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Biblical history begins in a garden but ends with a garden in the centre of a cubic city. The city of God at the end of the Scriptures is a communal human reflection of the communicating, productive nature of the Godhead, expressed first in the village, then the town, then the city. These progressions of migration and city building we call urbanization. Urban expansion is deep within the Fatherhood of God, for fathers provide environments. The social and structural processes of urbanization and creation of good environment create cultures of urbanism.

Twentieth Century Urban Explosion

An explosion of megacities in the last century has lead to the urban millennium.  In the year 2000 there were 433 new megacities over 4 million and 6,600 cities over 100,000.  This is largely the result of technological advances in sanitary and health fields, enabling people to live longer, and in productivity, enabling people to live better.

Pushed from rural land by overpopulation, warfare, deforestation, appropriation of lands, and pulled by the good life seen on TV, the education, the access to medical care, the possibility of jobs, over 1 billion people have migrated in the last decade.  The majority migrate from cohesive tribal or peasant communities via dispossession and poverty into the disorganization of slums and favelas, without rights to land and legal status. They are employed in the “informal sector” with poorly paid partial jobs.  Industrial growth ranges from 1-4%, whereas population growth ranges from 6-12%.  In the last generation the children of the slums have increasingly become children of the streets, and drug addiction has escalated so that many slums are now controlled by drug gangs. But a global middle class of one billion out of the three billion in cities has also emerged in their jeans, their cars, with their ipods.

Urban Theological Approaches

Urban background in the scriptures.  Jesus and the early church were largely urban.  Batey describes Sapporis, a major Roman city 4 miles from Nazareth demonstrating Greek and Roman urban cultural impacts on Jesus’ understandings.  Meeks describes the first century urban church across the empire.

Comprehensive urban theologies. Jaques Ellul’s The Meaning of the City is the most comprehensive urban theology of the last century.  Harvey Conn explored historical responses by the church to the city, as it interacted with the Cosmopolis of the Roman Empire, the Theopolis of Christendom, the Megalopolis and now the global city. His integrated work with Manuel Ortiz includes exegesis of many Biblical books in their relationship to the city.

Urban Conversational Theologies. Most urban practitioners however deal with theologies of context, focusing on issues. Urban theologies tend to be eclectic, crossing theological divides, incarnational in style, based on story (Grigg, Transformational Conversations, 20-32), engaged with oppression that causes poverty, integrating both justice and proclamation.

Urban Mission Studies & Postmodern Cities: One stream of response to the exploding cities developed among church-planters on the frontlines of non-Christian religions and emphasizes the incarnational and evangelistic formation of holistic church as a primary goal. Roger Greenway (1989) mapped the field and Harvey Conn in Urban Missions magazine from Westminster Theological Seminary, provided a ten year forum. Since these deal with poverty as a primary context, they draw on urban economic theories (e.g. de Soto, 1989), focus on the holistic church among the poor (Grigg, 2004) and relate urban anthropological studies to church growth (Hiebert & Meneses, 1995).

A second stream is essentially British and American, where the institutional church already exists as a significant player in a highly government funded context of meeting social needs (Bakke 1997). 

These schools drew on urban studies, derived from the comprehensive sociology of Max Weber in The City (1958), further developed by the “Chicago School.”  There is an emphasis on urbanism as a way of life, migration, family and kinship, class and ethnicity, urban places and spaces. Urban planners and geographers emphasize other issues of infrastructure, transportation, or public services.  Newer works related to the emergence of postmodern cities are being produced (Dear, 2000).  

Some theologians (Linthicum, Tonna) explore these structural issues, but as scores of new cities spring up in the Eastern desert sands and 1000 new cities are planned for China this decade, there is little theological engagement with the underlying ethics of urban growth and design represented in urban planning thinking.
The Nature of God Predicts the Nature of Urbanization. 

What is the nature of godly urbanization? From the first chapters of Genesis, we can predict the nature of today’s cities. For cities grow out of the collective nature of humankind, which reflects the very nature of God, as he is described in Genesis 1. 

Cities also grow towards the nature of God’s city as expressed in the apocalyptic visions of the City of God in Revelations. Beginning with Augustine’s City of God the theme has always been one defining Christian utopias, of envisioning the “good” city.

The narratives in Genesis 4 and 11 complement these optimistic themes, with a more sombre perspective on the city of collective fallen humanity, for these first cities are built in rebellion against God. Cain, cursed to be a wanderer by God, builds a city in defiance. The descendants of his line later build Babel, a city where humans determine to reach God by their own patterns, a city which God must step in to destroy. 

Redemption history has been described as the history of struggle between these two cities, the city of humanity and the city of God.  The two cities become symbolized in Revelations by Jerusalem, the city of shalom, where God has set his presence and Babylon, the city of opulent oppression, the city against God. The outcome of the ongoing spiritual warefare is of the city of God triumphing with the violent overthrow of Babylon by God himself (Rev 18). Then the bride of Christ, which is the city of God, is fully revealed in all its glory (Rev 21).

God of Creation: Cities of Creativity. The Spirit’s presence pre-creation brooding over the earht’s birth, lends credence to the importance of prayer and the work of Spirit-filled believers in creation of cities. If cities are filled by this Spirit, the brooding and superintending of creation will be inherent in city structuring.  This is the foundational theology behind current cities transformation and prayer movements.
Humankind also reflects God’s capacity to create something out of nothing. Cities that can innovatively copy and improve on items they import, then re-export them, are cities that grow economically.

God the Communicator: Cities as Centres of Media and The Academe. In the silence, suddenly there is a recurrent voice (vv. 3, 6, 9, 14, 20, 24, 26), an ongoing creative process.  The derived emphases, is a focus on the incarnate Word in the urban church and the preached Word of God as source of creation of the city. Humans seek to communicate, so cities become the centre of television, the Internet, the radio.

God of the Aesthetic: City as Environment. The city is also to be aesthetically pleasing, just as the garden was good. It is to be ecologically integrated and humanity is to manage it.  Geographers and mathematicians currently utilizing fractal analysis in urban studies, perceive of a hand outside of humankind generating patterns into which urban growth falls. The end of urban demography is predicted when the Scriptures speak of a cubic city, 1000 stadia high, long, wide – a cubic mile per person! Symbolic?

God also holds the people of this city accountable for their spatial relationships. A theology of urban planning flows from his Fatherhood and his delegation of managerial responsibility.

The creation of Adam from dust requires our humanness to remain connected to the environment.  The disconnection of tribal people from their land, of migrants in transition from basic necessities of life, of youth from fathers are part of the source of the dissonances leading to youth gangs, a neurotic society, teen suicide. Restoring healthy environments are an essential activity of the Godhead and of Spirit-filled believers. 

God as Community: City as Managed Community. The city is also relational. God says “let us make.”  Within the Godhead itself there are authority relationships. The Son does only what the Father does (John 5:19). The Father delegates and gives authority to the Son (John 5: 22, 27). The Spirit bears witness to the Son (John 16:14), who speaks of the Father. Godly cities reflect such authority within equality.

Thus there is headship and delegated authority, expressed in city councils and other leadership structures in the city. As in the Godhead, there is division of labour and equality of being. As in the Godhead, there is the companionship that outworks itself in the entertainment, the sports life, the media, the families, the recreational activities.

God Structures: Cities as Productive Structure. In the first three days in Genesis, God creates form out of a formlessness, then he fills the form with life. City planning and city management should be a reflection of that godly activity. For cities are centers of structures. For example, the agricultural system is based in rural cities, banking structures built off the production of the land are also based in cities. The mandate given to manage resources leads to issues of efficiency and productivity, patterns of decision-making, the spatial form and function of the city.

God creates things to be fruitful from which comes wealth. In modern phraseology, the city is a centre of productive economic growth. 
Secularisation and Urbanisation. The city of Revelation centers on the King and his light-giving, and is watered by the river, symbol of the life-giving Holy Spirit. Thus one aim of developing a city in which the church is growing (as with its other healthy systems), is that its worshipping nature becomes centrally illuminating and life-giving to city systems.

There has been significant sociological literature on the increase in secularization during urbanization.  It became the basis of Harvey Cox’ urban theology in The Secular City.  The expansion of urban fundamentalist and experiential religions is increasingly evident. 

Oppression and Justice. The prophets speak of justice in the city. Where is there a city that is incrementally just over time and space, where there is a sense of fairness of distribution of resources? 

Thus in highly oppressive cities, where poverty results from exploitation, Christians become active in defending the poor, in seeking justice and in creating systems of justice.  This in most contexts is incremental and localized as the church expands rapidly among the poor of the slums, and as the rich and middle class seeks to transfer wealth to the needy.  Christian theologies and practice of community organization result in political processes reaching towards transformation of power relationships (Linthicum 1991). 

Setting limitations on our collective evil requires a theological foundation for an incorruptible justice systems, law courts, police, riot control… 
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