
A Bigger Boat

Acts 27:22, 34

Our denomination underwent restructuring this past year and we went from a four-court system

to a three Council system. What was once known as Saskatchewan Conference is now called “Living

Skies Regional Council.” One of the duties I am fulfilling in the new structure is serving on the Property

Commission which has the responsibility for the sales and closures of congregations (now called

communities of faith) for the entire province. I am sharing all this with you because it resonated with me

when I read the text from Acts today “I urge you now to keep up your courage, for there will be no loss

of life among you, but only of the ship.” (Acts 27:22).

I don’t know what it is like your denomination but we are losing a lot of “ships.” Urban churches,

rural churches are all closing their doors because they no longer have the resources, human and

financial, to continue. What is happening in our churches? It is because we are no longer relevant?

Doesn’t the next generation have any interest in spiritual matters? Has the church become too insular,

too far removed from the daily lives of people? What is happening?

On July 28, 2010 novelist Ann Rice made waves on social media when she posted her

resignation on Facebook: “Today I quit being a Christian. I’m out. I remain committed to Christ as

always, but not to being ‘Christian’ or to being part of Christianity.” Within 24 hours, more than 4,000

people gave Rice’s declaration a thumbs-up, and tens of thousands more shared or retweeted it. It

seemed particularly strange, because Rice had returned to her childhood Catholicism with some

fanfare about a decade earlier. She wrote of her reconversion to religion in her autobiography: “In the

moment of surrender, I let go of all the theological or social questions which had kept me from [God] for

countless years. I simply let them go. There was the sense, profound and wordless, that if He knew

everything I did not have to know everything, and that, in seeking to know everything, I’d been, all my

life, missing the entire point” She rejoined the Roman Catholic Church. When she re-embraced the
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church, Rice’s affirmation of faith had been big news. Now the prodigal daughter was going the other

way- walking away from all organized religion as a self-confessed “outsider” critical of the church. What

caused the shipwreck? Diana Butler Bass said that popular discontent with Christianity is such that

millions could relate to her words. She struck a cultural chord. She said what others only suspect, or

feel, or secretly think - that there is a profound and painful disconnect between what Christianity (and

other religions as well) has become and what we perceive that it should be.

She went on to say that prior to Rice’s Facebook testimony, Butler Bass had delivered a keynote

address at a conference of mainline Protestant clergy and leaders under the theme “Who Are You

Christians Anyway?” She concluded “Although the United States remains the country with the largest

number of Christians in the world, even here Christianity is experiencing a decline in demographics.

(Christianity After Religion p. 34)” How do we turn the trend around?

You remember that scene from the movie “Jaws” when they first see the size of great white

shark that is terrorizing the waters? One of the characters says: “We’re going to get a bigger boat,

right?” 

Well based on how our world is changing maybe we also need to get a bigger boat. Maybe we

need to embrace other religions as well in our search for Unity. 

Brian McLaren is his book Why Did Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed Cross the

Road? says: “If you dare depart from traditional identity categories you will be seen with suspicion by

your former colleagues in that zone. They will see you as abandoning them personally, betraying your

heritage and its ideals, violating the “us-ness” by which you were once identified with them. In response

they may threaten you, hoping that fear will make you stay, not realizing that it will more likely drive you

farther away.

I recently saw this dynamic playing out in a fascinating online conversation of which I was a

part—a conversation that included Christians, Muslims, and Jews. The conversation was launched by
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an Evangelical Christian friend who has devoted his life to building bridges between people of different

faiths. He would post an observation or question that would get us talking, first with him, and then with

each other. When conversation died down, he would post another prompt. In one of these

interchanges, a Christian participant told how he had recently been harshly criticized by a friend for

asserting that Christians and Muslims pray to the same God. I posted this in response:

All of us are poised between two dangers. The obvious one is “the Other” The subtle one is

“Us.” If we defend ourselves against the Other, if we attack the Other, we gain credibility with

“Us.” We show that we are loyal, supportive, believers, members of Us, and we are generously

rewarded and affirmed, We gain a lot by attacking the Other—in religious circles as well as

political ones.

Ironically, Us can be as great a threat to each of us as the Other is, probably greater. Us

might withdraw its approval of me. It might label me disloyal, unsupportive, unbeliever,

unorthodox, liberal, anathema, etc. To be rebuked, marginalised, or excluded by Us is an even

greater threat than to be attacked by the Other.

I don’t think we Christians often realize the great degree to which we live in fear of Us.

This is true whether we’re Evangelical, Catholic, Mainline Protestant, Orthodox, Pentecostal, or

whatever. (Each religion has its various Us groups, and then there are the Us groups of

academia, politics, ethnicity, etc.)

Our fear becomes all the more acute when we venture to do what many of us in this

dialogue are doing: we are daring to defend and humanize the Other. We are

showing—however feebly and adolescently—a grain of neighbourliness and solidarity with the

Other. At that moment, we become vulnerable as never before to attacks by Us, i.e. our fellow

Christians. In my experience, it takes much more courage to stand up to or apart from Us than it

does to stand either against or with the Other . . .
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Sometimes, when I’ve tried to insert myself between Us and Other, I managed to get shot

at by both sides. It’s hazardous work. As they say, being a bridge means you’ll get walked on

from both sides. . . . I offer this simply because I think we in this discussion need to face the

great power that Us holds over each of us. In attempting to avoid the punishment or suspicion of

Us, even as we try to communicate to our fellow Christians on behalf of our Muslim friends, we

can unintentionally reinforce them.

This is the perilous situation into which Jesus went, as did Paul and Peter and St. Francis

and Dr. King and Desmond Tutu and many others in our tradition and outside it. Crucifixion

happens, not at the hands of the Other, but Us. It is not easy risking that, even when we are

trying to build solidarity with the Other.

So, even as I seek to build relationship with my Muslim friends (or whomever), I confess

that I am held hostage to fear of what Us will say . . . that is the level of love I do not think I often

attain. But it is something to which I aspire because of the example and teaching of Jesus, and

because my heart/the Spirit tells me it is right or at least my calling.

He concludes: “By the way I wouldn’t be surprised if this tension with Us helps explain

why Anne Rice famously quit Christianity recently . . . . Perhaps Anne felt that remaining a

member in good standing of the Us of Christianity made it impossible for her to show Christ-like

solidarity with the Other.” (p 47, 48)

So my dear sisters and brothers, let us indeed seek unity one with another within the body of

Christ but let us also seek unity with all who are seeking to live in the way of truth and love, embodied

for us in Jesus Christ, and also revealed in the justice-seeking love of the Other. Thanks be to God.

Amen. 
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