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A Faithful Architecture: Seeking the Shalom of the City for Immigrant and Nation

“And seek the shalom of the city...and pray unto the LORD for it: for in the shalom thereof shall  

ye have shalom.”1 With these words the prophet Jeremiah directed the Israelite captives, urging them to 

pursue the good of their enemies, knowing that their prosperity was inextricably tied to the city in 

which they dwelt. In this verse can be found the underpinnings of the church's role in this world, who – 

as pilgrims looking forward to that “city which has foundations” – must still contribute to the good of 

their temporal surroundings.2 This implies that the secular city can (to some degree, at least) reach a 

state of shalom apart from the conversion of all its citizens, but that this shalom is contingent upon the 

work of the church to both “go in search of” it and petition the Lord for it on the city's behalf.3,4 

Similarly, the Apostle Paul “urge[s] that...prayers...be made for all people, for kings and all who are in 

high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life.”5 And it is also written, “As far as it depends 

on you, live at peace with all people” and again (instead of hypocritical liturgy), “Let justice roll down 

like waters, and righteousness like an ever flowing stream.”6,7 Thus the church must pray for God's 

blessings for the city, but also become that prayer's embodied answer through the person and work of 

Jesus Christ.8 Bound up within the city is the destiny of a nation, for within its boundaries is found the 

meeting of city and field, rich and poor, immigrant and nation. What becomes of the city becomes of 

1 Jer 29:7 KJV (cf. 1 Tim 2:1-2)  
2 Heb 11:10 KJV
3 Rom 13:4
4 Webster's 1828 Dictionary. “Seek”
5 1 Tim 2:1-2 ESV
6 Rom 12:18 ESV
7 Amos 5:24 ESV
8 Cf. Lk 10:1-3



the nation. This paper proposes that fostering traditional community within the city is the most 

productive contribution the Christian architect can make in addressing the immigrant-nation divide in 

America by examining the nature of community and its relationship to shalom, the role of community 

in bridging the immigrant-nation divide, and the role of the church and the built environment as 

community enablers.

What Is the Problem?

This paper seeks to address the immigrant-nation divide, the prejudice and xenophobia that the 

most recent immigrant group receives in almost every country.9 This divide is intuitively felt by most in 

the United States and rears it head in the form of distrust, fear, hatred and even abuse of a given 

immigrant group. But even without any wickedness, linguistic and cultural differences can create a 

barrier between immigrants and nation, hindering relationships and dividing members living in the 

same areas. The natural human tendency of clinging to the familiar and separating from the “different” 

only serves to widen this divide. How can this immigrant-nation divide be addressed?

Community and Shalom

The idea of community is casually tossed around today, the invoking of which is often all that is 

required to prove the value of any given proposal, but it remains to be asked: what is community? Most 

have a sense that it must be good, whatever it is, but its definition all too often remains mystical and 

vague. What has community been historically? Has it changed today? Will it change in the future? Is it 

necessary? These are essential questions to answer before its impact on shalom and the immigrant-

nation divide can be measured. 

Traditionally, community has been understood as an “enclosed system that can be typified as [a] 

stable and self sufficient [sic] social organization unit; a microcosm of a larger social order.”10 This is 

the specific, local place where people would live, work and play and it resulted in an awareness of 

9 Dale Hanson Bourke, Immigration: Tough Questions, Direct Answers (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2014), Kindle 
Edition 487.

10 Mohamad Kashef. “Sense of Community and Residential Space: Contextualizing New Urbanism within a Broader 
Theoretical Framework.” International Journal of Architectural Research: 2009. p84.



belonging, intimate social groups, a strong sense of identity, and place attachment.11 Wendell Berry, 

referencing the traditional rural community that he has watched disappear, writes that “a good 

community...insures itself by trust, by good faith, and good will, by mutual help. A good community...is 

a good local economy.”12 He also suggests that a good human community must retain the soil and 

memory of a place.13 Thus the traditional community is one of interdependence, self-sufficiency, place, 

and memory.

 The contemporary community, however, is no longer attached to place, but is a community of 

interest.14 It is “a fragment of a geographically diffused and socially segregated system with a web of 

local, regional, and global connections.”15 Relationships are chosen by commonality and like-

mindedness rather than geography and interdependence. Gender, age, vocation, socioeconomic status, 

and common values have become the “basis of social relations and the new placeless communities.”16 It 

follows that the virtual communities created by technological advances are as legitimate as physical 

ones, emphasizing the separation of community from place. Indeed, “the role of place changed from 

being an incubator of social relations [in the traditional community] to one that expresses social class 

and status [in the contemporary.]”17

With such a vast difference between these understandings of community, how does one choose 

the best option? Which “community” is going to best bridge the immigrant-nation divide? Which 

“community” should the built environment be fostering? Or, depending on one's choice, can the built 

environment even foster community? The concept of shalom is the key to determining the answers to 

these questions. Briefly, shalom is the flourishing of humanity, “the human being dwelling at peace in 

[and enjoying18] all his or her relationships: with God, with self, with fellows, with nature.”19 It is the 

11 Ibid. 
12 Wendell Berry. “The Work of Local Culture” in “What Are People For?” p158.
13 Ibid. 155
14 Kashef. 85.
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid. 87
18 Nicholas Wolterstorff. Until Justice and Peace Embrace. P?
19 Ibid. ?



“responsible community in which God's laws for the multifaceted existence of his creatures is obeyed.”

20 (For a more detailed discussion of shalom and human flourishing, see Appendix.) 

Wendell Berry connects the concepts of traditional community and human flourishing, writing 

that one “might call an Amish community a loving economy, for it is based on the love of neighbor, of 

creatures, and of places.”21 For Berry, the community, economy, and human flourishing are all tied 

together because a productive community works for the economy which in turn preserves the people 

and the land (upon which the people depend.)22 In contrast, a contemporary community, divorced from 

place and local economy, tends to allow the national economy (with a distant center of control) to 

exploit its local place (if it has one.)23 Also inherent in the contemporary community is the affirmation 

of segregation by commonality. In the city, where immigrants and citizens are forced into close 

proximity, the contemporary community allows for their differences to separate them and for the 

pursuit of community elsewhere. The city they happen to cohabitate (their “place”) simply expresses 

their socioeconomic status and visually reinforces their differences. But the traditional community 

provides a framework in which these differences can begin to be harmonized, a bridge to span the 

immigrant-nation divide.

Community as Bridge

A traditional community, by its very nature, has a great potential to bridge the immigrant-nation 

divide, much more than a contemporary community which circumvents the complications caused by 

differences, because traditional community (henceforth simply “community”) embraces and values 

differences, whether generational, cultural, ethnic, or otherwise.24 Because community requires 

interdependence, self-sufficiency, place, and memory (as discussed previously), to live in community 

20 Ibid. ?
21 Wendell Berry. Does Community Have a Value? in “Home Economics.” P189
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid. 190-1.
24  Isabelle Anguelovski, “From Environmental Trauma to Safe Haven: Place Attachment and Place Remaking in Three 

Marginalized Neighborhoods of Barcelona, Boston, and Havana,” City & Community (2013): 224, 
http://judsonu.idm.oclc.org/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?
direct=true&db=sih&AN=90211413&site=ehost-live (accessed November 6, 2014).

http://judsonu.idm.oclc.org/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=sih&AN=90211413&site=ehost-live
http://judsonu.idm.oclc.org/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=sih&AN=90211413&site=ehost-live


requires the leveled interaction of all its members, an interaction where class and ethnic distinctions no 

longer separate.25 For a community to be self-sufficient as a local organizational unit its members must 

be dependent on each other and upon their place.26, 27 Essential to this interdependence is the 

community’s memory, which paired with knowledge, creates a local culture.28 If neighbors have no 

knowledge of each other (or have failed to retain that knowledge in their memory) they will have no 

way to measure each other’s trustworthiness, resulting in an unwillingness to be mutually helpful and a 

fear of everyone else, or at least everyone “other.”29 Without accurate knowledge, what can a person do 

but turn to external labels and assumptions to discern someone’s trustworthiness, assumptions that only 

widen the immigrant-nation divide? But an interdependence based on trust that is grounded in personal 

knowledge (rather than class or ethnic status) fosters unity, creates a shared history (memory), and 

provides a common goal and place for previously disparate people. Referencing an old bucket in the 

woods that gathered leaves which decomposed into soil, Berry writes, “A human community, too, must 

collect leaves and stories, and turn them to account. It must build soil, and build that memory of itself – 

in lore and story and song – that will be its culture.”30 What better bridge than a community where the 

thriving of immigrant and nation is connected to one another and to place, with a common goal, unified 

purpose, and mutual dependence, where a local culture is enriched by a foreign one?

Community Enablers 

Since community is vital to bridging the immigrant-nation divide, and a community is 

necessarily grounded in a place, how does that place foster or hinder its community? Winston Churchill 

famously observed that “We shape our buildings, and afterwards our buildings shape us.”31 Eric O. 

Jacobsen, referring to the founders of the New Urbanist movement, writes that “community can be 

25  Roy Oldenburg, The Great Good Place (New York: Paragon House, 1989), 23.
26  Berry, “The Work of Local Culture,” 158.
27  Berry, “Does Community Have a Value?” 190-1.  
28  Berry, “The Work of Local Culture,” 157.
29  Ibid.
30  Ibid. 154.
31  Winston Churchill, “Address to the House of Commons,” October 28, 1943, 

http://www.winstonchurchill.org/learn/speeches/quotations/famous-quotations-and-stories (accessed November 13, 
2014).

http://www.winstonchurchill.org/learn/speeches/quotations/famous-quotations-and-stories


impeded by building places for living, working, shopping, and playing that are insular and fragmented. 

And, by recovering time-tested forms of civic art, they have demonstrated that in times and places 

where community life is more vibrant, the built environment contributes significantly to that vibrancy.”

32 Jacobsen is describing two aspects of the role of the built environment in shaping community: it can 

hinder community by making it difficult or impossible to interact with one's neighbors (cf. the suburbs) 

and it can foster community by facilitating relationships and enhancing those relationships with a 

backdrop of beauty (civic art). Examining both aspects will provide a good foundation for 

understanding the built environment's relationship to community, human flourishing and the 

immigrant-nation divide.

First, and perhaps the most obvious, buildings (and the spaces they create) can either make it 

easier to interact with one's neighbors or make it more difficult. The suburbs are a perfect example of 

the negative effect of the built environment on community: by isolating individual homes and families, 

neighborliness has been lost.33 From the previous discussion of community, without trust and mutual 

help, community is lost. Roy Oldenburg's concept of the third place (as distinct from home and work) 

reveals the necessity of informal public gathering places, like taverns and coffeehouses, for the creation 

and maintaining of community relationships.34 Without these third places, Oldenburg argues that the 

city cannot nourish relationships or promote a diversity of human contact.35 Another essential 

connection is that of the house to public space (such as the traditional front porch), a connection that 

maintains contact between neighbors and links the family to the community.36 

Second, the built environment has the capacity to provide a backdrop of beauty to a community, 

whether in its facade, the character and complexity of the spaces it shapes, or in the way it allows light 

32 Eric O. Jacobsen, “Can the New Urbanism Deliver True Community?” Cardus Institute, April 3, 2009, 
http://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/947/can-the-new-urbanism-deliver-true-community/ (accessed November 14, 
2014).

33 Ibid.
34 Roy Oldenburg, The Great Good Place (New York: Paragon House, 1989), 14-16.
35 Ibid. xv.
36 Jacobsen, The Space Between, 247.

http://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/947/can-the-new-urbanism-deliver-true-community/


to pervade that space.37 This has profound implications for the integration of immigrants and citizens 

within a community. Cecilia Gonzalez-Andrieu, an immigrant to the United States from Cuba, recounts 

her arrival to the United States, writing that having been “transplanted to a land lacking one's cultural 

markers and the familiarity of those relationships, it is the gift of spaces in which to recover and rebuild 

these markers and relationships that brings comfort.”38 Civic art, whether as sculpture or building, has 

the potential to utilize symbol to unify a community, for there is incredible power in shared symbol.39 

Indeed, the community's memory is bound up with the built environment, even as early American 

business practices that relied on personal memory of clients were facilitated by their architectural 

setting.40 Beautiful spaces also have the ability to confer the God-given dignity of humanity to a person 

and a community.41  

The Church, both as an organization and as individual Christians, also plays an essential role in 

fostering community. At its worst, it can add to the division by being insular (as many suburban 

churches are), but an embedded church building allows direct access to the community and has a great 

opportunity to foster community.42 Traditionally, the church building and the community of believers 

that it represented, were “community catalysts and anchor points for the entire neighborhood.”43 

Perhaps the biggest impact Christians can have on community, though, is by seeking to “develop and 

sustain hospitable neighborly practices.”44 Christians, endowed by God with the ability to love, must 

lead by example and love their neighbors. If there is any hope of a return to true community, it is 

through the work of the church.

Conclusion

37 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in Action, (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eardmans Publishing Co., 1980), 180-1.
38 Cecilia Gonzalez-Andrieu, Bridge to Wonder: Art as a Gospel of Beauty (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2012), 3.
39 Ibid.
40 Dell Upton, Another City: Urban Life and Urban Spaces in the New American Republic (China: World Print, 2008), 181.
41 Dr. Christopher Miller, interview by author, Tyler Wade, and Andrew Witek, October 28, 2014.
42 Jacobsen, The Space Between, 190.
43 Eric O. Jacobsen, New Urbanism and the Church: An Overdue Pertnership, 

http://www.tyndale.ca/sites/default/files/NewUrbanism%26theChurch.pdf&ved=0CCMQFjAD&usg=AFQjCNGDHa-
aJsrZRK8Cq1HhihSslFVyDQ&sig2=PmFAxG3yVMRcKxcSl-asjA (accessed November 14, 2014), 8.

44 Jacobsen, The Space Between, 249.

http://www.tyndale.ca/sites/default/files/NewUrbanism%26theChurch.pdf&ved=0CCMQFjAD&usg=AFQjCNGDHa-aJsrZRK8Cq1HhihSslFVyDQ&sig2=PmFAxG3yVMRcKxcSl-asjA
http://www.tyndale.ca/sites/default/files/NewUrbanism%26theChurch.pdf&ved=0CCMQFjAD&usg=AFQjCNGDHa-aJsrZRK8Cq1HhihSslFVyDQ&sig2=PmFAxG3yVMRcKxcSl-asjA


Thus it is clear that the shalom of the city, specifically in the bridging of the immigrant-nation 

divide, can best be sought by the Christian architect through the fostering of community by means of 

the built environment and a personal commitment to living in community as a good neighbor. It was 

shown that true community is a traditional community, one that relies on interdependence, self-

sufficiency, place, and memory. In contrast, the contemporary community is one based on common 

interest and is disconnected from place. Traditional community is connected to shalom because it 

requires the love of God, neighbor and nature (place) and efficiently preserves the entire community. 

This type of community plays an essential role in bridging the immigrant-nation divide because it is 

founded on interdependence which requires a shared memory and mutual trust. When immigrants and 

nation enter into a relationship for their mutual good, when they trust each other, and when this 

relationship is grounded in a place (their city), it necessarily follows that the divide between them is 

lessened. Further, their differences actually serve to enhance and enrich their community rather than 

weaken it. Lastly, the built environment plays an essential role in fostering this community and 

bridging the immigrant-nation divide by physically facilitating the relationships necessary for 

community (by providing connected neighborhoods and public spaces, and third places) and providing 

a backdrop of beauty, including shared symbols, that confer the God-given dignity of humanity to the 

members of the community and unite them by visually marking their memory.



Appendix: the Good News of Shalom

“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news, who publishes shalom, 

who brings good news of happiness, who publishes salvation, who says to Zion, "Your God reigns."45

The Good News of Shalom

The Gospel46 and shalom are inextricably linked; it is the good news of shalom. Christ came and 

“preached [shalom] to you who were far off and [shalom] to those who were near.”47 He came to 

restore that which had been broken, to reverse the effects of sin, to return humanity and creation to its 

proper state: submission to, and delight in, God.48 He is the shoot that would come forth from the stump 

of Jesse, the Branch that would bring righteousness and justice, who would destroy the wicked and set 

the oppressed free, causing the lion and lamb to dwell together.49 

Principles of Shalom

This leads to a number of principles that govern the nature of human flourishing (shalom):

1. The complete attainment of human flourishing cannot be separated from the person and 

work of Jesus Christ.50  

2. The complete attainment of human flourishing cannot come before, or be separated 

from, the consummation of all things, the full establishment of the Kingdom of God on 

earth.51

3. The fullest measure of human flourishing that can be experienced before the 

45 Is 52:7 ESV (cf. Rom 10:15)
46 “Gospel” means “good news”
47 Eph 2:17 ESV
48 Ps 16:11; Rom 8:18-25; Gal 3:10-14; Phl 2:9-11; 1 Jn 5:2-3
49 Is 11:1-9; 61:1
50 Jn 8:32; 10:10; 14:6
51 Gen 1:28-9; 2:15; Rom 8:18-25; Eph 1:7-10, 13-14; 2 Pt 3:13; Rev 21:1-5



consummation is available only to the extent that the the Kingdom of God is established 

within the heart of an individual and to the extent that these individuals then dwell in 

proper relationship to others (community) and creation.52    

4. God's commandments are intended to produce human flourishing.53,54

5. “Wickedness” exists that is opposed to human flourishing, a wickedness that exists 

within all humanity, though its external effects may be more or less evident.55

6. Justice is an integral part of human flourishing, both in its negative sense as punishment 

for wrong-doing (i.e. criminal justice) and in its positive sense as security for humanity's 

just treatment.56

7. For non-Christians, human flourishing must be limited in its scope, since they cannot 

submit to God, love their neighbor as Christ does, nor delight in these things. But since 

humanity is created in the image of God and Jesus is providentially upholding creation, 

she retains an imperfect imprint of God's nature, vestiges of love, mercy, justice, beauty, 

goodness. She retains the ability to care for neighbor and creation, while enjoying others 

and her work (even if only on a superficial level).      

Towards a Definition of Human Flourishing

Human flourishing, then, is shalom: the succeeding of humanity in her purpose of bringing this 

world into submission to the lordship of Jesus Christ – as God's restored image-bearers and through the 

work of Christ – by nourishing and protecting her families, communities, and creation. As image-

bearers, this means being in right relationship to God, neighbor, self, and creation, and finding 

enjoyment in these relationships (i.e. loving God, etc). This ultimately leads to the fulfillment of 

52 Matt 22:34-40; 1 Jn 3:11-18, 22-24; 4:7-12
53    Wolterstorff, Nicholas. Until Justice and Peace Embrace. “Shalom is the responsible community in which God's laws 
for the multifaceted existence of his creatures is obeyed. Shalom goes beyond even responsible community. We may all 
have acted responsibly and yet shalom may be wounded, for delight may be missing.”
54 Deut 6:18; 1 Jn 2:3-6; 3:11-18 
55 Matt 6:1-18; Rom 1:9-18
56 Rom 13:1-7



everyone's physical, spiritual, and emotional needs (the common good).

Practical Applications of Shalom

As Christians, there exists an inherent tension in the pursuit of human flourishing because there 

exists an inherent tension between the darkness of sin and the light of Christ. While all people have 

been created in the image of God, this image has been marred. Sin and death now have influence in the 

created order, from humans and our institutions to nature itself. Humanity in her current state of 

spiritual death cannot comprehend the spiritual realities that underpin her physical existence. Thus at 

the heart of true human flourishing is the regenerative work of Jesus Christ. Without a change in heart, 

humanity will remain essentially selfish, even if that selfishness be covered with the facade of serving 

others. Without the freedom from sin found within Jesus Christ, any effort towards human flourishing 

will be eternally fruitless, because apart from faith in Christ no one will be justified (made right with 

God.) 
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