
conn ~ions 
March 2018 
Number 277 ~9 tht rJunh ftJ .f oiihfuf new M--

Barbara Wendland · 505 Cherokee Drive · Temple, TX 76504-3629 · 254-773-2625 · connectionsonline.org 

An opportunity for your church 
At a recent presentation in Alaska 

about the United Methodist Church's 
Commission on a Way Forward, UMC 
Bishop Elaine Stanovsky wisely 
pointed out that every generation 
must creatively appropriate the wis
dom of the past. It is not our job, 
Bishop Stanovsky reminded her hearers, to merely 
receive uncritically the church's teachings, scrip
tures, and traditions. Instead, she observed, today's 
Christians are called to take all of that wisdom and 
strive to find God's fresh expressions of it. 

That means that we need to think critically about 
what we hear from the church and read in the Bible. 
We need to examine Christian teaching and learn 
where it came from and why. Above all, we need to 
think about what the word of God really means in 
our world today, so that we can put it into practice. 

Better materials for Christian study 

Because I consider this kind of searching and 
thinking so important for Christians, I want to do 

whatever I can to promote it. As I explained 
in the August 2017 Connections, I'm cur
rently looking for ways in which monetary 
gifts might help. I've recently made some 
gifts in an effort to promote critical thought, 
and I'm still considering making others. 

Church-school curricula and other materials used 
by adult classes and study groups need to be help
ing American churchgoers to reflect more deeply 
on their faith. Unfortunately, many materials cur
rently in use don't include information that really 
challenges Christians to dig deeper, and many con
gregations are unwilling or unable to acquire better 
materials from newer sources. In order to make such 
materials more widely available, my latest financial 
gift has been to a group that produces them. I hope 
you will help spread the word. 

Important news for Methodists 

If you belong to the United Methodist Church, I 
hope you're aware of the UM C's Commission on 

a Way Forward (CWF). It was created by the 2016 
General Conference (GC) to find a solution to 
the UMC's current conflict about its policy re
lated to the UM C's treatment of LGBTQ people. 
The CWF has 32 members, lay and clergy, from 
all over the world. 

: : : : : : : Final proposal due soon 
•••• •• • a :1•:: The CWF's final report will go to 
•••• •• the UMC Council of Bishops 
(COB) in May. Then the COB will submit propos
als to be voted on by a called meeting of GC in 
February 2019. All materials to be considered 
must be translated into several languages and 
sent to every GC delegate in advance, so the 
deadline for submitting the proposals for the 
February 2019 GC is in July of this year. 

The CWF has met several times, but only its mem
bers can attend its meetings, so very little infor
mation about them has emerged. However, 
Lonnie Brooks, a UMC layman from Alaska, re
cently convened a 2-hour presentation in An
chorage at which he and a panel of other knowl
edgeable UMs spoke about the CWF. Panelists, 
including a pastor and a bishop who are CWF 
members, spoke about the purpose and signifi
cance of the CWF and 
the 3 proposals that it 
has recently revealed. 

Link to video report 

00 1 0 ..... 
If you're a United Methodist and want to know 
what is currently happening in your denomina
tion, which I hope you do, you can watch the 
Anchorage presentation by clicking here. 

https://connectionsonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/8-17-Connections.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3bDB
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Critical study is greatly needed 

In my experience, few churches promote edu
cational materials that encourage critical thinking 
about the Bible and about church doctrines and 
policies. For generations, the church has too often 
given the impression that science and logic are 
somehow God's enemies, or that thinking and ques
tioning show a lack of faith. Many traditionalist 
Christians have even suggested that people who 
ask probing questions, look diligently for {j 
reliable information, think carefully, and 
sometimes change their beliefs are not 
faithful to the teachings of the Bible. 

Many churches have formal creeds or other 
doctrines whose official standing is unlikely to be 
changed, such as those in the UMC Book of Disci
pline. Since critical study often brings new inter
pretations of these ancient expressions of belief, 
pastors worry that study materials will offend mem
bers who fear it means denying belief in God, or 
that if Christians turn loose of their current beliefs, 
they'll be left with nothing to replace them. 

Yet such rejection of critical study can put seek
ers in a terrible dilemma, not knowing whom or 

what to trust. If a church encourages 
members to believe that thinking and 

reasoning are the tools of an enemy 
that wants to destroy their faith 

and their way of life, it may ac
tually betray their trust in Chris

tianity, by making it less credible and understand
able to them. Instead, we need to encourage study, 
to find out what has been discovered about this 
material during the many centuries since it origi
nally appeared, so that we can look at its claims in 
a way that makes sense in the modern world. 

Materials could attract new seekers 

Of course, some classes or study groups, espe
cially in larger urban congregations, do present up
to-date information and encourage questions. But 
even those few groups may be 
a well-kept secret, not publiciz- I i t 
ing their offerings but meeting ff?• 
in the basement, figuratively or (J 88 
literally, for fear of rocking the 
boat. In my experience, even fewer take the initia
tive to reach out to smaller congregations, where 
fresh teaching is often so sorely needed. I have long 
wished for a way to help bridge this gap and get 
new, challenging materials out to more churches. 

While many people find critical study threaten
ing, many others, especially in younger generations, 
have a thirst for precisely the kind of knowledge 
that can cast truths in a new light. Churches that 
promote fresh approaches and open discussion may 
actually be able to attract more new participants, 
including many who feel burned out on the tradi
tional church, people who seek not just praise or 
comfort, but interesting, challenging ideas. 

I long to help more churches teach more of the 
positive content of modern Christian scholarship. 
What would happen if more churchgoers could 

only have the chance to learn about the 
compassionate Jesus of first-century his

tory, about how he and his followers 
opposed the brutal injustices of the 
Roman Empire? Perhaps more of us 
would hear God's call to imitate Jesus 
by practicing non-violent resistance 

and distributive justice. 

A challenging new series 

The D. L. Dykes, Jr. Foundation, based in Jack
son, Mississippi, sponsors an initiative called 
FaithandReason® that is aimed at filling such gaps 
in Christian education. They have hosted many lec
tures with renowned authors and are now focus
ing more on video-based studies. If you' re not fa
miliar with their work, please see the October 2008 
issue of Connections or the foundation's website, 
www.faithandreason.org. (You may have noticed 
that it has been doing the e-mailing of Connections 
for me for the past year or so.) 

They have produced a new video series, "The 
Challenge of Paul," and I have made a donation 
to help them get it out to as many churches as pos
sible. It features John Dominic 
Crossan, the renowned histori
cal Jesus scholar who has had 
an immense impact on the 
thinking of many Christians. 

When Crossan was recently 
asked, "Do you consider your
self to be a progressive Chris
tian?" he smiled and answered, 
"No, I consider myself to be an accurate Christian." 
Now, he has collaborated with FaithandReason® 
producers to explain why. In "The Challenge of 
Paul," Crossan presents his ground-breaking work 
on the apostle who was one of early Christianity's 
most influential but most controversial figures. Dr. 

http://www.faithandreason.org
https://connectionsonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/10-08Conn.pdf
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Crossan' s lifelong search for the Paul of history 
sheds new light on Paul's resistance to imperial 
Rome and on why he may be more relevant than 
ever today. 

This new video series of 18 lectures (15 to 18 
minutes each) guides participants through the 
world of Paul's time and place, showing how the 
critical thinking process works when applied to bib
lical faith and to assumptions about the origins of 
Christianity. (Click on this link to see a brief video 
sample.) In his illustrated lectures, Dr. Crossan 
shows step by step and in conversational language 
how to approach a biblical text, how to place it in 
historical context, and how to consider its implica
tions for how we live today. He reveals how some 
of what we have been taught about the apostle 
Paul has misled us in our understanding of the his
torical Paul's struggle against the Roman Empire. 

My gift to you 

I have previewed each of the episodes in vol
umes 1 and 2 of the series. What I've seen is ex
actly what I would like to see presented in church
school classes across the nation. 

My feelings about the . .. r>_ ., 0 ~ 
need for churchgoers to -.r ~ -

1 get such information are ,-I '!__.. 
so strong that I am offer- ;,; _ _ ~~ ~ 
ing to pay for copies of ~ I I' I 
"The Challenge of Paul," 
volumes 1 and 2, for inter
ested churches and individuals to use in their 
church-school programs and small group gather
ings. U you bought these volumes, they would cost 
$100. Here is a link to a pdf of a flyer for The Chal
lenge of Paul Gift Program for you to read and 
share, plus an invitation for your group to receive 
a free copy of this excellent series. 

I hope you'll accept the invitation! 

An intriguing new book 

In addition to "The Challenge of Paul," I also 
recommend Crossan' s new book, co-authored with 
his wife, Sarah Sexton 
Crossan: Resurrecting Eas
ter: How the West Lost and 
the East Kept the Original 
Easter Vision (HarperOne, 
2018). It's timely, thought
provoking, and very beau
tiful. Its many color pho
tos of works of art that 
portray Jesus' s resurrec

RESURRE€TING 
EASTER 

tion are essential to understanding the text, so if 
you buy it as an e-book, be sure that your e-reader 
can show the pictures in color and enlarge them 
enough for you to see their details. 

Resurrection or uprising? 

When the Crossans first saw signs in English in 
Turkey about resurrection portrayals, they tell their 
book's readers, they were surprised to see that in
stead of "resurrection," these signs always used 
the Greek word "anastasis," which literally means 
"uprising." They wondered why. They also were 
surprised to see that while the English versions of 
commentary about the portrayals spoke of an as
cent into heaven, the French, German, and Turk
ish versions spoke of a descent into Hades. 

~ Individual or universal? 

,/ After further exploration, the Crossans 
• realized that the Western church and the 
Eastern church had developed two different ways 
of depicting the resurrection. They saw that each 
involved its own iconography and theological vi
sion. The West, they realized, celebrates an indi
vidual resurrection: Christ rising alone. But the East 
celebrates a universal resurrection: Christ takes all 
of humanity with him. Since the Bible doesn't de-

This issue, all back issues, a list of books I've written about, a list of recent books I recommend, and more 
Connections-related information are available free from my website, www.connectionsonline.org. To get 
Connections monthly by e-mail, let me know by e-mailing me at BCWendland@aol.com. I no longer send new 
issues of Connections by U.S. mail. To get paper copies of any of the 1992-2014 back issues, send me $5 
(address on page 1) for each year or any 12 issues that you want, and let me know which ones you want. 

I'm a lifelong lay United Methodist and neither a church employee nor a clergyman's wife. Connections is a 
one-person ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Some readers make monetary contributions but 
I pay most of the cost myself, from personal funds. Connections goes to several thousand people in all U.S. states and some 
other countries-laity and clergy in more than a dozen denominations, and some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to 
stimulate fresh thought and new insight about topics that I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address. 

http://www.connectionsonline.org
mailto:BCWendland@aol.com
https://youtu.be/P4rxnPsf0Yc
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSc0ILAWw1-n9S3d9mIG5WOY
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scribe the actual moment of resurrection, there's no
easy answer to which depiction is closer to the bib
lical accounts. However, the Crossans have become
convinced that Christ's resurrection is for all of hu
manity, not just for individuals. 

Could both senses of renewal somehow be true?
If the Crossans are right, that could be a message
of great hope, even if it causes us to think again

Books I've recently found interesting 

about just how we think of Jesus as divine, or how
Christianity can offer unique meaning to a world
in great need of redemption. 

Both this book and the new video series could
be wonderful resources for groups, especially dur
ing this Easter season. I hope you will help me share
them with others. � 

Despite having had a flu shot in the fall, since Christmas I've had the flu twice. Even after starting to feel 
better, I kept hibernating in order to keep from giving it to someone or getting it again. During that hiberna
tion, I've done even more reading than usual. Here are some books I've especially appreciated. I may write
about some of them in future Connections, but for now, I'm at least recommending them to you. 

I found these first three especially interesting, pertinent, and helpful for this time when there is 
so much news, discussion, and controversy in the U.S. about immigration and the "Dreamers" 

Just Like Us: The True Story of Four Mexican Girls Coming of Age in America, by journal
ist Helen Thorpe 

The Line Becomes a River: Dispatches from the Border, by Francisco Cantu 

The Newcomers: Finding Refuge, Friendship, and Hope in an American Classroom, by Helen Thorpe 

I agree with much of what this next book says about the need to update what churches present. 

Unbelievable: Why Neither Ancient Creeds nor the Reformation Can Produce a Living Faith Today, by 
John Shelby Spong 

I've also liked these others that relate to current national and world events and issues. 

Soldier Girls: The Battles of the Women at Home and at War, by Helen Thorpe 

How Democracies Die, eds. Levitsky, Steven, Ziblatt, Daniel 

Warnings: Finding Cassandras to Stop Catastrophes, by Richard A. Clarke and R. P. Eddy 

Faith and Resistance in the Age of Trump, ed. Miguel de la Torre 

Shoot Like a Girl: One Woman's Dramatic Fight in Afghanistan and on the Home Front, by Mary 
Jennings Hegar, a current Democratic candidate for Congress from my central Texas district 

Texans, my offer is still open 

My offer to pay the monetary cost of bringing a Jesus Seminar on the Road to Texas is still 
"' open. To read about it, see the December 2017 Connections. Like the Crossan series and 

book that I write about in this March 2018 issue, these seminars are a valuable way to dis-
seminate important information and to promote critical thinking, not only for church members but 
also for other residents of a local area. So if you're in Texas, especially if you're not in a big city, I hope 
you'll seriously consider accepting this offer. Would your church congregation or church-school class be 
willing to sponsor a JSOR in your area? Would your book group or study group sponsor one? I hope so! 

https://connectionsonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/12-17-Connections.pdf



