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I never realised how amazing the Lord's Prayer 
was until I lived in an Afghan village with people 
who knew daily hunger, were crushed by debt, 
and feared the authorities for good reason. My 
neighbours dreamt, literally dreamt, of things I took 
for granted. Greeting each other in the morning, 
women sometimes asked, 'What did you eat last 
night? Chicken?' 'No, no. Not chicken. Lamb. It was 
so good I can still taste it!' Dreams aside, the only 
meat these women ate were tiny morsels distributed 
at funerals, weddings and Eid. Short of a miracle, 
they didn't expect their dreams to come true. 
Praying the Lord's Prayer while I lived beside them,  
I began to see it as an invitation to imagine the 
world as it should be, an invitation to dream the 
dreams of God.

Jesus taught his disciples not to make prayer a 
performance, not to use fancy words or too many 
words as if the more you say the more likely God is 
to listen, or as if God might forget something if we 
don't make an exhaustive shopping list.

Jesus said:

Your Father knows what you need  
before you ask him. Pray then this way:

Our Father in heaven, hallowed  
be your name.

Your kingdom come.

Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread,

Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven 
our debtors.

Do not bring us to the time of trial but  
rescue us from the evil one. 

(Mt 6:8b-13)

Full stomachs, forgiven debts, and political safety 
may have been things Jesus' disciples dreamt of 
but rarely experienced. Life under the first-century 
Roman Empire was no picnic for Jewish peasants, 
fisher-folk, trades-people and daily labourers. 
Palestinian villagers lived under a military regime 

whose taxation and business practices were as 
rapacious as its 'peace' was brutal. For them to pray 
this prayer was to declare that the way things were 
was not the way God wanted them to be. It was to 
call the present into question and declare a different 
future possible: hunger, debt and fear are not 
inevitable. Imagine that!

Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as 
it is in heaven. We pray this prayer two thousand 
years later in very different circumstances. What 
do our prayers call into question and what do they 
declare possible? What do we see? What future do 
we anticipate? What would the world be like if God's 
kingdom came, God's will was done? What would 
change and what would stay the same? Imagine ...

I don't know about you, but my imagination just 
isn't up to it. My only experience is of a world so far 
removed from anything that might reflect the will of 
God, that I go blank when I try to imagine what the 
world would be like were God's will done. Having 
lived all my life in one world, I struggle to imagine 
another.

WHEN IMAGINATION STUMBLES

My village neighbours whiled away long winter 
evenings in the village narrating folk tales by the 
enchanted flickering of a hurricane lamp. As my 
language improved, I was expected to take my 
turn, sharing stories of my people, our culture 
and customs. I chose anecdotes carefully at first, 
concerned that stories of freedom and wealth might 
generate discontent. I needn't have worried.

'Tell us’, women would urge, 'Tell us how your 
people arrange marriages.’ And they would listen, 
intrigued, to the betrothal history of one or the other 
of my friends. The story over, the women would 
disperse, laughing: 'She expects us to believe that 
boys choose their brides and girls their husbands! 
Ridiculous. That could never work.’ An older friend 
would sometimes pat my shoulder and reassure me, 
'Never mind, dear. You tell a fine story anyway.’

Men asked, 'Do people keep animals in your 
country? How many cows would a farmer have?' 
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'No, no. Not a warlord or a king, an ordinary farmer, 
like us.’ Either Australian society was comprised of 
warlords and kings or I didn't know what I was  
talking about.

Immersed in village life, I sometimes found it hard 
to believe in Australia myself. Did refrigeration, 
sewage, green gardens, and safe water in taps 
exist anywhere? Was there really a place in which 
childbirth was safe and parents confident enough 
to name their children at birth, not 40 days later? 
Were there really societies in which people took 
education for granted, health care was reliable,  
and families visited in the evenings, travelling home 
without fear? When mail arrived every few months, 
reading my letters from home was like reading 
fiction, following the lives of characters I knew  
and loved but who were insubstantial somehow,  
not quite real.

For Afghan villagers, urban Australia was difficult 
to imagine. For many Australians, rural Afghanistan 
seemed just as unreal. In 1996, before international 
attention focused on Afghanistan, I shared some 
village stories with a group of university students 
in Melbourne. The students were unresponsive at 
first. Then they accused me of lying. They refused 
to accept – they may have been unable to accept 
– the possibility that other people's lives could 
contrast so completely with their own. 'This is the 
twentieth century,’ they said. 'Nobody lives like that!'

I found it relatively straightforward to fight injustice 
in Afghanistan. I could see a lot that needed to 
change. It is easy to criticise things that don't involve 
you. I was very ready to tell Afghans where they and 
their society should change and how they could 
do it. It is easy to see how other people need to 
change. It is easy to presume that you know. I was 
less ready to hear Afghans tell me that I needed to 
change. I was very slow to learn that it was not my 
place to have a vision for Afghanistan: it was not  
my country.

When I returned to Australia, I saw things I hadn't 
seen before. I saw a lot that needed to change, 
but discovered that fighting injustice in my own 
country was anything but straightforward. One 
way or another, I was involved in everything that 
needed to change. I wanted to change; I knew 
I needed to change. Yet, at the same moment, I 
resisted changes with all the strength I could muster. 
Change always hurts. Neither was I quite so eager 
to tell other Australians where our society needed 
to change. Nobody wanted to hear and nobody 
wanted to see. Nor was I completely convinced 
that Australia could change in any fundamental 
way. I had no vision for my own country. I could not 
imagine what God's justice would look like among 
my own people. Where would the Spirit lead us? 
Where could the Spirit lead us when we, or most of 
us, stand on stolen ground?

I thought drawing a 'community development 
diagram' might help.
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT –  
DRAWING NEW POSSIBILITIES 

As a community development facilitator, I often ask 
groups of village people to draw their communities 
as they are and as they would like them to be. 
Communities draw things that are important to 
them: things they value and want to retain as 
well as things they'd like to change. Drawing and 
reflecting upon their present situations, people 
discern new possibilities. Imagining and drawing 
'ideal communities' awakens hope and enables 
communities to devise practical strategies which, 
God willing, might enable them to approach their 
dreamt-of futures. New realities become possible 
when communities dare to hope and, in hope,  
to act.

When I sat down to draw, I sketched the present 
easily enough but my imagination failed when I 
tried to draw a better future. The world's problems 
are so complex they seem intractable. I found it 
hard not to despair. Not only that, but I am involved 
in a lot of what is wrong with the world: I am guilty. 
Not only am I guilty, I feel helpless and powerless. 
The forces pushing things from bad to worse are 
so massive, pervasive and insidious; there doesn't 
seem much chance that anything we do could 
make a difference. The injustices of the world and 
my complicity in them overwhelmed me. My page 
remained blank.

Despair, guilt and powerlessness might sound like 
strange things for a forgiven Spirit-filled Christian 
to experience. We know that if we confess our 
sins God is faithful and just to forgive our sins and 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness. We know that 
God created the world, gives life to the dead and 
calls into being that which did not exist. We know 
that we are made in God's image and that God's 
Spirit is with us. We can do all things through Christ 
who strengthens us. Jesus said, 'If you have faith 
as a mustard seed …'  We know all this – and yet ...

Then I remembered how I’d begun to understand 
prophecy differently in Afghanistan. As a child, 
I was taught that prophets condemned idolatry 

and sexual immorality and predicted the coming 
Messiah and the cosmic return of Christ. I thought 
that this was all they did. Only in Afghanistan did I 
realise that prophets were change agents intent on 
re-establishing the way of Yahweh in their societies.1 
To this end, prophets exposed corporate sinfulness 
and exhorted repentance and reformation. Inspired 
by the Spirit, prophets saw the world through the 
eyes of God. They described present realities with 
shocking clarity. They exposed Israel's hidden idols, 
not figurines of wood or stone or trees planted 
in high places, but idols Israel hadn't recognised 
because they weren't 'religious': militarism, 
materialism, economic security, life-style. They 
retold stories of God acting in history, stories that 
reminded Israel that God's promises are commands 
and that God usually acts through people. Inspired 
by the Holy Spirit, prophets looked beyond the 
present to imagine a world with God's will done, 
God's kingdom come. Their visions did not provide 
detailed prescriptions for change or blue-prints 
for action. Their words were not meant to be tied 
down, dissected and analysed. They were 'poets of 
prophetic imagination' who wove impressionistic, 
metaphorical pictures to capture their nation's heart 
and imagination. Their visions reminded Israel what 
justice and righteousness looked like, what it meant 
to be the people of God.

So, with inspiration from Old Testament prophets 
like Moses, Micah, Isaiah, Ezekiel and Zechariah; 
New Testament prophets like John the Baptist, Jesus 
and the gospel Writers, Paul, James and John; and 
post-Testament prophets like Martin Luther King and 
Desmond Tutu, I drew a picture of sorts.

1 The rest of this paragraph draws on Walter Brueggemann’s concept of 
prophetic imagination. See particularly, Living toward a Vision: Biblical 
Reflections on Shalom (Philadelphia: United Church Press, 1976); Hopeful 
Imagination: Prophetic Voices in Exile (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986);  
and Hope Within History (Atlanta: John Knox, 1987).
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DREAMING THE KINGDOM –  
PATHWAYS TO SHALOM

The diagram contrasts two pictures: a picture of 
injustice and a picture of shalom. The picture of 
injustice represents the world today. One side of 
the fence is barren with emaciated people squatting 
despondently. Eight hundred million of these 
people wake up hungry each morning and lie down 
hungry at night. Thirty thousand of their children 
die each day from preventable curable diseases.2 
On the other side of the fence, things look green 
and beautiful. The people are well fed and amply 
housed. They consume a lot and pollute a lot but 
their rubbish mostly ends up on the other side of 
the fence.3 What is not immediately obvious is that 
despair, fear and hopelessness pervade both sides. 
For example, Australia's divorce, suicide, mental 
illness, addiction, and obesity rates are among the 
highest in the world.4 You can't hide from the harsh 
reality of the barren lands, but life in the green places 
is equally desperate. They just spend more on public 
relations and camouflage. We distract ourselves by 
'getting away from' the 'lifestyles' we have trapped 
ourselves within. Australians, on average, live in 
larger houses with fewer people in them than ever 
before, watch three hours of television a day, buy 
an inordinate number of magazines, take more 
extravagant holidays more often, and are too busy to 
ask how travel 'escapes' change the world.

The picture of shalom summarises biblical images 
of the future of God.5 People rest beneath their 
own vines and fig trees. They live in houses they 
built themselves and eat the fruits of their own 
labour. Everyone has enough, no-one too much. 
There is diversity but not division. There is no 
domination and no fear. Children play, the streets 
resound with their laughter, and their grandparents 
live out their days in peace. You won't find any 
philanthropists or charity dinners in Spirit-inspired 
visions of the kingdom. Where justice and mercy 
prevail, philanthropy and charity are not needed. 
No-one makes millions and no-one gives millions 
away. There is work for everyone who needs it, with 
adequate wages paid on time. Men and women 
tread lightly on the earth, cherishing creation, 
respecting its fragility, enjoying its abundance. The 
society of shalom is a society of right relationship: 
harmony with God, harmony between people, 
harmony with creation. Well-being is enjoyed by all.

The diagram has two arrows. Injustice happens 
whenever non-love (it doesn't have to be hate, 
indifference or ignorance are quite enough) uses 
power to maintain the boundary between 'the 
haves' and 'the have-nots'. Injustice happens 
whenever resources, skills and opportunities 
are denied to the poor and given to the rich.6  

6 The overall consequence of today’s global power differentials is to 
redistribute resources upwards from the poor majority to a wealthy 
minority. UNDP, HDR 2002 83-92. www.unep-wcmc.org/forest/lpr2004.
pdf 2004 Living Planet Report (UNEP, 2004); UNDP, HDR 2006. Wealthy 
societies tend to explain poverty in terms of race, caste, religious or 
cultural practices, population growth, ignorance, laziness and corruption. 
Because they locate poverty’s causes with the poor, they see no need to 
change themselves. 
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The tools injustice uses serve some better than 
others: education, information, health care, legal 
systems and institutions, economics, trade, aid and 
development projects that promote our dreams 
rather than theirs, or that undermine existing 
capacities and expose communities to new risks. 
Injustice is often unintentional. As Jonathan Sacks 
observes, 'In each individual transaction, both 
sides [may] gain. But when the results of billions 
of transactions are aggregated, their effects can 
be, and often are, massively inequitable.’ 7 At both 
national and international levels, the cumulative 
effects of trade, migration and labour laws; business 
investment; and debt and other forms of obligation 
extract resources from poor regions and export 
unwanted surpluses, weapons and environmental 
degradation to them. Aspects of economic 
development catalyse displacement, urbanisation 
and job loss. Economic, legal and political trends 
privatise or monopolise public resources and reduce 
local wages and job security. Industrial, agricultural 
or civic misuse of natural resources accelerates 
environmental degradation. Fear, whether of 
terrorism, communism or Islam, has particularly 
devastating effects. Robert McAfee Brown explains:

The problem is not so much that a few 
powerful people with evil intentions get 
their way as that a few powerful people with 
good intentions may, quite contrary to those 
intentions, produce evil ends ... the 'victims' 
are not only those who get physically ground 
to pieces or starve but also sensitive people 
whom the system forces to act in ways that 
destroy others, even though they wish that it 
didn't. It is important for such people to begin 
to realise that they are being manipulated and 
thus dehumanised ... [They too need] liberation 
... from the need to spend the rest of their lives 
beholden to false gods.8

Justice, on the other hand, is created by love. It can 
never be built by coercion or domination. Love's 
power is the power of the cross, of weakness and 
humility, of forgiveness and reconciliation, of truth. 
The rainbow pathways to shalom are creative, 
courageous, audacious and diverse. They refuse to 
be bound by the limits of the present. They grieve 

with all who perpetrate or suffer injustice. They 
encompass every hope, every dream, every hopeful 
act and every movement of resistance through 
which individuals and societies participate with God 
in building shalom. It is important to remember that 
we are not the central focus here. It is not all about 
us. Following the Spirit means getting our identity 
straight and embracing our vocation as the people 
of God. Each one of us is made in God's image and 
we have each fallen short of God's glory. We are 
sinful. We are fragile. We are limited. But that is not 
all we are. Not only are we part of the problem, 
we are part of the solution. The Spirit restores our 
identity as creative agents, children of God, called to 
play our part in remaking the world. We are to follow 
the poor, not to lead them – for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven. Knowing our place might sound harsh 
at first, but what a wonderful thing to be where we 
belong doing what we were made for!

The Spirit of God breathes through every part of this 
process. We cannot predict how or when the Spirit 
will appear or what she will do. Like the wind, we 
cannot tell where the Spirit comes from or where 
she is going. The Spirit enables us to look at the 
injustice, lack of love and conflict which permeate 
ourselves, our churches, our communities, our 
nations and our world, to look without turning away. 
The Spirit enables us to catch a glimpse of God's 
dreaming, nourishing our imaginations, breathing 
dead bones to life: 'Faith is the assurance of things 
hoped for, the conviction of things unseen' (Heb 11:1). 
It is the Spirit that gives us courage to believe that 
things might be otherwise and to act in that belief.

7 Jonathan Sacks, The Dignity of Difference: How to Avoid the Clash of 
Civilisations (London: Continuum, 2003) 105. 
8  Robert McAfee Brown, Unexpected News: Reading the Bible with Third 
World Eyes (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1984) 160.
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CONSTRAINING THE SPIRIT –  
A PERSONAL STORY

Growing up in the church, I was taught that facts 
came first, faith second, and feelings a very far 
third. Being a Christian meant accepting facts (a set 
of propositions about God and salvation), having 
faith (that God forgave your sins and you were in 
personal relationship with Jesus), and obeying a 
rather long set of rules. Be meticulously truthful. 
Be punctual at all times. Tithe ten percent of your 
pocket money. Don't smoke. Don't drink. Don't 
associate with people who smoke or drink. Don't 
even think about sex until after you are married. 
Don't dance – it might lead to sex. Don't listen to 
music you enjoy – it might lead to dancing. Do as 
you are told and don't ask too  
many questions.

You didn't need imagination to follow Jesus. 
Indulging your imagination could stop you from 
following Jesus. Imagination was fine for small 
children playing make-believe. It was even 
permissible, up to a point, for adults when reading 
fiction or decorating their kitchens. Anything 
beyond that was asking for trouble. In retrospect, 
this sounds like a foolproof recipe for raising 
Pharisees,  
not disciples.

Ruling out imagination is also a particularly 
effective way to constrain the Holy Spirit. This 
does not mean that the Spirit was relegated to 
a peripheral place in church life. We prayed 'in 
the name of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit.’ 
We held baptismal services at Pentecost. Sunday 
School children coloured paper cut-out tongues 
of fire. In Youth Group and Bible Study we learnt to 
distinguish between 'the fruit' and 'the gifts' of the 
Spirit. We were encouraged to abound in the fruit 
of the Spirit and advised to  
use its gifts cautiously.

The fruit of the Spirit were love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness and self-control (Gal 5:22). I found some 
spiritual fruit easy to bear by an effort of the will. 
Self control? Get up early, never miss your quiet 
time, complete home-work diligently, and never 
lose your temper. Keeping a lid on things also did 
for peace and patience. Generosity? I happily put 
most of my pocket money in the collection plate – I 
didn't have much money and there was nothing I 
wanted to buy. Kindness? I wrestled with this one. 
I helped anyone who asked for help, whether I 
felt like it or not. I was never cruel to animals. But 
I struggled to be kind to my sister, and praying 
didn't seem to help. Love? Another tricky fruit. How 
could I demonstrate love when none of my friends 
asked me to lay down my life for them and I had 
no enemies, or none that I knew of. Martyrdom 

appealed to me (I had melodramatic tendencies), 
but Christians were not persecuted in my town and, 
not being Jesus, I couldn't offer to die for the world. 
Gentleness? I quietly dropped that fruit from the list. 
Joy? A fruit that eluded me completely. I was sad 
most of the time. It wasn't as if I had a reason to be 
sad – nothing terrible had happened – I was just 
sad. Some people claimed to be 'full of the joy of 
the Spirit.’ They smiled a lot, which I didn't, but their 
smiles were not smiles I wanted to emulate. Looking 
back, I wonder whether striving to bear spiritual fruit 
squeezed all the joy out of life.

The gifts of the spirit included prophecy, ministry, 
teaching, exhortation, generosity, leadership, 
cheerfulness, words of wisdom, words of knowledge, 
faith, healing, miracles, discernment of spirits, 
tongues, interpretation of tongues, service, love and 
celibacy – a gift we were desperate to avoid! (Rom 
13:6-8; 1 Cor 12:8-10; 28-30). We were encouraged 
to discover our giftings through meditation, prayer 
and filling out workbooks. To be honest, I didn't 
invest much energy in this quest. From what I'd 
observed, the Spirit distributed gifts along gender 
lines. Girls received gifts of generosity, faith, service 
and hospitality, none of which excited me at all. Boys 
received gifts like teaching, exhortation and diligent 
leadership. The more spectacular gifts – miracles, 
prophecy, healing, tongues, and discernment of 
spirits – were in short supply. Various explanations 
were given for this. Maybe they were special gifts 
for the early church. Maybe we didn't need them 
anymore: medical advances made the gift of healing 
superfluous and none of us had seen any demons 
lately. Missionaries reported miraculous healings 
and suggested that evil spirits were alive and 
well elsewhere, probably because people were 
uneducated and suspicious and had no doctors. No-
one said we shouldn't speak in tongues but, because 
no-one could speak in tongues until someone 
present had the gift of interpretation, and no-one 
could discover they had the gift of interpretation until 
someone spoke in tongues, our church remained a 
tongues-free zone.

When I moved to Queensland, a northern Australian 
state, my housemates were new Christians who 
exuded joy, generosity and confidence. They prayed 
about personal decisions and were confident they 
knew God's will. (They also prayed for parking spots, 
and parking spots appeared!) Watching these women 
pray, sing, and read the Bible amazed me. They felt 
directly addressed by God and were engrossed, 
exhilarated and convicted. I watched with admiration, 
envy and a tinge of alarm. Would I ever experience 
God as they did? For them, living with God was 
exciting; I made discipleship hard work. Their faith 
was emotional, spontaneous and sensuous – 
anything but cautious; mine was cerebral, disciplined 
and austere. They were in love with Jesus; I wished I 
was and was not.
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I began attending a large Assemblies of God Temple 
reputed to be a place where the Spirit turned up. Each 
Sunday, an hour or so of 'Spirit-led worship' preceded 
a sermon that was solidly expository and equally long. 
Spirit-led worship meant that music was unrehearsed 
and unplanned. Anyone prompted by the Spirit took 
to the stage and played whatever song the Spirit 
chose in whatever style the Spirit led. Meanwhile, the 
congregation sang, prayed and 'moved with the Spirit,’ 
swaying, dancing or stamping, clapping or raising their 
arms. Tongues were used on and off stage, sometimes 
at great volume; occasionally they were interpreted. I 
stood among crowd, eyes shut, swaying a little, willing 
myself to be open to the Spirit while every fibre of my 
body ached to escape. This Spirit-led ordeal inevitably 
left me with such a splitting headache that I struggled 
to attend to the sermon. Had anyone ever talked to me 
after the service, which they never did, I would have 
been too claustrophobic to chat. I didn't last a year.

I sought the Spirit next in a smaller Pentecostal church 
where music was hauntingly gentle, sermons winsome, 
and Bible readings apparently selected on aesthetic 
grounds. The prayers, in English or in Spirit-languages, 
were as soothing as the music. The people here 
welcomed me and I joined a Small Group, attended 
Spirit-healing meetings, and went to hear visiting 
speakers. Wherever I went, people prayed with me and 
for me: that I would receive the gift of tongues. I was 
happy to be prayed for; I wanted to speak in tongues. 
(I'm still waiting.) At one meeting, the speaker invited 
people to come forward to receive the Holy Spirit. As 
it turned out he was intent on 'slaying us in the spirit.’ 
I wouldn't have minded being 'slain,’ I was ready for 
anything the Spirit had in mind, but, rather than relying 
on the force of the Spirit, the speaker struck me with 
such physical force that I nearly hit him back.

After this experience I hesitated to accept further 
invitations, but my housemates persuaded me to come 
with them to a weekend camp. I cannot remember 
who the speaker was or what he spoke about. I do 
remember Saturday evening when we campers 
sprawled in a circle, pleasantly weary after a day in the 
sun, and drowsily listened to the speaker. I looked up 
when he stopped talking. So did everyone else. The 
speaker gazed steadily at me. There was silence.  
Then he spoke:

You dream dreams. The dreams you dream are 
big dreams. Do not fear them. Your dreams are 
dreams of the Spirit. They are from God. These 
dreams are given to you but they are not for you; 
they are for the world. Don't waste the dreams 
you dream. Live them. If you live the dreams of 
the Spirit you will help others dream again. 

As I listened, I knew the speaker's words were no more 
his than the dreams I dreamt were mine. They came 
from somewhere else. From God? From the Spirit? I 
don't remember what else happened that weekend. 
I did not approach the speaker and he did not speak 
to me again. I never discussed his words with my 
housemates, I treasured them without knowing what 
they meant. My understanding of faith, of the Spirit, and 
of dreams was too narrow, too personal, too individual 
to make sense of dreams given to me but not for 
me, dreams given to me for the world. I sometimes 
wondered whether the words were actually said.  
Was I just dreaming? Again.
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LOOKING BACK

Looking back, I can see that rather than being led 
by the Spirit, we tried to control it. We forgot that the 
Spirit was at work long before Pentecost. We even 
forgot that Jesus told Nicodemus, 'The wind blows 
wherever it pleases. You hear its sound but cannot 
tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is 
with everyone born of the Spirit' (Jn 4:34). No-one 
can catch the wind; God alone can control it. We can 
go with the wind, resist it, or shut it out. So it is with 
the Spirit. Sadly, instead of following fire, we did our 
best to either subdue or direct the flames. We forgot 
that when the Spirit fell upon the early Christians, 
one of the many wonders and miraculous signs 
that accompanied it was that 'there were no needy 
persons among them' (Acts 4:34). This economic 
fruit of the Spirit was not essentially new. The Law 
anticipated it: 'There will be no-one in need among 
you ... if only you will obey the voice of the Lord your 
God by diligently observing this entire commandment 
that I command you today' (De 15:4-5).9 The prophets 
longed for it. They railed against acquisitive rulers:

 

Woe to him who builds his house with 
unrighteousness and his upper rooms by 
injustice; who makes his neighbour serve him 
for nothing, and does not give him his wages 
... Do you think you are a king because you 
compete in cedar? Did not your father eat and 
drink and do justice and righteousness? Then 
it was well with him. He judged the cause of 
the poor and needy; then it was well. Is not this 
what it is to know me? says the Lord. But you 
have eyes and heart only for dishonest gain, 
for shedding innocent blood, and for practising 
oppression and violence  
(Jer 22: 13,15-17).

Looking back, I realise that instead of following 
the Spirit I chased it. I searched far and wide when 
the Spirit I sought was with me all along. I sought 
specific manifestations of the Spirit (the gift of 
tongues and other tangible marks of the Spirit) so 
earnestly that I was oblivious to Spirit working in 
less overt ways. I didn't know that imagination was 
a spiritual gift.

9  When the people of Israel were about to enter the promised land, Moses explained the ground rules (this entire commandment) necessary to establish a just 
society. If the people live as God intends, there will be no-one in need among them. A few verses later, Moses says, ‘Since there will never cease to be some in 
need on the earth, I command you, ‘Open your hand to your poor and needy neighbour in the land’ (De 15:11).
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IMAGINATION 

The imagination I'm talking about isn't fantasy.10   
It is a Spirit-given ability to see the world as it is yet 
to look beyond it to a world with God's will done, 
God's kingdom come. To live with imagination 
means to have our feet planted firmly on the ground 
and engage the challenges of the day, yet to step 
out beyond them. To live with imagination means 
to compare what is with what could and should be; 
embrace the pain; to grieve with all who perpetrate 
or suffer injustice; and to live in ways that anticipate 
and reflect the coming kingdom.

Even as the Spirit calls us to look out beyond 
ourselves, it also directs our gaze inwards. This is 
always a call to repentance. Repentance involves 
getting over our inordinate sense of entitlement. 
It involves rejecting false dreams that channel 
our devotion inward to focus on our families (as if 
ours were the only families in the world) or on our 
personal goals (as if we were the only people in the 
world). It involves rejecting idols our culture doesn't 
consider 'religious': militarism and materialism (some 
things never change!), economic security, education, 
professionalism, family, friends, community ... 
anything or anyone other than God we look to 
for our sense of identity, belonging and purpose. 
Repentance involves getting over our obsession 
with why we do things (our motives, our journey, our 
faith, our dreams) to reflect on the consequences 
our lives have for others: Are we building shalom or 
destroying it? Are we living in ways which give life or 
deny it? What consequences do our decisions have 
for the least of these?

ONE VOCATION, MULTIPLE CALLINGS

The Spirit does not lead us all along the same 
pathway to shalom. Some of us are called to 
evangelism in the traditional verbal sense: telling 
and retelling the stories of Jesus. This wonderful 
calling comes with a challenge. Jesus said, 'Strive 
first for the kingdom of God and God's justice'  
(Mt 6:33), a vision for this world as well as the next. 
Here, as elsewhere, the promise commands us. 
Are we living the gospel we proclaim? How do our 
spending habits, career choices, the cars we drive 
and houses we live in, reflect the gospel?

Some of us are called to meet practical human 
needs, to feed the hungry, house the homeless, 
treat the sick, and visit people in prison. These 
wonderful callings also come with a challenge. 
Alleviating the symptoms of injustice is no substitute 
for establishing justice. What are we doing about the 
causes of poverty? Are we going beyond meeting 
needs to ask why those needs arose in the first 
place? Why does so much suffering exist? Are we 
prepared to live simply that others may simply live?

Some of us are called to share the lives of those 
our power excludes: indigenous Australians, asylum 
seekers in Springvale, slum dwellers in Manila, rural 
peasants in Africa or Afghanistan ... The challenge 
here is to not try to change our hosts or to teach 
them, but to open ourselves to be changed by and 
learn from them. Will we commit ourselves to retell 
our neighbours' stories in ways that help powerful 
people to imagine what it is like to go through things 
they have never experienced and, so, open their 
eyes to structural violence, to the way our privilege 
curtails the lives of the poor? Are we prepared to tell 
our privileged friends truths it will hurt them to hear?

The life experiences of Afghan, Indian, Palestinian 
and African peasants and those of people 
oppressed by brutal military regimes give them a 
natural affinity with biblical communities of faith.  
As Philip Jenkins explains, poor uneducated people, 
identify naturally with the New Testament society of 
peasants and small craftsmen, powerful landlords, 
imperial forces, and networks of debt and slavery. 
They see Lazarus eating the crumbs beneath rich 
men's tables every day. They travel on roads where 
travellers are robbed and left for dead without the 
official agencies doing anything about it. They live 
in streets teeming with the sick. They understand, 
without thinking about it, that a poor woman who 
loses a tiny sum would search frantically for it so 
that her children can eat that night. They recognise 
the picture of a temperamental rich man who 
offers hospitality one day but on another demands 
payment of exorbitant debts – and must not on any 
account be offended.11  Instead of reading the Bible 
for our hosts, will we commit ourselves to read with 
them and learn from them?

10  See John Paul Lederach, The Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of 
Building Peace (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).

11  Adapted from Philip Jenkins, ‘Reading the Bible in the Global South’, 
International Bulletin of Missionary Research, vol. 30, no. 2, 2006, 67-73.
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I suspect that most of us are called to build shalom 
in ways that are not usually thought of as mission. As 
non-poor citizens of democracies, Western Christians 
are powerful people.12  We are responsible for how 
we use our influence – or don't. We will not help 
the poor by giving up power prematurely, pleading 
no influence or adopting resistance strategies 
appropriate for poor and oppressed groups. It is our 
responsibility to do all we can to transform power 
from within: What influence might we exert where 
and how? None of the guns, land-mines and rockets 
that terrorise conflict-torn countries are made there. 
Most causes of poverty do not lie with the poor. The 
rarely questioned habits, systems and practices 
of our society affect those who are less privileged 
and more vulnerable. The way we live shapes the 
future. The last thing most of us should do is all 
jump on a plane to Afghanistan – or Africa. Some 
questions: Where are the Spirit inspired economists 
God calls to dream up economic systems capable 
of maintaining society without ever-increasing levels 
of consumption that wreck our health and devastate 
the environment? Where are the executives God 
calls to think about how their corporation affects 
the world before worrying about shareholder profits 
and professional success? Where are the business 
people and financial managers courageous enough 
to insist that people are not objects to use and the 
world is not a resource to be exploited? Where 
are the Spirit-led politicians whose decisions are 
guided by visions of the type of future the Lord's 
Prayer anticipates (cancelled debts, no violence, 
no fear, no hunger)? Where are the Spirit-led 
parents courageous enough not to ask, 'What is in 
the best interests of my child?' but 'What type of 
world would I like my children and grandchildren to 
experience?' and 'How will the way my family lives 
shape that future world?' Where are the everyday 
poet-prophets, suburban housewives and office 
workers who gently expose and oppose the negative 
consequences of power, celebrate taking out the 
compost, and gladly leave the car at home? Where 
are the counter-cultural communities the Spirit calls 
to offer viable alternatives to the values and choices 
endorsed by the dominant system? Now, as in 
biblical times, the only authority prophets can claim 
is that of personal conviction; their only power is the 
power of persuasion, the testimony of their lives.

The prophet Joel anticipated God pouring out 
his spirit on all flesh, Israel's sons and daughters 
prophesying, old men dreaming dreams, and young 
men seeing visions (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17). In the 
meanwhile, we sometimes still feel like the last 
prophet in Israel, as if it all depends on us  
(1 Ki 19:1-14). We sometimes feel that God asks too 
much of us, that we have done all we can for the 
Lord, that our efforts have been futile, that God 
has let us down. Like Jeremiah, we ask of the Lord: 
'Why is my pain unending, my wound incurable? 
Will you be to me like a deceptive brook, like a 
spring that fails?' (Jer 15:18). We complain:

O LORD, you have enticed me, and I was 
enticed; you have overpowered me, and you 
have prevailed ...The word of the LORD has 
become for me a reproach and derision all 
day long ... If I say, 'I will not mention him, or 
speak any more in his name,’ then within me 
there is something like a burning fire shut up 
in my bones; I am weary with holding it in, and 
I cannot. (Jer 20:7a, b, 8b, 9)

At such times our gift feels like a curse, our 
vocation a burden. It feels as if we are following fire 
through an endless scorched wilderness in which 
clouds tantalise us but never give water. We long 
to return to familiar slavery by the Nile. But then 
water gushes from a rock, we drink deeply, our 
thirst is quenched, and we muster the courage to 
look ahead and move on-with-the-Spirit towards 
the Promised Land. If, as I suspect, there is a little 
bit of prophet in most of us, our vocation is still to 
catch a glimpse the vision God has for how the 
world will be but is not yet: Do we have eyes to 
see and ears to hear? It is our vocation to articulate 
that vision in ways that capture our people's heart 
and imagination: What is the Spirit saying to the 
churches? The Spirit calls us to embody and enact 
the gospel: How do we imagine the kingdom in our 
time and place? And so we pray:

Your kingdom
Your will
Your dream
Holy Spirit come.

12  We are not subject to the various forms of political, economic and cultural domination experienced by New Testament communities of faith. This has huge 
implications for how we read the Bible. Living as we do, with our physical needs met and few immediate dangers threatening us, we sometimes assume that the 
Bible promises things few experience. We forget that the New Testament communities were surrounded by tangible danger. We forget that fear, poverty and 
other forms of violence continue to shape the lives of millions of people today.
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The kingdom we belong to is one of paradox 
and promise: proclaimed as among us yet always 
approaching; promising personal fulfilment yet 
demanding perfect community; inviting/commanding 
us to realise it yet totally dependent on God for 
fulfilment; a free gift of grace yet one that confers 
responsibility and obligation; that places a demand 
upon us yet, in doing so, bestows freedom and 
hope.13 Our God is a Living God whose Spirit moves 
over the waters, calls into being that which did not 
exist, creates beauty from ashes, and gives life to the 
dead. Our God is an imaginative God. We are made in 
God's image. Most wonderfully of all, none of us are 
God.

Oscar A Romero, Archbishop of San Salvador  
in EI Salvador, who was assassinated on  
March 24, 1980, prayed:

It helps now and then to step back and  
take the long view.
The kingdom is not only beyond our efforts,
it is even beyond our vision.
We accomplish in our lifetime only a tiny 
fraction of the magnificent enterprise that  
is God's work.
Nothing we do is complete.
Which is another way of saying that the 
kingdom of God lies beyond us.
No statement says all that should be said.
No prayer fully expresses our faith.
No confession brings perfection.

No pastoral visit brings wholeness.
No program accomplishes the church's 
mission.
No set of goals and objectives includes 
everything.
This is what we are about.
We plant the seeds that one day will grow.
We water seeds already planted knowing  
that they hold future promise.
We lay foundations that will need further 
development.
We provide yeast that produces effects far 
beyond our capability.
We cannot do everything.
And there is a sense of liberation in realising 
that this enables us to do something.
And to do it very well.
It may be incomplete – but it is a beginning.
A step along the way.
An opportunity for the Lord's grace to enter 
and to do the rest.
We may never see the end results,
but that is the difference between the master 
builder and the apprentice.
We are apprentices not master builders.
We are ministers not messiahs.
We are prophets of a future that is  
not our own.
Holy Spirit come.
Amen

13 Gustavo Guttiérez, Gustavo Guttiérez: Essential Writings (ed.)  
James B Nickoloff (London: SCM Press, 1996) 172-5.
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