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I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because he judged me faithful and appointed me to his 
service, even though I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a man of violence. But I received mercy because I 
had acted ignorantly in unbelief, and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ 
Jesus. The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of whom I 
am the foremost – 1 Timothy 1:12-151 
 

The topic at hand, for this year’s symposium, is difficult to consider at first read. Human nature, our theme is 
categorized as created in perfection, flawed by carnality, and consecrated or transformed, redeemed by our Creator. 
The difficulty comes in understanding the full statement of that ideal. Were we created in perfection? If created in 
the image of a perfect God and thus a perfect representation, a perfect likeness, of the one who created us, are we 
anything less than what we were intended to be? Did this creator God intend a perfect human nature that has 
somehow been compromised by our actions, our choices, or our free will? Did “that woman” start the downward 
turn so many centuries ago by allowing temptation to alter God’s perfect plan?  

As I considered responding to the committee’s kind and generous invitation, I found myself even wondering 
if human nature was intended to be played out in the plush garden, isolated from the rest of the so-called “animals”. 
Were we perfect at creation but now we need to be transformed? How did that original God-mold get so broken? 

My questions are many and prompt more wonderings than answers. For instance, in whose judgment is one 
“flawed”. By whose standards does one become less than what God created? If the scriptures are correct and Psalm 
139 is accurate in telling me that I am “fearfully and wonderfully made”, when do I become less than what was 
intended in that forming? Was it always God’s intention to be in relationship with me, this non-perfect, tall 
Mexican/Italian, who took twenty-five years to allow a loving community to draw her into the place of perfect love? 
Yes, I think it was and still is God’s intention to love us, just as we are – not flawed but intentionally created to be us. 

So this is where I begin, as I try to more fully understand how the idea of social transformation can inform 
our ministries today. Since high school, I have been an urban practitioner, always living on the margins of the social 
world around me. Even before coming to Christ, I had a social justice bent that was nurtured at the knee of my 
Mexican mother and grandmother. My grandmother was a health care professional who worked in the rich hospitals 
of West Los Angeles, but served the poor in her neighborhood. My Mom taught me about sacrificial giving and 
listening to marginalized voices. They both found a community to love no matter where they lived and somehow 
modeled a theology from below that welcomed many strangers to our table. Mom’s view of God started with lighting 
a candle each morning for each of us, but also with a sense that maybe she could do something about the poverty 
and homelessness in her city. When you grow up at a dinner table that welcomes diverse voices, you learn early on 
about a less than perfect humanity and understand that there are many ways to view “normal” or define what is 
imperfect or flawed. 

The guests at the table; the trips into Mexico to take clothing to the street people; the grape boycotts and 
protests by the migrant workers; the poor and homeless around me every day on the streets of Los Angeles – all 
these events and many more helped to form my world view before even hearing of the Gospel of Christ. The 
experience of social transformation happened at both a personal and social level. Society was being transformed 
around me with a shift in the collective consciousness of a nation. We were talking openly about human and civil 
rights, unjust wars, and world politics. At the same time that the social structures of the United States were being 
challenged, there was a “Jesus Movement” sweeping across the west and catching young people like me.  

This seems to be the case wherever social transformation takes place. While we recognize how the 
individual is transformed, we must also see the shifts in the collective consciousness of the community and wider 
society surrounding the individual. 

In examining Wesley’s life and work, many scholars and casual inquirers have easily witnessed Wesley’s 
concern for the transformation of the individual and society alike. Wesley hoped for the social transformation, but 
recognized that it started with the transformation of one person at a time. He preached for conversions but also 
advocated social legislation. Wesley knew, as we do, that God’s love changes us. We experience the intimate, 
personal touch of Christ and the call to holiness. The call of God, however, is entwined with social holiness. It was 
always Wesley’s goal to cultivate the personal and the corporate together, to grow the individual in the context of 
Christian fellowship. In a simple statement in the preface to the Hymns and Sacred Poems of 1739, he emphasized 
that “the gospel of Christ knows no religion but social, no holiness but social holiness.”2  
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This simple statement is what clearly answers for us the question of whether people can be transformed 
socially. The simple answer is, “Yes, they can!” From the Wesleyan perspective, the personal, individual encounter 
with God only marks the beginning of a loving relationship that draws a person into the larger Christian community, 
into a whole new set of relationships with God’s people. Paul Chilcote recalls that Wesley drew attention to this 
larger, social dimension:  

Self-love (the consequence of knowing that God loves and values me) must be connected to social 
love (loving my neighbor as I love myself) for life to be truly whole. We love because God first loved 
us; having known God’s love, we are freed to love others with a joyful, even reckless, abandon. For 
the Christian, therefore, community is necessary, and it is only in the context of a community – a 
family – that God’s love will grow in us. So the Wesley’s vision of the Christian life was one of 
personal encounter with Christ and shared experience within the household of faith. The Christian 
life is both personal and social.3 

 
I remember as a young Christian in southern California being drawn to those fellowships where genuine 

community was talked about and practiced. It seemed that I could not survive as a new follower of Christ without 
the community of believers and I needed to be in a place where my non-believing friends would be welcome. I was 
so overwhelmed by this loving God that I had to tell others and bring them into the conversation in my new 
community. We took the mission of God, the Missio Dei, seriously and knew that we could not conceal this love and 
this relationship. 
 
Transformation in the Old Testament 

Since those early days, my desire to know more about personal and social holiness has guided me to the 
take a deeper look at God’s covenants and the careful way in which God designed and structured his relationship 
with the nation of Israel. In the covenants with Abraham and Moses, and with the nation of Israel, God establishes 
what I think is the essence of social transformation—a cultural mandate based on a deep, close love relationship. It 
seems that God was saying to Abraham, “I will establish an environment to make you successful. I will empower you, 
Abraham, and give you the gifts and talents (blessings) needed to carry on the work and put you in a setting that will 
make your work successful.” When Abraham responded and began the journey, the process was set in motion for a 
successful working out of the agenda of God’s heart—missio Dei. These two elements, God’s initiative and the 
response of the people of God are inseparable. The system that God established in the covenant agreements does not 
work without both the elements of initiative and response. God’s mission is carried out in the context of a covenantal 
community, through individuals as they use their abilities to give glory to God and to do the work of God. 

Canonically, it seems that the story of the covenant with the people of God begins in Genesis 12:1-3 with the 
call and promise of God to one person, Abraham. God comes to Abraham with a surprising call and promise at the 
age of seventy-five (Gen. 12:4). The covenant is an initiative by God offered to Abraham in the context of community 
and family.  According to Frederick Bush, this divine initiative emphasizes that “it is God’s sovereignty and not 
human initiative that brings the people of God into existence. The people of God are not merely a natural entity but a 
special creation of God. It is not even that God makes an already existent people his own; he brings a people into 
being. They only exist as a people because of an act of God.”4 

As a result, the covenant metaphor of the Old Testament is drawn from the language, concepts, and 
institutions of everyday life and adopted for and adapted to the relationship between God and the people of God, a 
usage almost unknown outside Israel.5 This special relationship becomes one that is not kept only in the temple or in 
the synagogue, but permeates every part of life in response to God. As Abraham continues to walk in this covenant, it 
can be seen that God's promise called for a response. In Abraham's case, he responded to God's command to 
sacrifice his only son, Isaac (Gen. 17:19; 21:13; 22:24-27; 35:28). Abraham’s willingness distinguished his faith. The 
Abrahamic covenant was unique in that it was a covenant of grace, yet it called for obedience. In that outward 
response of obedience, the people of God become the instruments of social transformation. 

The call for obedience can also be seen in the Mosaic covenant in Exodus and Deuteronomy, even though it 
is sometimes called a second covenant or a “covenant of law”. According to Bush, “both covenants have their own 
origin in and are based squarely on God's free, gracious, and unconditional initiative.”6 While the forms of God's 
covenant with both Abraham and Moses are ultimately dependent only on the character of God, the issue of 
transformation enters in as the scriptures reveal that there is another piece to the relationship. The narratives bear 
witness in a powerful way to the fact that the promise is intended to call forth the faith and obedience of the people 
of God.   

Fred Bush explains that, although the covenant oath of Genesis 15:7-21 “lays all the obligations on God and 
though the detailed promises of 17:3b-21 are quite unconditional, in the prologue in verse three, the covenantal 
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promise is consequent upon Abraham's lifestyle.”7 The larger context, 15:1-6 and 22:1-19, shows that the stress of 
the story is on the importance and the necessity of Abraham's response.  

The prologue of Genesis 17 (vv. 1-3a) makes the covenant promise consequent upon Abraham's 
lifestyle. God commands him to “walk about before me and be whole” and to live in God’s presence 
wholly and completely. The Hebrew syntax clearly makes the covenantal promise a consequence of 
that command:  “walk so that I may confirm my covenant.”8 
 

Application of the principles of Abraham’s story in terms of a church or other faith-based organization requires the 
response of covenantal faith which is reflected in the lifestyles of the people.  
 In Exodus 19, God tells the people of Israel through Moses that if they will pay very careful attention and 
keep the covenant, then they will be God’s own special treasure—a special people who will be the ones to carry the 
name of God to the world. This special relationship is further described by David Clines as he speaks of the images of 
God in the Pentateuch. Clines tells us that the Pentateuch does not just speak of a people, but of a “People of God”, a 
people whom God blesses, accompanies, and guides as the God who stands with them in a special relationship, a 
corporate form of relationship.9 Cline and Bush both note that God blesses, accompanies, and guides people as they 
use their gifts and talents—as they are obedient in action and lifestyle. 

Leslie Allen speaks of covenant obligation in terms of the “moral obligations” of the bond between God and 
the people of God. The prophets (in Hosea 13:5 in particular) show Yahweh entering into a “knowledge of Israel” 
and in turn Israel coming to know Yahweh.10 Allen thinks that this latter knowledge moves beyond a mere vertical 
relationship. He sees it worked out in a horizontal development of communal living as well. The “knowing” was not 
only in the relational terms of an exclusive commitment to God but also in a social obligation that God gave Israel, 
defining “the heart of Israel’s identity as a community.”11 Ideally, Allen tells us, God looked for a dual response.  
Israel's obligation of moral obedience was to be grounded in moral integrity. The focal point of God’s will was to be 
found in the quality of their communal life. 

Another facet of social transformation in the Old Testament might be identified in the so-called “laws of 
holiness” or “holiness codes” that lie behind the formation of the Pentateuch.12 This collection of principles 
represented the way of life of people who were called to be holy. The principles were details, not points of law, in 
which the people of Yahweh sought to conform to the concept of holiness. These codes were another way in which 
the concept of community was expressed by God in order for the people of God to relate to each other as a 
community of faith and to care for one another (Lev. 23:1-44). These narratives laid the ground work for what Jesus 
would teach his disciples. Personal and social transformation became personified in Jesus, in his offer of love for all 
who would come. 
 
Transformation in the Gospel of Luke 
 For Jesus, the normal people of his social community were found all around him, whether in the synagogue 
or on the street. The Gospel of Luke tells us that he cared about the hurting, the lost and oppressed and spent time 
with those who were seen as “flawed” or “defective” by the culturally elite. His time was spent in pointing the way to 
transformation, to healing, to God’s love. Paul Achtemeier, Joel Green, and Marianne Meye Thompson tell us that in 
Luke we find the only gospel account that regards the story of Jesus as somehow incomplete without its 
continuation in the life of the community and mission of Jesus’ followers. Luke invites people to align themselves 
with Jesus’ mission and thus with God’s purpose: 

This means that the focus for inclusion in the community of God’s people is removed from issues of 
inherited status, and a premium is placed on those whose lives reflect God’s own dispositions. 
Genuine “children of Abraham” produce “fruits in keeping with repentance”; they “hear and obey 
the word,” especially in expressing openhanded mercy to those in need. Jesus calls people to live as 
he lives, in contrast to the competitive forms of life typical of the larger Roman world. Do good to 
those who hate you. Extend hospitality to those who cannot return the favor. Give without 
expectation of return. These are the behaviors that grow out of service in the kingdom of God. They 
are possible only for those whose convictions and commitments have been transformed by the 
goodness of God.13 

 
 Beginning in Luke 4 and 5, we find that the question of who is “flawed” is no where to be found. The gospel 
account talk about “sinners” but not “flawed” or “defective” people. Instead of flawed people in need of 
transformation, Luke clearly lets us know that we are equal in God’s sight, equally created, equally loved and yet we 
sin. The sinner is intentionally at the core of Jesus’ mission (4:18), to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim 
release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, and to offer freedom to the oppressed. As the stories 
unfold, one wonders if all these sinners are being exposed in order to redefine what it means to be holy. We learn 
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about Peter in 5:8, who learns about filling his nets; in 5:12, the leper is cleansed; and in 5:18-32, paralyzed man is 
forgiven of his sins and sinners are called to repentance. 

Luke introduces us to one person after another, whose stories are told to give the reader a new 
understanding of holiness. This new spirituality that Jesus shows bursts through the old wine skins, removes us 
from the religious leaders of the times, and calls us to understand the heart of God, our Father. The heart of the 
gospel is found in 15:1-32, as we see the father who never shames, who seeks his lost son, and who loves both sons 
equally. The challenge from Luke, through the whole narrative, is to seek God’s heart, to stop performing and putting 
on the religious trappings, and to know this loving Savior who has come for all the “flawed” ones. 
 
The Realities of Being a Redemptive Community 
 In reality, social transformation gets us dirty and messes with our agendas and planning calendars. If we are 
to be a redemptive community, as our Wesleyan worldview would call us to be, then we can’t leave the person in the 
ditch, ignore the homeless or the neighbor in need. The Wesleyan perspective informs us that people who follow 
Jesus “do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly” with their God. They are people of deep compassion, who live 
righteously and seek truth. Unfortunately, this perspective is not necessarily what we practice. 

Just as in the parable of the Good Samaritan, in Luke 10, the practices of “holiness” are influenced more by 
current cultural practices than by the teachings of Scripture. Jesus tells the story to the religious leaders of his day, 
but also to those of us who protect our American way of life and proclaim that “God helps those who help 
themselves.” Jesus would respond today with the story of the Good Samaritan, just as he did many centuries ago. The 
gulf between our disciplines and our practices is sometimes very wide.  

Jesus teaches us about a social transformation that means that I must know my neighbor. Some religious 
systems teach us to choose righteousness over compassion, truth over helpfulness, and responsibility over sharing 
hope. So, we don’t dance with the father at the return of his prodigal son. We pass by poverty. We say that we will 
“teach a man to fish” instead of “giving him a fish” but we don’t talk about how he will feed his family when the fish 
aren’t biting. We don’t take into account that he can’t afford a fishing license or that he lives downstream from a 
factory that dumps toxins into the river.  

If Wesley is correct, our call is to be a community of redeemed people who become intensely invested in 
others. Social transformation means conducting our daily operations in radically different ways. What if we begin to 
create open environments where we clearly communicated and seek understanding? What if there is no fear or 
condemnation and all voices are valued? What if we appreciate the diversity of talents and abilities in our 
organizations and use these internal experts to solve problems instead of the outside consultants? What if we begin 
to see how we really treat each other and begin to restore, rebuild, recreate, and bring renewal to our communities? 
I think that Henri Nouwen might have a word for us to consider. 

As I was sipping my morning coffee the other day, I remembered how much I have learned over the years 
from Nouwen. He has helped me to understand compassion, to read the Gospel of Luke from the view of the blind 
and the leper, and to ask myself what I mean by “success”. I’ve learned the value of a loving community through his 
writings and have come to a deeper understanding of the aging process through his words and his friend’s 
photographs. So I will end with a short quote from one of my favorites – Clowning in Rome: 

In the great circus of Rome, full of lion-tamers and trapeze artists whose dazzling feats claim our 
attention, the real and true story is told by the clowns. Clowns are not in the center of the events. 
They appear between the great acts, fumble and fall, and make us smile again after the tensions 
created by the heroes we came to admire. The clowns don't have it together, they do not succeed in 
what they try, they are awkward, out of balance, but they are on our side. We respond to them not 
with admiration but with sympathy, not with amazement but with understanding, not with tension 
but with a smile. Of the virtuosi we say, "How can they do it?" Of the clowns we say, "They are like 
us." The clowns remind us with a tear and smile that we share the same human weaknesses. The 
clowns are those peripheral people who by their humble, saintly lives evoke a smile and awaken 
hope, even in a city terrorized by kidnapping and street violence. 
In the circus of life we indeed are the clowns. Let us train ourselves well so that those who watch us 
will smile and recognize that in the midst of our crowded city, we have to keep a place for him who 
loves his stubborn and hardheaded children with an infinite tenderness and care.14 
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