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CHAPTER SIX

Repair

War, death, and disease rend the world. Injustice tears 
at the fabric of neighborhoods, making relinquish-

ment the best but most heart- wrenching choice under bad 
circumstances and leaving behind orphans, families at risk, 
people side- lined with no support system or sign of hope. 
Adoption is one way we dare to stitch the world back to-
gether. It offers a needle and thread to begin the mending. 
We cannot mend all the wounds, gather all the fragments 
scattered about war zones and orphanages and underserved 
neighborhoods—but we do what we can with each stitch.

The Jewish community speaks of tikkun olam, or “re-
pair of the world.”1 It isn’t a biblical term per se, though 
it is deeply congruent with the imperatives of Scripture. It 
suggests much of what Scripture says outright about God’s 
restoration project—that we are to repair the streets where 
people live, to become reconcilers between factions, and to 
reclaim the original shalom of Eden. Irwin, a rabbi and a gen-
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tleman, tells me that tikkun olam is the recognition that we 
each do small things toward the healing of our society. Each 
of us makes individual contributions toward the collective 
work of justice.

Every time a family chooses to enfold, to adopt a child, 
or someone reaches out in friendship to someone unlike 
himself or herself, they are re- making the world, making a 
single stitch toward wholeness. Every stitch is both a per-
sonal and a political statement about the fracture- making 
ways of the world. Our small gestures insist that everyone 
belongs and that the structures of the world must be cali-
brated toward inclusion.

One June morning Claude stood among thirty Batwa fam-
ilies on the edge of a pristine plot. For landless people, this 
was like crossing into the Promised Land. But they had taken 
only a few steps into their new home when angry neighbors 
met them, vowing to run them out. The hostility was tribal, 
the Hutu and Tutsi neighbors saying that the Batwa would 
poison the land.

The thirty Batwa families determined to “embarrass 
the neighbors with their love,” as the Burundian adage says. 
When the Hutus falsely accused them of stealing cabbages, 
the families gave them twice as many cabbages in return. 
When the Tutsis stole their carrots out of the ground days 
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before harvest, the families didn’t seek revenge but gave 
them potatoes, too. Each week the families would sit with 
Claude and tell him these stories, and then they would 
dream out loud about a future in which they would all be 
friends, all have ample food, and all live in peace throughout 
the mountains of Matara.

Our Batwa families had a prime location: land right on 
the main road with easy access to the elementary school, the 
local market, and the little health clinic run by the Catholic 
nuns. For their Hutu and Tutsi neighbors, the most direct 
route to these resources was a rutted footpath along the 
Batwa property line. The neighbors tried to avoid touching 
the Batwa land, but it wasn’t easy, given the logistics of the 
area. The Batwa noticed how hard the coming and going was 
for their neighbors. They also recognized what a hardship 
it was that no truck could get back to their communities to 
deliver bags of seed, or build a home or repair one. That’s 
when they came up with a possible solution brimming with 
tikkun olam.

During the next weekly meeting with Claude, the 
Batwa leaders asked if they could gift the land on the pe-
riphery of their property line to the larger community for 
the creation of a public road for their neighbors. This proj-
ect would involve the Batwa ceding about 10 percent of 
their land for the welfare of their enemies. Their only stip-
ulation? That their neighbors had to build the road with 
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them. Applauding their creative act of love, Claude green- 
lit the project.

Over the next six months, Hutu, Tutsi, and Batwa neigh-
bors worked together every Saturday morning to build a car- 
worthy road right to their doorstep. At first, the mornings 
were quiet. The neighbors needed the road but begrudged 
the givers and tried to keep to themselves. But over time 
the animosity began to unravel. The men came with their 
tools and their sense of humor, and they began laughing and 
working in mixed groups. Working together, they became 
friends. And when the road was finally done six months 
later, they walked it together in peace.

Now, six years later, the mountains of Matara are a 
transformed place. The three tribes share the extra produce 
from their harvests with one another; they work shoulder to 
shoulder in the fields; they walk to the market together on 
Mondays and Wednesdays. Their children go to the same 
school, rewriting the old stories of bullying and discrimina-
tion. The verdant fields of cassava and sweet potatoes, the 
chartreuse rows of cabbage, the robust tea bushes flanking 
the land—all exemplify the abundant plantations of shalom 
that Ezekiel the prophet once imagined.2

True, the Batwa families aren’t perfect. They still squab-
ble with one another and need elders to arbitrate disputes. 
Occasionally one will take more than his fair share and run 
away until he can face the community again. And the com-
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munity isn’t exempt from bossy leaders and competing ideas 
about the common good. But these friends are, nonetheless, 
on the road toward peace.

And this is their Promised Land. The families now boast 
of food security. Their children have a bright future. They 
are at peace with their neighbors and even the leaders in 
the community at large. They embody tikkun olam, having 
offered the first stitch of shalom in their community, opening 
the way for deep repair across the region.

Shalom is a wide word. It carries the meaning of peace, well- 
being, and wholeness. The lush Garden of Eden gives us a 
glimpse of the original shalom, where creation and humanity 
support each other, where we witness abundance, security, 
and freedom as the world begins the way God intends.

While shalom may refer to an individual’s quality of life, 
most often it refers to a communal practice that brings peace, 
including all in the process.3 The families of Matara offer a 
vivid picture of shalom, of a village that knew its well- being 
was connected to the wellness of all its neighboring families 
despite tribal affiliation. Only when all families entered into 
equitable goodness did they experience shalom. And our Bu-
rundian friends will learn what a young Israel had to learn: 
Peaceableness requires continual maintenance.

During the extended time that the Israelites fled slavery 
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in Egypt, wandered in the wilderness for forty years, and 
finally crossed into the Promised Land, they learned about 
shalom- keeping the hard way. On the heels of their trium-
phant transition onto the land, the biblical narrative tells of 
a splintered shalom. Families were already fractured from 
within and warring without. Men were murdered, leaving 
women and children vulnerable in a patriarchal society. 
Land was stolen, expelling families from their ancestral 
homes and creating a poverty class. And wars broke out, in-
troducing more loss of life, exile, and refugees. All this tu-
mult left the families of Israel stressed and struggling. Cre-
ating instructions about the care of orphans, widows, and 
families at risk of falling into poverty became necessary to 
maintain the viability of the community at large. How these 
families embodied belonging would test the sustainability 
of shalom.

As the tribes of Israel showed signs of inner corrosion 
and began to buckle, God erected a scaffolding to protect 
both the needy and the neighborhood. Families would play 
a primary role in holding the nation together. Charged with 
offering hospitality to those widowed by violence or or-
phaned by disease or otherwise impoverished, families were 
the frontline for safeguarding their community. Taking in 
extended family members like nieces and nephews became 
a common custom, revealing that informal adoption was 
already a strategy employed for repairing neighborhoods. 
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Grafting vulnerable individuals, be they children or women, 
into existing family systems seemed to be the best way to 
protect them and the community at large.

God offered other corrective practices, structures of sha-
lom, to secure stability for the entire region. One of those 
structures was gleaning rights, which provided access to 
food for those living on the underside of the economy. This 
was how Naomi and Ruth met their basic survival needs. 
Faithful practitioners of this structure like Boaz offered first 
fruits from their fields to God in thanksgiving and left their 
final fruits for neighbors like Naomi and Ruth, who, through 
no fault of their own, couldn’t provide for themselves. So 
every plot of land, every field, provided for not just a single 
family but also the neighbor in need. This is where tikkun 
olam meets shalom, the recognition that repair work moves 
toward an expansive practice of equity. Each small gesture 
contributes to the common welfare.

Adoption is congruent with the shalom orientation we 
witness unfolding among the families of Israel. Families are 
core centers of belonging, possessing the capacity to enfold 
the most vulnerable ones. And each family can live in such 
a way as to provide for themselves and others who are at 
risk. One family might adopt an orphan and keep that child 
off the street or safe from a life of prostitution or banditry. 
Another family may manage their fields according to the 
Jubilee practice, so that families at risk can glean enough 
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to eat and find their way back into the local economy. And 
all families are encouraged to practice hospitality with one 
another as well as the foreigners who cross through their 
land. Together, these families create the structures that help 
repair the community and ensure its viability.

Money cuts to the quick of what matters to us. Jesus says as 
much in Luke 12:34: “Where your heart is, there will your 
treasure be also.” And money communicates volumes about 
belonging, influencing decisions about who is worthy of in-
vestment, who is deemed a drain on the system, and which 
community infrastructure projects get funded. Review any 
family, church, or city budget, and you’ll know who does 
(and doesn’t) matter.

Throughout Scripture, God consistently recognizes the 
connection between families and economies: they seem 
to rise and fall together. The prophets saw this too—how 
economic injustice was frequently the culprit tearing apart 
communities.4 In Scripture, God repeatedly returns to the 
importance of an equitable economy for the health of each 
family and each community. In biblical narratives we can 
see that when the gap widens between the rich and the poor, 
families crack under the weight of the disparity. Clearly, God 
takes economics very seriously as a measure and a mecha-
nism of community well- being.
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Another special structure of shalom is Jubilee. At its most 
basic, it was an economic policy meant to redistribute land, 
debt, and labor toward greater equity, thus cultivating more 
viable communities.5 And it’s good to remember that when 
we talk about community, we’re talking about a collection of 
families. Indeed, one of the first articulations of Jubilee puts 
families front and center. According to the Jubilee structure, 
the economy was reorganized every fifty years so that fami-
lies could return to one another and their homestead.6 This 
wise economic practice kept families together or created 
conditions for them to welcome (or adopt) others. Its focus 
put the health of families in full view.

When the Jubilee horn sounded across Israel in the 
fiftieth year, all debts were forgiven, land was returned to 
original owners, and slaves were set free. Whatever was con-
fiscated in the last generation’s economic downturn could 
be reclaimed. And, to be clear, this meant the forgiveness 
of family debt and the return of family land so that families 
could experience repair and a second chance. According to 
Jubilee economics, no one should live in perpetual poverty 
or forever be locked out of the life of the neighborhood. 
Families shouldn’t be trapped in cycles of poverty genera-
tion after generation. As hard as it was (and it was), some 
families gave back so other families could start again. Ju-
bilee was one mechanism meant to ensure that everyone 
could live well in the neighborhood.
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To the modern ear, Jubilee sounds preposterous, too uto-
pian to be true. But evidence exists that Jubilee practices did 
occur on a small scale. And more to the point, Jubilee is as-
pirational. It provides a way to see how a well- ordered econ-
omy could move entire communities toward wholeness.

For the prophet Isaiah, the economy was an integral strand 
in rebuilding Jerusalem after its destruction. Exploitive prac-
tices that allowed the rich to pry land from their neighbors, 
saddle them with debt, and enslave them would not make 
Jerusalem great again. The economy had to be calibrated 
to work for every family, so repair work had to include the 
economy; it had to address the lives and the livelihood of 
every family in the city. Larger economic systems impinged 
on families then just as they do now. Consider foreclosures 
on family homes due to economic speculation, or low wages 
that demand full- time work from parents but still result in 
life below the poverty line, and you see how impersonal 
structures weigh on individual families. These are the very 
kinds of economics that can push families apart. All the 
more reason to be mindful of them as we consider how we 
can be involved in repair work.

What would it look like to be involved in economic repair 
for the sake of our family and communities? Again, from the 
mountains of Matara in Burundi we find an example. Even 
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though some tribal tensions had eased, our Batwa friends 
were still in the thick of their campaign to make a lasting 
peace with their neighbors. So they bought pigs, enough for 
each family in their village. Together they decided that the 
first litter of pigs would stay in the village, but the second lit-
ter would be gifted to their neighbors. Each family agreed to 
this, meaning that soon thirty litters would be given away to 
contribute to the household incomes of the entire commu-
nity. No one mandated this gift; no one followed a biblical 
imperative on purpose. But the Batwa families lived into the 
Jubilee spirit with their concrete generosity, care for neigh-
bors, and desire to see all the villages thrive.

The pigs represented a source of income for each family. 
The first litter increased the income of a Batwa family, and the 
second litter increased the income of a family in a neighboring 
village. This meant that more families experienced increase 
and could provide for their children. A better economic ca-
pacity in turn meant that each family had a better chance of 
buying what they needed at market, getting medicine for a 
sick child, and paying school fees for their sons and daugh-
ters. It meant some families would have enough income to 
adopt their brother’s children in the wake of his death. This 
strengthening of families throughout the Matara region made 
for a more viable and vibrant community for all their children. 
This is what Isaiah imagined could happen—lives and liveli-
hoods strengthened for the good of the community.
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These families, looking out for both themselves and 
their neighbors, are less likely to be anyone’s victim. Who 
would try to entice them to relinquish their children in ex-
change for money? These families are doing well enough 
that they aren’t vulnerable to such ploys and would easily 
rebuff them. The message is clear: Keeping these families 
strong and economically viable keeps them intact. As we 
explore the metaphor and reality of adoption, we must care 
about preventing any injustice this side of heaven that cre-
ates the need for the repair work of adoption.

Adoption enacts shalom for all of us, families as well as com-
munities. As a family receives a child, they demonstrate the 
radical hospitality of God’s shalom. Each family member is 
ripe for transformation as they experience a family bond 
stronger than bloodlines or ethnic division. Communities 
seeded with such families witness the capacity to enfold the 
disenfranchised ones as kin. And a community comprised 
of such families provides a place where fewer are left on the 
margins and more are welcomed around the dinner table. 
Taken together, such communities begin to evidence the 
stability of a shalom- shaped society.

Adoption isn’t only for or about orphans. Adoption is 
about enacting shalom for all of us.

For some families and even churches engaged in ques-

copyrighted material



123

Repair

tions surrounding adoption, their starting question is 
“Should we adopt?” or “Am I called to adopt?” or “How do 
we support adoption?” But I believe these questions aren’t 
scripturally informed. In the biblical narratives, from Moses 
to Ruth, the question we see asked is different: How might 
we best contribute to God’s shalom initiative? We have in 
common the biblical imperative to increase the well- being 
not only of our families, but of our communities. The chal-
lenge facing each of us is to discover how we are invited to 
join God’s comprehensive campaign of shalom. Adoption is 
one way to strengthen the neighborhood—but there are also 
other paths and callings in a much larger consideration and 
context.

We are called to care for the well- being of everyone 
in our community, but especially the vulnerable ones. 
Strengthening the neighborhood will mean taking many and 
varied approaches to enfold a variety of vulnerable people—
not only orphans but families at risk, refugees, immigrants, 
the homeless, and those on the fringe in our neighborhood.

Looking deeply into a campaign of shalom, we also see 
the needs of single- parent families, parents struggling to 
earn enough to provide for the basics while making enough 
time to be present to their children and still finding room 
to rest. My friend Sarah, who’s single with no children of 
her own, offers childcare for a single parent on a regular 
basis. The mother, a flight attendant, sometimes needs to 
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work overnight shifts, but she can trust her children to the 
care of this reliable friend. And as I watch Sarah collaborate 
with this mother, juggling schedules and stretching herself 
to be of help, I see that she contributes to the shalom of a 
household, the stability of this family. If more people saw 
the larger vision of shalom for our communities, they would 
shore up the worn places for single- parent families by ex-
tending not only friendship but also practical assistance like 
childcare and financial help. These families so supported 
and strengthened would make entire communities stronger.

Practicing shalom means that we’re reaching out to 
help families at risk, those below the poverty line or on 
the downside of the economy. They may be refugee fami-
lies living in the slums of our inner cities without adequate 
infrastructure or access to needed services. They may be 
families living in depressed neighborhoods with poor- 
performing public schools. In the spirit of shalom, might 
we take on the challenge to advocate for these families? 
What might it look like to consider standing up for better 
wages, better working conditions, better schools, and more 
support services as a means of expressing our commitment 
to family values, knowing how profoundly economic pol-
icy is connected to family health and viability? Surely sup-
porting families on the brink is part of strengthening the 
community.

Often families living in poverty lack not only money but 
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also education, healthcare, and food security. Under unjust 
global systems, these at- risk ones are pressured into mak-
ing heart- rending choices about how to manage their fam-
ily. The parents often fall victim to those who would exploit 
their poverty—people who would give them money in ex-
change for an infant (which the at- risk accept under duress) 
or fool them into signing documents that sever their rights 
to their children. Without doubt this is the kind of injustice 
God hates.

As parents of children once orphaned by disease and 
poverty, Claude and I are familiar with the kind of injustice 
that creates vulnerable children. Our commitment to shalom 
for communities led us to engage in community develop-
ment work in Burundi so that these families would never be 
tempted or tricked into relinquishing their children. Enrich-
ing these communities with agriculture, clean water, good 
schools, health clinics, access to loans, and better housing 
has become our way of incarnating the Jubilee for the sake 
of these families. For us, working to prevent the conditions 
that necessitate adoption is also shalom- shaped work. When 
a family can stay intact, then shalom is served, justice is win-
ning the day.

Others share this call for pre- emptive justice. My friends 
Troy and Tara Livesay operate a maternity clinic and mid-
wifery program in Haiti so that mothers can keep their chil-
dren and not be forced to relinquish them unnecessarily. 
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They also offer parenting classes and maintain a literacy 
program for the mothers so they can provide stability for 
their families in years to come. Another friend of mine is 
taking his place as a watchdog regarding adoption ethics. 
Seth partners with colleagues in Ethiopia to support ethical 
adoptions and, as a lawyer, extends ad- hoc advice to Amer-
ican couples who want to steer clear of exploiting poor fam-
ilies unintentionally. Doing this kind of work or funding it 
are other ways to strengthen vulnerable families. Adoption 
is a holy means of establishing belonging after relinquish-
ment; but holy is the work that strengthens families before 
relinquishment is necessary.

When we safeguard the rights of these families, advo-
cate for better policies on their behalf, and partner with 
them to find solutions, we’re participating in the work of 
shalom. This kind of engagement bears witness to our family 
values, the ones rooted in the biblical text.

Adoption is how we tend to orphans, but it is sourced in 
shalom. Indeed, adoption can be a tangible sign of shalom 
in our imperfect world. I know this firsthand because adop-
tion grafted me into a family tree. Adoption kept me out of 
the foster care system. And adoption was the invitation my 
husband and I received when we met our two children: to 
enfold them into a family and community so they wouldn’t 
end up on the dusty streets of Bujumbura.

Adoption is a modern structure of shalom able to repair 
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some of the torn places in our world. And it’s one of many 
ways to move toward tikkun olam and the New City.

Adoption stretches beyond parents and children. It’s how 
we embody family, welcoming others into relationships that 
give them a place to be accepted and safe. It’s how we cul-
tivate belonging in our neighborhoods, churches, and com-
munities. Each adoptive gesture contributes to the repair of 
those torn places in our world.

The current political challenges in Burundi force fami-
lies to make hard choices about their safety. Our long- time 
friend Emery had to send his family out of the country to 
ensure that they would not be harassed or harmed. Without 
his wife and kids, he turned to Claude and asked if he could 
live with us in the interim. We had a spare room and, more 
important, a willingness to include him in our family. Now 
he comes and goes as easily as any of us do through the hall-
ways of the house. He watches soccer matches with my son 
and knows what kind of muffins my kids like to snack on. 
He brings me cases of sparkling water and runs household 
errands without complaint. He looks out for us, and we keep 
up with him. Until his family can be reunited, we’re glad to 
be together. We are family; we’ve adopted each other.

Jason and Heather are the godparents of our children. 
Certain legal implications might come into effect should the 

copyrighted material



128

A D O P T E D

worst happen to Claude and me, but for now they’re under 
little obligation. Yet they’ve adopted my kids already. They 
never miss celebrating a birthday or a holiday. Uncle Jason 
tried to teach Justin to ride a bike. Aunt Heather has taught 
my son and daughter how to make her signature chocolate 
cake. The two of them regularly pack up their Volvo and 
drive from California to spend time with us when we’re 
stateside, long visits where we can get into the mess of life 
together, as siblings do. They’re not waiting to step in and 
care for our children. They’re already assuming their roles 
as adoptive ones, already enfolding us into their lives in sac-
rificial and life- giving ways.

Adoption is a way of life, a way of making belonging 
visible. Maybe adoption best describes how Tahany and I 
jumped into each other’s lives—how I cared for her boys, 
and how she invited me into the delivery room for the birth 
of her third son, and how we’ll be together in her home in 
Palestine soon. Maybe adoption makes the most sense of 
how Janelle has mothered me through some hard seasons, 
seeing me as her own. Maybe adoption helps us understand 
how two different communities, one from suburban Texas 
and one from rural Burundi, can be friends who celebrate 
births and new churches together. I’ll never forget when 
our Batwa friends prayed fervently over months and miles 
for a friend in Texas with a dire cancer diagnosis—and how 
they danced together when she was strong enough to travel 
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to Matara and spend the night in their village. All different 
kinds of adoption can bind us together.

We miss the potency of adoption when we limit it to a 
legal mechanism to make children part of a family. Adoption 
is so much more—a deep and multifaceted way we incarnate 
shalom in our community. We enfold one another into our 
family in tangible ways by welcoming, reciprocating care, 
and redeeming the broken places as we care for one another. 
And the beauty is that we can cross all manner of boundaries 
to be family. We’re not limited by bloodlines or ethnicity or 
even nationality. Anyone can be our family if we let them.

In the days of the biblical prophets, after the demise of their 
beloved city, the Jews returned to their land to rebuild Jeru-
salem and reimagine their future after over a generation in 
exile. Many different voices joined in the conversation about 
the urban reconstruction project. Nehemiah and Ezra had 
their plans for revitalization, which included repair of the 
outer wall of the city, teaching Torah so Jews could worship 
once again, and reclaiming ethnic purity by ceasing all inter-
marriage with foreigners.7 Only one prophet—Isaiah—stood 
apart. His vision for the New City was different—a vision of 
inclusion, justice, and neighborliness.

Belonging mends our world. For Isaiah, membership in 
the New City was to be inclusive—even eunuchs and for-
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eigners could join in if they kept Sabbath and covenant. At 
the time, this was like saying that traitors and enemies were 
welcome—but the prophet dreamed a daring, holy dream 
about the kind of city God wanted. In this city, the prophet 
affirmed, everyone would be allowed to worship, and the 
new temple would be a house of prayer for all people. And 
Isaiah further declared that Jubilee economics would ensure 
equity for all. The dream was to have an economy calibrated 
to support every family so that all could thrive in the city 
God designed.

In this New City, everyone could imagine a full life. 
Wherever you came from, whatever your economic class, 
as long as you honored God and were a good neighbor, you 
could call this place your home. And the prophet went even 
further—you will all be kin, he said, one seamless family. It 
takes your breath away, the expansiveness of this vision, or 
it scares you a bit. But the writing of Isaiah is one sweeping 
poem that is part of our canon, part of the biblical conver-
sation about how to make Israel great again. Some thought 
greatness could be achieved by purity and exclusionary pol-
icies, but Isaiah wagered on inclusivity and welcome.

Adoption is a sacrament of resistance, pushing back 
against xenophobia, estrangement, loneliness, and the in-
visibility of the vulnerable. Every instance of belonging says 
no to orphanhood, no to fending for yourself, no to scarce 
resources, no to relinquishment having the last word. And 
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every time we adopt, in the largest sense of the word, we 
resist exclusion and engage in the repair work that restores 
neighborhoods and rebuilds cities. Adoption builds the New 
City. Belonging mends the world.
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