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The Rev. Dr. Walter Brueggemann is Professor Emeritus of Old Testament at Columbia 

Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia (1986-2003), and formerly Professor of Old 

Testament (1961-1986) and Dean (1968-1982) at Eden Theological Seminary in St. Louis, 

Missouri. An ordained minister in the United Church of Christ who considers “evangelical 

pietism” his “spiritual home” (ix), Brueggemann remains a formidable Old Testament scholar 

and author of nearly 60 books, hundreds of articles, and several commentaries on the Bible. 

 Inspired by the 2003 Emmylou Harris song, “Time in Babylon,” Brueggemann 

essentially answers in Out of Babylon, “How might the church living in the United States empire 

faithfully carry out its calling?” Brueggemann advocates for a model of “accommodation and 

resistance”—an approach through which the church can avoid the “one-dimensional 

accommodation [to empire]…of the extreme Right” and the “one-dimensional resistance [of 

empire]…of the extreme Left,” given that “resistance without nuance leads to irrelevance and 

marginalization” (151-153). He arrives at this conclusion by mining the Old Testament prophets 

and the Psalms for insights on the relationship between the “local tradition” (14) of Yahweh 

adherents, on the one hand, and the “all-defining empire” (10) in which they live, on the other. 

 Brueggemann employs this study chiefly as an aid for contemporary Christians “who 

must live agilely in the midst of the deeply problematic power of the U.S. empire” (1). He 

observes, “As the Jews in the Babylonian Empire had to struggle with the seductions and 

insistence of empire, so Christians in the midst of U.S. empire must struggle for a peculiar 

identity” as well (15).  

 Brueggemann segments his work in eight chapters. In the first, he assesses the 6
th

 century 

BC “facts on the ground,” as reported by Isaiah, Jeremiah, and the Psalter, bringing to light 

similarities between empire and local tradition then and now. In the second chapter, 

Brueggemann turns to Amos, Micah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Zephaniah as he asserts that an 

“internal failure” of the local tradition evokes the “external threat” (28) of empire; said another 

way, Brueggemann argues that church has itself brought on the oppression of the empire, by 

failing to strictly observe Torah. He also permits the possibility that the United States empire, as 

was the case with Babylon, may be seen as both God’s faithful carrier of local tradition and as 

brash world dominator, though Brueggemann places significantly more emphasis on the latter. 

In chapters three and four, Brueggemann discusses how heartfelt poetry gives voice to the 

local tradition as God’s people grieve the loss of Jerusalem and the Temple. This poetry of grief 

and loss presents a stark and penetrating contrast to the empire’s “ideology of certitude” (39), 

and threatens to put the empire’s “old certitudes to risk” (41). It is, therefore, not mere poetry, 

but a “raw poetry of contradiction” (39) which evokes the “emancipatory imagination” of those 

who refuse resignation and passive accommodation to Babylon (cf. 69). 

Chapter five, then, forms what this reviewer finds to be one of the more insightful 

discussions in Brueggemann’s tome. Brueggemann outlines the different strategic and rhetorical 

approaches of Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Isaiah in response to Babylon (80-91). From Ezekiel’s 

“affirmation of empire,” to Jeremiah’s “affirmation that turns to devastating critique,” to Isaiah’s 

“complete dismissal” of empire (91), Brueggemann demonstrates the local tradition, both then 

and now, is shrewd to embrace different approaches as it interacts with the empire. 

Brueggemann also recognizes God’s people living-in-empire may not be able to flee from 

the empire in a geographical sense, given the ubiquitous presence of the government. Instead, 

Brueggemann offers that the church may “leave” the empire in a liturgical sense; and for 
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contemporary believers in the United States, specifically, “Christian liturgy, in U.S. empire, may 

be seen as a way of sustaining a peculiar (baptismal) identity that always seeks space for life 

outside the claims of empire” (106).  

However, he is quick to notice, “[M]uch current liturgical performance assumes rather 

than subverts empire” (106). That is to say, many churches in the U.S. confuse the American 

Dream with God’s dream. In opposition to this bastardization of the gospel, Brueggemann 

argues, regularly gathering God’s people around counter-cultural liturgical forms has the power 

to shape us by said norms, with the result that we may begin to consider life-in-empire 

differently. Indeed, liturgy has the potential to awaken the U.S. church to realize that God’s 

dream is infinitely more than flag, finances, and fruit pie. 

Chapter seven provides an obligatory nod to the Emmylou Harris song, unpacking and 

applying its lyrics as contemporary poetry for the church in U.S. empire. Beyond this, 

Brueggemann’s here considers the church in post-exilic, ubiquitous Persia, through the lenses of 

Ezra and Nehemiah, Daniel, Joseph, and Esther. Brueggemann concludes his compelling 

comparison and analysis of these narratives (135-149) thus: their “common theme is boldness, 

daring, and imagination that are to be enacted in a variety of strategies. All of these narratives 

underscore the importance of intentionality in the local tradition, and refusal to forgo identity, 

though the refusal is perforce sometimes understated and opaque” (150). This implies the U.S. 

church-in-empire is wise to embrace a similar approach of shrewd and intentional 

accommodation to empire, in some instances, and resistance of empire, in others. 

 One hindrance for some readers may be Brueggemann’s occasional politicization of 

“accommodation” and “resistance.” To wit, pro-life citizens in America, for example, would 

vehemently disagree with Brueggemann’s characterization that the “extreme Right,” of which 

they are typically considered a part, is prone to a wholesale “one-dimensional accommodation” 

to the empire (cf. 151-153, above). Indeed, protestors of government-endorsed abortion clearly 

resist governmental authority. Similarly, citizens of the far Left who may favor welfare and other 

government entitlements are plainly not resisting the empire, but are expecting it to provide for 

their daily needs. To be fair, these quick examples support Brueggemann’s assertion, if nothing 

else, that the U.S. church will accommodate the empire in some cases and resist it in others. 

Brueggemann not only finds this varied response likely, but desirable, if the church is to uphold 

and defend freedom. “[A]s long as we are in an ideological posture to insist on a one-

dimensional reaction to empire, there is no freedom” (155). Truly, “Israel, in its displacement, 

did not push toward a monolith of faith or voice. Rather, it allowed immense diversity and 

freedom of articulation, surely recognizing a commonality of belonging, even with widely 

variant voices. It is the nature of the poetic to permit other voices to stand alongside” (76).  

 Brueggemann grounds his work in two significant, often hotly disputed, premises: one, 

that the United States is not a faithful carrier of the aforementioned “local tradition,” but rather is 

an “empire” and “predator economy” (127) seeking “to impose its will around the world…and to 

monopolize resources in every possible way” (31); and two, that we as the U.S. church 

“specialize in capitulating and selling out to the dominant culture” so that “the promises of the 

gospel are readily lined out as ‘the American dream’” (151). To be sure, not everyone in the 

church agrees with Brueggemann. To his first contention, many argue the United States was and 

is a faithful Christian nation. Also, proponents of the democratic capitalist political-economy 

Brueggemann laments would argue such a system creates precisely the best forum for upholding 
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and defending the same “diversity and freedom of articulation” he urges the church to embrace. 

To Brueggemann’s second premise, contemporary church leaders in his sights would likely 

argue they are merely communicating the gospel contextually, out of a desire to meet the 

American culture “where it’s at.” 

 Points of disagreement aside, Brueggemann’s book rises to the top in its creatively-

applied analysis of Old Testament rhetoric. Those in the church who are heavily oriented toward 

practice may be disappointed in that he offers relatively few concrete prescriptions for the U.S. 

church-in-empire. His brief recommendations (106, 125) include counter-cultural liturgical 

forms, prayer for the city (cf. Jerermiah 29:7), “remembering our true place” (cf. Psalm 137:5-6), 

and confronting and instructing the empire “about the truth of governance” (cf. Daniel 4:27). 

While these are helpful, readers eager to implement and live out his paradigm may desire more. 

 On the whole, this reviewer appreciates Brueggemann’s recommended model of 

“accommodation and resistance,” for it strikes one as both faithful and realistic. Believers in 

America are called to be faithful while we pay taxes to the government, drive on Interstates, go 

shopping, and breathe the imperial air. Said more poetically, even after “an orgy of radical 

rhetoric one must still ‘come to terms’” (133) with living in the ubiquitous American empire. To 

this end, Brueggemann’s insightful (and to be sure, inciteful) study provides thoughtful fodder 

for leaders in the U.S. church striving to help God’s people live-in-empire more shrewdly, 

intentionally, and faithfully. 
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