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Thought-provoking new books If you’re a United Methodist . . .

and especially if you're a 2012
UMC General Conference del-
egate, | invite you to start look-
ing regularly at www.um-
insight.net, the website of a
new project named United

Methodist Insight. 1t will

present information, perspectives, and resources
about significant issues that will come before the 2012
UMC General Conference, which will begin April 24.

In the last few months I’ve read
several new books that you may like
to know about if you haven’t already
discovered them. Two mainly ad-
dress the need to become in-
formed about the Bible and
to examine our Christian be-
liefs and revise some of them.
One discusses current economic
conditions in the U.S. Another
helps us look at the religions that
now are so visible all around us.

An award-winning UM journalist

Project coordinator is Cynthia B. Astle, an award-
winning United Methodist journalist who is a veteran
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I've found each one interesting Thig 5,,,‘..;2 ’;7 ' first woman editor of the national news-
and full of information and opin- ~nl, paper, The United Methodist Reporter.
d full of inf t dop The United Methodist R
ions that I believe are important VOl She is currently editor of The Progres-

sive Christian, a national social-justice

for Christians to be aware of.
\-"" magazine founded by 19th-century Methodist laymen.

These authors’ views deserve our se-

rious ConSIderatlon, it seems to me, The UM Insightwebsite is hosted by St. Stephen

whether or not we acree with them. United Methodist Church of Mesquite, Texas, and

& funded by a grant from the Joe B. and Louise P. Cook

A better Christianity? Foundation, which was established by my late par-

ents. However, neither St. Stephen UMC nor the Cook

Philip Gulley is pastor of a Quaker congregation Foundation has any editorial control over the content

in Indiana. T wrote about his earlier book If the of UM Insight. (And UM Insight has no direct connec-

Church Were Christian in the Mav 2011 C tion to Connections, which, by the way, receives no

: urc ' ere . ristian 1n .e ay ' onnec- Cook Foundation funds.)

tions. His latest is The Evolution of Faith: How God o

Is Creating a Better Christianity (HarperOne, 2011). Issues that other denominations also face

UM Insight articles will cover a range of view-

points, and the project itself will not advocate for any
proposal. UM Insight seeks to provide a broad range

Although I appreciate many of
the points Gulley makes in this

book, its subtitle turns me off for of information and perspectives about key issues that
three reasons. First, ’'m always will affect the future of the UMC
skeptical when someone claims :.‘.‘:.‘:: through decisions made by its
to know exactly what God is do- 29658 ?2012GeneralConference.

ing. Second, I'm uneasy about -ﬁﬁiﬂiﬁ Similar issues are also con-
Seeing God portrayed as a person- fronting other denominations, how-

ever, so even if you're not a United Methodist you’re

like being, by attributing to God
like acti h g }; li g And likely to find UM Insight raising questions and offer-
person-iike actions such as creating a religlon. An ing insights that apply to your denomination, not just

third, even though I feel strongly about the need for the UMC. | hope you'll give UM Insight a try!
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Christians to be well-informed and to do what evi-
dently had top priority for Jesus, it seems a bit pre-
sumptuous for anyone to claim to know for sure
what’s a better Christianity or a worse one. But be-
cause | had liked Gulley’s previous book, I read this
newer one despite those turnoffs, and I'm glad I did.

Who’s well equipped and who isn’t?

Here’s one of Gulley’s observations that I found
especially thought-provoking: “unlike the fields of
medicine and law, people who haven’t formally stud-

ied theology feel not only

o AT !
(9052, AR perfectly equipped, but
@& i =AY duty bound, to engage in
religious discourse.” But

even though they engage in it, he observes, “unfor-

tunately, we’ve not always made their participation
easy, using language they neither know nor speak.”

Are they wrong in feeling perfectly equipped?
In order to be adequately equipped, must one be fa-
miliar with scholars’ findings and ideas? Yes and
no. In a sense, every Christian needs to take part in
the church’s “theological conversation”—to be a
theologian. Thinking about our beliefs and know-
ing what scholars have discovered can keep us from
misinterpreting parts of the Bible and Christian doc-
trines and doing harm as a result. But following Jesus
and recognizing God’s presence doesn’t require us-
ing only what professionals consider the right words
or believing what they consider the right beliefs. Our
own discernment can also furnish helpful insights.

Do theologians erect barriers?

Gulley suspects that profes-

sional theologians may ex-
clude other people deliberately. l

“One has to wonder,” he says, . — \
“whether some who work in %\ (
theology erect such barriers for 7 \/
the express purpose of excluding oth-

ers, preferring the rarified air of theologi-

cal speculation over a helpful, accessible spiritual-
ity.” And in his view, “the harm this causes is obvi-
ous—by excluding so many people from theologi-
cal exploration, we increase the theological igno-
rance in our society, making people especially vul-
nerable to bad theology and unscrupulous purvey-

ors of self-serving religion.”

I think Gulley is right about these harmful re-
sults of Christians’ failure to think about their be-
liefs and learn what scholars have found.
Yet I haven’t seen my professional theo-
logian friends excluding people deliber-
ately. In fact, they have been generous in
discussing their work with me whenever
I’ve shown interest. My having taken some semi-
nary theology courses and read some theologians’
books has helped me to understand their language
and thoughts, however, and professional theologians
often write in a style that’s not clear to the many
churchgoers whose backgrounds don’t include that
kind of study.

How could we close the gap?

How can we get our best theologians to commu-
nicate their knowledge in non-academic style that’s
likely to reach more churchgoers? Seminaries might
help by requiring students to write their papers in
vocabulary and style that would be clear to typical
churchgoers. Also, more pastors could address theo-
logical issues explicitly in their sermons and classes.
Church groups could invite professional theologians
to speak, and then press them for further explana-
tion if what they said didn’t seem clear. Another help
would be for church groups to read and discuss
books like Gulley’s, which use non-academic words
and writing styles but address theological questions
that all Christians need to be considering.

Learning about the Bible

Another new book that
would be useful for such dis-
cussion is retired Episcopal
Bishop John Shelby Spong’s
latest, Re-Claiming the Bible
for a Non-Religious World
(HarperOne, 2011). In it, he gy ——
discusses the main sections of F;.thl=ﬂ =
the Bible and also most of its JOHN SHELBY SPONG
individual books, presenting
an overview of what he sees as the consensus of
leading scholars’ findings about how, when, and why
each was written and what those findings mean for
today’s people. Spong writes in a conversational
style, and this book has short chapters that would
make it ideal for use by lay study groups.
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Some progressive Christians
criticize Spong for failure to address
issues of economic injustice, and
in fact this book gives little at-
tention to such issues. It gives
a lot of attention, however, to
the role of prophets in general and to the Hebrew
prophets in particular, with their strong emphasis
on the need to combat economic injustice actively.

“Prophets almost always stand outside the bound-
aries of either political or ecclesiastical authority,”
Spong reminds his readers. “The established author-
ity of religious institutions has almost always re-
sented the prophets, for they were neither ordained
nor trained. They are free spirits who somehow
spoke with an authority that established figures
wished they possessed. The ability to speak to those
in power in a way that demands their attention is
the signal mark of the prophetic spirit.”

Amos’s time resembled ours

Although in his ministry Spong seems to have
displayed that spirit most by combating uninformed,
exclusivist, literalistic Bible in-
terpretation and the gender-re-
lated and race-related injustices
that it so often leads to, his book ac-
knowledges the need to combat economic injustice
too. He points out the resemblance of our present
economic situation, for example, to conditions that
Amos urged the people of his time to oppose.

“There appeared to be little relationship between
the words of the ideal religion,” Spong writes, “and
the practices of people’s lives in the public arena.
In many ways that is not dissimilar from periods in
the history of Western capitalism, where with more
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frequency than we like to admit, the few have
achieved massive fortunes by the manipulation of
the markets, creating a situation in which the wealthy
inevitably become wealthier and, as a direct corol-
lary, the poor become increasingly poor.”

Is the root of the economic crisis moral?

That’s the situation that
macroeconomist Jeffrey Sachs The Price of
writes about in The Price of | Civilization
Civilization: Reawakening
American Virtue and Prosperity
(Random House, 2011). I found
this book extremely interesting | = it
even though reading about Jeffrey D, Sachs
economics usually makes my i
eyes glaze over in a hurry.

What I found especially helpful was Sachs’s de-
scription of the long-term social, political, and eco-
nomic trends that have become increasingly promi-
nent during the terms of all recent U.S. presidents,
culminating in the harmful economic conditions
we’re currently seeing. Sachs includes many graphs
showing statistics to support his views, but for read-
ers who like me prefer only verbal statements of the
conclusions an author has arrived
at, the graphs are not a distraction.

Sachs doesn’t write from a re-
ligious perspective, but he feels
that a mere economic fix won’t solve our problems.
“At the root of America’s economic crisis,” he says,
“lies a moral crisis: the decline of civic virtue among
America’s political and economic elite.”

“Americans are very different from the ways the
elites and the media pundits want us to see our-
selves,” Sachs finds. “The American people are gen-

This issue, many back issues, a list of books I've written about, and more Connections information are ey
available free from my web site, www.connectionsonline.org. To get Connections monthly by e-mail, let

me know at BCWendland@aol.com. Please include your name, city, and state or country. To start
getting Connections monthly by U.S. Mail, send me your name, address, and $5 for the coming year’s
issues. For paper copies of any of the 19 years’ back issues, send me $5 for each year or any 12 issues.
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erally broad-minded, moderate, and generous.” But
in his view, the broad public no longer holds the elites
or the media to account in needed ways.

Time to abandon our national illusion
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Sachs urges us to create what he calls “a
mindful society.” He wants us to abandon
. . {
what he sees as our current national illu- g
sion: that a healthy society can be organized \ ) f
about the single-minded pursuit of wealth.
He believes America should aim for three goals—
“efficiency (prosperity), fairness (opportunity for all),
and sustainability (a safe environment for today and

the future).” And in his opinion, “a combination of
market forces and government actions is needed to
achieve these three simultaneous goals.”

Jeffrey Sachs discusses what has kept us from
pursuing these goals, and he gives many concrete
suggestions about how we might begin moving to-
ward them. I don’t know whether he’s right about
the specifics of those, but I found his discussion of
them extremely interesting and helpful for thinking
about them. And I believe the topics he’s writing
about are topics Christians need to be not only think-
ing about but also talking about openly in churches.
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Thought-provoking new books
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Roaming across religious traditions, leaving the big questions open
I::,:":'rlil‘i A native of Australia and a former microbiologist, with a doctorate in religious studies, Val
THE SACRED Webb is the author of award-winning books and has taught for years at universities in the U.S. and
| Australia. She’s a theologian who writes in easy-to-read, conversational language. Her most recent
e ] book is Stepping Out with the Sacred: Human Attempts to Engage the Divine (Continuum, 2010). In
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it, she says, “l roam across religious traditions, listening for examples and explanations of how
— ' people have engaged the Sacred.” She emphasizes the fact that she leaves open the question of
whether or not there is Something to engage, and if so, whether engaging it is possible. She assures us that her
book is not a textbook on the religions of the world, which would take volumes. Neither is it a comparative religion
book that tries to evaluate different religious approaches as if they could be graded.

| especially appreciate her describing the religions as human attempts to answer the ques- @ -I-
tions that all people have wondered about, instead of as revelations that have somehow come
from supernatural beings. “Rather than coming up with a ‘This is the way it is, folks’ conclusion,” /) ﬁ *
Webb explains, “| have gathered these stories together, describing them as best | can to invite @
your consideration and decision.” They’re stories that all Christians would do well to consider.




