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Summary

This report argues that the biblical pattern of exilic Israel—carried into Babylon,
commanded to seek the peace of the city, and ultimately returning to rebuild Jerusalem
as a distinct covenant community in the shadow of the Persian Empire—offers a template
for how Christians today might respond to the twin collapse of Western culture and
municipal governance. It draws on three developments now converging: the global rise of
privately governed cities as a pragmatic response to failing public administration; the
emerging “network state” or “virtual nation” concept pioneered by technologists who
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propose gathering communities online before ever acquiring land; and the acute, well-
documented collapse of local government in South Africa, used here as a live case study.

The central thesis is this: Christian communities can and should use available technology
to gather first as a global digital fellowship of like-minded believers, and then migrate that
fellowship into physical, privately governed settlements. These settlements should be
structured not merely as tax havens or gated real-estate products but as negotiated Special
Economic and Civic Zones—places with genuine authority over service delivery,
education, land tenure, and civic life, operating as disciplined, accountable profit centers
precisely so that they can outperform failing municipal government. Done well, such a
city gives believers a coherent cultural space in which to raise families, conduct business,
and worship freely, while remaining—like Jerusalem under Ezra and Nehemiah—a visible
and hospitable testimony to the surrounding nation rather than a fortress of withdrawal.

The report proceeds in ten parts: the biblical pattern of exile and return; the theology of
a distinct cultural space and public testimony; the contemporary crisis of collapsing
culture and cities; the private city as a profit center that serves better; the biblical and
historical warrant for Christians maintaining their own cultural space; the technology of
the virtual nation as a bridge from online community to physical city; a summary of
advantages; the legal pathway from a conventional Special Economic Zone to a Special
Economic and Civic Zone; an extended application to South Africa's collapsing
municipalities; and a compiled register of the Scriptures that undergird the whole
proposal.

Introduction: Cities as the Theatre of Discipleship

The Bible begins in a garden and ends in a city. Between Eden and the New Jerusalem lies
the entire drama of human civilization, and God has never been indifferent to how His
people organize their common life within it. Abraham was called out of Ur of the Chaldees,
a great city, to become the father of a nation that would itself “looked for a city which hath
foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Hebrews 11:10). Israel's history is
punctuated by cities built, cities besieged, cities destroyed, and cities rebuilt. The prophets
addressed cities. Jesus wept over a city. The apostles planted churches in cities. And
John's apocalyptic vision does not conclude with the redeemed floating in an ethereal
cloud but descending into a city, the New Jerusalem, prepared as a bride (Revelation
21:2).

Today the city is once again a site of both crisis and opportunity for the Christian church.
In much of the Western world, and with particular acuteness in South Africa, municipal
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governance is failing at the same moment that cultural consensus around basic Christian
moral assumptions is dissolving. Potholes, sewage spills, and unauditable municipal
budgets are the visible surface of a deeper collapse: institutions that were built on a shared
civic and moral inheritance no longer have the inheritance, and increasingly no longer
have the competence, to sustain themselves.

At precisely this moment, two unrelated global trends have opened a door that did not
exist a generation ago. First, private capital has begun building entire cities from the
ground up—Songdo in South Korea, Forest City in Malaysia, Springfield in Australia,
Waterfall City and Steyn City in South Africa—on the premise that a company can deliver
urban services more reliably than a government when its incentives are properly aligned.
Second, the internet has made it possible to gather a large, coherent, values-aligned
community online long before that community ever breaks ground on physical soil, a
pattern technologists now call the “network state” or “cloud country.”

This report argues that these two trends, read through the lens of Scripture, are not
merely secular business opportunities but a providential opening for the church. What
Israel did by necessity in Babylon and Persia—gathering as a distinct people, negotiating
a charter with an empire, and rebuilding a city that was both economically integrated with
its neighbours and covenantally distinct from them—Christians today can pursue by
design, using tools the exiles in Babylon never had: instant global communication, digital
community formation, and negotiable legal instruments such as the Special Economic
Zone.

Part One: The Babylonian Pattern — Exiles Who Built a City of Testimony

A. Carried Away, Yet Not Abandoned

In 605, 597, and 586 BC, Nebuchadnezzar's armies deported successive waves of Judah's
population to Babylon. The temple was burned, the Davidic monarchy was extinguished,
and the covenant people were scattered inside the most powerful empire on earth. By
every political and military measure, Judah had ceased to exist. Yet the book of Daniel
opens not with despair but with young men of royal blood placed directly into the imperial
civil service, excelling in “wisdom and understanding” while refusing to defile themselves
with the king's food (Daniel 1:4, 8). The exile did not extinguish covenant identity; it
relocated the arena in which that identity had to be lived out.

B. Seek the Peace of the City
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The theological hinge of the whole exile is Jeremiah's letter to the captives, written
precisely to counter false prophets promising a swift return. Jeremiah instructs the exiles
neither to assimilate nor to revolt, but to build, plant, marry, multiply, and—most
strikingly—to seek the welfare of the pagan city that had conquered them.

Build ye houses, and dwell in them; and plant gardens, and eat the fruit

of them... and seek the peace of the city whither I have caused you to be

carried away captives, and pray unto the LORD for it: for in the peace

thereof shall ye have peace. (Jeremiah 29:5, 7 (KJV))
This is the founding text of a Christian theology of the private city. It refuses two easy
errors. It refuses the error of the zealot, who regards engagement with a corrupt regime
as compromise and seeks only to overthrow it. And it refuses the error of the
assimilationist, who dissolves distinct identity into the surrounding culture for the sake
of comfort or advancement. Instead, the exiles are commanded to become so genuinely
productive and so genuinely invested in their host city's flourishing that its welfare
becomes indistinguishable from their own—while never forgetting, as the rest of Jeremiah
29 makes clear, that God had a specific future and a specific homeland still in view for
them (Jeremiah 29:10-14).

C. Return and Rebuild: Ezra, Zerubbabel, and Nehemiah

Seventy years later, that future arrived. Cyrus of Persia, having absorbed Babylon, issued
a decree permitting the exiles to return and rebuild the temple in Jerusalem, even
underwriting the project from the royal treasury (Ezra 1:1—4; 6:3—5). What follows in Ezra
and Nehemiah is, in effect, the founding charter of a private-but-permitted city inside a
vast, pluralistic empire. The returnees did not receive full national sovereignty. Judea
remained a province of Persia, its governor answerable to the crown, its temple-building
project subject to imperial audit and periodic suspension (Ezra 4—6). Yet within that
constrained legal space, the returned community rebuilt the altar, the temple, and—under
Nehemiah, who negotiated directly with King Artaxerxes for timber, safe passage, and a
letter of authorization (Nehemiah 2:1—8)—the city wall itself.

Nehemiah's negotiation is worth pausing over, because it is the closest biblical analogue
to a modern charter-city negotiation. He did not simply squat on ancestral land and dare
Persia to stop him. He approached the seat of imperial power, made a specific, costed
request (timber for gates, beams, and walls), and received a royal letter granting him
passage and materials—essentially a permit, resourced and time-bound, to build a walled,
self-governing Jewish civic center inside Persian territory. The wall he built was not a wall
of secession; it was a wall of definition, marking out where covenant law and covenant
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worship would be normative, while the city continued to trade, pay tribute, and interact
economically with the empire around it.

D. Testimony in the Midst of Empire

Alongside the rebuilding narrative, the exile produced a second, complementary pattern:
individual believers occupying the highest offices of pagan government while refusing
specific points of compromise. Daniel serves three successive empires as a senior
administrator. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego hold provincial office under
Nebuchadnezzar and refuse only the one thing that would violate first-commandment
loyalty—worship of the image (Daniel 3:16—18). Esther, hidden within the Persian court,
becomes the instrument of her people's deliverance precisely because she has not been
isolated from that court (Esther 4:14). None of these figures builds a wall between
themselves and Babylon or Persia. All of them draw a line, sometimes at the cost of the
fiery furnace or the lions' den, at the point where imperial demand contradicts covenant
loyalty.

Together, the wall-builders of Jerusalem and the office-holders of the Babylonian and
Persian courts model the two complementary postures this report commends for the
private Christian city: a physical, legally negotiated space in which covenant culture is
normative and visible, combined with ongoing, honest, productive engagement with the
surrounding nation-state that never degenerates into either separatist contempt or
compromised assimilation.

Part Two: A Place for Culture and a Testimony to the Empire

Nehemiah's wall did more than defend; it defined. Once it was finished, the community
gathered as one man in the square before the Water Gate, and Ezra read the Law from
morning until midday while the people wept, and then were told to rejoice, “for the joy of
the LORD is your strength” (Nehemiah 8:1—10). A rebuilt city without a rebuilt culture
would have been merely a defensible perimeter. What made Jerusalem worth rebuilding
was that it became, again, the place where the Law was read, the Sabbath was kept,
intermarriage with idolaters was renounced (Nehemiah 9—10), and the festal calendar
was restored. The wall protected a culture; it did not create one.

This is the missing piece in most secular private-city literature, which treats “community”
as a marketing amenity—parks, golf courses, a walkable town center—rather than as a
shared moral and liturgical order. A Christian private city cannot simply borrow the
master-planning techniques of Songdo or Waterfall City and add a chapel. It must, like
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post-exilic Jerusalem, be organized from the ground up around a shared confession, a
shared calendar of worship, shared standards for business and family life, and shared
institutions of formation — the twenty-first-century equivalents of the Water Gate
assembly.

Peculiar People, Visibly Set Apart

The New Testament takes up this same theme and universalizes it. Peter, writing to
scattered churches who were themselves a kind of diaspora within the Roman Empire,
calls believers “a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people”
whose good works among the Gentiles are meant to be so visible that even those who
slander them are eventually won over by observation (1 Peter 2:9—12). Jesus tells His
disciples that they are “the light of the world” and that “a city that is set on an hill cannot
be hid” (Matthew 5:14). Paul tells the Philippians that their “conversation,” their
citizenship, “is in heaven” (Philippians 3:20), even while they remain embedded, taxed,
and legally accountable within Roman Philippi.

The author of Hebrews sums up the entire pattern of the patriarchs and, by extension, the
church: “Here have we no continuing city, but we seek one to come” (Hebrews 13:14). This
verse is sometimes misread as counseling indifference to earthly civic life. Read alongside
Hebrews 11, where Abraham “looked for a city which hath foundations” while still
“dwelling in tabernacles” in the land of promise (Hebrews 11:9—10), the point is the
opposite: precisely because believers know no earthly city is ultimate, they are freed to
build provisional, faithful, well-ordered cities as signs pointing toward the ultimate one,
without either idolizing them or despairing of them.

Testimony, Not Retreat

The Jerusalem of Ezra and Nehemiah was not hidden from Persia; it was a visible,
negotiated, economically active province within it, and its restored worship was itself a
form of public testimony to the God who had brought His people home. The same logic
must govern any Christian private city today. Its walls—physical, legal, or cultural—exist
to protect a distinct way of life, not to hide it from public view or to shield believers from
responsibility toward their host nation. A Christian private city that walls itself off from
the surrounding country, refuses to trade with it, employs only its own members, and
offers the wider society nothing but a locked gate has forgotten Jeremiah 29:7 and has
built a fortress, not a Jerusalem.

Part Three: The Contemporary Crisis — Collapsing Culture, Collapsing
Cities
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The twenty-first century is, demographically, the urban century. More than half of the
human race now lives in cities, and that proportion continues to climb. Much of that
growth is occurring in cities of the developing world that lack the infrastructure, housing
stock, and governance capacity to absorb it, producing sprawling informal settlements
rather than functioning urban life. At the same time, cities in the developed world that
once took functioning infrastructure for granted are experiencing their own form of
decline: rising disorder, deteriorating public services, and a hollowing-out of the shared
moral and civic assumptions that once made dense urban life workable.

Economists Alex Tabarrok and Shruti Rajagopalan have framed the underlying
governance problem as a search for a “Goldilocks” level of central planning: cities with
too much top-down control become sterile and unlivable, while cities with too little
become chaotic and underserved. Their proposed solution—privately owned and
operated cities—has moved from op-ed speculation to a live global movement over the
past decade. Geographer Sarah Moser of McGill University, who has tracked the
phenomenon extensively, counts well over fifteen substantial new private cities under
development worldwide, from Songdo in South Korea to Forest City off the coast of
Malaysia to Springfield in Australia, alongside dozens more public-private hybrid urban
developments.

Governments increasingly welcome this trend for pragmatic reasons: private capital
delivers instant urban development without straining public budgets, while the state still
collects taxes and retains nominal jurisdiction. Mark Lutter, executive director of the
Charter Cities Institute, argues that greenfield sites free of entrenched interest groups
allow for a deeper set of governance reforms than is politically possible in an existing city,
and points to Singapore, Shenzhen, Hong Kong, and Dubai as proof that a jurisdiction
can become world-class within two or three generations when it combines a more
competitive business environment with disciplined, long-term planning.

But the crisis is not only administrative; it is cultural and spiritual. A city is never merely
pipes, roads, and electrical grids—it is an embodiment of a people's shared assumptions
about the good life, the family, work, and worship. Where those shared assumptions
dissolve, no amount of smart-city sensor technology or infrastructure spending can
restore civic health, because the deeper reservoir of trust, honesty, and mutual obligation
that makes public administration possible has itself been depleted. This is the specifically
theological dimension of the present urban crisis that purely economic analyses of private
cities tend to miss: cities are failing not only because their budgets are unfunded but
because the cultures that once animated them have been hollowed out. Into that vacuum,
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Christians have both an opportunity and an obligation to build something better—not
merely more efficient, but more truly human.

Part Four: The Private City as a Profit Center That Serves Better

A recurring finding of the private-city literature is that a company town, run for profit,
has strong structural incentives to deliver services well that a politically captured
municipality does not. As one Forbes analysis of the movement put it, private cities
function like a mixed-use mall presided over by a chief executive rather than a mayor,
financed by private capital rather than tax revenue, and governed by contract rather than
by an elected council. Residents do not vote out poor management; they vote with their
feet, by staying or leaving. That accountability mechanism is blunt, but it is also
immediate and largely incorruptible, in a way that a five-year municipal election cycle,
captured by patronage networks and unfunded budgets, frequently is not.

The profit motive, rightly ordered, is not opposed to good service; it depends on it. A
private city operator that fails to deliver reliable water, power, security, waste removal,
and schooling will lose paying residents and businesses to competitors, and its land
values—the ultimate source of its return—will collapse. This is precisely the discipline that
a monopoly municipal government, immune from competitive exit and often captured by
short-term political incentives, frequently lacks. South Africa's own experience of “mini-
city” developments—Century City and the V&A Waterfront in Cape Town, Melrose Arch
and Waterfall City in Johannesburg, Steyn City on the city's northern fringe, Menlyn
Maine in Tshwane—illustrates the pattern well. These precinct-led developments, self-
funded and security-controlled, have grown explicitly because electricity failures, water
interruptions, and crumbling road maintenance in the surrounding public municipalities
created a service gap that private capital was willing, and able, to fill.

Biblical Theology of Profit as Stewardship

Scripture does not treat profit as inherently suspect. The creation mandate charges
humanity to “be fruitful, and multiply... and have dominion” over the earth's resources
(Genesis 1:28), a mandate of productive stewardship, not merely subsistence. The parable
of the talents commends the servants who invested their master's resources and returned
a profit, and condemns as “wicked and slothful” the servant who buried his talent out of
fear (Matthew 25:14—30). Proverbs 31 praises the virtuous woman precisely in
commercial terms—she “considereth a field, and buyeth it,” and “perceiveth that her
merchandise is good” (Proverbs 31:16, 18). A private Christian city, structured as a
genuine profit center, is not a departure from biblical stewardship but an application of
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it: capital deployed to serve real human need, generating a return that can, in turn, fund
further mission, further building, and further care for the poor within and beyond the
city's walls.

Necessary Corrective: Covenant Accountability, Not Shareholder
Absolutism

Moser's research also surfaces a real danger that any Christian version of the private city
must consciously correct. Because private cities are private property, management can in
principle expel residents at will, with no elected council to appeal to and no guaranteed
legal recourse—a vulnerability starkly illustrated by the governance failures documented
in Disney's company town of Celebration, Florida, where residents found themselves with
no democratic means to address deferred maintenance and declining services. A secular
private city answers only to shareholders; a CEO is fired for disappointing investors, not
for failing residents. A Christian private city must therefore build in a structure of
accountability that a purely commercial operator has no incentive to create: a charter
grounded in covenant obligations to residents, a plurality of elders or trustees answerable
to the whole community and not merely to capital, transparent finances, and dispute-
resolution mechanisms modeled on biblical patterns of communal governance (Exodus
18:21—22; Acts 6:1—6) rather than on unaccountable corporate control.

Part Five: Christians Need Their Own Cultural Space

The case for a distinct Christian cultural space is not a case for withdrawal from the world;
it is a case for the conditions under which faithful engagement with the world becomes
sustainable across generations. Salt that has lost its savour is fit for nothing (Matthew
5:13); but salt kept forever sealed in a jar, never brought near the meat it is meant to
preserve, is equally useless. A coherent, physically embodied culture—places where
Christian family life, education, business ethics, and worship are the assumed norm
rather than a besieged minority position—is what makes it possible to form the next
generation robustly enough that they can, in turn, be sent out as salt and light rather than
simply absorbed by the surrounding culture.

Paul's charge to the Corinthian church, quoting the prophets, is unambiguous about the
necessity of a certain kind of separateness: “Come out from among them, and be ye
separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing” (2 Corinthians 6:17). Peter's
language of a “holy nation” (1 Peter 2:9) is national language—it describes a people with
a shared law, a shared king, and, implicitly, a shared common life, not merely a private,
individualized spirituality. Holiness in Scripture is almost never portrayed as a purely



Technology and the Private Christian City

internal, individual disposition; it is portrayed as a way of ordering an entire common
life—diet, calendar, economics, family structure—distinctly from the nations around it
(Leviticus 18—20).

Historical Precedent

The church has pursued this pattern of distinct cultural space repeatedly across its
history, with mixed but instructive results. Monastic communities preserved literacy,
agriculture, and learning through the collapse of Roman civil order in the West,
functioning as islands of order and productivity within a genuinely collapsing civilization.
Geneva under Calvin's reforming leadership became, for a season, a self-consciously
ordered Christian city-state, drawing refugees and students from across Europe. The
Puritan settlers of New England explicitly framed their colonial project in the language of
Matthew 5, with John Winthrop's charge that their community “shall be as a city upon a
hill”—the eyes of all people upon them. The Moravian community of Herrnhut in the
eighteenth century organized an entire town around continuous prayer and missionary
sending, becoming one of the most significant missionary movements in church history.
Even the much-maligned company town has, at points, proven a durable and beloved
model of community life: Gurgaon in India, built up around corporate investment, now
houses two million people and is known as “the Singapore of India,” and several
remaining American company towns are still ranked among the best places to live in their
regions.

None of these precedents was without flaw, and this report does not commend uncritical
imitation of any of them. But together they demonstrate a recurring and biblically
grounded truth: Christian cultural distinctiveness has historically required, and often
flourished within, some measure of intentional, bounded physical space—not because
faith cannot survive scattered and diffuse, but because formation, discipleship, and
multigenerational cultural transmission are immeasurably strengthened when they are
supported by an entire ordered environment rather than left to individual willpower
alone.

Part Six: Technology and the Virtual Nation — From Network to
Neighbourhood

The single largest difference between the returned exiles of Ezra's day and Christians
today is technological. Nehemiah had to travel personally to the Persian court and wait
for a letter carried by hand. Today, a believer in Cape Town, a believer in Houston, and a
believer in Manila can be in continuous, real-time contact, can worship the same
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livestreamed service, can transact in the same digital currency, and can coordinate the
funding of a physical settlement without ever having met in person. This is the
technological opening this report calls the church to take seriously.

The Network State and the “Cloud Country” Concept

Political scientist Richard Rosecrance argued more than two decades ago, in The Rise of
the Virtual State, that the most successful states of the coming century would be those
that competed through mobile capital, information, and human talent rather than
through control of fixed territory—a description of statehood organized around flows
rather than land. More recently, technologist and entrepreneur Balaji Srinivasan has
advanced a far more concrete proposal under the banner of the “network state” or “cloud
country”: rather than beginning with physical territory, a founding group recruits online
for a community organized around a shared moral purpose, cultivates a genuine culture
and internal economy around remote participation, and only later crowdfunds physical
enclaves—individual houses, apartment blocks, and eventually contiguous districts—that
community members migrate into over time. Srinivasan calls this pattern a “reverse
diaspora”: a community that forms first online, builds a shared culture there, and only
afterward gathers in person to build permanent structures, with each physical outpost
functioning as a kind of embassy of the digital community.

Commenting on this proposal for a South African audience, Professor Steven Boykey
Sidley captured its essential logic simply: imagine twenty million people of like mind on
core questions of culture and citizenship, gathered as a collective online. If geography is
set aside, what results is, in every functional sense, a virtual country—one that can then
negotiate for recognition, economic privileges, and eventually physical territory, from a
position of real collective bargaining power. Early, imperfect experiments along these
lines already exist, from the Wyoming land-and-governance project CityDAO to the
membership-based Praxis Society, seeded in part by Srinivasan himself around a shared
ethic its founders call “Vitality.”

Applying the Model to a Christian Fellowship

The church is, in one sense, the oldest network state in history—a transnational body
bound not by geography but by shared confession, shared sacraments, and a shared King,
gathered for two millennia through whatever communication technology has been
available in a given age: letters carried by hand in the first century, the printing press in
the sixteenth, radio and television in the twentieth, and now instantaneous global digital
connection. What is new is not the underlying theological reality of a scattered, confessing
people, but the technical capacity to organize that people at scale, verify shared
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commitment, pool resources, and coordinate a physical migration with a speed and
precision the exiles returning from Babylon could not have imagined.

Concretely, this suggests a phased model for a Christian private city:

1.

Digital gathering: an online fellowship organized around a clear, historic confession
of faith, not a founder's personal charisma, using existing church, mission, and
media networks (livestreamed worship, podcasts, discipleship platforms, and social
media) to identify a genuinely global pool of interested, vetted families.

Covenant formation: members formally covenant together—analogous to a church
membership covenant—around shared doctrine, ethics, and mutual obligation,
establishing elder-led governance structures before any land is purchased, so that
authority is rooted in accountable, plural church government rather than in a single
founder or investor group.

Economic pooling: members build a shared investment vehicle (a foundation,
mutual fund, or cooperative) capitalized by tithes, investment capital, and diaspora
remittances, following the biblical pattern of the early Jerusalem church's voluntary
common purse (Acts 2:44—45; 4:34—35), adapted to modern securities and property
law.

Site selection and charter negotiation: the fellowship identifies a specific host
country and negotiates a legal charter (see Part Eight below) with national and,
where relevant, provincial or municipal authorities, securing defined civic and
economic privileges before construction begins.

Physical embassies: rather than requiring an immediate, complete migration, the
community establishes smaller “cloud embassies”—church plants, schools, or
business incubators—in the target region, allowing members to visit, test, and
gradually relocate as the city is built out in phases.

. Full migration and self-government: over years rather than months, the digital

fellowship becomes a physical, self-governing city, still connected to and drawing
new members from its global online network, and still economically and relationally
engaged with its host nation.

Sidley's own caution about this model deserves to be stated plainly and taken seriously: a
community organized around “optimism, good health, clear purpose, and commitment to
an idea greater than themselves” can, without real accountability, slide from genuine
common purpose into something with “a quasi-religious feel” that borders on cultic
control. The corrective is not to abandon the model but to root it, from the outset, in the
accountability structures the church has always possessed and that a purely commercial
or ideological network state does not: a public, historic confession that predates and
outlasts any founder; a plurality of elders rather than a single charismatic leader; open
financial accountability; and formal church discipline processes that protect members
from abuse of power. A Christian network state should look less like a cult of personality

12
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gathered around a founder's manifesto, and more like a confessing denomination that
happens to also be building a city.

Part Seven: Advantages of the Model

Combined, the private-city structure and the network-state gathering method offer a
cluster of advantages that neither offers on its own:

Genuine freedom of association and worship. A negotiated charter can secure
explicit protections for religious practice, Christian education, and family life that
are increasingly contested in the wider culture, without requiring emigration to a
different nation-state.

Superior, accountable service delivery. As a profit center answerable to residents
through exit and to elders through covenant, the city has both a market incentive
and a moral obligation to deliver water, power, security, and infrastructure
reliably—addressing precisely the failures documented in collapsing
municipalities.

A robust environment for discipleship and family formation. Shared schools, a
shared calendar of worship and Sabbath rest, and a critical mass of like-minded
families make Christian formation the norm rather than a constant, exhausting
swim against the cultural current.

Reduced regulatory and cultural friction. A negotiated Special Economic and Civic
Zone charter can secure predictable, favourable treatment on taxation, land use,
and civic governance, reducing the drag of an often dysfunctional national or
municipal bureaucracy.

Economic opportunity and investment upside for members. As land values and
business activity grow within a well-run city, early members and investors share
directly in the wealth their labour and capital create, in contrast to taxation that
flows into an unaccountable municipal budget.

Resilience against national political and moral collapse. A well-governed private
city is more insulated from national currency instability, crime waves, and
administrative failure than residents scattered individually throughout a declining
municipality.

Global recruitment and pooled diaspora resources. The network-state gathering
method allows a much larger, wealthier, and more skilled pool of potential
members and investors—including an entire national or international Christian
diaspora—to be drawn on than any single local congregation could muster alone.

Missional visibility. Like Jerusalem under Ezra and Nehemiah, a well-run,
hospitable, economically integrated Christian city becomes a visible “city on a hill”
testimony to its host nation, rather than a hidden enclave—attracting attention,
employment-seekers, and eventually converts from the surrounding population.
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e Legal predictability across generations. A written charter, negotiated in advance
and registered with national authorities, gives the community far more durable
legal certainty than depending on the shifting policy of a national government or
the goodwill of a declining municipality.

e [Efficient governance through technology. Digital permitting, smart metering,
transparent open-ledger municipal accounting, and remote-work infrastructure
allow a comparatively small, highly capable administrative team to run high-
quality civic services without the bloated bureaucracy typical of legacy municipal
government.

Part Eight: From Special Economic Zone to Special Economic and Civic
Zone

The Special Economic Zone (SEZ) is by now a well-established and widely used legal
instrument. In its classic form, a national government designates a defined territory
within which ordinary tax, customs, and often labour regulations are suspended or
modified in order to attract investment, export production, and jobs. Shenzhen's
transformation from fishing village to global manufacturing hub, and the broader Chinese
SEZ program that followed it, is the most celebrated example; South Africa's own Special
Economic Zones Act 16 of 2014 provides a domestic legal mechanism of the same kind,
currently used mainly for industrial and export-processing purposes.

But a conventional SEZ is deliberately narrow: it grants economic and fiscal privileges
while leaving civic governance—policing, courts, education policy, family law, land-use
planning, and religious and cultural life—under the ordinary jurisdiction of national and
local government. That narrowness is precisely what makes SEZs politically palatable to
host governments, but it is also what makes an ordinary SEZ insufficient for the purposes
of this report. A Christian private city needs not only tax relief but genuine, negotiated
authority over the civic and cultural dimensions of common life: the right to operate its
own schools on its own curriculum, the right to structure its own dispute-resolution and
community-governance mechanisms, the right to control land tenure and zoning within
its boundary, and clear, durable legal protection for its religious character and practice.

Toward a Special Economic and Civic Zone (SECZ)

This report proposes the negotiation of what might be called a Special Economic and Civic
Zone (SECZ): an SEZ-style charter extended beyond tax and customs privileges to include
defined civic self-governance, negotiated directly with the national government (and,
where the national constitutional order requires it, with provincial and local authorities),
and grounded explicitly in the host nation's own constitutional guarantees of freedom of
religion, association, and property. Charter Cities Institute director Mark Lutter's own
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account of the movement's ambitions gestures toward exactly this expanded scope: he
points to Singapore, Shenzhen, Hong Kong, and Dubai as evidence that a jurisdiction
combining a genuinely competitive governance environment with long-term, disciplined
planning can become world-class within two or three generations, and argues this model
can be replicated in emerging markets, with particular relevance to Africa.

A workable SECZ negotiation would typically proceed through the following stages:

1 Pilot memorandum of understanding: the founding fellowship's foundation or trust
approaches national and relevant provincial authorities with a costed, credible
development proposal, seeking an initial non-binding agreement in principle.

2 Greenfield or underused brownfield site identification: consistent with the Charter
Cities Institute's own observation that reform is politically easiest where there is no
existing entrenched population or interest group to resist it, the fellowship identifies
land free of existing settlement, or under-developed land where existing rights-
holders can be justly and transparently compensated.

3 Constitutional charter drafting: a written charter is drafted specifying the zone's tax
and customs status, its authority over education, land-use planning, dispute
resolution, and internal civic administration, explicit religious-liberty guarantees
consistent with the host nation's constitution, and a defined, published mechanism
for resolving conflicts between zone authorities and national law—ideally through
an agreed arbitration or constitutional-court process rather than unilateral national
override.

4 Phased sovereignty transfer: authority is transferred to zone governance
incrementally, tied to measurable development and service-delivery milestones,
giving the host government confidence and an ongoing stake (through equity,
royalties, or tax-sharing) in the zone's success.

5 Sunset and renewal provisions: the charter includes a defined term (for example
twenty-five or fifty years) with a transparent renewal or renegotiation process,
protecting both the host nation's long-term sovereignty and the community's
confidence to make multigenerational investments.

6 Independent dispute arbitration: disputes between the zone and host government
are referred to an agreed independent arbitration body or the host nation's
constitutional court rather than left to unilateral executive discretion, giving
investors and residents durable legal certainty.

Structuring the Vehicle

Given the mixed profit and covenant purposes described in Part Four, the founding entity
is best structured as a hybrid: a nonprofit foundation or trust holding the charter and civic
governance functions, answerable to a plural body of elders and member-representatives,
paired with a separate for-profit development company—owned in whole or part by that
same foundation and its members—responsible for infrastructure construction,
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commercial real estate, and service delivery. This mirrors, in modern corporate-law
terms, the same dual structure visible in Ezra and Nehemiah's Jerusalem: a civic and
religious governing authority (the priesthood, the Law, the assembly at the Water Gate)
operating alongside an economically productive city that traded, built, and paid tribute
within the wider Persian economy.

Part Nine: Applying the Model to South Africa's Collapsing Municipalities

South Africa provides an unusually clear, well-documented, and urgent case study for this
report's thesis, because the collapse of municipal governance there is not a matter of
anecdote or perception but of the country's own official audit record.

The Scale of Municipal Collapse

South Africa's Auditor-General, whose office is constitutionally mandated to audit every
one of the country's roughly 257 municipalities each year, has documented a persistent
and in places worsening crisis. In the 2022/23 audit cycle, only 34 of 257 municipalities
achieved a clean audit, down from 38 the previous year; that same year municipalities
recorded R7.4 billion in fruitless and wasteful expenditure (up from R4.9 billion the year
before), R24.1 billion in unauthorised expenditure, and R3.4 billion in unspent
infrastructure grants. By the 2023/24 cycle, only 41 municipalities held clean audits, and
while 59 municipalities had improved their outcomes since 2020/21, 40 others had
regressed over the same period, with the country's eight metropolitan municipalities—
home to roughly half of all local government expenditure and tens of millions of
residents—showing continued decline. The Auditor-General's 2024/25 report, tabled
ahead of the November 2026 local government elections, found that mayors and councils
had made only limited progress over the preceding administration's full term, with
residents and businesses continuing to experience unreliable services, environmental
hazards, and deteriorating infrastructure amid worsening municipal financial health.

Behind these aggregate figures lie concrete, repeated failures: unfunded budgets pushed
through despite standing objections, as in the Free State's Matjhabeng municipality,
where councillors have warned since 2021 that an unfunded budget was collapsing service
delivery; chronic over-reliance on expensive consultants in place of stable, skilled
municipal staff; and, in province after province, the same litany of outages, uncollected
refuse, potholed roads, failing sewage systems, and water shortages. KwaZulu-Natal's
most recent municipal finance report, tabled in November 2025, described “a systemic
collapse of financial controls, infrastructure planning, and accountability” across the
province's municipalities, with residents paying the price directly in daily service failures.
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South Africa's Own Private-City Precedent

South Africans have not waited passively for this collapse to be reversed. Precinct-led,
privately managed developments—Century City and the V&A Waterfront in Cape Town,
Melrose Arch, Waterfall City, and Steyn City around Johannesburg, and Menlyn Maine in
Tshwane—have grown explicitly in response to failing electricity supply, water
infrastructure, and road maintenance in the surrounding public municipalities. Waterfall
City alone, developed by Attacq and Atterbury on more than 2,200 hectares in Midrand,
now houses some 12,000 residents and employs roughly 26,000 people, contributing
more than R470 million a year in rates and taxes to the City of Johannesburg while
running its own security, much of its own infrastructure, and coordinated estate
management. As one Financial Mail analysis of the trend observed, these self-sufficient,
developer-funded, security-controlled precincts are, in effect, filling a gap that failing
public cities have left behind.

This existing precedent is precisely why the proposal in this report is realistic rather than
speculative for South Africa: the legal instruments (Special Economic Zones Act 16 of
2014, Municipal Systems Act provisions for external service-delivery mechanisms, non-
profit and Section 21 company structures, sectional-title and estate-management law),
the development expertise, and the market appetite for privately delivered urban services
all already exist and are actively in use. What has not yet been attempted at scale is a
version of this model organized explicitly around Christian covenant purpose rather than
purely commerecial or lifestyle branding, and drawing on a global—not merely local—pool
of members and capital through the network-state gathering method described in Part
Six, including South Africa's very large Christian diaspora abroad, who could invest in
and eventually relocate to such a project.

A Warning Against Mere Enclave-Building

South African commentators have also noted, with justified concern, that the country's
private-city trend risks producing what one observer has called an “enclave society”—self-
contained, security-gated developments that shelter the affluent while leaving the wider
population to bear the full weight of municipal collapse, in a country whose history of
spatial and racial division makes such enclaves particularly fraught. A Christian private
city that simply replicates this pattern under a religious label would not be rebuilding
Jerusalem; it would be rebuilding the walls of Babel—a monument to its own comfort and
security, disconnected from Jeremiah 29's command to seek the peace of the wider city
and Revelation 21's vision of the nations, in all their diversity, bringing their glory and
honour into the New Jerusalem (Revelation 21:24, 26).
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A genuinely Christian version of this model in the South African context must therefore
be built, from its founding covenant onward, as a reconciled, multi-ethnic community
reflecting the full diversity of the body of Christ in South Africa and the diaspora—
consistent with Paul's declaration that in Christ the dividing wall of hostility has been
broken down (Ephesians 2:14) and John's vision of a great multitude “of all nations, and
kindreds, and people, and tongues” standing before the throne together (Revelation 7:9).
It must intentionally employ and train local South Africans regardless of denomination
or church membership, fund clinics, schools, and skills training accessible to the
surrounding community, and structure its charter negotiations transparently with
national, provincial, and traditional authorities rather than as a quiet, gated escape from
national obligation. Only on those terms does the project remain a testimony rather than
a retreat—a Jerusalem and not merely a well-defended suburb.

A Practical Path Forward

For South Africa specifically, this report suggests the following practical sequence: the
formation of a multi-denominational founding trust representing established South
African church networks together with diaspora partners; identification of a viable
greenfield or underused brownfield site in a province with constructive provincial
leadership; an approach to the national Department of Trade, Industry and Competition
and the relevant provincial government seeking SECZ-style status under, or as an
amendment to, the existing Special Economic Zones Act framework, paired with a
negotiated municipal service-delivery agreement under the Municipal Systems Act; a
global digital recruitment and covenant-membership campaign drawing on South Africa's
television, radio, and online church networks together with its diaspora in the United
Kingdom, Australia, Canada, and the United States; and a phased, decade-scale build-out
beginning with cloud embassies—church plants, schools, and business incubators—well
before full physical migration is expected.

Part Ten: A Register of Scriptural Foundations

The argument of this report rests throughout on Scripture rather than on urban-planning
theory alone. The following register compiles, in canonical order, the passages that
undergird each element of the proposal, for ease of reference and further study.

e Genesis 11:1—9 — Babel warns against a unified human city and “name” built in

defiance of God, the negative counter-pattern against which any Christian city
must guard itself.
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Genesis 12:1-3 — Abraham is called out of a great city to become a blessing to all
nations; the pattern of being called apart in order to bless, not merely to escape.

Genesis 1:28 — The creation mandate to have dominion and be fruitful, grounding
a theology of productive stewardship and profit rightly ordered.

Jeremiah 29:4—7,10—14 — The founding charter of exilic engagement: build, plant,
multiply, and seek the peace of the pagan city, while trusting God's specific plan
for eventual restoration.

Ezra 1:1—4; 6:3—5 — Cyrus's decree permitting and even funding the exiles' return
and temple-rebuilding, the model of a negotiated charter granted by a host empire.

Nehemiah 1-2; 8-10 — Nehemiah's direct negotiation with Artaxerxes for
materials and passage, and the subsequent public renewal of covenant law and
worship once the wall was complete.

Daniel 1; 3; 6 — Faithful service within pagan civil administration, refusing
compromise only at the specific point of first-commandment loyalty.

Esther 4:14 — Providential positioning of a covenant believer within a pagan court
“for such a time as this,” a model of engaged rather than withdrawn influence.

Matthew 5:13—16 — Believers as salt and light, and as “a city that is set on an hill,”
visible rather than hidden.

Matthew 25:14—30 — The parable of the talents, commending faithful, productive
investment of entrusted resources.

John 17:14-18 — Jesus's prayer that believers be kept from evil while remaining
sent into the world, not removed from it.

Acts 2:44—47; 4:32—35 — The early Jerusalem church's voluntary common purse
and shared life, a precedent for pooled economic resources within covenant
community.

Acts 17:26—27 — God has determined the bounds and seasons of every nation, so
that people would seek Him—grounding a providential view of place and
jurisdiction.

2 Corinthians 6:14—7:1 — The call to be “separate,” touching not the unclean thing,
the classic warrant for distinct cultural and moral space.

Ephesians 2:13—16 — The dividing wall of hostility broken down in Christ,
requiring any Christian city to be genuinely reconciled and multi-ethnic rather
than a segregated enclave.

Philippians 3:20 — Believers' citizenship is in heaven, freeing them to build
provisional earthly cities without idolizing them.

Hebrews 11:8—10, 13—16 — Abraham looked for a city with foundations while
dwelling as a stranger in tabernacles; the pattern of faithful, provisional building
toward an ultimate hope.

Hebrews 13:14 — “Here have we no continuing city, but we seek one to come,” the
theological ballast against idolizing any single earthly settlement.
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e 1 Peter 2:9—12 — A chosen generation, a holy nation, whose good works among the
surrounding peoples serve as public testimony.

e Revelation 7:9 — A great multitude of every nation, tribe, and tongue before the
throne, the pattern of reconciled diversity any Christian city must embody.

e Revelation 21:2—3, 24, 26 — The New Jerusalem descending as a city, into which
the nations bring their glory and honour, the ultimate destination toward which
every provisional, faithful earthly city points.

Conclusion

The exiles who returned from Babylon did not have the option of staying comfortably
scattered, nor did they have the option of overthrowing Persia by force. They negotiated,
they built, they set apart a distinct and visible city ordered around covenant law and
worship, and they remained productively engaged with the empire that had conquered
and then, providentially, restored them. Their pattern was neither retreat nor revolution,
but purposeful, negotiated, public rebuilding.

The church stands today in an analogous position, though with tools Ezra and Nehemiah
never had. Culture across much of the Western world is dissolving its shared moral
inheritance; municipal governance, most visibly and urgently in South Africa, is failing
under the weight of its own mismanagement; and yet, for the first time in history,
technology allows believers scattered across the globe to gather, covenant, pool resources,
and coordinate the building of a physical city before a single foundation stone is laid. The
private-city movement supplies the legal and financial mechanism. The network-state or
cloud-country concept supplies the gathering method. Scripture supplies both the pattern
and the warning: build, but build as Jerusalem, not as Babel; wall yourselves for the sake
of formation, not for the sake of hiding; and seek, in all things, the peace of the city and
the nation in whose midst God has placed you, for in its peace you will have peace.

Whether or not any specific project of this kind is ever built, the underlying call is not
optional for the church in this generation: to take the collapse of surrounding civic order
not as an occasion for despair or for isolated survivalism, but as Nehemiah took the ruins
of Jerusalem's wall—as an invitation to ask leave of the king, gather the willing, and
rebuild.
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