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By Thomas L. Truby
Doing What Jesus Did!  

Last Monday we participated in my father-in-law’s funeral.  Wanting to be there as the family gathered, we left on Saturday morning and arrived in Indianapolis by 10:00 P. M. Eastern Standard Time.  I knew the journey would be long and uncomfortable particularly since we had chosen the cheapest fare Southwest offers. I was grateful we got such a good rate but knew we would probably wind up sitting in the middle seat.  
I hate the middle seat because I overlap on both sides and that is a problem unless I am sitting between two petite women.  Anyway, anticipating all this I decided that my best strategy was to distract myself with some good books and so I ordered two new books for my Kindle and within seconds they were there.
Armed with a Kindle full of distraction I boarded the plane.  Sure enough the plane was full with only middle seats available and I found myself sitting in the front row with two people as big as I am on either side of me.  We “sardined” ourselves in and I pulled out my Kindle.   The book that attracted my attention was not even one of the two I had ordered.  In fact, I had read it before.  In retrospect I think it was the Spirit leading me.
The book Christianity After Religion:  The End of the Church and the Birth of a New Spiritual Awakening was written by Diana Butler Bass.  I knew about the author and had heard her speak at Trinity Cathedral in Portland.   At the time, I wasn’t very impressed with her presentation though I knew she was a leading thinker on what is happening with our churches and all religions throughout the world.  
The book is divided into three parts: “The End of Religion”; “A New Vision” and “Awakening.”  I became totally engrossed in the book, lost consciousness of everything around me and the trip “flew by” even though my left shoulder was wedged behind the right shoulder of my neighbor.
One of the problems with Kindle reading is that you can’t make notes in the margins.  The book was stimulating all kinds of thoughts and there where quotes that just must be shared and yet I knew I would forget them if I just kept reading.  I pulled out my empty 3 by 5 cards and begin taking notes.  Much of what you are about to hear are the scribbles I committed to my low-tech memory enhancement system.  

In the “End of Religion” section Butler-Bass described how all denominations, all churches not affiliated with a denomination and all religious organizations, Christian and non-Christian are shrinking in the developed world.  I think this shrinking is picking up speed and approaching a critical mass where people will collectively turn to one another and say, “Do we really need religion?  Most of us haven’t thought of this before but maybe religion is the problem?   Maybe religion is causing more violence than it prevents.  Maybe if we got rid of it, things would be better.”  
In page after page, the author documents the decline in church membership and attendance, notes that a vast majority of young people want nothing to do with church and that the decline has now spread even to the big non-denominational mega-churches.  For some reason many people are not finding “church as usual” to be helpful in the living of their lives.  Are they just bad people or is something wrong with the churches?  These folk experience us as stodgy, antiquated and committed to causes they believe on the wrong side of history.  No matter our position, we all get lumped together and dismissed out of hand.
In the “A New Vision” section, Butler-Bass explores a felt need expressed by many people for something outside the realm of what they think of as “religion” and yet something they experience as “spiritual.”  How many times have you heard people say “I am spiritual but not religious?”  Or, “I believe in God but I want nothing to do with organized religion.”  What are these people trying to say about themselves and their needs and what are they saying about us, seeing as how we represent organized religion?  
When people say they are spiritual but not religious, I think they are saying they want an experience of faith and not just dogmas about it.  They want to feel it and be motivated from within.  They don’t want to force themselves to believe things and do things just because some religion says they are supposed to.  They say that’s dead and boring and they want no part of it.

Their position clarifies our question.  Our question now becomes, “How do we give them an experience of faith that enlivens them from the inside?”  Do you think that’s a good question?   
Now here is the part I missed when I read the book the first time.    The key to spreading the faith is giving other people an experience that enlivens them from the inside.  We can do this by allowing ourselves to undergo such an experience and then our family and friends see it in us.  When we choose to deepen our commitment, not to dogmas, but to spiritual practices and changed ways of living, it changes us.  Our friends and children see this and this is our witness.  How simple is that!  We don’t have to change them.  We change the one thing we can.  Ourselves!
Diana Butler-Bass tells us intentional Christian practice means being deliberate in choosing what we do; in doing those things that imitate Jesus; and in acting justly in the world.  We are all learners on the way and as we learn how to love as Jesus loved, we are transformed.  We grow in our capacity to wonder, to trust, to forgive and even to sacrifice out of a spirit of joy and thanksgiving.  We are not just members of a church; that’s stale, but doers of the faith.  
And friends, we can’t go backward to the 50’s in looking for an identity.  It won’t work.  We must move forward and discover a new identity as followers of Jesus.  This new identity, congruent with the old at points, will be built on serving and living in ways that imitates Jesus.  

We will have experiences of vital faith when we imitate Jesus, do what he did and live the way he lived though in a 21st century context.   Imitation is a powerful tool by which to learn spiritual practice.  Keith Hamilton, my father-in-law, consciously sought to emulate John Wesley.  He knew we cannot invent ourselves; we all have to emulate someone, and who we decide to emulate is critically important.  Keith’s decision to emulate John Wesley was life-forming and a good choice.  Our choice of who we imitate will determine who we become and whether or not we discover joy.
It we decide to imitate Jesus we will discover a vital experience that attracts people to our community.  They will be attracted because they see that what we do is animated from within and in imitation of Jesus and not imposed from some outside “ought” that they associate with all religion.  
In a practicality I didn’t notice the first time I read the book, Butler-Bass, suggests we focus on “doing one thing well” as a church.  This one thing must be intentionally done, informed by the wisdom of imitating Jesus and focused on God’s reign.  To give people an experience of God’s Spirit alive in the world we must do what Jesus did in at least one specific and intentional way in our community.  

Why do this?  We don’t do it to increase our membership.  No, we serve our community because we love Jesus and have chosen to follow him—period, exclamation point, end of sentence.  And if (and when) we do this we will discover ourselves “filled with the power of the Spirit,” just like Jesus.  Amen.
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