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Introduction 

All of us deal with the Powers That Be. They staff our hospitals, 

run City Hall, sit around tables in corporate boardrooms, col

lect our taxes, and head our families. But the Powers That Be 

are more than just the people who run things. They are the 

systems themselves, the institutions and structures that weave 

society into an intricate fabric of power and relationships. These 

Powers surround us on every side. They are necessary. They are 

useful. We could do nothing without them. Who wants to do 

without timely mail delivery or well-maintained roads? But the 

Powers are also the source of unmitigated evils. 

A corporation routinely dumps known carcinogens into a 

river that is the source of drinking water for towns downstream. 

Another industry attempts to hook children into addiction to 

cigarettes despite evidence that a third of them will die prema

turely from smoking-related illnesses. A dictator wages war 

against his own citizens in order to maintain his grasp on power. 
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A contractor pays off a building inspector so he can violate code 

and put up a shoddy and possibly unsafe structure. A power 

plant exposes its employees to radioactive poisoning; the em

ployee who attempts to document these safety infractions is 

forced off the road by another car and dies. All her documents 

are missing. 

Welcome to the world of the Powers. 

But the Powers aren't always that brutal. Some people enjoy 

their jobs. Some businesses make genuine contributions to soci

ety. Some products are life enhancing, even lifesaving. The Pow

ers don't simply do evil. They also do good. Often they do both 

good and evil at the same time. They form a complex web that 

we can neither ignore nor escape. 

One legacy of the rampant individualism in our society is 

the tendency to react personally to the pain caused by institu

tions. People blame themselves when they get downsized. Or 

they blame the executive officers for their insensitivity. But to a 

high degree, corporate decisions are dictated by larger eco

nomic forces-invisible forces that determine the choices of 

those who set policy and fire workers. 

So the Powers That Be are not merely the people in power 

or the institutions they staff. Managers are, in fact, more or less 

interchangeable. Most people in managerial positions would 

tend to make the same sorts of moves. A great many of their 

decisions are being made for them by the logic of the market, 

the pressures of competition, and/or the cost of workers. Exec

utives can be more humane. But a company owner who decides 

to raise salaries and benefits will soon face challenges from com-
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petitors who pay less. Greater forces are at work-unseen Pow

ers-that shape the present and dictate the future. 

For over thirty years now I have been tracking these Pow

ers. I was interested in their systemic qualities, to be sure, but it 

was their invisible dimension that most fascinated me. Religious 

tradition has often treated the Powers as angelic or demonic 

beings fluttering about in the sky. Behind the gross literalism of 

that way of thinking, however, is the clear perception that spiri

tual forces impinge on and determine our lives. There is more to 

what goes on in the world than what newspapers or newscasters 

report. I was prepared to wager that our ancestors were in 

touch with reality when they spoke about the Powers, and that 

they might even know something our society had lost, spiritually 

blinded as it is by a materialism that believes only in what it can 

see, hear, taste, smell, or touch. 

My first real breakthrough in understanding these invisible 

powers came when I stumbled over the angels of the churches 

in the New Testament Book of Revelation. Why, I wondered, 

are each of the seven letters in chapters two and three ad

dressed, not to the congregation, as in the apostle Paul's letters, 

but to the congregation's angel? The congregation was not ad

dressed directly but through the angel. The angel seemed to be 

the corporate personality of the church, its ethos or spirit or 

essence. Looking back over my own experience of churches, I 

realized that each did indeed have a unique personality. Fur

thermore, that personality was real. It wasn't what we call a 

"personification" like Uncle Sam or the Quaker on the box of 

oats. But it didn't seem to be a distinct spiritual entity with an 
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independent existence either. The angel of a church was appar

ently the spirituality of a particular church. You can sense the 

"angel" when you worship at a church. But you also encounter 

the angel in a church's committee meetings and even in its ar

chitecture. People self-select into a certain congregation because 

they feel that its angel is compatible with their values. Hence the 

spirit of a church can remain fairly constant over decades, even 

centuries, though all the original members have long since de

parted. 

I searched for other data in ancient religious writing that 

might shed light on these corporate angels. The tenth chapter of 

Daniel in the Hebrew Scriptures extended my understanding to 

encompass the angels of entire nations, who represented their 

nation in the heavenly "court." Cities, too, had angels, as did 

individuals. In other Jewish and Christian sources I discovered 

ancient sages who believed that everything in creation has its 

own angel. That meant, I concluded, that everything has both a 

physical and a spiritual aspect. The Powers That Be are not, 

then, simply people and their institutions, as I had first thought; 

they also include the spirituality at the core of those institutions 

and structures. If we want to change those systems, we will have 

to address not only their outer forms, but their inner spirit as 

well. 

I found the implications of that ancient view staggering. It 

means that every business, corporation, school, denomination, 

bureaucracy, sports team-indeed, social reality in all its 

forms-is a combination of both visible and invisible, outer and 

inner, physical and spiritual. Right at the heart of the most rna-



I N T R O D U CT I O N  

terialistic institutions in society we find spirit. IBM and General 

Motors each have a unique spirituality, as does a league for the 

spread of atheism. Materialistic scientists belong to universities 

or research labs that have their own corporate personalities and 

pecking orders. Like the proponents of the new physics, who 

went right through materialism and out the other side into a 

world of spirit-matter, so we, too, can see the entire social enter

prise of the human species under the dual aspects of spirit and 

matter. We are on the brink of rediscovering soul at the core of 

every created thing. There is nothing, from DNA to the United 

Nations, that does not have God at its core. Everything has a 

spiritual aspect. Everything is answerable to God. 

As we have already suggested, however, the spirituality that 

we encounter in institutions is not always benign. It is just as 

likely to be pathological. And this is where the biblical under

standing of the Powers surpasses in profundity the best of mod

ern sociology. For the angel of an institution is not just the sum 

total of all that an institution is (which sociology is competent to 

describe); it is also the bearer of that institution's divine voca

tion (which sociology is not able to discern). Corporations and 

governments are "creatures" whose sole purpose is to serve the 

general welfare. And when they refuse to do so, their spirituality 

becomes diseased. They become "demonic." 

I had never been able to take demons seriously. The idea 

that fallen angels possessed people seemed superstitious. But if 

the demonic is the spirituality produced when the angel of an 

institution turns its back on its divine vocation, then I could not 

only believe in the demonic, I could point to its presence in 
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everyday life. And if the demonic arises when an angel deviates 

from its calling, then social change does not depend on casting 

out the demon, but recalling its angel to its divine task. 

I had already weathered my share of pathological institu

tions, but thought it might be instructive to experience the 

Powers at their demonic extreme: a military dictatorship. So 

with all these ideas marinating in my mind, my wife, June, and I 

went to Chile on a sabbatical leave in 1982 to observe the dicta

torship of General Augusto Pinochet firsthand. Mterward we 

traveled through South and Central America, staying in barrios 

and /avelas, talking with priests and nuns who were struggling 

for human rights and political freedom. We spoke with a lawyer 

who represented the families of people who had been "disap

peared," as they put it. We spent an excruciating evening in 

dialogue with a woman who had been tortured. And so it went, 

week after week. 

Finally I had more than I could stomach. Instead of ex

pressing the pain of so much evil in tears, I tried to stop the 

emotional avalanche. I wanted simply to escape the pain. I be

came angry with the oppressors, angry with the oppressed

unaware of the grief tearing at my heart. 

At the end of the trip I became physically ill. I had planned 

to begin writing about the Powers, but I was so sick and under

weight that I could scarcely function. On top of the physical 

ailment, I was overwhelmed by despair as well. I had gone to 

Latin America hoping that our experience there would help me 

write something that could make a difference. Instead, the evils 

we encountered were so monstrous, so massively supported by 

our own government, in some cases so anchored in a long his-
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tory of tyranny, that it seemed nothing could make a difference. 

I had gone there to observe the Powers; I ended up their cap

tive. 

In my despair I wondered how the writers of the New Tes

tament could insist that Christ is somehow, even in the midst of 

evil, sovereign over the Powers. I wrestled with this assertion 

with my whole being. What I found may not strike anyone else 

as amounting to much, but for me it was a thin thread of hope, 

and I clung to it desperately. 

From that beginning, a whole new sense of the truth and 

relevance of the biblical understanding of the Powers has 

grown. I have repeatedly confirmed my intuition about the po

tential and timeliness of this neglected emphasis in biblical 

study. I now know, in a way that I had not before, that "neither 

death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities . . . nor powers 

. . . will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ 

Jesus" (Rom. 8:38-39*) .  

But I also had to  learn something about the nature of  the 

Powers. Unjust systems perpetuate themselves by means of in

stitutionalized violence. For example, racial segregation in the 

southeastern United States was supported by Jim Crow laws, 

state and local police, the court and penal systems, and extrale

gal acts of terrorism-all sustained, passively or actively, by the 

vast majority of white citizens. Blacks who "stepped out of line" 

were savagely exterminated. Against such monolithic Powers it 

was and is tempting to use violence in response. But we have 

repeatedly seen how those who fight domination with violence 

become as evil as those whom they oppose. How, then, can we 

overcome evil without doing evil-and becoming evil ourselves? 
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I found myself reluctantly being pushed, simply by the logic of 

the inquiry, to a position of consistent nonviolence. 

I had long since been involved in the civil rights movement 

and other struggles that involved nonviolence. But I had always 

qualified my nonviolence with the escape clause: if nonviolence 

fails, try violence. Not that I would use violence, of course, but 

others might on my behalf. I began to realize that if violence 

was my last resort, then I was still enmeshed in the belief that 

violence saves. And that meant that no matter how much I 

might object to any particular form of domination, I was still 

trusting domination and violence to bring about justice and 

peace. 

So I decided to put the issue to the test. I had another 

sabbatical in 1986, which I decided to spend in South Mrica. 

This was surely a worst-case scenario for nonviolence, because it 

was widely denounced by the anti-apartheid forces there as inef

fectual. To my surprise, I discovered a remarkable variety of 

effective nonviolent actions that many people there were em

ploying in perhaps the largest grass roots eruption of diverse 

nonviolent strategies in a single struggle in human history. I 

returned horne convinced that nonviolence was the only form of 

resistance really working in South Africa. I wrote a little book 

that New Society Publishers put out under the title Violence and 

Nonviolence in South A/rica ( 1987). The South African version 

was published in an innocuous brown wrapper with the bland 

title Jesus' Third Way, which (with the help of several American 

congregations) we mailed, individually, to 3,200 black and white 

clergy in South Africa. The Roman Catholic church in South 

Africa sent out another eight hundred to its priests and pastoral 
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workers. Some copies were seized, but most seem to have got

ten past the censors. In the book I urged the churches to stop 

their interminable debate about the relative merits of violence 

and nonviolence, to acknowledge that the churches were not 

about to engage in violence, and to throw the full force of their 

moral authority into nonviolent resistance. 

A year later I was invited by the peace community in South 

Africa to do workshops there on nonviolence. Apparently the 

book had some effect; when I applied for a visa, the Powers 

That Be refused to grant one. South Africa's intrepid peace 

activist Rob Robertson asked if I would be willing to let him try 

to bring me into the country illegally. I agreed. Since we weren't 

sure I would be able to get into South Mrica, a workshop was 

planned for Lesotho, an independent country surrounded by 

South Africa, which did not require a visa. Participants came 

from all over Southern Africa. Our theme song at the workshop 

was "Thine is the glory, risen conquering Son."  At the end of 

the workshop, sustained by the prayers of the participants, Rob 

and I left for the border crossing from Lesotho to South Africa, 

where he believed we had the best chance of getting across 

without my being caught. 

When we approached the guard station, a torrential out-of

season rain blackened the sky. We jumped out of the car and 

ran for shelter under the porch, where the guard on duty was 

whistling the tune to "Thine is the glory" ! That instant I knew 

that we would get in. The electricity was not on; the interior of 

the post was so dark that the soldier in charge asked me to read 

my passport for him. He never even looked for the visa. After a 

week of workshops and lectures in Johannesburg and Pretoria, 
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during which time the police had still not picked up my trail, 

Rob and I voluntarily turned me in to the authorities, who ex

pelled me from the country. 

By then (this was in 1988), a perceptible shift had taken 

place in the political atmosphere. The oppressed had gotten a 

taste of violence and political chaos. They were now much more 

open to a nonviolent approach. The Emergency Convocation of 

Churches (which I was able to attend) took a strong line in 

favor of nonviolent direct action. Yet even these changes, re

markable as they were, did nothing to prepare us for the unbe

lievable events that were about to unfold: the release of Nelson 

Mandela from prison, power sharing, the election of a black 

president, and the drafting of a model constitution. Apparently 

the Powers can sometimes be transformed. 

We live in a remarkable time, when entire nations have been 

liberated by nonviolent struggle; when miracles are openly de

clared, such as the fall of the Berlin Wall, the collapse of com

munism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc, and the transfor

mation of South Mrica; when for the first time people are 

beginning to resist domination in all its forms. Yet these are also 

times of endemic violence, ethnic hatred, genocide, and eco

nomic privation around the world, as the super-rich hoard in

creasing shares of the world's wealth and the poor drown in 

poverty. It is a time of hope; it is a time of despair. I have seen 

enough of God's wily ways with the Powers to stake my life on 

the side of hope. I believe that even these rebellious Powers can 

be transformed in the crucible of God's love. 

In Chapter 1 we identify these Powers more fully and assess 

what is required to call them back to their divine vocations. 
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Then we examme that single overarching network of fallen 

Powers, the "Domination System," which sustains itself by vio

lence and by the myth that violence is redemptive (Chapter 2) .  

Jesus' gospel is, I will argue, God's answer to that system of 

domination. It offers an alternative more radical and thorough

going than any other in human history (Chapter 3). Jesus him

self, in his own life, broke the endless spiral of violence by 

absorbing its impact in his own flesh (Chapter 4), and in his 

teachings about nonviolence he showed us a new way of living 

(Chapters 5 through 8). Nonviolence leads not just to a new 

politics and a new society, however; it also involves the very 

personal task of forgiving our enemies (Chapter 9). And it re

quires a deep spirituality centered in prayer that can liberate us 

from the illusions spun over us by the Powers and that can free 

us to create a society more friendly to life (Chapter 10). 

In a world sinking into ever-deeper injustice and violence, 

Jesus offers an alternative to the Domination System that just 

cries out to be tried. 


