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SECTION 0

COVENANT MISSION IN A FRACTURED
CITY
Every city tells a story. And Portland’s story is a story of paradox—of bridges and 
barriers, beauty and fatigue, idealism and distrust. The same civic imagination 
that built one of America’s most livable cities also generated its deepest 
tensions. Progress and displacement, sustainability and inequity, creativity and 
loneliness live side by side here. Yet within this paradox lies an invitation: to 
discover what covenant faithfulness looks like when the promises of God meet 
the fractures of a city.

This resource was born from that invitation. From much prayer, conversation, 
collaboration and research among pastors, researchers, and practitioners who 
love this city enough to stay, to listen, and to hope. Among them were Rick 
McKinley, Yaro Hetman, Kevin Palau, Bukola Omotayo, the 7th Sense collective, 
Ed Stetzer, and Lizette Dillinger. Each contributed critical insight, research, or 
reflection at key points.

All along this work has been shaped by a shared conviction that theology must 
not remain in theory but become incarnate in place. So at the heart of this 
resource stands a simple yet demanding confession:

Covenant mission begins with a promise and ends in repair.

We start the story with Abraham until its fullness in Christ commissions his 
Church in Portland—among these people, in these streets. Mission is not an 
imported strategy or church program. Mission continues God’s covenant 
faithfulness within the broken geographies of our world—and in Portland. 
Mission is the slow, patient work of repair.

Redemption is not abstract; it is geographic. Saying that covenant mission ends 
in repair means that God’s promises always take root in particular places. This 
conviction grounds the structure of the report that follows.

0.1 The Invitation of Covenant Mission
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Section 1 lays the foundation for covenant mission as both promise and repair. 
Section 2 invites readers to interpret the city’s story within God’s story. Section 3 
explores missional ecclesiology—what it means for the church to live out her 
covenant vocation. Section 4 names tensions the Church must inhabit rather 
than resolve. Section 5 offers a cultural exegesis toolkit for discerning and 
responding to the city’s realities. Section 6 maps faithfulness in place. Section 7 
gathers stories of hope—testimonies of covenant repair in practice before 
turning toward concrete practices and renewal, habits sustaining hope over 
time.

Each section unfolds one dimension of a single truth: the Church is called not to 
escape the fractures of its city but to enter them, bearing witness to the 
covenant-keeping God whose faithfulness is stronger than despair.

Theologian Harvie Conn once observed, “The city is not merely a context for 
ministry but a text to be read.” Reading Portland biblically recognizes that the 
city itself is a text—a living narrative written in asphalt and zoning maps, in 
murals and housing policies, in the social liturgies of coffee shops and protests.

Historian Carl Abbott described Portland’s civic identity as a kind of “civic 
gospel,” a faith that “good process is virtue and right planning can redeem 
wrong outcomes.” The city’s moral imagination is literally built into its design; its 
bridges and boulevards are civic liturgies—visible expressions of what the city 
believes about beauty, order, and worth. Yet even those liturgies now carry a 
note of fatigue. Trust in institutions has eroded, including trust in the Church. 
Portlanders hunger for goodness and truth, but they have grown wary of anyone 
claiming to possess them.

For the Church, that fatigue becomes an opportunity for mission. The credibility 
of Christian witness in this city depends less on argument and more on 
presence. Communities of faith must embody humility, service, and 
perseverance. Portland prizes authenticity and collaboration, so the Church can 
set to work in collaborative authenticity.

0.2 Reading Portland Theologically
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The Church must inhabit Portland’s tensions and paradoxes. The city idealizes 
inclusion alongside persistent displacement, aspires to progress alongside cycles 
of reform and amnesia, distrusts institutions while hungering for trustworthy 
witness. These paradoxes are deeply ingrained in Portland’s moral and spiritual 
landscape. For the Church, they become a kind of missiological schoolroom.

For example, Section Four identifies five paradoxes giving opportunities for 
mission:

Tension as theological reality—paradox as the condition of faithfulness, not
a problem to fix.

Holiness and engagement—distinctness revealed through nearness, not
withdrawal.

Faithful presence in precarity—abiding when permanence is impossible.

Collaboration as witness—partnership itself as proclamation.

Hope and the long haul—resurrection patience in a fatigued city.

Faithful presence is paradoxical by nature. It requires proximity without 
assimilation, conviction without arrogance, participation without control. In a 
city that mistrusts institutions but still admires integrity, the Church must yield 
status in order to gain trust. She must serve quietly rather than simply perform 
publicly. Such humility is not strategic weakness but covenant strength.

The later sections of this resource move from theology to practice. At the center 
is a cultural exegesis toolkit that helps leaders observe and interpret their 
context with both biblical and anthropological lenses. We must know our 
neighbors so we can love our neighbors. In Portland, that love gains credibility 
when it meets pain. When churches engage homelessness, addiction, and 
displacement as neighbors in love. Then our words have credibiliity. 

Data in these chapters reveal both challenge and opportunity: a majority of 
residents name housing and homelessness as the city’s top issues, and while 
only a third trust religious organizations, that trust can grow through sustained, 
humble service.

0.3 Mission in the Key of Paradox

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

0.4 From Theology to Practice
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In the end, this is a resource about hope. Not optimism, not marketing spin, but
hope that endures when evidence runs thin. It commends the slow faithfulness
of communities who keep covenant when results falter. “Hope with skin on,” one
local leader called it.

Research shows that half of Portlanders still express optimism about the city’s
future despite their weariness. That fragile optimism is the soil in which
resurrection faith can take root. The Church’s task is not to manufacture hope
but to embrace hope that God gives—living as a sign, instrument, and foretaste
of the kingdom in a city needing hope to believe in redemption.

Faithfulness here will take multiple shapes, Sometimes ecumenical, cultural,
entrepreneurial, or contemplative. The fractures of Portland are not merely civic
problems; they are spiritual invitations. The covenant began in promise and still
presses toward repair. Every act of reconciliation, every shared meal, every
patient act of mercy testifies that the story is not over.

This resource asks holy questions that linger:

Where is God calling your community to begin the repair?

Where have you already glimpsed covenant renewal in your context?

What small faithfulness could God multiply next?

These questions form the spiritual posture of covenant mission. The work is not 
ours to complete, but neither are we free to abandon it. Portland’s fractures are 
deep, but so is God’s promise. If covenant mission begins with promise and ends 
in repair, then every faithful act of presence—however small—is part of that 
divine mending.

This resource might serve as both mirror and map: reflecting the city as it is and 
guiding the Church toward what it could become. God is faithful. The promise is 
already given. The gospel is true. The repair has already begun.

0.5 Hope with Skin On

0.6 An Invitation to Begin

• 

• 

• 
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SECTION 1

MISSION AS COVENANT REPAIR

Core Claim

Mission  is  not  an  add-on  program  for  the  church.  Mission  is  covenant
faithfulness — the lived outworking of God's ancient promise to bless His people
so that they might become a blessing to others.

From  the  beginning,  God's  mission  unfolds  through  paradox:  He  chooses  a
particular  people  for  the  sake  of  all  peoples.  This  pattern  threads  through
Scripture—from Gen 12 to Matt 28 and Rev 7.
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Walter  Kaiser  writes,  "The  Bible  actually  begins  with  mission  in  Genesis
12" (Kaiser, 2012, p. 15). This is not homiletical flourish but theological precision.
The covenant with Abraham establishes the mission pattern for everything that
follows and culminates in the New Covenant:

Election implies obligation: To be chosen is to be sent.

Blessing carries purpose: God's people are blessed so that all nations may
be blessed.

Particularity serves universality: God works through one family to reach
every family.

When  God  tells  Abraham,  "you  will  be  a  blessing"  (Gen  12:2),  it  is  both  a
prediction and a vocation. The covenant people exist not to hoard blessing but
to extend it.

Data Insight (Service as Vocation)

In Portland, this theological pattern intersects with civic imagination. Sixty-two
percent of  residents agree that "serving others is  an important aspect of  my
spiritual practice" (PDX Research Team [PDX], 2025)

Across Oregon, a majority likewise affirm that "service to others is core to what
makes life meaningful" (OVBC, 2023).

Together these findings reveal  a  consistent moral  instinct:  in  Portland's  post-
institutional  landscape,  service—not  status—remains  the  most  credible
expression of faith. As Darrell Guder reminds us, credibility in mission is not what
we say but what we live (Guder, 2000, pp. 59–60).

• 

• 

• 

1.1 — The Heart of the Matter: God Elects for Service
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Reflection

The people of God are both chosen and called. Does your congregation treat its
identity as:

Privilege  to  protect  (insider  status;  blessing  for  us  alone;  maintaining
advantage)

Calling to serve (chosen for mission; blessed to bless; sharing what we've
received)

"What evidence — in your budget, calendar, and leadership priorities — shows a
servant identity?"

"I think a big one is that they exist for the city and not the city exists to
build their church. Right? So whether our church grows or stays the same,
we're gonna keep showing up and serving."   - Portland Pastor (PDX Qual,
Expert IDI)

The biblical arc reveals a single, unbroken storyline—covenant blessing flowing
outward through every generation.

Gen 12:1–3 — The Foundation

"The  LORD said  to  Abram,  'Go  from your  land,  your  relatives,  and your
father's house to the land that I will show you. I will make you into a great
nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a
blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse anyone who treats
you with contempt; and all the peoples on earth will be blessed through
you.'"
(Genesis 12:1–3)

• 

• 

1.2 — The Biblical Arc: From Abraham to the Church
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God's promise to Abraham contains both gift and task:

The Gift

Land (place and belonging)

Descendants (community and future)

Name (identity and significance)

Protection (security and covenant faithfulness)

The Task

"You will be a blessing"—not merely blessed but a conduit.

"All peoples on earth will be blessed through you"—universal scope from
the start.

Christopher  Wright  calls  this  "God's  mission  through  God's  people  for  God's
world" (Wright, 2006, pp. 209–12). Abraham's blessing was never meant to stop
with him—it had global reach built into its foundation.

Data Insight

Across Oregon, a majority agree that "service to others is core to what makes life
meaningful" (OVBC, 2023). This statewide moral instinct echoes the Abrahamic
pattern—blessing exists to be shared.

Exod 19:5–6 — The Priestly Vocation

"Now if you will carefully listen to Me and keep My covenant, you will be My
own possession out of all the peoples, although the whole earth is Mine,
and you will be My kingdom of priests and My holy nation."
(Exodus 19:5–6)

At Sinai, God clarifies Israel's calling (Kaiser, 2012, p. 22). Here Kaiser emphasizes
the priestly dimension: Israel exists to mediate God's presence to the world.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Key insights

"My own possession" ≠ exclusive ownership: "The whole earth is Mine"
prevents nationalist interpretation.

"Kingdom of priests": Every Israelite shares this vocation, not just Levites—
the whole community mediates between God and world.

"Holy  nation": Set  apart  for  service,  not  separation.  Holiness  enables
witness; it does not justify withdrawal.

The  priestly  role  means  standing  between  God  and  the  world,  making  God
known through:

Worship that displays God's character

Justice that reflects God's righteousness

Peace (shalom) that extends God's rule

Data Insight

Sixty-two  percent  of  Portlanders  agree  that  "serving  others  is  an  important
aspect  of  my  spiritual  practice"  (PDX  Quant,  SP3r11).  Such  findings  show  an
openness  to  a  priestly  vocation expressed through service and mediation on
behalf of the city.

Pss 67 & 96 — Liturgical Mission

"May God be gracious to us and bless us;  may He make His face shine
upon us—so that Your way may be known on earth, Your salvation among
all nations."
(Psalm 67:1–2)

"Declare  His  glory  among  the  nations,  His  wondrous  works  among  all
peoples."
(Psalm 96:3)

The liturgical logic is clear: Israel's blessing has purpose—"so that" God's way
becomes  known  globally.  Worship  empowers  witness.  When  God's  people
gather to experience His presence, they do so with the nations in view.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Data Insight

Nearly  three-quarters  of  Portlanders  rate  affordable  housing  and  shelter  for
people who are unhoused as "very important or essential," yet fewer than one in
five rate their quality as good or excellent (OVBC, 2024, Q33–Q34 and Q45–Q46).
The city's longing for wholeness reflects a worship-shaped hope—that blessing
received should become blessing extended.

Isa 42 & 53 — The Servant's Mission

The Servant Songs intensify and clarify Israel's vocation:

"I am the LORD. I have called you for a righteous purpose … I will appoint
you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the nations."
(Isaiah 42:6–7)

"He himself bore our sicknesses, and He carried our pains … He was pierced
because of our rebellion … and we are healed by His wounds."
(Isaiah 53:4–5)

Kaiser identifies the Servant as both the Messiah—Jesus Christ,  who perfectly
fulfills  Israel's  calling  through  suffering—and  Israel's  faithful  remnant  that
participates in Messiah's mission.

The Servant's mission encompasses:

Justice (mishpat)—bearing God's wrath to establish right relationships and
advocate for the oppressed.

Light—witness that reveals God's character and work.

Liberation—opening blind eyes, freeing captives, releasing prisoners.

This is comprehensive mission—spiritual, social, political, and cosmic.

Data Insight

Almost half  of  Portlanders (48%) agree that their  City Council  focuses on the
needs  of  communities  historically  underserved  (OVBC,  2025a,  Q22).  Such
recognition of inequity may in some way mirror the Servant's work of naming
oppression and seeking restoration.

• 

• 

• 
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Reflection

How  does  your  church  embody  a  priestly  vocation  for  its  neighborhood?
Consider:

Does your worship display God's character to those outside?

Does your justice work reflect God's righteousness?

Does your community life mediate God's peace?

Where might you be keeping blessing to yourselves rather than extending
it?

What looks like failure becomes God's strategy of mission. Exile and scattering
turn covenant loss into global blessing.

• 

• 

• 

• 

1.3 — Exile and Diaspora as Mission Strategy
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The Unexpected Turn: Mission's Advance Through Exile

"This is what the LORD of Armies, the God of Israel, says to all the exiles I
deported from Jerusalem to Babylon: 'Build houses and live in them. Plant
gardens and eat their produce. Find wives for yourselves, and have sons
and daughters... Multiply there; do not decrease. Pursue the well-being of
the city I have deported you to. Pray to the LORD on its behalf, for when it
thrives, you will thrive.'"
(Jeremiah 29:4–7)

This text reframes everything. Exile—the result of covenant failure—becomes the
context for deeper faithfulness.

Five imperatives for exiles

1. Build  houses  –  commit  to  place;  don't  live  provisionally  waiting  for
restoration.

2. Plant gardens – invest in long-term fruitfulness.

3. Marry and multiply – build community across generations.

4. Seek the city's well-being – work for the welfare of even pagan Babylon.

5. Pray for it – intercede for those who exiled you.

Notice what God doesn't say:

Don't isolate in ghettos.

Don't plot revenge.

Don't wait passively for deliverance.

Don't abandon your identity.

Instead: Engage. Commit. Serve. Pray.

Mission continues—even intensifies—in displacement. God's people don't need
political power or cultural privilege to fulfill their vocation.

Data Insight

In Portland, six in ten residents (62%) agree that "serving others is an important
aspect  of  my  spiritual  practice"  (PDX  Quant,  SP3r11).  This  underscores  that
authenticity  here  is  measured not  by  influence but  by  consistent,  lived faith.
Authenticity in Portland, like faithfulness in Babylon, is proven in presence more
than power.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The Diaspora Advantage

God's purpose in Israel's scattering was not only judgment but that His name
might  be  known  among  the  nations  (Kaiser,  2000,  pp.  53–55).  The  diaspora
expanded  Israel's  witness  far  beyond  what  temple-centered  religion  could
accomplish.

Historical evidence

Jewish communities throughout the Roman Empire created infrastructure
for Paul's mission.

Synagogues became launching pads for the gospel (Acts 13:14–16).

God-fearers—Gentiles attracted to Torah—were prepared for Messiah.

Multilingual, multicultural diaspora communities became natural bridges.

Theological insight

Marginalization  can  be  missional  advantage.  When  the  church  lacks  cultural
power, it must depend on—

Authentic witness over institutional authority.

Relational networks over formal structures.

Embodied presence over programmatic activity.

The Spirit's power over human influence.

Data Insight

Portland's  social  climate  mirrors  that  dynamic.  Only  37  percent  of  residents
express trust in faith-based or religious organizations—well below trust in local
business  leaders  (53%)  and  citizens  (51%)  (PDX  Research  Team  [PDX],  2025b,
variable P13r3). This credibility gap is not merely a liability; it is an invitation to
recover  diaspora-style  mission  through  relational  presence  and  neighborly
service—the very posture Jeremiah envisioned for exiles in Babylon.

Reflection

How  might  your  congregation's  marginal  status  in  your  city  be  a  missional
opportunity, not a crisis?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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 Consider:

Where institutional distrust creates space for authentic relationship.

How  a  post-Christendom  context  returns  the  church  to  an  apostolic
posture.

Ways cultural displacement mirrors New Testament experience.

What lack of privilege forces you to depend on the Spirit.

What specific opportunities does marginalization create in your context?

"The  time  to  try  and  build  trust  and  to  build  relationships  is  not  in
moments of crisis. The time to do that is when things are relatively stable"
— Public Safety Official (PDX Qual, Expert IDI)

Jesus Embodies Israel's Covenant Calling

The covenant trajectory reaches its climax in Jesus. He literally embodies what
Israel was called to be. He is the incarnate Son—God in a human body and soul—
fulfilling every aspect of  Israel's  vocation:  the faithful  Servant,  the light to the
nations, the one who perfectly fulfills the mission, the covenant Son.

Jer 31:31–34 — The New Covenant Promises to Fulfill All
Covenantal Expectation

"I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of
Judah … I will put my teaching within them and write it on their hearts. I
will be their God, and they will be my people … they will all know me, from
the least to the greatest … For I will forgive their iniquity and never again
remember their sin."
(Jeremiah 31:31–34)

In the New Covenant, God renews His people with—

Heart transformation—internal knowledge of God through the indwelling
Spirit.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

1.4 — Fulfillment in Christ and the Church

• 
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Divine intimacy—true knowledge of God regardless of status.

Full forgiveness—restoration of ruptured relationship.

Lk 4:16–21 — Jesus' Inaugural Sermon Makes This Explicit

"The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because He has anointed me to preach
good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release for the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free the oppressed, to proclaim the
year  of  the  Lord's  favor."  [Quoting  Isa  61:1–2]  "Today  as  you  listen,  this
scripture has been fulfilled."
(Luke 4:16–21)

Jesus embodies Israel's priestly vocation through—

Good news to the poor—economic jubilee and social restoration.

Freedom for prisoners—liberation from every bondage.

Sight to the blind—physical and spiritual healing.

Release of the oppressed—justice for the marginalized, both physically and
spiritually.

Proclaim  the  year  of  the  Lord's  favor—Sabbath  rest  from  works  and
forgiveness of debts.

Jesus inaugurates the New Covenant and fulfills Israel's calling. He accomplishes
His liberating and light-giving work in His ministry of healing, His teaching, and
ultimately in His crucifixion and resurrection. He faithfully suffers,  fulfilling the
calling of the Servant (Isa 52–53). He rises from the dead, reversing the pattern of
curse. Thus, when He commissions the disciples and gives them the Spirit, He
empowers them to continue the calling of Abraham.

The Great Commission (Matt 28:18–20)

Abraham chosen and called → that all nations would be blessed

Jesus crucified and risen → therefore make disciples of all nations

Church commissioned and sent → as the Father sent the Son (Jn 20:21)

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Data Insight

In Portland, six in ten residents (62%) agree that "serving others is an important
aspect  of  my  spiritual  practice"  (PDX  Quant,  SP3r11).  This  shows  that  many
already connect faith with ethical action—precisely the pattern Jesus embodies
and imparts.

The Church Continues the Mission

"On  that  day  a  severe  persecution  broke  out  against  the  church  in
Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout the land
of Judea and Samaria … So those who were scattered went on their way
preaching the word."
(Acts 8:1–4)

The New Testament pattern echoes the Old:

Persecution → scattering

Scattering → gospel spread

Displacement → mission advancement

What enemies intend for harm, God uses for witness. The church that seemed
crushed in  Jerusalem explodes  across  the  Roman world.  The  church doesn't
replace Israel—it joins Israel's story through Messiah. We become participants in
God's ancient covenant promise.

"I have made you a light for the Gentiles, to bring salvation to the ends of
the earth."
(Acts 13:47)

The church inherits—

The blessing—united to Christ, we receive Abraham's promise.

The calling—sent to bless nations as Israel was sent.

The message—the evangel of Christ crucified and risen.

The pattern—following Jesus' model of incarnational presence.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Data Insight

In Portland, trust clusters around local and relational actors rather than distant
institutions: small and local business leaders (53%), nonprofits (52%), and citizens
(51%) far outpace city government (25%) or national business leaders (19%). Faith-
based and religious groups (37%) rank just below these local figures (PDX Quant,
P13r3). The church's credibility therefore grows through embodied presence and
neighborly partnership—the same pattern of incarnation it proclaims.

Goheen's Three Dimensions

Missiologist Michael Goheen describes these as three inseparable facets of the
church's  vocation.  These integrated dimensions represent what the church is
(SIGN), what the church does (INSTRUMENT), and what the church shows to the
world (FORETASTE):

SIGN

Contrast community displaying an alternative way of life.

Living demonstration that God's kingdom has broken into history.

Witness through distinctive practices, priorities, and proclamation.

The church points beyond itself to the gospel and kingdom of God.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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INSTRUMENT

Agent of reconciliation and justice in the world.

Partner with God in healing creation's brokenness.

Embodied engagement with real needs.

The church participates actively in God's mission.

FORETASTE

Preview of the coming kingdom in our common life.

Partial but real experience of new creation.

Anticipatory community living the future in the present.

The church embodies reconciliation here and now.

Critical balance:

All three dimensions must work together.

Without SIGN, we become indistinguishable from NGOs.

Without INSTRUMENT, our witness remains abstract.

Without FORETASTE, mission lacks credible demonstration.

The church doesn't just talk about God's kingdom or work toward it—the church
embodies the kingdom breaking into history, imperfectly but genuinely.

Data Insight

Across Oregon, majorities agree that "service to others is core to what makes life
meaningful"  (OVBC,  2023).  When  the  church  lives  as  sign,  instrument,  and
foretaste  of  that  self-giving  love,  it  speaks  a  language  the  city  already
understands—and fulfills the covenant vocation made visible in Christ.

"Talk  has  a  short  shelf  life  here."  —  Marketplace  Executive  (PDX  Qual,
Expert IDI)

All of this biblical theology culminates in one practical diagnostic:

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

1.5 — The Diagnostic Question for Churches
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Has our blessing been shared, or has it curdled into privilege?

This question cuts to the heart of covenant faithfulness.  It  forces churches to
examine:

BLESSING SHARED looks like—

Resources mobilized for neighborhood flourishing.

Proximity to those on the margins.

Advocacy for the displaced and vulnerable.

Partnerships empowering community voices.

Facilities opened for common good.

Power distributed rather than concentrated.

Proclamation credible through demonstration.

God's  intended  blessing  is  intended  to  flow  and  nourish  others.  When  it
becomes stagnant and sour, it becomes unappealing and unpalatable.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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BLESSING CURDLED AND HOARDED looks like—

Ministry focused on member preferences.

Geography reinforcing segregation.

Rhetoric about justice without sacrifice.

Programs designed by insiders for outsiders.

Property protecting institutional interests.

Influence deployed for self-preservation.

Proclamation without demonstration.

When we hoard what we receive, it loses its life-giving power. What was meant
to flow becomes stagnant, soured, losing the vitality of blessing shared.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The Portland Test Case

This diagnostic becomes especially sharp in contexts like Portland, where—

Equity rhetoric coexists with ongoing exclusion.

Environmental care ignores environmental inequality.

Creative culture depends on an affordable-housing crisis.

Data Insight

Nearly  three-quarters  of  Portlanders  rate  affordable  housing  and  shelter  for
people who are unhoused as "very important or essential," yet fewer than one in
five rate their quality as good or excellent (OVBC, 2024, Q33–Q34 and Q45–Q46).
This  disparity  highlights  the  gap  between  values  and  practice—a  mirror  for
churches tempted to speak of justice without sacrifice.

Covenant Repair as Mission

The biblical pattern is clear:  God calls a people into covenant,  commissioning
them to repair the breach—"You will be called the repairer of broken walls, the
restorer of streets where people live." (Isa 58:12)

This  isn't  a  token  of  charity—it's  covenant  faithfulness,  love  received  and
returned. It's speaking truth and showing love. It's Word and Deed.

Repair means—

Acknowledging historical harm (memory)

Sharing concentrated blessing (economics) Speaking truth 

while amplifying marginalized voices (power) Staying 

committed through generations (presence) Letting those 

harmed lead the healing (humility)

Mission, rightly understood, is covenant-repair work—using our blessing to bless
others, joining God's work of making all things new. It can and should start small.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Data Insight

Most Portlanders (64%) say they feel most represented by leaders who "live in or
know their  community"  (OVBC,  2025a,  Q21).  This  underscores  that  repair  and
change start small and close to home.

"And in that year, I fell in love with Portland. I fell in love with God. I fell in
love with the new person that I was becoming. And looking back now, you
know,  this  city,  Portland,  has  given  me such an opportunity  to  use  my
newfound recovery faith knowledge of our homeless addiction system and
its brokenness and it what it's working and give back." — Recovery Leader
(PDX Qual, Expert IDI) 

5 Core Theological Claims

This tension—between blessing and privilege—invites every generation toward
humility and renewed vocation.

Chosen = Vocation, Not Privilege

Chosen = vocation, not privilege (Kaiser, 2012, pp. 15–22).

Abraham blessed to bless nations.

Israel called as kingdom of priests.

Jesus sent for redemption and reconciliation.

Church sent as Jesus was sent.

Pastoral Challenge: When Blessing Becomes Power

The covenant  creates  ongoing tension for  God's  people—a tension that  runs
through every generation. There is always the temptation to allow God's blessing
to turn into a claim, a claim for control or power or dominance. Rather than a call
to serve.

1.6 — Takeaways: Covenant Mission Essentials

• 

• 

• 
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It  can be tempting to misinterpret  Abraham's  story  of  being blessed so that
others will be blessed. Abraham's calling was not one about gaining control over
others;  it  was  about  surrendering  to  being  a  conduit  through  which  God's
goodness and blessing could flow to the nations.

Israel faced this same temptation at Sinai. God called them to be "a kingdom of
priests and a holy nation" (Exodus 19:6), positioning them to stand between God
and the nations as  mediators  and servants.  Unfortunately,  it  was too easy to
believe and act as though their  blessing meant that their  status made them
superior  to  others.  But  the  blessing  and  this  calling  has  always  been  about
service, not supremacy—representing God to the world and the world to God in
humble intercession.

The  biblical  pattern  is  unmistakable: God's  blessing  always  comes  with
missional direction attached. When we start thinking our advantages—whether
spiritual,  cultural,  economic,  or  political—exist  primarily  for  our  own  benefit,
we've fundamentally misunderstood the gospel.

The question for any blessed community isn't whether we're recipients of God's
goodness. The question is whether that blessing is flowing through us to serve
others' flourishing.

Portland  area  churches  face  this  tension  in  real  time.  We  have  resources,
networks, cultural capital, and influence in our communities. The temptation is
always present to use these gifts primarily to protect our position rather than
serve our neighbors' welfare.

Exile = Mission Context, Not Failure

Jer 29: seek the city's welfare in Babylon.

Acts 8: persecution scatters witnesses.

Displacement creates dependency on the Spirit.

Data Insight

In Portland, trust in faith-based organizations (37%) lags behind local business
leaders (53%), nonprofits (52%), and citizens (51%) (PDX Quant, P13r3). Rather than
a crisis,  this  can be an invitation to  rebuild  credibility  through presence and
service—seeking the city's good as exiles did.

• 

• 
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Diaspora = God's Strategy for Global Blessing

Scattered communities become bridges for the gospel.

Marginalization enables authentic witness.

Cultural displacement mirrors apostolic experience.

Christ Fulfills and Extends the Covenant

Jesus embodies Israel's calling perfectly.

Great Commission continues Gen 12.

Church participates through union with Christ.

Mission = Covenant Repair

Using blessing to bless others.

Partnering with God's redeeming work. 

Making space for those pushed to margins.

As David Bosch observes, every generation must rediscover the missional heart 
of covenant faithfulness within its own cultural moment (Bosch, 1991, pp. 519–
21).

Mission  is  covenant  repair—blessed  to  be  a  blessing,  sent  to  heal  the  breach, 
called to share what we've received. As Harvie Conn reminds us, the credibility of 
mission  in  the  city  depends  on  embodying God's  reconciling  presence  within 
the very fractures of urban life (Conn, 1994a, pp. 77–80).

Data Insight

Across  Oregon,  a  majority  say  "service  to  others  is  core  to  what  makes  life 
meaningful"  (OVBC,  2023).  This  shared  moral  intuition  invites  churches  to 
demonstrate that meaning through the covenant repair  God has entrusted to 
them.

The Diagnostic Question

Has our blessing been shared, or has it curdled into privilege?

• 

• 

• 
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Evidence to examine—

Where do we spend our time and money?

Who has voice and power in our decisions?

Which neighborhoods benefit from our presence?

What sacrifices have we made for others' flourishing?

Who leads the repair work in our partnerships?

Covenant Drift: Signs to Watch For

Common warning signs that many churches—including ours—may recognize:

Biblical Fidelity:

When  our  interpretation  of  Scripture  always  reinforces  our  political
preferences rather than challenging them

When  we  find  we  are  avoiding  biblical  texts  that  question  our  cultural
assumptions

When we claim persecution when what we are actually experiencing is
criticism

When  our  public  voice  is  known  more  for  partisan  issues  than  gospel
distinctives

When our reputation centers more on opposition or alignment with local
cultural trends more than the embodied love of Christ

Relational Patterns:

When our concentric circles of relationships cluster exclusively around 
people who share our demographics and viewpoints

When we resist reconciliation

When we talk about who needs Jesus more than we talk to those who 
need Jesus

Stewardship and Resources:

When we resist using our facilities to benefit our communities beyond just
our members

When we keep our mission's engagement geographically removed from
our local context

When our success metrics are more about accumulation than distribution

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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When  personal  member  preferences  are  elevated  over  core  missional
imperatives

The goal  isn't  perfection but  awareness—recognizing these drifts  before they
become entrenched patterns that undermine our covenant calling.

Covenant  mission  begins  with  a  promise  and  ends  in  repair.  The  story  that
started with Abraham and reached its fullness in Christ now continues through
His church in this city.

The  foundation  is  laid;  the  question  now  becomes:  How  do  we  live  this  out
faithfully  in  Portland's  particular  fractures?  Mission  will  demand  patience,
imagination, and courage—the slow work of reconciliation that turns theology
into presence.

Preview — What Comes Next
Section 2 — Reading Portland Biblically: discerning the city's story within God's 
story.

Section 3 — Missional Ecclesiology: living the covenant vocation together. 

Section 4 — Paradox as Calling: holding power and weakness in tension.

Section 5 — Cultural Exegesis Toolkit: practical tools for discernment and 
repair.

Section 6 — Geography and Theology: mapping faithfulness in place.

Section 7 — Stories of Hope: testimonies of covenant repair in practice. 

• 

1.7 Moving Forward: From Blessing to Repair
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Reflection

Where is God calling your community to begin the repair?

Where have you already glimpsed covenant repair in your context?

What small faithfulness could God multiply next?

Unless otherwise noted, all quantitative findings in this report come from the
PDX  Research  Team  Portland  Quantitative  Survey  (2025)  of  Portland-area
residents (N = 1,016, ages 18 and older; ± 3 percentage-point margin of error*). 
Percentages in the text generally refer to Top-Box roll-ups—that is, combined
"Strongly + Somewhat + Slightly agree" or "Completely + Mostly + Somewhat
trust," as applicable. 
Figures  labeled  "Rank  #1"  identify  the  single  most-pressing  issue  named  by
respondents,  and  those  labeled  "Top  3"  indicate  items  selected  among
respondents' three most important concerns.

• 

• 

•
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SECTION 2

READING PORTLAND BIBLICALLY

Cities carry memory in their streets, their bridges, their gaps. As Harvie Conn
observed, "The city is not merely a context for ministry but a text to be
read" (Conn, 1994, p. 89). Portland's text is written in broken promises and
resilient communities, in progressive rhetoric and persistent inequality, in
religious rejection and deep skepticism. The city's theology is not written only in
sermons or statutes but in concrete, zoning maps, and river crossings.

As historian Carl Abbott noted, "Portland's citizens have made choices among
park and highway systems, among styles of neighborhood and housing…
decisions set in concrete and shingles for later generations" (Abbott, 1983, p. 2).
The city's moral imagination is literally built into its design; its bridges and
boulevards function as civic liturgy—visible expressions of what the city believes
about beauty, order, and worth. Abbott would later describe this self-belief as
Portland's "civic gospel," a faith that "good process is virtue and right planning
can redeem wrong outcomes" (Abbott, 2001, p. 14).

2.1 Portland as Theological Text
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Core Claim

One of Portland's defining narratives is displacement—physical and spiritual.
These are theological realities to interpret through the covenant lens established
in Section 1.

Data Insight

Over half of Portlanders list racial inequity (51 percent) and inequality in general
(56 percent) among their top three civic concerns (PDX Research Team [PDX],
2025c). These findings underscore how equity and belonging remain central to
Portland's social imagination. The Portland Housing Bureau (2023) reports
homeownership at 56 percent for White households but roughly 40 percent for
communities of color, while the Bureau of Transportation's Vision Zero Plan
(2023) finds that 62 percent of traffic deaths occur on just 8 percent of city
streets—mostly east of 82nd Avenue—where Black and Indigenous residents die
at twice their share of the population.

The 2024 PBOT Equity Update adds that "many equity initiatives adjust behavior
without reshaping belief," a confession that civic virtue often stops at the surface
(PBOT, 2024). "It's like we're still waiting for the city to notice us," said one East
Portland resident in a 2025 OVBC focus group (OVBC, 2025b). Even Portland's
streets and home titles trace a moral map of the city's story: blessing
concentrated, risk dispersed.

For churches who are blessed to be a blessing (Gen 12:3), Portland's fractures
become the very places where covenant faithfulness must be demonstrated.
The question from Section 1 becomes urgent here: Has Portland's blessing been
shared, or has it curdled into privilege?

Why This Reading Matters

Sean Benesh writes from years of urban ministry: "To exegete the city is to learn
to see and understand the rhythms, structures, and forces shaping urban life… It
is not optional for the church if we are to faithfully participate in God's mission in
the city" (Benesh, 2013, p. 22). Notice: not optional.
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To ignore Portland's story is to misread the very field where the church is
planted. Displacement reveals covenant breach. In a world in breach of covenant
with God, this rupture does not surprise the church, yet the church's response
reveals whether we understand our own covenant calling.

Portland's civic leaders seem to sense this spiritual weight. Metro's Urban
Growth Report (2024) acknowledges that "regional growth boundaries now face
the same inequity they once aimed to prevent." Such planning language—
equity, opportunity, stewardship—echoes the vocabulary of covenant
faithfulness, evidence that the city still feels the moral pull of shared flourishing
even when it speaks in secular terms.

"There's just no vision that I can get behind. 

There's no better story that's clear that it's going to get better that
people are rallying behind."
— Business Leader (PDX, Expert Focus Group)

Reflection

What displacement story defines your neighborhood, and how does it function
as a theological text—Scripture's pattern made visible in your context?
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Before we examine Portland's specific displacement stories, we need analytical
tools. Paul Hiebert's three-level framework (1994; 2008) provides the lens for
reading culture deeply—moving from what's visible to what's structural to what's
assumed.

Think of culture as an iceberg:

2.2 The Three-Level Framework: Reading Beneath the
Surface
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Hiebert warns against surface-only engagement. If discipleship never reaches
the worldview level—those hidden assumptions beneath what people say or do
—it's like "painting a wall without fixing the cracks underneath. Looks fine for a
while, doesn't hold" (Hiebert, 2008, p. 143). He calls it a "thin veneer."

This framework is vital for reading Portland biblically because the city's fractures
exist on all three levels. Portland's civic story, as Carl Abbott observed, was built
through "choices among park and highway systems, among styles of
neighborhood and housing… decisions set in concrete and shingles for later
generations" (Abbott, 1983, p. 2). Those surface-level choices—design, aesthetics,
livability—conceal institutional systems that directed growth and protection
"toward some sections and away from others" (Abbott, 1983). Abbott later called
this the city's "civic gospel"—the conviction that good process is virtue and right
planning can redeem wrong outcomes (Abbott, 2001, p. 14). That worldview
assumption still guides much of Portland's planning rhetoric today.

Surface Level (10%)—Visible Virtue

Portland's civic conscience appears in banners, compost bins, and climate
pledges. As the Portland Bureau of Transportation notes in its Vision Zero Equity
Update, many of the city's equity programs focus on changing behavior more
than the beliefs that sustain inequity (PBOT, 2023, p. 4). The city's visible morality
signals virtue but rarely disturbs underlying comfort and control. This is the ten
percent above water—what the city applauds, hashtags, and funds.

Institutional Level (40%)—Systems and Structures

Beneath those visible actions lie the structures that distribute opportunity and
risk. The Vision Zero Plan (2023) shows that 62 percent of all traffic deaths occur
on just 8 percent of city streets—mostly east of 82nd Avenue—where Black and
Indigenous residents die at twice their share of the population (PBOT, 2023). The
Portland Housing Bureau's State of Housing Report (2023) finds homeownership
at 56 percent for White households but only around 40 percent for communities
of color. Urban planner Sugie Lee demonstrated how well-intentioned growth-
management policies "deepened disparities between central and suburban
jurisdictions" (Lee, 2005, pp. 403–22). Institutions, like individuals, can sin
structurally even when their architects mean well (Lev 19:15-18).
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Worldview Level (50%)—The Moral Imagination Beneath

At the deepest level lies Portland's guiding moral imagination—its belief that
order, beauty, and progress justify inequity. Metro's Urban Growth Report (2024)
confesses that "regional growth boundaries now face the same inequity they
once aimed to prevent." This is worldview language: the assumption that
stewardship and sustainability themselves constitute righteousness. Abbott's
civic gospel names it plainly—planning as righteousness. The danger is
theological: livability and design become substitutes for covenant faithfulness.

Why This Matters for the Church

For Portland churches, addressing displacement only at the surface level—
through charity or short-term aid—without confronting institutional systems
(policies, budgets) and worldview assumptions (who counts, what matters, what
is true) perpetuates the very harm we claim to oppose. Reading Portland
biblically requires moving down the iceberg—toward the roots of belief that
make injustice plausible.

As Hiebert urges, "Transformation that stops with behavior is not transformation
at all" (Hiebert, 1994). Discipleship in Portland therefore involves theological
excavation: exposing idols of progress, confessing structural sin, and announcing
that grace—not growth—is the measure of righteousness.

"Portland is nice, but not kind." — Business Leader (PDX, Expert Focus
Group)

The next section traces how these unseen worldviews become concrete in
Portland's geography—in the physical displacements that mark its
neighborhoods and history.
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Surface Level — What We Can Observe

Indigenous displacement: Portland stands on the ancestral lands of the
Multnomah, Wasco, Cowlitz, Kathlamet, Clackamas, and other Chinookan
peoples. Between 1843 and 1855, federal and territorial treaties removed most
Native peoples from the region, clearing space for settler homesteads under the
Donation Land Act of 1850 (Oregon Historical Society, n.d.-a). This was the
theological starting point of the city's story—ground taken, covenant broken.

Vanport: According to the Oregon Historical Society's Vanport Flood 1948 entry,
the wartime "temporary city" built for shipyard workers swelled to over 40,000
residents, including 18,000 Black Portlanders barred from housing elsewhere.
On May 30, 1948, the Columbia River levee failed, destroying the city within hours
and leaving 18,500 people homeless (Oregon Historical Society, n.d.-b). The
disaster exposed racialized neglect: Vanport was built cheaply in a floodplain so
that "no one important" would be endangered.

Albina "renewal": During the 1960s–70s, Portland razed large sections of Albina
for I-5, the Memorial Coliseum, and Emanuel Hospital expansion. City officials
labeled Black-owned homes "blighted," compensating owners far below value
while protecting adjacent White districts (Burke & Serbulo, 2013, pp. 6–37). As
Abbott observed, "planning can direct growth… toward some sections and away
from others" (Abbott, 1983).

East Portland: Annexed and incorporated through the 1980s–90s, East Portland
brought 125,000 residents into city limits but received little investment. Decades
later it remains the least-connected area for sidewalks and transit. Metro's Urban
Growth Report (2024) recognizes that "regional growth boundaries now face the
same inequity they once aimed to prevent."

2.3 Physical Displacements: Indigenous Peoples,
Vanport, Albina, East Portland
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Institutional Level — Structural Marginalization

Indigenous erasure: Federal removal policy and the Donation Land Act gave
320-acre parcels to White settlers while barring non-Whites from ownership.
Mission churches often blessed this colonization, baptizing theft as providence.

Vanport: To save money and time, officials sited the development in a floodplain.
After the levee burst, emergency response was slow and rehousing policies
excluded Black families from White neighborhoods (Burke, 2015). Lament should
have followed; bureaucracy did instead.

Albina: Urban renewal prioritized White property protection. The Portland
Development Commission undervalued Black homes, then justified removal as
progress. Scholar Lucas Burke calls this "the moral inversion of renewal—
salvation for downtown, exile for Albina" (Kim, 2011). Today, the Portland Housing
Bureau allocates nearly half its urban-renewal tax-increment funds to the N/NE
Neighborhood Housing Strategy—an act of institutional repentance (Rochester,
2016).

East Portland: Annexed, taxed, but under-served. PBOT's Vision Zero Plan (2023)
reports that 62 percent of traffic deaths occur on just 8 percent of streets—
mostly east of 82nd Avenue—where Black and Indigenous residents die at twice
their share of the population (Bates, 2020). Infrastructure itself reveals the city's
moral priorities.

Worldview Level — What Had to Be Believed

Terra nullius ("empty land"): some inhabitants don't count.

Human nature: some people are less valuable or more expendable.

Property rights: some property is less valuable or more expendable.

Progress narrative: efficiency and growth justify displacement.

These assumptions turned geography into theology—order as virtue, removal as
righteousness. Portland's civic liturgy equated improvement with goodness,
mistaking management for mercy.

• 

• 

• 
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"Sometimes, people did come in and take land that was not their land,
and that was part of the American story that is not a positive part of the
story. And, unfortunately, sometimes, that did involve people who were
Christians... we can own the fact that that's part of all of our story in
some way." — Philanthropic Executive (PDX, Expert IDI)

Biblical-Theological Analysis

Indigenous Removal

(Exod 23:9)—"You must not oppress a resident alien; you yourselves know how it
feels to be a resident alien because you were resident aliens in the land of
Egypt."

God's people, having experienced displacement, should recognize and resist it
for others. Instead, settler churches often sanctified the oppression Scripture
forbids.

Vanport Flood

(Lam 1:1)—"How she sits alone, the city once crowded with people!"

Vanport was here one day, gone the next. Its genre is lament, not tragedy. The
church should respond first with grief, not efficiency.

Albina 'Renewal'

(Isa 58:6-7)—"To break the chains… to bring the poor and homeless into your
house…"

God's people are called to break chains, not tighten them; to shelter, not destroy;
to turn toward, not away from, those pushed aside.

(Isa 61:4)—"They will restore the former devastations; they will renew the ruined
cities."

This is the prophetic vocation: repair, not removal. The church's covenant
calling requires renewal and restoration—not participation in destruction.
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East Portland Annexation

(Lev 19:33-34)—"When an alien resides with you… you are to love him as yourself."

God's law embodies equal protection, not hierarchy. The test of faithfulness is
how a community treats its newest and most vulnerable, not how it rewards the
established.

"Every city is part promise, part myth, part lie. You know? 

And Portland is all three of those. There's there's a lot of promise and
beauty to it. 

There's sort of a myth of Portlandia that is built on the poverty in the
outer edges of the city, and then I think the lie is probably just come
and do whatever you want, and you'll be happy."

— Faith Leader (PDX, IDI)

Covenant Diagnostic

Unsurprisingly, homelessness (47 percent) and housing affordability (41 percent)
rank as Portlanders' most-pressing concerns (PDX, variable codes). Both expose
the fracture between privilege and shared flourishing that covenant faithfulness
must heal. So Kaiser's question returns: Has blessing been shared, or has it
curdled into privilege? While self-protective action should not surprise the
church, the church must ask, Have we rejected it—or participated in it?

Reflection

Which Portland do you experience—rooted or displaced?

How does your church's location shape what you see and whom you
serve?

What can your congregation learn from diaspora communities about
faithful presence?

• 

• 
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Looking at these four displacement stories together—Indigenous erasure,
Vanport, Albina, and East Portland—a covenant-breaking pattern emerges at all
three levels. Each episode appears distinct, but together they form the moral
architecture of a city that has struggled to share its blessing.

Surface Pattern — Repeated Displacement

Different communities, same outcome—those with less power pushed aside for
those with more.

From the 1850s to the present, Portland's physical geography reveals a theology
of movement: some are permitted to remain, others are moved to make room.
As Abbott observed, "Portland's residents used public authority to shape their
social geography… bringing together or isolating social and economic
groups" (Abbott, 2001). Vanport's collapse, Albina's "renewal," and East Portland's
annexation each reproduced the same displacement logic—progress purchased
by the pain of others.

Metro's Urban Growth Report (2024) confirms that current growth boundaries
still mirror these inequities, producing what officials now call "spatial mismatch"
between housing and opportunity. The moral pattern has persisted: the margins
remain the city's safety valve.

2.4 The Pattern Across Physical Displacements
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Institutional Pattern — Extractive Systems

Policies have long concentrated blessing—land, wealth, and services—
among the already blessed.

Structures have treated marginalized communities as expendable.

Decisions have prioritized profit and efficiency over people and place.

The Portland Housing Bureau's State of Housing (2023) shows that
homeownership rates for Black households remain roughly 40 percent
compared to 56 percent for White households. The same report finds that East
Portland, annexed in the 1980s and 1990s, still lacks equitable infrastructure
investment.

• 

• 
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Abbott's history demonstrates that these patterns are not accidents but the
outcome of consistent institutional preference: the elevation of order over equity
(Abbott, 1983, pp. 2-4). Lucas Burke and Karen Gibson describe the same
inversion in Albina—"renewal for downtown, exile for the displaced" (Burke &
Gibson, 2013, pp. 6–37). Such extractive systems continue under new banners:
redevelopment, revitalization, and sustainability.

Data from the Portland research team reveal that 56 percent of Portlanders
name inequality as one of the city's top three concerns (PDX, variable code). The
city's conscience knows what its structures have done.

Worldview Pattern — The Disposability Assumption

Beneath policy lies belief. The recurring assumption is that some lives matter
less, some communities do not belong, and some neighborhoods exist to absorb
others' costs.

Progress, in this worldview, takes on the form of a religion requiring sacrifice—
but only certain people are asked to sacrifice.

Abbott described Portland's self-understanding as a "faith in design," a
conviction that rational planning could redeem urban life (Abbott, 2001). This
secular soteriology—salvation through systems—justified displacement as moral
necessity.

The language of "urban renewal" and "efficiency" carried a liturgy of disposability:
remove what's broken, rebuild what's beautiful.

Theological Insight

This is the opposite of covenant faithfulness.

Instead of blessing shared (Gen 12:3), we see blessing hoarded.

Instead of repairing ruins (Isa 61:4), we see ruins multiplied.

Instead of seeking others' welfare (Jer 29:7), we see welfare concentrated.

Covenant faithfulness calls the people of God to reverse this moral geography—
to locate themselves where blessing has not been shared, and to embody repair
where removal once ruled.

• 

• 
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Reflection

Where do you see these patterns—repetition, extraction, and disposability
—still at work in your neighborhood?

How might your church's location, partnerships, or property decisions
reflect either covenant repair or covenant breach?

What might it mean for your congregation to practice presence where
others have withdrawn?

Portland's cultural landscape reveals a widening gap between formal religion
and lived spirituality. Even as institutional participation declines, many residents
articulate moral conviction and spiritual curiosity in new ways—expressed
through civic activism, social compassion, and a persistent search for meaning.
The city's spiritual displacements show a shift from institutional faith to
experiential belief, a pattern visible at three levels: surface, institutional, and
worldview.

Surface Level — What We Can Observe

Religious identification: 44 percent of Portlanders identify as religiously
unaffiliated ("nones"); 16 percent as evangelical; 20 percent as mainline
Protestant; the rest identify as Catholic, Black Protestant, or other faith
traditions (PDX, variable codes). Portland's rate of non-affiliation ranks
among the nation's highest.

Spiritual orientation: 62 percent describe themselves as very or somewhat
spiritual even while disengaged from formal institutions (PDX, variable
codes). Spiritual identity persists even where institutional belonging fades.

Beliefs and values: 81 percent affirm belief in a soul or spiritual dimension;
about nine in ten say belief in God is not necessary for morality. Meanwhile
38 percent agree that "religion does more harm than good," and 53

• 

• 

• 

2.5 Spiritual Displacements: Secularism, Progressivism,
and Nones

• 

• 
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percent believe government should help people in need (PDX, variable
codes). A civic ethic of compassion and justice increasingly substitutes for
traditional religious moral systems.

Religious practice: Only 12 percent report attending services weekly or
monthly (PDX, variable codes). Institutional participation has become the
exception rather than the norm.

Together these measures reveal a city where belief remains high but belonging 
low—a civic culture sustained by values of equity and compassion more than by 
organized creed.

Abbott observed that Portland's civic vision rests on a "faith in design"—a 
confidence that moral order can be achieved through human planning (Abbott, 
2001). The city's modern spirituality follows the same pattern: a confidence in 
human goodness and civic virtue to achieve what theology has historically 
attributed to grace (Bates, 2020).

National and Regional Context (PRRI / Pew Benchmarks)

To situate Portland's profile within broader U.S. patterns:

National secular trend (PRRI 2023): 27 percent of U.S. adults are
religiously unaffiliated—a record national high but still well below
Portland's 44 percent (PRRI, 2023).

Regional standing (PRRI AVA 2017): The Portland-Vancouver metro
already ranked ≈ 39 percent unaffiliated in 2017, alongside Seattle (40%)
and San Francisco (37%) (PRRI, 2017).

Religious attendance trend (Pew NPORS 2024): Roughly half of
Americans once attended services regularly, but only ≈ 1 in 10 do so today—
matching Portland's 12 percent (Pew Research Center, 2024).

In short, Portland functions as a bellwether for America's post-religious future—a
place where spirituality persists after the erosion of traditional institutions.

• 

• 

• 
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Institutional Level — Ecclesial and Political Presence (Local Context
+ ARDA 2020)

While participation has declined, Portland's religious infrastructure remains
substantial.

Congregational footprint: According to the Association of Religion Data
Archives (ARDA 2020), more than 500 Christian congregations operate in
Multnomah County.

Denominational composition (by congregation): ARDA data classify ≈60
percent as evangelical, ≈20 percent mainline, and ≈8 percent each Catholic
and Black Protestant (ARDA, 2020).

Political culture: The region leans Democratic (≈ 64%) and expresses
progressive values in public policy and social ethics (Multnomah County
Elections, 2024).

For many residents, progressivism now carries moral weight once reserved for
churches. Portland's moral imagination has shifted from sanctuary to city hall—
from church programs to community organizing. Civic virtue has become the
city's new liturgy (Rah, 2009).

Worldview Level — What Is Believed

Research data show that Portlanders hold a coherent set of spiritual convictions
even outside formal religion:

38 percent agree that religion does more harm than good.

53 percent affirm that government should help people in need.

81 percent believe in a soul or spirit.

Roughly nine in ten say belief in God is unnecessary for morality (PDX
Quant).

These patterns suggest that Portland's secularism is not cynical but ethical—a
reframing of faith around human flourishing rather than divine obligation.

Abbott described this as Portland's faith in design maturing into a civic
spirituality—one that seeks redemption through justice, beauty, and progress
rather than through repentance and grace (London, 2014).

• 

• 

• 

• 
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For the church, this spiritual displacement is both challenge and invitation: to
translate covenant faithfulness into a city that still hungers for meaning—but
trusts its own hands to create it (Wessel, 2015).

Reflection

Where do you see moral or spiritual conviction in Portland expressed
outside religious institutions?

How might the church affirm the city's longing for justice while re-
anchoring it in covenant hope?

What practices of humility and presence could help rebuild trust where
faith has become institutional memory?

Theological Insight

Portland's displacement stories are theological texts.

They are not simply history; they are living parables of covenant breach—
patterns of erasure, abandonment, extraction, and religious rejection. Portland's
civic reports and planning archives read like Scripture's own exile narratives:
taken land, toppled homes, and fractured trust.

As Carl Abbott observed, Portland's planning history has always carried moral
language—the city's faith that beauty and order equal virtue (Abbott, 1983). That
same civic theology produced inequity when beauty became more important
than justice.

Even now, as the Portland Housing Bureau budgets record investment for
"opportunity areas" and Metro measures equity as a policy outcome, their
vocabulary betrays theological longing—the city still seeking covenant repair by
technocratic means.

At the spiritual level, Portland's 44 percent unaffiliated population embodies
another exile: communities spiritually open yet institutionally skeptical, longing
for meaning without a sanctuary (Pew Research Center, 2024).

• 

• 

• 

2.6 Takeaways: Covenant, Exile, and Portland
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Three-Level Analysis Is Essential.

Surface charity without institutional change perpetuates harm; institutional 
reform without worldview conversion simply retools the same problems.

As PBOT's Vision Zero Plan shows, 62 percent of traffic deaths occur on just 8 
percent of city streets—the moral geography of inequity (PBOT, 2023). Until 
churches address both the systemic and spiritual roots of displacement in both 
both personal and institutional dimensions, their service remains a "thin 
veneer" (Hiebert, 2008).

Displacement Reveals Who We Really Are.

Every layer of Portland's history—Indigenous removal, Vanport's destruction, 
Albina's renewal, East Portland's neglect—exposes how power defines belonging 
(Burke & Gibson, 2013, pp. 6–37). Churches' presence or absence in those stories 
reveals covenant faithfulness or breach. Where the church remained silent or 
aligned with control, it joined the city's exile.

Geography, demographics, and the location of our congregations tell a 
theological story: whose neighborhoods we inhabit, whose voices we center, 
whose flourishing our budgets serve.

Both Listening/Learning and Speaking/Teaching Are Required.

Those who know exile will resonate with exilic texts. Churches must hear why 
and how they have lost trust.

The OVBC's 2025 survey shows that East Portland residents report the lowest 
sense of representation and belonging (OVBC, 2025)—a modern echo of 
prophetic lament. Listening leads to lament; lament leads to repentance; 
repentance becomes faithful presence.

"Go out and spend time with people and actually see who's in the
neighborhood. If your church doesn't look like your neighborhood, that's a
challenge." — Church Leader (PDX, Expert Focus Group)
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Integration for Ministry

Preaching:

Develop sermon series on exile texts (Jeremiah 29; Isaiah 61; Lamentations;
1 Peter) applied to Portland's displacement stories. Show how the gospel
subverts the city's false liturgies of progress and productivity.

Liturgy:

Incorporate lament for Vanport, Albina, and East Portland.

Identify where these types of displacements have occurred in
neighborhoods and community histories that have shaped your church
and your local community.

Pray, naming covenant breach and interceding for civic repair. 

Name the spiritual realities—Portland's faith in design, its longing for
justice without grace—and offer gospel counter-liturgy (Abbott, 2001, pp.
15–16).

Education:

Train members to read culture at all three levels:

Surface: behavior and language;

Institutional: systems and budgets;

Worldview: hidden beliefs about who counts.

Show how the gospel's worldview redefines belonging and value.

Practice:

Implement cycles of:

Learning (study physical and spiritual history of neighborhoods),

Presence (long-term rootedness),

Partnership (with displaced communities),

Proclamation and demonstration (word and deed integrated).

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Leadership:

Develop leaders who can:

Name physical and spiritual displacement as theological issues;

Analyze systems through Hiebert's framework;

Move congregations from charity "pop-ups" to covenant investment;

Reframe Portland's story through the gospel's lens of exile and renewal.

The Questions for Your Church

Using the three-level framework, assess your congregation's engagement with
Portland's displacements:

Surface: What visible practices show love for displaced communities?

Institutional: How do budgets, partnerships, and property decisions reveal
covenant repair or self-protection?

Worldview: What hidden assumptions about progress, privilege, or
belonging shape your ministry?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Then ask Kaiser's question again: Has our blessing been shared, or has it
curdled into privilege?

The answer will not be found in intentions but in patterns—where you are
located, who has voice, whose flourishing your decisions actually serve, and
whether proclaiming the gospel has led to demonstrating justice.

We've established the biblical framework in Section 1: covenant mission as
blessing shared.

We've read Portland through that framework here in Section 2: displacement as
covenant breach requiring repair.

Now we turn from reading to repairing.

Abbott's account of Portland's faith in design reminds us that civic order alone
cannot save a city; beauty without justice becomes idolatry (Abbott, 2001).

The Portland Bureau of Transportation's Vision Zero Plan and the Housing
Bureau's equity initiatives show that even the city's own agencies now speak the
language of repentance—seeking to mend the very moral geography they once
reinforced (PBOT, 2023).

And yet, as OVBC's 2025 trust data reveal, many neighbors still feel unheard and
unseen (OVBC, 2025).

These civic gestures mirror a deeper theological calling: God's covenant people
are invited not merely to critique the city's fractures but to inhabit them
redemptively.

Portland's story—from displaced tribes and flooded neighborhoods to secular
searching and civic repentance—has become a living curriculum for the
church's vocation.

2.7 Moving Forward: From Reading to Repairing
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Next steps:

Section 3 will explore what missional ecclesiology looks like in fractured
cities.

Section 4 will address the paradoxes this covenant mission creates.

Sections 5–7 will provide practical tools for cultural exegesis and faithful
presence and close with stories of hope and concrete repair practices.

THE FOUNDATION IS CLEAR

Portland's fractures aren't
obstacles to mission—
they're invitations to covenant
faithfulness.

Churches exist not to escape these
wounds but to enter them; not to
explain them away but to repair
them.

The diagnostic remains
Has Portland's blessing been
shared, or has it curdled into
privilege?

Your church's answer will be
written not only in words, but in
where you stand, whom you stand
with, and what you're willing to
sacrifice for others' flourishing.

• 

• 
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SECTION 3

MISSIONAL ECCLESIOLOGY IN 
PORTLAND

A church must establish credibility in the city—yet Portland is marked by
institutional distrust and religious skepticism.

3.1 — THE CENTRAL QUESTION
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Portland’s civic personality sits in a tension of admiration and fatigue: a city that
values collaboration and equity, yet doubts the integrity of nearly every
institution that claims to embody them. This paradox makes a longstanding
theological question newly urgent.

Portland’s Trust Paradox

Residents believe churches could meet key civic needs:

57% say faith-based groups are best positioned to address homelessness
(PDX Quant 2025).

41% say they are positioned to strengthen social cohesion / reduce
polarization (PDX Quant 2025).

But comparatively few trust churches:

37% say they trust Christian organizations (PDX Quant 2025).

Relative trust in other institutions:

Small businesses: 53%

Nonprofits: 52%

City government: 25%

Large corporations: 19%

(PDX Quant 2025)

INTERPRETATION:

Churches are perceived as useful but not trustworthy—a civic role without an
institutional mandate. This places the church in a middle zone: relied upon for
compassion, doubted as authority.

Civic Interpretation: Portland as an Intentional Metropolitan
Community

Historian Carl Abbott describes Portland as an intentional metropolitan
community—a civic culture shaped by planning, consensus, and procedural
virtue rather than transcendent authority.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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This civic covenant now strains under:

housing insecurity

visible homelessness

institutional fatigue

political fragmentation

As these pressures mount, the mission of the church becomes more—not less—
significant.

The Theological Question Underneath

The issue is not whether Portlanders like churches.

The deeper question is:

What does it mean to be a sent people (John 20:21) in a city that sees the
church as irrelevant—or even harmful?

Mission in Portland must be theological, not merely strategic.

Covenant Identity: Blessed for the Sake of Others

Walter C. Kaiser Jr. summarizes the covenant logic:

“The whole purpose of God was to bless one people so that they might be
the channel through which all the nations on earth might receive a
blessing.”

Choosing entails obligation.

God’s people exist as conduits of grace, not possessors of privilege.

Michael Goheen extends this into missional ecclesiology:

Sign — lives pointing to the Kingdom

Instrument — participation in God’s reconciling work

Foretaste — present embodiment of future reconciliation

This threefold identity becomes Portland’s working definition of ecclesial
credibility.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Implication for Portland’s Fractured Landscape

The data reveals a simple truth:

Portland doubts religious speech but expects religious service.

Thus, the city does not need:

louder churches

larger platforms

more persuasive rhetoric

The city needs churches that are:

truer

humbler

patiently present

economically and relationally invested

committed to the flourishing of their neighbors

Where Portland’s civic covenant has frayed, the missional church embodies a
renewed covenantal presence:

a people chosen for the sake of others, manifesting God’s blessing through
mercy, hospitality, justice, and the slow rebuilding of public trust.

This is not strategic positioning.

This is ecclesiology in public.

Core Claim

The church does not simply have a mission; it is mission.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

3.2 — MISSION CONSTITUTES THE CHURCH
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As Emil Brunner famously observed:

“The church exists by mission as fire exists by burning.”
(Brunner 1962)

Mission is not an optional program or specialized department—it is the very
identity of God’s people.

Portland’s Context: A City Formed by Civic Covenant

For more than a century, Portland’s civic personality reflected what Carl Abbott
describes as an “intentional metropolitan community”—a city that sought to
cultivate virtue through:

consensus

planning

restraint

procedural trust (Abbott 1983)

This civic covenant produced recognizably good fruit:

high participation,

innovative planning,

a strong sense of livability.

Yet its limitation was theological.

Portland learned to trust process, not promise—civic virtue rather than 
transcendent grace.

When public systems alone could no longer hold collective hope, the city’s 
internal covenant began to strain.

In this context, the presence of the church takes on a sacramental quality: 

not just competing with Portland’s civic ideal, but completing it.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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From Covenant to Commission

The biblical logic is consistent: vocation follows election.

God’s covenant with Abraham—“blessed to be a blessing” (Gen. 12)—sets the 
trajectory.

Jesus extends that covenant outward:

“As the Father has sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21).

Mission is therefore rooted in the triune sending life of God:

Father → Son → Spirit → Church.

Walter C. Kaiser Jr. frames this succinctly:

“God’s purpose was to bless one people so that they might be the channel 
through which all nations receive a blessing.”
(Kaiser, Mission in the Old Testament)

Michael Goheen extends this to missional ecclesiology:

the church exists as sign, instrument, and foretaste of the reign of God

(Goheen, A Light to the Nations).

Thus, the church is not a community of preservation, but a community of 
participation in God’s reconciling work.

Reparative Mission in Portland

Portland’s civic conscience already uses moral language that parallels the 
biblical movement of reconciliation.

Recent civic frameworks emphasize:

historic inequity

repair

shared flourishing

community-led governance

• 

• 

• 
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For example:

The Portland Housing Production Strategy (2024) explicitly names “historic
inequities in land use and access to housing opportunity.”

The Metro Housing Bond reports that 24.9 percent of contracts go to minority-,
women-, and emerging-small-business firms, with 96 percent of projects
providing culturally specific services.

Regional housing strategy focuses resources on communities who have “borne
the brunt of past inequitable policies.”

Social researchers Amie Thurber, Lisa Bates, Susan Halverson, and Keisha Muia
describe this civic work as reparative planning—a process that moves through:

Recognition,

Redistribution, and

Transformation.

This pattern mirrors the theological arc of reconciliation:

confession → repentance → renewal.

In this way, Portland’s civic vocabulary is often closer to biblical ethics than its 
religious skepticism might suggest.

The church’s task is not just to introduce repair but to join the reparative work 
God is already stirring within the city’s conscience.

Spiritual Growth and the Imagination of Service

The data reinforces this convergence of civic and spiritual longing.

In the PDX Quant 2025 study:

Serving others is one of the two most commonly chosen expressions of
spiritual growth among residents.

Acts of mercy, justice, and community care are perceived as central to
moral and spiritual development.

This suggests that Portlanders are skeptical of organized religion but deeply
receptive to public expressions of compassion.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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For the church, this means mission must be both visible and humble—an
embodied presence of reconciliation rather than an argument for relevance.

Implications for the Missional Church

Mission constitutes the Church.

In Portland, this means:

The church must interpret its own existence through the lens of public
vocation, not institutional maintenance.

The city’s pain becomes the church’s theological classroom—a place where
God teaches His people to embody covenant mercy.

The church’s credibility rests not on rhetorical persuasion but on
participation in the city’s repair.

Mission is therefore not merely activity but identity—a way of being in which the
church becomes the people through whom God blesses the city.

Core Claim

Portland’s trust landscape is fractured but not collapsed.

Churches occupy a middle zone of credibility—trusted less than nonprofits and 
small businesses, yet more than government or corporations.

They are valued for service, doubted as authority. Churches must inhabit this 
tension, as humble service gives credibility to prophetic authority.

• 

• 

• 

3.3 — Portland’s Ecclesial Reality
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Institutional Trust in Portland

The PDX Quant 2025 study shows a clear hierarchy of trust among institutions:

This places churches in the center, neither high-trust nor low-trust.

Carl Abbott’s analysis of Portland helps explain this dynamic: residents tend to
trust proximate, familiar, relational institutions more than distant or abstract
ones (Abbott 1983). Churches benefit from this proximity—but also bear the
weight of religious skepticism and historic harm.

Trust in Portland functions as a local currency, earned in neighborhood settings
rather than through public declarations or institutional platforms.

INSTITUTION TRUST LEVEL

SMALL BUSINESSES 53% trust

NONPROFITS 52% trust

CHURCHES / CHRISTIAN ORGANIZATIONS 37% trust

CITY GOVERNMENT 25% trust

LARGE CORPORATIONS 19% trust
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Volatile, Yet Hopeful Civic Mood

Even within skepticism, Portland demonstrates signs of shifting optimism.

The 2025 Portland Metro Voter Poll reported that:

Daytime downtown safety perceptions rose from 44% in 2023 to 63% in
2024.

“Wrong track” sentiment dropped from 69% to 47% within a year.

This suggests that Portlanders are willing to change their minds—that trust can
grow, and perceptions are fluid rather than fixed.

For churches, this underscores the value of patient presence.

Credibility increases when communities stay long enough to be recognized as
part of the city’s fabric.

Top Concerns in the City

According to PDX Quant 2025, Portlanders identify the following as their primary
civic concerns:

Homelessness (47 percent)

Housing affordability (41 percent)

Trust in government (35 percent)

These concerns shape the environment in which the church seeks to be present.

They also form the backdrop against which residents evaluate whether any
institution—churches included—can contribute to public well-being.

Housing and Homelessness Realities

City and state data frame the moral landscape:

City-Level Data

Portland’s State of Housing in Portland 2023 reports:

Average rent: $1,621

Rental vacancy rate: 7.5 percent

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Persistent racial disparities remain:

White homeownership: 56.4 percent

Black homeownership: 31.8 percent

State-Level Data

The Oregon Statewide Homelessness Estimate (2024) notes:

43,670 Oregonians experiencing homelessness statewide

22,072 unhoused students

78 percent of extremely low-income renters pay more than half their
income on housing

These conditions expose the core vulnerabilities of Portland’s civic covenant: its
inability to hold together equity, belonging, and stability when housing fails.

Implications for the Church’s Vocation

Because Portland’s trust is relational and local rather than institutional or
ideological:

Churches cannot assume authority—they must earn credibility.

Presence must be expressed in measurable, neighbor-centered ways.

Churches must see civic fractures as missional invitations, not merely
policy issues.

The question is not whether residents trust churches theoretically, but whether
they trust this particular church in this particular neighborhood.

Credibility in Portland grows where attention meets endurance.

Core Claim

Portland doubts religious speech yet hopes for faithful religious service.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

3.4 — Credibility Through Presence
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Credibility in the city begins not with arguments or visibility but with incarnation
—a long-term, local, relational presence.

Residents distance themselves from organized religion, but when imagining
solutions to the city’s deepest needs, they still look to churches:

57 percent say churches are best positioned to address homelessness.

41 percent say churches can strengthen social cohesion.

37 percent express actual trust in Christian organizations (PDX Quant
2025).

This gap between practical expectation and institutional distrust reveals the
opportunity—and challenge—of missional ecclesiology in Portland.

The Civic Frame: Process Over Creed

Carl Abbott’s work shows that Portland developed as a city with a civic covenant
—one rooted in (1983):

procedural fairness,

public participation,

and collaborative planning

This covenant has shaped the city’s imagination for the common good. But as
homelessness, inequality, and institutional fatigue press against Portland’s civic
systems, residents increasingly look for trustworthy partners—not saviors, but
collaborators.

Churches become plausible partners not because of their theological claims, but
because of their capacity for consistent compassion.

The Missional Invitation: Incarnation Before Influence

In this civic moment, the credibility of the church rests less on what it says and
far more on:

how it shows up,

how long it stays,

and whether it shares life with neighbors who will never join its programs.

• 

• 

• 
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The church’s vocation in Portland is to be a sign of God’s presence, an
instrument of reconciliation, and a foretaste of the kingdom’s healing (Goheen
2011).

Portland does not need louder churches but truer ones—congregations whose
everyday life makes reconciliation imaginable.

Five Practices of Credible Presence
1. Geographic Rootedness

Credibility grows from proximity over time.

Neighborhood stability becomes a sacrament: the church communicates
God’s faithfulness by staying.

As in Jeremiah’s vision for exiles—“seek the peace of the city… for in its peace you
will find your peace” (Jer. 29:7)—credibility emerges through committed
presence, not strategic mobility.

Churches that remain in place long enough to become part of neighborhood
memory carry disproportionate moral weight—especially in communities
shaped by disinvestment and displacement.

2. Listening Before Acting

Incarnation requires humility.

Churches enter neighborhoods as learners, listening deeply to:

community wisdom,

lived experience,

existing leadership,

and localized forms of resilience.

Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) aligns naturally with this posture,
framing the neighborhood not as an object of intervention but a locus of
revelation—a place where God is already at work before the church arrives.

3. Partnership Over Programming

Credibility grows through collaboration, not competition.

• 

• 

• 
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Churches can strengthen the civic fabric by joining community-led efforts—
especially those led by Black, Indigenous, and other historically marginalized 
communities.

Examples include:

supporting Black-led land trusts,

aligning with Albina Vision Trust,

partnering with local schools, housing nonprofits, and mutual aid
networks.

Partnership requires sharing power.

Programs may communicate competence, but partnerships communicate
trustworthiness.

4. Advocacy With Affected Communities

Advocacy becomes a form of discipleship when churches use their institutional
influence in service of those who bear the brunt of civic fracture.

In Portland, this means:

advocating for fair housing,

supporting renter protections,

resisting zoning practices that perpetuate inequity,

and addressing wage disparities and displacement patterns.

Isaiah’s vision—“loose the bonds of injustice… share your bread with the 
hungry” (Isa. 58:6-7)—moves advocacy from a political category into a 
spiritual calling.

5. Economy and Evangel

The church’s economic life is part of its evangelistic witness.

In Portland, this includes:

leveraging church property for affordable housing,

using land, buildings, and financial reserves for neighborhood flourishing,

supporting community-centered development,

building economic partnerships that strengthen those most at risk.

• 

• 

• 
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The Good Samaritan did not simply offer compassion; he invested resources.

So too the missional church embodies the gospel through economic generosity.

Recognizing Credible Presence

Although credibility cannot be measured by a single metric, it can be recognized
by its fruit:

Neighbors describe the church as trustworthy—closer to the trust levels
residents express for nonprofits (52 percent) than for government (25
percent).

The pastor is known not as a religious professional but as a neighbor.

The congregation’s absence would create a real void in the neighborhood.

Budgets, calendars, and leadership reflect genuine neighborhood
investment.

Credibility grows slowly and locally—through attention, consistency, and shared
life.

Core Claim

Missional credibility matures when churches learn to see their own culture as 
God sees it—as a field for redemption. Paul Hiebert’s three-level framework 
clarifies how visible actions, institutional systems, and underlying beliefs either 
reveal or obscure the gospel. In Portland’s fragmented civic landscape, this 
framework is participatory. At every level, the church embodies God’s kingdom 
as sign, instrument, and foretaste (Goheen 2011).

Surface Level — Credibility as Sign

This level encompasses what the city can see: block meals, vigils, multilingual 
worship, food pantries, and advocacy campaigns. These public actions serve as 
visible signs of a kingdom breaking in.

• 

• 

• 

• 

3.5 — Analyzing Practice Through Three Levels
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The 2025 Portland Study reports that 62 percent of residents associate “serving
others” with spiritual growth, followed by 58 percent who identify “forgiving
others” and 54 percent who identify “seeking justice for the vulnerable” (PDX
Quant 2025). In a region where 43,670 Oregonians lack stable housing and
22,072 students live unhoused (Oregon Statewide Homelessness Estimate 2024),
every act of mercy becomes proclamation.

Institutional Level — Credibility as Instrument

Structures sustain or undermine the witness of compassion. Budgets, properties,
and staffing reveal whether mercy is incidental or institutional.

Congregations that allocate a meaningful share of resources to neighborhood
engagement embody genuine participation in the city’s well-being. Churches
donating land or facilities for affordable housing reflect the reparative logic of
the Metro Housing Bond 2023 Annual Report, which documents 4,361 affordable
homes planned or completed, including 1,635 for households at or below 30
percent AMI, and 96 percent of projects providing culturally specific services.
Partnerships with efforts such as the Albina Vision Trust or the city’s Housing
Production Strategy demonstrate common grace and shared civic stewardship.

At this level the church becomes an instrument of reconciliation, aligning its
institutional life with God’s redemptive movement already visible in the city.

Worldview Level — Credibility as Foretaste

Below actions and systems lie convictions about purpose and identity. Many
congregations wrestle with whether they exist to preserve comfort or to
participate in mission. Hiebert’s worldview level names this deeper horizon of
belief.

Missional reorientation involves shifting:

Purpose: from maintenance to mission (John 20:21)

Identity: from privilege to vocation (Gen. 12)

Metric: from growth to neighborhood flourishing (Jer. 29)

Approach: from attractional to incarnational (Phil. 2)

• 

• 

• 

• 

   66



When imagination shifts, structures follow. Portland has been described as a
laboratory of moral imagination—a place that experiments with virtue through
process. Churches that reimagine mission as reconciliation offer the city a
foretaste of restored community.

Practicing Discernment

Choose one ministry—food pantry, worship service, property decision—and map
it across the three levels:

What is visible on the surface?

What structures enable or constrain it?

What beliefs give it meaning?

Then ask whether the practice functions as sign, instrument, or foretaste of
God’s kingdom.

Core Claim

Portland’s displacement history remains an open wound. It is the context where
the church’s credibility is most acutely tested—a test of repentance as much as
mission.

The Data

Between 1990 and 2010, Black homeownership in Portland declined by 16
percentage points, even as White homeownership rose during the same period.
During those decades, property values for many central-city churches doubled,
even as surrounding neighborhoods emptied of long-time residents. Religion,
once an anchor for belonging, now evokes both irrelevance and distrust.

• 

• 

• 

3.6 — Credibility Amid Displacement (The Albina Test)
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The 2025 Portland Study shows that only 37 percent of residents say they trust
churches, yet 57 percent believe faith-based organizations are best positioned to
address homelessness and 41 percent believe they are key to strengthening
social cohesion (PDX Quant 2025).

Historical Memory

Scholars Karen Gibson and Leanne Serbulo document how Albina became both
the physical and symbolic center of Black Portland life—and of its disinheritance.
By 1960, four-fifths of Portland’s Black population lived in Albina due to redlining
and discriminatory housing policy. Urban renewal and freeway construction later
demolished more than 1,600 homes, displacing thousands and erasing
generational wealth. Gibson describes this as “a history of community
disinvestment”—a pattern of deliberate extraction rather than a neutral
demographic trend.

Lisa Bates’s Albina Vision reframes that history through a reparative lens,
envisioning “Black-governed zones of trust and belonging” in which the
community’s future is shaped by its own restorative imagination. These visions
echo what Amie Thurber, Susan Halverson, Keisha Muia, and Lisa Bates describe
as reparative policy—a threefold process of recognition, redistribution, and
transformation.

Theological Implications

Albina’s story transforms displacement from a sociological issue into a
theological crucible. The credibility question is not abstract: whether faith
communities will join this reparative imagination or remain silent beneficiaries
of inequity.

Displacement survivors recall churches that were complicit—silent during urban
renewal, or quick to sell property as neighborhoods gentrified. Historic
congregations that stayed through white flight now face suspicion of
contributing to gentrification simply by renovating facilities or attracting
younger members. New church plants, often unaware of Albina’s history, risk
repeating harm by attempting to “reach the neighborhood” without recognizing
that their presence itself can reshape it.
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Practices of Faithful Repair

Churches in Portland now respond within the limits of repentance:

contributing land or capital to affordable-housing trusts and reinvestment
funds

engaging zoning reform and wage justice consistent with the Housing
Production Strategy (2024)

sustaining relationships with displaced neighbors wherever they now live

offering belonging and discipleship as forms of spiritual repair

None of these resolve the fracture; all seek faithfulness amid complexity. As one
pastor summarized, “Our credibility is built through a belong-before-believe
posture—it is the long game of presence in a city suspicious of religion.”

• 

• 

• 
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Core Claim

The fractures of Portland’s social and spiritual landscape do not yield simple
solutions. They require discernment. Each tension faced by churches in this city
is both theological and practical, inviting ongoing conversion rather than
closure.

Living With the Tensions

Portland’s environment forces the church to ask questions that cannot be
resolved quickly:

How does credibility become visible block by block?

Trust grows like the kingdom—seed by seed (Mark 4:26–29).

What form of hospitality speaks to those who identify as “spiritual but not
religious”?

True welcome mirrors divine welcome: “Accept one another, then, just as Christ
accepted you” (Rom. 15:7).

Where is God already at work, and how do churches join without taking
over?

Discernment involves partnership without losing identity—presence that listens
before it leads.

Can evangelistic and economic investment coexist?

In the logic of Scripture, the gospel seeks both the lost and the least; justice and
peace come together (Ps. 85:10).

These are not rhetorical puzzles but daily tensions, revealing how faith takes
flesh in contested space. Every Portland neighborhood becomes a classroom in
which the Spirit teaches patience, humility, and endurance over performance.

3.7 — Questions Without Easy Answers

• 

• 

• 
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Such questions keep the church honest. They remind leaders that credibility is
not achieved once for all but practiced anew with every neighbor and every
generation.

Core Claim

Several principles emerge for a credible missional ecclesiology in Portland. Each 
rests on the conviction that the church’s identity is constituted by participation 
in God’s reconciling mission.

Core Principles

1. Mission Constitutes Identity

The church does not merely have a mission; God’s mission creates and 
commissions the church. Jesus’s words—“As the Father has sent me, so I send 
you”—define the church’s identity (John 20:21).

2. Credibility Grows Through Presence, Not Platform

In a city skeptical of hierarchy and religious authority, credibility comes through 
consistent, embodied presence more than institutional visibility.

3. Contrast Community Without Isolation

The church’s distinctiveness is not separation but witness—holiness expressed as 
public hope, not withdrawal.

4. Transformation Across Three Levels

Surface compassion without institutional or worldview renewal is insufficient. 
Authentic participation requires alignment of practice, structure, and 
imagination.

5. Post-Christendom as Opportunity

3.8 — Takeaways: Missional Ecclesiology in Context
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Losing cultural privilege frees the church for authentic mission. Marginality
clarifies vocation and makes room for discernment, humility, and relational
faithfulness.

Practical Implications

Churches in Portland must:

shift from program to identity, seeing every decision as theological witness

earn trust through consistency in vulnerable places, staying when
attention fades

hold the paradox of word and deed, holiness and engagement, sign and
instrument

evaluate ministry at surface, institutional, and worldview levels

acknowledge displacement—naming harm, lamenting loss, and pursuing
repair in partnership with affected communities

The Measurement Question

Faithfulness resists easy metrics. Success is not measured primarily by growth,
influence, or stability, but by evidence of covenant fidelity:

neighborhood transformation

the restoration of public trust

the amplification of displaced voices

the redistribution of resources

long obedience in the same direction

Such fruit grows slowly, yet reveals the presence of God’s kingdom. As one
Portland leader remarked, “Whether our church grows or not, we will keep
showing up and serving.”

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Core Claim

The work of credible presence is rarely glamorous. It produces few graphs for
denominational reports and offers little public acclaim. Yet the call remains: “As
the Father has sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21).

The Work of Quiet Faithfulness

Faithful presence often feels like loss:

smaller attendance

hardened soil

crises that resist resolution

unseen labor

Yet the call does not change. Pastors and congregations are invited to seek the
peace of the city (Jer. 29:7), even when the city does not notice.

Portland needs leaders who will:

serve without recognition

stay without applause

love neighbors who never attend

spend themselves for others’ good (Isa. 58:10)

speak truth seasoned with grace

Such endurance becomes a form of proclamation. A community innovator
reflected, “The church may never solve Portland’s crises, but it can make the city
more livable by being present.”

What Longevity Teaches

The most credible congregations are often those that simply stayed—through
demographic upheaval, shrinking budgets, pastoral fatigue, and civic instability.
Their work usually appears ordinary:

the same shelter shift

3.9 — A Word to Pastors: Staying Power

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

   73



the same block meal

the same prayers spoken over mixed soil

Yet people notice. The 2025 Portland Study shows that serving others remains
one of the most recognized expressions of spiritual life among residents (PDX
Quant 2025). Credibility grows like roots—quietly, slowly, and through proximity.

The question is not whether the church will transform Portland, but whether it
will remain faithful where it is planted—bearing witness to a kingdom that
advances by seeds, not spectacle.

Core Claim

Across these three sections, a single covenant thread emerges: mission as 
blessing shared, displacement as covenant breach, and missional ecclesiology as 
credible presence.

A Three-Part Movement

This report traces three interconnected movements:

1. Mission as Blessing Shared (Section 1)

God chooses a people to be a conduit of grace. Election is never for privilege 
alone; it is for participation in God’s redemptive mission.

2. Portland’s Displacement as Covenant Breach (Section 2)

The story of displacement in Portland represents a broken civic and spiritual 
covenant. Repair becomes both civic and theological vocation.

3. Missional Ecclesiology as Credible Presence (Section 3)

In a context of distrust, the most persuasive witness is sustained, incarnational 
presence. Credibility emerges block by block, through humility, justice, and 
shared life.

• 

• 

3.10 — Moving Forward
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The Path Ahead

The coming sections continue this trajectory:

Section 4: Paradox as calling—learning to inhabit the tensions of Portland
faithfully.

Sections 5–7: Practical tools for cultural exegesis and geographic
faithfulness, stories of hope and perseverance. 

The foundation remains clear:

The church exists in and for Portland’s fractures, not despite them.

Credibility arises through sustained presence in places of pain, not through
retreat into comfort.

The Enduring Question

Has our blessing been shared—or has it curdled into privilege?

The answer will not be found in mission statements or strategic plans, but in:

where we stand,

with whom we stand,

and what we are willing to sacrifice for the flourishing of others.

Faithfulness—not success—will tell the story.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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SECTION 4 

Paradox as Calling

Introduction

The Church’s mission in Portland unfolds not through the resolution of tension
but through the patient inhabitation of paradox. Portland itself is a city of
contradictions—ideals of inclusion alongside persistent displacement;
aspirations toward progress paired with cycles of reform and amnesia; deep
institutional distrust coexisting with a genuine hunger for trustworthy presence.
These paradoxes do not sit at the edges of the city’s identity—they define it.

In this setting, paradox is not a failure of clarity. It is the landscape of mission.
David Bosch described paradox as “the lifeblood of mission,” a reminder that
God often works through unresolved tension rather than neat solutions (Bosch
1991). The city’s complexity does not weaken the Church’s calling; it sharpens it.
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Section 4 explores five paradoxes that shape missional faithfulness in this place:

Longing and frustration: residents see the city’s failures clearly, yet remain
deeply attached to their neighborhoods and invested in shared flourishing.

Holiness and engagement: distinctiveness is revealed not through
withdrawal but through humble, proximate presence.

Faithful presence in precarity: abiding with communities facing volatility,
displacement, and fatigue.

Collaboration as witness: partnership itself becomes a form of public
theology in a low-trust civic ecosystem.

Realism and hope: sobriety about decline coexists with a persistent belief
that renewal is possible.

Each subsection integrates empirical data (from PDX surveys, regional housing
reports, public-trust measures, wellbeing research) and theological framing
(Niebuhr, Taylor, Volf, and others). Together, they illuminate Portland not simply
as a place of challenge but as a place of calling.

Portlanders hold two truths at once: they are deeply frustrated with the city
they inhabit, and yet they have not abandoned hope for its renewal. The data
reveals disappointment—but not despair. Their critiques arise from attachment,
not apathy.

Frustration: The City Is Not What Residents Believe It Should Be

Across the Portland citywide survey (n = 1,190), residents express clear
ambivalence about the city’s trajectory:

43%  say Portland is on the wrong track,

42%  say it is on the right track, and

15%  remain neutral.

This balance is not the profile of a disengaged city but of a conflicted one.

Though some improvement is noted, it is modest:

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

4.1 — The Paradox of Longing and Frustration

   78



40%  say things are improving a little,

4%  improving a lot,

29%  see no change, and

29%  say things are getting worse.

Residents see motion, but not momentum.

Quality of life concerns

When asked to rate “Portland overall, as a place to live,” residents lean negative
by a 32-point margin. Dissatisfaction is concentrated around the public realm—
the systems and shared spaces where expectations collide with lived experience:

public transportation

downtown conditions

cost of living

job opportunities

Together, these evaluations signal that the city’s shared systems feel insufficient
or in decline.

Division and distrust

Portlanders overwhelmingly perceive fragmentation:

49%  say Portland is deeply divided,

38%  say it still has a strong sense of unity.

Division itself becomes part of the frustration—people do not merely disagree;
they feel disconnected.

Institutional trust patterns reinforce this fracture. The PDX Research Team (2025)
found that only 22% of residents trust city government, while 54% trust local
nonprofits. This gap reveals both civic fatigue and a desire for relational,
proximate credibility (PDX Research Team 2025).

A Portland philanthropic leader summarized the moment this way:

• 

• 

• 
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“Portland needs compassion, but distrusts conviction. That’s the tension—
to serve without being self-righteous.”
—Pacific Northwest Philanthropic Executive (2023)

“High values, low follow-through”

The OVBC 2025 Survey found that 67% of Portlanders believe the city is “good at
talking values but poor at follow-through” (OVBC 2025). This is not cynicism—it is
moral disappointment. Residents are frustrated not only by outcomes but by the
gap between rhetoric and reality.

External data reveals structural roots

The frustrations Portlanders express correspond to measurable inequities.

The State of Housing 2023 reports that 68% of Black households rent,
compared with 43% of White households, a gap that has widened since
2010.

East of 82nd Avenue, over one-third of tenants are severely rent-burdened,
paying more than 50% of income toward housing (State of Housing 2023).

Metro’s Urban Growth Report 2024 shows that between 2015 and 2023,
housing supply increased 7%, while median home prices rose 21%.

Air-quality monitors detect 20% higher particulate-matter exposure east of
82nd, linking environmental and economic vulnerability (Metro 2024).

Residents are not imagining a disconnect between aspiration and reality. They
are living it.

Longing: Residents Still Believe in Their Neighborhoods, Their
Leaders, and Each Other

Despite widespread frustration, Portlanders remain deeply attached to their
communities and invested in the possibility of renewal.

Neighborhood attachment is strong

The clearest expression of hope is geographical.

61%  are satisfied with their own neighborhood, compared with

• 

• 

• 

• 

   80



29%  satisfied with Portland overall.

People are discouraged about the city as an institution, yet they remain
confident in their local community—the place where they live their everyday
lives.

External reports reinforce this pattern: even in areas with high cost burden or
displacement pressure, neighborhood attachment remains resilient (Metro
2024). Local belonging endures even when city systems falter.

People still believe in representation

Despite skepticism, 40% of residents say someone on City Council represents
them—a meaningful proportion given the city’s dissatisfaction levels.
Representation signals not apathy but ongoing civic desire.

Likewise, 61% say public policy should prioritize “all Portlanders at this time.”
Portlanders want solutions that unite, not fragment.

A Theological Reading of Portland’s Paradox

Reinhold Niebuhr described humanity as capable of both great justice and great
injustice—“creators and destroyers” simultaneously (Niebuhr 1941). Charles Taylor
argues that modern people live as “cross-pressured,” pulled between
disenchantment and longing for fullness (Taylor 2007). Portlanders inhabit this
very tension: frustrated by what the city is, yet still believing in what it might
become.

Metro planners describe long-range forecasting as a “discipline of humility,”
acknowledging uncertainty while working for the common good (Metro 2024).
This civic humility parallels the Church’s call to hopeful, patient presence—not
triumph, not retreat.

The data delivers a consistent message: Portlanders have not given up. They
critique because they care. They long because they believe. Their hope is not
nostalgic—it is active desire for repair, relationship, and shared flourishing.
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Reflection

Where do you personally feel both frustration and longing for the place you call
home?
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Faith communities in Portland live within a tension that is centuries old: the call
to be distinct (holy) and the call to be present (engaged). This tension is not
merely theological—it is empirical. Portlanders are neither universally suspicious
of religious involvement nor universally welcoming of it. Instead, the data reveals
a balanced ambivalence, creating both constraint and opportunity for missional
life in the city.

Holiness in Portland does not mean withdrawal. It means a distinctive way of
showing up—integrity expressed as humility, compassion, and proximity.

Holiness: A Distinctive Identity That Can Create Distance

Across the Portland City survey, trust in faith-based organizations is split evenly:

37%  express low trust,

37%  express high trust, and

27%  fall in the middle.

This symmetry matters. It reveals that faith communities enter Portland’s civic
landscape not with a universal deficit or advantage, but with a fragile, usable
neutrality.

Holiness becomes a liability when perceived as aloof, rigid, or disconnected. But
it becomes compelling when experienced as mercy, accountability, and
neighborly care—the core of Leviticus’ vision of holiness (Lev. 19) and the
hallmark of Jesus’ ministry.

Engagement: Distinctiveness Revealed Through Proximity

Scripture consistently holds holiness and engagement together:

Jesus prays not for his followers to be removed from the world, but to be
protected within it (John 17:15–18).

4.2 — Holiness and Engagement
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Holiness in Leviticus is expressed through concrete acts of justice and
compassion.

Peter describes believers as a “chosen people” who live honorably among
their neighbors (1 Pet. 2:9–12).

Missional theology names this as a paradox: belonging differently in order to
bless fully.

Miroslav Volf calls this posture a “soft difference”—a way of being unmistakably
Christian without becoming withdrawn, coercive, or triumphalistic (Volf 2011). It is
integrity with openness.

This naturally positions faith communities for public trust, because in Portland:

proximity creates credibility, and

relational presence outranks institutional reputation.

What Portlanders Want From Institutions

Residents consistently express preference for institutions—religious or secular—
that demonstrate:

listening

accountability

competence

collaboration

demonstrated local knowledge

These qualities emerge directly from whole-sample survey responses and align
closely with historic Christian practices of hospitality, humility, and neighbor-love.

Trust grows substantially the closer evaluation gets to a person’s daily life:

61%  are satisfied with their own neighborhood,

Only 29%  are satisfied with Portland overall.

This local-trust pattern mirrors the work of sociologist Robert Wuthnow, who
observes that “locally embedded institutions” uniquely cultivate belonging
(Wuthnow 2013). Faith communities—organized at neighborhood scale—are
structurally positioned to inhabit that trusted space.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Proximity is not a strategy. It is a theological identity.

Holiness Through Engagement: A Missional Claim

David Bosch described the cross as “total identification with the world and total
separation from it” (Bosch 1991). This cruciform paradox links holiness and
engagement—the hinge on which faithful mission turns.

The Portland data reflects this very tension:

Residents remain cautious about institutions.

Yet many are open—even surprisingly so—to faith communities that
practice humble, consistent, local presence.

Distinctiveness (holiness) becomes credible not through dominance but
through embodied engagement.

Faith communities in Portland are therefore not being asked to choose between
holiness and engagement. They are being asked to inhabit the intersection of
both:

holding theological conviction without coercion,

practicing public presence without triumphalism,

embodying difference without distancing.

Holiness does not obstruct engagement.
Holiness shapes engagement.

Reflection

What does it look like for you or your community to maintain your distinct
identity while also showing up fully for the good of the city?

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Faithful presence has always required more than proximity—it requires staying.
In Portland’s current climate of volatility, displacement, and civic fatigue,
presence itself becomes a spiritual act. The data shows a city discouraged by
decline yet still holding a surprising capacity for compassion. Faith communities
are uniquely positioned within this tension because their credibility grows not
from power, but from consistency, locality, and care.

4.3 — Faithful Presence in Precarity
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Presence Is Trusted More Than Systems

While satisfaction with Portland overall is low, trust is significantly higher at the
neighborhood level:

61%  are satisfied with their neighborhood,

Only 29%  are satisfied with Portland overall.

This difference is not a statistical footnote—it is a civic truth: the closer
something is to where people live, the more trust they extend to it.

Sociologist Robert Wuthnow describes “locally embedded institutions” as
uniquely capable of cultivating belonging and collective efficacy (Wuthnow
2013). Portland’s data confirms this principle. Neighborhood-scale presence is
where residents remain open—even hopeful—toward institutions, including
faith communities.

This is why faith communities hold a rare social position in Portland’s
fragmented trust landscape. They are one of the most evenly balanced
institutions:

37%  trust faith-based groups,

37%  distrust them, and

27%  are neutral.

In a polarized civic environment, this symmetry is significant social capital.

A City Experiencing Precarity

The Portland Metro Chamber State of the Economy 2023 reports that:

78% of residents believe quality of life has declined in five years.

71% identify homelessness as the city’s defining crisis.

Yet a majority still favor compassion-first approaches. This coexistence of
discouragement and empathy is Portland’s civic paradox: despair that still hopes.

East of 82nd Avenue—where many immigrant and working-class families live—
the pressures are layered:

Over half of renters are cost-burdened, compared with 35% citywide (State
of Housing 2023).

• 

• 
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Median household income lags 12% behind the city average.

61% of fatal crashes occur in the same districts, signaling gaps in
infrastructure investment (PBOT Vision Zero 2023).

Heat events and economic downturns disproportionately impact these
neighborhoods.

This geography of fragility is not new. From Vanport to Albina to Cully, Portland’s
history reveals cycles of moral ambition and geographic amnesia. Each
generation has moved its wounds eastward. Faithful presence breaks that cycle.

The Human Story Beneath the Numbers

Multiple surveys across the region reinforce that Portlanders remain oriented
toward compassion, even when fatigued:

The 2022 Police and Homelessness Survey found 76% of respondents
prefer treatment-focused approaches over enforcement.

The 2023 Downtown Business Survey found 74% of owners favor continued
investment in shelters and recovery, despite economic strain.

OHSU’s 2022 Well-Being Survey shows that 4 in 10 Portlanders experience
chronic loneliness, yet 58% say spirituality or service gives life meaning.

One civic leader summarized the moral mood:

“Even if we disagree on policy, we can agree it’s not humane for people to
suffer. Our job is to stay in the room long enough to do something
redemptive.”
—Portland Philanthropic Leader (2023)

This is the emotional landscape of Portland’s precarity: compassion that
endures, but is weary.

Theological Interpretation: The Holiness of Staying

Christian theology frames faithful presence not as passive endurance but as
active incarnation.

“The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14).

Christ’s self-emptying (Phil. 2:5–8) embodies humility rather than control.

• 

• 

• 
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Jeremiah’s call to “seek the peace of the city” (Jer. 29:7) roots mission in
presence, not power.

Presence that remains through volatility, displacement, and fatigue becomes a
public testimony to God’s enduring care.

The paradox is clear:

Faithful presence does not guarantee influence.

It demonstrates endurance.

It values companionship over control and continuity over visibility.

Faithful presence is mission at walking speed.

Reflection

Where have you seen faithful presence—quiet, consistent, relational
engagement—make a meaningful difference in your neighborhood or
community?

Portlanders want collaboration—yet mistrust the institutions most equipped to
deliver it. This is the paradox at the heart of the city’s civic life: residents desire
shared responsibility but are uncertain where to place shared trust.

Faith communities live inside this tension. They are not the most trusted
institutions, nor the least; rather, they carry a middle trust profile that—when
paired with consistency and humility—can serve as a bridge between neighbors,
nonprofits, and civic agencies. Their credibility emerges less from authority and
more from relationship, locality, and participation.

• 

• 

• 

4.4 — Collaboration as Witness
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Portlanders Want Broad, Shared Responsibility

When asked whose interests public policy should prioritize, a strong majority
(61%) say it should serve “all Portlanders at this time.” This emphasis on
universality reflects a civic longing for solutions that bring the city together
rather than deepen its divides.

Similarly, 40% of residents say a City Council member represents them—a
notable finding in an environment marked by institutional fatigue.
Representation still matters. People have not abandoned the idea of shared
governance, even when trust runs thin.

At the metro level:

Local nonprofits rank among the most trusted groups to address city
challenges.

Local citizens score higher in trust than many formal institutions.

Faith-based groups sit directly in the middle—neither strongly trusted nor
strongly distrusted.

This pattern is critical: Portlanders want collaboration—but not collaboration
that is hierarchical, distant, or top-down. They want shared effort, not
institutional dominance.

Residents Are Limited by Real Barriers

Even where collaboration is desired, residents face obstacles:

uncertainty about how to begin

limited trust in existing organizations

time constraints

doubts about whether their involvement would matter

These barriers are not apathy—they are overwhelm. The Portland City survey
shows similar ambivalence in evaluations of government transparency, fairness,
and public involvement. Residents want an accountable civic ecosystem, but
many doubt the current infrastructure can support it.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Where Collaboration Gains Traction: Locality and Proximity

Even as trust in large institutions lags, trust grows closer to home:

61%  are satisfied with their own neighborhood,

only 29%  are satisfied with Portland overall.

This powerful geography of trust mirrors the broader sociological insight that
relationships rooted in local networks generate durable civic capacity (Putnam
2000).

Faith communities, because they operate at the neighborhood scale, often meet
residents at the precise point where trust is strongest:

familiar faces

shared history

visible presence

relational continuity

They inhabit what researchers call “relationally thick environments,” where
collaboration becomes not a program but a pattern.

Collaboration Already at Work: Coalitions of Repair

Community organizations across Portland demonstrate how collaboration
rebuilds trust where policy alone cannot.

Albina Vision Trust

Verde

Native American Youth and Family Center (NAYA)

These groups model community-led development rooted in relationship,
accountability, and co-authorship rather than consultation. Their work reflects a
civic ethic aligned with covenantal partnership—repair shaped by shared
agency.

Faith communities in East Portland work similarly alongside interagency safety
teams, neighborhood summits, and mental-health collaborations, offering
bilingual bridge roles and stabilizing presence. These acts are not charity alone;
they are acts of shared belonging.

• 

• 

• 
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A nonprofit leader put it plainly:

“It’s amazing the openness that exists when we stop trying to fix things
alone. Real trust starts at the human level—one shared table at a time.”
—Nonprofit Leader (PDX Focus Group)

Theological Meaning: Collaboration as Public Witness

Scripture frames cooperation not as strategy but as participation in God’s
reconciling work:

“We are God’s coworkers” (1 Cor. 3:9).

“Your partnership in the gospel” (Phil. 1:5).

“That they may all be one… so that the world may believe” (John 17:21).

Trinitarian life — eternal giving and receiving, one nature three persons — points
us to unity through love.

Collaboration is not compromise; it is a public theology of covenant:

From control to contribution—trusting the Spirit distributes gifts for the
common good.

From competition to mutual dependence.

From expertise to empathy—truth emerging through listening, not decree.

Partnership becomes the Church’s embodied witness: covenant enacted in
community.

Reflection

Where have you seen collaboration succeed not because of institutional power,
but because people showed up together with humility and a shared desire for
the common good?

• 

• 

• 

• 
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SECTION 5

Cultural Exegesis Toolkit
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Core Claim

Mission begins in attention.

Portland is a city of paradoxes—creative and civically engaged, yet marked by
distrust, displacement, and ecological strain. Recent surveys show that
confidence in institutions remains uneven: about 53 percent of residents trust
small businesses, 52 percent trust nonprofits, but only about 24–25 percent trust
city government (OVBC 2025; PDX Quant Topline). The city’s population reached
646,101 people in 2022, up 2.5 percent since 2017, while housing production
averaged only approximately 3,172 units per year—far short of the 5,000-unit
annual target identified in Portland’s 2024 Housing Production Strategy
(Portland Housing Bureau, State of Housing 2023). Renter households earn a
median income of $57,489, just half that of homeowners, and 49 percent of
renters are cost-burdened. Median rent stands at $1,553, a 41 percent rise since
2015 (Portland Housing Bureau).

These economic tensions shape moral life. They influence whether
congregations can remain in their neighborhoods, how families experience
dignity, and how hope is imagined in civic space. Theological reflection therefore
begins with observation: a clear-eyed reading of the city’s material conditions.

Biblical Precedent

Scripture consistently portrays God’s people as observers and interpreters of
their contexts:

Acts 17:16–34 — Paul in Athens studies the city’s idols, quotes poets, and
proclaims truth in local language.

Jeremiah 29:4–7 — Exiles are told to build houses, plant gardens, and seek
the city’s peace.

Isaiah 58–61 — Prophets envision repair of ruins and restoration of streets.

Romans 12:2 — Disciples are called to discern what is good and pleasing in
the midst of cultural pressure.

These texts reveal a missional rhythm: see → discern → engage → seek shalom.

5.1 — Why Cultural Analysis Tools Matter

• 

• 

• 
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Three-Level Cultural Analysis

Observation must move from anecdotes to structures. Following Paul Hiebert’s
three-level model of culture, analysis attends to:

Surface Patterns (Visible Behaviors)

Portland’s festivals, murals, food carts, and protests display values of creativity
and autonomy.

Institutional Structures (Resource Flows and Power)

City audits show only 49 percent of recommendations implemented (City
Auditor, Impact Report 2024). Governance remains complex across City–County–
Metro systems.

Data Insight:
Infrastructure inequity persists: 86 percent of Parks assets are rated poor or very
poor, with a $550–$800 million backlog (Portland Parks & Recreation, Asset
Report).

Worldview Assumptions (Deep Beliefs)

Survey data from the PDX Research Team indicate that 62 percent of residents
find meaning in helping others, while distrust of institutions remains high.
Environmental consciousness functions as moral identity in many
neighborhoods.

Data Insight:
Tree-canopy patterns reinforce spatial inequity. Coverage exceeds 40 percent in
West Portland but falls below 15 percent east of I-205 (City of Portland, Tree
Canopy Monitoring Report 2020).

These metrics do not replace theology; they ground it. They reveal the concrete
conditions in which congregations preach hope and practice hospitality.

Mission begins in attention. Scripture’s pattern of incarnation and contextual
engagement—Christ dwelling among us, Paul reasoning in Athens—calls the
church to study its place with both empathy and precision. Cultural analysis
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therefore joins spiritual discernment to sociological literacy. For Portland’s
churches, this means reading audits, surveys, and planning documents as forms
of neighbor love. To serve faithfully is to see clearly.

Reflection Prompt

How might your congregation apply three-level cultural analysis to better
understand your neighborhood context?

What data sources could help your community practice faithful presence
more effectively?

Which metrics ground your theology, and how?

Core Claim

The city becomes the living setting in which God’s Word must be interpreted
again.

If Scripture reveals God’s Word in human history, then the city becomes the
living setting in which that Word must be interpreted again. To read Portland
well is to treat its streets and stories as a kind of secondary text—a commentary
in which grace and grief are written side by side (Hiebert; Benesh).

Missiologist Paul Hiebert called this critical contextualization: learning to
discern which cultural forms the gospel can affirm, critique, or transform. Sean
Benesh echoes this when he writes:

Exegeting a city means reading its architecture and its anthropology at
the same time—recognizing how design expresses belief and how belief
shapes design. 

This practice keeps theology incarnational: the Word still becomes flesh, now
in the neighborhoods we inhabit.

• 

• 

• 

5.2 — The City as Text
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The Grammar of Place

Cities communicate through patterns much like a language. Each block or
bureau contributes a syllable to the civic story. Reading this grammar requires
attention to several recurring elements.

Data Insight — The Grammar of Place

Housing: 49 percent of renter households are cost-burdened; homeownership is
roughly 53 percent overall and about 40 percent among communities of color
(Portland Housing Bureau, State of Housing 2023).

Mobility: About 8 percent of streets account for approximately 67 percent of
traffic deaths, and about 70 percent occur at night (Portland Bureau of
Transportation, High Crash Network Report 2025).

Environment: Tree canopy is more than 40 percent in West Portland and less
than 15 percent in East Portland; $40 million in PCEF funding supports equitable
canopy investments (Tree Canopy Monitoring Report; PCEF Climate Investment
Plan).

Civic Trust: Around 53 percent trust small business, 52 percent trust nonprofits,
and about 24 percent trust city government (Oregon Values & Beliefs Center
2025).

Meaning & Belonging: 62 percent find meaning in helping others; high
autonomy coexists with high loneliness (PDX Research Quant Topline).

These fragments form the language the preacher and congregation must learn
if they hope to speak good news that can be heard.

From Observation to Interpretation

Jay Fuder’s Neighborhood Mapping and Kretzmann & McKnight’s asset-based
community development remind churches that local discovery must begin with
gratitude. They call leaders to name the gifts already present in a place before
diagnosing its deficits—a practice that turns mapping into worship.
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Applying their insight to Portland reveals an ecosystem of both ache and
abundance:

Economic polarization: Households earning over $100k rose to 43.5
percent, yet median renter income remains about $57k (PDX Research).

Historic displacement: Urban renewal projects uprooted more than 400
Albina families, reshaping cultural memory (Wollner et al.).

Heat vulnerability: The 2021 heat wave killed 72 people; 94 percent died at
home, and 71 percent lived alone (Multnomah County Health).

Ecological repair: PCEF-funded community tree-planting is reversing
canopy loss through East Portland partners (PCEF Models that Work).

Each statistic is a sentence; together they form a lamentation and a call to
creative hope.

Practices for Reading Well

Walk and Notice — Ground-truth the data. Observe markets, transit stops,
and empty lots.

Map Power and Influence — Trace who decides what happens; Portland’s
Mayor–Council–Metro configuration creates layered authority (City Charter
Reform Summary).

Listen for Stories — Hiebert emphasizes that worldview lives in narrative
more than numbers; gather stories from neighbors.

Name the Spirit — Benesh writes, “Behind every neighborhood, there’s a
narrative of redemption or rebellion.” Where does the city resist God?
Where does it echo grace?

The city speaks through land use, transit routes, public art, and budget priorities.
Portland’s grammar currently tells a story of environmental aspiration shadowed
by economic displacement and civic innovation hampered by institutional
distrust.

Theological Reflection

Hiebert’s model guides the church to neither uncritical acceptance nor blanket
rejection of cultural forms, but critical contextualization—discerning how the
gospel can transform local realities. For Portland churches, this means affirming
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creativity and environmental care while challenging autonomy that leads to
isolation. It means celebrating the city’s commitment to equity while lamenting
the persistence of spatial and economic segregation.

The city is not neutral territory. It bears marks of both imago Dei and structural
sin. Reading well therefore requires both sociological literacy and spiritual
discernment—the same interpretive skills Scripture models through prophets,
apostles, and Christ himself.

Reflection Prompt

What stories does your neighborhood tell through its architecture, art, and
public spaces?

How might your congregation practice reading the city alongside reading
Scripture in your discipleship and mission?

Which practice for reading your community well can you implement most
urgently?

Understanding why people act as they do requires looking beneath behavior to
belief. Paul Hiebert’s three-level model of culture provides a framework that
helps congregations move beyond surface observations to systemic analysisf

The Three Levels Explained

Level 1: Surface Culture (Observable Behaviors)

These are the visible, immediate patterns anyone can notice: festivals, protests,
food choices, fashion, public art, leisure activities. They are important but
incomplete—symptoms rather than sources.

Portland examples include:

Food cart culture and farmers’ markets

Extensive bike infrastructure and usage

Vibrant mural and street art scene

High volunteerism and civic participation

• 

• 

• 

5.3 — Three-Level Cultural Analysis

• 

• 

• 

• 

   100



Outdoor recreation as lifestyle priority

These patterns provide clues, but not answers. They reveal visible habits shaped
by deeper structures and assumptions.

Level 2: Institutional Culture (Systems and Structures)

These are the formal and informal systems that organize resources, power, and
opportunity: governmental structures, economic arrangements, educational
institutions, religious organizations.

Portland examples include:

City audits showing a 49 percent implementation rate (City Auditor, Impact
Report 2024)

Parks infrastructure backlog of $550–800 million (Parks Fiscal
Management Audit 2025)

Housing production chronically below targets (Housing Production
Strategy 2024)

Higher trust in nonprofits and small businesses than in government (OVBC
2025; PDX Quant Topline)

Complex governance across City–County–Metro jurisdictions

Institutional culture shapes residents’ lived experience in profound ways: the
availability of housing, the safety of streets, the accessibility of parks, and the
coherence of governance.

Level 3: Worldview Culture (Deep Beliefs and Assumptions)

These are the foundational beliefs about what life should be like, what is
valuable, how the world works, and what leads to human flourishing. They drive
both institutional arrangements and surface behaviors.

Portland examples include:

Environmental stewardship as moral identity

High value on individual autonomy and choice

Meaning found in helping others (62 percent of residents; PDX Quant
Topline)

Suspicion of institutional authority and hierarchical power
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Tension between community care and self-reliance

Worldviews are rarely spoken aloud; they are inferred through decisions,
priorities, and stories.

Applying the Model to Portland’s Heat Crisis

Surface behavior, structural conditions, and worldview assumptions converged
during the 2021 heat wave.

Surface level:
Residents stayed indoors; many lacked air conditioning or avoided using it due
to cost or environmental considerations.

Structural level:

94 percent of those who died were found at home

71 percent lived alone
(Multnomah County, Health Impacts from Excessive Heat Events 2021)

Cooling centers, tree canopy deficits, older housing stock, and inadequate
emergency communication all contributed to vulnerability.

Worldview level:
Patterns of autonomy, reluctance to seek help, distrust of institutions, and a
strong ethic of self-reliance made it less likely that neighbors would reach out or
accept assistance.

The heat wave revealed how surface behavior, structural conditions, and
worldview assumptions interact to shape life-and-death outcomes.

Synthesis

Three-level cultural analysis protects congregations from superficial
interpretations. It grounds ministry in a holistic understanding of place:

Surface behaviors show visible patterns.

Institutions and systems explain barriers, access, and inequities.

Worldviews uncover the deep assumptions undergirding culture.

• 
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Seeing all three layers helps churches discern where the gospel can affirm,
challenge, and transform the life of the city.

Asset-based community development teaches that sustainable mission begins 
not with deficits but with gifts. Before diagnosing what is wrong with a 
neighborhood, faithful presence requires recognizing what is already right. This 
practice turns data gathering into worship — a discipline of attention that seeks 
traces of God’s grace already at work (Kretzmann & McKnight; Fuder).

Beyond Deficit-Based Thinking

Traditional needs assessments often create a forensic autopsy of community 
failure. Asset mapping flips the script: it assumes that God is already active in 
every place, working through neighbors, networks, and local institutions. Jay 
Fuder writes:

The church’s first task is not to bring God to the neighborhood, but to find 
where God is already moving and join the work.

This theological conviction shapes how congregations observe their context and 
build relationships.

5.4 — Neighborhood Mapping
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Five Categories of Community Assets

Following Kretzmann and McKnight’s model, asset mapping attends to five
overlapping systems (Kretzmann & McKnight).

1. Individual Assets

The gifts, skills, knowledge, and passions of residents.
In Portland neighborhoods

Artists and makers contributing to the city’s creative economy

Multilingual residents bridging cultural communities

Retirees with professional expertise willing to mentor

Youth with digital fluency and community knowledge

Small business owners embedded in local networks

2. Associational Assets

Informal networks, clubs, and citizen groups. Portland examples include:

Neighborhood associations and business districts

Parent networks around local schools

Community gardens and tool libraries

Running clubs, book groups, and maker spaces

Mutual-aid networks that emerged during COVID-19

3. Institutional Assets

Formal organizations with buildings, budgets, and staff

Schools, libraries, and community centers

Healthcare facilities and social services

Religious congregations and cultural organizations

Credit unions and local business anchors

Parks and recreation facilities

• 
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4. Physical Assets

Buildings, land, and environmental features

Parks, green spaces, and natural areas

Public art installations and cultural landmarks

Transportation corridors and walkable streets

Community gardens and urban farms

Historic buildings and neighborhood character

5. Economic Assets

Local spending and resource flows

Local procurement policies

Farmers’ markets and local food systems

Community-supported agriculture and cooperatives

Local hiring pipelines and workforce development

Time banks and alternative economic arrangements

Portland Case Study: Jade District Asset Mapping

The Jade District along SE 82nd Avenue demonstrates the power of asset-based
development.

Individual Assets
Vietnamese, Chinese, and other Asian immigrant entrepreneurs with business
experience and extensive community ties.

Associational Assets
The Jade District Business Association, cultural groups, and informal merchant
networks.

Institutional Assets
Asian Pacific American Network of Oregon, Immigrant and Refugee Community
Organization, Portland Community College workforce programs.

Physical Assets
Affordable commercial space, transit accessibility, and clusters of culturally
specific businesses that form a destination district.
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Economic Assets
More than $100 million in annual economic activity; local hiring patterns; and
remittances supporting families in countries of origin.

Rather than viewing 82nd Avenue as a “problem corridor,” asset mapping
revealed an immigrant entrepreneurship hub now supported by city planning
initiatives (City Planning Records; PBOT; Jade District Profiles).

Practical Steps for Congregations

Step 1:  Asset Walking

Take prayer walks that focus on gifts rather than gaps:

What evidence of creativity or care do you see?

Which businesses or public spaces show sustained community
investment?

Where do neighbors naturally gather?

Step 2:  Listening Interviews

Ask neighbors questions such as:

“What do you love most about this neighborhood?”

“When you need help, where do you turn?”

“Which people or organizations make a difference here?”

“What would you miss most if you moved away?”

Step 3:  Institutional Inventory

Map formal organizations within a 15-minute walk:

Schools and libraries

Health and social service centers

Cultural and religious organizations

Business districts

Parks and recreation facilities

Step 4:  Connection Mapping
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Chart relationships among neighborhood assets:

Which organizations regularly collaborate?

Where are the communication gaps?

Who are the informal connectors?

What recurring events unify multiple assets?

Step 5:  Partnership Development

Identify where your congregation’s assets can strengthen existing work:

Meeting space for associations

Volunteers for established programs

Financial or material support for ongoing initiatives

Convening capacity for dialogue and planning

Data Integration

Asset mapping pairs naturally with demographic and policy analysis. In
neighborhoods facing food insecurity, childcare shortages, or limited canopy
coverage, congregations often discover resident-led networks capable of driving
community solutions (State of Housing 2023; PCEF; PBOT).

Data Insight — SE Portland Assets & Challenges

Assets

68 percent of residents find meaning in helping others

14 community gardens

Dense small-business ecosystem

High linguistic diversity

Emerging bike infrastructure

Challenges

Median rent $1,400+ (35 percent increase since 2020)

47 percent of renters cost-burdened

Limited tree canopy

Air-quality concerns along major corridors
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(The data highlights structural realities while assets reveal local capacity.)

Theological Reflection

Asset mapping mirrors a biblical pattern: God begins with unlikely people and
ordinary places. Jesus calls fishermen; the Spirit empowers diaspora
communities; Paul seeks “persons of peace” already embedded in
neighborhoods (Luke 10; Acts 16).

For Portland churches, this means resisting savior complexes and recognizing
that God’s grace is already alive in:

Immigrant entrepreneurship

Neighborhood mutual aid

Artistic creativity

Environmental stewardship

Youth leadership

Local business ecosystems

The task is not to replace these assets but to bless and join them.

Reflection Prompt

What gifts and assets exist within a short walk of your congregation that
remain unrecognized?

How might your congregation strengthen existing community assets
rather than building parallel programs?

What would it mean for your church to see itself as one asset among many
rather than the center of neighborhood ministry?

Faithful presence requires collaborative humility—the recognition that God’s
mission in Portland is larger than any single congregation or organization.
Effective partnerships multiply impact while keeping the church’s identity both
distinct and integrated. When done well, collaboration becomes a form of
evangelism: a witness to the kingdom where diverse actors work together for
human flourishing (Benesh; Fuder; Newbigin).
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Beyond Transactional Relationships

Many church–community partnerships remain superficial: congregations
provide volunteers or meeting space, while community organizations contribute
credibility and expertise.

Transformational partnerships, by contrast, involve:

Mutual learning

Shared risk

Shared ownership

Common investment in long-term neighborhood change

The difference lies in the starting assumptions:

Transactional: “How can we help you?” (church as donor, community as
recipient)
Transformational: “How can we work together?” (shared ownership, mutual
benefit)

(Kretzmann & McKnight; Fuder)

Partnership Typology for Portland Churches

Type 1:  Service Partnerships

Churches support existing community programs with volunteers, space, or
resources.

Portland examples:

Congregations hosting neighborhood association meetings

Faith volunteers in public schools

Shared emergency shelter space during winter

Church kitchens supporting food programs

Strengths:

Immediate impact, clear roles, low complexity
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Limitations:

Can reinforce helper–helpee dynamics; limited systemic impact

Type 2:  Advocacy Partnerships

Congregations join coalitions working for policy reform or institutional
improvement.

Portland examples:

Faith communities supporting housing policy reform

Congregations joining environmental justice coalitions

Faith-based participation in Vision Zero traffic safety advocacy

Religious voices in budget and oversight processes

Strengths:

Addresses structural causes; builds civic capacity

Limitations:

Risk of political entanglement or mission drift

Type 3:  Development Partnerships

Churches contribute land, buildings, relationships, or resources to community
development.

Portland examples:

Congregations leasing land for affordable housing

Churches hosting childcare, medical, or social services

Shared commercial space with community-serving enterprises

Joint programming with cultural or educational institutions

Strengths:

Creates durable infrastructure; leverages church assets

Limitations:

Complex financial/legal frameworks; risk of mission drift
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Type 4:  Formation Partnerships

Organizations collaborate to shape community culture and imagination.

Portland examples:

Interfaith climate action

Arts partnerships producing public installations

Community festivals and multicultural events

Joint initiatives on racial reconciliation or economic justice

Strengths:

Engages worldview and cultural formation; deep relational impact

Limitations:

Difficult to measure; requires long-term presence

Trust-Building in Portland’s Context

Portland’s civic culture shapes partnership dynamics in distinctive ways.

Challenge: Institutional Distrust
Only about 24 percent of Portlanders trust city government (OVBC 2025).
Implication: Churches may serve as relational bridges between residents
and public agencies.

Opportunity: High Nonprofit Trust
Approximately 52 percent trust nonprofit organizations (PDX Quant
Topline).
Implication: Churches can partner effectively with nonprofits while
retaining theological identity.

Challenge: Religious Diversity & Secularity
Church involvement may be viewed with skepticism.
Implication: Consistency, longevity, humility, and shared action build
credibility.

Opportunity: Shared Civic Values
Environmental care, creativity, neighborliness, and justice are widely
shared.
Implication: Ample common ground exists for collaborative work.
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Partnership Development Framework

Phase 1:  Listening and Learning (6–12 months)

Attend public meetings and civic events

Interview community leaders

Map existing networks and collaborations

Identify alignment between church assets and neighborhood priorities

Phase 2:  Relationship Building (6–18 months)

Volunteer in existing programs before launching new ones

Attend partner events to learn organizational culture

Host small gatherings with neighborhood leaders

Collaborate on low-stakes projects to build trust

Phase 3:  Formal Collaboration (1+ years)

Develop written partnership agreements

Establish communication rhythms

Share decision-making authority

Celebrate successes and learn publicly from failures

Pitfalls to Avoid

Cultural imperialism: assuming church models should lead all
collaborations

Token participation: minimal engagement with expectations of influence

Mission drift: losing gospel identity by absorbing secular norms

Paternalism: creating dependency rather than capacity

Partisanship: allowing political agendas to overshadow gospel
commitments

Theological Framework

Paul's missionary partnerships demonstrate similar dynamics. He maintained
clear apostolic authority while working collaboratively with local leaders. He
adapted culturally while preserving gospel content. He built institutions while
prioritizing relationships.
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For Portland churches, this means maintaining evangelical identity within
ecumenical and civic partnerships. Collaboration does not require compromise.
It requires clarity of identity expressed through humility and service.

Measurement and Evaluation

Quantitative Metrics

Number/diversity of partner organizations

Shared resources leveraged

Community participation in joint initiatives

Duration and consistency of partnerships

Qualitative Indicators

Strength and health of relationships

Partner feedback on collaboration

Community perception of the church’s role

Congregational learning and growth

Kingdom Metrics

Signs of human flourishing

Transformation in participating organizations

Visibility of gospel values in collaborative processes

Long-term neighborhood wellbeing

Portland Case Studies

Case Study 1: Joint Office of Homeless Services (JOHS) Partnership

Multiple congregations provide winter shelter space as part of a coordinated
system (JOHS Audit).
Lesson: Clear expectations and shared responsibility enable cross-sector
collaboration.
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Case Study 2: PCEF Collaborations

Environmental justice groups partner with churches for tree planting, energy
retrofits, and climate resilience projects (PCEF Climate Investment Plan 2025).
Lesson: Shared environmental values create bridges between secular and faith
communities.

Reflection Prompt

What existing partnerships could your congregation join rather than
launch?

How might your church’s assets support the work already happening
around you?

What would collaborative humility look like in your neighborhood context?

• 
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Worship is where cultural exegesis becomes doxology—where observation
transforms into offering. When congregations bring neighborhood realities into
prayer, confession, and celebration, they practice what Paul Hiebert called
worldview transformation: allowing the gospel to reshape how communities see
their place and calling. Sean Benesh writes:

The city’s stories must find their way into the church’s songs, or else
worship remains an escape from mission rather than preparation for it. 

Liturgical integration refuses the false choice between relevance and reverence.
It holds local realities and eternal truths together, allowing each to interpret the
other.

Biblical Precedent for Contextual Worship

Scripture consistently integrates real places and real contexts into worship:

Psalm 137 — Exiles sing lament naming specific geographic and political
conditions.

Daniel 9 — Confession interwoven with Jerusalem’s historical
circumstances.

Revelation 2–3 — Letters engage each church’s cultural challenges and
opportunities.

Nehemiah 9 — Prayer recounts Israel’s history in light of present realities.

These texts demonstrate contextual liturgy: worship that is universally
Christian yet deeply local.

Five Liturgical Practices

1. Neighborhood Intercession

Contextual intercession names specific streets, institutions, and conditions
rather than praying generically for “the city.”

Instead of: “God, bless our community.”
Practice:
“God, we pray for families along 82nd Avenue facing displacement…

5.6 — Liturgical Integration
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For city councilors deliberating the housing bond…
For the 11,000 neighbors experiencing homelessness…
For safety along our high-crash corridors…”
(Data: Housing Bureau; JOHS; PBOT Vision Zero)

Neighborhood-specific prayer uses weekly reports, neighborhood-association
updates, and local journalism to stay attentive.

2. Local Lament

Portland’s beauty is braided with grief:
environmental richness alongside polluted corridors,
creative innovation alongside displacement,
civic engagement alongside institutional failure.

Example:
Pastor: “For families displaced by urban renewal…”
People: “Lord, have mercy.”
Pastor: “For the heat-wave victims who died alone…”
People: “Lord, have mercy.”
Pastor: “For racial wealth gaps that persist across neighborhoods…”
People: “Lord, have mercy.”
(Data: Urban renewal history; Multnomah County Heat Impacts)

3. Asset Thanksgiving

Liturgical gratitude recognizes gifts God has already planted in the
neighborhood.

Prayer Example:
“We thank you, God, for the Vietnamese entrepreneurs along 82nd Avenue…
for teachers investing in our youth…
for urban farmers cultivating vacant lots…
for artists whose murals preach hope on concrete walls…”
(Kretzmann & McKnight; Fuder; Jade District data)

4. Civic Calendar Integration

Portland’s public rhythms offer natural points for liturgical alignment:

Spring budget season → prayers for justice and stewardship

School-year launch → blessing educators, students, and families

• 

• 

   116



Winter shelter season → lament for homelessness and practices of
hospitality

Earth Day → confession and creation-care celebration

This integration deepens congregational awareness of civic life as spiritual life.

5. Prophetic Imagination

Worship envisions what shalom looks like in Portland’s concrete conditions.

Vision Prayer:
“God, we imagine a Portland where housing is affordable to artists and elders
alike…
Where tree-lined streets connect neighborhoods…
Where transit supports environmental justice…
Where city government earns community trust through service…”
(Data: Housing Bureau; Tree Canopy Report; OVBC Trust Survey)

Prophetic imagination interprets public life through the lens of God’s promised
renewal.

Practical Implementation

Weekly Integration

Include one neighborhood-specific element in every worship service

Rotate focus across schools, businesses, cultural events, and civic issues

Use local imagery in Scripture readings, prayers, and songs

Seasonal Emphasis

One Sunday per quarter dedicated to “Neighborhood Celebration”

Sermon series aligned with civic rhythms (budget cycles, elections, school
year)

Outdoor worship in parks or public spaces during warmer months

Arts Collaboration

Portland’s creative ecology enriches worship:

Commission local artists for liturgical installations
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Invite neighborhood musicians

Partner with poets, writers, and muralists

Host lament murals or neighborhood concerts

Data Integration Examples

TREE CANOPY AS LITURGICAL METAPHOR

West Portland canopy > 40 percent; East Portland < 15 percent.

Housing Statistics as Confession

49 percent of renters cost-burdened; median rent $1,553.
Litany:
Pastor: “When families choose between rent and food…”
People: “Have mercy on us, God.”
Pastor: “When teachers and artists cannot afford to live here…”
People: “Have mercy on us, God.”
(Housing Bureau 2023)

Traffic Safety as Intercession

8 percent of streets → 67 percent of fatal crashes.
Prayer:
“Transform our streets from paths of danger into ways of peace…”
(PBOT Vision Zero; High Crash Network)

Art, Story, and Prophetic Imagination

Portland’s creative energy makes the arts a natural bridge between city life and
worship.

Cautions and Opportunities

Avoid performance — lament must arise from repentance, not spectacle.

Avoid abstraction — name specific streets and institutions.

Maintain gospel focus — liturgy is not activism but adoration.

Sustain rhythm — quarterly or seasonal practices build long-term
formation.
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Theological Reflection

Worship completes the hermeneutical circle of cultural exegesis.
Hiebert taught that worldview transformation becomes durable when new truth
is practiced and celebrated collectively. In contextual worship, the church learns
to rejoice and lament with its neighbors, becoming both companion and
conscience.

In that echo, theology, sociology, and spirituality converge. Evidence becomes
empathy; empathy becomes endurance.

Reflection Prompt

How might your congregation integrate neighborhood realities into
worship without losing gospel focus?

What local conditions could be brought into prayer, confession, and
thanksgiving?

How might worship become an interpretive act for your neighborhood?

The pulpit is a vantage point between two texts: Scripture and city. Faithful 
preaching interprets both, allowing the gospel to address the lived realities of a 
place. Sean Benesh describes this as “teaching the Word in stereo—Scripture in 
one ear, the city in the other.”

Contextual preaching rejects the false choice between exegesis and relevance. It 
holds Scripture’s authority and the city’s story together, allowing the good news 
to become audible in the local vernacular.

A Biblical Paradigm: Paul in Athens

Acts 17:16–34 models contextual proclamation through four movements:

Observation — Paul sees the city full of idols and listens before speaking.

Interpretation — He recognizes the citizens’ yearning for the divine.

Connection — He quotes their poets, affirming shared longings.

Proclamation — He announces the “unknown God” now revealed in Christ.

• 
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Preachers in Portland likewise study the “altars” of the city—creativity, autonomy,
ecological conscience—and point to their fulfillment in Christ.

Framework for Contextual Preaching

Paul Hiebert’s cultural model offers three interpretive layers for preaching.

Practices for Contextual Preaching

1. Exegete the Text Deeply

Start with Scripture’s original context. Confidence in revelation enables faithful
contextualization rather than reduction.

2. Exegete the Context Faithfully

Integrate verified data:

Median rent: $1,553 (41% increase since 2015)

Rent burden: 49% of renter households

Traffic safety: 8% of streets → 67% of fatal crashes

Heat wave: 71% of 2021 victims lived alone

(Data: Portland Housing Bureau 2023; PBOT High Crash Network; Multnomah
County Heat Impacts 2021)

When handled pastorally, numbers become modern parables.

3. Bridge the Two Worlds

LEVEL PREACHER’S TASK PORTLAND EXAMPLE

SURFACE CULTURE Use local imagery, metaphors,
and idioms

Murals, bike culture, food carts
→ belonging, sustainability

INSTITUTIONAL CULTURE Address civic and systemic
realities

49% renters cost-burdened;
11,000 unhoused → justice &

hospitality

WORLDVIEW CULTURE Engage underlying
assumptions

Ecological morality; autonomy
→ grace vs. achievement

• 
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Connect biblical themes to local realities:

Jeremiah 29 + housing crisis → “Build houses and seek the city’s peace.”

Luke 10 + Vision Zero → “Who is my neighbor on the road?”

4. Name the Gospel Intersection

Show how Jesus confronts, fulfills, or reimagines Portland’s values—autonomy,
creativity, sustainability, activism.

5. Invite Concrete Response

Connect proclamation to practice:

volunteer

plant trees

support cooling centers

join neighborhood initiatives

build cross-sector partnerships

The sermon becomes participation, not abstraction.

Data Insight for Preaching

Portland’s trust patterns reveal homiletical opportunity:

53% trust small businesses

52% trust nonprofits

24% trust city government

(OVBC 2025; PDX Quant Topline)

Sermons examining civic life through Jeremiah 29 (“seek the peace of the city”)
can bridge this trust gap and frame civic participation as discipleship.
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Field Examples

“Exile and Home” Series

(Jeremiah 29 + Housing Bureau Data)
A downtown congregation paired exilic texts with testimonies from renters,
planners, and developers. The series birthed a faith–city housing forum in
partnership with local planners.

“Creation and Canopy” Series

(Genesis 2 + PCEF Initiatives)
A Northeast church used tree-canopy maps as visual aids and commissioned
volunteers for community planting efforts.

“Vision Zero Sunday”

(Luke 24 + PBOT Safety Data)
A Southeast parish prayed for local crash victims by name, then hosted PBOT
engineers for dialogue on street design and safety.

Each example demonstrates preaching as public theology—Scripture
interpreting city, and city illuminating Scripture.

Theological Reflection

Benesh warns that relevance without repentance becomes trivial; preaching
must move hearers toward transformation. Hiebert calls this worldview
conversion—the moment ordinary realities are re-seen through the resurrection.

In a post-Christendom context, credibility arises not from volume but veracity.
Portland listens for coherence between pulpit and practice. Contextual
preaching joins proclamation to partnership so that what is preached on Sunday
is practiced on Monday.
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Practical Guidelines

Theological Summary

Contextual preaching forms congregations as interpretive communities—
reading the Bible with the city in mind, and reading the city with the Bible in
hand. It completes the movement begun in the earlier tools: observation,
mapping, partnership, and worship culminate in proclamation.

Benesh writes:

The goal is not a relevant sermon but a resonant one — the gospel
echoing through the streets.

Reflection Prompt

How might your preaching integrate Portland’s concrete realities—
housing costs, traffic safety, environmental justice—without losing the
gospel’s transformative edge?

What neighborhood “altars” could serve as bridges to Christ in your
preaching?

How might your congregation’s preaching calendar reflect both the
liturgical year and the city’s rhythms?

PITFALL DESCRIPTION FAITHFUL ALTERNATIVE

TEXT-ONLY ISOLATION Sermons ignore local context Pair exegesis with verified data
and stories

CULTURE-ONLY ADAPTATION Gospel diluted into activism Begin from Scripture’s
redemptive arc

GENERIC MORALITY Calls to kindness without
Christ Keep cruciform center explicit

DETACHED TONE Pastor sounds above the
community

Use lament, humor, and local
language

• 
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Cultural exegesis must lead to faithful action. Without structure, good intentions
dissipate; without prayer, structure becomes bureaucracy. The Implementation
Framework provides a rhythm for sustainable mission that integrates
observation, interpretation, and participation. It invites congregations to
translate insight into habit. The framework adapts community-development
planning models into a congregational rhythm that emphasizes iteration—
learning by doing rather than waiting for perfect plans (community-
development planning literature; Hiebert; Benesh).

The 90-Day Cycle Framework

Borrowing from community-development practice, the framework applies a 90-
day cycle that balances reflection and action. It encourages congregations to
experiment, evaluate, and adjust, forming muscles of discernment and
responsiveness.

This cycle connects exegesis to embodiment—seeing, interpreting, trying,
learning.

5.8 — Implementation Framework

PHASE PRIMARY QUESTION KEY ACTIONS
THEOLOGICAL 

EMPHASIS

1. OBSERVATION What do we see?

Review data, audits,
stories; walk the

neighborhood; listen
to partners

Incarnation (John 1:14)

2. INTERPRETATION Why is this
happening?

Apply Hiebert’s three-
level model; discern

structural and spiritual
causes

Discernment (Romans
12:2)

3. PARTICIPATION How can we join God’s
repair?

Pilot initiatives; serve
with existing partners;

offer resources

Mission (Matthew
28:18–20)

4. REFLECTION What did we learn?

Gather stories and
metrics; celebrate

wins; name failures;
prepare next cycle

Worship (Psalm 126)
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Indicators of Faithful Implementation

Faithful presence produces both quantitative and qualitative fruit. These
indicators offer a simple evaluative dashboard for congregations (community
development evaluation models; Portland partnership case studies).

Trust
Increase in repeat partnerships and joint projects
“Faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6)

Equity
Inclusion of marginalized voices in planning
Affirmation of the imago Dei among neighbors

Sustainability
Volunteer retention beyond six months
Steadfastness in service (1 Corinthians 15:58)

Integration
Evidence of contextual themes in worship and teaching
Unity of word and deed (James 2:17)

These indicators ensure that practice aligns with spiritual formation and
neighborhood flourishing.

Practical Steps for Teams

1.  Designate a Cultural Exegesis Team

Include leaders from multiple ministries—youth, finance, mission, worship.
Diversity ensures perspective.

2.  Establish Quarterly Check-Ins

Use city-data releases, audits, and planning updates to track contextual change.

3.  Document Learning

Maintain a simple “City Journal” recording stories, metrics, prayer needs, and
observations.

4.  Align Budget and Calendar

Coordinate mission funds, liturgy, and sermon series with each 90-day cycle.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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5. Celebrate Publicly

Share updates in worship; host community meals with partners.

6. Rest and Renew

Close each cycle with Sabbath practices; honor limitations as part of faithful
presence.

Field Examples: Implementation in Practice

East Portland Network (2023)

Six churches pooled funds for shade-tree planting under PCEF guidance.
Reported canopy increase: approximately 3 percent over two years (PCEF
“Models That Work”).

Downtown Collaborative (2024)

Churches and business leaders opened a shared cooling center after reviewing
heat-wave audits and emergency-response gaps (Multnomah County Heat
Impacts; City Audit data).

Albina Faith Alliance (2025)

Congregations partnered with the Native American Youth and Family Center
(NAYA) and Albina Vision Trust to provide land-stewardship education.

Each case illustrates how reflection leads to action, and action generates deeper
understanding of the city as text.

Data Insight

The 90-day cycle aligns with Portland’s civic rhythms.

City audits and bureau reports often follow quarterly timelines.

PCEF funding announcements and community-grant cycles occur
seasonally.

Neighborhood associations schedule regular quarterly meetings.

• 

• 

• 
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Common Barriers and Remedies

These patterns mirror those found in community-development literature and
Portland church fieldwork.

Theological Reflection

Hiebert writes that transformation is sustained when belief, behavior, and
belonging are woven together . Implementation is where this weaving becomes
visible. Benesh adds that structure “serves the Spirit when it creates space for
dependence on grace”. Frameworks become liturgies of faithfulness—regular
rhythms that anchor communal hope in God’s ongoing work.

Portland’s renewal will not arrive through programmatic speed but through
patient presence. As churches observe, interpret, act, and reflect, they embody
Newbigin’s vision of “a community of praise for all nations”. Each 90-day cycle
becomes a micro-practice of kingdom life: habits that shape imagination,
partnerships that root hope in place, and structures that hold the congregation
open to God’s leading.

Summary

The Implementation Framework brings the Cultural Exegesis Toolkit full circle:

Observation reveals the city’s realities.

Interpretation identifies causes and meanings.

BARRIER SYMPTOM REMEDY

FATIGUE Drop in momentum Schedule rest; rotate
leadership roles

DATA OVERLOAD Paralysis and indecision Simplify dashboards to 3–5 key
metrics

MISSION DRIFT Social service dominates
gospel identity

Revisit theological vision each
quarter

ISOLATION Work becomes siloed Invite partners to evaluate
progress

• 

• 
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Participation joins God’s work in concrete ways.

Reflection shapes future cycles.

Churches that adopt this rhythm learn to see their neighborhoods as classroom,
altar, and calling—a living text to be read and renewed in Christ.

Reflection Prompt

How might your congregation establish a 90-day cycle aligned with both
church and civic rhythms?

Which partnerships could benefit from more structured collaboration?

Which of the four indicators—trust, equity, sustainability, integration—
would most strengthen your community’s witness?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The Cultural Exegesis Toolkit culminates in integration—a synthesis of theology,
sociology, and spirituality. Each tool functions as a discipline of attention;
together they create a rhythm of discernment. Yet integration also requires
caution: when methods eclipse mystery, or data replaces devotion, the church
loses sight of grace (Benesh; Hiebert; Newbigin).

Holding the Tools Together

Together, these tools express what Sean Benesh calls “faithful presence with
interpretive intelligence”. Cultural exegesis is not a checklist but a way of being—
where belief, behavior, and belonging align under Christ’s lordship.

5.9 Integration and Caution

TOOL PRIMARY QUESTION MISSIONAL OUTCOME

5.1 WHY CULTURAL ANALYSIS
TOOLS MATTER What stories shape our city? Conviction that theology must

be local.

5.2 THE CITY AS TEXT How does place reveal God’s
invitation?

Practices of observation and
interpretation.

5.3 THREE-LEVEL CULTURAL
ANALYSIS What lies beneath behaviors? Seeing systems and

worldviews through Scripture.

5.4 NEIGHBORHOOD 
MAPPING Where is grace already visible? Gratitude-based attention to

geography.

5.5 PARTNERSHIP 
CONSIDERATIONS

Who else seeks the city’s
peace?

Collaborative witness
grounded in humility.

5.6 LITURGICAL INTEGRATION How can worship interpret
data?

Prayer and praise
contextualized to local

realities.

5.7 CONTEXTUAL PREACHING How does proclamation
engage culture?

The gospel heard in the city’s
own idiom.

5.8 IMPLEMENTATION
FRAMEWORK

How do reflection and action
mature?

Sustainable 90-day rhythm of
faithful presence.
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Common Misuses

Surface Engagement
Collecting stories without relationship.

Data Extraction
Using statistics to validate pre-set agendas.

Spiritual Reductionism
Explaining systemic pain only in moral terms.

Activist Burnout
Replacing prayer with performance.

Jay Fuder warns that

without rhythms of rest, mapping becomes managing rather than ministry. 

Data Note

The toolkit’s effectiveness depends on sustained implementation across 
multiple cycles. Early research from Portland congregations (2023–2025) 
indicates that churches practicing all seven tools for at least eighteen months 
report significantly higher community-trust ratings and partnership retention 
than those using isolated approaches. The methodology includes quarterly 
surveys of community partners and annual self-assessments by participating 
congregations.

Markers of Faithful Integration

Humility: Church listens before acting.
Empirical Echo: Trust increases when pastors attend as learners
(Philippians 2; OVBC 2025).

Relationship: Partnerships endure beyond funding cycles.

Empirical Echo: JOHS and PCEF collaborations improve outcomes when
trust precedes contracts (JOHS Audit; PCEF Climate Plan).

Transformation: Church and community both change.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 
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Empirical Echo: Audits note improved equity and confidence in faith
partners (City Auditor).

Hope: Success measured by presence, not prestige.

Empirical Echo: OVBC 2025 survey links belonging to long-term faithful
presence.

These indicators offer both quantitative and qualitative ways to measure 
faithfulness.

Faithful Presence Beyond Technique

The risk of any toolkit is mistaking instruments for intimacy. Method is necessary, 
but the telos is love. Lesslie Newbigin reminds us:

The only hermeneutic of the gospel is a congregation that believes it and
lives it. 

When the church lives what it proclaims—walking audits, planting trees, hosting 
neighbors, confessing sins, celebrating grace—the city reads a different story 
about God. The true measure of cultural exegesis is mutual conversion: the city 
seeing the church anew, and the church seeing Christ through the city.

Theological Conclusion

The seven tools form a single practice of attention:

See — observe the city honestly.

Discern — interpret systems through Scripture.

Join — partner where grace is already moving.

Worship — offer the city’s story back to God.

Proclaim — speak gospel truth in local language.

Persevere — act, review, and rest in cycles of hope.

This is not mastery of method but participation in the missio Dei—God’s
ongoing reconciliation of all things, including Portland. Until the city’s streets
and the church’s songs echo the same melody, cultural exegesis remains our
vocation.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

   131



Reflection Prompt

Which tools feel most natural to your congregation, and which require the
greatest shift?

How might your community safeguard against the common misuses in
this section?

What would it look like for your church to embody all seven practices in
your neighborhood?

How will you know when cultural exegesis has become a spiritual
discipline rather than an analytical method?

• 

• 

• 

• 
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SECTION 6

GEOGRAPHY AND THEOLOGY
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A theology of place for a missional church in Portland

The biblical story is rooted in geography. Scripture does not treat land or place as
incidental. Rather, God repeatedly binds His redemptive work to specific
locations: a garden planted in the east (Gen. 2), a land promised to a family for
the sake of the nations (Gen. 12), a people shaped through exile, a Messiah born
in a village, crucified outside a city wall, and raised in a garden. The story ends
not in abstraction but in the renewal of a city—a place with walls, gates, streets,
and neighborhoods (Rev. 21–22).

This theological pattern reveals a simple truth: place forms vocation. God’s
people are called not only to a mission but to a location through which that
mission takes embodied shape. In Portland, this means discipleship cannot be
separated from neighborhood histories, local systems, civic challenges, and the
lived reality of its residents.

Portland leaders echo this theological claim in their own language. One
describes the question that has guided their congregation’s posture toward the
city:

“Was gone tomorrow, would this city miss us?”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

This is not a question about visibility, reputation, or growth. It is a question about
incarnational presence—whether a church’s rootedness has become a tangible
expression of God’s blessing within its geography.

Presence in Portland is slow and relational. Trust in this city grows like the
kingdom—quietly, patiently, and through long obedience. As one leader put it:

“It is a slow grow process.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

Similarly, the timeline of spiritual formation reflects the city’s culture of
skepticism and exploration:

6.1 — LOCATION AS VOCATION
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“We’ve had people… that were there for eight years before they believed.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

Core Claim:

Location is vocation. The church’s calling in Portland is not abstract mission but
embodied presence—showing up, staying put, and becoming a recognizable
sign of God’s faithfulness in the neighborhood.

Missional theology requires reading the city with the same attentiveness used to
read Scripture. Portland’s geography—built, social, cultural, economic, and
spiritual—shapes the posture required of the church.

Leaders describe a city undergoing a shift in spiritual openness:

“I actually think it’s a more opportune time for spiritual conversations.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

This receptivity emerges within a climate of ideological fatigue. Portland’s civic
identity has long trusted in progressivism as a moral framework:

“Portland being proudly progressive… trusts so much in political ideology
and activism…”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

But lived hardship—economic strain, visible homelessness, institutional
frustration—has begun to challenge previous certainties:

“There is a shift taking place as their personal world has been impacted.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

These impacts are not abstract. They manifest at the level of the block:

“My home value is decreasing because there’s tents, you know, out on my
sidewalk… or my kids are at risk.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

6.2 — READING PORTLAND’S GEOGRAPHY

   135



Geography shapes experience, and experience shapes openness to the gospel.
Missional presence in Portland must therefore be interpretive—listening to the
city’s pain points and hopes, discerning what forms of witness are intelligible
and compelling in this environment.

Missional Insight:

Reading Portland’s geography is part of participating in God’s mission. The
church cannot love the city without first understanding it.

A biblical theology of place offers a framework for the church’s mission in
Portland. Three themes are central:

1. Place as Gift

Land in Scripture is a gift from God (Lev. 25:23). It is not owned but stewarded.
Communities are accountable for how their life affects the wellbeing of their
neighbors.

2. Place as Formation

The land shapes Israel’s rhythms—harvest cycles, Jubilee economics, hospitality
laws, and communal identity. Exile and return represent theological
transformations tied directly to geography.

3. Place as Mission

The incarnation is the ultimate demonstration of located mission: “The Word
became flesh and dwelt among us.” Jesus does not save in abstraction—He
saves from within place, culture, and community.

In Portland, leaders express this theology through an ethic of broad relational
engagement:

“We want to have these relationships from the top to the bottom… the
mayor and local government and business leaders… all the way to our
houseless neighbors and friends.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

6.3 — A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF PLACE
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The missional church becomes a sign (public expression of God’s kingdom),

an instrument (participant in God’s reconciling work),

and a foretaste (embodiment of the world God intends).

Such work requires patience:

“It is a slow grow process.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

And long-term relational commitment:

“We’ve had people… that were there for eight years before they believed.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

Core Claim:

Place-based theology calls the church to long-term proximity, covenantal
presence, and public witness shaped by the geography it inhabits.
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Portland is not one place but many. Its neighborhoods reflect distinct histories,
inequities, and opportunities. Across the city, four missional geographies
emerge:

1. Affluent Corridors

Longstanding stability, high access to resources, and influence demand
stewardship and redistribution.

2. Historic Displacement Zones

Communities shaped by involuntary removal require solidarity, repair, and
patient listening.

3. Annexed and Under-Resourced Areas

East Portland’s infrastructure gaps call for advocacy, presence, and shared
burden-bearing.

4. Threshold Spaces

Transitional corridors and contested zones need reconciliation, hospitality, and
bridge-building.

Leaders ask the central civic-theological question:

“What does make a flourishing city, what does make a healthy vibrant
community, what makes a good neighbor?”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

Yet they also name the fractures:

“My home value is decreasing because there’s tents… out on my sidewalk…
or my kids are at risk.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

Missional Insight:

6.4 — PORTLAND’S FOUR GEOGRAPHIES AND THEIR
CALLINGS
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Each geography demands a distinct expression of vocation. Place itself becomes
a discipleship classroom.

Despite geographic differences, certain practices are essential for every
congregation seeking credible presence:

1. Listening Before Acting

Missional presence begins with learning from neighbors.

2. Presence Over Program

Credibility requires longevity and proximity.

3. Partnership over Isolation

Churches flourish when collaborating with civic and community leaders.

4. Hospitality as Public Witness

Belonging becomes a theological practice.

5. Economic Participation as Discipleship

Land, budgets, and buildings become instruments of justice and mercy.

Leaders reinforce the relational posture required for these practices:

“And life’s too short in my mind to stay on the surface and not, you know,
talk about the hard things.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

And the power of intentional community:

“I’m a strong believer that a small group of friends can change the world.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

Core Claim:

6.5 — GEOGRAPHIC PRACTICES FOR ALL CONTEXTS
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Geographic faithfulness is enacted through practices of depth, hospitality,
partnership, and sustained service.

Congregations discover their vocation through an honest process of geographic
discernment. This includes evaluating how their presence is experienced by
neighbors, how their resources are deployed, and whether their relationships
span lines of influence and vulnerability.

Leaders express the need for relational breadth:

“We want to have these relationships… from the mayor… to our houseless
neighbors and friends.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

And the patience required for long-term credibility:

“It is a slow grow process.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

Discerning Questions:

Who benefits from our presence?

How do we steward our land and buildings?

Are we known by our service or our absence?

What fractures has our neighborhood experienced, and how do we
respond?

Core Claim:

Geographic vocation emerges through proximity, humility, and sustained
discernment.

Portland’s civic story reveals a city skeptical of religious authority and yet eager
for authentic service. Leaders describe a wide civic hunger:

6.6 — DISCERNING VOCATION IN PLACE

• 

• 

• 

• 

6.7 — TAKEAWAYS: THE GEOGRAPHIC QUESTION
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“There was a great hunger… for the church to be known for serving the
city.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

And the posture required:

“Let’s let the church really be known for the way we serve the city, not… the
way… some people perceive we preach at the city.”

—Christian Leader (PDX Qual, 2025)

The Geographic Question:

Is our presence experienced as good news in this place?

Core Claim:

Missional credibility in Portland emerges when theology meets geography—
when the church’s presence becomes a sign of God’s covenant blessing for its
neighbors.
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SECTION 7

Faithful Presence in a Fractured City

Organizations in Portland have adopted the language of community input, but
too often this input is used as a final checkpoint to validate an already-
determined agenda. In such cases, listening becomes a tool of confirmation

7.1 — The Problem with Community Input
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rather than a practice of shared discernment. This posture—seeking 
endorsement rather than adaptation—subtly reinforces control rather than 
distributing power.

Scripture offers a radically different vision. In Philippians 2:5–8, Christ “emptied 
himself, by assuming the form of a servant." This movement—of self-emptying, 
of relinquishing authority—reveals a missiology grounded not in institutional 
assertion but in incarnational humility. Faithful presence begins by laying down 
power, not consolidating it.

Portland’s civic ethos echoes this call to humility

Portland’s history is marked by negotiated goods rather than triumphal victories. 
Carl Abbott describes the region as shaped by “the careful balance between 
environmentalism and urbanism”—a civic identity forged through compromise, 
listening, and mediation rather than dominance (Abbott 2004, 17–19). This is not 
simply culture; it is civic theology. To engage Portland well, the Church must 
practice shared discernment rather than unilateral vision.

This cultural posture is essential given the city’s pressing challenges:

63% of residents identify homelessness as a top issue.

61% identify housing affordability (PDX Quant, 2025).

These crises are not merely logistical—they are relational and systemic. They 
require interdependent leadership across sectors, not siloed initiatives.

A Recovery Leader, reflecting on the deep fragmentation across the system, 
captured this reality succinctly:

“It’s a relationship problem… it’s a problem with the system not working 
together.”
— Recovery Leader (PDX Qual 2025)

The insight is theological: fragmentation is not primarily technical, but 
relational. This aligns closely with the biblical vision of shalom as relational 
harmony—between God, neighbor, systems, and place.

• 

• 
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Listening becomes collaboration only when power is shared

True collaboration in Portland means:

entering the ecosystem rather than seeking to reshape it around the
church,

recognizing that civic wisdom already exists in neighborhoods, nonprofits,
and lived experience,

and understanding that the Spirit is already at work beyond ecclesial
boundaries.

Community input becomes a Christian practice only when it leads to true 
transformation—as both church and community contribute to shared 
flourishing.

Moving from superficial listening to genuine collaboration requires a decisive
reorientation of posture, imagination, and practice. Consultation often assumes
the church already knows what should happen and merely wants public
validation. Collaboration, by contrast, demands humility, shared agency, and the
willingness to be changed by the process. In Portland’s fragmented civic
landscape, collaborative leadership is not optional—it is a missional imperative.

This section outlines five practical shifts that move congregations and Christian
leaders beyond symbolic engagement into authentic, power-sharing
partnership. Each shift is grounded in Scripture, attentive to Portland’s civic
history, and aligned with the city’s social realities.

Listening Before Leading

The most important shift is deceptively simple: the Church must learn to
listen before it leads.

• 

• 

• 

7.2 — From Consultation to Collaboration: Practical
Shifts
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Listening is not passive. It is an act of incarnational presence. Christ modeled this 
by entering the world not with prepackaged solutions but with embodied 
solidarity (John 1:14). Throughout the Gospels, Jesus’ ministry emerges through 
attentive presence—seeing, hearing, and knowing individuals and communities 
before offering direction.

Portland’s civic history reinforces this theological truth. The region’s most 
consequential urban decisions—such as halting the Mt. Hood Freeway and 
reimagining transit—did not emerge from top-down control but from grassroots 
listening that elevated neighborhood concerns, environmental values, and long-
term well-being (Abbott 2001, 126–28). Listening was not a preliminary gesture; it 
was the engine of transformation.

For churches, listening means entering the civic ecosystem as learners. Rather 
than just assuming what the city needs, congregations must attune themselves 
to neighborhood histories, community pain points, existing assets, and ongoing 
initiatives. Listening is how the Church recognizes the Spirit’s work already 
unfolding—and joins it with humility.

Measuring Belonging, Not Reach

Churches often evaluate engagement by metrics such as attendance, program
participation, or volunteer hours. But empirical data from Portland paint a
different picture of what actually produces hope and well-being.

Belonging is not an abstract civic sentiment; it is a lived reality voiced repeatedly
in interviews. Leaders described how place attachment, relational consistency,
and neighborhood rootedness shaped their own transformation—one spoke of
Portland “feeling like home” from the moment she arrived, while another
described how his recovery was inseparable from the neighborhood and
community that welcomed him. These testimonies mirror the data: hope rises
where belonging rises (PDX Quant, 2025). Belonging—being known, received,
and rooted in place—is the civic equivalent of what the New Testament calls 
koinonia.

This reframes missional success.

Belonging is not merely a social outcome; it is a theological one. When residents
feel connected to neighbors, institutions, and shared spaces, they experience a
glimpse of the communal life God intends for creation.
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Thus, churches cultivate hope not primarily by increasing their footprint but by
deepening neighborhood connection. This includes:

showing up regularly in the same places,

building relationships that outlast projects,

participating in community rhythms, and

prioritizing presence over programming.

Belonging is slow work. But it is the work that changes people and places.

Joining Relational Ecosystems

Portland is not a city driven by large hierarchical systems; it is a city of relational 
ecosystems. Abbott notes that Portland has long relied on “small-scale, place-
based creativity”—what he calls the “city of small pleasures.” Civic change 
emerges not through solitary institutions but through networks: neighborhood 
associations, small business partnerships, advocacy coalitions, mutual aid 
communities, and cross-sector working groups.

For congregations, this means that meaningful impact might never come from 
operating alone. Churches can join existing networks rather than duplicating 
them. This requires:

mapping neighborhood assets,

showing up at preexisting tables,

understanding who is already convening whom,

honoring the expertise of civic leaders, nonprofits, and lived-experience
voices,

and aligning with initiatives that predate the church’s involvement.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Joining relational ecosystems should come naturally to the Body of Christ—
where many members work together, none claiming superiority (1 Cor. 12:12–27). 
Collaboration is not just the church’s gift to the city; it is also the way the church 
receives the city as a gift.

Sharing Risk Through Vulnerability

Collaboration requires vulnerability—a willingness to be changed, to share credit,
to fail publicly, and to relinquish control. Leaders often prefer spaces where they
manage outcomes and maintain institutional safety. But shared work entails
shared risk.

This posture echoes the kenosis of Christ in Philippians 2: He emptied himself,
taking the form of a servant. Kenosis is not self-erasure—it is the divine
willingness to enter mutual relationality. For the modern church, sharing risk
means acknowledging limitations, embracing transparency, and trusting
partners enough to commit resources, reputation, and time.
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Portland’s civic challenges—homelessness, addiction, mental health strain, 
affordability—are both relational and systemic, both personal and structural. 
They cannot be addressed without risk. Multiple leaders across interviews 
emphasized how presence, vulnerability, and shared investment shape the life 
of the city. As one participant observed, meaningful change becomes possible 
“because then you have people flooding into the city every day,” a return that 
reshapes the social, emotional, and economic atmosphere of Portland’s 
neighborhoods. Others noted that “the more people you have downtown, the 
better for businesses,” insisting that the city “need[s] people” to regain its vitality.

This is more than economic insight. It reflects the relational reality that collective 
presence—neighbors, workers, leaders, congregations—creates the conditions 
for transformation. When the Church participates vulnerably in the daily life of 
the city, change becomes possible.

Letting Outcomes Exceed Ownership

The final shift involves releasing the need to control or claim outcomes.
Churches often feel pressure to demonstrate measurable success tied to their
own programs. But genuine collaboration produces fruit that no single entity
owns.

In the kingdom of God, shared flourishing is the metric—not institutional credit.
Jesus’ parables emphasize how seeds grow beyond the sower’s awareness or
control (Mark 4:26–29). The Church participates in growth but does not possess
it.

In Portland’s civic ecosystem, this means:

celebrating outcomes that occur through partners rather than through
the church,

valuing community flourishing over institutional expansion,

and recognizing that God’s redemptive activity exceeds the boundaries of
any one organization.

Letting outcomes exceed ownership is an act of faith. It is a surrender to the
belief that God is at work in places the Church does not manage.

• 

• 
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Summary: Collaboration as a Missional Posture

Section 7.2 establishes that collaboration is not merely an operational strategy—
it is a theological orientation. It requires the Church to:

listen before leading,

cultivate belonging,

join ecosystems,

share risk, and

release ownership.

These shifts reflect the humility of Christ, the interdependence of the Body, and
the Spirit’s expansive mission in the world. In a city shaped by negotiation,
resilience, and relational ecosystems, this posture allows the Church to
participate meaningfully in Portland’s renewal.

True collaboration costs something. It asks leaders, congregations, and
institutions to move beyond controlled environments into unpredictable spaces
of shared labor, where outcomes cannot be guaranteed and authority is not
centralized. In a context like Portland—marked by visible suffering, institutional
fatigue, and social fragmentation—collaboration confronts the Church with the
reality that faithfulness often requires vulnerability long before it produces
results.

Collaboration is not an accessory to mission; it is an expression of the cruciform
way of Jesus. The Church cannot embody Christ’s self-emptying posture (Phil.
2:5–8) while clinging to unilateral control, predictable outcomes, or institution-
first priorities. To partner with neighbors, civic leaders, and organizations is to
step into a shared future that will reshape the Church as much as the
community.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

7.3 — Risking Collaboration’s Costs
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The Emotional Cost: Seeing What Is Broken Up Close

Portland’s challenges are not abstract — they are visible every day in 
neighborhoods, parks, sidewalks, and the downtown core. To collaborate 
meaningfully, Christian leaders must allow themselves to feel the weight of that 
reality without withdrawing or numbing.

A Business Leader described the raw emotional toll of daily proximity to 
suffering:

“There are days when I walk downtown and I see more people struggling 
than people who aren’t.”
— Business Leader (PDX Qual 2025)

This is not cynicism; it is lament shared across many leaders who described the 
emotional weight of witnessing visible suffering daily—walking familiar streets, 
carrying compassion over long seasons, and holding together love for Portland 
with grief for its struggles.

It reflects the emotional cost of staying present in a city undergoing profound 
strain. Lament, in Scripture, is not the opposite of hope — it is hope’s 
precondition (Ps. 13; Lam. 3:19–26). Only those who allow themselves to grieve 
can meaningfully labor for renewal.

The Relational Cost: Working Across Distrust

Collaboration demands trust — yet Portland’s civic ecosystem is marked by 
fragmentation. Many organizations, neighborhoods, and agencies operate in 
parallel rather than in partnership.

A Recovery Leader named this directly:

“It’s a relationship problem… it’s a problem with the system not working 
together.”
— Recovery Leader (PDX Qual 2025)

This diagnosis aligns with the biblical understanding of shalom as relational 
wholeness. When systems do not work together, they reflect the same fractures 
that sin introduces into human relationships. Collaborative work requires not 
only technical coordination but relational reconciliation.
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For churches, this means:

entering spaces where trust is thin,

showing up consistently even when past harms create skepticism,

and practicing humility when religious institutions are not the most
trusted partners.

These commitments cost time, reputation, and emotional energy — but they are
essential for repairing civic fabric.

The Institutional Cost: Releasing Control

Christian institutions often prefer environments where outcomes can be 
measured, timelines controlled, and responsibilities clearly delineated. 
Collaboration requires the opposite:

blurry lines,

shared credit,

unpredictable pace,

and mutual decision-making.

This mirrors Jesus’ own leadership style. He repeatedly empowers others, 
sending disciples out two by two to heal and teach, reminding them that 
greatness is found in servanthood (Mark 10:42–45). The early Church in Acts 
likewise grows through distributed leadership — decisions are made in 
community, gifts are shared, and authority is held with open hands.

For modern congregations, surrendering control may feel like institutional loss, 
but it is actually spiritual gain. Collaboration becomes a crucible in which pride is 
confronted, false security exposed, and interdependence reclaimed.

The Temporal Cost: Choosing the Long Road

Collaboration is slow. It often requires:

multiple meetings before trust forms,

years of partnership before impact is visible,

and decades of steady presence before structural renewal takes root.
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Portland’s own history demonstrates this. Transformational civic wins — the
waterfront park, transit system, growth boundaries — resulted from long-term,
negotiated efforts spanning decades (Abbott 2001; Abbott 2011).

This slowness echoes biblical patterns:

Abraham’s long wait for a promised future,

Israel’s long journey of formation,

the Church’s long obedience under persecution,

and the kingdom’s slow, seed-like growth (Mark 4:26–32).

Collaboration requires resisting the modern impulse for immediacy and
embracing the patient pace of God’s work.

The Spiritual Cost: Staying When Leaving Would Be
Easier

To collaborate in Portland is to remain present in tensions that are not quickly
resolved — addiction, homelessness, housing pressures, polarization. It is to labor
for the city’s well-being (Jer. 29:7) even when the results seem uneven or
delayed.

Faithful presence demands spiritual resilience:

praying when outcomes are uncertain,

serving without applause,

showing up when enthusiasm fades,

believing that God is at work when evidence is thin.

This resilience is not stoicism — it is a theological conviction that resurrection
emerges from places that look hopeless.
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Why the Cost is Worth It: Collaboration as Formation

The deepest truth about collaboration is that it forms us.

It cultivates:

humility,

patience,

empathy,

shared imagination,

dependence on God,

and love that moves beyond convenience.

Collaboration does not merely produce better civic outcomes; it produces better
disciples.

Churches that share power:

mirror the humility of Christ,

embody the unity of the Spirit,

participate in the Father’s reconciling mission,

and offer a credible witness in a skeptical city.

Collaboration is costly — but it is also deeply formative. It shapes a church
capable of loving its city with the cruciform fidelity of Jesus.
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Collaboration is one of the most overused and least interrogated words in the 
civic and ecclesial vocabulary of Portland. Because collaboration has cultural 
value, nearly every initiative describes itself as “collaborative,” even when the 
structure is top-down, extractive, or symbolic. Discernment, therefore, becomes 
essential. The Church must be able to distinguish between partnerships that 
reflect the kingdom of God and those that merely borrow kingdom language to 
mask dysfunction.

Faithful discernment is not suspicion; it is spiritual clarity. It is the practice of 
examining posture, power, and purpose in light of Scripture, history, and the 
lived experience of communities most impacted by civic decisions.

Below is a framework for evaluating whether a partnership reflects the self-
emptying way of Jesus (hil. 2:5–8) and the reconciling mission of God (2 Cor. 
5:18–19).

7.4 — Discernment Framework: Is This Real
Partnership?
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Whose Table Are We Joining?

Authentic collaboration often begins when the Church joins tables already 
set by neighbors, civic leaders, practitioners, and lived-experience 
communities. Too often, Christian institutions assume leadership is theirs to 
claim, expecting others to gather around church-initiated efforts. But in 
Portland’s civic ecosystem, legitimacy flows from joining—not convening.

This requires humility and curiosity:

discovering whose work predates the church’s involvement,

honoring the labor already happening in neighborhoods,

and resisting the impulse to centralize influence.

Partnership begins where the Church becomes a learner.

Who Shapes the Agenda?

A partnership is not collaborative if one party unilaterally sets direction, 
defines outcomes, or controls decision-making while others merely execute 
or “advise.” Shared power requires shared agenda-setting.

Discernment asks:

Do impacted communities have real authority in shaping priorities?

Are civic partners co-authors or merely contributors?

Can the church release its preferred strategy for the sake of mutual
flourishing?

If the agenda is predetermined, the partnership is not collaboration—it is
outsourcing.

Who Benefits and Who Bears the Cost?

Biblically, partnership centers the vulnerable. Jesus consistently prioritizes those
on the margins, and the early Church organizes around widows, outsiders, and
the economically displaced (Acts 6; James 1:27).
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Discernment requires assessing:

Who stands to gain?

Who absorbs risk?

Whose reputation is enhanced?

Whose labor is invisibilized?

If the church benefits and the community does not, the partnership is 
misaligned with the gospel.

How Is Power Being Held?

Power is not inherently negative. But in the way of Jesus, power is held lightly,
shared freely, and used for the flourishing of others. Philippians 2 invites leaders
to imitate Christ’s self-emptying posture in every relationship.

To discern whether collaboration is faithful:

Examine whether decisions are shared.

Consider how resources are distributed.

Evaluate whether leadership opportunities extend to those most affected.

In a city with a history of displacement—particularly among Black and
Indigenous communities—faithful partnership requires actively correcting
historic power imbalances, not reproducing them.

Is Trust Increasing?

Collaboration is measured not first by outcomes but by trust.

Trust grows slowly: through reliability, transparency, humility, and shared labor.

When trust rises, partnerships deepen; when trust erodes, no amount of
programming can compensate.

Discernment listens for the signs:

Do partners feel respected?

Do community stakeholders feel heard?

Do meetings produce mutual understanding or quiet frustration?
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Does vulnerability grow or shrink over time?

The fruit of the Spirit—gentleness, patience, love, self-control—is a diagnostic
tool for collaborative health.

Does the Partnership Reflect Covenant Fidelity?

Covenant is the biblical pattern for God’s relationship with His people: mutual
commitment, shared responsibility, and long-term presence. Covenant is slow. It
outlasts projects, grants, and political cycles.

A partnership modeled on covenant will demonstrate:

consistency rather than opportunism,

sacrifice rather than self-protection,

follow-through rather than performative action,

and presence that remains when outcomes are uncertain.

If collaboration cannot weather disagreement, disappointment, or critique, it 
looks like a contract more than a covenant.

Is the Work Transforming Us?
Finally, discernment asks whether partnership is changing the Church. 
Collaboration is not merely transactional; it is formational. Partnerships rooted in 
the kingdom reshape imagination, recalibrate priorities, and refine discipleship. 
On the other hand, formational partnerships should not be deformational, or 
compromise theological integrity. Wisdom is needed here. 

Questions for leaders:

Are we becoming more humble?

More patient?

More aligned with our neighbors’ flourishing?

More like Christ?

If a partnership leaves the Church unchanged for the better, it may not be 
collaboration at all—it may simply be strategy, or worse. 
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Summary: Discernment as a Missional Practice

Discernment in collaboration is an act of faithful presence. It protects
communities from harm, prevents mission drift, and ensures that the Church’s
engagement aligns with the humility, justice, and love of Jesus. It also honors
Portland’s civic reality—a landscape shaped by negotiation, resilience, and hard-
earned trust.

This framework positions the Church not as the architect of civic renewal but as
a participant in God’s reconciling work. Collaboration becomes not just
something the Church does, but something the Spirit uses to form the Church
into the likeness of Christ.

If power-sharing is to become a defining feature of Christian engagement in
Portland, it must be rooted not simply in civic best practice but in the biblical
imagination. Scripture consistently presents a vision of leadership that is shared,
distributed, and relationally grounded — a stark contrast to the hierarchical,
efficiency-driven, or personality-centered models that often shape contemporary
organizational life.

The following biblical themes provide a theological foundation for collaborative
leadership and clarify what faithfulness looks like in Portland’s civic ecosystem.

Shared Leadership Emerges from Human Limitations
(Exodus 18)

Moses’ leadership crisis in Exodus 18 is not a failure of competence but a failure
of scale. His attempt to adjudicate every case alone becomes unsustainable.
Jethro’s counsel — “What you are doing is not good; you will surely wear
yourselves out” — leads to a distributed leadership structure in which authority is
shared with “capable, trustworthy” leaders from among the people.

This is not delegation merely for efficiency; it is delegation for covenantal health.

7.5 — Biblical Patterns of Shared Leadership
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Shared leadership:

prevents burnout,

cultivates local wisdom,

affirms the dignity of all participants,

and creates a sustainable foundation for justice.

In Portland, where burnout is high and institutional trust is low, Exodus 18 offers
a corrective: leadership must be broadened, not consolidated. Resilient civic
repair requires many hands, many voices, and many perspectives.

Representation Matters (Acts 6)

Acts 6 provides one of the clearest biblical moments where representation
becomes essential for justice. The early church faces a distribution crisis: Greek-
speaking widows are being overlooked in daily food support. The apostles
respond not by tightening control but by empowering leaders from the
marginalized community itself to carry authority.

This is a profound missional statement:

those most impacted must shape the solution.

Acts 6 challenges churches today to examine whose voices shape decisions:

Are those directly impacted by housing instability guiding the design of
responses?

Are Black, Indigenous, immigrant, or disabled communities included not
just as beneficiaries but as leaders?

Are lived-experience voices honored as expertise?

Collaborative leadership is not optional for biblical faithfulness; it is the
mechanism through which God protects justice.

Interdependence Is God’s Design, Not a Concession (1
Corinthians 12)

Paul’s metaphor of the Body is not sentimental; it is ecclesiological instruction
and social architecture. “The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I don’t need you.’” In
God’s economy, no leader, no gift, no voice is expendable.
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Interdependence:

rejects hierarchy that elevates certain gifts over others,

resists the autonomy that isolates ministries or institutions,

and insists that leadership is a shared vocation, not a solo calling.

Portland’s civic landscape — a network of small, relationally-driven organizations
— mirrors this biblical pattern. Strength emerges from connected, collaborative
structures rather than centralized power. The Body metaphor challenges
churches to embrace collaboration not as compromise but as obedience to
God’s design for communal life.

Faith Takes Visible Form Through Shared Action 
(James 2)

James insists that faith without works is dead. But the context of this warning is
communal: care for the vulnerable, justice for the oppressed, and solidarity with
the marginalized. Shared leadership is how the Church practices faith publicly.

Faith becomes visible when:

decisions are shared rather than controlled,

resources are pooled rather than hoarded,

and partnerships elevate mutual flourishing rather than institutional
reputation.

James reorients leadership away from status and toward service. Collaboration is
not an optional extension of faith — it is faith expressed in public life.

Leadership is Cruciform, Not Hierarchical (Philippians 2)

Philippians 2:5–11 anchors all Christian leadership in the self-emptying posture of
Christ. Jesus does not exploit equality with God but empties Himself, taking the
form of a servant.

This is the theological foundation of shared leadership:

leadership is downwardly mobile,

power is held lightly,

authority is exercised for the good of others,
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and influence is used to elevate rather than dominate.

In Portland, where institutional suspicion is high and authenticity is prized,
cruciform leadership speaks a language the city can understand. When the
Church relinquishes control in order to empower neighbors, it bears witness to
the humility of Christ.

Shared Leadership Forms a Collaborative Missional Identity

Taken together, these biblical themes point to a distinctly Christian vision of
leadership:

relational rather than positional

distributed rather than centralized

representative rather than insular

cruciform rather than controlling

mutual rather than unilateral

In a city shaped by negotiation, small-scale creativity, and coalition-building, this 
biblical model aligns deeply with Portland’s civic culture. Collaboration becomes 
both a missional strategy and an act of discipleship: it is how the Church 
becomes more like Christ while participating in the healing of the city.

The theological call is clear:

Shared leadership is not a technique — it is a participation in the pattern God 
establishes in the gospel.

Not every partnership that calls itself collaborative reflects the way of Jesus. In
Portland’s civic landscape—where collaboration is prized language and often a
funding requirement—there is significant risk that churches and organizations
participate in arrangements that appear cooperative on the surface but
perpetuate the very inequities they claim to address. Discernment requires a
sober understanding of how collaboration can slide into co-optation.
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Co-optation occurs when the form of collaboration is present, but the substance
is absent: when power is not shared, when agendas are set elsewhere, or when
participation is leveraged for image rather than transformation. This section
names the most common distortions so churches can recognize and avoid
them. Theological compromise is not the end goal of collaboration. 

When Collaboration Becomes a Branding Strategy

Partnership becomes co-optation when it is pursued primarily to enhance
institutional reputation. In such cases, collaboration is used to:

signal relevance,

attract funding,

generate publicity,

protect institutional image,

or avoid criticism.

This dynamic mirrors what Paul warns against in Romans 12:17–18 —
performative peace, peace “as far as it depends on optics,” not actual mutuality.
Branding-driven collaboration anoints public appearance over shared sacrifice. It
confuses being seen doing good with actually doing good.

In a city with high skepticism toward institutions, this temptation is particularly
dangerous. Portlanders recognize inauthentic partnership quickly. Trust erodes
when churches appear more invested in visibility than in vulnerable presence.

When Risk Is Unevenly Distributed

A partnership is not collaborative if the church asks others—especially
marginalized communities—to absorb the majority of risk while retaining
control. Interviews repeatedly surfaced how fragmentation and uneven
responsibility strain Portland’s civic ecosystem; leaders named how systems
often “aren’t working together,” leaving frontline communities and nonprofits
carrying disproportionate relational and emotional weight. Unequal risk
distribution appears when…

communities bear the consequences of failure,

nonprofits shoulder the relational labor,

civic partners navigate political complexity alone,
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lived-experience leaders do emotional work without support,

and churches intervene only after the costliest phases of work have
passed.

Biblically, covenant relationships share both burden and blessing. Co-optation
occurs when one partner benefits disproportionately while others labor without
reciprocal support.

When Those Most Impacted Are Not at the Table

A partnership becomes compromised when the people most affected by an 
issue have the least voice in shaping its solutions. This pattern contradicts the 
witness of Acts 6, where the early church confronts inequity by elevating leaders 
from the marginalized community itself. Representation is not symbolic— it is a 
matter of faithfulness.

Co-optation often manifests through:

token advisory roles without decision-making authority,

pre-written agendas presented as “community-informed,”

dependence on a few visible advocates rather than broad participation,

or bypassing communities altogether when timelines feel urgent.

In Portland, where histories of displacement deeply mark Black neighborhoods,
Indigenous communities, and immigrant families, failure to include impacted
voices perpetuates the very harms collaboration claims to address.

When Unity Is Defined as Agreement Rather Than 
Collaboration
Co-optation occurs when unity is demanded as conformity—when partners are 
expected to suppress theological convictions, cultural identities, or systemic 
critiques to maintain the appearance of alignment. The Church must avoid both 
sectarian and syncretist approaches. 

Biblically, unity is never homogeneity. The Body of Christ is marked by 
difference held together in the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:12–20). Healthy partnership honors 
disagreement, welcomes tension, and allows conflict to refine shared work.
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When unity is enforced from above—by erasing distinctiveness, silencing 
critique, or discouraging prophetic challenge—collaboration has drifted away 
from its intention.

When Process Is Replaced by Performance

Partnership becomes co-optation when relational, deliberative work is replaced
by public performance. This includes:

high-visibility events without long-term commitments,

rapid-response initiatives that lack ongoing follow-through,

photo-op engagement without embedded presence,

one-time service projects that overshadow year-round needs.

Portland’s civic renewal has always been built through slow, negotiated,
relational processes—not spectacle. Abbott’s histories emphasize that the city’s
successes emerged through forums, coalitions, and community-driven
processes, not campaign-like blitzes (Abbott 2004, 22). Performance-driven
partnerships mimic civic renewal without participating in its substance.

When the Church Seeks Control Rather Than Service
A subtle form of co-optation occurs when collaboration is entered with an 
unspoken assumption that the Church should ultimately control more than 
serve. This posture contradicts the kenotic way of Christ and the 
interdependent design of the Body.

In practical terms, co-optation can appear when the church:

expects others to join its programs rather than joining theirs,

re-centers decision-making authority around its priorities,

leverages theological language to legitimize a predetermined strategy,

or treats collaboration as an extension of its mission rather than a shared
endeavor.

True collaboration requires relinquishment—of platform, influence, and
outcomes. Anything less risks duplicating patterns of dominance that Scripture
consistently challenges.
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Theological Warning: Co-optation Distorts Witness

When collaboration is co-opted, the Church inadvertently misrepresents Christ.

Instead of embodying His humility, it exhibits ambition. 

Instead of embracing His truth, it seeks cultural approval.

Instead of His shared table, it exhibits guarded power.

Theology and mission are inseparable. If the Church fails to collaborate faithfully,
it does not merely weaken civic impact — it distorts the gospel it proclaims.

A Discernment Practice

To avoid co-optation, churches should regularly ask:

Are we pursuing this partnership for love or for legitimacy?

Are we sharing risk or protecting ourselves?

Are impacted communities shaping the work or being spoken for?

Are we honoring difference or suppressing it?

Are we valuing process or performance?

Are we joining others or asking them to join us?

Are we becoming more like Jesus through this partnership?

If the answer to any of these questions is unclear, collaboration may be drifting
off course.

Summary: The Call to Honest Collaboration

Authentic collaboration reflects the character of God — generous, shared,
humble, and restorative. Co-optation mimics collaboration’s form while rejecting
its substance. The Church must resist the temptation to participate in
partnerships that preserve institutional power at the expense of mutual
flourishing.

In Portland’s civic ecosystem, where trust is fragile and hope is precious, honest
collaboration is more than good practice — it is a spiritual responsibility.
Anything less risks reinforcing the very fractures the Church is called to heal.
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After examining the posture of listening, the practical shifts of collaboration, the
costs involved, and the risks of co-optation, the essential insight emerges with
clarity: power sharing is not a strategy — it is an act of faithfulness. It is a
theological, civic, and relational commitment that reflects the humility of Christ,
the interdependence of the Body, and the reconciling work of God in the world.

This section synthesizes the central convictions that ground collaborative
leadership in Portland’s current moment.

Power Sharing Is a Theological Mandate

From Genesis to Revelation, Scripture presents leadership as shared, relational, 
and oriented toward communal flourishing. The self-emptying of Christ (Phil. 
2:5–8) demonstrates that true authority is exercised in humility, not dominance. 
The Spirit distributes gifts across the Body (1 Cor. 12) to ensure no one person or 
institution becomes the center of mission.

Thus, power sharing is a biblical pattern, an obedience to the command for 
humility and mutuality.

When the Church shares leadership in civic spaces, it mirrors the ways of God in 
Christ.

Belonging Is the Strongest Predictor of Civic Hope

Quantitative data from Portland consistently show that belonging — the sense
of being known and connected in one’s neighborhood — is the most reliable
indicator of optimism about the city’s future (PDX Quant, 2025). Belonging is not
a soft civic sentiment; it is a structural predictor of hope.

From a theological perspective, belonging is integral to shalom. It reflects the
reconciled relationships that God intends for humanity. When churches cultivate
belonging in neighborhoods, they participate in the healing of civic imagination.
When they join relational ecosystems, they become catalysts for hope.

Power sharing strengthens belonging because it decentralizes influence and
draws more people into leadership and ownership. In a city marked by
fragmentation, shared power becomes a means of social repair.

7.7 — Takeaways: Power Sharing as Faithfulness
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Small Acts of Faithfulness Matter Most in Portland’s Civic
Culture

Carl Abbott describes Portland as “a city of small pleasures” (2011, 165)—a place
where civic identity is shaped less by monumental institutions and more by
neighborhood-scale creativity, small businesses, grassroots efforts, and everyday
relational practices. This cultural DNA aligns deeply with the biblical logic of
mustard seeds, yeast, and widows’ offerings.

Small, consistent, relational acts — not large, centralized campaigns — are the
center of civic renewal. When churches practice steady presence, join
neighborhood rhythms, or collaborate in modest yet meaningful ways, they
contribute to what Abbott calls “the quiet architecture of civic life.”

Faithfulness in small things forms the groundwork for long-term transformation.

Success Is Defined by Shared Flourishing, Not
Institutional Growth

The success of Christian collaboration is not measured by:

increased visibility,

program expansion,

brand influence,

or institutional strength.

Rather, success is defined by:

neighborhoods experiencing greater connection,

systems functioning with more justice,

vulnerable residents experiencing more stability,

and hope rising where despair once prevailed.

This echoes the biblical trajectory that prioritizes communal well-being over
organizational advancement. Jeremiah 29 frames the call to “seek the peace of
the city” as both a command and a promise: “for in its welfare you will find your
welfare.” Flourishing is shared or it is not flourishing at all.

In Portland, this means churches must measure success according to civic
metrics of health — not only internal metrics of ministry.
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Power Sharing Protects Against Co-optation

Power sharing is not just collaborative; it is protective.

When power is distributed:

agendas become mutual,

risk is shared,

communities shape outcomes,

and discernment becomes collective rather than centralized.

This protects churches from drifting into partnerships that are performative,
imbalanced, or extractive. Power sharing ensures that collaboration remains
aligned with gospel integrity rather than institutional ambition.

Power Sharing Is a Witness in a Skeptical City

Portland is a place where institutional trust is low and authenticity is highly 
valued. In such a context, the Church’s humility becomes its credibility. When 
Christian institutions relinquish control, amplify community voices, participate in 
neighbor-led efforts, and accept shared decision-making, the city sees a 
different kind of leadership — one shaped not by dominance but by love.

This empowers evangelism through posture.

It enables proclamation through shared labor.

It is mission expressed not just in words but in a cruciform way of life.

The Church’s Transformation Is Part of the Mission

Finally, power sharing is not only for the city’s sake but for the Church’s own
formation. Collaboration — when practiced with integrity — shapes
congregations into communities that:

listen more deeply,

love more faithfully,

repent more honestly,

discern more wisely,

and reflect Christ more visibly.
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The Church cannot seek the transformation of the city without undergoing 
transformation itself.

Summary: Power Sharing as a Form of Faithful Presence

Power sharing is both the posture and the practice preparing the Church to 
participate in Portland’s renewal. It:

aligns with biblical models of leadership,

supports belonging and civic hope,

resonates with Portland’s history and culture,

resists the distortions of co-optation,

strengthens authentic witness,

and forms the character of the Church.

This is why power sharing sits at the center of faithful presence. It is an
expression of love, humility, and courage — and the necessary foundation for
everything that follows in the work of civic discipleship.
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Portland’s spiritual landscape is complex, diverse, and constantly in motion. It is
not an environment where a single model of Christian engagement can address
the breadth of questions, longings, and fractures present in the city. Rather,
Portland demands a multi-path, multi-vocational, deeply contextual expression
of faithful presence — one shaped more by relational credibility and embodied
witness than by institutional prominence.

7.8 — Multiple Paths of Faithful Presence
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Faithful presence in Portland is not a program; it is a posture. It integrates
theology, place, formation, and public life in a way that honors the uniqueness of
each neighborhood, network, and culture. This section articulates the diverse
ways Christians can bear witness with integrity in a city skeptical of institutional
religion yet deeply hungry for spiritual meaning, justice, beauty, and belonging.

Portland’s Spiritual Complexity Requires a Varied
Christian Witness

Survey data reveal a striking pattern:

Many Portlanders identify as “spiritual but not religious,”

others hold hybrid or evolving spiritual identities,

and younger generations exhibit both skepticism toward institutional
religion and openness to the transcendent (PDX Quant, 2025).

This landscape requires a textured witness rather than a singular approach.
Faithful presence must be adaptive, relational, and reflective of the city’s distinct
values:

authenticity,

relational trust,

justice,

creativity,

ecological care,

integrity in leadership.

Faithful presence is not about asserting institutional relevance — it is about
joining God’s work in a place already pulsing with spiritual questions.

Faithful Presence Begins with Revealing Jesus, Not
Defending Christianity

In a city where many residents carry negative assumptions about institutional
religion, the Church’s task is not first to argue but to reveal — not to win debates
but to embody the character of Christ.

A Pastor captured this shift clearly:
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“We try to expose people to a picture of Jesus they’re not familiar with—his 
love for the poor, justice, creation, beauty.”
— Pastor (PDX Qual 2025)

This is the heart of faithful presence in Portland:

not a defensive posture, but a revelatory one.

The city is not asking whether Christianity can reclaim cultural centrality. It is 
asking whether Christians can offer something beautiful, just, humble, and true
— something resembling Jesus.

Authenticity Is the Currency of Trust

In Portland, trust is rarely granted to institutions — but it is readily extended to 
people who live with integrity. Faithful presence is therefore deeply personal. It is 
not built on institutional reputation but on relational consistency.

A Pastor articulated this dynamic:

“People can write off stereotypes of Christians, but they can’t write off 
someone who has a real, authentic experience of Jesus.”
— Pastor (PDX Qual 2025)

This insight is foundational: authenticity disrupts stereotype.

When Christians embody humility, curiosity, and love, resistance softens. Faithful 
presence becomes plausible. The gospel becomes visible.

Authenticity is not strategic — it is sacramental.

It reveals God in the ordinary, the relational, the everyday.

Faithful Presence Honors the Distinctiveness of Place

Portland is not a single culture. Faithful presence must respond to the 
particularities of place:

In East Portland, issues of displacement, transportation, and immigration
shape engagement.

In inner neighborhoods, questions of identity, belonging, and civic
participation dominate.
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In the westside suburbs, faith intersects with affluence, isolation, and the
hunger for meaning.

Among houseless communities, faithful presence requires deep relational
consistency, trauma-informed practice, and patient solidarity.

One-size-fits-all models fail in such a landscape. Faithful presence must mirror
the incarnation — particular, embodied, local.

Faithful Presence Requires Integration of Justice and
Spirituality

Portlanders often hold together commitments to justice, environmental
stewardship, equity, and holistic well-being. Faithful presence cannot be
separated from these concerns. Scripture does not separate righteousness from
justice (Isa. 1:17; Mic. 6:8). The early church did not separate proclamation from
care for widows, immigrants, and the poor (Acts 2; Acts 6; James 1–2).

Faithful presence is therefore:

spiritually grounded, 

socially engaged,

justice-oriented,

and biblically embedded.

It is not activism without prayer, nor spirituality without justice — it is the
integrated life of discipleship.

Faithful Presence Is a Long-Term Vocation, Not a Short-
Term Initiative

Portland’s civic history shows that transformative change is slow and relational.
The same is true of spiritual witness. Faithful presence requires:

long-term commitment to neighborhoods,

consistent visibility,

willingness to listen over time,

refusal to retreat when momentum slows,

and stability that builds trust across years.

• 

• 
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This long horizon aligns with the biblical vision of steadfast love (hesed),
endurance (Rom. 5:3–5), and faithful abiding (John 15).

Faithful presence is not seasonal — it is covenantal.

Faithful Presence Makes Space for Multiple Callings

Within the Christian community, faithful presence will take different forms:

Entrepreneurs modeling ethical business practices.

Artists revealing the beauty of God in creative expression.

Teachers cultivating dignity and curiosity in classrooms.

Public servants making policy with integrity.

Nonprofit leaders advocating for systemic repair.

Neighbors forming relational networks of care.

Pastors shepherding communities toward love of place.

Youth engaging questions of identity and justice with honesty.

This diversity mirrors the Body of Christ, in which every member contributes to
the flourishing of the whole (1 Cor. 12:12–27).

Faithful presence is not limited to clergy; it is the vocation of the entire people of
God.

Summary: Faithful Presence as Incarnational Witness

Faithful presence in Portland is multifaceted because the city is multifaceted. It
thrives where Christians:

reveal Jesus more than they defend Christianity,

lead with authenticity,

join the spiritual longings and justice commitments of their neighbors,

honor the particularity of place,

integrate justice and spirituality,

and commit themselves to the long, slow, relational work of love.

• 
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In a spiritually complex city, faithful presence becomes the form of evangelism
that makes sense: not a program, not an argument, but a life lived in Christ for
the good of the city.

Portland is a city of fractures — economic, political, racial, generational, and
spiritual. These fractures shape how people experience belonging, perceive
institutions, and imagine the future. The city’s civic life is marked by tensions
between old and new residents, longtime neighborhoods and rapid
development, thriving districts and disinvested areas. At the spiritual level,
Portland contains a mix of deep longing and deep skepticism, openness and
disillusionment, creativity and distrust.

Against this backdrop, Christian witness requires more than doctrinal clarity or
programmatic activity. It requires a form of presence strong enough to
withstand the city’s fractures and gentle enough to heal them. Faith across the
fractures is not merely a social posture; it is a theological commitment to the
ministry of reconciliation entrusted to God’s people (2 Cor. 5:18–19).

Trust Is Fragile — and Proximity Is Its Only Cure

Institutional trust is low nationwide, but in Portland it is particularly fragile. 
Research and lived experience both show that trust rises almost exclusively 
through proximity — through consistent, relational, neighborly presence.

This is why faithful presence cannot be digital, episodic, or symbolic. It must be 
embodied, local, and sustained. Trust grows through repeated contact, integrity 
across time, and humility shown in the same places with the same people.

A Pastor articulated this dynamic with clarity:

“People can write off stereotypes of Christians, but they can’t write off 
someone who has a real, authentic experience of Jesus.”
— Pastor (PDX Qual 2025)

This insight speaks directly to Portland’s fractures.

7.9 — Faith Across the Fractures
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Stereotypes crumble in the presence of authentic love.

Suspicion is disarmed when Christians embody Christ rather than merely speak
of Him.

Faith Must Be Embodied Before It Is Explained

In a fractured environment, Christian witness is evaluated by:

relational consistency,

humility,

honesty,

solidarity,

care for neighbor,

public integrity,

justice-oriented action,

and willingness to listen.

This mirrors the entire trajectory of Jesus’s ministry. Before He taught publicly,
He lived among people. Before He preached the kingdom, He healed the sick,
honored the outsider, shared meals with the marginalized, and resisted systems
of exclusion.

Portlanders often reject the idea of Christianity because of past harm, political
associations, or cultural narratives — but they rarely reject the embodied way of
Jesus when they see it lived with authenticity, humility, and love.

Navigating Political and Ideological Fractures

Portland’s political landscape contains contradictions:

a passion for justice coupled with weariness toward institutions;

progressive ideals paired with deep mistrust;

creative problem-solving alongside frustration with civic outcomes.

Faithful presence must move differently than the patterns of political tribalism:

offering patience where the city is reactive,

empathy where the city is polarized,
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truth where the city is cynical,

and hope where the city is exhausted.

Christian engagement is not aligned with partisan ideology but with kingdom
imagination — an imagination that holds tension, loves enemies, and refuses
simplistic narratives.

Racial and Cultural Fractures Demand Humble
Partnership

Portland’s history includes redlining, displacement, exclusion laws, and the
erosion of historically Black neighborhoods. Faith across these fractures requires:

learning the city’s painful history,

honoring voices and leaders from harmed communities,

sharing decision-making power,

and building partnerships led by those most impacted.

The ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5) requires more than bridging
interpersonal divides — it requires confronting systemic wounds and
committing to repair.

Spiritual Fractures Invite a Curiosity-Shaped Witness

Many Portlanders carry spiritual trauma, religious exhaustion, or disaffection
with institutional faith. Yet they hold an openness to:

beauty,

justice,

creation care,

contemplative spirituality,

community,

and purpose.

Faithful presence invites dialogue rather than defensiveness, curiosity rather
than certainty, shared exploration rather than packaged answers.

It is a way of discipling the whole city into the realities of the kingdom — one
conversation, one relationship, one act of hospitality at a time.
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Faith Across the Fractures Is a Public Spirituality

To live faithfully across the fractures is to practice a public spirituality shaped by:

the humility of Philippians 2,

the witness of the prophets,

the hospitality of Jesus,

the interdependence of 1 Corinthians 12, 

and the endurance of Romans 5.

It is a spirituality that places the Church not above the fractures but in them —
present, gentle, honest, restorative.

Fractures Are Not Barriers — They Are the Places Where
Faith Is Needed Most

Portland’s fractures do not make the city resistant to the gospel; they make the
city honest about its need for healing. Faithful presence across these fractures is
the work of:

rebuilding trust,

repairing relationships,

embodying Christ’s love,

and joining God’s slow, restorative work.

This is not the work of moments but of years.

Not the work of institutions alone but of everyday disciples.

Not the work of power but of presence.

It is the work that makes resurrection imaginable again.

Faithful presence is the lived expression of Christian hope in the everyday life of
the city. It is not an abstract concept or a general disposition; it is a set of
embodied practices by which the people of God participate in the healing,
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renewal, and flourishing of their communities. In Portland—a city marked by
beauty and brokenness, imagination and exhaustion, activism and alienation—
faithful presence becomes a stabilizing witness to the reign of God.

Faithful presence is how the Church responds to the fractures named in the
previous section. It is the daily and long-term work of showing up in ways that
make Jesus visible, credible, and compelling in a skeptical city. It is also the
primary means through which collaboration becomes transformative rather
than performative.

Below are the core practices that define faithful presence in Portland’s civic
landscape.

Stability: The First Form of Love

Faithful presence begins with staying. Stability is a theological practice rooted in
God’s covenantal character. The Hebrew concept of hesed — steadfast love —
speaks to God’s enduring presence with His people. In contrast to the high
transience of Portland’s population and the burnout of its institutions, the
Church is called to offer a different witness: showing up consistently in the same
neighborhoods, among the same people, for the long haul.

Stability builds trust because it communicates commitment. It allows
relationships to deepen, stories to accumulate, and transformation to take root.
Without stability, even the most well-intentioned efforts remain shallow.

In Portland, where the city’s challenges require long-term repair, stability is not
optional — it is the soil in which all other practices grow.

Attention: Seeing the City with God’s Eyes

Faithful presence requires learning the history, rhythms, and wounds of place.
Attention is the contemplative discipline of paying honest regard to the stories
that shape a neighborhood. This includes:

understanding the histories of displacement,

recognizing who carries civic power and who does not,

learning the demographic and cultural forces shaping each district,

noticing who is missing from leadership tables,

and seeing the gifts already present among neighbors.

• 
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Attention also includes spiritual discernment — asking where God is already at 
work and how the Church can join that work without overshadowing it. It echoes 
Jesus’ pattern of seeing people deeply (Mark 10:21; Luke 7:13), responding not to 
stereotypes but to lived realities.

In Portland, attention helps the Church avoid misdiagnosis, misalignment, and 
harm. It is one of the most crucial pillars of witness.

Shared Life: The Formation of Trust

Faithful presence is more than service; it is shared life. Jesus’s ministry was not
built on programs but on proximity — meals eaten together, conversations on
roadsides, friendships formed across social boundaries. Shared life means
participating in the common life of neighborhoods:

frequenting local businesses,

engaging civic meetings,

attending school events,

supporting community initiatives,

showing up in public spaces,

and forming relationships that are reciprocal, not transactional.

Shared life transforms strangers into neighbors and neighbors into partners. It
reflects the incarnational pattern of God dwelling among us (John 1:14) and
creates the relational infrastructure in which reconciliation can occur.

In Portland, where loneliness is widespread and community bonds are often
thin, shared life becomes a vital expression of the kingdom.

Transparency: Integrity Made Visible

Trust grows when motives, decisions, and boundaries are clear. Transparency is
the practice of aligning public action with private intention. Churches
demonstrate transparency when they:

communicate openly about what they can and cannot offer,

name their commitments and limitations honestly,

share decision-making processes with partners,

practice accountability in finances and leadership,
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acknowledge mistakes,

and resist the urge to overpromise.

Transparency is not merely ethical; it is theological. God reveals Himself to His
people; He does not conceal His character or intentions. Similarly, faithful
presence requires clarity and honesty that build long-term credibility.

In Portland’s skeptical civic climate, transparency is one of the most powerful
apologetics.

Mutual Mentorship: Receiving as Much as We Give

Faithful presence recognizes that the Church is not the sole bearer of wisdom or
goodness in the city. Mutual mentorship is the practice of learning from
neighbors, civic leaders, people with lived experience, and community partners.
It reflects the humility of Jesus, who allowed Himself to be ministered to (Luke
7:36–50) and who empowered others to lead.

Mutual mentorship disrupts asymmetrical relationships. It creates space for:

lived-experience expertise,

cross-cultural insight,

intergenerational learning,

and neighborhood-specific wisdom.

It also corrects the tendency of churches to assume that spiritual authority
equates to civic knowledge. In Portland, community leaders, grassroots activists,
and residents hold deep insight into what their neighborhoods need. When the
Church listens, it discovers wisdom it did not have and forms partnerships that
elevate shared flourishing.

Integration of Word, Deed, and Presence

Faithful presence requires integrating three dimensions of Christian witness:

Word — proclaiming Christ through testimony, counsel, and spiritual
guidance.

Deed — participating in justice, mercy, and service for the common good.

Presence — living among neighbors with humility, consistency, and love.
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When these dimensions are integrated, the Church reflects the whole mission of
God. When they are separated, witness becomes fragmented: activism without
spiritual grounding, proclamation without credibility, presence without purpose.

In Portland, where spiritual openness and justice orientation coexist, an
integrated witness speaks compellingly to the city’s longings.

Faithful Presence as a Countercultural Witness

The practices above stand in contrast to the city’s prevailing pressures: speed,
exhaustion, polarization, consumerism, and distrust. Faithful presence offers an
alternative social and spiritual reality:

stability over transience,

attention over distraction,

shared life over isolation,

transparency over suspicion,

mutual mentorship over hierarchy,

integration over fragmentation.

This countercultural presence does not resist the city but blesses it — revealing a
kingdom not built on dominance but on love.

Summary: Faithful Presence Is a Way of Life

Faithful presence is not a program churches adopt for a season; it is the way they
inhabit the city. It requires:

commitment,

humility,

relational depth,

and long-term love.

These practices form the bedrock of Christian witness in Portland. They prepare
the Church to join God’s ongoing work in each neighborhood and to contribute
to the healing of a city longing for connection, justice, and hope.
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Integrity is the anchor of faithful collaboration. Without it, even well-intentioned 
partnerships lose credibility, drift into performative action, or subtly replicate the 
very wounds they seek to heal. In Portland’s civic landscape—marked by both a 
deep hunger for justice and an acute sensitivity to institutional failure—integrity 
is not optional for Christian witness. It is the essential foundation that allows 
collaboration to produce genuine flourishing rather than unintentional harm.

Integrity in collaboration is ultimately a theological practice. It arises from the 
character of God, who is faithful, truthful, covenantal, and trustworthy. When 
Christians participate in civic life, they are called to reflect this divine character in 
posture, priorities, and presence.

The following dynamics are essential for guarding integrity in collaborative work.

Clarity of Motivation

Integrity begins with honest reflection about why the Church wants to
collaborate. Motives must be examined in light of the gospel, not institutional
self-interest. Questions that safeguard integrity include:

Are we entering this partnership to serve or to be seen?

Are we motivated by love of neighbor or by the desire for influence,
relevance, or security?

Are we willing to contribute without controlling outcomes?

Are we prepared to celebrate wins that do not benefit us directly?

In Scripture, purity of motive is central to faithful leadership (Ps. 51:10; Matt. 6:1–4).
In Portland’s civic context, communities recognize quickly when motives are
mixed or misaligned. Clear motivation is not perfection—it is honesty.

7.11 — Guarding Integrity in Collaboration
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Honest Evaluation of Capacity and Limits

Collaborative integrity requires knowing what the Church can offer and what it
cannot. Many partnerships break down because of unspoken assumptions,
unrealistic expectations, or unarticulated limitations. Integrity asks leaders to
name:

resource constraints,

capacity boundaries,

time commitments,

expertise levels,

and organizational rhythms.

Honesty about limits is not weakness; it is maturity. It ensures that collaborations
are sustainable rather than strained. It also prevents harm to vulnerable
communities who may otherwise rely on commitments the Church cannot
keep.

James 5:12’s call to “let your yes be yes” becomes a practical guide: commitments
must be grounded in truth.

The Courage to Decline Unhealthy Partnerships

Not every opportunity is a calling. Integrity sometimes requires saying no.
Partnerships can appear effective on the surface but may conflict with the
Church’s values, replicate inequities, or demand compromise that distorts the
gospel. The discernment questions from Section 7.4 help illuminate such risks.

Churches must be able to decline partnerships when:

power cannot be shared,

impacted communities are excluded from decision-making, 

unity is defined as silence rather than mutuality, 

transparency is absent,

or the partnership’s outcomes undermine justice or truth.

In these moments, courage protects credibility. It protects the health of the
church because theological compromise ultimately compromises the health of
the church. Declining misaligned partnerships is an act of stewardship—
preserving the Church’s capacity to engage faithfully elsewhere. 
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Practicing Accountability Within and Beyond the Church

Integrity grows in the presence of accountability. Partnerships thrive when there
are clear structures for:

evaluating progress and impact,

naming concerns or harms honestly,

addressing missteps,

sharing decision-making,

and listening to feedback from all collaborators, especially those most
affected.

Internally, accountability might involve elder boards, pastoral teams, or trusted
advisors ensuring the church’s engagement aligns with its stated values.
Externally, accountability includes regular check-ins with community partners,
transparency about decisions, and responsiveness when corrections are needed.

This mutual accountability reflects Paul’s call in Ephesians 4:15 to “speak the
truth in love,” strengthening the body through honest, shared correction.

Guarding Against Superiority

One of the greatest threats to collaborative integrity is the subtle re-emergence 
of arrogance—the belief that the Church is the exclusive agent working for a 
community’s transformation. It undermines relational trust, misrepresents the 
gospel, and damages partnerships.

Integrity requires:

honoring the expertise of community leaders and lived-experience
partners,

recognizing that many forms of wisdom are outside the Church’s walls,

and affirming that God’s work in Portland far exceeds the Church’s
imagination or capacity.

Guarding against superiority opens the Church to genuine mutuality, where
collaboration becomes a shared journey rather than a church-led solution.
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Aligning Method With Message

Integrity requires coherence between what the Church says and how it acts.

If the message is Jesus' humility, but the method is control, trust collapses.

If the message is justice, but the method reinforces inequity, credibility
erodes.

If the message is love, but the method is self-protection, witness is
compromised.

In Portland—where actions speak louder than words—alignment becomes
evangelism. Integrity is the bridge between proclamation and credibility.

Integrity as Spiritual Formation

Finally, guarding integrity is not merely functional; it is formational. Collaborating
with humility, transparency, and courage forms congregations into communities
that look more like Jesus. Integrity deepens dependence on the Spirit, cultivates
repentance, and reorients priorities toward God’s mission.

When the Church practices integrity in collaboration, it becomes a living
apologetic—a public demonstration that the way of Jesus is trustworthy,
grounded, and good.

Summary: Integrity Is the Foundation of Credible Collaboration

Without integrity, collaboration becomes branding, strategy, or convenience.

With integrity, collaboration becomes holy ground.

Guarding integrity ensures that:

partnerships are mutual,

commitments are truthful,

motives are purified,

power is shared,

and the Church’s witness reflects the humility of Christ.
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This foundation is essential for everything that follows: the examples, the stories
of transformation, and the hopeful reimagining of how the Church can embody
the gospel in Portland.

Faithful presence does not remain an abstract idea; it becomes visible in the
lived experiences of leaders who inhabit Portland’s complex social, economic,
and spiritual landscape. Their stories reveal how presence, humility, shared risk,
and relational commitment form the groundwork for meaningful
transformation.

These examples—drawn directly from verified interviews—demonstrate how
Christian leaders, business leaders, and nonprofit practitioners experience the
city’s fractures and participate in its renewal. While the contexts differ, each story
illustrates a crucial truth: faithful presence is not primarily a strategy but a way of
being in place.

Recovery Pathways: Transformation Through Presence

One Recovery Leader described how Portland itself became a catalyst for 
personal and communal renewal. Their words reveal that transformation does 
not occur apart from place, but in deep relationship with it:

“In that year, I fell in love with Portland… I fell in love with the new person
that I was becoming.”
— Recovery Leader (PDX Qual 2025)

This testimony underscores an essential dynamic of faithful presence:

place forms people, just as people shape place.

Healing and discipleship are inseparable from the neighborhoods, relationships, 
and ecosystems within which they occur.

But this same leader also named the profound system-level fractures that 
complicate recovery, stability, and human flourishing:

7.12 — Examples of Faithful Civic Presence
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“It’s a relationship problem… it’s a problem with the system not working 
together.”
— Recovery Leader (PDX Qual 2025)

This diagnosis resonates with Portland’s civic reality. Every major issue—housing, 
homelessness, addiction, behavioral health—requires coordinated relationships 
across agencies, sectors, and communities. Faithful presence acknowledges 
these systemic fractures and participates in healing them not through isolated 
action but through collaborative partnership.

Business Leadership: Courage in a City of Contradictions

Business leaders in Portland occupy a unique vantage point: they experience the 
rhythms of the city daily—its energy, its decline, its complexity, its resilience. Their 
reflections illuminate both the pain and the potential of maintaining a faithful, 
civic presence in the marketplace.

One leader described the emotional cost of witnessing visible suffering:

“There are days when I walk downtown and I see more people struggling
than people who aren’t.”
— Business Leader (PDX Qual 2025)

This is not an observation from afar—it is the lament of someone immersed in 
the city’s daily life.

Faithful presence requires leaders willing to feel the weight of the city’s reality 
without retreating from it.

Another observation speaks to the power of shared presence in revitalizing civic 
life:

“If people come back into the city every day, everything else changes.”
— Business Leader (PDX Qual 2025)

This is an insight into the relational and economic ecology of Portland: the city 
flourishes when people inhabit it, walk its streets, engage its spaces, and 
participate in its life.

Faithful presence, therefore, is not only spiritual—it is civic.
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Nonprofit Perspectives: Shifting Realities and Honest
Assessment

Nonprofit leaders—especially those working on the frontlines of housing, 
homelessness, mental health, and community wellness—describe Portland as a 
city undergoing significant changes, both beautiful and painful.

One leader reflected on how the character of the downtown core has shifted:

“It used to be a very safe and livable downtown core… whereas now I don’t 
spend a lot of time down there.”
— Nonprofit Leader (PDX Qual 2025)

This is not nostalgia; it reflects a practical, lived assessment shared by many 
leaders who spoke of Portland as both welcoming and shifting—holding 
affection for the city while expressing honest concern about what it is becoming.

Yet this same leader held together critique and affection—a pattern common in 
Portland’s civic imagination:

“It’s been a welcoming place… but things have changed, and there are 
concerns about what Portland is becoming now.”
— Nonprofit Leader, (PDX Qual 2025)

This tension—love for the city alongside concern for its trajectory—is the 
emotional and spiritual terrain where faithful presence takes place.

It is the space between grief and hope, lament and possibility, realism and 
resilience.

What These Examples Reveal About Faithful Presence

Across these diverse sectors—recovery, business, nonprofit leadership—a
consistent set of themes emerges:

1. Presence must be embodied, not theoretical.

Leaders are shaped by the neighborhoods they inhabit, the people they meet,
the streets they walk.

2. Transformation is relational.
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Systems break down at the relational level and are repaired the same way.

3. Civic flourishing depends on participation.

Cities do not come alive when people consume them but when they inhabit
them.

4. Honest lament is part of faithful presence.

Acknowledging decline or harm is not faithlessness; it is truthfulness in service of
hope.

5. Love for the city coexists with concern for it.

This dual posture mirrors the biblical witness of the prophets, who loved their
people enough to tell the truth.

Portland’s Stories as Theological Windows

These field realities illuminate an important theological truth:

God’s mission unfolds through ordinary people who practice ordinary
faithfulness in ordinary places.

The leaders who shared these reflections are not theorizing about Portland—
they are living within it. Their voices demonstrate:

the cost of staying,

the complexity of civic life,

the necessity of collaboration,

and the hope that emerges when presence is practiced over time.

Faithful presence is not idealistic. It is incarnational.

It is rooted in real stories, real bodies, real places, and real relationships.

Summary: Examples That Form a Collaborative Imagination

The testimonies in this section are not merely illustrative; they are formative.
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They teach the Church how to engage Portland with humility, courage,
attentiveness, and love. They remind us that faithful presence is not abstract
theology but lived practice.

These voices invite the Church to join Portland’s story not as saviors or spectators
but as participants—present, collaborative, hopeful, and grounded in the self-
giving love of Christ.

Hope is one of Portland’s most paradoxical features. Headlines emphasize
decline, civic strain, and visible suffering. Residents express frustration with
affordability, public safety, and systemic dysfunction. And yet, beneath these
layers of fatigue, Portland is sustained by a remarkable reservoir of quiet hope —
a hope tied not to quick fixes or political cycles but to relationships, belonging,
and the resilient character of its people.

This hope is not naïve optimism or denial of real challenges. It is a grounded,
relational, and future-oriented posture that emerges through faithful presence.

Hope Is Social Before It Is Emotional

Data from PDX Quant reveal a striking insight:

hope about the city’s future correlates strongly with a person’s sense of
belonging in their neighborhood.

Fifty percent of Portlanders express optimism about the city’s direction.

Among residents who feel connected to neighbors and community, this
optimism rises sharply.

This aligns with a biblical understanding of hope not as just an internal state but 
also as a communal one. In Scripture, hope is forged in shared life:

Israel’s hope is sustained in community (Ps. 33; 130).

The early Church nurtures hope through fellowship, breaking bread, and
shared prayers (Acts 2:42–47).

7.13 — Hope and the Long Haul
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Paul describes hope as overflowing “by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Rom.
15:13) within the gathered people of God.

Hope is relational. It grows where belonging grows.

In Portland, faithful presence nurtures civic hope by strengthening social bonds
that counter loneliness and isolation.

Hope Emerges Through Proximity, Not Distance

Leaders who remain close to the city’s fractures — nonprofit workers, recovery
mentors, business owners, civic partners, pastors — consistently report glimpses
of renewal in places outsiders overlook. Proximity does not erase the pain of
what is broken, but it reveals resilient beauty:

neighbors supporting neighbors,

small groups repairing public spaces,

teachers investing deeply in students,

business owners fostering dignity through meaningful work,

communities creating art, gardens, and gathering places,

grassroots leaders advocating for justice and repair.

From a theological perspective, proximity embodies the truth of the incarnation:

God draws near to what is wounded.

Christ’s presence among the vulnerable becomes the template for Christian
presence in the world.

Hope grows in the same soil.

Hope Requires an Honest Reckoning With Reality

The biblical tradition rejects superficial optimism. The prophets confront
injustice; the psalms give voice to lament; Jesus weeps over Jerusalem. Hope is
never built on denial. It grows precisely through honest engagement with the
truth.
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Portland’s recovery will not be linear. Complex issues — behavioral health,
housing, addiction, economic displacement — require sustained collaboration
across decades. Hope that is truthful must:

acknowledge fatigue and frustration,

lament harm and injustice,

name systemic failures clearly,

and resist oversimplified narratives.

Yet hope persists because God is present in the midst of the city’s brokenness.

Hope becomes a defiant act of faith — a refusal to believe that the future is
closed.

Hope Is a Discipline, Not a Mood

Hope is not only felt; it is practiced.

It is cultivated through rhythms that shape the imagination:

prayer that keeps despair from becoming final,

presence that resists withdrawal,

collaboration that challenges isolation,

service that disrupts cynicism,

and joy that remembers beauty.

Romans 5 frames hope as a formation process:

“suffering produces endurance, and endurance character, and character hope.”

Hope is the slow fruit of a long obedience.

In Portland’s civic context, hope is kept alive through:

neighborhood relationships,

multi-sector partnerships,

grassroots creativity,

and consistent acts of love.

These practices push back against despair and cultivate shared resilience.
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Generational Hope Points Toward a Future Yet Unseen

Research findings (PDX Quant) show that younger residents are significantly 
more optimistic than older residents. This matters. It signals:

a generational openness to new solutions,

an eagerness for collaboration,

a hunger for justice and equity,

and a belief that the city can be renewed.

From a biblical lens, generational hope is essential. God’s promises consistently
extend forward:

to children and children’s children (Deut. 7:9),

to future generations who will see salvation (Ps. 22:30–31),

to the Church empowered to carry the gospel to the ends of the earth
(Acts 1:8).

In Portland, young leaders — spiritual seekers, entrepreneurs, artists, activists —
often embody this hope. Many are skeptical of institutions yet deeply committed
to community flourishing. Their hope is not abstract; it is activated through
creativity, innovation, and solidarity.

Hope Draws the Church Deeper Into the City

The Church sustains hope not by retreating from the city’s fractures but by
moving toward them. Hope becomes visible when Christians choose to:

stay rather than withdraw,

collaborate rather than isolate,

build rather than critique from afar,

lament honestly while loving fiercely,

plant gardens in places that feel barren (Jer. 29:5).

Hope is not passive.

It is the Church’s participation in God’s redemptive imagination for Portland.
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Summary: Hope Is the Engine of Long Obedience

Hope does not eliminate hardship; it sustains faithfulness within it.

Hope turns staying into formation, collaboration into communion, presence into
prophecy.

This is why hope is essential for the long-haul work described in the next section.
Without hope, endurance becomes exhaustion. With hope, endurance becomes
witness.

Faithful presence cultivates hope.

Hope empowers long obedience.

Long obedience makes resurrection imaginable again.

The work of faithful presence in Portland does not move at the speed of crisis
headlines or election cycles. It moves at the slow, steady pace of formation — the
pace at which people, neighborhoods, and systems are transformed over time.
Eugene Peterson’s insight that discipleship is “a long obedience in the same
direction” applies not only to individual spiritual life but to the communal and
civic life of the Church. Renewal in Portland cannot be microwaved. It must be
cultivated through consistent, long-term presence.

The long obedience is not a strategy for efficiency; it is a posture of fidelity. It
trusts that God is at work even when results seem delayed, even when obstacles
rise, even when progress feels imperceptible.

Long Obedience Is the Pattern of Scripture

The biblical story is marked not by rapid transformation but by sustained
faithfulness:

Abraham waits decades for a promised future.

7.14 — The Long Obedience
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Israel journeys through wilderness formation rather than rushing into the
land.

The prophets labor for generations, often without visible fruit.

Jesus spends thirty hidden years before three public ones.

The early Church grows through persistence, not spectacle.

Biblical renewal is slow because it is relational.

It forms people, not just outcomes.

In this way, Portland’s needs align with Scripture’s wisdom: systems of
homelessness, addiction, inequality, and fragmentation will not be repaired
through speed but through a sustained, relational, collaborative presence.

Portland’s History Confirms the Power of Steady,
Collective Commitment

Carl Abbott’s histories of Portland reveal that the city’s most lasting civic
successes — transit innovation, environmental protection, neighborhood
advocacy, and public space reclamation — emerged through decades of
coalition-building, negotiation, and incremental reform. None were quick wins.

The halting of the Mt. Hood Freeway, the creation of Pioneer Courthouse Square,
and the development of the region’s light-rail system all required:

patient organizing,

cross-sector collaboration,

countless community meetings,

gradual cultural shifts,

and leaders who stayed long enough to see ideas mature.

Portland is a city shaped by perseverance.

This cultural memory shapes what faithful civic presence must look like today.
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Long Obedience Resists the Temptation of Quick
Solutions

In moments of crisis, institutions often feel pressure to produce immediate,
visible impact. But the Church cannot confuse urgency with faithfulness. Quick
solutions frequently:

bypass community voice,

ignore root causes,

overpromise what cannot be delivered,

or create unintended harm.

The long obedience refuses to treat people as problems to solve or
neighborhoods as projects to complete. It chooses depth over speed,
relationship over reaction, and wisdom over immediacy.

The Church’s credibility in Portland depends on resisting short-termism and
embracing the patient work of transformation.

Long Obedience Forms Leaders Who Can Withstand
Fracture

One of the most challenging aspects of Portland’s civic landscape is constant
strain: political volatility, economic pressure, visible suffering, and institutional
burnout. Leaders who enter this work without deep formation are quickly
exhausted.

Long obedience is not just a method — it is a means of forming leaders who are:

spiritually grounded,

emotionally resilient,

relationally invested,

and committed to Christlike humility.

These leaders are shaped not by headlines but by habits of prayer, presence, and
community. They resist cynicism because their hope is not circumstantial. They
endure because their imagination is tethered to resurrection.
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Long Obedience Cultivates Credibility

In a city where trust must be earned slowly, credibility emerges over time:

showing up in the same neighborhood for years,

partnering with the same leaders through seasons of disappointment and
success,

remaining when others withdraw,

listening even when solutions are unclear,

and continuing to serve when public attention fades.

Credibility cannot be manufactured. It is the quiet fruit of long obedience.

This is why Peter encourages believers to “keep doing good,” trusting that
steadfastness becomes a witness (1 Pet. 3:13–17). In Portland, credibility grows not
through promotional visibility but through durable presence.

Long Obedience Makes Space for God’s Slow Work

The long obedience acknowledges that transformation belongs to God.

It accepts that:

seeds take time to sprout,

relationships require repeated investment,

justice unfolds gradually,

systems reform through persistence,

and healing takes place through thousands of small mercies.

This posture aligns with Jesus’ parables of organic growth: the mustard seed, the
leaven, the seed that grows “night and day” though the sower does not fully
understand how (Mark 4:26–29). Kingdom work is often hidden, gradual, and
beyond human control.

In Portland, the Church’s long obedience opens space for God to work in ways
the Church cannot orchestrate.
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Long Obedience Is a Witness to Hope

Hope is sustained not by enthusiasm but by endurance. When Christians remain
engaged in the slow work of loving their neighbors, participating in civic repair,
and practicing humility over time, they become a living sign of God’s
faithfulness.

The long obedience makes the Church a prophetic presence in Portland — not
by predicting the future but by embodying a future that God has promised.

This endurance expresses deep confidence that:

God is present in the city,

renewal is possible,

despair is not final,

and resurrection is the truest story of the world.

The Long Obedience Is the Pathway to Renewal

The long obedience steadies the Church for the work of civic engagement. It:

aligns with Scripture’s slow formation,

reflects Portland’s historic patterns of civic transformation,

counters the anxiety of quick fixes,

forms resilient leaders,

nurtures credibility,

and opens space for God’s hidden work.

In this way, the long obedience is not merely a discipleship practice — it is the
Church’s posture toward the city. It prepares the ground for the next section: the
slow, steady, communal work of civic resurrection.

If the long obedience is the posture of faithful presence, then civic resurrection is
its fruit. Civic resurrection is not a metaphor for generic improvement or moral
uplift. It is the slow, patient, Spirit-driven work of bringing life to places that have
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experienced loss, fracture, disrepair, and despair. It is rooted in the conviction 
that God’s resurrection power in personal salvation activates the healing of 
communities, systems, and cities.

Portland’s wounds are real — addiction, homelessness, displacement, mental 
health strain, polarization, affordability pressures, and disconnection. Yet these 
wounds are not the final word. The Christian narrative insists that where death 
seems strongest, resurrection is possible. Across Scripture and throughout 
Portland’s history, renewal comes through consistent, collective, relational labor 
that aligns with God’s redemptive intention.

Civic resurrection is not dramatic. It is steady.

It is not swift. It is relational.

It is not self-propelled. It is Spirit-led.

Creation Groans — and Portland Groans With It

Romans 8 describes creation as “groaning in labor pains,” awaiting liberation
from decay. This groaning is not resignation — it is anticipation. It acknowledges
the suffering of the present while expecting renewal.

Portland’s groans are heard in:

the grief of neighbors displaced by rising costs,

the exhaustion of families navigating addiction or mental illness  

the frustration of business owners facing chronic disorder,

the despair of those without shelter,

the loneliness pervasive in every demographic,

and the fatigue of civic leaders stretched beyond capacity.

Faithful presence does not ignore these groans — it joins them. It laments
truthfully, prays earnestly, and works patiently toward the city’s healing. Just as
Christ entered humanity’s suffering, faithful presence enters the city’s pain
without turning away.
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Civic Resurrection Requires Restoring Community Bonds

Isolation is one of Portland’s deepest wounds. Even before the pandemic,
Portland had rising rates of loneliness, weakened neighborhood trust, and
shrinking civic participation. Civic resurrection begins with reweaving the
relational fabric of the city.

This takes shape through:

neighbors forming mutual care networks,

churches creating relational bridges rather than programmatic silos,

grassroots leaders building connection across difference,

and cross-sector collaboration that prioritizes belonging rather than
efficiency.

Scripture presents community as the locus of healing. The early Church’s shared
life (Acts 2:42–47) was itself a form of resurrection — people restored to one
another, united by shared purpose, sustained in common hope.

Civic Resurrection Requires Rebuilding Trust

Trust is one of the rarest civic resources and one of the most essential. Distrust
fractures cooperation, slows progress, and erodes collective imagination.
Portland’s distrust of institutions—governmental, corporate, and religious—
cannot be addressed quickly or superficially.

Rebuilding trust requires:

consistency across years,

transparency in decisions,

humility in leadership,

accountability when harm occurs,

and collaboration grounded in mutual respect.

Biblically, trust is cultivated through covenant — promises made, kept, and
renewed. Civic resurrection requires covenant-like presence: steadfast, reliable,
and relationally invested.
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Civic Resurrection Requires Reimagining Systems for
Equity

Systemic repair is essential for resurrection. Portland’s most pressing issues —
homelessness, behavioral health crises, economic inequity, and racial disparities
— are not merely individual problems; they are structural.

Reimagining systems involves:

centering the voices of those most deeply affected,

aligning public, nonprofit, and faith-based efforts,

advocating for policies rooted in dignity and justice,

building pathways out of crisis into stability,

and designing solutions that reflect the city’s cultural and neighborhood
specificity.

This is deeply theological work. Resurrection in Scripture is not only personal — it
is social. The prophets envisioned societies where justice flows like water (Amos
5:24), where the oppressed are lifted (Isa. 58), and where cities become places of
peace and shared flourishing.

Civic Resurrection Requires Renewing Public Spaces

Public spaces — parks, sidewalks, plazas, transit corridors, business districts —
are the shared living rooms of a city. When these spaces become sites of
disorder or fear, civic life deteriorates. Renewing public space is part of renewing
the city.

This includes:

collaborative stewardship between residents, churches, businesses, and
civic leaders,

creative placemaking that fosters connection and dignity,

trauma-informed approaches that humanize all who use public spaces,

and the belief that shared places can once again become shared joys.

Theologically, public space renewal echoes the biblical image of the city as a
place of gathering, justice, celebration, and peace (Zech. 8:4–5).
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Civic Resurrection Proceeds at the Pace of Healing

Healing does not follow linear timelines. It involves setbacks, second chances,
and seasons of hidden growth. Civic resurrection mirrors this process.

In Portland, resurrection is occurring through:

recovery stories unfolding over years,

grassroots efforts that quietly stabilize neighborhoods,

faithful leaders who continue despite discouragement,

partnerships that strengthen over time,

and communities that refuse to give up on their city.

God’s resurrection work often becomes visible in hindsight.

Faithful presence ensures that Christ’s people will be there when it breaks
through.

Resurrection Is God’s Work — But the Church
Participates

Civic resurrection is not something the Church manufactures. It is something
the Church joins. Like the witnesses at the empty tomb, the Church does not
cause resurrection — it proclaims it, participates in it, and becomes a sign of its
possibility.

The Church participates in civic resurrection when it:

embodies hope in the face of despair,

practices justice in the face of inequity,

cultivates belonging in the face of fragmentation,

chooses presence in the face of withdrawal,

and loves the city in the face of cynicism.

This is resurrection with skin on — a tangible, relational, faithful presence that
signals the kingdom of God in the everyday life of Portland.
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Civic Resurrection Is the Slow Work of God Through the
Patient Work of God’s People

Civic resurrection is the fruit of the long obedience. It:

joins the city’s groans,

restores community bonds,

rebuilds trust,

reimagines systems for justice,

renews public spaces,

and moves at the pace of healing.

It reflects a theological conviction:

where the city suffers, God draws near. Where the city hopes, God works. Where
the city perseveres, resurrection takes root.

If civic resurrection is the long, relational, collaborative work of renewal, then the
question naturally arises: How do we measure it? Traditional metrics—outputs,
attendance, volunteer hours, project completions, or even the number of people
served—are not adequate for evaluating the depth and integrity of faithful
presence. These metrics may track activity, but they rarely capture
transformation.

Scripture offers a different evaluative lens: hope.

Hope is not a static emotion; it is a theological indicator of God’s future breaking
into the present. Measuring by hope means assessing whether the conditions
for flourishing—belonging, justice, trust, connection, and purpose—are
increasing in the city. It shifts evaluation away from institutional
accomplishment toward communal well-being.

This section outlines why hope is a meaningful metric for Portland and how
churches can use it to discern the faithfulness and fruitfulness of their civic
engagement.
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Hope as a Theological Metric

In the biblical narrative, hope is not optimism. It is the expectation that God is
actively restoring all things. Hope is tied to:

covenant faithfulness (Lam. 3:21–23),

God’s character (Ps. 33:22),

Christ’s resurrection (1 Pet. 1:3),

the Spirit’s renewing work (Rom. 15:13),

and the promise that creation will be liberated (Rom. 8:19–21).

Hope is the fruit of God’s activity in the world — and the evidence that God’s
people trust the story is still unfolding.

When hope rises in a community, it reveals that people can imagine a future
worth investing in. This is central to civic and spiritual flourishing.

Hope as a Civic Metric

Data from PDX Quant show that Portlanders who feel a strong sense of
belonging—connection to neighbors, participation in local life, access to
relational networks—report significantly higher levels of hope about the city’s
future.

This is not accidental. Belonging, trust, and relational connection are the soil in
which hope grows. When people feel embedded in their neighborhood, they:

believe change is possible,

engage in civic life,

care for public spaces,

build alliances, and

commit to long-term stability.

Thus, hope is not sentimental. It is predictive of civic engagement, resilience, and
shared flourishing.

Measuring Hope Requires Asking Different Questions

Instead of measuring activity, churches must measure transformation:
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Is hope increasing where the Church is present?

This involves evaluating:

Belonging

Are neighbors experiencing greater connection?

Are relationships deepening across divides?

Are people less isolated?

Repair

Are historically harmed communities experiencing restoration, not further
harm?

Are policies, partnerships, and practices moving toward justice?

Trust

Do community partners trust the Church more over time?

Is transparency increasing?

Are shared commitments honored?

Connection

Are leaders working more collaboratively?

Are silos dissolving?

Are networks strengthening?

Hopefulness

Do residents believe the future of their neighborhood or city can improve?

Do they see the Church as part of that hope?

These questions reflect a shift from counting what the Church does to
discerning who the Church is and what the Church cultivates.

Hope Reveals the Presence of Shalom

Biblically, hope and shalom are intertwined. Shalom is not merely the absence
of conflict; it is the presence of justice, wholeness, and relational harmony. In
places where shalom grows, hope follows.
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Thus, measuring hope is a way of measuring whether:

relationships are being repaired,

justice is increasing,

neighborhoods are stabilizing,

trust is being restored,

and people sense their own dignity and agency rising.

Hope reveals whether civic resurrection is taking root—not just institutionally
but relationally and spiritually.

Hope Clarifies What Success Really Is

Measuring by hope challenges churches to redefine success:

Success is not:

increased attendance,

bigger programs,

more volunteers,

better publicity,

or faster growth.

Success is:

neighbors feeling less alone,

communities feeling more connected,

leaders working more collaboratively,

marginalized groups being centered and empowered, 

and residents experiencing life-change.

This aligns with Jeremiah 29, where God commands exiles to seek the welfare of
the city — and ties the community’s flourishing directly to the city’s hope.

In its hope, you will find your hope.
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Hope Is Measured Over Years, Not Weeks

Because hope is relational and systemic, it cannot be measured quickly. Hope
grows slowly:

through long-term presence,

consistent partnership,

healed relationships,

tangible acts of justice,

and participation in community rhythms.

This timeline aligns with Portland’s civic reality, where transformation has always
been gradual and relational (Abbott 2001; 2011). Churches cannot expect
immediate results, but they can measure the trajectory of hope over seasons
and years.

Hope Protects Against Despair and Cynicism

Despair erodes engagement. Cynicism undermines trust. Both are spiritually
corrosive and civically paralyzing. Measuring by hope:

keeps leaders rooted in God’s larger narrative,

helps congregations resist burnout,

frames setbacks within a long-term horizon,

and cultivates a posture of endurance.

Hope becomes not just an indicator but a safeguard.

Summary: Hope Is the Honest Measure of Faithful Presence

Hope is the outcome of relational repair, shared power, steady presence, and
Spirit-led collaboration. It is both the fruit and the measure of civic resurrection.
When hope rises in neighborhoods, networks, and systems, it signals that the
Church’s presence is aligning with the kingdom of God.

Measuring by hope keeps the Church grounded in:

God’s story rather than institutional anxiety,

relational transformation rather than output tracking,

and long obedience rather than short-term success.
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Hope becomes the evaluative horizon through which the Church discerns its
faithfulness in the city of Portland.

In a city marked by transition, burnout, and continual cultural churn, staying
becomes a profoundly countercultural act. Portland’s mobility rates, escalating
costs, and civic frustrations have created an environment where many residents
cycle through the city, remain only for a season, or disengage when conditions
become difficult. The Church, however, is called to a different pattern — one
rooted in covenant presence, long-term fidelity, and an unwavering
commitment to the flourishing of place.

Staying is not romanticized permanence. It is a spiritual discipline. A benediction
offered through presence. A testimony that God has not abandoned this city and
that His people will not either.

Staying as an Act of Faithfulness

The call to “seek the well-being of the city” in Jeremiah 29:5–7 was delivered to a
displaced people living in a place not of their choosing. In exile, God
commanded them to build houses, plant gardens, raise families, and invest in
the civic, economic, and relational life of their new home. Their flourishing was
tied to the city’s flourishing — not because the city was ideal, but because God
was present there.

In Portland, staying is a similar act of faithfulness. It proclaims:

We are here for the long haul.

We will not withdraw when the city is weary.

We will seek the shalom of our neighbors.

This quiet endurance is itself a witness — one that cannot be replicated by short-
term initiatives or sporadic engagement.

7.17 — The Benediction of Staying
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Staying Builds the Trust That Systems Cannot
Manufacture

Trust is one of the scarcest civic resources in Portland. No policy, program, or
institution can generate trust quickly. Trust requires:

repeated interactions,

consistent integrity,

relational repair after conflict,

and the assurance that partners will remain through difficulty.

When churches stay — in neighborhoods, in relationships, in partnerships —
they communicate stability. They create the relational continuity needed for
systemic collaboration. They become communities upon which neighbors, civic
leaders, and organizations can rely.

This is the heart of covenant presence: faithfulness that endures beyond utility.

Staying Resists the Temptation of Withdrawal

It is easier to leave than to remain.

When public frustration rises, when programs struggle, when partnerships
disappoint, when neighborhoods shift, the temptation is to redirect energy
elsewhere. But withdrawal is not the way of Christ. Jesus remains with His
disciples when they fail Him. God remains with Israel through exile. The Spirit
remains with the Church through persecution, conflict, and uncertainty.

Staying resists the inclination to retreat from discomfort or disappointment. It
forms the Church into a community that practices faithfulness over convenience.

Staying as a Form of Civic Stability

Portland’s civic ecosystem is fragile. Constant turnover — in agencies, nonprofits,
leadership positions, neighborhoods — destabilizes progress. Many long-term
solutions collapse not because they lack vision but because they lack continuity.

When churches stay:

relationships deepen,

memory accumulates,
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wisdom is passed between generations,

and collaborative structures endure.

Stability is not passive. It is a generative force that holds space for reconciliation,
justice, and renewal to take root.

In a city where institutional volatility is high, faithful presence becomes civic
infrastructure.

Staying Creates a Different Kind of Evangelism

In a skeptical city, staying becomes a form of witness. It communicates
something profoundly Christian:

that love is not conditional,

that commitment is not transactional,

and that hope is not fragile.

People may distrust institutions, but they trust neighbors who show up year 
after year. Evangelism in Portland is proclamation empowered by presence. It is 
credibility formed through time.

This is why the long-term presence of congregations becomes spiritually 
significant. The Church becomes believable not through argument but through 
endurance.

Staying Tethers Us to the Slow Work of God

Staying positions the Church within the pace of God’s healing work. It opens the
eyes to small mercies, gradual change, and long arcs of transformation that
would otherwise be missed. It strengthens the imagination to believe:

broken systems can function,

fractured communities can heal,

burnout can give way to renewal,

and despair can give way to resurrection.

Staying forms Christians into the kind of people who can recognize the
kingdom’s quiet unfolding — not because it is dramatic, but because it is faithful.
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Summary: Staying as Benediction

To stay is to bless the city.

To stay is to practice covenant love.

To stay is to build trust that others can stand on.

To stay is to live patiently into the future God intends for Portland.

To stay is to embody hope in a weary place.

The benediction of staying prepares the Church for the next movement:
allowing ordinary acts of faithfulness to become the building blocks of civic
resurrection.

Faithful presence is not sustained by extraordinary acts or dramatic
interventions. It is sustained by ordinary Christians practicing ordinary love in the
ordinary places of their lives. In Portland—a city both enchanted and exhausted
—the ordinary becomes the arena in which God’s renewal quietly unfolds.

Theology often names this reality as sacrament: the truth that God’s grace
shows up in common things. Bread, water, oil, tables, neighbors, gardens,
sidewalks, classrooms, conversations — all become places where the holiness of
God touches the life of the world.

Faithful presence takes this seriously. It recognizes that the everyday actions of
God’s people are not peripheral to mission but central to it.

Ordinary Faithfulness as Civic Repair

Civic resurrection (Section 7.15) is not built on major initiatives alone. It begins
with seemingly simple practices:

mentoring a young person navigating complex social realities,

listening to a neighbor’s story without rushing toward solutions,

showing up consistently for someone in recovery,

repairing a relationship strained by misunderstanding,

7.18 — The Ordinary Becomes Holy Again
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planting a garden in a place long neglected,

participating in a neighborhood meeting with humility,

supporting a struggling small business through presence,

volunteering in ways that reflect hospitality rather than charity.

These actions rarely make headlines, but they do make neighborhoods more
humane, more resilient, and more hopeful. They become the scaffolding for
larger transformation.

The Incarnation and the Sanctity of the Ordinary

The Word became flesh not in a palace, but in an unremarkable town. Jesus
spent most of His life in the obscurity of Nazareth, practicing carpentry,
participating in local rhythms, and living among neighbors who knew His family.
His public ministry was filled with ordinary moments: meals, walks,
conversations, shared life.

This narrative signals something profound:

God has chosen the ordinary as the primary setting of redemption.

Faithful presence mirrors this incarnational pattern. It honors:

the holiness of unnoticed work,

the dignity of small acts,

the power of unseen faithfulness,

and the eternal significance of simple love.

Ordinary Faithfulness Compounds Over Time

What seems small accumulates:

Trust builds through repeated kindness.

Belonging grows through shared rhythms.

Hope strengthens through consistent presence.

Systems shift when enough ordinary actors contribute in aligned ways.

Neighborhoods heal when countless acts of care form a pattern of renewal.

This is the biblical logic of mustard seeds and leaven — smallness that becomes
transformation.
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Ordinary Acts Adopt a Prophetic Quality

In an age of burnout, cynicism, and political exhaustion, ordinary faithfulness is
countercultural. It resists:

the pressure to perform,

the anxiety of constant urgency,

and the illusion that meaning requires visibility.

Choosing to love steadily becomes a prophetic statement:

that the city is worthy of care,

that neighbors matter,

that God has not abandoned this place,

and that healing begins with the small, the unnoticed, and the tender.

Summary: The Ordinary Becomes Holy

Faithful presence sanctifies the ordinary.

It transforms daily acts into sacramental participation in God’s renewing work.

It affirms that the small is not insignificant — it is how the kingdom grows.

Together, these ordinary acts sustain the Church’s long-term presence. They
prepare Portland to receive the final movement of this chapter: power sharing
not as strategy, but as witness.

Power sharing is not simply a civic ideal or a leadership technique. It is the 
culminating expression of faithful presence — the theological climax of 
everything described in this chapter. When the Church shares power it mirrors 
the humility of Christ and becomes a credible sign of God’s reconciling work in 
the world.

This section draws together the threads of power sharing, faithful presence, 
hope, long obedience, and resurrection-shaped engagement.
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Power Sharing Reveals the Character of Christ

Philippians 2 describes Jesus emptying Himself, refusing to exploit power for His
own advantage. Power sharing is the practical outworking of this christological
posture. When the Church chooses to:

decenter its own agenda,

elevate community leadership,

distribute authority,

share decision-making,

and release outcomes to others,

it presents a living picture of the humility of Jesus.

In a city skeptical of religious institutions, this posture is not merely ethical — it is
evangelistic.

Power Sharing Participates in the Mission of the Spirit

The Spirit distributes gifts across the Body so that no individual or institution 
contains all wisdom or capacity (1 Cor. 12). Shared leadership is not a concession; 
it is God’s design.

When the Church shares power in Portland’s civic ecosystem, it illustrates the 
Spirit’s pattern for the Church itself:

many members, many gifts, one body, one mission.

This collaboration is not weakness — it is echoing the Spirit’s economy of 
mutuality.

Power Sharing Makes the Church a Credible Partner

Portland’s civic leaders consistently value collaboration, humility, and relational
trust. Churches that embody these traits become credible partners in the city’s
renewal. When power is shared:

fear of domination decreases,

stereotypes soften,

trust deepens,

and civic actors become open to genuine partnership.
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In these spaces, the Church becomes known not for what it demands, but for
what it contributes.

Power Sharing Protects Against Co-optation

As outlined in Section 7.6, collaboration can drift toward manipulation if power is
not shared. But when the Church intentionally relinquishes unilateral authority,
co-optation loses its foothold.

Shared power:

centers impacted communities,

prevents mission drift,

anchors partnerships in justice,

and keeps the Church aligned with Christ’s humility rather than
institutional ambition.

Power Sharing Witnesses to the Kingdom of God

Ultimately, power sharing is a signpost. It points beyond the Church, beyond
civic outcomes, beyond collaboration itself — toward the coming kingdom
where:

justice and peace embrace,

the lowly are lifted,

diversity is honored,

and all creation is restored.

When churches share power in Portland, they embody a foretaste of this
kingdom. Their posture becomes a living invitation to see the world God is
making.

Final Summary: A Chapter of Formation

This chapter has described a way of life:

Listening before leading

Practicing collaboration

Counting the cost

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Guarding integrity

Sharing leadership biblically

Avoiding co-optation

Loving through faithful presence

Sustaining hope

Embracing long obedience

Participating in civic resurrection

Measuring by hope

Staying with steadfast love

Sanctifying the ordinary

Sharing power as witness

Together, these form the theological and missional core of Christian presence in
Portland.

Power sharing is not the end of the story — it is the way the Church joins God’s
restoration of the city, one table, one neighbor, one act of hope at a time.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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