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Not Safe for Worship?

• Politically conservative to progressive

• Orthodox to heterodox to neither

• Controversies of the day

Many/most churches are 
comprised on individuals 

that have varying 
perspectives on all sorts 

of topics

• Rely almost exclusively on one authoritative source

• “Lectures” are one of the most ineffective methods 
for teaching

• Minimizes conflict but inhibits learning 

Conventional worship 
service isn’t set up for 

effective learning/critical 
thinking
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adults?



Activities that promote learning in 
adults

group 
discussion

role play brain teasers

problem-
solving

competitions case studies 

paired 
discussions

feedback 
from others



Where are adults to go for opportunities to shape 
their perspectives?









Is the church viewed as a place where adults can 
come together to think critically about issues and 
develop informed thoughts and opinions about 
current events and controversies?



Can the church be that place?

Is the church viewed as a place where adults can come 
together to think critically about issues and develop 
informed thoughts and opinions about current events 
and controversies?



•Why do you think people might be more 
comfortable discussing issues of the day in a bar, 
rather than a church?



Many people are afraid to express what they 
really think in church or religious study groups

•May go against traditional understandings

•Afraid of offending others

•Don’t want to be thought of as weird or 
unchristian

•A minority opinion from the rest of the group



How can a church create an 
environment where just about 

any topic can be discussed 
without suppression of 

conversation or without judgment 
being passed (the purple church)?



Don’t we want our 
churches to be 
comprised of 
individuals who are 
open to hearing 
diverse perspectives 
through thoughtful 
consideration of 
various viewpoints?

• If so, the process of being open to diverse 
perspectives needs to be nurtured, 
especially in today’s polarized environment.



Step Ladder Theory of Group Progression

Safety

Trust

Group identity

Goals/Task

Visioning



Step Ladder Theory of Group Progression

Safety

Trust

Group identity

Goals/Task

Visioning

Can’t just immediately start 
discussing difficult 
topics without first establishing 
trust and safety.



Ground rules/Group 
norms
Best practice is to develop these together

• Listen carefully 

• Don’t interrupt

• All viewpoints are respected

• Ensure everyone gets a chance to speak

• Repeat what others said (for clarification) if 
you want to disagree

• Review these occasionally, especially when 
someone new enters the group



Facilitator

• When introducing a topic, be as objective as possible –
presenting several perspectives (there are often more 
than two)

• Keep the conversation moving along

• Ensure everyone gets a chance to speak

• Try to not allow one or two people to dominate the 
conversation

• When the facilitator has an opinion or experience to 
share, intentionally state that you are stepping out of 
the role of facilitator to make a contribution to the 
conversation

• Acknowledge points being made, then move to a 
different question/topic when there is strong 
disagreement

• Have some questions formulated ahead of time that are 
not leading



Leading 
questions:

• Why do some Christians disrespect the flag by 
kneeling or not standing during the Pledge of 
Allegiance?
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Leading 
questions:

• Why do some Christians disrespect the flag by 
kneeling or not standing during the Pledge of 
Allegiance?

• Why do some Christians own guns despite Christ’s 
call to be non-violent?

• Why do some Christians not believe the Bible when it 
says Adam and Eve were the first humans?

• Why do some Christians not believe in the sanctity of 
life?

• Many Christians believe that homosexuality is a sin. 
Do you?



What are good 
topics to start 
with?

• Traditional “adult Bible studies” often 
exhibit confirmation bias. This bias does not 
help develop critical thinking skills, nor does 
it train the mind to be open to new 
perspectives.



Strategy for 
creating a safe 

space for 
conversation –

start training the 
mind to be open 

to new ideas

Start with topics that push boundaries for 
everyone, but not too far

• Study the Bible chronologically rather than sequentially
• The evolution of how God works in the world
• Repeating stories or themes (Yahweh, Elohim; 

stories of David) 
• Understanding of when Jesus became divine

• Study the history of how the Bible was assembled
• Various books in the First Century
• Challenges to translation
• Debates over the canon
• Excerpts from scholars like Bart Ehrman

• Various world religions
• Origin of religious practices
• Understandings of nature, afterlife, soul
• Differences/commonalities with Christianity

• Video series 
• “The Power of Myth” narrated by Bill Moyers 
• “Great Courses” are excellent

• Books such as “Zealot” by Reza Aslan



After these 
studies, 
participants 
should 
understand 
that :

The Bible was not 
handed to us in an 

unadulterated form at 
a specific point in 

history

There is often not one 
story describing a 
particular event

Symbolism is more 
important to Biblical 

writers than historical 
accuracy

Events make much 
more sense when they 

are understood 
chronologically and 

with understanding of 
the history of the time 

they were written



Becoming a safe 
space to 
question

• Some may question a literal 
interpretation of events 
described in scripture

• Some may question the 
traditional attribution of 
authorship of books or passages 
found in scripture

• Some may question traditional, 
orthodox views

• Adam and Eve

• Virgin birth

• Bodily resurrection

• Ascension into heaven

• Apostle’s Creed

• Trinity



Becoming a safe 
space to 
question

• Some may question a literal 
interpretations of events 
described in scripture

• Some may question the 
traditional attribution of 
authorship of books or 
passages found in scripture

• Some may question 
traditional, orthodox views

• Adam and Eve

• Virgin birth

• Bodily resurrection

• Ascension into heaven

• Apostle’s Creed

• Trinity

•And that’s      
okay!!!



The stage is set to address current events

• We found that a discussion of current events attracts 
more participants than strictly “Bible” topics



• Tried doing this on my own – spent most of Friday night and much of 
Saturday gathering material and thinking of discussion questions

• Then discovered “The Wired Word”



Quake Kills, Injures Thousands in Turkey, Syria
The Wired Word for the Week of February 12, 2023

In the News

At 4:17 a.m. local time on Monday, February 6, a magnitude 7.8 earthquake struck near Gaziantep (Antep) 

in south-central Turkey near the Syrian border, in what Turkish vice president Fuat Oktay called the "disaster

of the century." Nine hours later, a separate quake, magnitude 7.5, hit in southeastern Turkey. At least 

24 aftershocks were recorded in the region. Tremors were felt in Cyprus, Israel, Lebanon and Egypt.

Some authorities estimate that around 23 million people will need humanitarian assistance in the 

aftermath of this disaster. Because the quake happened without warning, early in the morning, many residents 

were only wearing sleepwear and were barefoot at the time. Those who did escape were not prepared for the 

bitter cold or wet conditions.



Questions to Consider:

• To the degree you feel comfortable, identify the most traumatic memory of 
your life or your community.

• How did that traumatic event change your life or community? Did it make 
you stronger, or leave a scar that never healed?

• Should we view natural disasters as God's judgment or punishment for some 
wickedness? Why or why not?

• How would you respond to someone who claimed that a particular natural 
disaster was God's punishment for the sin of that region? What's a fruitful 
way to engage others on this topic?

• Where, if anywhere, do you see God in the catastrophe of the earthquakes in 
Turkey and Syria?



Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion:

Numbers 16:31-32

As soon as he finished speaking all these words, the ground under them was split apart. The earth opened its mouth 

and swallowed them up, along with their households -- everyone who belonged to Korah and all their goods. (For 

context, read Numbers 16:19-35.)

Luke 13:4-5

[Jesus said,] "Or those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them -- do you think that they were 

worse offenders than all the other people living in Jerusalem? No, I tell you, but unless you repent you will all perish 

just as they did." (For context, read Luke 13:1-5.)

1 Kings 19:11

He said, "Go out and stand on the mountain before the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by." Now there was a 

great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was 

not in the wind, and after the wind an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake. (For context, read 1 Kings 

19:11-13.)
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Luke 13:6-9

Then [Jesus] told this parable: "A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he came looking for fruit on it

and found none. So he said to the man working the vineyard, 'See here! For three years I have come looking for 

fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?' He replied, 'Sir, let it 

alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next year, well and good, but if not, 

you can cut it down.'" (For context, read Luke 13:1-9.)

Matthew 24:6-8

[Jesus said,] "And you will hear of wars and rumors of wars; see that you are not alarmed, for this must take place, 

but the end is not yet. For nation will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be famines 

and earthquakes in various places: all this is but the beginning of the birth pangs." (For context, read Matthew 

24:1-8.)
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Further questions:

• Why do you think the gospel writers say that earthquakes occurred during the 
crucifixion and resurrection? 

• On what basis does Jesus instruct his disciples that they (we) should not be 
alarmed by things (such as false messiahs, wars, famines and earthquakes) that do 
alarm us? Isn't it only human and perfectly logical to be alarmed by such things? 
What does he mean by this instruction? Is it even possible to obey this command? 
How can we find peace in such devastating situations?

• So which is it? Is God in some earthquakes and not others, some calamities and 
not others? How are we to understand natural disasters?



Prayer Suggested by Psalm 46:1-11; Psalm 99:1-5; Joel 3:16; Hebrews 

12:18-29

O God, because you are our refuge and strength, always ready to help in 

times of trouble, we will not fear when earthquakes come and mountains 

crumble into the sea; when nations are in an uproar and kingdoms totter; 

when the heavens and the earth shake. For you are always with us, making 

wars to cease, breaking the bow, shattering the spear and burning the shields 

with fire. As you establish justice, we know that you are God, accomplishing 

what no one else could do: the removal of what is shaken, so that your 

unshakable kingdom may remain forever. For this assurance we give you 

thanks and offer you our humble worship. Amen.
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As More Americans Accept Covid Vaccinations, Some Say 'Definitely Not'
The Wired Word for the Week of April 11, 2021

As Social Distancing Ends, Will Personality Type Affect How We Re-engage?
The Wired Word for the Week of May 9, 2021

Israel-Gaza Conflict: No End in Sight
The Wired Word for the Week of May 23, 2021

Recent Surveys Reveal Shifting Worldviews About God and Religion
The Wired Word for the Week of June 6, 2021

As Many as 1,000 Unmarked Graves of Indigenous Children Found at Former Residential Schools in Canada
The Wired Word for the Week of July 11, 2021

Fear of Eviction Plagues Many Already Hit Hard by the Pandemic
The Wired Word for the Week of September 12, 2021

Clergy and Counselors Express Concern About Texas Law
The Wired Word for the Week of September 19, 2021

Election of Atheistic Harvard Chaplain Highlights Importance of Right Living as Well as Right Thinking
The Wired Word for the Week of September 26, 2021



Chronic Pain Creates Challenges for People of Faith
The Wired Word for the Week of October 3, 2021

'Nice' Is Not a Biblical Word; 'Kindness' Is
The Wired Word for the Week of October 17, 2021

National Debate Continues on How to Balance Religious Liberty With Public Health and Safety
The Wired Word for the Week of October 17, 2021

Many American Young People Say What Matters to Them Doesn't Seem to Matter to the Church
The Wired Word for the Week of November 7, 2021

Pronoun Referring to God Becomes Point of Contention
The Wired Word for the Week of November 28, 2021

Health Care Workers Targeted Abroad and at Home
The Wired Word for the Week of January 16, 2022

Deaths Cause Atheist to Reconsider God
The Wired Word for the Week of January 23, 2022

Rabbi Who Survived Hostage-Taking: We Should 'Remember We're All Created in God's Image'
The Wired Word for the Week of January 30, 2022



Book Bannings Raise Questions of What's Appropriate for Public School Libraries and Classrooms
The Wired Word for the Week of February 13, 2022

Invalidated Baptisms Provide Reason to Look at that Christian Sacrament
The Wired Word for the Week of February 27, 2022

The Dangers of Thinking the Rules Don't Apply to Us
The Wired Word for the Week of May 1, 2022

Russian Church-State Partnership Divides the Faithful
The Wired Word for the Week of May 8, 2022

Supreme Court May Overturn Roe v. Wade, Leaked Draft Reveals
The Wired Word for the Week of May 15, 2022

Supermarket Shooter Touted 'Great Replacement' Theory
The Wired Word for the Week of May 29, 2022

Killing of Students and Teachers in Uvalde, Texas, Ignites Debate about Gun Laws
The Wired Word for the Week of June 5, 2022

U.S. Supreme Court Ruling Broadens Understanding of What Constitutes Free Exercise of Religion
The Wired Word for the Week of July 17, 2022



Both Evangelical and Progressive Christians Called to Rethink Conversion
The Wired Word for the Week of July 31, 2022

The Pope Apologizes to Indigenous People in Canada
The Wired Word for the Week of August 7, 2022

Gallup Poll: Fewer Americans Now View the Bible as the Literal Word of God
The Wired Word for the Week of August 21, 2022

How Children Learn Social Expectations RE: Lying and Truth-telling
The Wired Word for the Week of October 30, 2022

Americans Don't All Mean the Same Thing by 'Christian Nation' When Applied to the U.S.
The Wired Word for the Week of November 6, 2022

In 2022, Deaths by Mass Shootings Reach 637
The Wired Word for the Week of December 4, 2022

Scientists Affirm Benefits of Faith for Health and Happiness
The Wired Word for the Week of December 18, 2022

More than 2,300 Congregations Have Disaffiliated from the United Methodist Church
The Wired Word for the Week of January 22, 2023



A New 
Frontier: 

Engaging the 
Community

•Can the larger community 
outside the church be drawn 
into conversations about 
morality and ethics?



Trumansburg 
Community 

Forum 

• Food Insecurity in Trumansburg

• A panel discussion (farmer, food pantry manager, food 
distribution network, extension educators)

• How to Assess and Manage Your Carbon Footprint

• Environmental engineer

• Our Changing Menu

• Book author

• Community-Wide Environmental Efforts (Bees and Trees 
in Ulysses)

• Sustainability Council, Bee Committee, Tree 
Committee, Nature Preserve Committee, Street Tree 
Commission



QUESTIONS?



Is the United States a 'Christian Nation?’

In the News

The headline of Pew Research Center's October 27 report on its recent survey of Americans' views about 

"Christian nationalism" reads "45% of Americans Say U.S. Should Be a 'Christian Nation,’” but it's important to also 

read the subhead: "But two-thirds of U.S. adults say churches should keep out of politics.“

According to a 2021 article in Christianity Today, which is a moderate voice for evangelical Christianity, Christian 

nationalism is "the belief that the American nation is defined by Christianity, and that the government should take active 

steps to keep it that way."

Christian nationalists do not reject the First Amendment, which states "Congress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” But "they do believe that Christianity should enjoy 

a privileged position in the public square.”

The Pew survey found that 60% of U.S. adults believe America's founders intended the country to be a Christian nation, 

and 45% say they think it should be a Christian nation today, though only 33% say it is in fact a Christian nation today.



More than 77% say that churches and other houses of worship should not endorse candidates for political offices. Two-

thirds (67%) say that religious institutions should keep out of political matters rather than expressing their views on 

day-to-day social or political questions."

And when asked "Should Supreme Court justices bring their own religious views into how they decide major cases?" 

83% of respondents said no.

Marvin A. McMickle, former president of Colgate Rochester Crozer Divinity School, wrote, "What seems like a fringe 

movement in American politics today can become a danger to religious liberty tomorrow for all Americans when the 

power of the state is used to advance the work of any group that presumes to speak on behalf of the whole church."

Frank Sempa, writing for The American Spectator, said, "The conservative response to the cultural war on patriotism 

and faith should be an unapologetic embrace of the flag and the cross. We should proudly proclaim our 'American 

nationalism,' invoking Washington and Lincoln and Dr. King, and we should support those politicians ... who are 

willing to fight this ideological war with us. And we should insist that Christianity has a rightful place in the public 

square."

Many church leaders are pushing back against Christian nationalism, some even calling it "a danger to our nation," 

and many would say that Sempa's use of the term "war" is a mischaracterization of their objections to Christian 

nationalism as they define it.



Questions to Consider:

• Given the survey results, what are the parameters around which pastors and church leaders 
can/should speak to moral issues that overlap with politics?

• What should patriotism mean for Christians who love both their God and their country? How do you 
feel about Sempa's statement that there "should be an unapologetic embrace of the flag and the 
cross"?

• What is your understanding of this part of the first amendment to the U.S. Constitution: "Congress 
shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof"?

• Since the U.S. Constitution mentions neither God nor Christianity, on what basis do claims that the 
United States is -- or ought to be -- a Christian nation stand?

• In the United States, do you see Christian leaders and churches as having too much, too little or about 
the right amount of influence over legislation of the nation? To what degree do you see Christianity 
as a positive influence in American life in general? To what degree do you see it as hampering the 
common good? If possible, give examples.

• Do you feel the diversity of religions in the United States strengthens or weakens our society, and 
why?



Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope

• Mark 12:17
Jesus said to them, "Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar's and to God 
the things that are God's." (For context, read Mark 12:13-17.)

• Question: What conclusions can you draw from Jesus' recognition of two 
countries -- one earthbound and one spiritual -- that applies to how 
Christians should think about church-state separation?

http://url6748.thewiredword.com/ls/click?upn=FXq18njYKHucetmqt-2BDlq7yUGu2EWPSz-2Brkxn3-2Blc81laFvNpatXtNw2c8uopxzgdY49fz0U2go233GoQnUhVwc-2F9rF25OVqufZvD3Tje3QVlzK6X4Uico0aL3-2B8cUhnF_6-_pU8JfKv7TtwV9mmwXBHwPp5H-2FhHQ-2BSRomaPgv-2BfDERTAop8x4rWXl8Qvrjeoe6L-2FKoAGk35LyipjtKjHk3xVOQ6yAHbZNZvJmUhiYr4duxExx18d-2FD-2FhnTZscNCfJ3wejTKB8z50NbW4HZ0ObodgyZ-2Bl1Q7zR0kX1Oz-2FZFPxARDbC5lzxm1IJCRn1dD0c8Ns0XjszUYSFqy-2Ban1TQnBuMe99jmdoEs9e-2FBrqltwVOdZs-2FfWZY-2BzQIRrUShp7klQF-2BYrq1pW3cuYRs3sWZI1kWN2m5ZDKXjmlDSCvULSuzpleiWrGO0EPrKIMSdHoxXAENmdTykHh1JdVmfd-2Fh2MyXhrnC9ggmHHJu3B35yhyqgm19nhRxhTrdb9nQWgqMGoFQissyxXTb4w5TeL51uuOANgr4RvbZGWbQmQyH7Spjo7fZqOBSy4LyCgEVWT306UEiFizAMcjjinTxfwPJ3Oez7w7UXFyhOsFxy-2BuO86xG48-3D


Prayer

O God, bless our country and give our government leaders your guidance and 
a willingness to work for the common good. Bless our church as well. Help 
us to know your will and give us your guidance about how to fulfill our 
calling as your people. Amen.
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