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Catching up 
Largely because of what's currently happening 

in my life, which I describe some of on page 4 of this 
issue, I haven't written any issues of Connections since 
September, and I suspect this issue will be the only 
one I write before January 2018. 

With this issue, which completes 25 years of writ
ing Connections, I'm doing some catching up by writ

ing on an assortment of topics rather 
than concentrating mainly on only 
one as I usually do in each issue. 

Among other things, I'm describing 
some books that I've read and liked 

during the last few months. 

Two of them deal with human 
sexuality. You may already feel su

persaturated with this topic-I feel nearly that way 
myself-but more information and a better under
standing of it still seems needed. That seems espe
cially true of the aspect that the first of these books 
is about- trans gender. 

An important aspect to look at 

Transgender is an aspect of sexuality that I've 
known very little about and have, frankly, found 
uncomfortable to learn more about. It has now be
come apparent, however, that transgender people 
suffer a lot of needless abuse, including some in
flicted by people who consider themselves Chris
tians. Many of us therefore apparently 
need to know more about the subject, 
to help it be dealt with in a kinder and 
thus more genuinely Christian way. 

Becoming Nicole: The Transformation 
of an American Family (Random House, 
2015), seems ideal for finding out some of what we 
need to know. Written by Amy Ellis Nutt, a science 
writer at the Washington Post, it's the compelling 
story of a family's experience with discovering that 

An offer to Texans 

As I wrote in the August 2017 Con
nections, I am actively looking for ways to 
promote needed change in the church and there
fore the world by making some sizable monetary 
gifts. What will help much more than money, I 
think, is more brave, visible, Jesus-like action by 
many more Christians, but I still want to do what
ever I can with the funds I'm responsible for. 

One way in which I'm trying to help is by giving 
to the Westar Institute, an organization of schol
ars who look for and disseminate information 
about what Jesus and the world he lived in were 
like, and about how our views of Jesus and God 
need to change to fit what is now known about 
the universe and the contents of the Bible. 

Will you or your group accept my offer? 

One way in which Westar does this is by 
sponsoring presentations by its schol
ars to lay people.and clergy throughout 
the U.S. It calls these presentations 
Jesus Seminars on the Road. There's a 

cost in money and effort for each JSOR, but I'm 
ready to contribute the money for some, if local 
people will furnish the effort. On the Westar 
website, you can learn what that effort includes. 

I'm offering this first in Texas. I especially hope 
that some groups in smaller Texas cities such 
as Temple, Waco, Boerne, and Tyler will accept 
my offer, but it is available for any place in Texas. 
For the first 5 Texas individuals or groups who 
will commit to sponsoring a JSOR during the com
ing year, I'll cover the $3000 that each requires. 

How about you, maybe with your study group or 
church class? To accept, call or text me at 254-
913-3400 or e-mail me at BCWendland@aol.com. 
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one of their twin sons was transgender. It started 
becoming apparent when he was a toddler and 
slowly became undeniable. The book powerfully 
shows the wrenching emotions that this discovery 
and its implications caused the child's parents to 
experience. It also makes painfully but 
helpfully clear the difficulties that came 
with their son/ daughter's school expe
riences and other interactions with 
the world around him/her. 

The book includes a very helpful section that 
tells a lot of what medicine and science are discov
ering about why some people are transgender. It 
also makes clear how much is still not fully known 
or understood about that subject. 

Especially if your state, like mine and some oth
ers, is embroiled in controversy over "bathroom 
bills," I urge you to read this gripping book and 

see how one transgender child en
countered the issue of bathroom use 
and how his/her parents and schools 
had to try to make it less miserable. 
You may not come away from the 
book feeling that you've found the an

swer to what public places should do about bath
room use by transgender people, but you're likely 
to at least get a better understanding of why this 
question needs kind and well-informed attention. 

Looking from the church angle 

The other book about sexuality that I'm recom
mending addresses it not from such a personal 
angle but from the wider church angle. Is It Time?: 

Helping Laity and Clergy Discuss Ho
mosexuality One Question at a Time, by 
Adolf Hansen (Abingdon, 2017) tries 
to help readers look at the controversy 

now facing churches- especially the -·-··- • 
United Methodist Church-about the 
participation of LGBTQ people. Hansen, a hetero
sexual who has been a United Methodist elder for 
more than fifty years, is Theologian in Residence 
at a 6000-member UMC in Indianapolis and is Se
nior Scholar and Vice President Emeritus at Garrett
Evangelical Theological Seminary in Evanston, IL, 
a UMC graduate school of theology. 

His book's intention, he says, is not to convert 
readers to his point of view but rather to help them 
understand the issues that relate to church poli
cies about human sexuality. His book addresses the 
physical and psychological aspects, the biblical and 
theological aspects, and the relational and practi
cal aspects of homosexuality. 

A call to venture from 
what's safe and secure 

A 
BIGGER 
TABLE 

A writer whose views and writing ,,i,::.:".·:·:::.,,. 
style I appreciate is John Pavlovitz, · ____ .,, 
pastor of North Raleigh Community Church in 
North Carolina. He grew up Catholic in New York 
and for several years served as a United Methodist 
pastor in Charlotte. I strongly recommend his lat
est book, A Bigger Table: Building Messy, Authentic, 
and Hopeful Spiritual CommunihJ (Westminster John 
Knox, 2017). His blog, at www.johnpavlovitz.com, 
is titled-very appropria.tely, I think-"Stuff That 
Needs to Be Said" and is usually compelling, too. 

It's worth the risk even if it shakes some people up-especially if it shakes them up 

If you're considering the offer I make on page 1 of this Connections, you might like to read about the 
experience of the women's book-discussion group that I'm part of, which sponsored a Jesus Seminar on the 
Road in central Texas a few years ago. I describe it in the March 2009 Connections, which is on my website 
along with all other back issues. To learn more about the Westar Institute, which presents the JSOR, please 
see its website . You can also read more about the Jesus Seminar in the August 1995 Connections. 

Such presentations enrage some churchgoers who aren't willing to face information or opinions Q 
that differ from their beliefs. Such presentations can even cause some church members to leave. \.. ..,/< 

But presenting such information and views is vitally important for helping churchgoers to grow o<.L11ID 

as Christians and for helping the church to follow "the way" of Jesus more closely. Daring to do it 
may even motivate some "don es" to return and some "nones" to see worth they hadn't previously seen in 
the church. Doing it is therefore worth the risk. So if you're in Texas, I hope you'll take me up on my offer. 
And if you're not in Texas, I hope you'll look for a way to bring a Jesus Seminar on the Road to your area. 
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His book is full of powerful observations about 
what the church is called to be. I especially appre
ciated his "Word for Pastors," at the end. "If there's 
one thing I regret the most about my first two de
cades as a pastor," he writes, "I wish I'd been 
braver. I wish I'd been louder, sooner." 

"I believed that my inner turmoil was an 
anomaly," he continues. 11 and this cultivated silence 
in me .... I was waiting for someone there to tell me 

that it was OK to not be OK- and all the 
while they were waiting for me to tell 
them. The people in my community 
were looking to me as a pastor to set 
the tone for what was acceptable, to 
sanction their holy discontent." 

"You will need," he advises pastors, "to be the 
one who breaks the conspiracy of silence by giving 
voice to your own inner wrestling, and by doing 
so, make your community a safe place to reveal 
doubts and to actually change minds." How I wish 
that more pastors would follow this advice! 
Pavlovitz is well aware of its difficulties. "Every 
day, you have to walk that extremely fine line be
tween hearing and obeying the voice of God- and 
not ticking off the wrong people in your midst." 

"These are heady, vitally important times," John 
Pavlovitz observes. "Now more than ever, people 
need a Christianity that is not prepackaged, mar
ket tested, or franchise ready. They need something 
raw and real and dangerous ... something that 
dares to veer from the safe and secure in order to 
be covered in the dust of Jesus." 

How little is known 
about Jesus' s death 

A new book by Arthur J. Dewey, a 
fellow of the Jesus Seminar, points out 
that much of what we assume about 
Jesus's death is unlikely to be factual. In Inventing 

the Passion: How the Death of Jesus Was Remembered 
(Polebridge, 2017), he explains that "each succeed
ing generation has added layer upon layer to the 
traditions of the unsettling death of Jesus." And 
ironically, Dewey finds, "these subsequent layers 
may actually cover up the horror of the original 
event." Besides, 11 since the eighteenth century, the 
historical imagination has introduced a novel per
spective on the death of Jesus." This has had tragic 
ramifications, Dewey finds, unwittingly pressing 
many churchgoers into guilt complexes and gen
erating anti-Semitism. This fascinating book can 
be a valuable eye-opener for Christians. 

The Muslim world and ours 

Suzy Hansen, author of Notes on a 
Foreign Country: An American Abroad 
in a Post-American World (Farrar, 
Straus, and Giroux, 2017), grew up in 
New Jersey, became a successful New York jour
nalist, then moved to Istanbul seeking to under
stand the Muslim world. What she learned about 
it, herself, and America makes for a fascinating 
read. I highly recommend it to readers who want 
a better understanding of today's headlines. 

Besides these books on serious 
topics, I've recently read and 
greatly enjoyed a series of 

mysteries by Texas author 
Deborah Crombie. The first 

book in the series of 17 is A Share 
·· in Death: A Mystery Introducing 

Superintendent Duncan Kfncaid and Sergeant Gemma 
James (Scribner, 2010), and the most recent is Gar
den of Lamentations (Wm. Morrow, 2017). Each 
book in the series was an I-can-hardly-bear-to-put
it-down read for me. 

I conclude this issue with an update on my per
sonal life, in case you' re interested. 

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. 
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A personal update 

I'll be 84 in a couple 
of weeks, and my hus
band is 88. Our 58th 
anniversary was this 
month. His dementia 
now keeps him con
fined to a geriatric 
chair or bed and keeps him from being able to carry 
on conversation, which of course is very discour
aging for me and probably for him too. However, 
I'm still in generally good health and haven't even 
turned gray. A few months ago, I found that I had 
developed macular degeneration. That was a shock, 
but eye shots (which fortunately aren't as grim as 
they sound) and eye vitamins have now caused it 
to improve and stabilize -very good news. And my 
daughter is now living with me, a welcome help. 

Overwhelmed and discouraged 

I feel hemmed in, however, by 
the contents that have been 
added to my house by my 
daughter's moving in and my 
husband's not being able to handle 
our personal business matters and 

records at his office. I feel overwhelmed by this clut
ter and by added responsibilities, and discouraged 
by not yet having accomplished some things that I 
need or at least strongly want to accomplish: 

• getting the money gifts made that I want to 
make, in the hope of helping to promote needed 
change in the church and the world (as I de
scribed in the August 2017 Connections); 

• providing for my family foundation's contents 
to go where I most want to help, after I die; 

• keeping Connections going regularly, when 
after 25 years of writing it, whatever I write now 
largely restates what I have often written ear
lier, therefore seems like a broken record yet still 
seems to need saying; 

• getting an anthology of past Connections is
sues published; 

• getting rid of the unneces
sary" stuff" that fills so much 
of my house, my husband's 
office building, and the house 
I still own in Houston, formerly 
my parents' home and then my daughter's. 

Also, I find the condition of the church, the U.S., 
and the world increasingly discouraging. I'm ap
palled by the widespread unrestricted gun use and 
the lack of health care, and by the damage that Presi
dent Trump and his henchmen (and henchwomen) 
keep doing. And I'm not at all optimistic about long
needed change happening in the UMC. 

Some bright spots, too 

Despite these discouraging 
conditions, however, I find occa
sional encouragement in the news. 

✓ Because mistreatment of women by men has been 
so prevalent for so long, I'm glad that more of it is 
now being revealed and addressed. (But I greatly 
miss Charlie Rose's nightly interviews on PBS-TV, 
and I find the current revelations about his behav
ior disillusioning. See John Pavlovitz' s excellent 11-
29 blog about why people react like this.) I'm also 
glad that the harmful effects of belief in white su
premacy are finally being more openly recognized. 
I only hope that avoidance of these behaviors will 
start happening faster and more widely now. 

✓ The Church of Sweden, the largest Christian 
church in Sweden, is asking its leaders to stop us
ing the masculine words "Lord" and "he" to ref er 
to God. I only wish more U.S. churches would do 
this and even more. 

✓ Trinity UMC/UCC of Austin, TX just celebrated 
the 25th anniversary of its having become a Recon
ciling Congregation. The inspiring featured speaker 

at the anniversary celebration, which 
I and several hundred others attended, 
was UMC Bishop Karen Oliveto. I rec
ommend that you read the excellent 

related statement by Trinity's senior pastor, Rev. 
Sid Hall, which appeared in the Austin American
Statesman . 

✓ Several hundred attenders of the recent meeting 
of the American Academy of Religion, a giant or
ganization of scholars, went on record with a brave 
public statement they called The Boston Declara
tion. I urge you to read it. 

All in all, I'm trying to keep going and hang on 
to hope. And I continually appreciate the encour
agement I get from Connections readers. Thanks! 

Merry Christm~ ... 


