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finished with their soundcheck under a big, white revival tent at the wild Goose festival 
last summer, the musicians left the stage and distributed themselves at tables amongst 
the 100 or so people who had come to see them. like most of  those people, i had never 
heard david wimbish and the collection until that moment. But for me, even with big-
name christian artists like Gungor and david crowder and one of  my all-time favorites, 
over the Rhine, on the main stage, this set turned out to be the highlight of  the entire 
festival.

the collection’s guitarist and flutist tom troyer came and sat right next to my two 
daughters and me. we’d met at the festival’s open mic the day before, so i figured he was 
just coming to say hello and wait for the powers-that-be to call the band to come play. But 
then, a few tables away, wimbish started feverishly strumming his mandolin, and the 14 
members of  the collection rose from their seats. troyer gave a couple heralding hits with 
some drumsticks on our wooden table, and off  he went to join his mates on stage. such 
displays can sometimes come off  a bit self-aggrandizing, but when there are 14 of  them, 
it’s more like songs emerging from the people.

and that’s the beautiful paradox of  the collection. see, you’ve got these 14 people 
playing an even greater number of  different instruments: keyboards, bowed strings, 
rhythm strings, electric bass, glockenspiel, woodwind, brass, accordion, drum kit, and 
assorted percussion, plus 14 voices composing a ragtag choir. all these different sounds 
provide a palate for soul-stirring swells, explosive crescendos, and toe-tapping beats. By 
the end of  the fourth song, my little girl and i just had to get up and start “dancin’ in the 
Mud,” as the song title demanded. we joined two dozen barefoot 20-somethings who 
apparently felt the same way. 

later in the set, wimbish sang, “if  you could just see a little mustard seed in me, 
would you make it grow into your kingdom?” and when the band built underneath his 
avett-Brothers-like melody a simple guitar strum joined by banjo, accordion, gentle violin, 
and then a machine-gun snare rolling into some fat, rocking-chair bass plucks on the 
low end, it was like watching the kingdom growing right before our eyes. this is socialist 

music—how did that become 
a bad word?—inviting people 
into an experience of  the col-
lective even as wimbish sings 
intimate closet prayers.

his lyrics fixate on hu-
man depravity and the gift of  
grace. “dirt,” which, judging 
from the number of  youtube 
hits, appears to be the lead 
single off  the band’s last self-
titled eP, is a blacklist of  bibli-
cal sinners—abraham, Joseph, Moses, solomon, david, Peter, 
samson, saul—before turning from a minor to a major key with 
the stories of  grace that redeemed these anti-heroes. “all that 
i can see is that you can’t see the dirt in me,” wimbish sings.

and those of  us in the great nebulous audience of  the 
digital music era—we can’t see the dirt either. what we can 
see is musical genius, a rare gift, the image of  the creator in 
his creature. for all the socialism of  “the collective”—this is 
what people kept erroneously calling them at wild Goose, and it 
fits my point better here—it all starts with wimbish. he doesn’t 
just strum that mandolin or banjo or guitar and tell everyone to 
follow him. he played nearly every instrument on the recordings 
and scored them all so his friends could read and play their 
parts. on one song—just one song! —someone else recorded 
the drums, and another person the piano. so wimbish imag-
ined, practiced, and recorded dozens upon dozens of  unique 
little melodies to serve the whole.

how does one person have time to develop proficiency 
on all those instruments? he wants the music to be about the 
collective, but he has to lead. to me, that says something pro-
foundly theological: we may feel called to diminish ourselves, 
to reflect God’s light back to God and to others, but we can’t 
deny our gifts; those, too, are mirrors to God, and their passive 
praise may be even more important than our active attempts 
at piety. 

“i had thought that i could change the whole world with 
my songs, but i can’t even make my mind up on who you are,” 
wimbish sings in “seeds,” halfway through the album. But then 
the eP concludes, at the very end of  the very last song, “i’ll 
leave the [words] that sound like love ‘cause they must have 
come from heaven above.” and the whole band, with a big, joy-
ous gang vocal undergirded by one of  the biggest, most joyous 
instrumental peaks of  the whole album, just keeps repeating 
those words: “they must have come from heaven above! yeah, 
they must have come from heaven above! yeah, they must have 
come from heaven above …”

yeah, that sounds about right.

Jesse James deconto is a freelance writer 
based in durham, n.c.  he also writes, 
sings, and performs indie pop with his 
band, the Pinkerton Raid. find out more 
at JesseJamesdeconto.com.

M
us

ic
 N

ot
es

G r eater  Than  th e  Su m  o f  
Its  Parts

This is socialist 
music—how did that 
become a bad word?—
inviting people into 
an experience of the 
col lective even as 
Wimbish sings inti-
mate closet prayers.



5

like organic and mineral pigments dissolved in 
soybean milk, to create his color washes and printed 
on handmade papers.

despite living in a nation where christians 
constitute less than 3 percent of the population, 
the young watanabe was invited to church by 
a neighbor. shortly after overcoming a severe 
case of tuberculosis, watanabe accepted christ 
and was baptized at age 17. throughout his life, 
watanabe’s faith heavily influenced—one might 
even say dominated—his art. watanabe reportedly 
prepared himself to create his prints, each of which 
portrays a scene from the Bible, by meditating on 
the texts from which he drew his images. 

watanabe’s deep personal devotion in 
combination with the distinctive mingei influence 

of his teachers helped him to produce images that 
are refreshingly un-gimmicky. in a christian visual 
landscape so often littered with sentimentality 
and kitsch, the humble straightforwardness 
of watanabe’s simplified figures, with their 
segmented bodies and limited color palette, 
provide a welcome break for the eye. watanabe’s 
prints are characterized by graphic black outlines 
imposed onto thick momigami (kneaded) or washi 
(handmade) paper. the richly textured wood-pulp 
papers provide a striking contrast to the flat, stylized 
figures printed on them in black and highlighted 
with three or four colors at most. this combination 
produces an effect that feels more ancient than 

in the book art and soul: signposts for christians 
in the arts, authors hilary Brand and adrienne 
chaplin draw a parallel between modern-day art 
museums and religious shrines: “Go inside any 
gallery and the atmosphere is hushed and reverent. 
if you dare to touch any exhibit, so swift are the 
attendants’ reprimands that you could almost 
imagine a punishment of instant death... the irony, 
of course, is that as art museums become more like 
churches, so churches in their turn become more 
like museums.” in a world in which many look to art 
galleries as strongholds of truth and transcendence, 
while thinking of churches as receptacles for stale 
and outdated ideas, it’s rare to find a contemporary 
artist whose work is equally at home in both settings.

sadao watanabe, however, is just such an 

artist. this Japanese printmaker’s 
work, which portrays exclusively biblical 
scenes, has been exhibited everywhere 
from san francisco’s episcopal Grace 
cathedral to new york’s prestigious 
Museum of Modern art—not to 
mention the white house, the vatican 
Museum, the national Museum of  
Modern art in tokyo, and the art institute of  
chicago, among others. 

Born in tokyo in 1913, watanabe dropped 
out of school at an early age to become a dyer’s 
apprentice. at age 24, he encountered the work 
of master textile designer keisuke serizawa at an 
exhibit and was inspired by it. watanabe eventually 
studied under serizawa, who taught him traditional 
Japanese techniques like katazome (fabric dying) 
and kappazuri (block printing). as a result of the 
influence of serizawa and other mentors, watanabe 
became a part of the Japanese folk art movement, 
or mingei. in keeping with the philosophy behind the 
mingei movement, watanabe used natural materials, 

modern, despite the fact that most of watanabe’s 
prints were made in the ’70s and ’80s.

the apparent simplicity of watanabe’s prints, 
however, should not be mistaken for a lack of skill 
or forethought. watanabe’s attitude towards his art 
was characteristically mingei in that it was meant 
to be “by the people, for the people,” and his 
highly accessible style reflects this. though it may 
hang alongside that of artists like ad Reinhardt or 
ellsworth kelly, watanabe’s work refuses to shroud 
itself in the obscurity that makes so much modern 
art difficult for the average viewer to appreciate. 
watanabe intentionally sought to create pieces that 
would portray gospel stories in a way the viewer 
would find intimately relatable. he once stated that 
he most liked to see his prints hanging “where 

people ordinarily gather, because Jesus 
brought the gospel for the people.”

for watanabe, the application of this 
philosophy meant creating art that was 
deeply rooted in his own culture, even if his 
culture was one that had historically rejected 
and even persecuted christians. this meant 
art that, though celebrated internationally, 
was originally created by a Japanese man 
for a Japanese audience. it has been noted 
that watanabe’s biblical characters often 
appear in a Japanese context: Many appear 
to be dressed in traditional Japanese garb 
like kimonos; his various portrayals of the 
last supper include food and table settings 
that resemble a typical Japanese celebration 
meal (complete with what appears to be 
sushi and sake). 

whether one is Japanese or not, 
however, watanabe’s articulation of the Bible 
through his own cultural lens communicates 
a message worth hearing for any christian: 

the gospel is equally relevant to and at home 
in all cultures. the God who became human in a 
specific Middle eastern nation—speaking a specific 
language and living by specific local customs—is 
just as willing to enter into the lives of his followers 
today, regardless of whether the wine they drink in 
communion is fermented from rice or grapes.

whitney Bauck is a 
photographer and art 
student at wheaton 
college in wheaton, ill.
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brought the 
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the woman of  canaan, 1962
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How would you compare modern slavery with the kind we 
read about in history books? 
Mathew: for the people that are being victimized by it, it’s real-
ly no different. it’s essentially taking away someone’s freedom. 
in the past, slavery was something that was out in the open 
because it was culturally acceptable. today it’s happening, but 
it’s not talked about and people look the other way. the practi-
cal reality is, it’s exactly the same thing—it’s just one person 
owning another person.

IJM fights slavery by enforcing human rights through legis-
lation. Can you tell us about this process?
Mathew: iJM’s key approach is to make sure that the laws that 
are already on the books in developing countries are properly 
enforced. the challenge we see is that countries over time have 
taken the effort to put these laws in place, but unfortunately the 
mechanisms they have don’t deliver what they are designed to 
do. we respect the laws of  the country, but we are just coming 

alongside the government as a resource to assure that these 
laws would be implemented more effectively to prevent slavery, 
trafficking, and all human rights violations.

Can you walk me through the steps of  a rescue operation? 
Mathew: first, we gather the evidence. we want to make sure 
there is good documentation [of  the crime] before the govern-
ment officials come, so that they can act on it. iJM’s ultimate 
goal is to make sure that the law and the public justice system 
that are in place in countries function properly. we never go 
in without the proper government backing, because we want 
to make sure that the victims are protected. when the police 
raid a brothel on a rescue operation, we go along with them 
as a resource to offer expertise. acting quickly and efficiently 

After hearing about the horrors of  slavery, william wilberforce 
stood before Parliament and shouted, “stop!”, and in 1807 the 
British slave trade was abolished. two centuries later, human 
trafficking and sex slavery still plague more than 27 million men, 
women, and children in 151 countries, and modern abolitionists 

continue to stand up against this injustice. we talked with five experts about 
their experiences and the different strategies they use—intervention, pre-
vention, and media—to combat slavery on the front lines. 

Saju Mathew could not ignore the burden he felt for victims of  human 
trafficking. After working as a litigation lawyer in New Jersey for 14 
years, he joined International Justice Mission (IJM) in 2008, where he 
led a flagship program in Chenniai, India, that partnered with police 
and government to intervene on behalf  of  those who are being victim-
ized. In 2011 he returned to the US to become director of  operations 
for all of  IJM’s South Asia offices as they attempt to change local justice 
systems to protect the poor from the evils of  slavery and trafficking.

When did you first see slavery face to face? 
Mathew: i saw it right when i got to south asia. i met an individual named 
chinapian, and i just saw the fear and hesitation he had, the sense that he 
had no rights. his face was covered by a beard, his clothes were tattered, 
and you could see in his eyes that he hadn’t slept in days. he looked so hag-
gard. he and his wife and children were forced to work and live in a rice mill.

after we had done the rescue process, the government tried to get 
some background information from him. an official turned to him and said, 
“tell me how old you are.” he had absolutely no idea. he looked to be about 
30, but he had no concept of  numbers or time. the official got frustrated, 
insisting that he give an age, so he blurted out, “i’m 10 years old, sir,” as 
his teenage daughter stood next to him. you could tell that he had no tools 
to successfully navigate through the world. i realized then how easily a 
person like that can be victimized. 

Modern abolitionists 
discuss their strategies and 

experiences in the fight against 
global slavery by Curt Devine

“When I see more people getting 
involved and new legislation, I 

have hope for the future.”
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is very critical. 
the next thing is to get the victim out of  the dangerous circumstance 

and into a safer location, typically a police station or an official’s office. often 
there is a fear mentality in the minds of  these victims, so our teams of  social 
workers make them feel supported and listen to their stories. we want to 
give them confidence to share how they have been victimized, and that is 
essential for police to have the right evidence to convict the perpetrators. 

What advice would you give to a young person who wants to take part 
in the anti-slavery movement but doesn’t know the next step?
Mathew: if  the desire is there to want to engage this issue, the first step 
is to get educated about various types of  slavery and trafficking. once you 
are knowledgeable on the issue, you have to spread the news. everyone has 
a network of  influence they are a part of, whether it’s a school, church, or 
dorm. then, we need advocates working with local government represen-
tatives to be voices for new laws and proper measures. when i see more 
people getting involved and new legislation, i have hope for the future. 

Glenn Miles and Gaz Kishere of  Love146 strive to stop child sex slavery 
before it starts. Working as the organization’s director of  Asia preven-
tion and European operations director, respectively, they use uncon-
ventional strategies to prevent injustice in dozens of  countries.

From rescue missions to awareness campaigns, there are many ways 
to fight child slavery. Why did you choose to work through prevention?
Miles: there is a story about babies in a river, and it’s quite a good illustra-
tion for prevention. there are some people having a picnic, and they notice 
a baby floating in the river next to them. somebody jumps in the river to 
rescue the baby, and then they notice more babies floating, so more people 
jump in to save them. then one guy decides to run upstream, and the oth-
ers ask, “why aren’t you jumping in to save them?” and he says, “i’m going 
to stop the guy who’s throwing them in.” unless we go to the source of  the 
problem, we’ll never put a stop to it. we try to reduce the vulnerability of  
victims. a range of  different things—like poverty, prejudice, and stigma—
make children vulnerable to sex trafficking. our projects focus on educating 
children and helping them find sustainable work so that they don’t have to 
sell their children.

Can you share an example of  how this works in a country? 
Kishere: we identified Maldova as both a supply country and a transit coun-
try. when the iron curtain came down, their economy collapsed and the 
whole country became a fishing ground for human traffickers. we did some 
research and found that girls ages 13 to 17 were least aware of  being 
trafficked. as a result of  that research, we released escape Magazine, a 
40-page magazine that shows the dangers and strategies of  traffickers in 
a way this age group would connect with. we received permission from top 
education officials to distribute them in 80 schools plus other communities.

we had a letter come back from a 15-year-old girl from one of  those 
schools. she was in a difficult situation where her father, an alcoholic, was 
trying to get her to travel abroad with her uncle. she was supposed to work 
and send money back to the family, but because of  the magazine she rec-
ognized the significant indicators that she would be trafficked. she resisted 
and stayed safe. this is the kind of  prevention we do with education.

Glen Miles (back row on right) and love 146 colleague Jim 
ehrman pose alongside army trainers and staff  from cambodian 
hope with an anti-trafficking training poster.

continued on page 12

Mathew (on right) and another iJM staff  member visit with 
children and families recently released from slavery. iJM partners 
with social service organizations to ensure all clients receive 
comprehensive aftercare. © international Justice Mission

immediately following a rescue operation with local 
authorities, saju Mathew, iJM’s director of  operations 
for south asia, and other iJM staff  members coor-
dinate transportation for slaves freed from forced 
labor. © international Justice Mission
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in 2010, the california state legislature 
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supply chains.
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both worldwide and 
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“No one shall be held in 
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prohibited in all their forms.”
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universal declaration 
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Miles: in cambodia we are working with the local army. we are challenging 
them to protect children from being trafficked across border areas, because 
they are key people who can prevent this from happening.
 
Why is sex slavery able to persist so widely in the developing world?
Miles: you have to remember slavery isn’t just happening in the developing 
world—it’s in europe and the us. the average profit return on a slave is 
about $25,000. Because of  this, along with the fact that the legal risk of  
human trafficking is very low, this problem is widely perpetuated. the profits 
now are larger than they have ever been.

How do you prevent a girl who has escaped sex slavery from getting 
sucked back into the industry?
Miles: this is a real challenge. in cambodia there are many shelters where 
trafficking victims can get immediate care, but in the long term, unless you 
have a reintegration plan, most will go back where they came from. they 
can’t stay in a shelter forever. we provide them with soft skills, which are the 
things that help them function in society, and hard skills, which are the tools 
they need for jobs. But most of  the healing they need really only comes 
through relationships, where people walk the journey of  restoration with 
them.

How common are threats from traffickers against Love146 and other 
anti-slavery organizations?
Miles: i just had a conversation with someone who was horrifically tortured 
while he was involved in an intervention to rescue some victims. whenever 
you are cutting off  someone’s income, people are going to be upset. that’s 
the nature of  the business. we are taking their product and affecting their 
profit margin. we aren’t at high risk, but that can quickly change. i’ve been 
in situations in the past where i’ve been threatened. it’s one of  those things 

that is just part of  the job.

Kishere: this is probably not a funny joke, but i’ll tell it anyway: if  you aren’t 
getting death threats, then you probably aren’t having the impact on traf-
ficking you think you are. 

Benjamin Nolot knew little about slavery when a woman approached 
him and said, “God told me to give you $10,000 to start an orga-
nization to fight human trafficking.” Since that time, he founded the 
organization Exodus Cry and produced a documentary called Nefari-
ous: Merchant of  Souls. The film, part of  a three-part series, brings 
awareness to the reality of  sex slavery and calls the world to action. 

Can you talk to me about the power of  media and why you chose to 
fight slavery with a documentary?
Nolot: it was a value we bought into early on as we started to combat 
this issue. we did a video in my friend’s basement that instantly got global 
exposure, so we saw the impact media can have in conveying a message. 
our perspective is that multimedia is the premier communication platform 
of  the 21st century. we wanted to harness that power because there is 
such a global need to draw attention to human trafficking. i’m often asked 
the question, “are you a filmmaker or a preacher?” and my answer is yes.

You filmed a lot of  gripping scenes in this production. Was there a time 
you felt particularly challenged and questioned if  you should proceed?
Nolot: in the course of  filming, we followed the tragedy of  slavery down this 
dark, abysmal bunny trail. we found that there is no explanation for these 
abuses other than pure evil. so there were certain interviews that were so 
vile i didn’t want to include them in the film. to listen to traffickers describe 
the way they transported and abused girls, or to sit with a brothel owner 

“The average profit 
return on a slave is 
about $25,000...[PROFITS 
ARE] LARGER THAN THEY 
HAVE EVER BEEN.”

) Join or create a love146 task force. learn more at love146.org/taskforces. 
) adopt a nation through exodus cry. Go to exoduscry.com/prayer/adopt-a-nation. 
) Become an iJM freedom partner. learn more at iJM.org/freedomPartner. 
) enlist your church or business in children’s hopechest’s “community-to-community” model of  sponsorship and development. (hopechest.org/engage)
) host a screening of  nefarious (nefariousdocumentary.com). 

b eco m e an  a b o liti o n ist

Glen Miles, right, speaks with 
love146 colleague  Jim ehrman 
and imagine Goods' cofounder 
aiyana ehrman (imagineGoods.org) 
in soi nana in Bangkok


