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Two systems in tension

In his book The Lexus
and the Olive Tree: Under-
standing Globalization (Far-
rar, Strauss and Giroux, 1999), Pulitzer Prize
winner Thomas L. Friedman describes the new sys-
tem that he believes is shaping world affairs. As the
Foreign Affairs columnist for the New York Times
and its former bureau chief in Beirut and Jerusa-
lem, Friedman has traveled the world and inter-
viewed people in many walks of life for years. He
is looking, he says, at the interaction of politics,
culture, geopolitics and national security, financial
markets, technology, and environmental concerns.

Ancient forces and the global market

In Friedman’s view, a very
significant tension has devel-
oped between the ancient

forces of culture, geography, tradi-
tion, and community, and the new system that has
integrated capital, technology, and information
across national borders and created a single global
market. He symbolizes the old forces with the olive
tree, and the new system with the Lexus. He’s
amazed that in the same world where factories are
using the latest technologies and global marketing
strategies, like a Lexus factory he vis-
ited in Japan, people are still -
fighting over who owns =
which olive tree. To a great -
extent the fate of the olive trees depends on global
forces related to the wider world’s technology and
politics, yet the olive-tree defenders are acting as if
those global forces didn’t exist.

Institutions and individuals that keep acting
that way, Friedman believes, have little hope of
continuing to play significant rolcs in the world. If
he’s right about that, what does it mean for the
church? Many churches seem a lot more like the
olive tree squabblers than like the Lexus factories.

Candles preventing stones

Something remarkable happened in 1989 at
the St. Nicholas church in Leipzig, in what was
then East Germany. According to Pastor C.
Flhrer's account that | received on a recent
visit there, peace prayer services had been
held regularly at the church for several years,
attended sometimes by only a few and at other times by
crowds protesting a new government outrage. The serv-
ices stressed prophetic Old Testament texts and the Ser-
mon on the Mount, applying them to current oppressive
government actions and praying for God’s guidance.

By the fall of 1989, access roads to the church had
been blocked for months and were being checked con-
stantly by the brutal State Security Police. Arrests and
so-called temporary detentions in connection with the
prayers for peace happened continually. But the flow of
people to the St. Nicholas church had continued to grow.

Calmness and solidarity in the face of force

Suddenly police and soldiers made a new,
hideous show of force. A thousand communist
party members were ordered to go to the church,
joining the State Security Police who had always
been on hand in great numbers during the
peace-prayer services. The result? Even more enemies
of the church were exposed to the gospel. The calm and
concentration was unbelievable, worshipers noted. Near
the end of the prayer service the bishop gave his bless-
ing. He also read messages from civic leaders, including
the conductor of Leipzig’s famous orchestra, supporting
the church’s call for non-viclence and showing solidarity
between the church and art, music and the gospel.

They weren’t ready for candles and prayers

As the two thousand attenders left the
church, tens of thousands were waiting out-
side, holding candles. To carry a candle and
keep it from going out, Rev. Fihrer points out,
you need two hands. You can't hold a stone or club while
holding a lighted candle. Soldiers and police were drawn
in and became engaged in conversations. Then they left.

The movement lasted only a few weeks, but
it hastened the collapse of the party and dicta-
torship. After the collapse a former party leader
said, “We had planned everything. We were pre-
pared for everything. But not for candles and prayers.”
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An important result of globalization, Friedman In Slow World institutions, Friedman notices,
observes, is that innovation is often replacing one or a few people at the top tend to hold all the




