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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



“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



“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
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Foreword

WHO WOULD EVER HAVE THOUGHT to combine the words communicating
and stewardship? 1 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: “Thats 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

Xix






Author’s Preface to the
Updated and Expanded Edition

WHEN 1 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.! 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.> 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 [ 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.> 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.* 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.’
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.®

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 1 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. Al
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 oft 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
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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.” 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.®* 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.” 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.'

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”* 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.” 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* 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.”* 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.® 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.” 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.®

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 ot 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, T 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”” 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!



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 Ubermensch,
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.”*

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
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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 oft 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),” 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?



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.”

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.”

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.’ 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?”* 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”

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.®

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

10
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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.” 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.> 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”® 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”*
Zhang’s columns invariably reflect her own vision of what Chinese culture

11
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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)." 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

12



SYMBOLIC STEWARDSHIP

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)."

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," 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.'* 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."” 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”'® 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”!” 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. “Youd 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”'®

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.”" 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.® 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.”! 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.”*
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.”® 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.”**

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.”

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.?® 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.”” 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”*®
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.”” 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.*® 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”>’ When the gospel forms our com-
munication, we become a community of truth. We then live knowing the
name of God.*> 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.”**

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.*
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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”* In such a community,
everyone enjoys harmonious relationships filled with delight.** 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 Christs 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?*” 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.”*®
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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 shalomy; 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”** 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.** 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”*' 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”** 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* As
Wolterstorft argues in Divine Discourse, there is plenty of reason to be-
lieve that God has a voice among faithful people who listen.** 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.*

No matter how God speaks, all of our daily communication occurs
in what Lewis called the “shadowlands*® 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."” 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.*®
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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.* 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.®

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””! 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

BirLL STrROM

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”

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 communication’—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.”® 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.*

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.

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.® 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.”

The evidence just noted, with similar research conducted elsewhere,
provides support for the claim that a covenantal worldview for close re-
lationships vyields 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.® 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.’ 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.'® 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."! 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.'? Schultze
says it this way: “In the New Testament, shalom is expressed in koinonia
and agape. . . . Agape signifies selfless love of others and ourselves”"* He
adds, “Nothing is more important for how we communicate than love for
God and neighbor. Without love, shalom is only a dream.”** 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.”” 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.'® 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."”

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."® The outcome of responsible
communication, as Schultze observes, is justice and peace.”

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.”’ 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”” 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, “T 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.’** 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.” 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.*

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).% Perhaps this is what Schultze means
when he says, “Our ability to communicate for shalom is a kind of sacred
covenant with God.”*® 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.” Being faithfully committed translates into listening
well, as one’s loyal presence provides opportunity to drop everything and
give undivided attention.”® 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.”

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.”*® 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. Thedefinition 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?

. 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 T can think of is that he should die, and how he
should die

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.

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

34



INEXPLICABLE GRACE

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”

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, “T went to that meeting where there was close to a thou-
sand heads, and I didn’t know what I was going to say”* 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”® 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-cuft 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.®

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.
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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.” 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.* 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.?

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”!° 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”!! 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." 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.® To them, Aristotle’s belief that “those born deaf
all become senseless and incapable of reason” made little sense.'* 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””” Ponce de Leon’s ideas were eventually exported
to France and later to North America, perhaps changing deaf education
forever.'® 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 youre a
reporter documenting something. You start to feel that it could have been
you; it could have been your family”"’

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?”'® 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”" 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”* 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.”?' 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.”> 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.”* 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.** 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.*

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.”* 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”’”’ 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™®® 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”® 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.”*® 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”*' 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.”* 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”3

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

JouN 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.”! 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.

Graceis 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,

47



EXAM COPY NOT FOR RESALE

COMMUNICATING FOR LIFE

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”* 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 Burkes “Definition of Man,” language
thus gives rise to negation, alienation, and “rotten perfection.”

What is more, Burke noticed a social phenomenon he referred to as
the “Iron Law of History / That welds Order and Sacrifice”* 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.”

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

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,’
wealth,® and freedom’ 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”"® 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."" 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."”” 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."
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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.”**

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”"

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?

. '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.! 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 Columbuss maps
enabled him to understand (or misunderstand) geography.

Second, theories are prescriptive maps for communication. They sug-
gest how we should communicate.? 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.?

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” 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.” 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.® 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.” 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.®

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” theory® 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.'

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.'' 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”'?

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”"* 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.'* 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.'® 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.'®
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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?”!” 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’*® 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”" 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”® 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.”*!

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
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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.*

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.”

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.**

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.” In short, cultural approaches to communication generally emphasize
understanding existing culture more than influencing it.

66



COCKFIGHTS AND DEMOGRAPHICS

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 being