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How do we experience God? 
Reading a recent blog post by United 

Methodist Bishop Michael L. McKee, a long-
time friend of mine, made me rethink how 
I experience God and how the church deals 
with (or, more often, fails to deal with) 
members' experiences of God. 

"For almost 40 years, and in a hun
dred ways to Sunday," writes McKee, 
"we've described the lack of recruitment as the prime 
cause for the decline of mainline Protestant 
churches." But if this were actually the main cause, 
he believes, the solution would have already been 
found in evangelism conferences, books about min
istry, bishops' initiatives, or other "new and im
proved" approaches. In his view, "the recruitment 
problem is only the symptom of a deeper issue." 

The form without the power 

McKee feels that John Wesley, who founded 
Methodism in 18th century England, anticipated the 
difficulty that mainline Protestant churches are now 

D 
experiencing. Wesley wrote near the end 
of his life, about his fear for the future of 
Methodism, "I am afraid lest they should 
only exist as a dead sect, having the form 
of religion without the power." 

Mike McKee sees Wesley's fear coming true in 
today's church. He feels that what we too often see 
in our churches is only second-hand religion. It is 
driven only by hearsay from external authorities, 
not borne out in our own experience. It's religion 
that we've read about in scripture or heard from 
the church and its traditions, our ancestors, or our 
society's expectations, but that's all. McKee feels that 
what has been lost is "a fitting focus and close at
tention to our actual experience of the Divine." 

The United Methodist Church sees scripture, tra
dition, reason, and experience as the basis for our 

faith. However, McKee finds that scripture, tra
dition, and reason gain power only when they 
are used to help disciples identify and express 
their experiences of God. The crucial questions 
for church members, in his opinion, are "How 
do we experience God's presence in our 
daily lives? How do we experience God's 
love, God's grace, God's transformative 
power in the midst of everyday living?" 

Why don't we tell God-experiences? 

Ongoing conversation about those questions 
is essential but is rarely, if ever, happening in 
mainline Protestant churches, McKee observes. 
A church member may sometimes say something 

like "Oh, yes, I experienced Jesus 
and accepted him as my savior 
37 years ago one summer at 
church camp." Yet beyond oc-

casional statements of this kind, McKee finds, 
"we are by and large completely inept at nar
rating any experience of God, let alone our ev
eryday, ordinary-life experiences with God." 

If that's true, why? Because we never have 
such experiences? If so, doesn't this contradict 
a lot that we constantly say in church that we 
believe about God? Or do we keep quiet because 
we have experiences of God but don't recog
nize them as such? Or because we have them 
and even recognize them, but are embarrassed 
to mention them, for fear of being considered 
odd by the people whose opinions O I O 
we care most about? • 

Trying but struggling 8 0..__...--14_ 

Mike McKee tells about meeting weekly for 
a Bible study with four or five women who had 
a total of over 350 years logged as active church 
members. Trying to address members' inability 
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to narrate their God-experiences, he writes, he set 
the expectation that each week he'd be asking ev
eryone in this group to share a God-experience from 

the previous week. "They are trying," he 
reports, "but struggling." 

He asked them, "Y'all have been en
gaged with church for many years. Do 

you recall in your memory any earlier 
time when we practiced the presence of God and 
being able to share your experiences?" To his dis
may, he says, he was answered by a resounding 
chorus of "No." 

Seriously off-putting 
if not flat-out threatening 

As a result of many such observations over the 
years, here's the conclusion that Mike McKee 
reaches: "From where the average person in the 
pew presently is with regard to sharing God
experiences, the very notion of making disciples of 
Jesus Christ [ the UMC' s officially declared purpose] 
is seriously off-putting if not flat-out threatening." 

"How can any UMC member be asked 
or expected to become a recruiter," 
McKee asks, "when they are completely 

unable to narrate any personal expe
rience of God in their lives? How can 
anyone share the good news of God's 

transformative power if they have never actually 
engaged and experienced it for themselves?" 

"If we are unable to create environments where 
first-hand religion is celebrated, promoted, 
practiced, and shared with unconnected oth-
ers," he continues, "then the UMC and main
line Protestantism will most likely continue 
its precipitous decline unto death." 

God-experiences in daily life? 

I sympathize with the struggles of the women 
in Mike's group, because in many-probably 
most-weeks, I wouldn't have felt I had anything 
to report. To me, God-experiences are out-of-the 
ordinary happenings, not just the routine 
friendships and events of everyday life. 

I think that's mainly because "God" to me re
fers not to a person-like being but rather to some
thing like the underlying principles by which the 
cosmos operates. That's the only meaning I find 
believable. Therefore when I think about how I ex
perience God, I see mainly these ways. 

✓ Observing the natural world: the unimagin
able vastness of the universe; the beauty of the 
earth's physical features; and the 
amazing ways in which the bod
ies of the earth's animals, 
plants, and people are con
structed. So when I've seen 
the snow-covered Jungfrau 
or the Grand Tetons, or beautifully colored birds 
or intricately constructed flowers, or even when 
I've learned something new about how human 
cells function, I'm reminded that what I understand 
as "God" is somehow behind or within it all. 

✓ I also experience God when I hear beautiful 
music and participate in groups that perform top
quality choral music. Hearing- or better still, see
ing- the "Te Deum" scene from Puccini's opera 
Tosca never ceases to thrill me. Singing in Brahms' s 
Requiem with a local community chorus also has 
spoken of God to me. So has hearing Chopin pi
ano concertos and the music of Debussy and Bach. 

✓ Experiencing previously unimaginable 
changes that have happened in my life during the 
last 20-30 years has been a God-experience for me. 
That process, which is still ongoing, made me start 
openly questioning and actively investigating what 
I'd always heard from the church and other tradi
tional sources. I began finding eye-opening new 
answers that made sense to me as no previous an
swers had, which felt as if I were some- ~ \ I / 
how experiencing God. I soon came to ...2::-v~ 
feel that I must speak up~ about these --/ ' 
findings rather than stay quiet about my 
views as I usually had earlier in life. I feel sure that, 
like all human discoveries, my most recently dis
covered answers aren't likely to be complete or fi
nal, and that some may turn out not to even be 
partially true, but they still seem like important in
creases in spiritual maturity. 

✓ Coming to understand a powerful dream sev
eral years ago also felt like seeing into God's pres
ence. It showed me the need to make major changes 
in my life. Through that dream, I came to see the 
need to make a break from childish conformity, to 
examine and clear out some beliefs that I had 
stowed away in my mind because they hadn't 

made sense, and to move into new 
ways that at the time of the dream I 
couldn't yet see. (For more about this 
rare experience, see the September 
1994 Connections on my website.) 
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✓ I often feel that I'm experiencing God through 
communicating with people whom I recognize as 
kindred spirits, whether it's in live conversation, 
reading what they've written, or hearing them 
speak. It's the feeling of wanting to say "Yes! Yes!" 
to what they're saying, or of having them react in 
that way to my speaking or writ- , $' 
ing. It's the feeling that something ~~• , ,: 
like electricity has suddenly been "\ 
connected between us. I've felt that (J 
connection with authors, as when 
I've read writings of Carl Jung or John Sanford, 
about how to understand dreams, or when I've spo
ken with a kindred-spirit seminary professor about 
them. I've also felt the connection when hearing 
or reading views of John Shelby Spong, John 
Dominic Crossan, and Marcus Borg. 

✓ I've also felt that I experienced God's pres
ence when my path unexpectedly crossed some
one else's at a crucial time for one of us-what is 
often called serendipity or synchronicity. 

They've rarely happened in church 

Very few such experiences have happened to 
me within the activities or friendships that I've been 
part of in my church congregation, and those that 

did happen there are now far 
in the past. Singing in our 
choir's presentation of 
Mendelssohn's oratorio Elijah in 
the 1960s was one such time. 

About the same time, a child in the 2nd-grade 
Sunday School class I was teaching suddenly came 
close to me one Sunday in ways she had never 
previously done, and the next day her mother died 
unexpectedly, putting me in position to help her as 
I had never previously been. Near that same time, 
my congregation sponsored a discussion of the 
controversial new book Situation Ethics, which was 
a God-experience for me despite upsetting other 
participants in the discussion. 

I not only haven't had such experiences in my 
church in recent years, but throughout my years 
I've very rarely seen God's presence in worship ser
vices. In fact, most worship services, in my con
gregation and elsewhere, are an actual hindrance 
to experiencing God for me. They are fu~ll 
of claims that I find unbelievable. They 
present God as a person-like being (usu-
ally male) in the sky, whom we can in-
dividually influence. They present Bible quotes and 
ancient doctrines as if they were literally true, with
out giving even a hint that they might not be. 

Besides, as I've changed in ways that I believe 
represent spiritual growth, my congregation hasn' t 
seemed to think that what I was doing was desir
able. Instead, much more often, my changes have 
not only been ignored but have actually been criti
cized by my fellow members. They've been said to 
be evidence that I no longer belonged in the church. 

The church's problem goes deeper 

I suspect that the church's problem includes 
what Bishop McKee describes but goes deeper. I 
think it has a lot to do with what different church 
members and dropouts believe about God and the 
Bible. It comes especially from the church's failure 
to present a variety of interpretations of Christian
ity, and to help members analyze and question their 
beliefs and to change some of them as the result of 
new insight and information. Doing that is an es
sential part of spiritual growth, and isn't the 
church supposed to be promoting that? 

Whether we see God-experiences as sudden and 
infrequent, as I do, or as a part of everyday life, 
they can help promote spiritual growth. Then in 
turn, growing spiritually can lead to increased rec
ognition of God's presence. If such growth were 
happening more in the church and were being 
more openly acknowledged and regarded as valu
able, I suspect that more of us would become will-
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ing to let each other and outsiders know about our 
God-experiences. Also, getting help from the church 
in having and recognizing them could make us 
more willing to recommend the church to others. I 
suspect, too, that if churchgoers saw a closer con
nection between the church and God-experiences, 
they would become more willing and able to work 
effectively together at transforming the world in the 
ways that Jesus taught and that, especially now, 
seem so urgently needed. 

What difference would it make? 

Would such change lessen the decline of the 
UMC and other mainline churches? I'm not sure. 

A crucial time for the UMC 

It might attract more people to the church-people 
who don't currently see it as likely to help them 
experience God. But it might instead, or also, cause 
a good many current members to leave, because 
many apparently feel they couldn't bear to discover 
or even suspect that any of their present beliefs 
about God might be wrong. They' re afraid that if 
they gave up their current beliefs, they might not 
find anything equally satisfying to replace them. 

Would the change be worth the risk? I think it 
would, as it could give us a more realistic under
standing of Jesus and of God, but maybe I'm wrong. 
What's your opinion? 

The United Methodist Church's Judicial Council is analogous to the U.S. Supreme Court . It has 9 elected 
members, from all over the world, and it rules on questions submitted by regional UMC decision-making 
bodies. At the end of April it met and issued a decision about the status of UMC Bishop Karen Oliveto, a 
lesbian married to another woman. She was elected as a bishop last spring by the quadrennial Jurisdic
tional Conference of the UM C's Western Jurisdiction, made up of the western states of the U.S. 

The UMC's Book of Discipline, which contains the official rules for the worldwide UMC, gives each Jurisdiction the authority to 
elect its bishops. However, the Discipline also forbids any self-declared, practicing homosexual person from becoming or
dained as clergy in the UMC. So the Judicial Council was essentially asked to decide which of these rules took precedence, and 
thus whether Bishop Oliveto's election was valid . Its verdict was that no Jurisdiction could legally consecrate a homosexual 
bishop but that Oliveto "remains in good standing," That apparently means that only if a church trial later found her guilty of 
breaking the UMC law about homosexuality could her ordination be removed. The Council seems to be saying that the fact that 
she is married to a woman doesn't prove that she is a practicing homosexual. However, the verdict doesn't seem totally clear. 

Fierce disagreement about what God's will is 

UMC members have very different beliefs about the homosexuality rule. Many believe it is consistent with scriptures that seem 
to label homosexuality a sin and that because that's in the Bible it reflects God's will. But many other UMs believe that this kind 
of interpretation of the Bible is inappropriate and that for the church to treat non-heterosexual p-eople as inferior contradicts 
the teaching of Jesus, who welcomed all people and apparently never directly addressed the subject of homosexuality. 

At the last several UMC General Conferences (the UMC's top decision-making body, which only meets every 4 years and is the 
only body that can change the Discipline), efforts to eliminate the rule have been increasingly strong but still unsuccessful and 
increasingly fierce. At the end of the 2016 General Conference, 32 UMC members from all over the world were appointed as a 
Commission on the Way Forward, to recommend how to deal with the issue and achieve unity, and that 
group is now meeting every few months. Meanwhile, the homosexuality rule is officially still in effect, but 
several regional UMC bodies and officials have chosen to disobey it by ordaining openly homosexual 
clergy and refusing to oust previously ordained homosexual clergy. 

An extra General Conference 

••••••• ••••••• ~-@···· · · · ••&• . ... ... ••••••• 
The UMC Council of Bishops (all of the 66 active UMC bishops in the world) has just announced a called meeting of General 
Conference for February 23-26, 2019, before the next regular meeting of the GC that will happen in 2020. The 2019 meeting will 
only deal with the recommendations of the Commission on the Way Forward (which have not yet been developed). But GC has 
about 900 delegates, half clergy and half lay, from all over the world. Therefore the cost of a meeting is huge: airfare, meals, and 
lodging for the delegates plus many GC officials; cost of the meeting space; informational materials in several languages; and 
more. And is this GC likely to arrive at a workable and faithful solution to the current conflict, when the past several have not 
been able and when Christians on each of the two sides feel so strongly that their position reflects God's will? I seriously doubt 
it, and I'm not sure that a split in the UMC wouldn't be the best solution, despite the many logistical problems it would entail. 
I'm afraid the called GC will merely preserve the existing rule, continuing to ignore the views that seem closest to those of Jesus. 




