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While women weep as they do now, I’ll fight;
while little children go hungry as they do now, I’ll fight;
while men go to prison…as they do now, I’ll fight;
while there is a poor lost girl upon the streets, I’ll fight;
where there yet remains one dark soul without the light of God,
I’ll fight— 
I’ll fight to the very end!

William Booth, Final Public Appearance, May 1912

C.S.Lewiswrote once that we are not as holy
as the apostles for the simple reason that we never intended
to be.We cannot become what we have no intention of
becoming.And it is clearly the case that American churches
do not serve the poor because they do not intend to.Certainly
there are exceptions, and readers of PRISM are aware of a
great amount of the Christian community development work
in the United States.We should be thankful for Lutheran
Social Services, for Caritas and the St.Vincent DePaul Society,
for the Christian Community Development Association, and
the myriad parachurch agencies that bring Christians togeth-
er to serve the poor in Jesus’ name.

But the major denominational service agencies are some-
thing other than the denomination itself.They are a special
interest group within the denomination, just as the para-church
agencies are special interest groups.They are good and they
are needed, but they are not churches doing the work of the

church. In fact, their existence points to the fact that church-
es, for the most part, want to outsource their contact with
the poor. So they create entities that can do good Christian
things on behalf of the poor.The local congregations them-
selves, however, do not view such engagement with their
community’s needs as a constituent part of their identity.

Check out just about any church’s website, and you will
find under the heading “services” a list of worship opportu-
nities.Under the heading “ministries” you will discover a host
of programs serving your needs in the areas of children or
grief or handbell ringing. What you will not find, for the
most part, is ministry as the New Testament understands it.

One shining exception is the Salvation Army.Some would
say,“Wait a minute, that’s not a church, it’s a social service
agency.” Even those of us who learned at some point that it is
a denomination, and not a Christian social service agency, have
failed to ponder the significance of that fact.The Salvation
Army is a church, just like the Methodists and Baptists. It has
ministers and educational requirements for ordination and
choirs and Sunday morning worship and Sunday school and
has even had a few church splits in its history—a sign of
genuine denominational status if ever there was one.

The Army, as it is known, differs from the other denom-
inations in only one key respect: It believes that commitment
to the poor in one’s community and in the world is not
optional for a church. That’s it. It is not peopled by better
Christians or smarter Christians or even less contentious
Christians than the rest of our churches. Its distinctive mark
is not its uniforms but rather the simple fact that it has insti-
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seemingly innumerable programs for urban children and
youth, people with AIDS, those needing assistance with
food and utilities and rent, and signature programs like the
annual Angel Giving Tree.

What would it look like if all denominations acted as the
Salvation Army does? Let’s do the math.The Salvation Army
has over half a million members in the United States.*You can
multiply the Army’s number of ministries or people served by
the appropriate number for your denomination. For example,
if you are a Southern Baptist, multiply by 32 (there are 16
million Southern Baptists in the U.S.); if you are United
Methodist, multiply by 16.The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
has almost 3.5 million members, so if it were like the
Salvation Army, its members would do seven times what the
Army is doing.

Lutherans (ELCA), for example, would multiply these
figures from the Army by 10,meaning that if they were doing
on a per-member basis what the Salvation Army is doing,

they would operate 5,420 group homes and 570 medical
clinics to serve the poor. Further, they would provide holiday
assistance to almost 50 million people and help 1 million indi-
viduals who are trapped in substance abuse—all this while
conducting the full range of traditional activities more closely
associated with a Christian church.

The cities of America would be transformed in remark-
able ways if every denomination were like the Salvation Army.
Every time someone proposes refurbishing Sunday school space,
or building a family life center, or going on a youth ski trip, it
is an opportunity to speak up on behalf of the poor. Serving
them is not optional in the kingdom of God; it is part of what
makes it the kingdom of God.We need to begin quickly
transforming our churches and denominations into places where
Isaiah 58—known as The Salvation Army Charter—is the
order of the day. As General Booth wrote in the preface to
In Darkest England,“I have keenly felt the remedial measures
usually enunciated in Christian programmes…to be lamenta-
bly inadequate for any effectual dealing with the despairing
miseries of these outcast classes.The rescued are appallingly
few—a ghastly minority compared with the multitudes who
struggle and sink in the open-mouthed abyss.” n

Todd Lake is vice president for spiritual development at Belmont
University in Nashville,Tenn.

more frequent basis.”
In light of this need, the Sacred City’s first and focal

project will be the creation of a Garden of Forgiveness at or
near Ground Zero.The fact that the attacks of September 11
were religiously motivated,combined with the coming togeth-
er of so many faiths and nationalities in the relief effort, laid
the initial groundwork for the garden, which will be a place
where people of all faiths and traditions will be able to pray
and meditate on the need for peace.“Religion as a cultur-
al force must be studied and faith communities mobilized to
participate in the redevelopment,” Harris says.“We neglect
religion at our peril.”

September 11 has international importance: Individuals
from 91 countries, and nearly half that many faiths,were killed
in the terrorist attacks.While this project is in the initial
development stages, Harris advocates that it is essential that
all nations and all faiths be a part of the future at Ground Zero
and of a future that replaces religious violence with under-
standing, cooperation, and lasting peace.

The Sacred City Project’s other endeavors include a peace
rally at Ground Zero on the U.N. International Day of Peace,
to be held on September 21, 2005; a conference in the spring

of 2006 with the keynote speech by Fred Luskin of the
Stanford Forgiveness Project and speeches by others such as
NYPD Detective Stephen McDonald,who was paralyzed in
the line of duty in 1986 and who now speaks on peace and
forgiveness; and a citywide Interfaith Colloquium on Re-
Imagining the City. n

More information about these two projects can be found at
www.sacredcity.org and www.sjchapel.org.

Becky Garrison is a freelance writer based in New York City. She is
currently working on a book focusing on the role of religion in the 2004
election, to be published in the spring of 2006.
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Rev. Lyndon F. Harris directs the Sacred City Project,
which seeks to continue the work of the interfaith 

community that arose spontaneously after September 11.

*The Army actually divides its adherents into two groups: Members (449,000) and Soldiers (115,000).The members may
teach Sunday school, share in worship, etc. Soldiers are those who have signed the “Articles of War,” which include a
standard Wesleyan doctrinal statement followed by “therefore…” It is here that the soldier pledges to devote him- or
herself to be faithful “in His name, caring for the needy and disadvantaged” and to be involved in the “corps” (i.e. the
community centers run by the Army) in order to fulfill the pledge. Soldiers and officers wear uniforms, while others do not.




