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Stepping Out of the Boat
Since before coming to Oregon I have been in the process of rethinking the Bible.  Week after week and with increasing clarity and conviction I have preached the lectionary, this three year cycle of scriptures, from the perspective of a non-sacrificial theory of atonement and with an eye toward the non-violence of God.  For me this has been an exercise in stepping out of the boat and walking toward Jesus.  It has been an exhilarating and at times scary walk as I noticed the turbulence below me from the corner of my eye. If I looked down, or in any direction other than on Jesus, I would lose it and begin sinking in self-doubt.  I could only maintain my momentum when I kept my eye on Jesus, the Jesus I saw in the gospels; the one who died at the hand of the violence and agitation in my own heart and the one who knew about it and still forgave me.  I am now seeing that everyone’s heart is like mine and I am not some misshapen freak on the road to destruction.  It has been quite a journey and allowed me to see the ways of the world and the ways of God and how totally different those two ways are if we look through Jesus’ eyes.
The more I pursued this the more I came to believe that someone needed to write a book on it explaining how it all worked.  While I felt the need I did not feel up to the task.  With the publication of Brian McLaren’s new book, We Make the Road by Walking, a move has been made in the direction of meeting that need.  The book came out last spring during our Annual Conference and Brian McLaren, at our bishop’s request, was there to talk about it.
I was disappointed in his presentation at Annual Conference as I was hoping he would share his underlying theological and anthropological views that I knew were very similar to my own.  But he didn’t.  Instead he focused on the nuts and bolts of growing/revitalizing churches and passed over what I had hoped he would present.
Happily, the book he wrote does not pass over the material.  It’s sprinkled throughout in accessible, every day, and nontechnical language that I think you will enjoy.  The approach to faith will refresh you and yet not be so new that you are overwhelmed, particularly since you have been hearing me preach it for eight years.
So here is what I want to do.  I want to have an adult forum on the Bible using Brian’s book, We Make the Road by Walking.  I want this adult forum to be on Sunday morning after coffee hour and I will not expect you to attend.  (I know that sounds strange.)  No, it will just be there for you should you decide to access it any particular Sunday.  The forum will go for no more than an hour, require no preparation and will be participatory.  You can come, you can go, you can come again as your schedule and desire dictates and we will try this out.  This will begin on September 14th, the week after the worship at Ringo Pond and begin at 10:45.  
For me, Sunday morning will consist of choir, worship, fellowship and then this adult forum.  I want to give you an opportunity to have an education component to your own spiritual formation.
For some of you this may be a kind of stepping out of the boat experience, like Peter walking on water toward Jesus.  When Peter did that Jesus said “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.”
Peter wasn’t sure the person walking toward him on the water was Jesus.  Maybe it was a ghost.  Even after he heard Jesus’ voice he still wasn’t sure and so he said, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.”  If you are hearing an inner voice saying step out and do something different, well here is Jesus’ response to Peter.  He said, “Come.”  “So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus.”
I am here this morning as your pastor to ask you to invest in your own spiritual formation.  I believe it will be time worth your while.  In this church we don’t have a lot of meetings through the week and tend to concentrate our worship, education and administration on Sunday morning.   The sermons have provided some education but not in a systematic way.  Our youth are growing up and leaving us and so we can’t focus as much on them.  With this little forum I want to provide us with another way to enhance our own spiritual formation now that we have less children.  
I assure you We Make the Road by Walking as not as complicated at Michael Hardin’s “The Jesus Driven Life” that some of us read and you won’t feel like you have been hit with a fire-hose volume of ideas as with Michael’s book.  Each chapter is very short and is meant to be read out load in 10 or 12 minutes and that’s what we will do, so you won’t have to read it in advance.  The beauty of the book is the way it covers the entire span of the Bible giving us a deeper understanding of our God who is non-violent and full of compassion.  This book will help you understand my sermons and my sermons will help you understand this book.  
After you have gone through this material some of you may decide you want to set up ways to walk with others through it.  I am confident that you can do that.  We do make the road by walking but to change metaphors, sometimes we have to get out of the boat to walk.
In some places this material is being used by families with young children where parents are thinking about how to pass it on home-school-like to their children.  It is an interesting challenge to present these things to children.  Sometimes they get it faster than we do. Grandparents and Great grandparents could do the same in their families, particularly since many of our grandchildren are not learning about the faith.  Strangely, the book is also being used in prisons because it is not dogmatic, fear based and focused on any denomination.  Paul Neuchterlein’s large Lutheran church in Michigan will be using this book this year.  Youth groups and groups of adults meeting in homes not connected with churches are using it.  Everywhere people are beginning to rethink the Christian faith. We have been doing this work here with “The Jesus Driven Life”, James Alison’ “Forgiving Victim”, and my sermons through the years.  This forum will give us one more venue for exploration.
The book offers 52 chapters that give an overview of the biblical story and a fresh introduction or re-orientation to Christian faith. As I said, each chapter is written to be read aloud in ten to twelve minutes.   By starting in September we will fit with our church liturgical year so that during Advent we will be reading about the approaching birth of Jesus and during Lent we will be thinking about The Sermon on the Mount and then the Crucifixion and Resurrection.  Some of you may want to just dip into the series during the five weeks of Advent or the six weeks of Lent giving yourself a short seasonal study but not the rest. That’s fine.  You can also just read the book on your on and come if and when you want.  
Next Sunday Laura and I will be Wallowa Lake United Methodist Campground exploring the northeast corner of our state for the first time.  Scottie will be your liturgist, Tony Hunt will be leading worship and I have asked Roy Houston to read McLaren’s Preface to We Make the Road by Walking.  You will find the content interesting particularly when filtered through an Irish brogue.   
I think we are all learning to step out of the boat into a new way of thinking and living.  It is a way that is life-giving and I thank God for it.  Amen.
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