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I want to begin with a story about my own call to incarnational discipleship.  In 
1976, I was a junior at the University of California at Berkeley.  At 21, I was 
already disillusioned with both politics and religion.  I was a new convert to the 
Christian faith, not having been raised in any church tradition.  And I had gone 
through adolescence during the Vietnam War, in which my older brother 
served.  I was, therefore, deeply alienated 
by the conflation of cross and flag that was 
awash in the culture during our country’s 
bicentennial year.  I knew intuitively that 
this was somehow idolatrous.   

I was looking for a way to follow the Jesus I was reading about in the New 
Testament, and I wasn’t seeing it in the churches.  I wasn’t remotely attracted 
to denominational culture, where most folk didn’t seem very reflective about 
(much less critical of) the contradictions between their walk and their talk.  
Meantime, my country was in a Cold War nuclear showdown with the Soviet 
Union—yet despite this threat to all life on earth, 
disco was king.   

Some friends suggested I attend a weekend retreat on 
“radical discipleship” being given by a guy named 
Ladon Sheats (pictured with me at right in 1999).  He 
was a disciple of a Baptist farmer named Clarence 

Jordan (left), who had lived in 
Georgia with sharecroppers 
and stood for racial justice and 
nonviolence from the 1940s through the 1960s.  Ladon 
had left his executive position with IBM, given all his 
money away, and gone down to Koinonia Farms to work 
with Clarence and follow Jesus.1 

When I heard Ladon’s story, I thought, “Now that’s what I signed up for when I 
said yes to the gospel.”  So I took a semester off college and hitchhiked across 
the country to join Ladon in inner city Baltimore at a place called Jonah 
House.  This was (and still is today) a Christian peace community committed to 
living out Isaiah’s prophetic vision of beating swords into plowshares and 

                                                
1  See Joyce Hollyday’s Clarence Jordan: Essential Writings, Modern Spiritual Masters Series, 
Orbis Books, 2003. 
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studying war no more.  They pray and protest, and get arrested for preaching 
the gospel of peace at places like the Pentagon and White House 
(www.jonahhouse.org).    

There I was, a middle class southern California kid in a hard core Baltimore 
ghetto with a bunch of crazy activists.  The patriarch of the community, a 
longtime radical Irish priest named Philip Berrigan, sensed my cluelessness 
and took me under his wing.  One early morning, while the two of us were 
dumpster diving for food, he taught me my most important catechism. 

Berrigan was a grizzled veteran of the civil rights and 
anti-war movements of the 1960s.  At one time he and 
his brother Dan were the most famous religious 
activists in America, the first Catholic priests to 
commit civil disobedience against the Vietnam War 
(left, on the cover of Time, 1971).  In 1980, the Berrigan 
brothers again blazed a trail by inaugurating the first 
Plowshares Action, in which they and six other 
nonviolent activists walked into a General Electric 
plant near Philadelphia and took hammers to some 
nuclear warheads that were sitting on the assembly 
line.  Having done years in jail for civil disobedience, 
Phil was as tough as nails.  Yet he was also warm and 

almost grandfatherly—most of the time.  Except when he was speaking truth to 
power—or to a young and eager but dense Californian.     

We’re in this giant dumpster at the produce terminal, knee deep in old 
tomatoes and rotting zucchini, and the sun hasn’t even risen and it’s cold.  
Suddenly he stops, looks at me and asks: “What do you think: Where is 
Christian hope?”   

I froze, wishing I was back in Berkeley, where at least I could figure out the 
answers to college pop quizzes.  Where is Christian hope? I asked myself.  I 
wasn’t even clear about what Christian hope is.  So I hemmed and hawed, and 
pretended to search for a prize squash.  

Phil started in.  “A lot of Christians,” he said, 
leaning against the dumpster, “think that 
hope is in ritual, or in prayer or pious 
behavior.  But most of ‘em believe that 
ultimately, hope is in heaven.  They’re just 
waiting for their ticket out of this madhouse 
so they can take it easy in the sweet bye and 
bye.”  He paused, and I shivered, nodding 
dumbly.  (Right: Phil and his wife, activist 
Elizabeth McAlister, in1998.) 

“There’s no shortage of high-sounding rhetoric about hope from the pulpits, a 
lot of nice talk by Christians, who then do as they please.  But how can you 



C. Myers, Hope is Where Your Ass Is, 2008 

www.bcm-net.org  3 

talk about hope while you are ignoring all the violence and poverty and 
injustice?  I’ll tell you how!” he barked, his voice rising.  “You don’t see it, 
because you are living in the suburbs and driving a nice car to a nice office.  
But real hope doesn’t hide out from the contradictions in your self or your 
society.  It doesn’t insulate itself from the desperate situations of the poor, and 
it doesn’t stand mute before the prospect of nuclear war.”   

I glanced nervously at my watch.  Great, I thought, I’m stuck in a dumpster with 
freaking Amos the prophet.  I wanted to become one with the composting 
eggplant.   

 
“Do you know why we live among the poor, and get 
arrested and go to jail for peace?” Phil pressed, 
leaning forward.  “Because we like to hang out with 
Jesus, and that’s where Jesus is.  I’ll tell you where 
hope is.  It’s not in your net worth, or your 
doctrines, or your ideals, or your vote, or your 
career path.  And it’s sure enough not in our heavy 
breathing about Jesus in church.”  (Left: Phil in jail, 
2000.) 

“Hope,” he concluded, fairly shouting now, “is where 
your ass is!”   

That moment changed my life.  I spent the next 
several years learning what Phil’s proverb about 
incarnational discipleship meant.  He, Liz, Ladon 

and others showed me that it is where you place your body that matters.  What 
part of town you live in, who you hang out with, who you work alongside.  How 
many social or legal boundaries you dare to cross in order to be with Jesus and 
resist oppression and violence.  Hope springs from body politics, not abstract 
morality or religious speculation.  

Shortly after that I and a dozen other folk began a small intentional community 
in a poor neighborhood in the San Francisco Bay area.  We worked at blue 
collar jobs and grew our own food and hung out with the neighborhood kids.  
We held Bible studies and had circle worship services in our basement.  We 
organized for disarmament, and helped start the Sanctuary movement for 
Central American refugees who were fleeing the war that our country was 
fighting in theirs.  We talked to each other and to local churches about 
discipleship.  I learned that throughout history there have been Christians, of 
all different traditions, famous and forgotten, who understood that hope was 
best exhibited in their social location.  So this became my way of life, because 
the work was so compelling and the kind of gospel folk we met were so 
extraordinary.   

For over 30 have sought to embody a discipleship that seeks to confront and 
heal what Martin Luther King, Jr. famously called the “giant triplets of 
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militarism, racism and poverty.”  This has taken me into a kaleidoscope of 
issues, such as indigenous sovereignty, immigrant rights, fair housing, 
community organizing, labor justice, white privilege work, environmental 
preservation, nonviolence training and war resistance.   

It turns out that throughout history there have been many Christians of all 
different traditions, famous and forgotten, who have discovered that hope is 
where their ass is.  Like Harriet Tubman, “conductor” for the underground 
railroad taking slaves to freedom in the mid 19th century.  Or Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, the Lutheran minister who started an underground seminary for 
German Christians trying to organize against Hitler.  Or the store-front 
Pentecostals in Appalachia who sat down in front of massive coal trucks in 
support of the Pittston coal miner’s strike in 1989. 

Dorothy Day, founder of the Catholic Worker movement, put 
her ass every day next to homeless people in the soup 
kitchen.  And during United Farm Worker strikes (right) she 
put it alongside Cesar Chavez, who put his ass next to the 
lowest folks on America’s totem pole: immigrant agricultural 

laborers.  Martin Luther King. Jr., 
the Baptist preacher, sat his ass 
down in a Birmingham jail (left), 
and like Paul the apostle, he wrote 
a prison epistle calling fellow 
Christians to join him in the 
struggle to overcome four centuries 
of American apartheid, because the 
dream of God was for everyone to have a place at the 
table. 

There’s still lots to do.  Dietrich and Martin got 
whacked by the Powers.  Phil and Ladon and Dorothy 

have passed on.  I’ve been in this work for over 30 years, and am getting a little 
long in the tooth, so I’m looking for the next generation to get involved.  So to 
young adults I say:  

It’s your world.  The 21st century is only seven years in and it’s a righteous 
mess.  Who is going to speak gospel truth to 
profoundly consequential issues like genetic 
engineering, torture, the AIDS pandemic, 
terrorism, war on terrorism, peak oil and 
global warming?  You are the next generation 
of peacemakers.  Already there are some of 
you out there putting your asses on the line.  
Such as Shane Claiborne of the Simple Way 
community in Philadelphia, who stood with 
Iraqis under the bombs in Baghdad in 2003 
(left, Shane blowing bubbles with Iraqi kids.)   



C. Myers, Hope is Where Your Ass Is, 2008 

www.bcm-net.org  5 

Or Kate Berrigan—daughter of Liz and Phil—who 
climbed a skyscraper in L.A. during an auto convention 
to hang a banner in protest of gas-guzzling SUVs (right).  
Or the thousands of college students who converge each 
November at the School of the Americas in Georgia to 
call for an end to military training in torture and covert 
operations (below right).  

There are so many ways to get involved 
these days—internships, voluntary 
service corps, exposure trips, activist 
communities.  But you must provide the 
will.  This is the best time of your life to 
have the best time of your life by jumping 
in to radical discipleship.  Faithful 
activism really is the best party in town.  
And you’re invited.   

What have I struggled with most over the 
years?  I still don’t understand why most U.S. Christians can’t make the 
connections between faith and justice.  Yet I’ve been taught patience by my 
own frailties.  I recognize that my own spirit often buckles under the weight of 
the violence, oppression and alienation that swirl around and in us.  Indeed, 
my own discipleship has been slow and full of equivocation; as Jung put it, 
“The road to wholeness is full of detours and wrong turnings.”   

Thus as a social justice theology educator and animator I try to meet folk 
where they are: in their life journey, in their social location, in their cultural 
and religious tradition, in their strengths and weaknesses.  Then I try to 
discern and push what the edge might be for them, challenging them to take 
the next step.  Our discipleship is not required to be heroic; merely authentic.  
But talk is cheap, and as Phil taught me, our “body politics” still represents the 
best barometer of our hope—and of our ambivalence.  

This work does take a toll on the body, however.  As a middle-aging activist, my 
biggest challenge these days is maintaining my physical and mental health for 

the long haul.  We who believe in justice are 
running a marathon, working for things we may 
never see.  The long view reminds me to be at 
peace with the fact that there’s only so much I 
can do—yet I must strive to do that.   

Location remains central.  After three decades in 
the inner city, my wife and I have started a small 
intentional community in a blue collar town on 
the edge of the Los Padres wilderness in 
southern California (left, the view from Oak 
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View).  We are trying to learn as much about God’s Creation as we have learned 
about dysfunctional human civilization.  Justice for the poor and the defense of 
nature should not be divergent tasks, as they so often are in our circles. 

The two practices that continue to inspire and sustain me most are studying 
scripture and learning the history of social change.  Too many of us in faith-
rooted social justice circles have poor biblical literacy.  
We are in a world of trouble in these times, and the 
wise, old traditions of scripture are the best source to 
bring us to our senses.  Similarly, the history of peoples’ 
struggles to humanize the world is one we don’t learn in 
school.  Knowing that we are part of a long legacy helps 
us keep courage. 2  I think every Christian social justice 
activist needs to embrace these two disciplines.   

Finally, one of the greatest challenges facing our faith-
rooted movement is intergenerational nurture.  On one 
hand, we don’t sufficiently honor our mentors.  But 
these elders are our greatest resources of living wisdom 
and perspective!  On the other, we are not taking enough responsibility to 
mentor our youth.  The great activist generation of the 1960s (who I came just 
after) has not been sufficiently proactive or graceful about passing the baton.  
Whether young or old, we do well to put our faith ever more in the service of 
the historic struggle for peace and justice.  The Gospel can truly, as the Jesuits 
like to say, “ruin us for life.”   

Let us not be content with pronunciamentos, or elegant ritual, or online 
petitions, or any other form of “virtual discipleship.”  Let us follow Jesus into 
the “storm of history,” as Walter Benjamin put it.  Because for Christians, hope 
is where our asses are.  

 

                                                
2  On this see Vincent Harding, Hope and History: Why We must Share the Story of the 
Movement, Orbis, 1990. 


