in developing school policies, schools can be transformed into service-
minded educational institutions. Research shows how important parental 
involvement is for students’ academic success. At one successful Atlanta 
public high school where over 95 percent of the graduates go on to four-
year colleges, parents are “as integral to the life and performance of the 
school as math instructors and football coaches.”15 By sharing symbolic 
power with parents, the administrators and teachers tap an amazing source 
of talent, energy, and money. As parents accept the administrators’ invita-
tion to share symbolic power, they become servants of the school and the 
community, not just of their own children.

Third, we can give away symbolic power by investing our time, energy, 
and financial resources in nurturing gifted communicators. We are all dif-
ferently gifted people. Each of us has a distinct place in cocreating culture 
as stewards of God’s world. Unfortunately, we often focus too easily on our 
own gifts and forget to wisely care for and develop the creation by nurtur-
ing our neighbors’ gifts.

We are called to enable and empower one another. Churches can nur-
ture gifted communicators by giving them scholarships, providing housing 
for them when they are in college, mentoring them, sharing information 
about people and positions in communication-related fields, recommend-
ing helpful books and periodicals, and equipping them with appropri-
ate technology. We can nurture our neighbors’ gifts with every genuine 
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compliment and every word of encouragement, support, or loving correc-
tion. These kinds of nurturing activities should be second nature to those 
of us who worship in communities of shalom.

Finally, we can keep alive the voices of the deceased. Throughout the 
history of the church, Christians have retold the stories of Scripture. They 
have copied and distributed Bibles, published biographies and autobiog-
raphies, and orally passed along memories from generation to generation. 
They have used all of these media to tell the stories of the many saints whose 
voices have been silenced through persecution and strife.

We all have an obligation to help keep the past alive, especially the tra-
ditions that are central to the faith. Culture disappears unless people con-
stantly recreate it through time and across space. The husband of the dying 
woman who helped others in the hospital eventually compiled a book of 
the couple’s correspondence with C. S. Lewis—a fitting remembrance of 
both Lewis’s and the couple’s faith in God.16 As Scripture says, we are “noth-
ing but dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27). If we fail to recall the glorious past, we 
might even lose important Christian wisdom. If we forget the tragic past, 
we will likely repeat it.

A Polish Catholic who was a member of the underground resistance 
during World War II was forced to witness the kinds of Gestapo actions that 
we should never forget. As he recalls, the soldiers ordered the assembled 
Jews to strip naked and jump into a pit of quicklime, a caustic substance 
that would slowly dissolve their skin. Some tried to get out, but soldiers 
beat them back down. Mothers jumped in holding children, while others 
tried to throw their children out of the pit. Yet others gave up and simply 
threw their offspring into the liquid at the bottom. Finally, as the people 
wailed and cried, the Germans started pumping more liquid into the pit. 
The lime began slaking, boiling the people alive. “The cries were so terrible 
that we who were sitting by the piles of clothing began to tear pieces off the 
stuff to stop our ears. The crying of those boiling in the pit was joined by the 
wailing and lamentation of the Jews waiting for their perdition. All of this 
lasted perhaps two hours, perhaps longer.”17

Long after the killers are all deceased, we must recall again and again 
what unrestrained power does to human beings. We should be the voices of 
people who have died at the hands of evil killers and despotic regimes. His-
tory, which often reveals the darkest sins of human beings, is always on the 
verge of disappearing. Each generation must keep alive the cries of deceased 
people so that we might learn from the past and avoid future episodes of 
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terror. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s novels will long remind us of the Soviet 
death camps under Stalin.18 Letters sent home from soldiers during the 
American Civil War can help all Americans to recall what the nation had to 
go through in order to be reunited. In South Korea a historical museum was 
built recently to recall the tens of thousands of women, mostly Korean, who 
were forced into sexual slavery by Japanese soldiers during World War II.19 
Books, recordings, pictures, and orally transmitted stories are all important. 
The past disappears without new generations of messengers.

Of course, we should re-create positive memories also. History is filled 
with the good work of saints, the heroic acts of soldiers who fought val-
iantly for freedom, and the great writers of each generation who illuminate 
the human condition. We are on the verge of losing memories of beauty, 
goodness, and especially wisdom. Do we want to risk losing the great joys 
and wonderful triumphs of the past and literature and films that power-
fully capture the human spirit? We should make special efforts to retain 
for future generations the gems of our own religious traditions, such as the 
writings of Augustine and Lewis. When we rekindle Christian tradition, we 
also reinvigorate our faith.

In the information age the need to lend our symbolic power to past 
generations that have lost their voice is perhaps greater than ever. Bom-
barded daily by thousands of short-lived messages, we find it difficult to 
keep our minds attuned to history and directed by wisdom. We can all sing 
advertising jingles galore, but we can barely list the Ten Commandments 
or accurately tell the story of one faithful saint. Life goes on with a tornado 
of symbols rushing through our tired minds, and the past is a distant echo 
barely gaining our attention. But God gives us the gift of lending our sym-
bolic power to people whose voices left this planet long ago. Do we listen? 
Do we share their stories? Do we care?

Empowering the Voiceless

In the late 1990s, researchers in Atlanta inserted into a person’s brain a 
tiny implant the size of the tip of a ballpoint pen. The recipient of the 
implant, an alert and intelligent man, had been connected to a ventilator 
because of a devastating stroke that had paralyzed his limbs and silenced 
his voice. As one neurosurgeon put it, “Of all things people lose, the ability 
to communicate is the most frightening thing—to know what you want to 
say and not be able to say it.”20 Six months after receiving the implant, the 
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recipient began using new technology to communicate directly from his 
brain through a computer. He could “think” particular words and ideas and 
cause a computer cursor to point at message icons on a screen. “It’s like 
we’re making the [computer] mouse the patient’s brain,” said one of the 
doctors who had developed the amazing, though rudimentary, technology, 
which has enhanced many people’s ability to communicate.

In a fallen world, the voiceless include all people who have no means 
to communicate, have no audience, or are afraid to speak. Certainly this 
includes the young and the unborn, perhaps one of the largest groups of 
voiceless people in every age. Although we are all born with the capac-
ity for communication, physical and cultural limitations regulate who can 
participate in public discourse. We do not all have equal power even in 
matters that affect us directly. No matter how much we know or how gifted 
we are as communicators, without an audience of listeners we cannot fully 
exercise our symbolic power. A preacher without listeners will have little 
impact. Even those who speak silently through quiet vigils and candle-
light protests need an audience. In society after society, voiceless people 
are wrongly denied the opportunity to respond to God’s mandate to care 
for and develop the creation. Forced into silence, voiceless people suffer 
because of others’ indifference or exploitation.

In the 1970s, Scott Turow, who later became a best-selling author and 
an attorney, wanted to know what it was like to be a first-year female law 
student. He noticed that most of the twenty or so freshmen women rarely 
spoke in class. “I know how this sounds,” one of the women told Turow, 
“but a lot of the women say the same thing. When I get called on, I really 
think about rape. It’s sudden. You’re exposed. You can’t move. You can’t say 
no. And there’s this man who’s in control, telling you exactly what to do.” 
Turow concluded that the “law world has been rigidly patriarchal.” He even 
suggested that women’s “refusal to participate in these traditional and often 
unjust relationships was to me one of the happiest portents I saw all year.”21

In Central America, some indigenous groups have been denied access 
to both government and media. During the 1980s, military leaders backed 
at least partly by corrupt government officials killed thousands of native 
Guatemalans. Unable to get their stories of persecution into the public me-
dia in order to gain international publicity, these mountain people lived 
in silent fear. In fact, when some people did complain to public officials 
or speak with missionaries about the problem, their families were hauled 
off by masked bands of terrorists, never to return.22 Amnesty International 
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and other organizations try to give persecuted people a voice by writing 
letters of protest directly to the offending governments on their behalf and 
by publicizing the offenses.

Voiceless people can be children, college students, or elderly people. 
The case of a child raped in a Chicago housing project received little public-
ity in contrast to the media attention lavished on the case of a wealthy White 
victim.23 Employers occasionally force voiceless employees into criminal or 
unethical activities. On some public university campuses, Christian staff 
and students are marginalized because they lack an approved public forum 
for addressing the relationship between faith and learning. When actor Ed 
Asner helped an Alzheimer’s care facility raise funds, he decried the me-
dia stereotype of older citizens as “doddering fools” and explained that he 
could help “bring attention to the fact that there are not enough of these 
centers out there.”24 Sometimes victims of sexual harassment are silenced 
by the organization against which they file a lawsuit, knowing that it will be 
difficult if not impossible to stay on the job even if they win the case.

Christians who seek justice should be alert for evidence of oppres-
sive domination and should then find appropriate ways to give oppressed 
people a public voice. Christians should be whistleblowers, local and in-
ternational media gadflies, and tireless critics of unjust communication. In 
and out of church, Christians are called to give their voices—their talents, 
technology, and relationships—to those who do not have their own voices 
in society. Our voices belong to God to serve our neighbors.

On college campuses, Christians should be the first to speak up for 
minorities, freshmen, nontenured faculty, female professors, secretaries, 
maintenance crews, and other relatively powerless persons. But at some 
Christian colleges the students ignore non-faculty staff such as landscape 
workers and dining-hall cooks and servers. Christians can dedicate pages 
in the campus newspaper to needs and concerns of the voiceless, or rep-
resent their views in the official channels of campus politics. A student at 
one college joined with a faculty member to offer a course on how disabled 
people are portrayed and stereotyped in popular films. The student co-
teacher made a powerful impact from his lectern, a wheelchair. Academic 
institutions often pretend to be bastions of free speech, when in fact they 
create classes of voiceless people according to their own cultural standards 
of upward mobility.

Millions of persecuted Christians around the world suffer silently. The 
authors of Their Blood Cries Out estimate that around six hundred million 
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Christians are being persecuted throughout the world. Three-fourths of 
persecuted Christians live in the third world, where persecution is much 
more common than in the developed West. The authors further suggest 
that American Christians are far too silent in the face of the widespread 
persecution. Generally speaking, the media—and perhaps most Chris-
tian audiences—are uninterested in human rights violations. Most people 
would much rather enjoy sitcoms and soap operas than be informed about 
suffering people around the globe. But when our fellow Christians are be-
ing persecuted, we must not “conclude that no news is good news.”25

Only a few nations have a significant worldwide voice in news and 
entertainment media. The global flow of media content is largely “from the 
North to the South, from the developed countries to the developing na-
tions.”26 The United States exports films and television programs to over a 
hundred nations, but few of these countries’ media products flow into the 
United States. North America has a hand in shaping cultural styles, world-
views, and musical tastes around the globe, but few nations have a cultural 
impact on North America. Worldwide media are remarkably dominated by 
a few powerful voices in the industrialized West.

Christians can address how the media decide which people get a 
public voice. Contemporary journalism tends to rely too much on official 
sources that represent recognized public organizations, especially govern-
ments. Sources such as academic experts and political officials have in-
fluential voices denied to most people. The public may not always believe 
officials, but how can the public express dissent? Many urban ethnic groups 
have formed organizations to project their own voices in the public sphere. 
African Americans, for example, have founded groups to speak publicly 
to the media about such things as police brutality; the lack of police, fire, 
and paramedic services in urban areas; and political gerrymandering. Not 
surprisingly, such groups are often sponsored partly by Christian congrega-
tions that legitimately seek to give oppressed people a voice. These groups 
can reveal inequalities and call for justice.

Journalists should give a voice to the voiceless by writing stories about 
the rights of the oppressed and downtrodden. As one Christian critic of 
news reporting suggests, “All reporting in fact has an elitist bias. . . . Jour-
nalists must report on the activities of heads of state and highlight the inane 
statements of the powerful. If there is reporting without reference to the 
hierarchy and without an eye on institutional interests, it is a very rare thing 
indeed.”27 A radio commentator challenged the news system by giving two 
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African-American teenage boys tape recorders to cover local stories in 
their Chicago neighborhood. When a little boy was murdered, the teenag-
ers held local officials accountable for their political rhetoric about cleaning 
up the crime in the housing project. Politicians “keep sweeping the dirt 
under the rug and it just keeps piling up,” they said in one of their reports, 
which were later published as a book.28 These young reporters spoke up for 
their community, and many people have heard their voices.

We become compassionate voices for the voiceless only when we first 
listen to our neighbors. We must hear them express their own stories. With-
out visiting a nursing home, for instance, we cannot know firsthand what 
its residents feel and what they would like to say to others. As we begin to 
hear others and to identify with them, we should become warmhearted, 
sensitive listeners. Only then might we appropriately speak on their behalf.

But even the most compassionate listening is dangerous without a 
commitment to knowing the truth. The truth stabilizes our symbolic ac-
tion and keeps us from straying into our own self-interested rhetoric or 
moralistic crusades. For Christians, truth is both the gospel itself and view-
ing the world through the lens of the gospel. Our view of the voiceless in 
society must be shaped not by our own prideful penchants or petty causes 
but by the facts and by the wisdom of Scripture as interpreted faithfully by 
the broader Christian community. Our communities of faith give us the 
resources of experience and fellowship to discern what is right, and the 
courage to act on wise counsel.

Without a firm grasp of the truth, we are easily caught up in the lat-
est fashionable campaigns to reform society. Too often we listen only to 
the claims of one political party or social group. We allow ourselves to be 
propagandized by narrowly focused ideas and half-truthful fund-raising 
gimmicks. We all find it easier to listen to the voices of people who are 
like us than to the voices of those who are different. Social critic Jacques 
Ellul says that people today have lost a sense of “objective reality.” We are 
“plunged” into stereotypical abstractions “not only with regard to facts, 
but with regard to [people].” Instead of knowing the human condition, we 
speak narrowly of “the consumer, the workman, the citizen, the reader, the 
partisan, the producer, or the bourgeois.”29 In short, we look at people not 
in their common humanity or in their particular need but only in their 
cultural categories and stereotyped abstractness.

We cannot be silent in the face of the domination of others. We must 
use our symbolic power as caretakers of God’s world—as voices for the 
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voiceless. We should see symbolic power as a resource for serving others. 
We can take care of God’s world partly by protecting others’ voices and 
partly by giving our voices to those who are silent and oppressed. Com-
munities of shalom recognize that every voice is important because each 
human being is a valuable creature made in the image of God. Like the 
technologists who gave the speechless man a brain implant so he could 
communicate, we lend our knowledge and abilities to others so that they, 
too, can participate more fully as caretakers of God’s creation.

Conclusion

Symbolic power is necessary for each of us to care for creation. We should 
study symbolic power, enjoy it, and excel in it. We can accept Aristotle’s 
famous claim that the power of communication is “discovering in the par-
ticular case what are the available means of persuasion,”30 but we know that 
there is far more to it than that. We are called to be caretakers of our sym-
bolic power, using it only under the Creator’s authority. Our power under 
God enables us to serve our neighbors responsibly by listening to them, 
by helping them express themselves, and by sharing our earthly authority.

Symbolic power is intoxicating. As Alice learned in Wonderland, 
communication offers us the power to define reality.

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scorn-
ful tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more 
nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “Whether you can make words 
mean so many different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “Which is to be the 
master—that’s all.”31

Like Humpty Dumpty, we should all ask who our master really is—
whom we serve with our symbolic power.

We all regularly need a reality check. Do we define symbolic power 
in our own, parochial ways? Or do we have a real sense of the scope and 
depth of God’s power to communicate through all people? We read in Rev-
elation that the church at the end of time includes people of all tongues, 
tribes, and cultures (Rev. 14:6). This picture of the ultimate shalom in 
heaven clearly shows that truth and justice are not the province of only a 
few powerful people.
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We tend to be more like the circus owner in John Merrick’s story than 
the doctor. We marshal symbolic power on behalf of our own pet projects 
and programs instead of for the wider purposes of shalom. Without hu-
mility, we can become victims of our own insidious power schemes. In a 
world of true shalom, there would be no reason to dominate other people 
because God’s Word would guide the way. We would all humbly seek to be 
downwardly mobile in the service of our neighbor. 
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Response to Chapter 7

Compassionate Voices for the Voiceless

Terri Lynn Cornwell

Throughout the gospels, there are references to what has been called 
“God’s upside-down Kingdom,”1 best represented by passages like in Mark 
9:35: “He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, ‘Whoever wants to 
be first must be last of all and servant of all’” (NRSV). In Chapter 7, Quen-
tin J. Schultze provides a clear path to the kind of servant that true disciples 
of God’s Kingdom exemplify. He first emphasizes the necessity for rejecting 
society’s goal of upward mobility and points believers toward what profes-
sor, author, and theologian Henri Nouwen called the “compassionate life of 
downward mobility.”2 Individuals using the power of communication must 
reject selfish masterhood and embrace selfless servanthood, which involves 
humility and a commitment to loving one’s neighbor.3 Schultze provides 
other guidelines in Chapter 7 and concludes with what I consider a crucial 
aspect of servanthood: using one’s voice to advocate for the voiceless. This 
response provides additional perspectives on humility and the importance 
of using servant communication to give voice to the voiceless.

Humble Service: Communicating God’s  
Upside-down Kingdom

Schultze observes that scholars in the field of communication generally con-
sider that people use their symbolic power to influence others. An expert 
persuader and fifth-century bishop of Hippo, St. Augustine was a promi-
nent rhetorician before his conversion to Christianity. He later mocked his 
skill by calling himself a “phrase salesman” and “a peddler of glibness in 
the marketplace.” Augustine explored God’s upside-down Kingdom and 
emphasized that human greatness comes only through humility—God lifts 
those humans who lower themselves.4
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Scripture clearly points Christians toward a life of humility. Why is 
humility not listed among the familiar fruit of the Spirit: “By contrast, the 
fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithful-
ness, gentleness, and self-control” (Gal. 5:22, NRSV)? I suspect that listing 
the nine fruits gave believers more specific guidance for how to be or what 
to do as disciples of Christ. By exhibiting these qualities, others could not 
help but see Christians as humble, even though they were not striving to 
be humble. A kind, generous, gentle individual can exhibit servant com-
munication while helping others with little thought of humility. 

Still, humility is a difficult concept to grasp. It is more in the cat-
egory of “I know it when I see it.” Over the centuries, Christians have 
attempted to disciple others to be humble. St. Benedict (A.D. 480–548) 
even included twelve steps on a ladder, like Jacob’s (Gen. 28:10–17), to 
climb as one moves through the discipline of humility, beginning with 
obeying all of God’s commandments. Benedict includes other actions to 
build humility: obeying superiors, putting up with whatever life brings, 
practicing silence, and speaking gently “without jests, simply, seriously, 
tersely, rationally and softly.”5 

A truly humble individual thinks not of himself but of others, and 
service to others becomes paramount. Those others, according to Jesus, are 
some of the weakest and despised, the poorest of the poor, tax collectors, 
prostitutes, those with incurable diseases, and anyone whose voice cannot 
be heard. Servanthood means amplifying these voices.

Empowering the Voiceless

Schultze emphasizes that “God created all of us with the potential to give 
out of the abundance of our symbolic power,”6 and some people are more 
suited to quiet symbolic generosity through prayer or gentle nurturing of 
others who might be gifted communicators. But those who have any degree 
of symbolic power should share it with those who have much less.

Several important examples of sharing authority and lifting up those 
whose voices are rarely heard can be found in some of society’s most prom-
inent institutions. A pedagogical approach that has become more common, 
particularly in higher education, is learner-centered teaching.7 This method 
makes changes to aspects of the classroom to give students more authority, 
essentially more power. I have used this method for more than fifteen years, 
beginning in my undergraduate courses and extending to graduate courses. 
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The most obvious change of power is the way the course is structured: All 
assignments are given point values with only a few major assignments 
required; however, students must choose among optional assignments to 
earn enough points for the grade they desire. If an optional assignment 
is due on a particular date, and the student has assignments due in other 
classes, then she may choose not to do the assignment in my course without 
penalty. Other changes in pedagogy involve fewer lectures and more “walk-
ing around the classroom” to provide more individual attention and greater 
involvement from students in evaluation. Learner-centered teaching is the 
essence of loving one’s neighbor in the classroom.8

Another example of giving voice to the voiceless is the national pro-
gram of Court-Appointed Special Advocates (CASA), who work with chil-
dren in the foster care system. Each child brought into the judicial system 
for neglect or abuse is assigned a CASA, whenever possible. CASAs are 
specially trained volunteers who meet with their assigned child and all the 
important individuals in that child’s life to determine the best course of 
action for permanent placement of the child.9 CASAs draft reports that are 
given to the judges in each case and taken very seriously when a judge pro-
vides a ruling. Each individual or agency involved in these child neglect or 
abuse cases has a lawyer speaking for them, but few individuals talk directly 
to the child and see the entire picture from the perspective of the child. The 
example of CASAs is one of the best ways to lift up the voiceless.

While almost any teacher can institute learner-centered pedagogy, 
and many adults are capable of training to be CASAs to provide symbolic 
generosity to the voiceless, other critical areas of society require exceptional 
skills and compassion to help individuals whose voices have been unjustly 
silenced. Bryan Stevenson is such an individual. Stevenson, a lawyer, is the 
founder of the Equal Justice Initiative, an organization that challenges bias 
against the poor and minorities in the criminal justice system. In his book 
Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption, Stevenson tells the story of 
a man sentenced to death after being convicted of a crime he did not com-
mit.10 Stevenson became an advocate for this man and others who were 
unjustly accused. 

Stevenson was also the force behind the National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice in Montgomery, Alabama, which tells the story of the thousands 
of lynchings in the United States from 1877 to 1950. This memorial gives a 
voice to those African Americans who were unjustly murdered during the 
century following the Civil War.
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Do Well the Few Things

Christians who follow the work of activists like Stevenson are undoubtedly 
drawn to Black Theology of Liberation as described by American theolo-
gian James Cone. Cone asserts that Christian theology is a theology of lib-
eration. It is the study of being in the world among oppressed communities 
and knowing that Christians are called to give voice to them and, as much 
as possible, participate in their liberation. Cone writes that the sole reason 
the gospel of Jesus Christ exists is 

to put into ordered speech the meaning of God’s activity in the 
world, so that the community of the oppressed will recognize 
that its inner thrust for liberation is not only consistent with the 
gospel but is the gospel of Jesus Christ. There can be no Christian 
theology that is not identified unreservedly with those who are 
humiliated and abused.11 [italics in original]

Cone and Schultze are allies when it comes to calling Christians to 
“put into ordered speech” what Jesus meant by the Kingdom of God as it 
relates to those at the bottom of society. In his book Who Lynched Wil-
lie Earle? Preaching to Confront Racism, Will Willimon tells of asking an 
African-American friend, “What can the average white disciple of Jesus do 
to love our African American neighbors as ourselves?”12 His friend replied, 
“Be an ally. If you see injustice, speak out . . . stand up for people who have 
been mistreated.”13

Finally, once one begins the work of lifting up the downtrodden, one 
must confront the feeling that arises all too often: There is too much injus-
tice in this world for one person to make a difference. Nouwen provides 
solace by emphasizing that he did not allow himself to become paralyzed by 
feelings of impotence, but he counsels that it is more important than ever to 
be very faithful to one’s vocation “to do well the few things” one is called to 
do and to hold on to the joy and peace they can bring.14 This can be a sign 
of hope in a broken world.

Discussion Questions

1. Do you believe it is possible to work to be humble? What characteris-
tics can be ascribed to individuals you see as humble? 
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2. Do you think the nine fruits of the Spirit capture all aspects of a hum-
ble individual? Why do you think that humility is not listed as a fruit 
by Paul in Galatians 5:22–23?

3. Where have you seen power used to take advantage of the voiceless? 
When have you used your power to speak for the voiceless?

4. Are you familiar with Black Theology of Liberation? How do you 
think this theology can be used in relation to Schultze’s concept of 
symbolic generosity?

5. What have you done when you have experienced burnout in a min-
istry that seems to be overwhelmed with needs to fill? What advice 
can you give to individuals who might be feeling hopeless about the 
tremendous needs in today’s society?  
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Chapter 8

Blessing or Curse?

The Role of Media

British film producer david puttnam wanted to make a movie about 
“winning on your own terms.” For “the past ten years,” recalled Puttnam, 
“my career has led me to behave rather expediently.”1 He hoped that Chari-
ots of Fire would enable him to “exorcise” his expedient ways. Puttnam 
imagined himself as the film’s major character, Eric Liddell, an evangelical 
Scot who refused to run the one-hundred-meter Olympic race on a Sun-
day—the Lord’s day of rest. But he recognized that his own life was more 
like that of Liddell’s competitor, Harold Abraham, a “somewhat aloof, un-
popular figure who ran in order to satisfy his personal ambition.”2 Puttnam 
felt that, like Abraham, he was living as a pragmatist rather than acting in 
accord with his higher ideals. He hoped that the making of Chariots of Fire 
would put him on higher moral ground.

Puttnam’s dream of producing Chariots of Fire soon turned sour. Fi-
nanciers refused funding, and media moguls humiliated Puttnam for try-
ing to produce a movie with limited audience appeal. One studio executive 
held a draft of the screenplay over a wastebasket as he told Puttnam what he 
thought of the project: “You must be out of your mind. I don’t understand 
you. You get an opportunity to produce mainstream commercial movies, 
and you bring along this.” The executive dropped the script in the trash and 
offered these words of wisdom: “Go away and grow up, and don’t waste our 
time again in the future.”3

In spite of the obstacles, Puttnam persisted. He raised the necessary 
money, worked closely with a screenwriter on five drafts, and cast a pair of 
little-known actors for the lead roles. Along the way, Puttnam made what 
he considered to be acceptable compromises. He even added an expletive 
so the rating would be boosted to PG, potentially increasing the adult audi-
ence in the United States.4 Puttnam seemed to know how to manipulate 
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the Hollywood system without selling out. Chariots of Fire eventually won 
the Academy Award for best picture in 1981, and five years later Puttnam 
became head of Columbia Pictures.

But Hollywood was not excited about Puttnam’s rise to power. In 
the industry’s eyes, he was too principled—too much like Olympic run-
ner Liddell. Puttnam refused to pay stars and their agents outlandish fees. 
He turned down fat-cat deals that would guarantee whopping salaries to 
producers even if their films failed at the box office. Worst of all, he simply 
declined to give the Hollywood elite royal respect and the attention they ex-
pected. Within a year, Columbia’s board ousted him. The system had axed 
one more naively altruistic filmmaker.

The story of Puttnam’s rise and fall raises troubling questions about 
the potential for justice and peace in Hollywood. Perhaps a principled 
and peace-loving person cannot survive morally amid the deal making 
and power struggles. The entertainment industry appears to forego con-
science in favor of the almighty dollar, to shelve shalom in favor of ego and 
self-interest.

In this chapter, I examine the part the entertainment industry plays 
in American and global culture. I first examine how American media seek 
to fuel increasingly international consumption communities. Popular en-
tertainment tends to flatten traditional cultures and to build a superficial 
culture based on branded products and services. If we allow ourselves to be 
seduced into these consumption communities, we become spiritual amne-
siacs, losing sense of our religious roots and our relationship to God.

Second, I explain how the media function as both God-given tech-
nologies and fallen social institutions. Mass media require not only equip-
ment but also capital, personnel, and organizational structures. Puttnam 
apparently thought that he could change the system of Hollywood movie-
making, when in fact the institution strangled his power to affect change. 
Puttnam found himself in the midst of principalities and powers that are 
driven by Mammon.

Third, I consider our misconceptions about what media technologies 
can accomplish. We tend to think that the latest medium is either going 
to save the world or doom it. We associate media technologies with either 
God or the devil, but they actually reflect our own mixed motives. Some 
supporters saw Puttnam as a media prophet who would save the industry. 
Perhaps they naively believed in the power of the media to greatly improve 
the world.
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Finally, I address our tendency toward technophobia. We at times 
wrongly assume that technology itself is inherently evil. Instead, we need 
to remember that media technologies are part of the unfolding of God’s 
creation that offer opportunities for both good and bad—for promoting 
peace and joy and for spreading conflict and oppression.

Consumption Communities

Brian Warner became rock star Marilyn Manson in 1989 when he took on 
the first name of sex symbol Marilyn Monroe and the last name of mass 
murderer Charles Manson. Having grown up in a conservative Protestant 
home and having attended a Christian school, Manson might have identi-
fied with the evangelical faith. But the apocalyptic expressions of the faith 
scared him, and the Christian community intimidated him. Desperate for 
attention and acceptance, he eventually formed a rock group. As Manson 
recalls, the applause from fans gave him “a sense of pride, accomplishment 
and self-satisfaction strong enough to eclipse my withering self-image and 
my punching-bag past.”5 His rock group criticizes the church and offers 
troubled kids both acceptance and identity. In order to be accepted, fans 
consume Manson’s products, attend his concerts, imitate his clothing, and 
celebrate his way of life. Manson and his fans can create anti-Christian cul-
ture while building their own consumption-oriented community.

Manson’s popularity reveals how consumer culture can replace re-
ligious faith and community, especially when religious people are not 
practicing what they supposedly believe. Manson’s fans buy and display his 
products to tell the world who they are and what they believe. They freely 
adopt Manson’s pop theology about “saving ourselves,” exuberantly enjoy 
his frenzied performances at concerts, and scour music magazines for 
photos of their idol to display on their bedroom walls. Even if fans do not 
completely accept Manson’s Satanism, they might identify with his cynical 
religious attitudes and join their peers in creating new personal identities. 
Over time fans can become, like Manson, spiritual amnesiacs who have 
forgotten their religious roots.

Media begin shaping consumer identities long before kids enter school. 
Preschool children listen to rock radio stations and play their older siblings’ 
music. Animated television programs blend consumer identities into kids’ 
imaginative play, creating a marketing bonanza for branded products, from 
toys to school supplies to clothing.6 As children start reading, they also 
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have access to consumer-oriented magazines and comic books. Younger 
and younger children think that they have to join an adolescent consumer 
culture that dictates choices about clothing, body image, and media usage.7 

They believe that they will not be loved and accepted unless they conform. 
Out of misdirected love, parents sometimes provide money for their chil-
dren to join even self-destructive communities of consumers.

Manson’s popularity illustrates how mass communication restructures 
our communal lives by inviting us to ignore our religious communities and 
to identify instead with people who consume the same goods and services 
that we do. We sometimes feel as though we have more in common with 
strangers than with members of our own families and local communities. 
Like spiritual amnesiacs, we rush to keep up with cultural fads and lose 
sense of our religious past. Unlike the church, the media always accept us 
and entertain us; advertisers and filmmakers never reject us. Manson ac-
cepts every adolescent who purchases his products or attends his concerts. 
In Hollywood, everyone can be a neighbor.

The commercial media encourage us to form superficial communities 
of consumption. Beginning in the nineteenth century, first with magazines 
and later with radio and television, the media connected people across 
geographic space with consumer products that symbolized attractive life-
styles and the American dream. People began replacing local, ethnic, and 
religious connections with consumer-oriented lifestyles, forming what 
historian Daniel Boorstin calls consumption communities.8 These shallow 
communities are many people’s substitute for shalom.

Consumerism invites us not only to purchase particular products but 
also to identify with people who have the same lifestyle. Advertisers direct 
people’s need for clothing into desires for particular name brands. In the late 
1940s, advertising encouraged millions of people to use installment loans to 
purchase automobiles, even where public transportation was readily avail-
able.9 Radio and television commercials helped create new middle-class fads 
in games, toys, and leisure pursuits. North America had its Chevy drivers, 
Lucky Strike smokers, and Pepsodent toothpaste users. Later it had cloth-
ing by the Gap, Abercrombie and Fitch, and Ralph Lauren. Suburban malls 
replaced neighborhood markets. Consumption communities increasingly 
became a substitute for ethnic neighborhoods and religious enclaves. Even-
tually American society gave birth to the worldwide Lexus community, the 
global Barbie-doll community, the transcontinental Marilyn Manson com-
munity, and thousands of other consumption-based cultures.
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Consumption communities can be either bad or good for traditional 
religious communities. They can weaken valuable traditions or infuse them 
with new life, facilitate shalom or foster love of Mammon.

The church is far from immune to consumerism. Cult heroes such as 
Marilyn Manson are easy to identify, but what about consumption com-
munities within the church that promote superficial expressions of faith? 
Christian consumption communities encourage the rise of influential para-
church celebrities such as Christian broadcast personalities who are more 
interested in selling their products than in nurturing faith or building local 
community. Christian broadcasting sometimes champions a kind of senti-
mentalism where faith is little more than being a fan of a mass-mediated 
religious personality who pretends to be our neighbor.

The church’s consumption communities transform mundane prod-
ucts into superficially “holy” icons. They promote Bible trivia games, Jesus 
paintings, W.W.J.D. bracelets, wallpaper and pencils inscribed with Bible 
verses, and bumper stickers and evangelistic T-shirts with catchy sayings. 
Advertising copywriters compose slogans to create demand for special Bi-
ble translations and annotated Scriptures, including gender-specific Bibles, 
student Bibles, and Bibles for single people. Sometimes publishers wrongly 
promote their books as though they will provide complete solutions for 
complex personal and spiritual problems.

On the positive side, however, consumption communities can help 
members of religious traditions to strengthen their faith. Consumer goods 
can meet real needs while they generate a profit. Some products can and do 
make faith relevant for many people and provide an alternative to main-
stream consumer culture. They go beyond entertainment to substance, 
offering practical parenting advice, insightful Bible study materials, in-
formational reviews of contemporary culture, and discerning discussions 
of political issues. Some of the best religious products revive traditional 
religious practices even if the products are not extremely popular.

Supporters of contemporary Christian music know that it has edi-
fied many younger church members who otherwise might have joined 
consumption communities such as Manson’s. Moreover, it has renewed 
worship music with fresh styles and meaningful lyrics that even enliven 
the faith of older members. Some congregations have encouraged younger 
members to write music for the local body of believers and to publish it for 
the benefit of other churches. Religiously inspired consumer products can 
help build Christian community.
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The value of contemporary Christian music for many believers reveals 
how popular religious culture can avoid love of Mammon and facilitate 
faithful community. Jesus’ early followers used popular artifacts to commu-
nicate the gospel and to build new communities of belief. When the apostle 
John wrote of Jesus as the Logos, the Word, he borrowed language from the 
Greek culture of the day, using a popular metaphor to communicate the 
incarnation to unbelievers. At Mars Hill, Paul used a familiar statue and 
words to a popular song in his presentation of the gospel. Popular com-
munication can invite people to consider a deeper relationship between 
themselves and God. It is an important means of introducing the faith to 
nonbelieving cultures.10 Indeed, commercial mass media learned many of 
their marketing lessons from the church!11

In our fallen culture, however, it is sometimes difficult to know where 
faith ends and consumerism begins. The contemporary Christian music 
industry has both helped and hurt many local churches. Christian rock 
music has bothered pastors and music leaders who believe that contempo-
rary music is not appropriate for worship. These concerns are valid when 
Christian artists treat the church setting as a worldly entertainment venue, 
with spotlighted singers in cocktail dresses at ten o’clock in the morning. 
Popular Christian music has also made it more difficult for those who are 
trying to maintain or revive traditional hymnody. While contemporary 
worship styles may help keep some believers in the church, they also may 
make believers indifferent to church traditions and inflexible about wor-
ship preferences.

Consumption communities can foster spiritual amnesia within the 
church so that we become “people without the kinds of memories that nur-
ture and enrich our lives.”12 The church is God’s historic community, not 
merely a faddish consumption community. The Christian faith is far more 
than temporary experience. It is more than vague relationships with people 
who wear the same bracelets, carry the same version of the Bible, or spout 
the same religious slogans. Christian community must be anchored in our 
shared belief in God’s redemptive work throughout history.

Shalom, relationships of godly justice and peace, requires us to form 
communities of memory in which we both share our contemporary life sto-
ries with one another and identify with the historic church. In real Chris-
tian community we frame our lives in the historic stories of Scripture, the 
richness of a Christian tradition, and the communal bonds of local fellow-
ship. We all need a community that is anchored in its past, not floundering 
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in faddish enthusiasms, material anticipation, and happy feelings. Shalom 
is never fully achieved through media-inspired consumerism.

Christian community is always grounded in a particular geographic 
place and anchored in the cultural activities of generations of faithful peo-
ple. Consumer culture tends to replace our historical connections and our 
sense of place with faddish events and mass-produced products. As writer 
Wendell Berry puts it, without the salt of faith and shalom, an industrial 
economy is “unable to distinguish one place or person or creature from an-
other.”13 This is precisely the problem with Hollywood. Rootlessness makes 
the entertainment industry a fertile culture for superficial neighborliness 
and deep-seated love of Mammon. The love of fame and fortune replaces 
the love of God and neighbor.

Consumption communities are part of a larger social trend that 
wrongly encourages us to see ourselves primarily as consumers. Mass-me-
diated communities focus on people as mere buyers and users of consumer 
goods. At their worst, consumption communities reject God’s cultural 
mandate in Genesis that we take care of and develop the creation. They 
seductively invite us to become what we buy, rather than to produce and 
purchase products that reflect what God wants us to be. We are called to be 
caretakers of all of the resources at our disposal, including consumer prod-
ucts. Our gifts, talents, and possessions should foster deeper communities 
of shalom.

Fallen Institutions

When Puttnam became the head of Columbia Pictures, he had to make 
some difficult choices about the rules by which he would guide the stu-
dio. He wanted to serve audiences in addition to making a profit, so he 
began planning to make films with socially redeeming value. Soon, how-
ever, he recognized that Columbia was merely one part of a larger, deeply 
entrenched social system made up of banks, talent agencies, movie critics, 
film exhibitors, and guilds. He could not fully re-create Columbia as an in-
dependent institution. In fact, studio owner Coca-Cola would not let him.

All mass media are forged by social institutions—human organiza-
tions that collectively create culture. Social institutions are communities 
with their own values, practices, and beliefs. Puttnam became part of a 
social institution when he took over Columbia Pictures. He inherited em-
ployees who were already conducting business according to the company’s 
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own, internal culture, which mirrored the culture of other commercial 
media organizations.

People in commercial media create popular culture to make a profit. 
Commercial media institutions include broadcast networks, media con-
glomerates, and the Christian music industry. God’s gift of human com-
munication enables people within these organizations to work together as 
coordinated institutions. Newspapers, for example, coordinate editors, re-
porters, and printers to publish newspapers. Similarly, it takes screenwrit-
ers, lighting technicians, directors, scene designers, actors, and producers 
to create motion pictures. Because the media require so many differently 
skilled people to operate, they need organized systems to function. Without 
the ability to coordinate their activities through social institutions, people 
could not produce mass communication; society would have only indi-
vidual artisans.

In a fallen world, however, all types of media institutions can exploit 
the people they supposedly serve. In totalitarian nations, for instance, state 
media often abuse citizens by advocating and promoting official values and 
beliefs that serve the government more than the people. These nationalistic 
media sometimes appeal to people’s racism or ethnocentrism, and some 
governments restrict public access to media in order to control political 
dissent. In countries with market systems, on the other hand, media can 
exploit people by pandering to their basest instincts, giving consumers 
whatever they want, even if it is not good for them.

All media institutions contribute negatively to culture in some way. 
The normal ways that newspaper editors select and present the news can 
hide the bigger truth about a story. Newspapers sometimes censor the voic-
es of members of groups that do not buy many papers. Broadcast networks 
give audiences melodramatic television shows that glamorize sex outside 
of marriage. People say of television news stories: “If it bleeds, it leads; if 
it’s sex, it’s next.” The people who run community playhouses often select 
scripts that will pack the house without serving the needs of the commu-
nity. Christian music artists might equate market share with ministry.14 In 
a fallen world, there are no perfect media institutions.

As social institutions, many media implicitly discourage creativity 
and individuality. Like Puttman, Christians who try to improve the me-
dia often learn that worldly success requires them to imitate other media 
professionals. They, too, homogenize media content and reject alternative 
points of view. Followers of Christ should instead find ways of re-creating 
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media institutions bit by bit until they are open to practices that better 
serve society.15

Media Idolatry

Both the media and consumers often demonstrate a naive hope in the pow-
er of technology to improve society. Jacques Ellul concludes that people 
in industrialized societies idolize media technologies. They have a techno-
logical mindedness that leads them to emphasize the values of efficiency 
and control over all others. Values such as love, compassion, justice, and 
fairness have little place in technological society.16

Throughout history, humankind has practiced media idolatry—a be-
lief that the latest media can solve practically all of our social and individual 
problems. In the United States, the rise of the telegraph in the 1850s elicited 
strong public pronouncements about the “universal” new medium that 
would usher in “worldwide peace” and lead to the Christian conversion of 
pagans everywhere.17 Later, radio, television, videocassette recorders, and 
eventually the internet produced the same kinds of mystical predictions. 
One Christian called broadcasting one of the “major miracles of modern 
times.” He argued that electronic media were returning the church to its 
early roots in household worship by “breaking down the walls of tradition” 
and “ushering in a revolutionary new form of the worshiping, witnessing 
church that existed twenty centuries ago.”18 This sanguine view of media 
technology is deeply rooted in American evangelicalism.19 Still, studies 
show that most people are converted to Christ through the personal efforts 
of friends and family, not through the mass media.20 Being a real neighbor 
in the biblical sense is splendid communication and an effective witness.

We might wish that the media had such magical power to spread the 
gospel and to rebuild community, but imperfect social institutions always 
reduce the real value of technology. The fact that the church calls various 
religious programs “missionary television” does not necessarily make them 
so.21 Once we actually use a new technology, we find that it never lives up to 
the hype about its evangelistic value. Technology can be no more effective 
than the people who use it.

History reveals our technological folly. At one time the videocassette 
recorder was going to save education by delivering marvelous curricular 
content directly into all classrooms, making master teachers available in 
the inner city and the suburbs alike.22 Later, public excitement about the 
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“Information Superhighway” elicited the same utopian rhetoric.23 Uncriti-
cal advocates of the internet assert that it will connect all students to high-
quality educational materials. Millions of education dollars have been spent, 
but none of the grand technological predictions have come true. When we 
convince ourselves that salvation from our problems is a few fonts, images, 
or nanoseconds away, we idolize media.

We could accomplish far more with the media if our efforts were not 
diverted by our false hopes. Many organizations in Christian broadcasting, 
for instance, invest very few resources in programming and production. 
Because they are transmitting messages across geographic space, they cre-
ate the illusion that they are communicating effectively with audiences. 
International Christian broadcasting is sometimes so ethnocentric that 
non-Anglo cultures do not find it particularly intelligible, let alone persua-
sive. Many overseas broadcasts are translated directly from English scripts, 
with no sensitivity to how the receiving cultures understand the Scriptures 
differently.24 Producers wrongly assume that all cultures are like North 
American, middle-class society.

Ellul’s biting critique of the media may be overstated, but it illumi-
nates how difficult it is to use media technologies to promote peace and 
justice. When we idolize technology, we put too much faith in the media 
and our attention is diverted from our own fallenness. Our optimism about 
redeeming the media has to be tempered by the stark realities of a sin-
ful world with broken institutions. Many media are part of billion-dollar, 
multinational empires based on love of Mammon. Others are anchored in 
ideological movements or controlled by authoritarian governments. We 
cannot alter the core values of media institutions by writing a few letters to 
stockholders, calling for a couple of flashy boycotts of advertisers, or con-
gratulating a Hollywood company because it hires a handful of Christian 
employees. As long as we idolize technology, we will be easily sidetracked 
by naive, short-lived reform campaigns, and we will fail to see the difficulty 
of transforming the media. As Ellul argues, we need not only vision but also 
biblical discernment and collective wisdom.25

Technophobia

If we sometimes expect media technology to accomplish too much, we 
also fail to see its potential. Technophobia, or fear of technology, obscures 
the ways that God works through even unrefined technologies to bring 
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grace and peace to humankind. Just as our communities can fall prey to 
the latest media fads, they can unnecessarily rue every new technology as 
the possible end of civilization. Christians, too, sometimes turn the media 
into the lone cause of all evil in society. News anchor Tom Brokaw rightly 
wonders, “What or who was blamed for the flaws of the world before 
television. It has become a handy, all-purpose scapegoat.”26 We focus so 
narrowly on the faults of television that we deny the power of God to work 
through us to use it appropriately for the good of humankind. Each new 
media technology is both a source of social and spiritual problems and 
also a reservoir of opportunity.

We should listen humbly to technophobic media critics even as we 
reject their knee-jerk negativism. We will likely find some enlightening 
ideas in their critiques. Malcolm Muggeridge wonders if moving-image 
media are inherently dishonest because they pretend to capture reality as 
if no one is behind the camera,27 and Neil Postman argues persuasively 
that television promotes amusement, stifles reading, and eclipses viewers’ 
rational thought.28 Even if Postman overstates the case against television, 
he raises important issues that we should address. We need to determine 
the appropriate place for television in society, church, and home. We must 
consider how to push media institutions to create edifying programs, 
and we must challenge the ways that people uncritically use television in 
their lives. Media critics such as Muggeridge and Postman can help us to 
formulate questions and to perceive media-related issues that we might 
otherwise overlook because of our own laziness or our naive enchantment 
with technology.

But we must caution ourselves against believing with some critics that 
there is no place for the media in our communities of faith and hope. Even 
though there are real problems with existing social institutions, we must 
not give up all hope. The best media critics realize that often in human 
culture the devil is in the details. Rather than large generalizations about 
the value of the media, we need nuanced, discerning insights into the good 
as well as the evil.

The growth of cable and satellite television opened up channels for 
historical, educational, and artistic productions. The video and DVD tech-
nologies gave parents much more selection for themselves and their chil-
dren. All online publishing can hardly be called pornography or labeled 
trivial. The digital explosion has opened up new ways for teachers, pastors, 
and parents to find news and information about their world. If critics are 
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not addressing these positive developments along with the dangers of new 
technologies, they are not serving their neighbors. The most helpful critics 
distinguish between naive condemnation and fair-minded criticism. They 
know that even media behemoths come and go. With governmental regu-
lation and fickle audiences, today’s media guns may be out of ammunition 
tomorrow. Decent people do manage by grace to gain influential positions. 
Moreover, new media are always emerging, and there are opportunities 
for godly people to shape them. We need to listen to the media critics but 
avoid technophobia.

Conclusion

The mass media are communities of mixed motives that produce mixed 
blessings. On the one hand, they can reflect the good found in life. On the 
other hand, the media can highlight some of our weakest tendencies to love 
money, to express destructively our own egos, to seize power over others, 
and to pretend that we are serving or even saving people when we are really 
exploiting them.

Although we often think of the media as mere sources of entertain-
ment, they are really extensions of our God-given ability to cocreate culture. 
In spite of their limitations, the media are potential resources to help us 
serve our neighbor by telling the truth and building communities of shalom.  
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Response to Chapter 8

Still a Mixed Bag

Kevin Schut

Quentin j. schultze starts chapter 8 on mass-mediated communica-
tion with the cautionary story of David Puttnam, the critically acclaimed 
filmmaker of Chariots of Fire, who seemed to be able to partner higher prin-
ciples with commercial success. He did not, however, last long as the head of 
the film studio Columbia Pictures; the industry, Schultze says, does not like 
outsiders who refuse to play the corrupt games built into the system.

This is a compelling story of righteousness in the face of immorality. 
But how well does it apply to today’s media landscape? The changes in the 
media industry in the couple decades prior to Schultze’s book, while sig-
nificant, were far less culture-altering than the transformations since 2000.

So how can Schultze’s wisdom from the era of mass broadcast still help 
us in the era of portable, digital, interactive, on-demand content? We first 
need to understand how post-2000 media differ from pre-2000 media. In 
the end, I suggest that Schultze’s insights and critiques are still both valid 
and valuable to Christians who want to be faithful witnesses in a mass me-
diated world.

How Today’s Media Landscape Differs from 2000

It is an oversimplification to say that pre-2000 media are completely unlike 
today’s media, but some fundamental technological and financial realities 
have changed. 

Print, film, radio, television, and other older, traditional mass media 
can reach thousands or even millions of people at a very inexpensive cost per 
person, but the cost of owning a press or television studio or radio broad-
cast tower was very high. Ownership was mostly centralized, with control 
resting in the hands of a few multinational companies. In contrast, today’s 
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environment is decentralized. We can all be broadcasters with the device 
that sits in our pocket. Today’s cheap smart phone gives an amateur film-
maker opportunities that an indie artiste from 1980 could only dream of.

Unsurprisingly, then, the amount and diversity of content produced 
and consumed has exploded. 

A bottom-rung cable television package in 2000 might have had 
twenty or thirty channels. Today, YouTube alone has tens of millions of 
channels, and, according to one source, approximately twenty-nine thou-
sand channels have over a million subscribers.1

Our interaction with that content is also fundamentally different. The 
broadcast era featured an extended moment in time when lots of people 
could only passively consume mass media content, and relatively few peo-
ple actually made anything. Today’s media are comparatively interactive. 
Nobody will click on your rant about the dearth of decent stuffing recipes, 
but also nobody is going to stop you from posting it.

As the lines have blurred between the culture produced by media and 
its consumption, power centers have shifted, too. The late 1990s saw a huge 
concentration of media mega-businesses, a process that has since intensi-
fied. But we have a different set of six-hundred-pound gorillas dominating 
the media jungle. As the internet has made centralized control of culture 
production increasingly harder (e.g., if you do not like Disney’s content, you 
can watch silly videos created by hundreds of independent producers on 
TikTok), power has flowed naturally to the technological hosts of this digi-
tal playground. Today, hardware manufacturer Apple, software and gaming 
giant Microsoft, search and advertising colossus Alphabet (Google), social 
media company Meta (Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, and Oculus), and 
retailer Amazon are the power brokers. 

Most of these companies have some role in the production of popular 
culture, but their core business is the stuff around the movies, television 
shows, and games, rather than the content itself. They are the platforms 
for, more than the producers of, the stuff consumed. Media companies like 
Disney and Warner are still very powerful and important (ever heard of the 
Marvel Cinematic Universe?), but today’s media users have more options 
than ever before, even as their digital playground is dominated by ever-
fewer titans.
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The More Things Change, Schultze’s Insights Still Apply

Maybe we should expect Schultze’s observations about the promises and 
pitfalls of mass media to be somewhat outdated in today’s significantly 
changed context. Surprisingly, however, his points remain as relevant as 
ever for today’s Christians.

Let’s start with his observation that all media are institutions and that 
these institutions are fallen. On one level, this is obviously true. New gi-
ants like Amazon or Meta have tremendous power. But what about all the 
small-scale producers of content that have proliferated in the digital era? 
Prominent internet stars like Mr. Beast2 or Charli D’Amelio3 might have 
a whole team of people working with or for them, but millions of produc-
tions still rely on one person to do the work. This might suggest that we are 
less institution-oriented than in 2000.

But even the least famous YouTuber or TikTok influencer is part of a 
bureaucracy. Sitting behind my “upload” button is an army of programmers, 
accountants, salespeople, managers, public relations people, and more. The 
policies of YouTube shape who can and cannot get paid for content,4 Insta-
gram’s (human-created) algorithms shape our feed,5 and TikTok’s corporate 
parent Byte Dance is responsible to the government of China.6

And Schultze’s basic point that none of these institutions are anywhere 
near perfect is still a fair one today. The old hubris and the amoral (and 
often immoral) pursuit of success that Schultze saw in media industries 
at the turn of the millennium is still here. And despite Google and other 
techno-religious prophets’ promise to “do no evil,” we have begun to see 
new ways in which technology titans can fail us.7 Critics connect Big Tech 
with problems such as the amplification of extremism and toxic behavior,8 
the encouragement of polarization and incivility,9 and, of course, the abso-
lute trampling over of any kind of privacy.10 The key point: The sins of our 
media industries are not the ordinary sins of individual failure, but instead 
are the kind of poison only a group of people working together can create.

But I think Schultze’s extended critique of consumption commu-
nities—a term borrowed from historian Daniel Boorstin to describe a 
loose-knit affiliation of people drawn together by shared purchasing and 
devotion to a brand11—is even more on point for today. Think, for ex-
ample, of the almost cult-like adoration that fans have lavished on Apple 
for almost four decades.

As our society moves increasingly further away from traditional sourc-
es of identity, many consumer-oriented corporations are only too happy to 
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offer their products as a substitute for the now-tarnished churches, gov-
ernments, schools, and families that used to be the foundation of cultural 
identity. Jeep guides millennials through the key stages of adulthood,12 Old 
Spice flexes a wryly self-conscious masculinity,13 Dove teaches women to 
embrace non-photoshopped natural beauty,14 and Apple is still undeniably 
young and cool.15 Brands are part of political tribalism: People on the left 
eat Ben & Jerry’s ice cream, and people on the right get MyPillow products.

These consumption communities are, as Schultze notes, very easy to 
enter, very shallow, and a psychologically unsteady basis for building an 
identity. Schultze argues that, at times, consumption communities can be 
positive forces in the life of the church, helping Christians to refresh the way 
they communicate, but on the whole he sees them as culturally problematic. 

Even though subscription-supported media have somewhat displaced 
advertising-supported media (maybe temporarily?16), marketing domi-
nates our culture. There is a place and role for anyone and everyone to buy. 
But, as Schultze notes, these consumerist identities have no permanence 
or solidity—something that is well illustrated by how dated some of the 
contemporary examples in this chapter will seem only two or three years 
after publication. Their essence is not rooted in the reality of a Creator God 
who loves each of us completely, despite whatever we do, say, or wear.

The Way Forward: Applying Old Wisdom to  
New Circumstances 

Yet, the final points in Schultze’s analysis of media suggest that the approach 
of Christians to our mass-mediated culture should not be one of total rejec-
tion. Instead, he proposes a balance between the extremes of media idolatry 
and technophobia. 

On the one hand, Schultze clearly argues that putting our shows and 
music and novels at the center of our being is a form of idolatry that can 
have pretty bad results. Much of our media are in a frenzied chase for the 
consumer’s so-called “good life.” Even relatively innocuous shows preach 
that contentment comes from a renovated house or an exotic trip or an 
exquisitely baked pie. And, of course, there is much more problematic ma-
terial available: a glorification of violence and cruelty, an obsession with 
self-gratifying and often abusive sex. Making this a core part of who we are 
obviously leads to problems.

But Schultze does not advocate a retreat from pop culture. Instead, he 
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notes that, while critics of technology and mass media ask difficult ques-
tions that we need to take seriously, it is still a problem to simply reject all 
forms of popular culture and technology. Technophobia, he argues, leads 
to different dead ends than idolatry does, though dead ends, nonetheless.

And this is the core of Schultze’s approach to mass media, which I 
think is still relevant to the era of Web 3.0/metaverse/wearables/other 
buzzwords: We find both good and evil in our media. On one level, this 
may seem like a no-brainer. But media critics—especially Christian media 
critics—frequently jump back and forth between the extremes of fully em-
bracing new media or absolutely rejecting it.

Central to Schultze’s approach is the recognition that God created a 
good world and, even after the fall of humanity, continually intervenes with 
his grace and love. And at the same time, sin has stained everything in this 
world. The job of Christians is to combat media processes and content that 
encourage selfishness, hate, cruelty, vanity, destruction, despair, and any 
other kind of brokenness. And just as important is the call for Christians 
to identify, encourage, and promote media institutions and materials that 
encourage faith, hope, love, gentleness, generosity, self-control, and various 
other fruits of the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:22–23), even if we know that nothing 
anyone creates will ever be perfect.

We can apply this to the video games industry, for example. The moral 
defects of many video games are prominently on display in best-selling ti-
tles that celebrate a kind of reckless and self-righteous militarism or casual 
cruelty. Perhaps most prominent is the pernicious narrative of purification 
through violence: Countless games essentially teach that salvation comes 
from the destruction of enemies. At the same time, even dark and bloody 
titles, like The Last of Us, can encourage game players to consider seriously 
the nature of evil and the challenge of sacrifice.

Even more positively, many games bring people together for fun and 
community-building interaction, like the popular Rocket League, which 
involves playing soccer with cars. Highly narrative games, like the Horizon 
Zero Dawn series, bring both religious and secular gamers on inspiring 
quests that focus (intentionally or not) on Christ-like self-sacrifice. And 
artistic masterpieces, like That Dragon, Cancer, while not fun in the tradi-
tional sense, can powerfully and emotionally impact players with messages 
of hope in the midst of suffering.

A Christian approach to media looks at our popular art, like these 
games, and critiques the problems while celebrating the blessings. Whether 
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we are talking about the blockbuster films of the 1990s or today’s video 
games, Schultze’s approach is still relevant. Our call to be faithful servants 
of God in a world full of complicated media stays the same. 

Discussion Questions

1. Do you think that it is more important for our technology today to 
allow many people to participate in creating and distributing content 
or to allow many channels to be owned and operated by just a few 
huge companies?

2. How are the sins and problems of institutions, businesses, and orga-
nizations different from the sins and problems of individuals? Why 
might these differences matter?

3. What do you see as the chief problems of today’s media giants? How 
do they poison our culture? On the flip side, what are some of the good 
things they do? (Good criticism does more than just identify problems; 
it also recognizes what is good and worth encouraging and keeping.)

4. Do you see yourself as part of any consumption communities (as 
defined by Daniel Boorstin)? If so, what is the appeal of the various 
products and services you connect with? If you do not see yourself 
as part of a consumption community, why has that not happened for 
you? Are consumption communities a major problem, minor prob-
lem, or generally a positive thing?

5. Think of a real-life example of media idolatry and technophobia. What 
are the problems with each approach? What do you think a balanced 
approach to media use looks like in any given situation? Do you agree 
with Schultze that this is what God calls us to do?

6. Can God use secular pop culture to bless and teach and uplift people? 
Think of positive examples of mass media texts (television shows, 
video games, popular music, movies, etc.). What kind of impact have 
they made in your life and why? Do you think of this as a gift from 
God, or do the positives simply mask serious problems? 
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Chapter 9

Prophet, Priest, or Demon?

Mass-Media Mythology

In a fistful of fig newtons, novelist Jean Shepherd depicts a future in 
which archaeologists are excavating the remains of New York City. Hoping 
to understand what led to the decline of “Fun City,” the archaeologists care-
fully unearth treasured artifacts in the basements along Manhattan’s Madi-
son Avenue, the heart of the advertising world. They discover tin canisters 
holding old film of television commercials—a “cosmic” archaeological find.

The archaeologists feed the antique reels of film into a projector to 
view firsthand the remarkable artifacts. Image after image flickers on the 
screen, revealing past icons of American culture. Finally, they view a com-
mercial that appears to be the ultimate discovery, the nexus of American 
belief. A stern man clad in an authoritative uniform stands in front of small, 
white, apparently sacred scrolls. “Ladies, please don’t squeeze the Char-
min!” he says. Amazed at the apparent significance of the archaeological 
find, the leader of the excavation says, “If we can find out what was on those 
Charmins, or what they were used for, I believe we would know what their 
civilization was all about, what they believed in. Do you follow?”1

Shepherd’s tale suggests that advertising is at the heart of American 
popular belief. If Shepherd is right, products of the media, especially ad-
vertising, are sacred texts. Americans derive popular values and beliefs 
not just from organized religion or the sacred Scriptures but also from the 
mass media.

Shepherd’s theory challenges the views of most communication ex-
perts. Media scholars often describe four major roles that mass commu-
nication plays in society: informing the public, entertaining audiences, 
persuading consumers, and educating citizens. They say, for example, that 
news informs, advertising persuades, prime-time television entertains, and 
public television and film documentaries educate. If Shepherd is right, these 
four roles are less important than media’s underlying function: Perhaps the 
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media are modern society’s mythology—its public expressions of what 
most people truly believe and value.

In this chapter, I argue that the consumption of mass-mediated stories 
has largely replaced “tribal” storytelling. Instead of sitting around the fire 
recalling tales of our own cultural tribes, we gather around the television, 
read newspapers and magazines, attend movies, and listen to the radio. 
Shepherd’s tale satirically captures the media’s ability to tell “sacred” stories. 
Increasingly, the media serve a kind of religious role in society.

Second, I illuminate what I call the media’s priestly role. As priest-like 
institutions, the media do not try to challenge the tribe’s values and beliefs. 
Instead, they primarily confirm people’s existing beliefs and values. The 
commercial media in particular affirm our culture more than they try to 
change it. After all, they have to attract audiences for advertisers. As priests, 
the media offer society an uncritical portrayal of itself. They “hold us up” 
for us to see. These media represent the tribe to itself.

Third, I discuss mass media’s demonization of certain individuals and 
groups. As they tell priestly stories, media reflect the kinds of morally good 
and morally evil characters that already exist in the tribe’s imagination. The 
media stereotypically assign the evil roles to members of certain groups, af-
firming the tribe’s belief that evil resides only in evil people, not in all of us.

Finally, I examine how the media can also function as prophets by 
challenging society’s existing beliefs. Reporters, documentary filmmakers, 
media critics, and playwrights are among the people who sometimes serve 
this prophetic role. Shepherd’s story about discovering old commercials in 
New York City is essentially a prophetic tale that reveals American depen-
dence on superficial consumer culture.

Creating Myths

Noel Gallagher, leader of the rock group Oasis, once said, “We’re more 
popular than Jesus Christ now.” He added, “Some of the pop stars I like are 
more important to me than God. I would hope we mean more to people 
than putting money in the church basket and saying ten Hail Marys on 
Sunday.”2 Gallagher captured a strange truth about modern society: Some 
media celebrities are more popular than religious leaders. Pop stars do 
create a popular mythology that competes with religion. Some fans even 
worship celebrities.

Aristotle used the term mythoi to refer to a culture’s stories that people 
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use to understand themselves.3 Today we think of “myths” as fictional sto-
ries, but for Aristotle and many others, it was irrelevant whether the events 
in the stories had actually happened. The purpose of myths is to create 
shared experiences and beliefs among people, to capture a particular com-
munity’s beliefs and feelings about life. Often the most popular rock groups 
achieve mythical significance. They do far more than entertain audiences; 
they connect fans with one another through common media experiences.

The key to understanding the mythological role of the media is the 
relationship between story and tribe, or community. God created us as 
creatures who use stories not just to entertain but also to bind people to-
gether in a common life. Our mythical tales enable us to express and share 
assumptions about life. Jesus taught primarily by telling stories that dealt 
with the culture of the day,4 and his stories became part of the larger collec-
tion of stories known as the Bible. Inspired by God, the church recalls the 
stories of Scripture time and again to remind believers that their own lives 
are now part of the story of God’s redemption. All cultural groups forge 
identities partly through tribal storytelling.

Popular media, then, are like a secular “bible” for contemporary cul-
ture. Their stories reflect how and what we believe, even the command-
ments that members of the tribe are expected to obey. Sitcoms remind us to 
believe that we can overcome the complications of life. “Hang in there!” is 
the message. “Be positive!” Millions of people turn to their televisions night 
after night to see and know that people can overcome the difficulties of life. 
They use comedies to confirm their hopes.

One Canadian editor says that news is “a daily journal of moral con-
duct.” A newspaper, he adds, is “a vehicle for parables about people and how 
they make moral decisions.”5 News teaches us about the trials and triumphs 
of sports heroes, criminals, politicians, and everyday people. Each of these 
kinds of stories instructs us about tribal beliefs. We shake our heads about 
the tragedies and celebrate the occasional victories.

In some respects, this media “religion” challenges the Christian faith. 
Commercial television and traditional Christian faith, for example, com-
pete culturally.6 We learn through commercials that our external beauty 
will determine our popularity among other people, whereas Scripture em-
phasizes the importance of what is in our hearts (1 Sam. 16:7). Sitcoms 
teach us repeatedly that things will work out in the end, whereas the Prov-
erbs emphasize the consequences of our wisdom or foolishness. Biblical 
truth is a “story of what God has done.”7 Media stories, on the other hand, 
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usually tell us what humans can accomplish without God. Whereas the 
gospel focuses on God, the media focus on people, virtually excluding any 
mention of a transcendent Creator. The Bible tells Christians how to find 
salvation and how to cocreate shalom. Television programs offer little more 
than temporary amusement.

In a sense, we worship mass-media mythology. Scholar Gregor Goeth-
als calls television viewing in particular a “ritual at the TV altar.”8 She does 
not mean that we view distinctly religious programming. Rather, she argues 
that the tube has become one of our major sources of popular mythology. 
Television programs package our common cultural beliefs in ways that ap-
peal to us and attract millions of viewers even for low-rated shows. Some 
people go to church to worship with a community of believers, but millions 
more go to their televisions to commune with the invisible tribe of like-
minded viewers. Some celebrities even function as saints for true believers 
of television fare.

The media, then, are far more than entertainment. They invariably 
support one mythological version of reality over another. Slimness is sexy; 
chubbiness is not. Violence solves problems; turning the other cheek does 
not. Mass media give us shared maps of reality in a chaotic and often con-
fusing world.9 Like sermons and Bible studies, popular entertainment of-
fers what rhetorician Kenneth Burke calls “equipment for living.”10 When 
Noel Gallagher of Oasis said that his group was more popular than Jesus 
Christ, he implicitly suggested that popular culture is the source of inspira-
tion and meaning for many people. Today’s Christians are like the ancient 
Jews in Egypt; we are aliens of the dominant culture.11 The idea that we 
can just disregard the media and live our own holy lives is naive at best. “It 
may be comforting to believe that flipping a switch or turning a dial allows 
independence and freedom of thought and action,” but it is “impossible to 
turn off a whole culture!”12

Priestly Propaganda

Writer Philip Yancey recalls the time that he presented to students several 
dozen slides showing the way that Jesus is portrayed in a variety of cultures. 
He then asked the American students to describe what they thought Jesus 
looked like. Nearly the entire group suggested that Jesus was “tall (unlikely 
for a first-century Jew), most said handsome, and no one said overweight.” 
Finally, Yancey showed them a BBC film featuring “a pudgy actor” playing 
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Christ. Some students found the film offensive. Yancey concluded that our 
“glamorized representations of Jesus say more about us than about him.”13

In a fallen world we seek media that confirm what we want to believe, 
not necessarily what is accurate or truthful. Perhaps the media have their 
greatest impact not in changing what we believe and value but in affirming 
what we already believe and value. Especially in a market system, in which 
large audiences are required, the media accept us as we are and encourage 
us to be even more that way.

Priestly media powerfully confirm and exploit what a tribe wants to 
believe. I use the term priest because the media perform symbolic rituals 
for a group of people. The word “priest” comes from the Latin pontifex, 
which means “bridge builder.” Media build bridges that connect us to one 
another and to the broader beliefs of our culture. A real priest performs 
absolution and pronounces people married; the priestly media tell us that 
everything will work out for good and pronounce blessing on our lifestyles.

Priestly media perform secular rituals that affirm a tribe’s beliefs. Be-
cause the media depend on the tribe’s faithfulness, they need us to believe 
that stories will deliver what they promise. We expect comedies to end 
happily. From the very beginning, television programming was dominated 
by comedic shows with happy endings.14 We want lovers to meet and fall in 
love. We want to believe the advertisers even if we do not fully trust them, 
because we desire products that will make us attractive. Priestly media 
require effective storytellers and a faithful audience in order to create a 
tribe’s culture.

The media repeatedly say to the tribe, “This is who we are. This is our 
name. Join our rituals and believe.” They thereby enable us to participate 
in popular rituals about forgiveness, success, grace, revenge, morality, and 
all of the other mythology of contemporary culture. As a tribe, we turn to 
media stories for confirmation of our beliefs. The media priests offer us one 
major doctrine: All things work together for good for those who believe in 
themselves and in the tenets of the tribal culture.

The market system typically encourages priestly mass media to em-
brace the broad community, not to address specific traditions or identifi-
able cultural groups. As historian Martin Marty once said, the gospel is an 
“improper opinion” for the media to express.15 The heart of the Christian 
faith is too particular, too specific, and too exclusive for the vast tribe of 
North American culture. So the media create broadly defined “gospels” that 
resonate with the wider culture’s beliefs.
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Although the media do not offer the tribe a coherent worldview, they 
do survey the range of human triumphs and tragedies—almost like a full-
orbed theology. Teen movies confirm that it is normal for teens to consider 
their parents stupid and to be obsessed with the opposite sex. Television 
cartoons comfort young people of all religious backgrounds by depicting 
good triumphing over evil. Newscasts present negative news that wears 
us down, then end doxologically with an upbeat, often humorous tale of 
good cheer. Magazine shows such as 60 Minutes confirm what mainstream 
America believes about the triumph of individuals over evil organizations.16 
Advertising confirms—often falsely—that if women lose weight, dress at-
tractively, and color their hair they will be popular and loved. This market-
driven mythology reflects believers’ faith in themselves and their culture.

From a Christian perspective, priestly media are propaganda. French 
scholar Jacques Ellul argues that modern propaganda tells people what they 
want to believe more than it tries to change their beliefs.17 His theory differ-
entiates between the ultimate truth of the gospel and the day-to-day realities 
that we accept as truth. In Ellul’s view, all of our attempts to find truth solely 
in the media are naive. Public opinion surveys do not determine truth any 
more than do audience ratings or Academy Awards. Commercial media are 
interested not in truth so much as in exploiting audiences’ existing beliefs.

Contemporary media gain audiences by carrying messages that reso-
nate not only with people’s beliefs but also with their emotions. Often the 
priestly power of the media is not in stories or words but in images and 
music. Using these emotive tools, propagandists can affirm a tribe’s feelings 
about love and religion, and confirm a people’s nationalism and patrio-
tism. Commercials and rock videos, for example, can provoke feelings that 
“stand in the way of self-examination.”18 Using emotive techniques, media 
connect directly with our hearts while short-circuiting our critical discern-
ment. Sometimes there is a fine line between a multimedia rock concert 
and a contemporary worship experience. Both can use music and image to 
elicit such strong emotional responses that audiences feel as though they 
have at least momentarily transcended their mundane lives and achieved a 
state of blissful joy.

Perhaps the most effective priestly communication is produced by 
the persuasion industries: marketing and public relations. They combine 
emotion and belief in attractive stories, offering the tribe ways to satisfy 
its needs for popularity, prosperity, and happiness. They do not question 
what we want; they only tell us how we can get what we want. Advertising 
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in particular is the high priest of consumer cultures, because both religion 
and advertising promise redemption, “one through faith, the other through 
purchase.”19 Commercials are the “aesthetic marvels of our age,” presenting 
“glowing images of youthful beauty and athletic prowess, of racial harmony 
and exalted fellowship” designed “to persuade us that a certain beer or 
candy bar, or insurance company or oil-based conglomerate, is, like the 
crucified Christ or the defiant Lenin in other times and places, the gateway 
to the good life.”20 Not surprisingly, many of the founders of modern adver-
tising were deeply religious people; advertising became their pulpit.21

The media often misidentify what the tribe really believes. Com-
mercial propagandists frequently err in their attempts to say what their 
flocks wish to hear. Advertising and public relations campaigns sometimes 
misfire. The vast majority of new television programs and magazines last 
barely a year. Most films disappear quickly at the box office. Radio stations 
change formats routinely. Public taste is fickle. Perhaps even the tribe does 
not always know what it values or believes. Media depend on imperfect 
priests to tell stories to unpredictable audiences in very competitive media 
environments. The process of garnering an audience requires a lot of faith 
in the storytellers.

Demonizing Our Neighbor

A Muslim man who had lived in the United States for thirty-three years 
observed that of all the world’s faiths, Islam is the most widely misunder-
stood. Newspapers, television, and film, he said, foster the impression that 
Muslims are “a violent lot—a band of fanatics and terrorists who incite 
holy wars (Jihad) and are ruled by reckless men.” He further observed that 
Muslims “are fearful because ignorance sometimes leads to violence against 
them, particularly when the Middle East is in the news.” He concluded that 
since Islam is the second-largest religion on earth, people “must under-
stand it.”22

The media demonize groups by negatively stereotyping entire cultures 
or categories of people. They amplify a tribe’s existing prejudices, confirm-
ing what audiences want to believe about their own superiority. Media 
propagandize by projecting evil and villainy on entire categories of people, 
members of particular racial, religious, or ethnic groups. Using images, 
sounds, and languages of peoples whom the media consumers do not per-
sonally know, the media tell stories that demonize many disparate groups. 
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When demonization is at its worst, the media characterize groups of people 
as morally bankrupt.23

The popular arts in the United States have always demonized par-
ticular people. Circuses, vaudeville, film, radio, and television portrayed 
immigrant groups and minority groups as evil people. Between roughly 
1835 and 1940, freak shows divided people into two groups—“abnormal 
Westerners” and “normal Westerners.” In so doing, they reflected how the 
dominant American culture determined who was a freak and who was a 
normal member of the tribe. Television and film later portrayed people 
with disabilities as villains. Evil characters had limps, eye patches, and ugly 
facial features. To this day, television’s criminals are frequently unattractive 
or disfigured so we can easily identify their “evil” features.24

In one way or another, popular media use existing cultural stereotypes 
to gain audiences. As the North American population has become more 
multiracial and multicultural, the media have shifted to demonizing dis-
abled people and even extremely religious people (depicted as “fanatics”). 
All of these types of demonizing tend to exacerbate existing conflicts and 
misunderstandings among people. Theologian Jürgen Moltmann suggests, 
for instance, that “our reactions to the disabled are often far worse than 
their disability.”25 Our media stereotypes of others shape how we act toward 
them in real life.

Journalists also demonize people whom the tribe fears or dislikes. 
News stories establish real-world villains. After the bombing of the federal 
building in Oklahoma City in 1997, the news media immediately began 
reporting that Middle Eastern individuals had been seen in the area before 
the bombing. Later they discovered that Midwestern Caucasians were ac-
tually responsible. Why would the media assume that the criminals were 
members of any ethnic or racial group? Such assumptions reveal underly-
ing prejudices and invite further demonization of people in the denigrated 
groups. Sometimes reporters fail to conduct adequate research and to ask 
the tough questions; instead, they accept tribal stereotypes until they are 
confronted directly with reality.

Stereotypical demonizing is also common in news because of a lack of 
heterogeneity within the newsroom. The news business claims to value dif-
ferent perspectives, but it actually favors a kind of “journalistic correctness” 
that confuses objectivity with conformity. When the media speak of diver-
sity, they are not talking about “diversity of opinion, only different faces and 
genders, delivering the same one-sided viewpoint.”26 A truly heterogeneous 
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newsroom would include all kinds of different worldviews, not just ethnic, 
racial, or gender variety. The entire concept of “diversity” in contemporary 
society is itself rather parochial and stereotypical.

The role of media in demonizing particular groups of people is an ex-
tension of fallen human nature. Just as Adam blamed Eve and Eve blamed 
the serpent for their misdeeds, we all look for scapegoats to make us feel 
better about ourselves. As the media oversimplify reality and feed existing 
stereotypes, they satisfy our desire to confirm that we are members of a 
superior tribe. Demonization fulfills our arrogant drive to victimize others. 
Kenneth Burke wrote during the Cold War, “In keeping with the ‘curative’ 
role of victimage, each [nation] is apparently in acute need of blaming all 
its many troubles on the other, wanting to feel certain that, if the other 
and its tendencies were but eliminated, all governmental discord . . . would 
be eliminated.”27 In every historical period, the tribe’s culturally engrained 
pride leads the media to confirm the tribe’s own goodness and to illuminate 
neighbors’ evil.

Demonization contrasts starkly with biblical truth, which stresses that 
evil lives in the heart of every person, not just in the hearts of members of 
specific groups. Like every individual, each tribe has certain strengths and 
weaknesses. One values monetary success; another values generosity. One 
exhibits excessive vengefulness; another exhibits excessive greed. Every so-
ciety must consider its own faults, and every religious group must consider 
its own evil ways. All of us must avoid scapegoating—assigning guilt to oth-
ers for our own misdeeds. And we must also avoid stereotyping—attribut-
ing to each member of a group traits that we assume to be characteristic of 
the group as a whole.

Throughout Christian history, adherents to certain Christian tradi-
tions have publicly demonized other traditions. Protestant luminaries such 
as Martin Luther and John Calvin demonized other groups in their day. 
Lutheran professor and historian Martin Marty admits that “Luther said 
horribly horrible things. Lutherans are all but sworn not to defend him.”28 
Luther spoke against Turks, papists, and certain fellow Protestants. Long 
before modern broadcasting arrived on the scene, Christians used pam-
phlets, books, and sermons to demonize one another. The human fall from 
grace affected the church as well as the rest of society. Every tradition must 
address its tendency to sacramentalize its own beliefs and to demonize oth-
ers’ beliefs.

Shalom requires us to go beyond mediated experiences of other 



184

C o m m u n i c at i n g  f o r  L i f e

EX
AM

 C
O

PY
N

O
T 

FO
R 

RE
SA

LE

cultures and to forge living relationships with our neighbors. Missionaries 
from the United States often return to their home churches to report that 
other cultures are very different from the popular stereotypes. Missionar-
ies, people who do business internationally, immigrants, people who live in 
the city or in rural areas, members of various racial or ethnic groups—all 
are people we should seek out at church, in school, through friends, and in 
our communities because they are valuable interpreters and storytellers for 
us to know and hear. Without firsthand relationships, we can depend too 
easily on stereotypes of Muslims and members of other groups that we too 
easily demonize.

Finding Prophetic Media Voices

A Middle Easterner visiting the United States was asked what he thought 
about American television shows. The visitor said that he was quite im-
pressed because the bad guys always got caught and punished, and the 
good guys always won. Then he paused and said, “Now they just have to 
work on the news.”29 Indeed, news often presents depressing stories of con-
flict and despair. Even with the doxological, upbeat tales at the end of each 
broadcast, the news hardly reflects a world of shalom.

A culture with only priestly media is a dangerous place filled with ar-
rogance and ignorance. Ellul says, “Day after day the wind blows away the 
pages of our calendars, our newspapers, and our political regimes, and we 
glide along the stream of time without any spiritual framework, without a 
memory, without a judgment, carried about by ‘all winds of doctrine.’”30 
Without critical discernment, a tribe implodes with its mythological self-
delusion or explodes with its own conflicts.

Prophetic media truthfully challenge a culture’s beliefs. Throughout 
history, God-fearing prophets have challenged tribes’ mistaken beliefs. Of-
ten these prophets are courageous and cogent observers of contemporary 
culture. As Ellul puts it, the prophet must refuse to “accept appearances 
at their face value, and information for information’s sake.”31 Instead, pro-
phetic media need to “rediscover the meaning of events, and the spiritual 
framework which our contemporaries have lost. This will be a difficult en-
terprise for it is new and humble.”32

When we lack biblical discernment, Christians ignore a wide range 
of important cultural issues. The church has generally overlooked mate-
rialism, gluttony, ethnic stereotypes in films, sexism in soap operas, and 
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violence in sports. In the late 1980s, Christian media were among the last to 
expose the fraudulent practices and heretical beliefs of certain outrageous 
television evangelists.33 Christians should have cleaned their house long 
before the mainstream media had to do it for them. Christian media can be 
just as strongly priestly, and just as weakly prophetic, as mainstream media.

Prophetic media are less-visible alternatives to mainstream media in-
stitutions. Specialized magazines attract small audiences of contrary think-
ers. Christian magazines such as First Things, Sojourners, and The Other 
Side offer perspectives at odds with those of priestly Christian periodicals. 
Similarly, nonreligious journals such as the New Republic, the Atlantic 
Monthly, and the National Review critically evaluate culture, politics, and 
economics—sometimes even with a Christian perspective. On public tele-
vision in the United States, American Playhouse presents some of the finest 
television dramas ever produced, and the dramas frequently have a critical 
edge. Some mainstream newspaper columnists are passionate, fair-minded, 
and self-critical observers of contemporary society who transcend the typi-
cal liberal-conservative distinctions in search of a deeper truth.

Here and there, prophetic voices are struggling to make sense of a 
complex and exasperating world. Some, like African-American intellec-
tual Cornel West, claim the “prophetic stream” of the Christian tradition.34 

Prophets are humble enough to recognize that the deeper truths about our 
state of affairs are not easy to grasp. Their message is, “You might not like it, 
but things are not as good as we want to believe.” Christians know why: We 
are fallen people who are trying to refashion the world in our own image, 
rather than in the image of God’s Kingdom.

The World Association for Christian Communication (WACC), an 
organization made up of Christians who care about communication in 
society, is one example of a prophetic media voice. WACC’s statement on 
communication says, “Prophetic communication stimulates critical aware-
ness of the reality constructed by the media and helps people to distinguish 
truth from falsehood, to discern the subjectivity of the journalist and to 
disassociate that which is ephemeral and trivial from that which is lasting 
and valuable.”35 WACC runs leadership workshops in developing nations, 
publishes books critical of mainstream media, issues public statements 
about such things as media abuses of human rights and media monopolies, 
and engages in other activities designed to heighten awareness of media’s 
impact on poor and voiceless people around the world. Many Christian 
traditions have their own organizations that are similar to WACC.
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Prophetic Christian voices have emerged from Christian communities 
around the world. A small community of committed believers in Chicago 
started Sojourners magazine in the 1970s. Later the Sojourners community 
established residence in Washington, D.C., and began to minister in one of 
the poorer areas of the city.36

Christian schooling in North America is a means for communities 
of faith to nurture prophetic viewpoints. Using special textbooks, videos, 
software, and other media, Christian schools and colleges try to cultivate an 
alternative worldview and to provide a critique of the media culture. These 
schools should be among the most vibrant critics of the media.

Deeply prophetic media voices anchored in the gospel instead of 
fame or fad are essential for the Christian community. Prophetic media 
voices bring light to the darkness in media and society. Media prophets 
reveal what others do not see so that people might perceive things the way 
they really are. They never seek merely to massage their ego or to cause 
strife for others. Supported by their own community, media prophets love 
their neighbors enough to risk their standing in society to make the truth 
known. Love, not just anger, drives the prophets in a media world, just as it 
did the prophets of old.

A prophetic media voice is faithfully committed to applying bibli-
cal truth to the real world of sin. The prophetic news reporter, for ex-
ample, seeks to understand contemporary events through the lens of 
God’s Word rather than merely through the fads of popular opinion or 
the formulas of professionalism.37 In the twentieth century, one of the 
most prophetic Christian voices addressing the media was that of Jacques 
Ellul. Although he was deeply pessimistic and elitist at times, Ellul left 
a remarkable legacy of dozens of books and many more articles about 
the role of media technology and propaganda in modern life.38 The kind 
of prophetic critique of media and society that gets beyond inaccurate 
information and hazy facts, said Ellul, is possible only “under the illumi-
nation of the Holy Spirit.”39

Voices such as that of Ellul represent a culture of resistance to main-
stream society. The prophetic voice not only illuminates what is wrong 
with the world but also provides a perspective that is in contrast to popular 
opinion and everyday assumptions. Prophetic resistance calls us to take 
the world more seriously than most people do. Writes one critic, “It seeks 
to escape not the world but the trivialization of the world by which other 
persons become instruments of one’s self-will rather than temples of the 
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living God.”40 The media prophet follows the rhetorical way of Jesus, turn-
ing popular wisdom on its head and standing up for the victims of society.

Without a community for accountability, however, prophetic critics 
can become self-seeking and destructive priests of their own small tribes. 
Christians can wrongly claim direct wisdom from God. Some savvy media 
professionals know how to create their own cottage industries by telling 
besieged subcultures what they wish to hear. Most columnists in the United 
States, for example, have become predictable complainers who follow stan-
dard ideological rhetoric from the political right or left. High-profile Chris-
tian media celebrities often engage in the same narrow-minded criticism 
that puts ideology above truth. In some cases even local pastors establish 
cultic followings of people who hang on their every word. When this hap-
pens, a tribe’s prophets become its propagandists.

Prophets must possess deep personal humility and a strong sense of 
responsibility to the Christian community. They must serve not themselves 
but the Creator and their neighbors. True prophets are not self-serving 
negativists who simply enjoy criticizing others or tearing down established 
institutions, but statespeople who care primarily about the common good. 
In order to give to their neighbors, prophetic professional communicators 
become moral agents in society, dedicated to “selfless service to . . . fellow 
human beings” and anchoring their actions in “conscience and truth.”41 
Media prophets recognize that we are all self-delusional, that power can 
corrupt the Christian, and that listening to others is a crucial means of eval-
uating their own rhetoric. They see, as did the Middle Eastern visitor, that 
media folly is deeply cultural and broadly institutional. Evil has a tenacious 
hold on every human heart. Darkness festers in deeply rooted principalities 
and powers. “Let us finally endeavor,” Václav Havel told his colleagues in 
Eastern Europe, “to get rid of not only our fear of lies but also our fear of the 
truth.”42 In one sentence Havel captured the mission of the media prophet.

Conclusion

Christian faith is a radical call to discipleship, not a comfortable trip to 
the movie theater or a forgettable evening in front of the tube. As Jean 
Shepherd suggests in the story about the discovery of the Charmin com-
mercials, we are usually blind to our cultural biases and prejudices. We fail 
to perceive how much we idolize movie stars and rock groups—even those 
who proudly proclaim they are more popular than Jesus Christ. We create 
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culture in our own image, just as Yancey’s students created their ethnocen-
tric versions of Jesus Christ. Jesus calls us all to be wide-eyed, discerning 
archaeologists of our mass-mediated society. When we do that, we might 
even dig up some unethical garbage in our own backyards. 
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Response to Chapter 9

Engaging New Media Mythologies

A. Chase Mitchell

In chapter 9, quentin j. schultze considers media’s mythmaking 
power. He writes that “media are modern society’s mythology—its public 
expressions of what most people truly believe and value.”1 Schultze ob-
serves that mass media increasingly serve a kind of religious role, and that 
different types of media function to endorse or reinforce popular culture 
(priestly media), to demonize certain individuals and groups (demonizing 
media), or to challenge the cultural status quo (prophetic media). Schultze’s 
claims continue to resonate, but technological and cultural changes in the 
decades since Communicating for Life’s initial publication necessitate fur-
ther thinking.

Fracturing Media Landscapes

Traditional mass media are no longer the prime movers of popular culture. 
While broadcast and cable television, radio, and print media continue to 
play a major role in shaping value systems, the rise of social media and 
streaming services has fractured and diversified media landscapes. This 
shift has afforded individuals more autonomy over what they consume and 
changed how people relate to one another.

Social media makes consumers into producers and equips users to reflect 
upon and engage with popular culture in new ways: interacting with public fig-
ures on Twitter (X); creating and (re)sharing memes on Facebook; discussing 
(or arguing) politics on Reddit; and producing videos for YouTube, Instagram, 
and TikTok. These kinds of content-generating activities (and many others) 
function to construct and sustain cultural narratives. Social media empowers 
users to construct, deconstruct, and critique popular culture in ways that were 
only imaginable when Communicating for Life was first published.
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Just as social media has altered the ways people interact with and 
create culture, new forms of entertainment media have impacted people’s 
lives. Streaming platforms (like Spotify, Netflix, and Hulu) tailor users’ ex-
perience according to past listening and viewing activities. Even though 
streamed music, television, and film are not as interactive as social media 
(i.e., consumers are not able to replicate and remediate streaming content 
in the same ways they do on social media), users’ past activities do shape 
the kinds of stories that streaming platforms recommend. The content that 
we consume is fed to us by algorithms that present a “customized” portfolio 
of media options. Users are not, of course, ultimately bound to the content 
proffered by the algorithms, but the cultural products that we experience 
are increasingly influenced by metrics that gauge our media preferences. 

Schultze observes that “the consumption of mass-mediated stories 
has largely replaced ‘tribal’ storytelling.”2 While this is still true to some 
degree, tribal storytelling has made a comeback with the advent of new 
media pathways. Not only are there more media options for people to con-
sider and consume, there are also more diverse cultural narratives repre-
sented across media landscapes. People now have more choices for what to 
watch and listen to, and those options are increasingly attuned to cultural 
narratives that are themselves shaped by consumers’ past behaviors and 
consumption patterns.

A recent Dazed article suggests that “[p]op culture is no longer a 
monoculture—and that’s a good thing.”3 Whether it is good is subject to 
debate, but more than ever before, people’s interactions with the media 
they consume function to shape culture. Granular feedback (via social 
media, internet forums, review sites, streaming data, etc.) affords studios 
and creators with data they can reference when conceiving, proposing, and 
producing new content. Such iterative relationships have implications for 
how we think about and engage culture.

Reconsidering Priestly, Demonizing, and Prophetic Media

In this context, Schultze’s hermeneutic of priestly, demonizing, and pro-
phetic media takes on new shades of relevance and meaning. Priestly media 
are cultural artifacts that endorse, reinforce, or laud dominant cultural nar-
ratives. In the current paradigm, however, cultural narratives are not as he-
gemonic as they were pre-internet. Social media and streaming platforms 
have created an environment in which various cultural narratives compete 
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for people’s attention. Establishing which cultural narratives predominate 
is more difficult than it once was, and, as a result, defining priestly media is 
more complicated.

In the age of digitized cultural fragmentation that we are now experi-
encing, the pantheon of media “gods” on offer is ever expanding, and con-
sumers are no longer beholden to cultural narratives proffered by a handful 
of corporate media entities. Audiences more directly participate in cultural 
remediation through their participation across digital platforms—plat-
forms that account for and integrate both individual and aggregate feed-
back as they craft new cultural deities. Priestly media, then, might be better 
understood not as cultural artifacts that endorse or celebrate the dominant 
cultural narrative but as artifacts that reinforce one of many prominent 
cultural narratives.

The notion of demonizing media, too, remains a useful heuristic but 
must be nuanced. As Schultze rightly observes, traditional forms of mass 
media demonized certain individuals and groups. Since traditional media 
forms reflected a relatively monolithic collective imagination, stereotyped 
depictions of the “outsider,” or demonized persons, were more durable. 
Most people could agree (or were expected to agree) on who the “bad guy” 
was in each context. Now, the diversity of cultural narratives in mediated 
environments has brought with it more than a few value systems, world-
views that reflect greater disparities of who or what “should” be demonized. 

It is not a coincidence that culture wars and political polarization have 
intensified as media technologies have advanced, proliferated, and frag-
mented. As Schultze observes, “All cultural groups forge identities partly 
through tribal storytelling”4 [italics in original]. Indeed, tribalization has 
been exacerbated by the democratization of media and vice versa. In the 
current paradigm, demonizing media have retained their antagonistic qual-
ity and are unfortunately growing alongside, and certainly perpetuating, 
the polarizing tendencies of multicultural environments in which goodwill 
toward the “other” is anathema.

Prophetic media are also complicated by these evolving and fracturing 
media landscapes. Prophetic media, according to Schultze, “truthfully chal-
lenge a culture’s beliefs.”5 In an increasingly multicultural society, though, it 
becomes harder to “speak truth to power” because the power is no longer 
served to us in relatively few media products as a kind of packaged cultural 
monolith. Instead, we are inundated by the amount and variety of content 
and experiences available across sundry media and genres. Creating and 
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responding to prophetic media, then, is not as clear cut because cultural 
sands shift very rapidly.

Those who attempt to prophetically rebuff one of society’s many sub-
cultures are generally ignored (or otherwise shouted down) because it is 
much easier for people to abide in echo chambers of their own making. 
Individuals and groups can craft and curate their media environments in 
ways that were not possible when Schultze first wrote Communicating for 
Life. As a result, would-be prophetic media end up filling “priestly” roles, 
reinforcing what people already (or want to) believe. For those prophetic 
media that are not ignored as irrelevant and do make an impression in 
broader pop culture discourse, their creators run the risk of being “can-
celed.” Prophetic media must now be understood not primarily in terms of 
how they challenge the few common falsehoods but how they challenge one 
of many competing falsehoods that saturate media.

Reframing Media Critique for Cultural Engagement

Even though technological and cultural changes necessitate fresh perspec-
tives, much of what Schultze wrote in Communicating for Life continues to 
inform how we might faithfully consume, share, and critique media. For 
example, the means by which people watch movies has evolved (we stream 
from our couch more often now than we go to the theater), but it is still 
true that “[media] are far more than entertainment. They invariably sup-
port one mythological version of reality over another.”6 The cultural narra-
tives in films are more diverse in the streaming era, but the basic premise 
holds: The stories we consume function either to endorse a particular set of 
values, to demonize a person or group who transgresses those values, or to 
speak truth to an otherwise celebrated value system.

As consumers and critics, responding to the priestly, demonizing, or 
prophetic content of movies, television shows, and albums is more difficult 
because cultural boundaries are more amorphous than they once were. In 
this new reality, then, is it still possible for Christians to engage culture in 
“prophetic” ways? How can we breathe grace and loving truth into these 
mediated spaces? If we are called to bring Christian witness to these frag-
mented technological and cultural spaces, how might we do it?

Communication scholars Robert H. Woods Jr. and Paul D. Patton 
have called us to be “prophetically incorrect” in our media practices.7 This 
perspective is key in the current environment. More than ever before, 
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because of the siloed nature of media cultures, it is necessary for Chris-
tians to critically (and winsomely) engage with media that do not neces-
sarily reflect their values. We must be comfortable deploying “prophetic 
imagination” as media critics, at once eschewing the values set forward by 
popular culture and proffering “an alternative framing story (or alternative 
consciousness).”8 This means that we should not necessarily avoid popular 
culture out of a sense of mere piety. Instead, where there are opportunities 
to critique or remediate culture, Christians are called to do so by comment-
ing on film, television, and music in ways that glorify God.

Schultze concludes Chapter 9 by suggesting that “Jesus calls us all to 
be wide-eyed, discerning archaeologists of our mass-mediated society.”9 

Christians now face new challenges in breaking through the media cacoph-
ony and making Jesus-shaped cultural impressions. But it is still possible. 
To engage media and culture in a Christian way requires an orientation of 
grace—a willingness to set aside assumptions about others’ backgrounds, 
knowledge, and attitudes and to communicate with our neighbors with a 
disposition of love.

Discussion Questions

1. How can Christians engage culture on social media in “prophetically 
incorrect” ways? What are some recent real-world examples that dem-
onstrate this kind of Christian faithfulness? What about instances of 
failure in this respect?

2. How can Christians shape their streaming habits in ways that glorify 
God? How can they critique, share, and remediate content to point to 
Christ’s redeeming work in culture? 

3. What Bible verses or passages support the notion of “prophetically 
incorrect” cultural engagement? How does Scripture inform contem-
porary media practices? 
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Chapter 10

Radical Discipleship

Responsible Communication

Joanne is the head of information technology at a small Christian 
college. She has spent ten years helping faculty, staff, and students use com-
puters and has developed the campus computer network, which includes 
even off-campus connections for commuters and homebound students. 
Joanne has done a terrific job and is highly respected by people across the 
entire campus.

One day she receives an email message intended for a small group of 
students but wrongly addressed to her. The male sender put her email ad-
dress on the note by inadvertently transposing two letters. As it turns out, 
the message is a note to a small group of male students who apparently are 
sharing internet addresses for pornographic online materials. What should 
she do?

Joanne’s situation reflects the tough ethical dilemmas we face as people 
who must live responsibly in community. She could simply do what feels 
right to her—pretend that she never saw the note. That option might enable 
her to avoid relational conflict. But as a Christian she recognizes that God 
calls her to radical action, not to the easy way out of the situation.

This chapter addresses our responsibility as God’s symbolic stewards to 
strive for ethical communication that is grounded in our radical call to live 
the gospel. Christians are called to be fundamentally different communica-
tors who are less prone than non-Christians to thoughtless conformity and 
self-serving symbolic action. We are freed by the gospel, and God expects us 
to strive to do what is right, not merely what is easy, popular, or persuasive.

First, I argue that human communication is action, not merely be-
havior. Animals respond instinctually, but people communicate intention-
ally. We decide what, when, why, how, and with whom to communicate, 
although not always with great forethought.
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Second, I suggest that symbolic action should always be evaluated 
within the context of community life. Human communication is not an 
individual enterprise but a collective activity. Through communication we 
cocreate culture in the midst of relationships, obligations, and expectations. 
Our symbolic action always carries responsibilities to other people in our 
personal and professional communities. As a member of the Christian col-
lege community, Joanne has to decide which individuals or groups should 
be part of her radical action.

Third, I review three major concerns facing radical communicators: 
truth telling, privacy, and representation. Joanne faces tough decisions both 
about respecting students’ privacy and about telling the truth. She might 
also have to decide who should be represented in discussions about a pos-
sible institutional response.

Fourth, I offer two biblical standards to help all of us navigate the tur-
bulent waters of ethical communication: liberation and grace. Each of these 
standards can help us to be radically faithful and courageous disciples.

Ethics is perhaps the most important issue in the field of communica-
tion. None of us can serve our neighbor and glorify God without making 
radical decisions about when, why, and how to communicate. Our sym-
bolic action must be right, not just persuasive. Many communicators re-
duce ethics to a question of what is most expedient at the time—an ethic of 
pragmatism. I believe instead that God calls all people to an ethic of radical 
discipleship with which we responsibly cocreate shalom.

Communication as Radical Action

Every year journalists are murdered around the world simply because they 
report the facts. Between 1987 and 1997, 173 journalists were killed in 
Latin America after they tried to publish truthful news stories.1 In Mexico, 
reporters at the paper La Prensa spoke the truth at the risk of death. Drug 
runners feared journalists more than they feared the police. In his daily 
column, “Unconfirmed,” journalist Benjamin Flores suggested the possibil-
ity that the police were involved in the drug business, reporting that half 
a ton of cocaine had been “stolen” from a local federal police office. Soon 
afterward, Flores was murdered by a blast from an AK-47 rifle as he entered 
the newspaper’s offices. The killing was one in a string of murders of jour-
nalists who were courageous enough to crusade against the drug industry 
in their homeland. After Flores’s death, someone pasted a ballad about the 
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courageous reporter on the wall in the newspaper’s offices. It said, in part, 
“He knew it might be coming, because he never sold out to anyone.”2

Those of us who live comfortably in safe communities forget the 
sacrifices that some people make on behalf of truth and justice. Lutheran 
pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was held for several years 
in a Nazi prison before finally being executed, called radical discipleship a 
complete break with evil, secular authority. “When Christ calls a person,” 
wrote Bonhoeffer, “he bids him come and die.”3 The radically responsible 
communicator becomes a new person with loyalties in heaven as well as on 
earth. She gives her life to glorifying God and to serving her neighbor. This 
kind of radical discipleship leads the Christian to do what is right regard-
less of the cost. Like Bonhoeffer, we become discomforting prophets as well 
as comforting priests.

Radical discipleship calls us from worldly authority, from allegiance 
merely to the organizations and people of this world, and leads us to declare 
our allegiance to Jesus Christ. Our communication is not merely on behalf 
of corporations, governments, or even churches; it is under the authority of 
our Creator and Redeemer. We might need to resist fashionable norms by 
rejecting offers of jobs that would require us to communicate deceptively 
or to treat others as less than God’s image bearers. Radical action may even 
put us in conflict with our churches. When the official German church ac-
quiesced to the demands of the Third Reich, Bonhoeffer secretly founded 
an alternative seminary in order to communicate to students the call to 
radical faith.4

According to the cultural view of human communication, people 
commune dynamically, creatively, and even unpredictably. People’s sym-
bolic actions spring from their desires and intentions. Our communication 
is willful action, not merely the passive behavior of animals.

Radical communicators recognize that all human communication is 
symbolic action. We act with our tongues, ears, hands, and eyes. We act 
when we listen. Television audiences act as interpreters of aural and visual 
symbols. During a physical examination, a doctor reads the symptoms by 
actively observing the patient, listening to the patient’s complaints, and in-
terpreting the results of various tests. In myriad ways, human communica-
tion is symbolic action, not passive behavior.

As a form of action, human communication reflects our God-given 
freedom. We decide what, when, why, and with whom to communicate. 
We decide when to listen and which mass media to use. Because of this 
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freedom we enjoy life’s spontaneous and robust discussions, conversations, 
and storytelling sessions. But also because of our freedom we must com-
municate responsibly. Human freedom “does not in the least solve all the 
problems of human life and even adds a number of new ones.”5 Every day we 
freely make thousands of decisions about our communication. Sometimes 
we face tough ethical dilemmas, such as Flores’s decision about whether to 
risk his life by reporting the facts about the drug business in Mexico. Flores 
could have acted differently. Communication ethics is predicated on our 
freedom to act.

Our words, like our silence, can foster life or death. Our symbolic ac-
tion breathes heaven or hell into the world. When communication is badly 
misconstrued, people can literally die. Yet silence itself is dangerous. Per-
haps Flores recognized that the media’s silence about the drug cartels gave 
them license to kill thousands of addicted people around the world. The 
apostle James places a heavy burden of accountability on teachers because 
they influence others through their words and deeds (Jas. 3:1). We all must 
monitor our symbolic action with great sensitivity and care. As it says in 
Proverbs, “When words are many, sin is not absent” (10:19).

Communication is like the plumbing of every community. It should 
deliver fresh water and flush out the waste. When we do not take care of 
communication, the system becomes contaminated, explodes, or shuts 
down. Flores recognized how crucial his symbolic action was for the good 
of his community and his country. When we also breathe life into our com-
munication, we radically serve others and please God.

Responsible Communication in Community

Living in a Christian campus community, Joanne recognizes that her free-
dom to communicate about the email incident also carries responsibilities. 
In her heart and mind, she feels the need for what Wendell Berry calls “be-
loved community.”6 She cares about the students, and she worries about 
the impact of internet pornography on the people she loves and serves. But 
she struggles to know how to act responsibly as a member of the campus 
community.

Radical communication requires us to form communities that incar-
nate the gospel so that all people may taste shalom. Instead of conforming 
our communication to the world, we should constantly and radically renew 
it through the inspiration of Scripture, the Holy Spirit, and our community 
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of faith. Radical communicators are symbolic stewards, not individualistic 
critics with self-serving motives.

Some communities try to force ethical communication by limiting 
freedom, for instance, using screening software to block community mem-
bers’ online access to pornographic materials. Of course, someone has to 
decide for the community which kinds of materials, if any, will be unavail-
able. Sometimes autocratic leaders dictate standards. In Joanne’s case, a 
public forum might help the school’s leadership democratically establish 
criteria for censorship. Perhaps the issue merits campus-wide discussion 
and decision making.

The democratic tradition is grounded in a negative view of freedom; 
that freedom means freedom from restrictions.7 Communities that operate 
according to this view hold people responsible only if they abuse their free-
dom. The principle of freedom of speech assumes that communities should 
err on the side of freedom, not on the side of restriction. Citizens are free 
to defame others’ character, for example, but they might have to face the 
consequences in a libel suit. If a college discovers that certain students have 
violated the community’s standards by downloading unacceptable materi-
als, the students might be disciplined by college officials or by a jury of their 
peers. But usually no one’s freedom is restricted up front.

Ethical dilemmas cry out for a community of wisdom, not just for 
individual discernment. Sometimes we are inclined just to muddle through 
these situations on our own, but often we feel paralyzed by personal free-
dom. We face tough decisions and have too little time to review all the 
possible responses. The consequences of our decisions are impossible to 
predict. Sometimes community standards restrict us too much, crushing 
unpopular ideas that should be considered. But communities can also help 
us to deal more reasonably with the daily surprises and ambiguities of com-
munication. Joanne might find that a committee would help her to make 
the tough decisions wisely.

In the midst of our frenetic world, we need the time and the courage 
to look discerningly beyond our own selfish motives to the wisdom of oth-
ers. Our sinfulness pushes us to act merely in our own interests, but God 
calls us to community responsibility. The love of God and the responsibility 
to neighbors are the very fabric of shalom. Symbolic freedom is not an end 
in itself or a license to pursue fame, fortune, and fun. God gives us freedom 
so that we can act responsibly in and for community.
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Truth Telling, Privacy, and Representation

Radical Christian communicators will make hundreds of different com-
munication-related ethical decisions each year, in everyday situations that 
generally fall into three major categories: (1) truth telling—when to tell the 
truth and when we might justify a lie, (2) privacy—when to maintain con-
fidentiality and when to reveal what we know, and (3) representation—who 
should have a voice in particular situations and when we can ethically ex-
clude someone.

First, the radical communicator avoids deception and normally tells 
the gospel truth in love. She also knows that the truth can be much more 
complex than the facts; the full truth is all of the facts viewed in the context 
of the gospel. The radical communicator also recognizes that telling the 
truth without love is self-serving and deeply evil. She nevertheless assumes 
that truth telling is the norm, not the exception. Truth telling may be much 
more difficult than lying, but truth telling is the basis for all godly relation-
ships, even in a fallen world.

Lying is common in a fallen world. Rahab lied, and arguably God was 
pleased that she did (Josh. 2:3–7, 6:17). Jacob lied to Isaac and received 
his father’s blessing (Gen. 27:1–29). In some cases, deception is a survival 
tactic for people who have little symbolic power in society. Some Jews liv-
ing under Nazi rule, for example, lied for their own survival. Lying seems 
to be necessary sometimes in a world in which ethical dilemmas are often 
horribly complex.

In a technological society, the very concept of truthful communica-
tion is problematic. Deception is built into many technologies and insti-
tutional forms of communication. Is it truthful for a television camera 
operator to point his camera upward at an evangelist, creating a sense that 
the preacher is larger than life? What about the veracity of touching up 
photos for advertisements in order to make the models look flawless and 
as attractive as possible? Is there any ethical basis for a person to process 
a singer’s voice electronically so it no longer sounds exactly like the actual 
voice? How about a television news editor who decides which video clips 
about a news story will get on the evening news and which will not? Does 
editing itself deceive the viewer? These are complicated issues.

Although truth telling has its detractors, most ethicists agree with one 
another that lying, or intentional deception, reduces trust.8 Recent polls 
understandably show, for instance, that the public’s confidence in journal-
ists is on the decline. Journalists’ shenanigans weaken the public’s trust of 
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the media. Staff from one journalistic television show deceived a trucking 
company and one of its drivers by describing the program for which they 
were being interviewed as a look at the “positive side” of the profession. 
In fact, the program reported on national television that the driver had 
falsified his driving log and had driven from Chicago to Boston without 
sleep.9 A jury awarded civil damages of $350,000 to owners of the trucking 
company and $175,000 to the driver. When journalistic deception becomes 
public, people lose trust in journalists—even if their stories are accurate.

Unethical communicators try to win trust by manipulating people’s 
perception of the truth. As one scholar suggests, “Trust is a co-operative, 
life-preserving relationship that often depends upon the adroit manage-
ment of deception, sometimes even lying, for its very sustenance.”10 One 
major airline gained more than $1.5 million in after-tax profits thanks to 
what it called a “recent involuntary conversion of a 727 aircraft.” The airline 
failed to mention that the “involuntary conversion” was the crash of one 
of its airplanes, that three people had died in the crash, and that it had 
received more insurance money than the airplane was worth. As long as 
customers knew nothing about the reason for the financial bonanza, their 
trust in the airline was probably unshaken. In fact, the good financial report 
may have increased stockholders’ inflated trust in the company.11

Church leaders sometimes drop denominational affiliations from the 
names of local churches in an effort to build community trust and to broad-
en membership. One minister says that some “people mistakenly associate 
the Baptist name with an angry, judgmental kind of fundamentalism.”12 
So-called community churches are popping up all over North America. 
Sometimes these kinds of name changes are deceptive marketing gimmicks 
that give a community a false impression about a congregation’s allegiances 
and beliefs. At other times they are genuine attempts by congregations to 
distance themselves culturally from stereotypes that do not fit their iden-
tity. In the former case, the nondenominational name is deceptive and can 
destroy trust. In the latter, the nondenominational name can build trust.

Even in a broken world, radical responsibility assumes that deception 
is the exception, never the rule. Although lying is sometimes the best of 
a number of bad choices, it can progressively erode trust and foster more 
deceit. A husband who lies to his wife, and parents who lie to their children 
are destroying the trust necessary for family life. Democratic governments 
that deceive citizens are sowing seeds of anarchy or authoritarian control. 
Salespersons who intentionally fail to tell customers about a product’s 
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liabilities are not only practicing bad public relations but are also risking 
the loss of a reputation for integrity. Students who cheat on papers are tear-
ing down the school as a community of trust and goodwill. Although we 
can certainly imagine particular situations in which a lie may seem to be 
the best decision, deceit generally erodes community life. Shalom requires 
trust, and therefore assumes truth telling.

But the radical Christian communicator realizes that truth telling is 
more complex than mere factuality, accuracy, or knowledge. The full truth 
in any situation is wide, deep, and rich. The gospel truth reflects our real 
condition, not just the “letter of the law.” This is what St. Augustine meant 
when he argued that rhetoric should be not only knowledge-producing but 
also truth-producing.13 When we say the gospel is truth, we mean that the 
gospel sheds light on everything that we do and believe. The gospel story is 
not only historical truth but also life-giving truth. The gospel is the living 
truth that changes our view of all reality.

The radical communicator is motivated by charity, not simply by nit-
picky truth telling. When we make a statement that is factually true but is 
not the whole truth, our words might not be kind to others. Much gossip 
is like this—technically truthful but lacking the bigger context of people’s 
lives. A lie that is motivated by love and is spoken courageously and with 
great charity to protect others is not the same morally as a lie that is used 
to get oneself out of a speeding ticket or to trick someone into buying an 
overpriced product. In the bigger picture, our motives are as important as 
the things we say. When we act with charity, we are slow to speak and quick 
to listen so that we can speak not only the facts but the truth as well.

The gospel illuminates not only facts but also motives. For the Chris-
tian, gospel truth is the core or essence of something, not merely the details. 
This truth is the biblical picture, the facts with discernment. The Christian 
truth teller has to be wise enough to get beyond a superficial understanding 
in order to focus on the story as the gospel contextualizes it.

A Christian journalist should penetrate to the gospel-illuminated 
heart of the story. Theologian Eugene Peterson writes, “If we get our theol-
ogy—that is, our understanding of what is really and eternally God-impor-
tant—from the journalists, we get a few facts, almost no truth, and nothing 
at all of God. But a biblically trained imagination accustomed to dealing 
with flawed leaders, discerns our sovereign God working out his salvation 
purposes in our history.”14 Peterson rightly calls for journalists to exercise a 
biblical imagination that gets to the crux of the matter.
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Biblical teachers and preachers face the daunting task of knowing the 
truth before speaking it. They must discern the spirit of contemporary cul-
ture or they will become false prophets. Peterson says that most lies are “90 
percent the truth. So you swallow the lie, and subtly, the edge of the gospel 
is blunted; you think you’re preaching the gospel, and you’re not. You don’t 
even know it.”15

Finally, there may be times when a lie is morally justified, but these are 
always rare exceptions rather than the rule. Weighty situations, such as har-
boring Jews during the Nazi Holocaust, protecting national defense during 
war, and maintaining privacy during sexual harassment proceedings, may 
be the only ethical routes. Nevertheless, we err on the side of truth telling, 
justifying lies in rare and abnormally extreme situations.

Second, radical communicators deeply respect others’ privacy but are 
willing to break confidences for the good of a neighbor. Radical communi-
cators know that without privacy society could not function. They do not 
violate the privacy of any person or organization unless they have compel-
ling reasons that are grounded in love.

Every day we make important decisions about which information to 
keep to ourselves and which information to reveal to others. Should parents 
conceal their impending divorce from their children? Should journalists 
refuse to disclose news sources to the public? Should a college student lie to 
her roommate’s parents at the roommate’s request? Whom should Joanne 
inform about the male students who are accessing pornography via the 
campus computer network? We all struggle to know when it is ethical to 
reveal something that we have learned privately or that someone has told 
us in confidence.

Radical responsibility assumes deep respect for one another’s personal 
and public reputation. We should care about privacy because we know that 
communication about people shapes how others will perceive them. Gossip 
is wrong, for example, not only because its content is sometimes untrue or 
exaggerated but also because it reveals private information with little or no 
respect for a person’s particular weaknesses or personal problems. Part of 
our responsibility as citizens of God’s community is to protect each other 
from harmful words and misunderstandings. We uphold our neighbors’ 
names partly by protecting their privacy.

On the other hand, privacy is hardly an absolute right in a fallen 
world. We must love each other enough to seek help for those who need 
it. We might break a promise of confidentiality when someone we know 
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is suicidal, taking dangerous drugs, or being sexually promiscuous. Nev-
ertheless, we must be careful about whom we tell, how we tell them, and 
especially why we tell them. Joanne, the campus technology administrator, 
has to decide whom she can trust to maintain the students’ privacy. As radi-
cal communicators, we love others enough both to protect their privacy 
and sometimes to humbly violate it.

Third, radical communicators include all relevant people in decision 
making and lovingly represent those who are unable to participate. They 
know that representation protects all people’s right to speak and listen—in-
cluding their own. The life of the entire community depends on the partici-
pation of its weak and inarticulate members.

As radical communicators, we care about who is allowed to participate 
in a community’s communication—who has a voice, who can listen, who 
has access to the media, and so forth. In semi-democratic or authoritarian 
countries, representation is always an enormously important issue because 
powerful elites suppress people’s voices. The government, the military, and 
other elites sometimes control public communication by intimidating the 
media, prohibiting public demonstrations, distributing propaganda, and 
silencing and even killing opponents. In these societies, leaders fail to rec-
ognize that all people are God’s image bearers who have intrinsic worth. 
In democratic nations, citizens often presume that everyone has a voice, 
that we all have equal symbolic power in society. Unfortunately, this is not 
always the case. Money, privilege, and social standing can give some in-
dividuals special access to media. Often someone can gain a public voice 
merely because of his or her job title or education.

Brazilian educator Paulo Freire has powerfully addressed the ethics of 
representation, stirring the hearts of Latin American Christians who yearn 
for shalom. Freire led massive literacy campaigns throughout Brazil during 
the early 1960s to help less-educated people participate in public discus-
sion about their society. Jailed after a military coup that overturned the 
popular government, he began writing on the importance of education as 
a way to “empower those who are dispossessed of their word, their expres-
siveness, their culture.”16 Freire saw that some groups were denied access 
to the media and other powerful social institutions. They were allowing 
powerful organizations to exploit them by creating laws and practices that 
benefitted wealthy Brazilians and foreign cultures more than they helped 
Brazilian peasants. As Freire put it, voiceless people “fatalistically accept 
their exploitation.”17
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Freire argued that powerful and powerless people alike must partici-
pate and seek mutuality in society. All citizens should have a real voice in 
the laws and policies of a nation. Public disputes are not truly resolvable, 
he claimed, unless all participants in the dispute act with intimacy and 
vulnerability.18 Unless we can talk honestly and openly with each other, we 
are all part of an oppressive system that fails to recognize every person’s 
inherent value.

Freire’s radical view of representation insists that an entire commu-
nity’s quality of life can be measured according to the variety of voices that 
it enables to join public discourse. Freire’s ethic is a radical expression of 
Christ’s representational rhetoric. By listening to the tax collectors, prosti-
tutes, and widows, Christ legitimized their voices in society. Just as Christ 
challenged the arrogant leaders of his day, Freire, in the face of political 
persecution, boldly asserted the value of powerless people. Freire saw that 
representation was a biblical issue about the nature of human persons. 
Because all persons have intrinsic value, everyone must be permitted to 
express that value publicly.

These three ethical considerations—truth telling, privacy, and repre-
sentation—are part of the moral uncertainty that we face in a fallen world. 
Each of these kinds of ethical dilemmas becomes more complex as we build 
strong personal relationships and enter public life. We take such dilemmas 
lightly only at our own peril. Radical responsibility depends on honesty, 
confidentiality, and participation.

Liberating Grace

The editor of Parade magazine unintentionally offended a New York 
woman by describing her in a story as “an unmarried mother of five.” The 
woman called the editor to complain after the story was published: “Why 
did you write that? Why is that anyone’s business?” Of course, she was right. 
Even if the article was accurate, it was hardly fair to her. As one observer of 
journalism suggests, fairness is “the most basic value of the profession.” But 
as long as “the language of values is spoken by press and public alike with a 
quirked eyebrow and a sneer, it will be impossible to carry out meaningful 
critiques of a profession that really needs them.”19

Two biblical themes—liberation and grace—are road maps that can 
help us navigate responsibly toward shalom. Ethical standards help us to 
work our way through moral dilemmas. Instead of making ad hoc decisions 
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as we hop from one ethical dilemma to another, we can follow standards 
of responsible symbolic action that reflect the Bible’s teachings as well as 
the wisdom of the community of believers. Scriptural wisdom “starts in 
heaven but works at street level, where we bump shoulders with others. It 
isn’t satisfied with information retrieval.”20 One way to get a handle on the 
many biblical stories and guidelines is to follow the themes of liberation 
and grace as they unfold throughout Scripture.

First, God has always called people to liberation. Sometimes we need 
to be freed from external oppressors as the Israelites needed liberation 
from the ancient pharaohs, but we always require deliverance from the in-
ternal sin that breeds our selfishness and breaks our fellowship with God. 
The gospel frees us from guilt and judgment and frees us to love and serve 
our neighbor, so we should have no problem embracing humankind’s free-
dom to communicate, including freedom of the press and the right to free 
speech. Christians should advocate human liberation and support the right 
of people to exercise their freedom.

But liberation calls us to communicate responsibly. We are liberated 
by Christ to convey what we should communicate, not just what we want to 
communicate. Christians are liberated from bondage so that we can act re-
sponsibly toward self, neighbor, and God. Freedom of voice is not an absolute 
right; it is contingent on our responsible use of the gift of communication.

If we must err in our ethical decision making, it should be on the side 
of freedom. The Mexican government, for instance, should protect the free-
dom of dissenters such as Flores to castigate the government for permitting 
police to collaborate with drug lords. Similarly, Parade magazine should 
have the freedom to publish what it pleases about New York’s citizens, even 
if the stories are not flattering. But it should also act charitably and wisely, 
limiting its freedom out of deference to others and a commitment to ethical 
standards. Christians, too, should support others’ rights to expression, even 
when those voices reveal painful truths, challenge the status quo, or use 
the freedom irresponsibly. Of course, there are situations in which people 
act so irresponsibly that their voice contributes nothing more than profan-
ity or disrespect, or in which they shout so loudly that no one else can 
be heard. In these situations, we may have to ask others to communicate 
more respectfully or appropriately, or even to remain silent. In short, radi-
cal communicators liberate the truth and nearly always protect the right of 
others to communicate freely.

Second, all the moral codes of Scripture are fulfilled in Christ’s work 
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of grace on the cross. God has already won what we could not have won 
for ourselves—salvation. Today we live not under the condemnation of the 
moral law but under God’s grace. In turn, we extend God’s grace to others. 
The moral laws of the Christian faith help us to forgive and to reconcile, 
not simply to devote ourselves legalistically to rules and regulations. Paul 
claimed not mindless allegiance to rules but commitment to the gospel (1 
Cor. 9:21). God’s laws provide the direction for our lives; we must interpret 
them radically because they are the fulfillment of the call to love God and 
our neighbor.

Grace is a navigational standard that directs all biblical mandates to-
ward one central task—reestablishing loving relationships with God and 
our neighbor. Telling the truth, protecting privacy, and fairly representing 
others can never be ends in themselves. We are called not to legalistically 
scrutinize everyone else’s symbolic action but to accept the grace that God 
offers to us all. Christ cautions us, “Do not judge, or you too will be judged” 
(Matt. 7:1). We are to love our neighbor as ourselves (Mark 12:31). This 
kind of selfless love speaks God’s grace in a broken world. Christian com-
munication radically emphasizes grace over law. Christ challenged the 
Pharisees, who lived by the letter of the law instead of by the loving spirit of 
the law. Corrupt people can use moral and civil laws to exploit others and 
to champion their own legalistic self-righteousness. As radical communica-
tors, we champion grace by loving God and our neighbor.

Moral issues such as justice and fairness may inspire laws that can be 
applied without reference to the moral spirit behind them. “No country 
can be happy,” wrote Augustine, “while the walls may still be standing but 
the morals are collapsing.”21 Libel laws, for example, address situations in 
which people defame others’ character, but they hardly address the evil 
spirit behind such things as gossip, rumor, judgmental attitudes, hatred, 
and indifference. The Parade magazine writer in New York may not have 
been officially guilty of libel, but he violated the spirit of the law by pub-
licly harming the woman’s reputation. Libel laws are guidelines to help 
society act on behalf of the public good by preventing adult name-calling, 
but speaking positively about others is far broader than just avoiding defa-
mation. When they do not exercise radical responsibility, individuals and 
organizations easily violate the spirit of laws. The legalistic language of libel 
barely captures a few whispers of the language of grace.

At its best, radical responsibility emphasizes both legal rights and 
community responsibilities, both the letter of the law and the meaning, or 
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purpose, of the law. When we are trying to determine whether a movie is 
appropriate for us to see, we cannot make a decision that is based purely 
on a legalistic rating scheme. No rating system can capture all the moral 
nuances and ethical dilemmas in a movie. In fact, the rating system might 
cause us to miss a worthwhile film that effectively communicates a good 
theme and contains only nongratuitous violence. All the laws of the land 
combined will not equip us to make ethical judgments. We need grace too.

Grace should make us particularly understanding and forgiving about 
others’ communication. It reminds us that no human being is a perfect 
communicator and that all of us fall short of the will of God. We should 
be ready to forgive others who lie to us, invade our privacy, or silence our 
voice. When we cannot easily forgive, we should at least understand oth-
ers’ actions, knowing that we share the impulse to do evil. Grace leads us 
beyond legalism and into relationships of shalom.

Liberation and grace are important maps that we need in order to chart 
turbulent ethical waters. They help us think and act radically in difficult 
ethical situations. Liberation frees us to recognize our own responsibility 
before God. Grace reminds us that God loved us through Jesus Christ and 
that we are called to love others. If we apply liberation and grace judiciously 
to specific ethical dilemmas, we will likely do the right thing, even if it is not 
always the easy thing.

Conclusion

Radical responsibility is crucial for the Christian communicator. It steers 
our actions away from selfishness and back to the heart of the gospel. We 
begin every new day unaware of the dilemmas that we will face, and we 
cannot anticipate the consequences of our symbolic actions. Like Joanne, 
the college computer administrator, we navigate through a complex world 
of tough decisions, and sometimes the cost of radical communication will 
be high, as both Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Benjamin Flores discovered.

Radical Christians speak and listen carefully, delicately, and purpose-
fully. We give up idle chatter and worldly deception because we realize that 
our symbols fly through our relationships with sharp edges and unpredict-
able results, and that our symbolic action shapes our communities. We 
work together to speak the truth in love, to protect each other’s privacy, 
and to represent even the weakest people in our communities. We respect 
others and walk humbly with our Creator. These are big tasks in a world 
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that has fallen from grace. But every time we exercise radical responsibility, 
we hold up one more signpost for shalom. 
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Response to Chapter 10

Radical Discipleship, Responsible 
Communication, Representation,  

and Shalom

Denise Edwards-Neff

We have a responsibility as christians and as “God’s symbolic stew-
ards to strive for ethical communication that is grounded in our radical 
call to live the gospel.”1 This response to Chapter 10 examines the issue of 
representation—one of the major concerns facing ethical communicators 
that Quentin J. Schultze explores—guided by the biblical standards of lib-
eration and grace. As God’s image bearers, all people have intrinsic worth, 
and their voice and participation in decision making should be ensured. If 
they are unable to participate, then, as responsible communicators, we are 
obligated to “lovingly represent” them.2 Within this context, I address these 
questions: What does representation have to do with Christianity? How can 
our communication be used in service of loving representation? How can 
we communicate responsibly to promote communities of justice and peace, 
the shalom referred to in Scripture? After reviewing the biblical approach 
to representation, particularly Jesus’ teaching as one who was “disinher-
ited,”3 I discuss how our actions as radical disciples and responsible com-
municators can promote shalom.

Representation and Christianity

What Is Meant by “Representation”?

Pastor and former professor David “Gunner” Gundersen writes about 
representation and belonging in articles published for the Gospel Coalition 
and the Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist 
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Convention. He tells the story of his young black son, who, when attending 
a basketball game at the predominantly White seminary where Gundersen 
was a graduate student, pointed to the only African-American player on the 
basketball court and excitedly said, “He looks like me.”4 Gunderson explains 
that his son was experiencing “representation.” Representation can describe 
either the way different kinds of people are portrayed or the presence of 
someone who represents something about them or us. The way different 
kinds of people are portrayed, or represented, matters because it shapes both 
the perception and self-perception of their group or community. Similarly, 
the presence, or absence, of people like ourselves or other groups can send a 
powerful message about how we might be received by others.5 It is helpful to 
remember that we are always representing and being represented. 

The Bible and Representation

Because we, as human beings, are God’s image bearers, we represent 
his rule in the world (Gen. 1:26–28). Adam represents humanity as our first 
father (Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:21–22, 47–49). As a divine Son, Jesus rep-
resents God the Father to us, and as our human high priest, he represents 
us before God (John 1:18; Heb. 1:3, 2:14–15). To represent us, he had to “be 
like his brothers and sisters in every way” (Heb. 2:17, CSB). 

Many Christians believe that biblical impartiality should make us 
blind to color, culture, and socioeconomic status, and perhaps sex and 
age, too. However, Scripture is filled with stories that show God’s profound 
concern, love, and appreciation for every kind of person. Every human 
being bears God’s image, making us equal in dignity, value, and purpose 
(Gen. 1:27, 5:1–2, 9:6). Yet, our distinctions are often highlighted, not 
downplayed, in Scripture to show God’s fatherly care for the full spectrum 
of humanity, especially those who are marginalized and underrepresent-
ed.6 Consider the prostitute Rahab, whose faith brought Israelite spies into 
her home (Josh. 6:25; Heb. 11:31; Jas. 2:25); handicapped Mephibosheth, 
who was restored by David as part of Saul’s fallen family (2 Sam. 9); the 
nameless slave girl who led her Syrian captor, Naaman, to the healing min-
istry of Elisha (2 Kgs. 5:1–4); and Esther, whose courage saved her Jewish 
people from genocide (Esth. 4:13), as just a few examples from the Old 
Testament Scriptures.

The New Testament and Jesus’ ministry continues these themes. Je-
sus’ lineage records Tamar, Ruth, Bathsheba, and Mary in Jesus’ geneal-
ogy, showing God’s equalizing grace and highlighting abused, foreign, and 
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culturally scandalized women in the messianic line (Matt. 1:1–17). Exam-
ining the gospels, we see that in his ministry Jesus especially welcomed and 
attended to those who were underrepresented, marginalized, rejected, and 
powerless, dignifying them and confronting the powerful and proud (Mark 
3:1–6; Luke 16:19–31; John 9). A “half-breed” Samaritan is portrayed as 
virtuous, while a prominent priest and pure Levite are condemned as 
coldhearted (Luke 10:30–37). The gospels also tell how the tax collec-
tor Zacchaeus was transformed (Luke 19:1–10), a Roman centurion was 
enlightened (Matt. 8:5–13), and lepers (Luke 11–17) and children (John 
4:43–54; Mark 5:35–42) were healed. Saul’s dramatic conversion and the 
ministries of Paul, his followers, and Jesus’ disciples to diverse ethnicities 
and cities also underscore that God’s Kingdom extends to all: “Whether 
male or female, slave or free, Jew or Greek, rich or poor, civilian or soldier, 
powerful or powerless, prince or prodigal, every kind of person is repre-
sented in the redeemed church of Jesus Christ.”7

Jesus and the Disinherited 

What does Christianity offer throughout history and today to those who 
are marginalized and underrepresented and to those who desire to pro-
mote shalom with people in all communities? The Black prophet and writer 
Howard Thurman, in his classic work Jesus and the Disinherited, which 
shaped the U.S. civil rights movement, said that the search for an answer 
to this question is “perhaps the most important religious quest of modern 
life.”8 He asks this question: “Why is it that Christianity seems impotent to 
deal radically, and therefore effectively, with the issues of discrimination 
and injustice on the basis of race, religion and national origin?”9 

Thurman’s interpretation of Jesus’ life and teaching—what he calls “the 
religion of Jesus”—with regard to the disinherited, underprivileged and 
underrepresented, begins from the perspective of Jesus as “one of them.”10 
Jesus was a poor Jew from Nazareth, a member of a minority group in the 
midst of a larger, dominant, and controlling group, the Romans. The two 
alternatives faced by the Jewish minority of which Jesus was a part—the 
two paths of any marginalized or underrepresented group—are to resist or 
not to resist (each with sub-alternative choices and implications for com-
munication) the controllers of political, social, and economic life. In the 
time of Christ, nonresistance was the attitude of the Sadducees: to become 
like the Romans and enjoy their power rather than be destroyed by them. 
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The Pharisees practiced nonresistance through cultural isolation, rigid 
control, and an attitude of contempt toward the Romans. Resistance, the 
second major alternative, encompasses overt action and messages, mental 
and moral attitudes, and force of arms, characterized by the Zealots of 
Jesus’ day.11

Jesus offers a third way for all people, especially for those who find 
themselves on the margins, underrepresented, or “with their backs against 
the wall” in a moment of history.12 The religion of Jesus locates the love-
ethic at the center, and reminds us that “the kingdom of God is within [us]” 
(Luke 17:21, KJV).13 Columbia University economics professor Vladimir 
G. Simkhovitch, in Toward the Understanding of Jesus, argues that Jesus’ 
teaching must be understood in light of his historical background and 
conveys what he believes are the implications of Jesus’ words with this 
understanding.

Jesus had to resent deeply the loss of Jewish national indepen-
dence and the aggression of Rome. . . . The balm for that burning 
humiliation was humility . . . . Thus he asked his people to learn 
from him, “For I am meek and lowly in heart; and ye shall find 
rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”14

Jesus’ love-ethic was clear: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your mind, and love your neighbor as 
yourself ” (Matt. 22:37–39). Schultze calls the love of God and the responsi-
bility to neighbors “the very fabric of shalom.”15 Every person is potentially 
our neighbor, whom we are called to love directly and clearly, permitting 
no barriers between us. Our moral and ethical obligation extends across 
barriers of race, class, and condition and to our enemies. 

Communicating toward Shalom

Because all people are God’s image bearers and have intrinsic worth and 
value, God calls Christians to radical discipleship and responsible, ethical 
communication.16 Schultze emphasizes that God intends for us to use the 
gift of communication to love God and neighbor, as representatives of his 
love, and that our responsible communication is crucial to building com-
munities of shalom. The starting point toward love in the religion of Jesus, 
says Thurman, is this: “Love your enemy. Take the initiative in seeking 
ways by which you can have the experience of a common sharing of mutual 
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worth and value.”17 Despite increasing opposition, Jesus demonstrated this 
in his love for fellow Jews who became his enemies, the Samaritans, and 
even the Roman authorities. 

We communicate responsibly when our words and love for oth-
ers promote communities of justice and peace, the shalom referred to in 
Scripture. For Christians, this kind of love requires radical discipleship and 
responsible communication—seeking ways by which we can have the ex-
perience of sharing mutual worth and value toward reconciliation and the 
will to establish or re-establish relationship, confession, forgiveness, and 
truth telling.18 We listen well, actively engaging with others with compas-
sion and sharing their concerns.

We use our communication in service of loving representation of 
those who are disinherited, marginalized, and disenfranchised, guided by 
the biblical themes of liberation and grace. We affirm that God has called 
everyone to freedom and recognize our responsibility to protect that free-
dom and to extend God’s love as we are loved. We advocate for liberation 
for all people, who are God’s image bearers, and support the right of people 
to exercise their freedom and to communicate responsibly.19 Love is only 
possible between two free spirits, with no barriers or consideration for sta-
tus and with respect for personality.20 Jesus’ communication demonstrated 
reverence for personality as he met people where they were and treated 
them as if they were already where they desired to be. 

There are innumerable examples throughout history and in our world 
today of opportunities for radical disciples and responsible communica-
tors to practice loving representation. Schultze writes of Brazilian educator 
Paulo Freire. Like Christ who challenged Jewish and Roman authorities, 
Freire challenged Latin American leaders through literacy campaigns and 
advocacy that asserted that all people have value and must be able to par-
ticipate in public discourse in their communities and to share in political 
decision making.21 Similarly, influential spiritual thinker and writer Henri 
Nouwen lived and communicated his vision of service and social justice 
while a pastor at L’Arche Daybreak, a community of people with intellec-
tual disabilities in Richmond Hill, Ontario.22 The ongoing work for equity, 
peace, justice, and healing call radical communicators to practice loving 
representation guided by liberation and grace. And, in times of global ten-
sions, such as the Ukraine War, we advocate for freedom, access to accurate 
and truthful information, and the right to communicate freely. 

In closing, we are called daily to be radical disciples and to communicate 
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responsibly as we love God and our neighbors. As we use our communica-
tion to build communities of justice and peace—God’s intended shalom—
may we be reminded of these words from Nouwen:

Did I offer peace today?
Did I bring a smile to someone’s face?
Did I say words of healing?
Did I let go of my anger and resentment?
Did I forgive?
Did I love?
These are the real questions. I must trust that the little bit of love 
that I sow now will bear many fruits, here in this world and the 
life to come.23

Discussion Questions

1. Have you accepted God’s “radical call to live the gospel”? If so, what 
are some of the challenges and rewards you have experienced? If not, 
why not?

2. Frederick Buechner describes God’s calling as “the place where your 
deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”24 Gordon Smith, 
author and president of Ambrose University, in Courage and Calling: 
Embracing Your God-given Potential, incorporates Buechner’s con-
ception of calling into the fact that God has uniquely created each 
of his image bearers.25 Reflect on the intersection of these. Where do 
you feel a passion and calling to serve in an area of the world’s “deep 
hunger,” promoting justice and peace and establishing communities 
of shalom?

3. Howard Thurman and Henri Nouwen offer practical counsel for 
responsible communicators, specifically in taking initiative to seek 
opportunities to build the common sharing of mutual worth and 
value toward reconciliation and the will to establish or re-establish 
relationship, confession, forgiveness, and truth telling. How have you 
experienced this? How has this been challenging and/or rewarding?
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Chapter 11

Christian Virtue

Authentic Communication

Theologian guillermo cook once met with a group of Christian pas-
tors, teachers, and scholars in a camp in rural Spain to discuss communica-
tion. When a stranger wandered into the camp one morning, some of the 
participants saw an opportunity to learn from this “gnarled old villager” 
and began questioning him about his life and culture. Suddenly the camp 
manager, who was a pastor, interrupted the discussion with a question of 
his own. “Sir, are you a born-again Christian?” When the villager mum-
bled an unconvincing reply, the camp manager pulled out his Bible and 
launched into a sermon, urging the villager to repent and believe in Christ. 
It was time for the villager to listen to the gospel.1

In his zeal to convert the visitor, the camp manager failed to listen to, 
and hence to respect, the stranger in their midst. Later the conference par-
ticipants listened as the villager described how “rich city folk” had claimed 
his village’s shoreline and polluted its water. Now the villagers had no place 
to fish. The participants also discovered that the old man had known noth-
ing about the camp and the Christians who met there. The evangelicals who 
ran this camp had never invited him to visit. As Cook and his colleagues 
cast their gaze on the camp’s beautiful shoreline, they realized that the camp 
was “physically standing in the way of the gospel in its fullest sense, at least 
for the people in that small village.”2 They would not have known about any 
of this if they had failed to listen.

As Cook recalls, the camp meeting was supposed to be an opportunity 
for Christians to learn about communicating Christ, not about suffocating 
the gospel. “This experience taught me,” says Cook, “that Christian wit-
ness should be done in a spirit of vulnerability, service, and openness to 
others.” He concluded that Christians are often “motivated by a spirit of 
churchly pride which goes against the grain of the gospel.” Furthermore, 
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proselytizers like the camp manager often “do not take the time to find out 
where their hearers are.”3 We frequently fail to practice the kind of loving 
communication that we preach. We profess to love others, but we do not 
even honor them as God’s image bearers. Once the conference participants 
recognized their mistreatment of the local visitor, they rightly invited him 
to tell his own story in their camp. The evangelists became empathetic lis-
teners instead of overly zealous preachers.

Like the camp pastor, we are not the kind of communicators that we 
profess to be. We shuttle back and forth between studying communica-
tion and practicing it. We take courses, read books, attend workshops, and 
discuss communication with others. Then we launch into the surrounding 
culture, presumably to use our new knowledge. But before we get very far, 
we violate the principles that we just learned. We forget to listen. We express 
ourselves unclearly. We lie, exaggerate, or gossip. We embarrass others and 
ourselves. All the helpful things we have discussed in this book will make 
little difference in our lives unless we internalize them. Our communica-
tion is folly unless we become intrinsically virtuous persons.

In this chapter, I first suggest that it is not enough merely to study 
communication. We must internalize what we learn. We must be good 
communicators, not just know how to communicate well. We should 
strive to be virtuous communicators who incarnate the characteristics of 
good communication.

Second, I look at the conflict between virtuous communication and 
our professional calling. The camp manager was a professional pastor, but 
he was not a virtuous communicator. He failed to respect the villager. He 
preached a message of love but failed to live it. Often professional practices 
promote success or status instead of virtue. All professionals should be au-
thentic communicators who say what they mean and mean what they say.

Third, I consider the importance of the virtue of civility. Like the dis-
respectful camp manager, we treat others in ways that we would not want 
to be treated. We tend to apply a double standard. Contemporary societies 
are often torn apart by uncivil symbolic action. The camp manager’s ad hoc 
sermon bordered on incivility. Civil communicators treat all people with 
the respect and charity that they deserve as God’s image bearers.

Finally, I encourage Christians to build communities of shalom by en-
couraging each other to become vessels of virtue. As the camp participants 
discussed what had happened, they agreed that they could be more Christ-
like communicators. As a group they nurtured repentance and encouraged 
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one another to listen and love. They considered how the camp could be 
hospitable to the community. They began creating a community of virtue 
that would serve authentic soul food.

Loving Justice and Peace

Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador learned to communicate virtu-
ously in the midst of hatred and despair. In the 1970s, civil war was tearing 
his nation apart. Military death squads killed dissenters, and leftist guerillas 
terrorized supporters of the military. The only safe way to live was in silent 
submission. Romero eventually realized that the status quo was not accept-
able to God. So he began speaking the truth publicly in love, calling the 
church to action on behalf of the poor and powerless. Romero criticized 
both the elite’s death squads and the guerrillas’ Marxist dogma. He increas-
ingly defended the rights of peasants to break the terrible yoke of injustice 
until a death squad assassinated him as he said Mass in San Salvador.4

As long as Romero kept quiet, he could affirm the gospel in safety. But 
as he internalized the gospel, Romero was compelled to live it as well as be-
lieve it. In the eyes of the military, he was then a dangerous communicator. 
His life became a threatening witness to justice and peace. By being a chan-
nel for the gospel, Romero also became a threat to the system of oppression.

Like Romero we should love what is right. Christians are called to be 
persons of virtuous character. Christian communicators are committed not 
only to doing what is right but also to being righteous people. C. S. Lewis 
once said that “you cannot make people good by law, and without good 
persons you cannot have a good society.”5

First, virtuous communicators love justice. Archbishop Romero’s 
homilies during the painful years of Salvadoran strife reflected selfless love 
for justice. He did not just preach justice; he embodied the fears and hopes 
of the Salvadoran people who yearned for shalom. Amid all the false hopes 
in worldly institutions, Romero called for ultimate justice. In one of his 
homilies he said,

There can be no true liberation
until people are freed from sin.

All the liberationist groups that spring up in our land
should bear this in mind.

The first liberation to be proposed by a political group
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that truly wants the people’s liberation
must be to free oneself from sin.6

We are to be justice-loving people. In a fallen world in which sin and 
evil touch all aspects of everyday life, God yearns for justice. Plato said 
that rhetoric should always be used to “serve the ends of justice.”7 But even 
more, we are to be just in our symbolic action. Justice is not merely an 
end we seek but a virtue that motivates our communication. Romero so 
loved the Salvadorans that he spoke openly about the oppressed people and 
called for both economic reform and repentance on the part of all Salva-
dorans. He simply could not be silent about injustice, no matter what the 
cost. Because he loved God and neighbor, he deeply loved justice.

Justice directs our love to people who are oppressed, reinstating their 
status as full and valued members of society. Philosopher Nicholas Wolter-
storff says that a society is just “when all the little ones, all the defenseless 
ones, all the unprotected ones, have been brought back to community.”8 
Justice-loving communicators open public discourse to otherwise silent and 
weak humans; they challenge oppressive authority and call openly for fair-
ness. The love of justice even leads people to use their symbolic power on 
behalf of others, especially the voiceless, so that wrongs can be made right.

If we love justice, we will demand that oppressors be held accountable. 
Sometimes publication of the truth both shames oppressors and punishes 
them by lowering their social standing or tarnishing their reputation in 
business or government. Normally the law must deliver justice. Occasion-
ally the media expose injustice. One of the most unusual cases of media 
justice took place in South Africa. Under apartheid, the ruling officials 
repeatedly lied to the public about the government’s outrageous and bru-
tal acts of violence against its Black African critics. After apartheid ended, 
the new government formed the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
Victims publicly recounted episodes of torture, rape, abduction, and even 
murder. Because these hearings were not a trial, there were no cross-
examinations. Victims were free to voice their fears and to tell the nation 
what they had lived through under apartheid. One young mother whose 
husband had been killed, leaving her alone with five children, recalled that 
she “wanted to kill all of my children and myself.” Many of the victims testi-
fied to their faith by reading from the Bible, praying, and recalling stories 
of God’s grace in the midst of oppression. The Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission hearings gave public voices to the “hard to see” in society and 
helped restore the victims’ human and civil dignity.9 
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Second, virtuous communicators love peace. They echo God’s yearn-
ing for a world in which all people experience the joy and delight of serv-
ing God and each other. They bless all peacemakers and celebrate peace 
wherever it exists.

When we communicate virtuously, we join God as agents of peace in 
a fallen world. Our voices must embrace the harmonious relationships God 
intends. We must write and produce peacefully. Like Archbishop Romero, 
we must give our eyes and ears as tools for peaceful relations.

If we are not peacemakers, we are often catalysts of conflict. We seed 
symbolic conflict like bullies pick fights. We listen for conflict among others 
and enjoy sharing it through gossip and criticism. We use symbolic power 
to oppress others and to build up our own public image. We sow symbolic 
conflict with verbal violence and nonverbal harassment. Some of us even 
join organizations that breed conflict by institutionalizing arrogance and 
pride. In some of our worst moments, we pridefully stir up conflict by 
expounding ethnocentric, sexist, nationalistic, or racist rhetoric at the ex-
pense of other groups.

Christian peacemakers do not unrealistically oppose all conflict, but 
they do challenge people to address conflicts peacefully. In labor negotia-
tions, for example, peacemakers try to get workers and management to lis-
ten to each other empathetically. By steering discourse toward real issues 
and away from inflammatory personal attacks, peacemakers can promote 
shalom between business and labor. To the peacemaker, symbols are pri-
marily balms and comforters, not weapons. Even when they disagree, they 
do so with love and respect.

Peacemaking can be risky. Archbishop Romero’s work for peace 
angered his enemies and resulted in his assassination. As virtuous com-
municators, we must love what is right, not only what is comfortable or 
safe. We cannot predict what will happen when we speak positively about 
a coworker who wants our job. We may be afraid to ask forgiveness from 
people whom we have hurt unintentionally. Virtuous communicators trust 
that God will use them to usher in long-term justice and peace even when 
they see only short-term, self-sacrificial consequences. All personal and 
social transformation can be painful and even deadly; we can never know 
for certain how our actions will affect others. The process of peacemaking 
sometimes takes its toll on innocent people.

As peace-loving communicators, we embody God’s redemptive path. 
We patiently seek reconciliation, we defuse anger, hatred, and violence. Our 
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virtuous character tells the world that there is a way to shalom. Peacekeep-
ing communication reflects the peace of God in the world and points to the 
complete shalom that the Lord will usher into the world when he returns. 
When Guillermo Cook and his colleagues heard the camp manager launch 
into an evangelistic sermon aimed at the confused villager, they sought a 
peaceful alternative. They quieted the manager and treated the old villager 
with respect, listening to his story. They recognized that a peace-loving be-
liever must first offer words of love, not condemnation, even when sharing 
the gospel.

Virtuous communicators love justice and peace. We work not for 
ourselves but for a Creator who cares deeply about the world and its in-
habitants. We virtuously take care of and develop God’s creation on behalf 
of our neighbor.

Authenticity

In his book Playing for Keeps: Michael Jordan and the World He Made, 
David Halberstam explains how two “basketball junkies” created a series 
of television commercials “that greatly enhanced Michael Jordan’s fame 
and helped take it far beyond the bounds of sport.”10 One of the two was a 
young, irreverent copywriter from a small Portland advertising agency. The 
other was a struggling African-American filmmaker from Brooklyn named 
Spike Lee. As Halberstam recalls, the copywriter loved Jordan and the game 
of basketball too much to turn the talented player into “something he was 
not, an actor.”11 So the ad man asked Spike Lee to create a series of com-
mercials that would honestly showcase Jordan’s talent. “In a world where 
so many stars and heroes were inauthentic,” concludes Halberstam, Jordan 
“remained remarkably authentic.”12 Like all virtuous communicators, Jor-
dan said what he meant and meant what he said.

The Nike advertising campaign could have just as easily fabricated a 
Jordan persona built on Hollywood hype. Professional communicators of-
ten sacrifice authenticity in favor of status, money, and ego. Like other pro-
fessions, advertising tempts communicators to sell their souls in the name 
of personal power and public glory. We too easily become mere “symbol 
brokers” who communicate whatever we think others want us to commu-
nicate, not what we truly believe.13 In a sense, we prostitute our talents to 
benefit causes that we do not support.

Virtue is often co-opted by a superficial professionalism that en- 
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courages uncritical commitment to the values, beliefs, and practices of a 
profession. When we lack the virtue of authenticity, we worship our talents 
and our job. Our profession becomes our community, and professionalism 
becomes our doctrine. We do not profess our faith as strongly as we em-
brace our professional goals and aspirations; we fail to hold up our profes-
sional work to the light of the gospel and the demands of our faith.

Christian communicators are called to authenticity—to saying what 
we mean and meaning what we say. Authenticity is not merely truth tell-
ing but also deep personal integrity that anchors our communication in 
our faith. The Nike campaign reflected both who Jordan was and also what 
the writer and filmmaker believed about Jordan. We can be ethical and tell 
the literal truth, but it is much tougher to mean what we say, to stand be-
hind the truth, and to live the truth. In Scripture, the call to authenticity 
is reflected in the cautions about taking oaths. If we make promises, we 
should keep them. Oaths are unnecessary (Matt. 5:33–37). Authenticity 
carries an enormous responsibility to allow our faith, rather than just our 
career, to inform our symbolic action. Plato said that authenticity is when 
“all external possessions are in harmony with [the] inner man.”14 The Greek 
rhetorician Isocrates wrote, “Who does not know that words carry greater 
conviction when spoken by men of good repute than when spoken by men 
who live under a cloud, and that the argument which is made by a man’s 
life is more weight than that which is furnished by words?”15 The Christian, 
too, should communicate the truth rather than promote masks or facades.

Unfortunately, professional communication is not always authentic. 
Professional communicators often are paid to advance what other people 
believe. Colleges offer courses in advertising and public relations so students 
can learn how to become symbol brokers. The teachers tell the students 
that as professional communicators they will shed their own values and 
beliefs on behalf of their clients. Copywriters are expected to produce the 
most persuasive copy whether or not they personally believe the rhetoric 
or use the product. Students of public relations learn to pitch their clients’ 
messages in a way that will attract positive press. Professionalism can be at 
odds with authenticity.

The field of political consulting perhaps best illustrates the dangers 
of inauthentic professionalism. When million-dollar consultants create 
persuasive election campaigns, almost “everything voters see and hear will 
be generated by people who have no direct responsibility for governing the 
country and no real accountability to the public.”16 Using polls and other 
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market research, consultants determine how best to position their candi-
date’s image in a political campaign. Their job is not to clarify where the 
candidate stands on the issues but solely to get the candidate elected. Politi-
cal consultants sometimes even create a rhetorical fog that makes it difficult 
for the public and the opposition to figure out what the candidate actually 
believes. Along the way, they fling rhetorical mud at opponents, sometimes 
ruining their opponents’ public reputation.17

Consultants need not personally support the candidates they pro-
mote. A consultant might quit one client in order to work at a higher fee for 
that client’s political opponent. One news analyst said that such consultants 
are “driven more by the need to succeed than by any particular ideology.”18 
Some voters get so discouraged about these symbolic chameleons that they 
choose not to vote and not to care. Democracy needs authenticity. God 
demands it.

On the other end of the spectrum are commendable columnists who 
tell their readers exactly what they believe. Nationally syndicated columnist 
Charley Reese, for example, annually writes a short newspaper essay on his 
personal beliefs—a kind of confession of his own biases. He informs read-
ers what stocks and property he owns, his sources of income beyond the 
syndicated column, and where he stands on specific political issues. Usually 
he offers his religious beliefs as well. Authentic communicators such as Re-
ese are the opposite of the symbol brokers who change their public stance 
with the winds of public support or the waves of income. Reese says what 
he means and means what he says. Even if we disagree with his views, we 
have to respect his virtuous authenticity.

Authenticity demands that we not use our communicative gifts to ad-
vance causes or to promote ideas and products that we cannot in good con-
science support. Authenticity requires that as communicators we be true to 
ourselves, to God as the one who has gifted us, and to the community that 
we are called to love and serve. If we are not authentic communicators who 
believe our own messages, we are merely ghostwriters who say what needs 
to be said to satisfy a client and earn a paycheck. One communication 
graduate reported that every day on the job she faced ethical dilemmas. “I 
fight these battles, losing most but winning a few. But somebody has to be 
there to win the few.” She is on her way to authenticity. Unfortunately, some 
Christians have been so influenced by the pragmatic demands of the mar-
ketplace, the lure of greater salaries, and the promises of enhanced social 
standing that they have abandoned authenticity.
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Everyday professional routines make it difficult for many types of 
communicators to live authentically. Ideally, professional actors will have 
the freedom to shape the quality and the moral and philosophical content 
of the material they perform, their relationships with crew members, and 
the impact of their performances on audiences. Virtuous communicators 
know who they are and try to live their identity faithfully in the midst of 
daily pressures and temptations.

The term profession historically refers not just to work but also to be-
lief. Our lives invariably testify about what we believe. In this sense, we are 
all professionals. Living in the shadows between heaven and hell, all Chris-
tians struggle to be virtuous professionals. Christians should be what they 
profess about Christ. Our professions, or beliefs, can serve us by helping 
us to live in authentic communion with God and neighbor. On the other 
hand, professions can encourage us to become misguided creators “of [our] 
own artificiality.”19 If we are caught between professionalism and authen-
ticity, we had better choose the authentic route, which is also the journey 
toward an authentic profession of our faith.

Civility

In a Monty Python story, one guy asks another, “Is this the room for an argu-
ment?” The other one pauses and then replies, “I’ve told you once.” Then the 
first gentleman disagrees, “No you haven’t.” Soon the two are firing salvos 
back and forth, contradicting each other to the point of absurdity. Before 
long, they are arguing about whether or not they are having an argument.20

We all laugh at such crazy situations, but life is a string of silly argu-
ments laced with nastiness, arrogance, and personal attacks. Our symbolic 
action breeds disagreements and disrespect for others, causing common 
courtesy and decency to evaporate. Our impoliteness and rudeness be-
come absurd.

Our virtuousness should lead us instead to civility—to politeness 
and respect for others. How we communicate is part of our witness to the 
world. Our symbolic action reflects what is in our hearts; it reveals whom 
or what we love. Uncivil communication springs from an angry and selfish 
heart. Civil communication flows from a heart filled with charity, patience, 
and kindness.

As new transportation and communication technologies facilitate 
cross-cultural interactions, we are increasingly likely to meet people who 
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hold views that are very different from our own. Our interactions are mul-
tinational, multicultural, and multireligious. One observer has suggested 
that the United States will lose its cultural identity as it becomes a center for 
international trade and cross-cultural business.21 We live in a world that re-
quires civil communication among formerly separate cultures, nations, and 
religions. Whether our diversity will produce conflict or harmony depends 
significantly on the level of civility in our symbolic interactions.

Uncivil communicators engage in symbolic wars between cultures 
and among people. They arrogantly attack others with sarcastic put-downs, 
and they trample on others’ rights to be heard, read, or seen. They do not 
listen enough to be able to identify with others. Uncivil communicators are 
ultimately interested not in loving their neighbors but only in advancing 
their own interests. We hear incivility in political debates, on talk radio, in 
the hallways of schools, and in the boardrooms of corporations. Sadly, we 
witness it even in Christians’ public protests and economic boycotts.

Incivility flourishes during heated public arguments among conten-
tious groups. Christians communicate rudely during public disputes over 
sensitive moral issues such as abortion and homosexuality. One Christian 
college professor concludes that Christians tend to adopt the uncivil tactics 
that are used by the groups they oppose. Instead of being peacemakers, 
Christians “fight ugliness with ugliness, distortion with distortion, sarcasm 
with sarcasm.”22 He suggests that Christians merely open their mail to dis-
cover the truth in what he is saying. They will find fundraising letters that 
lack charity and that use hyperbolic rhetoric. In a single letter he found 
the following examples: “These shameful ‘high priests’ of the anti-virtue 
movement.” “As God’s people for this historic hour, we rise to the chal-
lenge and give whatever it takes to turn back the anti-Christian juggernaut 
which threatens our way of life.” “Do not doubt that prayer will become a 
crime, the Bible off-limits, and sharing our faith in public forbidden.”23 This 
kind of nasty, alarmist rhetoric apparently increases giving to parachurch 
organizations that “successfully spin the dispute into a matter of honor or 
a point of identity,”24 but it exacerbates the incivility between church and 
society. Like many people in the world outside the church, Christians often 
selfishly distort others’ views and mischaracterize intentions. They wrongly 
declare rhetorical holy wars to advance legitimate causes.

In a fallen world, civility and truth often seem to conflict. Like the 
Old Testament prophets, we sometimes have to speak the harsh truth. Our 
critical message may seem to call for hatred and disdain, not humility and 



C h r i s t i a n  Vi r t u e

227

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

kindness. But we must learn to speak in love even when our message elicits 
hostility, slander, and hatred. We have no right to act uncivilly simply be-
cause we disagree with others. After all, we battle others’ words and images, 
not their humanness as image bearers of God. If we do not speak the truth 
civilly and in love, we, too, will foster injustice and conflict.

Behind most of our incivility is the festering pride that has dogged the 
church throughout the ages, the pride that led to the torture and killing of 
the church’s opponents and of members of rival sects within the church. 
Some of the most uncivil communication in the world takes place within 
the church—at congregational meetings. Frequent congregational and de-
nominational schisms reveal to the world how uncivil Christians can be to 
one another. The church’s incivility teaches youth to start uncivil holy wars 
when they become spiritual leaders.

Christians offer a very poor public witness when they speak of their 
opponents without common courtesy and mutual respect. We sometimes 
use hateful, derogatory terms to refer to people with whom we morally dis-
agree, and we disrespectfully use the first names instead of the full titles of 
certain public officials. On some Christian radio talk shows, hosts unfairly 
demonize government employees and speak derogatorily to callers. Believ-
ers look and sound like the rest of the world, hanging out our dirty rhetoric 
for the world to see and hear.

When we do not love justice and peace, we communicate uncivilly. We 
stereotype and dismiss persons with whom we disagree. We disrespectfully 
condemn and belittle others without truly listening to them. In the Sermon 
on the Mount, Christ compares slanderers to murderers (Matt. 5:21–22). 
The apostle James urges us to be slow to speak and quick to listen (Jas. 1:19). 
But we “think that we don’t need to hear; we love to speak; and boy, are we 
quick to get angry.”25 We breed conflict instead of peace, arrogance instead 
of justice.

Christians should display a deep regard for the rights of others by re-
specting even our biggest detractors, by patiently listening to opponents, 
and by remaining humble in the heat of argument. The Rule of St. Benedict 
reminds us that humility is “facing the truth.” The word humility comes 
from humus, earth. We should all “be earthed in the truth that lets God 
be God.” Humility enables us to put God at the center of our lives and our 
neighbor before ourselves.26
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Nurturing the Soul in Community

Susan Schaller writes about her efforts to teach rudimentary sign language 
to Ildefonso, a twenty-seven-year-old man who was deaf. Schaller spent 
many days trying unsuccessfully to convey the concept of “symbol” and the 
idea of “language.” Then one day Ildefonso suddenly grasped the meaning 
of a symbol for cat. He sat up straight, and “the whites of his eyes expanded 
as if in terror. He looked like a wild horse pulling back, testing every muscle 
before making a powerful lunge over a canyon’s edge.” Ildefonso had “ford-
ed the same river Helen Keller did at the water pump.”27

Years later, after Ildefonso had learned sign language with the help of 
other teachers, Schaller visited him. Now that Ildefonso could communi-
cate more fully, she wanted to ask him an important question: What had life 
been like for him before he learned language? Ildefonso answered her ques-
tion by recalling seeing children with books walking down the street when 
he was a young boy. “They were my height,” remembered Ildefonso, “and 
I knew they were going to learn about what was in those books. I pointed 
to the children and begged my parents to let me go with them, to send 
me where they were going.” Miming his own childish begging, Ildefonso 
“dropped to his knees and put up his hands in a prayish sign—a scene he 
must have seen many times in the Catholic church.”28

For Ildefonso, language was food for the soul that assuaged his hunger 
for communion with others. As a languageless child he simply wanted to go 
with his peers to find out about books. Ildefonso was “communityless,” says 
Schaller. As a language-using adult, however, he tasted deeper truths and 
more satisfying relationships. He could better nurture his neighbor, and his 
neighbor could better love and nurture him. In fact, Ildefonso eventually 
helped teach sign language to his adult brother, who was living in the same 
symbolic poverty that had dogged Ildefonso into his late twenties.29

Although virtue is a matter of personal character, it must be cultivated 
in community. With the gift of language we can nurture virtue in one anoth-
er. It is possible that someone who privately reads and meditates on God’s 
Word will develop virtuous character. More often, however, virtue grows in 
us as we also experience the virtuous actions and attitudes of others. Rather 
than trying to cultivate virtuous character on our own, we should foster re-
lationships that lead to peace and mutual edification (Rom. 14:19).

Shalom is a language of community that emphasizes harmony among 
people, God, the physical world, and the individual. The language says to 
the world, “Here is a foretaste of heaven. Enjoy this foretaste of what people 
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and relationships will be like in eternal life.” Shalom reminds us that God 
is with us, in us, working through us. We echo God’s character when we 
are virtuous people in community, celebrating justice and peace and loving 
each other as God loves us.

Communities of virtue are soul food. They nurture godly character as 
a mother’s milk causes her baby to thrive. The church should offer healthy 
role models and encourage members to dine on body-building values and 
nourishing beliefs. Virtuous communities fill us with goodness and grace, 
humility and love. We become healthy communicators as we “participate 
together with others in the community of the followers of Christ.”30 Much 
of communication theory can be summarized in one truth: We embody the 
community virtues that we savor.

The Eucharist symbolizes this truth within the church community. We 
eat the bread and drink the wine to remind each other and ourselves that 
God did not abandon us. The Creator of the universe loved us enough to 
save a small nation of misfits in the family of David, to incarnate himself in 
his Son, and to sacrifice that only Son on the cross. God broke down human 
hubris at Babel and empowered believers at Pentecost. He sent Jesus as the 
Christ, the living Word. He opened our ears to hear the Word. So we eat 
and drink as a community. We repent together. We celebrate together. We 
live together in gratitude for what God did on our behalf. The Christian 
community becomes virtuous soul food that God feeds to believers and to 
the rest of the world.

Communities of Christian virtue remind us that we live in the gap 
between heaven and hell. We do our best with symbolic action. We learn all 
we can, practice communication diligently, and try to live it as ethically as 
possible. But in the end, we fall short. We fail to become what we know we 
should be. The entire community falls short. So through faith the church 
communicates the hope that Jesus Christ covers the gap between what we 
know we ought to do and what we actually do. A virtuous community of 
faith feeds on the grace of Jesus Christ.

Much of Western culture today shouts at us to forsake virtue and to 
live for ourselves. If we do this, we also die for ourselves. God speaks to the 
world primarily through the community of believers. Jesus called the dis-
ciples together to begin the church. Those who were called listened. Soon 
the church became a worshiping, witnessing community. Two millennia 
later, the church uses the same communication gifts to build communities 
of grace-filled virtue.
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Conclusion

As Christian communicators, we are called not just to work virtuously to-
ward shalom but also to live peacefully in shalom. We need the encourage-
ment, support, and discernment of others to live virtuously. Archbishop 
Romero needed a community of shalom in order to speak lovingly for 
peace and justice in war-torn El Salvador, and the virtuous community 
that Romero left behind is carrying his voice around the world long after 
his murder.

The pastors who met the villager at the camp realized that evangelism 
without virtue is foolish. They needed to invite their elderly neighbor to 
dine with them. They needed to listen to his story. They needed to com-
mune with him authentically so they could share the gospel in love.

We can imagine the scene. One of the pastors hands the new friend 
some bread and perhaps some wine. “These are our gifts to you. Now listen 
to a gift from God. If you are interested in this gift, wonderful! If not, we 
still want to reflect the love of God for you. Either way, you decide. Please 
stay and share more stories of your village with us. If you stay, we can of-
fer you justice and peace—a bit of heaven on earth.” What would the man 
think about that offer? Would he wonder if the gospel is too good to be 
true? Would he at least want to hear more of the gospel story? Presented 
virtuously, the gospel would have sounded like real soul food. 
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Response to Chapter 11

Authentic Communication in the Imago Dei 

Elizabeth W. McLaughlin

“Dear children, let us not love with words or speech, but within 
actions and in truth.” (Jas. 3:18)

Quentin j. schultze rightly describes authentic communication for 
Christians as “saying what we mean and meaning what we say . . . not 
merely truth telling but also deep personal integrity that anchors our com-
munication in our faith.”1 In this response to Chapter 11 on authentic com-
munication, I wish to explore two questions:

First, how can our fundamental perspective of the imago Dei (image 
of God) ground reality for ourselves and others so as to inform and live out 
a proper understanding of authentic communication?

Second, how does this perspective promote authentic communication 
in our self-talk, interpersonal relationships, intercultural encounters, com-
munities, and global communication as we listen, consume, and produce in 
different ways to tell our stories?

Bearing the Image of God

Bill Bailey was a thirty-five-year-old man with severe disabilities. He was 
also an authentic communicator bearing the image of God.

Several years ago, I wrote for The Source, a community magazine. My 
editor assigned me an interview with Bill, president of the local chapter of 
People First. He lived in Section 8 housing with a roommate and two full 
time caregivers who helped him manage life. Born with one arm missing 
and the other only long enough for a hook, Bill also had cerebral palsy. He 
could not walk on his own, was wheelchair bound, and had issues with 
speech. Every day, he went to work in a sheltered workshop.
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When we met, I had trouble understanding him and felt quite intimi-
dated. After a few minutes of clarity, he shared how doctors had advised 
his mother to have an abortion. Even with this grim beginning, Bill wanted 
to be interviewed so that humans could understand that people with dis-
abilities are simply “people who want human connection.” Bill’s desire was 
to use this interview to invite all to know that “we are all just people who 
need each other.”

A few months later, after a caregiver failed to report that he had 
dropped Bill during a simple transfer from wheelchair to living room chair, 
Bill became unconscious. In the hospital, his eyes were taped open, and he 
died shortly thereafter.

Yet, Bill Bailey’s life speaks to authentic communication and the image-
bearing need for human connection, fellowship, and understanding. While 
suffering his own hardship, Bill denied despair and actively pursued hope 
and wholeness. No filters, masks, or walls could interfere with this need for 
connection and a better world. Bill was an authentic communicator.

How about Us?

What we say we believe had better be true in the way we live, or else why 
would anyone listen?

Almost every day, we witness another Christian leader succumb-
ing to some public sin. In the last year, a major apologist, a megachurch 
leader, a Christian magazine, and many Christian denominations have all 
experienced sexual, financial, or other scandals. These portraits of betrayal 
reinforce all the negative views that people can have about religion. Many 
in our tribes condemn others while living harmful secret lives. If we cannot 
trust the messenger, then how can we trust the message? If the story is false 
in real life, then how can we live it as the truth?

We can also see deceit in the local church. Some reject any tradition 
and deny Scripture, on one hand, while others succumb to uber-judgment 
and standards that can crush the human spirit, on the other. As noted by 
researchers and authors David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons in 2007, Chris-
tians are often known by what they are against instead of who they are for.2 
Our public displays of faith can show our hypocrisy.

The sin of masking is present in our lives as we often separate our 
public selves from our real selves. In some of our faith communities and 
colleges, we are socialized to hide our issues and present a public face of 
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piety that is not real. Jesus called out the religious leaders of his day who 
condemned others while pretending to be holy, and he affirmed the hu-
manity of sinners who knew they needed him. We need a refreshed grasp 
of our own pretense and position before the cross of Christ to renew us 
in our understanding of ourselves, our neighbors, and God and to restore 
authentic communication.

The Way Forward to Authenticity

The path of Jesus in his passion, death, and resurrection shapes and moves 
us to authentic communication as we recognize needed change in the con-
tradiction of our original dignity and our real, flawed selves. As literary 
theorist and philosopher Kenneth Burke has famously asserted, humans are

symbol-using (symbol-making, symbol-misusing) animal[s]
inventor of the negative . . .
separated from [our] natural condition by instruments of our 
[own] making
goaded by the spirit of hierarchy . . . 
and rotten with perfection.3

Humans are the living contradiction. How can we begin the process of 
authentic communication in our own lives? In Philippians 2:5–11, we see 
the model Jesus gave us:

In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset 
as Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider 
equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; 
rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a 
servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in ap-
pearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to 
death—even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the 
highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, 
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Here, you and I own our lives, recognize our identity, accept our 
sin and brokenness, and then trust Christ to transform our lives and 
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communication in harmony with his story and example. The apostle Paul 
in Galatians 2:20 says it well: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no 
longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live 
by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” This 
verse encompasses our whole selves—mind, body, and spirit—in the active 
renovation of our lives and communication.

 Our Basic Identity and Perspective with Others

This call to authenticity starts with accepting our basic dignity—and the 
dignity of others—in the knowledge that we are image bearers (Gen. 1:26–
28). Here, humans become the representatives of God to care for creation 
and to make culture through the fruits of how we fulfill the command to 
replenish the world through our words and actions.

Because communication is the lifeblood of image bearing, we must 
honor human dignity as a sacred gift bestowed by the God who trusts us 
with the risk of our choice. This perspective of seeing others as sacred 
bearers of the imago Dei changes our communication on every level, such 
as in random conversation, listening to ideological others, social media 
posts, our political and cultural differences, and persuasive communica-
tion of all kinds. We are living the rule to love our neighbors as well as 
ourselves. We must first own our lives to lay them down to let them be 
renewed (Rom. 12:1–2).

Honesty, Humility, and Openness

Second, we own what is real and drop our masks and pretense, sharing 
the gifts and brokenness in our individual stories. You and I need to be 
willing to accept the darkness in ourselves, others, and the fallen world. 
This requires humility and honesty in ourselves, as well as an open, non-
judgmental stance toward others in communication on every level. We are 
all broken, and Christ can heal us through our authentic communication.

As Christians, we desperately depend on the work of Jesus to trans-
form us to authenticity. This calls forth honesty and integrity on the inter-
personal level to encompass every communicative action of social media, 
corporate, group, intercultural, and political speech. Dropping our masks 
and receiving grace are essential.

This vulnerability has been challenging for me. In high school, I 
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became a Christ follower in a conservative church. Over the years of my 
life, I learned that my questioning, ambition, and humanity were counter 
to God’s vision for the ideal biblical woman, who wished simply to marry 
and breed. Eventually, I renounced my faith as a declaration of owning my 
real life. I invested identity in my advertising and PR career as the source 
of my worth. During this time, I created separate personas (including 
wardrobes) for church, home, and work with different clients. I separated 
from Christ for fifteen years. I knew that my Christian face was separate 
from my real self.

But, while I let go of Christ, he never let go of me. As I accepted his 
love, I eventually learned about the lies women are told, and more, con-
cerning my value and my masks.

Our Renewed Communication in Christ

Finally, we need to claim new life for ourselves and our communication in 
humility and resurrection, recognizing our freedom and responsibility to 
serve as ambassadors of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:21).

We communicate as he lived—in a sure identity as daughters and 
sons of the living God, called to reality in our gifts and brokenness, in the 
new perspective that accepts that by grace we are good enough to live out 
our beliefs in the service of others. As adapted from the late philosopher 
and author Dallas Willard in his masterpiece The Divine Conspiracy, “I am 
learning from Jesus to live [communicate] my life [story] as he would live 
[communicate] my life if he were I. I am not necessarily learning to do 
[communicate] everything he did, but I am learning how to do [communi-
cate] in the manner that he did [communicate] all that he did.”4

Bill Bailey, in all his brokenness, lived this as he reached out for hu-
man connection and communion in the constant reality of his limits. May 
our communication be informed by our basic identity, recognition of our 
mutual brokenness, and hope in the power of Jesus to help us communi-
cate authentically.

Discussion Questions

1. Where do you see hypocrisy in the public face of Christians? Can you 
name examples and why they bother you? 
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2. Do you think that the media fairly portray Christian persons? Where 
do you see stereotypes of Christians in the news or in popular culture?

3. Have you ever pretended to be someone you are not in Christian 
spaces? Why or why not?

4. Why is admitting our brokenness or acknowledging the brokenness 
of others so difficult? Do the expectations of others dictate what is 
acceptable?

5. How can we move from a spirituality of sin management to the free-
dom of owning our whole lives?

6. What keeps us from seeing others—even our enemies—as fellow hu-
mans who bear the image of God? 
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Chapter 12

Gifted Disciples

Communicators for God

Jesus christ walked along the shore of the Sea of Galilee. He saw two 
brothers, Simon and Andrew, who knew him from at least one previous 
conversation. The two young fishermen undoubtedly had heard about 
Jesus’ preaching in Capernaum and the other towns nestled around the 
shoreline. They probably talked regularly about Jesus with other fisher-
man as they readied their boats and nets each morning, speculating about 
whether Jesus was really the Christ, the Messiah, the expected savior of the 
Jews. This morning they would stop speculating.

While the brothers were casting their nets into the sea, Jesus called 
out, “Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” We do not 
know what Simon and Andrew were thinking when they accepted Jesus’ 
invitation that morning. Did they perceive the invitation as an honor for 
mere fishermen? Were they looking for something better in life than cast-
ing nets for fish? Did they believe that following the Rabbi would give them 
access to special teachings? Maybe they were simply bored or anxious teen-
agers with uncertain futures. In any case, Simon and Andrew immediately 
left their nets and followed Jesus. The Messiah called, and they followed 
(Mark 1:16–18).

As these three continued along the shoreline, they spotted two other 
brothers, James and John, who were in a boat with their father. Once again, 
Jesus called, and the two brothers responded—leaving their father behind. 
They immediately gave up their livelihoods to follow Jesus (Mark 1:19–20). 
In minutes, they radically changed the course of their lives.

We can only wonder what others along the water thought about this 
turn of events in the lives of four average residents of the village. Were the 
four impetuous? Crazy? Why did they follow Jesus? Certainly the neigh-
bors gossiped.
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Christian communicators today do not primarily follow theories of 
symbolic action. Like the first disciples, we follow a person, Jesus Christ. 
Books, teachers, and ideas can help us greatly, but a Christian view of com-
munication tells us that we must first follow the One who called the dis-
ciples on the shore of the Sea of Galilee. We must accept the call to become 
disciples of Christ, our leader and teacher. Then, as disciples of Jesus Christ, 
we also become students of communication.

When Jesus Christ calls, we put aside our personal agendas and fol-
low the Master Teacher. We begin to learn directly from the Word made 
flesh, and only then do our efforts truly begin to transform lives and 
spread shalom.

Many scholars and teachers consider God’s calling pure folly. So it 
probably was for many people who observed the first disciples. Jesus was 
obviously a student of Judaism, but he was also a mere carpenter. He was 
not respected by most of the Jewish leaders, and he lacked a good Roman or 
Greek education. He was known around parts of the pagan world primarily 
for his volatile, offbeat teaching. Jesus riled Roman leaders and seemed to 
endanger the lives of his followers. He owned literally nothing of earthly 
consequence. Who would reasonably follow this perplexing, shunned, and 
radical leader?

In this chapter, I challenge you to love God and your neighbor with 
all of your heart and mind by becoming a disciple of Jesus Christ, an active 
member of a community of believers, and a wise and passionate communi-
cator of truth. Surely these are strange requests in the academic world. But 
listen first, and then decide. Let the Holy Spirit call you. The music that you 
will hear may move your heart and capture your mind.

First, I suggest that truly good communication is a form of obedience 
to God’s call. We are musicians in God’s cosmic symphony. The Creator 
conducts all of creation, and he gives every one of us special gifts to co-
create shalom. But we must obediently take our assigned seats in God’s 
orchestra, just as the first disciples did.

Second, I discuss the way God pours grace into our weak and flawed 
communication. We do not need to be perfect communicators. If we are 
faithful, God produces wonderful music with our limited symbolic gifts. 
The first disciples were not expert communicators, but God used them to 
build the foundation for the church.

Third, I emphasize that everything we do as disciples is a witness to 
the world. We truly cannot not communicate. Our entire lives speak what 
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we believe and what we love. The entire creation hears our music. Residents 
of Capernaum undoubtedly watched the disciples, just as our neighbors see 
and hear us.

Fourth, I offer the simplest but also the most profound test for all of 
our communication. As disciples of Jesus Christ, we must care about the 
gospel-centric truthfulness of our symbolic action. Our symbolic action 
must reflect the Word and therefore the Spirit of God. Only then is our 
music harmonious and beautiful.

Finally, I conclude the book by considering the ultimate issue for all 
communicators: motive. Christ asks a penetrating question about our de-
sires: Whom or what do we love? Every communicator is a lover seduced by 
particular ideas, desires, or people. Perhaps the most revolutionary aspect 
of a Christian view of communication is that Jesus calls us to love God and 
our neighbor with all our mind, heart, and soul. Our symbolic action is not 
just communication; it is also potentially a love ballad. As we communicate, 
we cocreate culture that is in tune with our desires.

Jesus Christ says, “Follow me.” He invites us to make the music of sha-
lom. When we accept Jesus’ call, we venture far beyond merely imitating 
Christ’s manner of communication. We place all our theories, models, and 
definitions of communication into the refining hands of our Leader. We be-
come Jesus’ apprentices, and our workshop is the entire creation. God gives 
everyone the ability to communicate so that we can cocreate shalom with 
Jesus Christ as well as with other people. Christ came to earth not only to re-
deem people from their brokenness but also to enlist and train new disciples. 
Our successful apprenticeship demands that we stay close to the Creator.

God calls us to use communication to claim the entire world in the 
name of Jesus Christ. We now follow in Adam’s and Peter’s footprints as 
cultural stewards of creation. We use the power of symbolic action to create 
a definition of reality that is in tune with God’s Word. As agents of shalom, 
we are the Creator’s ears and voice on earth, symbolic caretakers of a world 
entrusted to us.

Playing in the Creator’s Orchestra

While he was in a Roman prison, the apostle Paul sent letters to new 
churches to help the believers know how to live. His epistles later became 
part of the New Testament. In his letter to the church at Ephesus, Paul 
penned one of the most amazing descriptions of the relationship between 
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Jesus Christ and his disciples. Lying on the dark, damp ground of a Ro-
man prison, Paul offered the Ephesians these words to live by: “For we are 
God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God 
prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph. 2:10).

No one knows precisely how the Ephesians responded when they read 
Paul’s missive, but Paul’s intent is clear. He wanted to assure the believers at 
Ephesus that God was performing great deeds with their efforts even while 
they lived under the oppression of the Roman Empire. God, he said, is a 
faithful artist who creates good works through all his disciples. God is the 
conductor of a cosmic orchestra that produces glorious music. Our task 
as disciples is not to make all of the music on our own but to cocreate the 
music obediently with a trustworthy Conductor. When Jesus Christ calls 
people to the orchestra, the score has already been written, the seats have 
been prepared, and the venue is ready.

As disciples of Jesus, we inherit one primary vocation: to make music 
together in God’s cultural symphony on earth. Some of us are particularly 
gifted listeners, while others are writers, farmers, directors, carpenters, or 
speakers. But one thing is certain: Each of us has a place in this creation to 
cocreate culture. Our good works are ready to be “played.” Do we dare take 
our seat in the orchestra? Do we dare not?

Human culture is a symphony in which we can all play either well 
or poorly. Every day we rise, wash, dress, and take up our communicative 
gifts. We enter the stage of God’s creation and make our music. When we 
play well, in tune with our gifts and God’s score, the music is magnificent. 
We pour spiritual life into a luscious creation. Our music attracts others 
who seek joy in peace and justice. Our communication calls more people 
to drop their nets and join the symphony. Grace abounds, and we say, “This 
is how we were meant to live.” We accomplish good works together by cul-
tivating life in our relationships with God, with others, with the physical 
world, and with ourselves.

On the other hand, when we stubbornly write our own score, we 
orchestrate dissonance, destruction, and despair. When we arrogantly fail 
to recognize the limits of our giftedness, or when we launch into sins of 
omission and commission, we make exploitative power plays and sow evil 
in social institutions.

No matter what occupation or profession we take up, we are called 
to use the gift of symbolic action to be caretakers of God’s creation. Ev-
eryone is invited to accept and celebrate this role. God came to save the 
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weak and lowly, not the self-righteous, arrogant, and proud. When Peter 
and his friends set aside their nets and followed Jesus Christ, they hum-
bly declared whose they were. They trusted that God would produce good 
works through them. It was clear to everyone that they had a new calling 
as apprentices of Jesus. We also begin our journey of faithful discipleship 
by listening to the Rabbi from Galilee, and when we follow Jesus Christ, we 
put Jesus above all other teachers, and the gospel above all other stories.

God Makes Our Notes Perfect

The disciple Simon Peter claimed to love Jesus, but his actions suggested 
otherwise. After Jesus Christ was betrayed and arrested, Roman guards 
took Jesus to the house of the high priest. Peter followed at a distance, then 
sat down with the guards at a fire in the courtyard of the house. When 
a servant girl recognized Peter as one of Jesus’ disciples, Peter denied it: 
“Woman, I don’t know him.” Later, Peter again denied that he knew Christ. 
Finally, one of the Romans challenged Peter for the third time to admit 
that he was a disciple of Jesus. Peter replied, “Man, I don’t know what 
you’re talking about!” As Peter was speaking, a rooster crowed. When Jesus 
looked into his eyes, Peter remembered what Jesus had predicted: “Before 
the rooster crows today, you will disown me three times.” Then Peter “went 
outside and wept bitterly” (Luke 22:54–62).

God calls us to communicate faithfully, not perfectly. In spite of Peter’s 
denials, Jesus did not reject his disciple. In fact, Peter became one of the 
leaders of the faith. We are all called to exercise our God-given gifts to the 
best of our ability, but like Peter and the other early disciples, we will never 
be perfect people. In God’s symphony, we do not rely ultimately on our 
own talent but on the power of God’s Word and the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit. God perfects our symbolic action. Our job is to take our place in 
God’s creation and play our best.

Jesus did not call rhetorically proven disciples. He enlisted a remark-
ably diverse and variously talented group of followers. At least five of them 
were fishermen, one was a tax collector, and the professions of the others 
are not certain. Peter was naively impetuous but later became a wise and 
bold preacher. James, son of Zebedee, was short-tempered, impatient, and 
judgmental. Before following Jesus, Matthew had been shunned because 
he was a tax collector. Many of the disciples had a poor public reputation, 
failed to listen carefully to Jesus, and even questioned Jesus’ teachings.
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God uses us according to how he has gifted us, not according to an 
idealistic standard of rhetorical perfection. Whatever symbolic abilities 
we possess, God has given them to us for a reason. If our gift is primarily 
listening, we should be good listeners. Like wetlands ecologist Cal DeWitt, 
we might be gifted listeners and passionate speakers who convey to others 
God’s love for the earth. If we have a knack for encouraging others, we 
should exercise it like a priest who comforts the afflicted. If we are able to 
interpret and critique popular culture, we should apply that gift as pro-
phetic disciples of Jesus and servants of the church. Our gifts are varied, 
complementary, and exciting. None of us is a perfect communicator, but 
each of us has a crucial place in the symphony of shalom.

We do not have to worry about whether we have any communicative 
gifts; instead, we should consider whether we have identified our gifts and 
are using them obediently. As we study communication, we can develop 
our gifts for service to others. In the end, however, we must put our trust 
in the master Teacher, not in our gifts. Our gifts are potential, waiting to 
be tapped, and as we develop them, God uses them for perfect ends that 
we cannot fathom. Although we may see ourselves as weak and ungifted 
communicators, God has places and purposes for our ears, our pens, and 
our voices. When we faithfully use our gifts, in whatever medium, God 
makes communication happen. Human symbolic action is serendipitous, 
unpredictable, and full of grace. Just as Jesus used the disciples, God uses 
us—sometimes when we least expect it. Our Conductor perfects our faith-
ful efforts, enabling us to love our neighbors as ourselves. He builds on our 
gifts, our study, our practice, and our desire to serve.

The grace of the gospel of Jesus Christ liberates us from perfectionism 
and the fear of failure. Before Peter denied Christ, Jesus had invited him 
to walk on the water. As he tried to make his way across the water, Peter 
flailed and a hand grabbed him, and “like a drowning rat” he scurried back 
into the “frail safety of his life boat.”1 Through grace our Creator holds us 
above the water and accomplishes wonderful things with our limited gifts. 
The power of the Holy Spirit is able to overcome our weaknesses while we 
develop our gifts to the best of our ability.

God gives us communicative gifts and guarantees that by the power 
of the Holy Spirit we will be able to use them well. With study and practice, 
we can become increasingly effective communicators, carrying the gospel 
from person to person and generation to generation. God’s call is to obedi-
ence, not perfection; we trust God to make the music glorious. And as he 



G i f t e d  D i s c i p l e s

243

EXAM COPY
NOT FOR RESALE

did in the beginning, the Creator turns the chaos of our broken communi-
ties and mixed-up lives into the cosmos of shalom.2

We Are the Music

Standing on a hill, Jesus spoke to a crowd, launching the most public part 
of his ministry. “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” he began, “for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven.” He concluded hours later with a story about a fool 
who had built a house on sand, only to see it washed away by the rains. 
Between the remarkable opening statement and the concluding parable, 
Christ addressed many controversial topics: prayer, the perils of money, 
entering heaven, criticizing others, worrying, and lust (Matt. 5:1–7:29). As 
the disciples listened, Christ told each listener that his or her entire life 
is significant in the Kingdom of God. And indeed, everything that we do 
should be done to the glory of God. As the Dutch theologian and statesman 
Abraham Kuyper put it almost two millennia later, “There is not a square 
inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who 
is sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”3

All aspects of culture have symbolic potential—our clothing, trans-
portation, music, even our house and yard. We cannot turn our symbolic 
action on and off like a light switch. In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ 
showed his listeners that following God is not merely a matter of “religious 
communication,” such as listening to sermons and participating in Bible 
studies. Following God is discipleship in every area of life. As the world 
listens, we are part of the music of God’s symphony. All of our actions are 
words. Christ asks us to transform every nook and cranny of our lives into 
signposts for justice and peace. As we do this, our lives point to the eternal 
shalom of heaven.

Every aspect of our lives can be symbolic action that reflects the lord-
ship of Christ. God’s Kingdom surrounds everything we do. We are inher-
ently, incessantly communicators of whatever is in our hearts. If we love 
money, our actions will tell the world; we might be able to fool a few people 
some of the time, but in the end our greed will be revealed to ourselves as 
well as our neighbors. We can criticize others all we want, but as Christ said 
on the Mount, we will simply be judging ourselves. People will see our hy-
pocrisy. We can break our promises, but we then will be saying to everyone 
that we are untrustworthy.

French writer André Malraux struggled intellectually to understand 
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the value of life in a world where everyone dies after a short time on the 
planet. Like many communicators, he wanted his life to make a difference 
in the world, so he fought in the Spanish Civil War and the French Resis-
tance, and he authored books about literature and politics. He did what 
he professed. But he concluded that the best we can do as death-bound 
humans is to turn our lives into works of art—to “sign” our lives as an artist 
signs a painting.4

In one sense, Malraux had it right. Our lives are like works of art—
even like parts in a grand symphony. When the disciples decided to follow 
Jesus Christ, they began creating a very different musical score for their 
lives. Their lives became a new symphony in progress. But who was the 
author? Whose signature would grace the score? Just as Paul’s epistles carry 
his signature, we should be willing to place our signature on our lives. As 
Paul referred to Jesus Christ as the author of his new life, so should we.

In another sense, Malraux had it all wrong. We might pretend to be 
immortal by placing our signature on our lives, but eventually we will be 
long forgotten as new culture replaces older culture. Sooner or later, ev-
erything we have cocreated will turn to dust. Our writing, movies, plays, 
and conversations will disappear. All of life is meaningless, says the writer 
of Ecclesiastes (1:2). Can we gain eternal life merely by putting our own 
signature on our lives?

For the Christian, there is really only one signature that ultimately 
guarantees immortality: “Love, Jesus Christ.” The final signature on our life 
is the name of the only one who turns our life into a work of musical maj-
esty. Jesus Christ alone can work through us to reverse the effects of our fall 
from grace. And God’s signature enables us to cocreate culture effectively 
with others in the orchestra of life.

Christ’s revolutionary rhetoric redefined the scope of our responsibili-
ties as symbolic caretakers of God’s world. We do not define Christian com-
munication narrowly as sermons, evangelistic movies, or novels sprinkled 
with Bible passages. Christian communication is every symbol that flows 
from a human heart that is anchored in Christ’s discipleship and inspired 
by the Holy Spirit.

The Kentucky couple who at first sought revenge for the death of their 
son at the hands of a drunk driver eventually tasted shalom. Rather than 
letting the courts have the final say, they played the music of shalom in an 
unexpected place. They identified with their son’s killer, prayed for him, 
invited him for dinner, and took him in as their own son. They rightly 
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recognized that the call to Christian discipleship extends to all areas of 
life—not just to our religious duties or our church involvement. They did 
not just give the hurting young man a Bible tract. They gave him their at-
tention, their love, even their lives. And God signed their lives, “Love, Jesus 
Christ.”

God’s Word Makes Our Music Harmonious

Just before he called the disciples, Jesus Christ spent forty days and nights 
in the desert. Tired and hungry, he faced the devil. In the first of the three 
great temptations, Satan asked Jesus to transform stones into bread. Surely 
Jesus could have done this. He was God incarnate. But he refused. “It is 
written,” Jesus told Satan, “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every 
word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). Jesus refused to use 
his creative ability selfishly to thwart the will of God.

Recognizing the bigger picture of his role in saving humankind from 
sin, Jesus refused to go along with the devil’s version of reality. Satan’s music 
was seductive, but insufficient. Jesus rejected vain power and deceit in favor 
of humility and truth.

As Christ’s disciples, we share the mission of communicating truth. 
All of our symbolic action should reflect the truth of God’s redemptive 
history described in the gospel of Jesus Christ. Our “yes” always should 
affirm the eternal gospel, not our own petty agendas. We cocreate with the 
Creator, in the Creator, and for the Creator. Our communication should not 
merely move people or affect change; it should convey the cosmic point of 
the matter—the way things really are.

We are called to define reality in a way that is in tune with God’s Word. 
Our lives must be screened through the gospel; they should be a metanar-
rative of the kingdom. Our deeply prophetic calling is to communicate the 
language of the Creator. No wonder the disciples often hung on every word 
of the Master Communicator. His Word is music to the ears of all creation, 
showing us the way to justice and peace. We must study both the discipline 
of communication and the ways to spiritual wisdom. If we gain rhetorical 
savvy but lack knowledge of the truth and a relationship with God, we are 
incomplete communicators.

The Sermon on the Mount is a crucial part of the music of truth for 
fallen humankind. In it, Christ taught that there is an enormous gap be-
tween reality and how people view reality. He said, “Not everyone who says 
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to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does 
the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 7:21). The words seem harsh, 
exclusive, and pointed. Indeed they are. The sermon challenged common-
sense thinking and angered the religious leaders. Jesus taught that Chris-
tian communication is gospel-shaped truth telling, not just agreement or 
impact. Jesus’ life on earth is a remarkable testament to the power of the 
Word to transform people’s view of reality and thereby to redeem people’s 
lives and restore cultures.

We might not like it, but we are prophetic communicators of the bad 
news as well as priestly communicators of the good news. “Beneath our 
clothes, our reputations, our pretensions, beneath our religion or lack of 
it, we are all vulnerable both to the storm without and to the storm within, 
and if ever we are to find true shelter, it is with the recognition of our tragic 
nakedness and the need for true shelter that we have to start.”5 We are not 
called to be happy-go-lucky fools who spin symbols without a worry. As 
our words reflect the Word, they cut to the core of reality. The light of the 
gospel has the power to illuminate our ugly hearts and to reveal the princi-
palities and powers of every generation.

Theologian Lesslie Newbigin reveals how, like Jesus in the desert, we 
are caught between opposing realities. “Our problem is that most of us who 
are Christians have been brought up bilingual. For most of our early lives, 
through the accepted systems of public education, we have been trained 
to use a language which claims to make sense of the world without the 
hypothesis of God.” Meanwhile, we spend only an “hour or two a week” 
using the language of the Bible. We forget that “the incarnate Word is Lord 
of all, not just of the Church. There are not two worlds, one sacred and the 
other secular.”6 As Newbigin suggests, Christian communicators are called 
to strain all symbols through the sieve of God’s reality.

We live in one ultimate reality, but we are caught between two com-
peting cultures. As St. Augustine put it, we live in both the city of God and 
the city of man. During the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught us to pray, 
“And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one” (Matt. 
6:13). Can you imagine what the disciples thought when they heard this 
for the first time? Jesus revealed that evil is palpable, real, and personal, 
that there are indeed irreconcilable kingdoms in our fallen world. In the 
large and small decisions of life, we follow either God or the evil one. We 
act on behalf of the kingdom of light or the kingdom of darkness, heaven 
or hell, life or death, God or Mammon. Of course we must transform the 
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communication institutions of society, but we must first conform our own 
hearts and minds to the gospel that we profess. French reformer and social 
critic Jacques Ellul writes that institutional reforms ought to “spring out of 
the faith of the Church, and not from the technical competence of a few 
experts, whether they be Christians or not.”7

When David Puttnam took over Columbia Pictures, he hoped to 
change the Hollywood system. But even the success of a major film such 
as Chariots of Fire was no guarantee that Puttnam would have clear sailing. 
Puttnam wanted to produce stories with socially redeeming value, but the 
Hollywood system is based largely on the love of riches. Puttnam had to 
consider very carefully how to work within a fallen system and how to work 
with others, without giving up his worldview. This is precisely what every 
professional Christian communicator must do. If we do not have a clear, 
Christian worldview that is grounded in the truth and fostered by com-
munity, the system will likely beat us every time. We study communication 
to become much wiser and more realistic ambassadors of the gospel in a 
fallen world.

As we take our seats in the Creator’s orchestra, we must know the mu-
sical score: the gospel. As we study both communication and God’s Word, 
we are better able to play that score in every one of life’s venues. The name 
of the conductor is Jesus Christ.

Singing Holy Love Songs

After Jesus preached the Sermon on the Mount, his ministry on earth ex-
panded from city to city. Threatened by his growing popularity, religious 
leaders tried to discredit Jesus by tricking him into giving a false answer 
about Jewish law. There were over six hundred major and minor laws that 
governed a complex religious institution, and some leaders taught that all 
laws were equally binding. One of the teachers of the law asked, “Of all the 
commandments, which is the most important?” Jesus replied, “The most 
important one is this: . . . ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The 
second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment 
greater than these” (Mark 12:28–31). Nothing is more important for how 
we communicate than love for God and neighbor. Without love, shalom is 
only a dream. Our symbolic action must be a passionate love song for all 
of creation.
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There is an enormous difference between merely spreading truth and 
communicating in love. The church should be the champion of the message 
of grace, but it often unvirtuously sows seeds of pride and arrogance. We 
forget that truth without love can easily turn people away from the gospel. 
Our love should enable people to identify us as Christian communicators.

Loving our neighbor and loving our work are never enough. We all 
know gifted, passionate communicators who love what they do but who 
do not love God. We are called as communicators to love God as well as to 
love each other. In a world that is fallen from grace, we easily love what we 
create or the process of creating more than we love the Creator. Instead of 
letting the Conductor take the first bow, we proudly stand up for others to 
admire. Christian communicators not only identify with others and enjoy 
their craft, they also love the Person who created their gifts.

We must ask tough, introspective questions about our motives: Do we 
truly love God and other people? Do we honestly identify with our neigh-
bor’s humanity, not just with our own weaknesses and sin? Can we see the 
image of God in others? Does our symbolic action reflect the kind of respect 
and patience that we desire from others? In short, do we treat our neigh-
bors as ourselves in all of our personal and professional communication?

Our communication, like love, cannot be reduced to a set of guide-
lines. We have to be able to empty ourselves and to take on the burdens of 
others. We have to practice truthfulness and be virtuous. We must ask for 
the grace to dig deep into God’s Word to see and hear what our Creator 
intends for us. We have to examine every ethical dilemma we face to learn 
how we can reflect God’s love in a fallen world. Love might require the 
courage to speak up in one situation and the patience to remain silent in 
another. Love means letting our decisions be God’s call, reflecting God’s 
desire, not our own. Love is not just a feeling or emotion but wisdom and 
passion garnered ultimately from the Creator. Loving God through our 
communication takes a great deal of hard work, serious study, wise discern-
ment, and lifelong practice.

The doctor who cared for John Merrick learned to love. He began by 
protecting the badly deformed man from the circus owner, the newspapers, 
and public humiliation. But later when Dr. Treeves heard Merrick reciting 
the twenty-third Psalm, he also gained love for the man. He realized that 
the elephant man was not merely a little better than a freak: John Merrick 
was a full person bearing the image of God. Jesus Christ died for Merrick, 
not just for doctors and for attractive people. Dr. Treeves opened his home 
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to Merrick, introducing him to his wife and communing with him as he 
would with any person. Merrick could barely believe that anyone would be 
so kind to him. He felt God’s grace in the doctor’s loving actions. Together 
Dr. Treeves and Merrick played a love song composed by a generous God.

Conclusion

Our call to Christian discipleship is rooted in the person of Jesus Christ, not 
merely in noble theories and effective methods. As C. S. Lewis said, Jesus’ 
rhetoric made it very clear that he was not just a fine orator or a great moral 
teacher. If Jesus were merely a person, his own words would condemn him 
as either a lunatic or a demon. “You can shut him up for a fool,” Lewis said. 
You “can spit at him and kill him as a demon; or you can fall at his feet and 
call him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense 
about his being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us.”8

I conclude our journey through the world of human communication 
where we began—with grace. As God’s caretakers of creation, we have 
much to do and some important tools to use. When it comes to symbolic 
action, no combination of technologies will free us from confusion and 
regret, so we can be thankful that God started the symphony and invites 
us to take our seats in the orchestra. Our Creator has equipped us with the 
gospel and has given us the necessary gifts to play our parts with each other 
as cocreators of culture. God first loved us, so now we can love Jesus Christ 
and each other. Shalom is God’s symphony, and the orchestra is gathering 
to rehearse on earth what we will play eternally in heaven.

Sometimes shalom seems like a distant echo, barely a one-note peep. 
But when we communicate the truth together in love, God works wonders 
through fallen human beings. It is the Holy Spirit’s business and our call-
ing. I invite you to call on the name of the greatest being who ever lived, 
in heaven and on earth. God says, “I am.” We sing, “We are yours.” In a 
nutshell, that is the love ballad of communicating for shalom. 
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Response to Chapter 12

Accepting the Invitation and  
Welcoming Others

Diane M. Badzinski

Life with christ starts with an invitation. In this final chapter, 
Quentin J. Schultze urges his readers to make a commitment to Jesus Christ 
by accepting God’s invitation to come, pick up their instruments, and play 
in God’s orchestra. I also invite you to accept God’s call. Schultze’s position 
is clear: A Christian view of communication begins when we, as flawed, 
imperfect people, accept God’s invitation to follow God’s son, Jesus Christ. 
After securing a seat in the orchestra, we are then to welcome others. Prac-
ticing hospitality is key in this effort. This chapter includes an exploration 
of communication practices that extend hospitality, creating moments that 
beckon, “Come and take your seat.”

Accepting the Invitation 

Let’s look at two examples from Scripture of Jesus offering an invitation to 
come follow him:

Jesus healed a bleeding, ceremonially unclean woman when she 
reached out and touched him. This woman suffered for years, spent all 
she had to find a cure, but no doctors were able to help. As Mark’s Gospel 
explains, “And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for 
twelve years. She had suffered a great deal under the care of many doctors 
and had spent all she had, yet instead of getting better she grew worse” 
(Mark 5:25, emphasis added). She knew Jesus healed: “If I just touched his 
clothes, I will be healed” (5:28). 

Jesus healed a demon-possessed man living in ceremonially unclean 
tombs by commanding “the evil spirit to come out of the man” (Luke 8:29). 
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The man had suffered a long time. Luke’s Gospel puts it this way: “For a long 
time this man had not worn clothes or lived in a house, but had lived in the 
tombs” (Luke 8:27b, emphasis added). Luke continues, “Many times it [the 
evil spirit] had seized him, and though he was chained hand and foot and 
kept under guard, he had broken chains and had been driven by the demon 
into solitary places” (8:29b, emphasis added). The man knew Jesus was the 
Son of God and carried the power of life and death: “When he saw Jesus, he 
cried out and fell at his feet, shouting at the top of his voice, ‘What do you 
want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, don’t torture 
me!’” (Luke 8:28).

Both the bleeding woman and the demon-possessed man suffered a 
long time. Both were ceremonially unclean according to Mosaic Law. Both 
knew that Jesus carried the power to heal. And both showed clearly that God 
extends an invitation to the unclean, the rejected, the hurting, the broken. 
He invites everyone (Isa. 55; 2 Pet. 3:9). All who believe in the Son of God 
are welcome. Accepting God’s invitation to join his orchestra is founda-
tional to a Christian view of communication. Schultze unequivocally states 
that, as Christian communicators, we must first “accept the call to become 
disciples of Christ, our leader and teacher,” and then “also become students 
of communication.”1 We become God’s mouthpiece to invite others. 

Welcoming Others

God has created a place for us in his orchestra; we, too, are charged with 
the responsibility to create space, or a place, for others. In our often fast-
paced, pressure-packed, anxiety-heightened world, creating a place—a pri-
vate space to invite others to enter—is not always easy or convenient, but 
that is what God is asking. Quaker scholar Parker Palmer in his book The 
Company of Strangers: Christians and the Renewal of America’s Public Life, 
argues that we are to welcome the stranger “into our private space, whether 
that be the space of our own home or the space of our personal awareness 
and concern.”2

Creating space involves practicing hospitality. When you hear the 
word “hospitality,” do you think of an elaborate, stress-filled dinner party, 
complete with a hefty dose of awkward, boring, and trivial talk? Is this how 
we should view hospitality? 

In Here I Am: Now What on Earth Should I be Doing?, Schultze defines 
hospitality as “the practice of ‘making room’ in our own heart, mind, and 
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home for the stranger among us.”3 He acknowledges that it is often easier to 
make room for the friend than the stranger. It can be risky to invite strang-
ers into our private spaces, but the risk is worth it. We deepen our apprecia-
tion for and understanding of people different from us. More importantly, 
our hospitality demonstrates the love of Christ. “Each time we love the 
stranger, we give her or him an opportunity to sample the unconditional 
love that defines Jesus’ own sacrifice on the cross.”4 The goal of hospital-
ity, writes Dutch priest Henri Nouwen, is to create a “free space where the 
stranger can enter and become a friend instead of an enemy. Hospitality is 
not to change people, but to offer them space where change can take place.”5 
Hospitality is an invitation into our private spaces and creates a place where 
spiritual transformation is possible.

The Bible is full of stories of individuals who showed hospitality, and 
their expressions of hospitality are many. Let’s look at an example from 
Genesis in which Abraham and his wife, Sarah, extended hospitality to 
three unexpected visitors. Scripture records that Abraham was eager to 
meet his guests: “when he saw them, he ran from the tent to meet them” 
(emphasis added). Abraham put hospitality over the cultural custom of 
waiting for a visitor to approach him. Upon meeting the strangers, Abra-
ham took a posture of humility by “bowing low to the ground” and calling 
his guests “lord,” which means master, and himself a servant. He quickly 
prepared an extravagant feast for them. He hurried into the tent and asked 
Sarah to quickly make bread from three measures of fine flour, an amount 
equivalent to twenty-one quarts (That is a lot of bread!). Abraham then ran 
to the herd and hurried to prepare a “fine, tender calf” (Gen. 18:1–8, NET, 
emphasis added). Treating his company as royalty, Abraham showered 
them with generous acts of kindness, giving them a place to rest, washing 
their feet, and providing a feast. Abraham and Sarah were quick to extend 
hospitality to strangers, and so should we be.

Jesus himself, who had “no place to lay his head” (Luke 9:58b), mod-
eled his commandment to be hospitable (Heb. 13:2) as he fed people, healed 
the hurting, comforted the grieving, and washed the feet of his disciples. 
Giving something to eat to the hungry, offering something to drink to the 
thirsty, inviting the stranger into our home, clothing those in need, looking 
after the sick, and visiting those in prison are all ways to serve others, and, 
as followers of Christ, we are to do good in these ways (Matt. 25:34–36).

Of course, it is possible to serve in some of the ways Abraham and Je-
sus did without ever showing hospitality. We can drop off bags of clothing 
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to a homeless rescue shelter to clothe those in need and still not make 
room in our lives for the homeless. We can serve food to those displaced 
by a natural disaster and still not make a place in our lives for refugees. 
Hospitality goes beyond generous acts of service; it involves opening our 
hearts, no matter the place, to communicate to others that they are loved 
and valued. Hospitable people recognize the worth in everyone, offering 
each a path “toward visibility and respect.”6 The ways to communicate hos-
pitality are many and include listening to provide others a safe place to be 
heard, demonstrating empathy through compassion to model Christ, and 
exchanging stories to develop connections and to share about God’s good-
ness and faithfulness. Listening, empathy, and storytelling are interrelated 
practices that speak hospitality. 

Communicating Hospitality

Hospitable people are good listeners. Hospitality and listening are tightly 
connected communicative practices. Theologian Cathy Ross argues that 
attentiveness invites hospitality.7 Hospitality involves being attentive to 
others; it requires listening. Schultze and Badzinski define listening as “at-
tending to reality—to the way things really are with God, others, and us. 
It is how we pay attention to what is outside of us rather than merely our 
own internal feelings, desires, and opinions.”8 To listen effectively, we need 
to listen intentionally with, not only to, the other; that is, we need to en-
gage with the person as we listen.9 You may listen to a lecture or a sermon, 
but you are listening with the professor or pastor when you actively seek 
“shared engagement.”10 This requires being fully present, genuinely seeking 
understanding and confirming it. Listening with others is a sign of hospi-
tality. It is invitational. It is relational. Listening creates a safe place for the 
other to be heard.

Hospitable people are empathic and compassionate communicators. 
“Empathy” is derived from two Greek words—em, translated as “in,” and 
pathos, as “feeling”; literally, the word means “in feeling.”11 We often hear 
that empathy is an ability to step into and walk in another person’s shoes. 
More formally, empathy is an ability to attune to and imagine the expe-
riences of others. Empathic communicators are keenly aware and emo-
tionally invested in the experiences of others.12 Compassion, a display of 
sympathy and concern for the suffering of others, is an emotional response 
to empathy. 
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Jesus was compassionate. Upon meeting Mary weeping over the 
death of her brother, Lazarus, Jesus “was deeply moved in spirit and was 
troubled” (John 11:33–34). Jesus, sharing in the grief of Mary and Martha, 
wept over the death of Lazarus. He felt and expressed compassion for his 
friends. He also showed compassion for the distressed and dispirited (Matt. 
9:36), a widow upon the death of her only son (Luke 7:13), a man with 
leprosy (Mark 1:41), the hungry (Matt. 15:31), and the sick (Matt. 14:14). 
Demonstrating compassion tells the other, “I’m with you in your pain and 
suffering. I am here.”

Hospitable people engage in story sharing. As we listen to stories, 
we gain insights into the lives of others. We learn about the triumphs and 
tragedies that color their experiences. We learn about the trivial and sig-
nificant events that mark their lives. “You are valued” and “I care about 
you” are messages we send to others when we engage with their stories. 
Simply probing, “What’s going on in your life? Tell me more about that,” is 
a way to encourage others to share. Hospitable individuals listen, but they 
are also prepared to tell their stories. As stories are told, especially those 
that speak to God’s goodness and faithfulness, we invite others into a place 
where transformation is possible.

In conclusion, hospitality should mark us as followers of Jesus Christ. 
As his disciples, we are to be hospitable people, inviting others into a re-
lational and spiritual space. Listening intentionally, showing empathy 
through compassion, and engaging in story sharing communicate that we 
have made room for others in our hearts, creating space for spiritual trans-
formation. May the Holy Spirit use our efforts to usher all to take their seat 
in God’s eternal orchestra.

Discussion Questions

1. Have you accepted a place in God’s orchestra? If so, can you share 
about your journey in making the decision to become a follower of 
Christ? If not, why not?

2. What is your view of hospitality? When have you felt loved through 
someone else’s act of hospitality? When have you felt unwelcomed? 
What examples from Scripture provide a biblical view of hospitality? 

3. God has created a place for all of us; he has invited us to join his or-
chestra. Where in your life can you create a space where others can 
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join? What can you do to communicate to others that you have cre-
ated a space for them in your life?

4. Aminta Arrington, Professor of Intercultural Studies at John Brown 
University, assigns students a class project called the Hospitality Proj-
ect.13 The assignment is two-fold: Students read and reflect on the 
Christian practice of hospitality and then extend hospitality to indi-
viduals from cultures different from their own. What would be some 
of your initial reactions if you were assigned this project? To whom 
might you extend hospitality? What would it look like for you to show 
hospitality to a stranger from a different culture? What might you gain 
from this project?

5. Are you prepared to extend hospitality? In what ways? For example, 
have you created enough margin in your life to have sufficient time 
and energy for others? Are you committed to whole-heartedly listen 
to others? Are you ready to share with others your stories of God’s 
faithfulness and goodness in your life? If so, what is one story you 
might share?  
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