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About an hour and a half south of Atlanta, there’s a little town where Wal*Mart isn’t in the top three list 
of employers. That’s a success story in it’s own right in Southern towns, but don’t worry, it gets better still. The 
third largest employer in Americus, Georgia is Habitat for Humanity. This is no accident. Habitat was founded 
just outside of town at an intentional community known as Koinonia Farms. A fella by the name of Clarence 
Jordan started Koinonia Farms back in 1942. Jordan went to the University of Georgia to get a degree in 
agriculture. He wanted to learn as much as he could about the science of farming so he could teach 
sharecroppers, black and white, how to improve their situation. But while he was studying, he began to see the 
poverty he wanted to address as as much an issue of spirituality as of economics. So, once he finished his agri 
degree, he went to seminary, and came out with a PhD in the Greek New Testament and a zeal for serving the 
poor. Only, he didn’t want to be like some folks he’d seen. We call ‘em the noblesse oblige down South, who 
would share their money as an obligation of their higher social status. Those folks tended to look down their 
noses a bit much for his taste.  

No, Jordan didn’t want to share his wealth (not that he had much). He wanted to address the problems 
that allowed for some folks to end up with so much wealth and others to end up with so little. So, he and his 
wife joined up with another couple, bought a 440 acre farm in rural Georgia, and got to work. The name of the 
farm - koinonia - means community or fellowship. He started a community, an interracial fellowship based on 
Christian teachings in the 1940s in the rural South. And things went great for ten or fifteen years, as folks lived 
out the very radical reality of Christ’s teachings and worked the land side-by-side. Beginning in the mid-50s, 
though, folks from the surrounding areas got uncomfortable with what the folks at Koinonia were up to. 
Economic sanctions, boycotts, and the occasional bombing rattled the community. They’re still there today, but 
it was a tough row to hoe.  

Jordan worried that maybe some of his neighbors had a hard time understanding that the Bible had a real 
claim on their lives, and he was deeply disturbed by all these folks calling themselves Christians that set their 
sights on his community’s safety. So he put his PhD to work and started translating the New Testament into 
modern, rural Georgian parlance. He called these translations The Cotton Patch series, and its characters landed 
right in his backyard. Jesus of Nazareth became Jesus of Valdosta. He replaced “the Jews” with “white folk” 
and Gentiles with “black folk” and other terms thrown around more frequently in those days. And he replaced 
the crucifixion with lynching. His translation is not what you might call subtle, but that was no accident. For 
Jordan, subtle had apparently been lost on his neighbors, seeing as how they’d had a couple thousand years to 
get Jesus Christ of Valdosta’s teachings through their skulls.  

Now, it’s the Cotton Patch Version of Luke I’d like to turn to today. As you might imagine, this rich 
man somehow manages to come off sounding worse than he does in the original telling. And that’s saying 
something, ‘cause what we just heard doesn’t paint the best picture. Jordan’s rich man wears a tux and a stiff 
shirt, stages a big to-do every single day. And that poor fella out front should count himself lucky if he gets to 
pick scraps out of the dumpster once the party lets out. They both die, but when the rich man realizes he’s 
landed in the bad place, he looks back across the chasm, sees the poor fella and hollers, “oh, water boy! 
Lazarus! Fetch me a drink, I’m parched something fierce.” Even on the other side of the grave, the rich man still 
thinks he can make the poor fella do his bidding. It’s what he’s known so far, so why should the afterlife be any 
different, right? But he does it again! When Abraham tells him that his relations are in for the same fate if they 
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don’t change, the rich man doesn’t ask if he can go tell them himself. Of course, not. He’s not an errand boy. So 
who does he ask to send in his place but poor, ol’ Lazarus, again.  

And just like Jordan feels about his own countrymates, Abraham says, “They’ve got the Bible and the 
preachers. Let them listen to them. And if they won’t listen to the Bible and the preachers, they won’t be 
persuaded even if someone does get up from the dead.” 

I guess I bring up ol’ Clarence Jordan and Koinonia Farms and the Cotton Patch series because it seems 
like most of us have forgotten that the God in the Bible is, as CS Lewis puts it, no tame lion. And the God in the 
Bible really does mean it when that same God says that the love of money is the root of all kinds of evils. Just 
for some perspective, there’s a pair of historians that’ve gone back and looked at income distribution in the 
Roman Empire as far back as about 150 AD. Back then, the top 1% of Roman society held 16% of the wealth. 
That’s a lot, and it was enough to make folks like Jesus of Nazareth rail on the system that allowed that to 
happen. There were too many Lazaruses lying by too many rich men’s gates. But these days in the US, that 
same slice of society owns in the neighborhood of 40% of the wealth. I suppose what irks me so much about 
this is that we’ve had the teachings of Jesus for a long time, and yet, here we are. Our koinonia community is 
skewed something fierce.  

Folks like Clarence Jordan took it upon themselves to use what resources they had to make the world a 
little more even and a little more like the Kingdom of God. Facing down racial injustice and vast economic 
disparity, he got to work. I mentioned Habitat for Humanity earlier. He didn’t start Habitat, but a friend of his 
that lived at Koinonia for several years did. Those radical teachings of Christ put into practice fed folks in a way 
they couldn’t ignore. And as they saw needs arise in the world, they tried to figure out how to fix ‘em.  

I guess I’m taken in a little bit by the hope of that community. It sounds a little like Jeremiah, believe it 
or not. The whole of Israel is on the brink of collapse as the Babylonian siege tightens. And what does the 
prophet of God do? He oversees a land deal and hides it away for safekeeping. There’s optimism there. Houses 
and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land. One day, no telling when it’ll be, one day those 
forces that overwhelm and strangle us, one day those’ll be gone. And we’ll finally get back to living towards the 
future with hope. One day.  

Clarence Jordan imagined that day. Rather, he heard about that day from the Bible and the preachers, 
and he decided he couldn’t wait. He made that purchase of land smack in the middle of a besieged region and 
worked alongside a besieged people. Sure, the farm did alright, and it was nice to see people working together. 
But something deep in their souls changed, and it changed the soul of the place itself. It became a city besieged, 
sure, but it was a city that refused to fall. Because their hope rested in cotton, their hope rested in community, 
and, more than anything, their hope rested in Christ.  
 
 

2 


