
The Bible and Seeds of Imagination 
  

Since I live in what Flannery O’Connor once called “the Christ-haunted 
South,” I cannot travel a mile without seeing a Bible verse splashed on a 
billboard, framed by a church marquee, or nailed to a tree. Some of these 
verses are used to sell building supplies and others to save souls, but 
altogether they argue against any nuanced reading of scripture. What you 
see is what you get, and if you have to ask questions then you are probably 
not ready to give your life to God. 

One of the first things students learn in my New Testament class is that the 
Bible did not fall out of the sky as God’s gift to the early church. It was the 
church’s creation—a selection of new Greek texts added to a rearrangement 
of the old Hebrew ones, which made it a library, not a single book—
intended to shape the early Christian imagination in ways that would make 
faith in Jesus Christ a no-brainer. 

Or almost a no-brainer. Since the newer collection preserves several heated 
arguments in the early church along with distinctly different versions of 
the same stories, it requires some sorting out. At some point you have to 
decide whether to side with Mark or John (on Jesus’ omniscience), Luke or 
Paul (on how close Paul really was to Jesus’ original disciples), Paul or 
James (on the relative importance of faith and works). Asking questions is 
essential. 

This approach can unsettle some students, as it did the mother of five who 
said she was going home to put warning stickers in all of her children’s 
Bibles: “Remember this book was written by human beings with agendas.”  



I believe that. I also believe what I affirmed at my ordination, that “all 
things necessary for salvation are contained in the Old and New 
Testaments.” This is not to say that I believe the Bible is God’s guidebook 
for life. I don’t follow a fraction of the divine commandments in Leviticus, I  
think the God of Joshua is a monster, and I don’t recognize the Jesus in the 
book of Revelation. 

Yet for all this the Bible is essential to my life as a Christian and as a 
human being. It is my best compendium of all the ways people have sought, 
seen, heard, and mis-heard the God of Abraham through the years. It is my 
best reminder that even the most agenda-ridden writers have not been able 
to bend God to their purposes. Its best stories have seeded my imagination 
in ways that have taken root, changing the course my life and shifting my 
view of the world so that there does not seem to be any chance of ever 
getting bored. 

On nights when I cannot sleep, I have Jacob for company. He walks with a 
limp and flinches at strangers who approach him after dark, but when he 
tells me about the ladder full of angels I can see it propped against my own 
piece of sky. Other times, when good people are suffering terrible things 
and God is nowhere to be found, it is Job’s company I seek. He says things 
to God that I would not dream of saying out loud but since he says them in 
the Bible I can at least think them. 

Mary and Joseph lead me to pay more attention to my dreams, John the 
Baptist reminds me that the savior you hope for is almost never the savior 
you get, Mary Magdalene shows me how many kinds of love there are—and 
Jesus? There’s not enough time even to begin. Give to everyone who begs of 
you, pray for those who persecute you, watch out for the log in your own 
eye, love your neighbor as yourself. Thanks to him, I cannot even pass 



someone in the frozen food grocery aisle at the grocery store without 
seeing a divine messenger. 

This brings me to the best thing about the Bible, which is the way that it 
will not let you settle down between its pages. Pay attention to what is 
written there and it will keep pushing you out into the world—to look for 
the rainbow, scoop up the manna, wrestle the angel, seek the lost sheep, 
give your shirt to the stranger. Open your imagination to the divine stories 
it tells and the world stands a better chance of becoming a sacred place, if 
only because you are out there acting like it is.  

This is not something you learn in New Testament class—or Bible study 
either—at least not if you are there to discover the right answers to all your 
questions. But if you want to know more about the God-haunted seekers 
who came before you and are willing to take your place among them, then 
by and by you will decide for yourself what kind of authority the Bible has. 
My advice is to keep your eye on the angels. 

Fear and the American Church 

Barbara Brown Taylor 

I find myself so helped and heartened by Scott Bader-Saye’s article on keeping 
faith in a fearful world that my response will seek to apply his wisdom to my 
own context.  In short, that context is the rural South—northeast , to be 
exact—where I teach religion at a private, four year liberal arts college dually 
affiliated with the United Church of Christ and the National Association of 
Congregational Christian Churches.  While the student body includes a handful 
of international students as well as a few from other states, most students 
come from towns so nearby that they drive home on the weekends.  The 
majority of them were raised in Southern Baptist households, and a number 
have been home-schooled for religious reasons. 

Like me, they live in a part of the country where the church is easily as scary 
as the culture.  Fresh hand-lettered signs in blood red paint still appear on the 
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trunks of pine trees by the roadside.  “Jesus is coming.  Are you 
ready?”  “Repent before it is too late.”  These messages are repeated live at 
funerals in these parts, where country preachers take seriously their 
responsibility to frighten unbelieving mourners into the arms of Christ. 

Even those of us who minimize our visits to such churches cannot avoid the 
threats on their billboards.  “Give Satan an inch and he will become your 
Ruler.”  “If you think it’s hot now, just wait.”  The longest one I have ever read, 
which required so many plastic letters that some backwards 3’s served as E’s, 
was “God is good.  It’s a shame so many will perish in the lake of everlasting 
fire.” 

This semester I am teaching a special topics course in apocalyptic 
literature.  Fourteen undergraduates have joined me, becoming mini-experts 
in 20th and 21st century millennial groups as well as in the genre of biblical 
literature that includes both Daniel and Revelation.  The three required texts 
for the class are Apocalyptic Literature by Stephen Cook; Rapture, Revelation 
and the End Times by Forbes and Kilde; and the Oxford College Edition of the 
NRSV Bible.  This last has proven especially valuable, as we have all 
discovered what the Bible really says about the end of the world (which is 
considerably less than most of us thought it did). 

Since one student is writing her senior paper on the phenomenon of hell 
houses, she invited her classmates to visit one in nearby Dawsonville.  I was 
spared the experience thanks to a weekend trip out of town, but the students 
who went were happy to fill me in on the details when I returned. 

For readers who may not be familiar with hell houses (or judgment houses, as 
they are sometimes called), they appear in local churches every fall a couple of 
weeks before Halloween.  A variation on haunted houses, they generally 
involve a guided tour past various gory scenarios in which people are doing 
things guaranteed to land them in hell—including but not limited to abortion, 
drunk driving, suicide, and homosexual liaisons.  The scenarios make use of a 
great deal of fake blood, and are accompanied by deafening soundtracks of 
wailing, moaning, pleading human voices. 

The penultimate room is hell itself, presided over by a Satan found nowhere in 
the gospels.  The room is dark, loud, and putrid-smelling, with various 
damned souls writhing in the shadows.  Once hell house visitors have gotten 
enough of this room to turn their stomachs, they are shown into a light, quiet, 
and sweet-smelling room where they are invited to give their lives to Christ. 
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When my students sorted through their experience later in class, they all 
confessed to being stunned by the bloody violence of this church-sponsored 
attraction.  They also questioned the value of any conversion to Christ so 
motivated by fear.  And yet the hell house had been so crowded that they had 
to wait an hour for their turn.  Relating this to the popularity of the Left 
Behind series of movies and books, they wondered out loud why millions of 
Christians are so attracted to end-time scenarios, especially when those 
scenarios are violent. 

Some students thought that too many Christians had allowed Hollywood to 
capture their imaginations.  Others admitted that their own wish for answers 
about the end time was so strong that they found themselves drawn to anyone 
who professed to know those answers.  All of them recognized the strong 
desire to belong to the winning side, which they also recognized in the 
apocalyptic groups that they studied for class. 

One characteristic of such groups is their cosmic dualism, with clear 
boundaries drawn between good and evil.  A second characteristic of such 
groups is their certainty that they are on the side of good—and that this 
excuses them from anything they may say or do to those who are on the other 
side.  Thanks to Walter Wink, I have learned to recognize this as the myth of 
redemptive violence: the myth that violence can bring an end to violence, 
when the good rise up against the evil.  Unfortunately, few of my 
undergraduates see anything wrong with this story.  As far as many of them 
are concerned, the cheek-turning Jesus of the gospels is just biding his time 
until he can come back as the sword-wielding warrior of the apocalypse. 

In light of all this, I would add an appendix to Bader-Saye’s article, in which 
the church itself is a major player in the North American culture of fear.  Or 
perhaps I should say “the churches,” since I have never been more aware that 
there are as many Christianities as there are Christians in the .   Given the 
historical dominance of Protestant Christianity in this country, the popularity 
of civil religion, and the wedding of apocalyptic vision with national goals 
under the present administration, it seems to me that “a counter-cultural 
people of hope” may find themselves in the peculiar position of countering 
their own local church cultures. 

Bader-Saye’s strategies remain sturdy ones, in my view.  In our own churches, 
we may still resist the twin temptations of contracting or attacking.  We may 
question allocations of our financial and human resources that focus on 
strengthening our own positions in our communities instead of staying 
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focused on the needs of our neighbors.  We may challenge ways of reading 
scripture or doing theology that assure us of our own privilege instead of 
helping us to seek and serve Christ in all persons.  We may decline to identify 
ourselves by identifying our enemies, striving instead to articulate our 
reasons for the hope that is in us. 

In terms of learning to “fear rightly,” we can learn to fear our own shrinkage—
not in terms of numbers but in terms of the spaciousness of our own 
souls.  We can learn to fear when there are too few strangers in church instead 
of too many, and when we teach our children how to behave around them, we 
can make sure they know that Jesus did talk to strangers, all the time.  We can 
learn to fear low numbers on our spiritual odometers, which tell us that we 
have stuck too close to our centers of safety.  We can fear spending more time 
in church than we do in the world we exist to serve, and we can even learn to 
fear dying with too much money in the bank instead of too little. 

While I am grateful to Bader-Saye for resuscitating the notion of divine 
providence, which in its popular version too easily masks theological denial, I 
remain more interested in the present than in the future.  If divine providence 
rightly understood means that God will provide, does it not also mean that 
God provides right now?  As often as I have been helped by the passage of 
time, so that I can see the life that has come out of death, the greater challenge 
for me is to stay tuned to God’s providence in the present moment. 

To be able to recognize the demolishing of idols that can take place during one 
night of physical pain seems as precious to me than the hope of getting 
well.  To acknowledge the cauterizing holiness of death as I sit by the bed of a 
loved one strikes me as at least as important as the hope of resurrection.  With 
the Holy Spirit on my shoulder, I pray not for hope in the future but for trust 
in the present.  That way I am never tempted to go to sleep for a hundred 
years and hope that everything is better when I wake up. 

Maybe I am just perverse, but when I read the life of Jesus, I do not read hope 
as the opposite of fear.  Instead, I read kenosis as the opposite of fear: Jesus’ 
trembling but real willingness to empty himself of everything but love for 
love’s sake.  By my count, this included his family of origin, his home, his 
possessions, his hope of a wife and children, his inheritance, his religious 
respectability, and his political safety even before it included his 
life.  According to Luke, he sweated blood in the garden of Gethsemane, but 
that was the only blood on his hands.  When presented with the myth of 
redemptive violence—the chance to strike back at those who struck him–he 



said no thanks.  He took the violence into himself, where it finished the job of 
emptying him out, but not without failing to recruit him to its side. 

As Bader-Saye says in his article, Jesus’ ability to live and die in this way may 
have hinged on his “trust that the future was ultimately in God’s hands.”  If so, 
then it was fed by his trust that the present was in God’s hands as well—no 
matter how it turned out.  My reason for making this distinction, slight as it 
may seem, is that I stay keenly aware of the way in which Christian hope can 
become an excuse for checking out of the present, especially when the 
fulfillment of that hope rests solely in God’s hands. 

My Anglicanism may be showing here, but I do trust that God not only invites 
human participation in the healing of the world but also insists on it, to the 
point that God refuses to act alone.   Once, when a friend of mine was praying 
very hard for something to happen, the answer to his prayer sounded in his 
ear as clearly as a voice.  “Don’t ask me to do something you can do yourself,” 
the voice said.  Where keeping faith in a fearful world is concerned, I am 
grateful to Scott Bader-Saye for suggesting some very clear things that people 
of faith can do—not only for themselves but also for a sometimes-frightening 
church in the world that God so loves. 

========== 

Scott Bader Saye’s article 

In Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, Harry confronts a boggart in 
Professor Lupin's "Defense Against the Dark Arts" class.  A boggart is a 
creature that takes the form of that which you fear the most.  Professor 
Lupin assumes that when Harry sees the boggart it will take the form of 
Lord Voldemort, the dark wizard who is trying to kill Harry, but in fact it 
takes the form of a dementor, one of the terrifying guards of Azkaban 
prison.  Upon discovering this about Harry, Professor Lupin responds, 
"Well, well . . . I'm impressed. That suggests that what you fear most of all 
is – fear. Very wise, Harry."[i]  Dementors and boggarts work in similar 
ways—rather than posing an actual external threat, they torment a person 
by bringing to mind that person's own fear as well as fearful 
memories.  While a boggart does this by taking the form of the feared 
object, the dementor does it by sucking out one's hope.  What Lupin 
understands is that in fearing the dementor Harry actually fears fear itself. 
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But is Lupin right to say that it is wise to fear fear?  Thomas Aquinas asks 
in his Summa Theologica whether fear itself can be the object of fear, and 
he answers that it can.  He reasons that since fear "is a passion resulting 
from the imagination of an imminent evil," then, "it is possible for fear to be 
the object of fear, i.e. a man may fear lest he should be threatened by the 
necessity of fearing, through being assailed by some great evil."[ii]  For 
Aquinas it would seem that the fear of fear has to do ultimately with fearing 
the evil object—so we are afraid of having to be afraid because that would 
mean we faced an imminent threat.  
 

I suspect that we might also fear fear because we know what fear can do to 
us.  There is something soul-crushing about fear, especially when it is 
unchecked and disordered.  And in today's culture there are many forces at 
work to make sure our fears are unchecked and disordered.  The wisdom 
of fearing fear comes from recognizing that excessive fear can turn you into 
the very thing you wish to avoid.  As Bono of U2 sings, "you become a 
monster, so the monster will not break you."[iii]  
 

Just days ago, five Amish schoolgirls were shot and killed.  A sixth is in 
critical condition.  This was the third school shooting in a week.  Among the 
many things that scare us, school shootings are near the top of the 
list.  Perhaps it is because of the vulnerability of the victims, the horror of 
the crime, or the (often) young age of the perpetrators.  In response to the 
recent rash of school shootings a state lawmaker in Wisconsin actually 
suggested that the solution was to arm all teachers and principles. " Israel 
and Thailand have well-trained teachers carrying weapons and keeping 
their children safe from harm. It can work in Wisconsin," he said.[iv]  And 
yet, in a perverse way, this proposal suggests that we embrace the very 
thing we wish to avoid—guns in schools. 
 

In a post-9/11 world, fear is nothing new.  In the United States we have 
lived for the past five years knowing that another terrorist attack was 
possible, and, we assumed, likely.  But it was not terrorism alone that 
created our culture of fear.  Our fearfulness is, to some extent, self-
inflicted.  Long before 2001 the construction and manipulation of fear was a 
staple of marketers, politicians, activists, and religious leaders.  It's no 
secret that fear motivates people.  Every time an advertiser urges us to buy 
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a product or risk being ______ (fill in the blank: uncool, unsafe, unwanted), 
our fears are being aggravated and manipulated.  Every time a politician 
tells us that the other party is "recklessly unilateral" or "weak on terror," we 
are tempted to vote from a place of fear.  Every time religious leaders use 
threats of hell to make others believe or obey, they are using fear to 
manipulate their listeners.  Unfortunately, the news media has been at the 
forefront of fear-mongering—overemphasizing shocking and frightening 
stories to gain an audience and boost ratings.[v] 

Fear and Fearlessness 

In the face of fear we are tempted to contract or attack.  We 
may contract by withdrawing into ourselves, by huddling together in 
enclaves of church and family, by limiting contact with the stranger and the 
strange.  We may attack by targeting certain types of people as suspicious, 
by arming ourselves and our family members, by detaining or destroying all 
those whom we imagine could hurt us (and calling it "preemption").  

For Christians the responses of contracting or attacking are precluded by 
the Gospel.  As Paul exhorts the Christians in Rome (who lived under the 
perilous gaze of empire), "Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, 
persevere in prayer.  Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend 
hospitality to strangers.  Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not 
curse them" (Rom. 12:12-14).  Christians are called to extend themselves 
to the other, even the evil other, as a sign of God's reconciliation of all 
things in Christ. Christians are called to risk money, power, even life itself, 
trusting that in Christ all that is good will be preserved and returned.  And 
while many of us may acknowledge the need to extend and to risk, the 
question remains—how do we do it?  How do we become people shaped 
by a story that does not provoke fear?  What virtues will be needed and 
how might we cultivate them? 
 

We must note first that the goal should not be to avoid fear altogether, for, 
as Aquinas rightly discerned, fearlessness is not a virtue but a 
vice.[vi]  Fear is a proper emotion for people who love in a transient and 
vulnerable world.  The only way to avoid fear entirely would be to cease to 
love or to deny our vulnerability as creatures.  Fear, when properly ordered, 
creates a appropriate urgency about our lives and our loves.  Precisely 
because we are finite and fragile, we must seize the moment to love, to 
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rejoice, to embrace the good.  Martha Nussbaum helpfully reminds us of 
the beauty that is made possible by the fragility of goodness.  She 
writes, "There is in fact a loss in value whenever the risks involved in 
specifically human virtue are closed off.  There is a beauty in the 
willingness to love someone in the face of love's instability and worldliness 
that is absent from a completely trustworthy love.  There is a certain 
valuable quality in social virtue that is lost when social virtue is removed 
from the domain of uncontrolled happenings."[vii]  And so, as vulnerable 
creatures, we can even embrace fear as a gift, when it is kept within its 
proper bounds. 
 

But with that said, it is certainly true that fearing excessively or fearing the 
wrong things produces a distortion of the soul that makes it impossible to 
risk, to love, to celebrate our fragile beauty.  It is in this state of distorted 
fear that many of us live today.  So, how can we learn to feel fear rightly, 
lest we become so concerned to avoid evil that we fail to do the good? 

Finding Hope 

Thomas Aquinas suggests that the opposite of fear (or at least one of its 
opposites) is hope.  Fear arises from looking to the future and imagining an 
imminent evil that is of great magnitude and thus not easily repelled.  Hope 
(which is both a passion and a virtue) arises from looking to the future and 
imagining a good that is desirable but difficult to attain.  As Aquinas puts it, 
"Fear and hope are principal passions, not because they complete the 
others simply, but because they complete them as regards the movement 
of the appetite towards something: for in respect of good, movement begins 
in love, goes forward to desire, and ends in hope; while in respect of evil, it 
begins in hatred, goes on to aversion, and ends in fear."[viii] So hope and 
fear parallel each other in the same way as good and evil, hate and love, 
desire and aversion.  
 

Fear and hope describe two divergent ways of orienting oneself toward the 
future.  Do we imagine the future primarily in terms of the goods it may 
bring to us or in terms of the evils we will have to face?  While we may all 
feel some fear and some hope when looking ahead, one of the two will 
prove more determinative of our actions, one of the two will provide our 
fundamental orientation toward the future.  If, on the one hand, it is fear, 
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then we will all too quickly collapse into a mode of self-preservation.  We 
may hear Jesus promising that "those who lose their life for my sake will 
find it" (Matt. 10:39), but we are too afraid to take the risks involved in 
losing ourselves.  If, on the other hand, our orientation toward the future is 
hope, we find ourselves able to embrace life and risk radical discipleship 
(perhaps even to "lose ourselves") because we trust that the future is 
ultimately in God's hands. 
 

We should not make the mistake, however, of confusing hope and 
presumption.  Presumption, Aquinas tells us, bears a "false likeness" to 
hope, "since it denotes an inordinate hope in God."[ix]  That is, 
presumption seeks guarantees and thus approaches God as the divine 
guarantor of our desired happiness.  But those of us who follow a crucified 
savior know that there are no guarantees.  Neither our goodness nor our 
faith can guarantee that we get the future we want.  We live in hope, 
trusting (rather than demanding) that in the end "all will be well and all will 
be well and every kind of thing will be well."[x] 

Recovering Providence 

In the midst of a culture of fear, the churches need to be intentional about 
cultivating the virtue of hope—both as personally and corporately.  How 
might we do this? One way is to recover an understanding of divine 
providence that can help us trust the future.  For too long we have 
assumed that providence had to do with issues like omnipotence, 
foreknowledge, free will and determinism.  Insofar as the doctrine of 
providence was caught up in these abstract debates about the nature of 
divinity, it lost its edge as a practical doctrine meant to undergird faithful 
living. In its most basic form, the doctrine of providence declares our trust 
that God will provide.  And only as we trust that God will provide can we 
dispossess ourselves of the excessive wealth and the coercive power that 
we think we need to make ourselves secure. 
 

Of course, trusting in God's providence is easier said than 
done.  Providence has fallen on hard times in the last hundred years, and 
before that it was seeking desperately to stay above water after the floods 
of the Enlightenment made appeals to divine intervention increasingly 
unnecessary for explaining the world.  Indeed, from the devastation of 
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the Lisbon earthquake to the horrors of the Holocaust, it has become 
easier not to believe in providence, since such a belief would have to 
account for the apparent divine inaction in the face of horrible suffering. 
 

How might we reclaim providence today—not as a thoroughgoing 
description of the conditions of possibility for divine action in the world, but 
as a way of narrating history so that we can, with faith, leave the future to 
God's hands?  Here the work of Karl Barth is extremely helpful.  Barth 
takes on both Lutheran and Reformed Orthodoxy, charging that both sides 
reduced providence to a set of abstract affirmations of divine power, a 
worship of abstract sovereignty unshaped by trinitarian thought.  Lacking a 
properly trinitarian account of providence, these stale orthodoxies were 
unable to name the meaning, purpose, or direction of God's lordship.  They 
seemed strangely content to let God's sheer power suffice as an account of 
providence.  Barth writes, 

The orthodox Lutheran and Reformed teachers are rather at one in 
teaching the divine lordship over all occurrence both as a      whole 
and in detail without attempting to say what is the meaning and 
purpose of this lordship.  They understand it as the act of a superior 
and absolutely omniscient, omnipotent and omnioperative being 
whose nature and work do of course display such moral qualities as 
wisdom, righteousness and goodness, etc.  But this is all.  According 
to the agreed doctrine of orthodoxy, this empty shell is the object of 
Christian belief in providence.  It does not seem to have occurred to 
whole generations of Protestant theologians to ask what this lordship 
has to do with Jesus Christ. . . . Even in the establishment of the 
knowledge of God's providence there was no thought of looking in the 
direction of the triune God.[xi] 

Instead of being content with an abstract expression of absolute power 
(which inevitably leads to endless debates about free will, foreknowledge, 
and determinism), Barth argues, divine providence ought to be concerned 
with a particular kind of lordship determinatively shaped by the character of 
Jesus Christ.  God's rule is not that of an arbitrary tyrant but that of the 
loving God known finally and fully in the gracious life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ.  For Barth God's lordship must be Christologically 
narrated.  We see in Christ's own life and being the shape of God's rule 
over all creation, a kind of pattern or paradigm of God's great 



"Nevertheless," in which God faces down the powers of history that seem 
on the surface to rule unchecked but which in the end are made to do 
God's will no less than the cross itself. 
 

If Christians can trust that even (or especially) when our lives seem most 
determined by suffering and loss God is present as the one who has 
passed through death with and for us, then we can release the fears that 
hinder us from living joyfully, embracing the good, and risking 
faithfulness.  As Barth notes, being under the lordship of God means that 
one "does not need to be anxious concerning his own preservation or way 
or end."[xii]  He goes on to say that in Christ, the Christian "is already at 
the goal, and he can look back and down upon all his distress as already 
alleviated, all his complaints as already redressed, all his questions, 
however they may engage or consume or agitate him, as already 
answered."[xiii]  Out of this conviction about divine providence arises not 
presumption but hope, hope that God's provision for the future will not only 
make a way in the present but will redeem in the end all that is lost on the 
journey.  Trusting our lives and our loves to God's providential care, we can 
release the tight grip of fear and move with confidence into God's future. 

Risking Hospitality 

What might it look like to live as a counter-cultural people of hope in the 
midst of fear?  More than ever in a culture that excludes and persecutes 
the stranger, Christians will need to be the ones to say "just as you do it to 
one of the least of these, you do it to Christ himself" (cf. Matt. 25:40).  In the 
face of a country ready to normalize torture and to imprison without charge, 
Christians must be ready to say, "Do to others as you would have them do 
to you" (Matt. 7:12).  And in the face of a nation ready to legitimate 
preemptive war, Christians must be ready to say, "Love your enemies, do 
good to those who hate you" (Luke 6:27).  Only when we have overcome 
the tight grip of fear can we embody these marks of the Christian life in a 
culture that presumes such risky behavior to be irrational if not downright 
immoral. 
 

Last summer Shanti Sellz and Daniel Strauss, volunteers with an aid group 
called No More Deaths decided to risk radical discipleship in the face of 
immigration laws that had been fashioned in a crucible of fear.  No More 



Deaths is a faith-based humanitarian group that works in southern Arizona, 
along the border between the and , delivering water, food, and basic 
medical assistance to those who have illegally crossed into the United 
States.  The group was formed in the spring of 2004 to respond to the fact 
that over 2,000 men, women, and children had died in the Sonora Desert of 
Arizona since 1998 while trying to cross into the United States from 
Mexico.  With another summer coming on, the group committed itself to 
patrolling the desert of southern Arizona ready to offer hospitality to the 
stranger. 
 

On July 9, 2005, Strauss and Sellz picked up three migrants who were 
suffering from extreme thirst and hunger, vomiting ,and severe 
blisters.  While transporting them for medical treatment, they were stopped 
by the U.S. Border Patrol and were arrested.  They were charged with two 
felonies: transporting illegal aliens and conspiring to transport illegal 
aliens.  They faced the possibility of 15 years in prison.  The two aid 
workers refused to accept a plea bargain that would have involved their 
pleading guilty to the charges, since they contended that humanitarian aid 
is never a crime.  A first motion to drop the charges was denied in January 
of 2006, but on Sept. 1, U. S. District Judge Raner C. Collins overturned 
that decision and dropped the charges.[xiv]  
 

Hospitality is one of the first virtues to be lost in a culture of fear.  Strauss, 
Sellz and others at No More Deaths have committed themselves to 
preserving the practice of hospitality even in the face of increasing fear-
mongering about immigrants.  Their bold witness provides a kind of parable 
of faith in a fearful culture. By telling stories such as theirs we remind 
ourselves, and others, that we can indeed live with hope in ways that may 
make those around us uncomfortable but which ultimately beckon us all 
into the fullness of life beyond fear. 

  

 

 

 


