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Churches: spiritual hot tubs . . .

Too often, Joan Chittister finds, we
want the church to be merely a warm,
soothing spiritual hot tub, but the
church’s purpose isn’t spiritual escap-
ism. Instead, it is promoting the empowerment and
resistance that come from authentic experiences of
God. That must include addressing political issues.

To follow Jesus, we must get more involved in
such issues, not less as some church members pre-
fer. In our churches we need to be having political
conversations. John Dominic Crossan assures us that
our distinction between what is political and what is
religious would have been meaningless to the Jews,
pagans, and Christians of the first century. Much of
what we see as Christian religious language was the
political language of public discourse in Jesus’s world.

. . . or incubators of political change?

Besides having political conversations in
the church, Borg, Crossan, and Chittister
assure us that we also need to be having
worship that motivates and empowers us

to resist whatever opposes God’s peace and justice.

Marcus Borg believes, as I also do, that the pur-
pose of worship is to open us to the reality of God.
True worship, Borg observes, is intrinsically subver-
sive, because it declares loyalty only to God. Real
worship is also liberating. Our culture intensifies fears,
but real worship gives us confidence and frees us
from inhibitions that keep us from following Jesus.

Leave or stay, but not quietly

Joan Chittister points out that we may
have to leave the church if leaving becomes
necessary to save our souls. She warns us,
however, not to leave quietly if we leave, or to stay
quietly if we stay. By speaking, we perform a needed
ministry of irritation, Chittister finds, like the sand that
irritates the oyster but causes a pearl to form.

Throughout history, ordinary people who
have simply seen the truth and said it have
been God’s instruments for changing the
world. More of us need to do that now.
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The event I describe here was in Austin, Texas, spon-
sored jointly by several mainline Austin churches and
seminaries and largely financed by the D. L. Dykes
Jr. Foundation. (See www.faithandreason.org if you
want more information about this foundation.)

http://www.faithandreason.org/
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This issue, many back issues, a list of the books I’ve written about, and more information about Connec-
tions are available free from my web site, www.connectionsonline.org. To get Connections monthly by
e-mail, let me know at BCWendland@aol.com. To start getting Connections monthly by U.S. Mail, send
me your name, mailing address, and $5 for the coming year’s issues. If you want me to mail you paper
copies of any of the 13 years’ back issues, send me $5 for each year or any 12 issues you want.

I’m a United Methodist lay woman, 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. Many readers make monetary contributions
but I pay most of the cost myself. Connections goes to several thousand people in all 50 states, D.C., and Puerto
Rico—laity and clergy in at least 12 denominations plus some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to stimu-
late fresh thought and new insight about topics I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address.

http://www.connectionsonline.org
mailto:BCWendland@aol.com
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Reeducation about the big subjects

Marcus Borg believes that our churches need to provide a lot of adult reeducation about the big sub-
jects—God, Jesus, the Christian life, and our own tradition. That includes making members aware that
according to the Bible God cares especially about the parts of life that we call political and prefer to avoid in church.

Borg feels this kind of reeducation and political conversation is best accomplished not through
sermons but in small adult groups. He suggests two methods to use in these groups.

√ Start with a relatively safe political-journey exercise. First, ask “What is your earliest memory
associated with politics? Was politics talked about in your childhood home? If so, how? Did
you know what your parents’ political beliefs were?” Invite each person in the circle to an-

swer. Then ask, “Is there a political conversion story in your life—a story of sharp change in your political position, or
merely a deepening? Or have you been on automatic pilot politically throughout your life?”

√ Have a Bible study of the book of Amos, which portrays God’s indictment of the wealthy and the powerful for
exploiting the underclass. Have at least six sessions: one for introducing the book, four for covering its content, and
one for discussing its possible meaning for today.
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