“This is Our Story, This is Our Song”

Lesson 1—October 10, 2010
“Linking Our Stories to God’s Story”

Exodus 3: 1-6
(To prepare for today’s lesson, read Exodus, chapters 1-4)

If possible, find a recording of Ghost Train by Carrie Newcomer and play it as the class gathers.
There are stories we were told just to keep us in our place.
There are stories we made up ourselves to save a little face.
There the ones that made us crazy and the ones that kept us sane, 
Keep on walking if the stories all start to sound the same.

-Carrie Newcomer

Redemptive stories of faith place human relevance within Divine time in ways that shape persons, churches, and communities and generate the norms they live by.





--Larry Peers, The Alban Institute
Rabbis claim that God created humanity, in part, because “God loves stories.”

The Bible is filled with carefully told stories that are designed to reach from their pages into our lives. They reach out to inform us, challenge us, inspire us and entertain us. They cause us to laugh or make us cry. But most importantly, the stories in the Bible shape our thinking and our faith. When we tell God’s story, it tells us, and then we have a new story to tell. 
Jesus was a storyteller.  Matthew recorded:  “Jesus spoke all these things to the crowd in parables; he did not say anything to them without using a parable.” (13:34)  Here is how The Message translates this passage: “All Jesus did that day was tell stories—a long storytelling afternoon. His storytelling fulfilled the prophecy:  I will open my mouth and tell stories; I will bring out into the open things hidden since the world's first day.”

Everyone has a story to tell.  Every life is a story.  The story of Moses is one of the best known and most exciting stories in the Old Testament.  Have someone to summarize Moses’ story leading up to chapter 3.  
Discuss the following questions:


What would have happened to Moses if God had not called him in chapter 3?  

When you read the story of Moses birth, how was God working in his life?  


As Moses grows older, is he aware of God’s presence in his life? (Before the Burning Bush)  
Does he live as if God is a part of his life before the encounter with the burning bush? 

How does all of this change in chapter 3?

Have someone summarize chapters 3 and 4.  Then discuss how the story of Moses’ life was now linked with God’s story.  What if Moses had said no?  How does the Moses story continue to touch our lives today?

Now consider your own life, your story.  How is your life story linked to God’s story?

At this point, have someone; either the facilitator or a person designated in advance, to share a little of their life story and how it is linked to God’s story—a testimony!   

Invite one of the younger people in the class to share their story and how they see God working in their life.

Can you think of a Bible story that speaks to your life story?  Take a few minutes to share.  

It is evident in Exodus 2 that God was working in Moses’ life beginning with his birth.  But was Moses aware of how God had spared his life?  There are many people who are not aware of how God is working in their life.  Read the following story as told by a minister, Anne Durboraw, who was asked to conduct a funeral service for a woman who did not attend church.  The family and the majority of those attending the funeral service were also unchurched.  Note how this minister links this person’s life story to a Gospel story:  

When I met with the family in preparation for the service, they shared with me the story of how this woman loved to fish. One time she had been fishing all day and had caught nothing. And when she was packing up to go, she left her line at the shore and the fishing pole took off into the water. She chased after it and caught a huge catfish  -  the biggest of her life! The obvious story that came to my mind is the story in Luke 5: 1 - 11 of Jesus calling the first disciples. In particular, this story is touching because when Jesus calls Peter, Peter says, “Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man!” I pointed out to those gathered at the funeral that day that it was interesting Jesus didn’t choose his first disciples from the crowd of good synagogue-going folk who had followed him to the shore of the lake. Rather, he chose these fishermen at the bottom of the pay scale. He chose Peter, and even after Peter’s admission that he was a sinful man, Jesus said to him, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be fishing for people.” In the homily, I shared the story of this woman’s big catch and related it to this Bible story in Luke. These 175 unchurched folks were hearing perhaps for the first time, that Jesus calls imperfect people, sinful people, fearful people. . . . . The words of Jesus, “Do not be afraid,” were precisely what this family in grief and guilt needed to hear. And perhaps it reminded them that their wife, mother, sister, and friend, even in her own sin and sadness, heard the precious words of Jesus, “Do not be afraid.”
As you reflect on the story of Moses’ calling and observe how his story was linked to God’s story, think about how we often find ourselves in circumstances not too different from Moses.  How often do we prefer the familiar and the safe?  How much do we prefer to remain with what is, with no inclination to move toward what is possible?  How often as leaders of faith communities do we stay on the edge of our own Red Sea waiting for some miracle to happen before we even budge?
Like Moses, it is only when we take the plunge of linking our story to God’s story that we discover new capacities of self and of faith that were otherwise dormant or underutilized.  

Final thoughts for reflection:


How one embodies a story is distinct from how one’s words relate a story.  For in embodying a story, we become that which we tell; we give a glimpse of what is possible.


Can you see the difference between merely knowing God’s story and embodying God’s story in your life?


Moses not only led the Israelites out of Egypt but also led them to a new understanding of who they were and of what was possible.  He led them to link their stories with God’s story.  


How can we lead others to link their story with God’s story?


“This is Our Story, This is Our Song”

Lesson 2—October 17, 2010

“Reframing Traditions and the Past for a Healthy Future”

Joshua 24

(To prepare for today’s lesson, read Joshua, chapter 24)
“It is not enough any more, if it ever was, to simply ‘tell the old, old story’ of God’s love and redemptive power.  Instead, we must let the Story loose to engage the stories of our people and our church so that they and the Story itself can be renewed.”


--Larry Peers, The Alban Institute
It has been said that the seven last words of the church are: “We’ve never done it that way before.”  Some of the most powerful stories that emerge from churches are the stories of times when something new, something that had never been done before, was accomplished.  
Ask if anyone in the class remembers January 30, 1955, the day services were held for the first time in the new church facility located on West Third Avenue.  Anyone who was present that day will remember that the congregation gathered for the last time at the old church building on Main Street and walked together to the new church building.  It was a powerful moment, an important symbol of God’s people journeying from an old house of worship to a new one.  People who participated in the walk remember it well and recall the occasion with a sense of pride and accomplishment.  But chances are most people who remember the walk on January 30 do not remember the long and difficult journey that led to that day.  Talk of a new church facility started in the early 1940s, but there was much resistance.  “How can we afford it?”  “This building has served us well.  All we need to do is renovate our existing structure.”  “My parents and grandparents worshiped here.  I am not in favor of abandoning this sacred building!”  These were significant stories that were leading many people to resist moving.  Dr. J. Roy Clifford, our church’s pastor from 1944 to 1961, was primarily responsible in leading the church to see the need for a new facility.  He did this by reframing the traditions and the past for a healthy future.  
In our scripture lesson today, Joshua gathered all of God’s people together at Shechem for a Holy Convocation.  Joshua had led the people from their wilderness wandering across the Jordan and into the Promised Land.  He was the military leader who led the conquest of the land.  By chapter 24, all of the battles had been fought and the victory was won.  God’s people were settling into life in Canaan, but there were problems.  

The Israelites who settled in Canaan had been wanderers, a nomadic people who were accustomed to being on the move.  They had never settled down anywhere before and they were not finding it as easy as they had anticipated.  They didn’t understand how to till the soil and grow crops.  They were having difficulty co-existing with their Canaanite neighbors who had lived in this land for generations.  They were doing something they had never done before and they were having a tough time with it.  Most ancient people interpreted any type of trouble as a punishment from the gods.  They had been taught to worship the Lord, YHWH, the God of Israel, but as their misfortunes multiplied, they started to feel that they had upset some other god, so perhaps they needed to worship him instead.  Their faith was wavering, which led to the Convocation described in Joshua 24.  

Joshua’s goal was to lead the people to renew their faith in the Lord God of Israel, but in order to do so; he had to convince the people that God had always been faithful in the past and they could depend on him to be faithful in the future.  In verses 2-13, he is reframing the traditions and the past to open the door to a healthy future.

Before the Shechem Convocation, people were victimized by their own pessimism and lack of faith.  “God must not be very faithful, look at my crops.”  “Why would a good God bring us all the way here and abandon us?  What kind of God is this anyway?”  Joshua went back to the past, reframed the traditions, and helped them to see that even though times were tough before and the future didn’t seem very bright, God was always there, always faithful, and he always brought them through their difficulties.   
Let’s look at a powerful story from our church’s past and talk about how this story can speak to us today.  This story was shared with me by Dr. Hoke Coon who felt this event was one of the most significant and powerful moments of his 27 year ministry at First Baptist.  
In the 1960s most middle-class mothers were stay-at-home moms, but the majority of mothers in the lower socio-economic category worked by necessity to provide for their families.  Dr. Coon led the church to consider establishing a day-care center as a mission, to provide a safe and nurturing environment for the children whose mothers were in the workforce.  As the church considered this proposal, it faced the issue of who would qualify for this ministry.  Establishing the financial guidelines was the easy part, the big issue centered around race.  If this ministry was to be open to all children of need, that would include many black children.  

It may be helpful at this point to have an older member of the class briefly share about the racial situation and attitudes of the 1960s and how strongly many people felt about the civil rights movement and integration.  There were many people in our church who were opposed to the Children’s Center because of the racial issue.  
In an early discussion with the deacons one of the most influential members of our church, Mr. P. V. Critcher, told Dr. Coon that he could not be supportive of this proposal.  “I will not stand in your way,” he told his pastor, “but I haven’t personally worked through this issue yet.  At this point, I simply cannot support it.”

It was a blow to Dr. Coon.  Without the support of Mr. Critcher, and with other influential leaders voicing their opposition, the Children’s Center ministry would surely fail.  

Mr. P. V. Critcher was one of the most prominent and influential leaders in Lexington and Davidson County.  He was born in eastern North Carolina in 1888 and grew up in the town of Williamston.  Racial attitudes at the turn of the last century in eastern NC were very rigid.  This was the height of the KKK era.  Many whites did not believe blacks were equal in intelligence or ability.  Mr. Critcher earned his law degree at Wake Forest College in 1910 and settled in Lexington where he served 65 years as solicitor and judge of Davidson County Court, as the Davidson County Attorney, Davidson County School Board Attorney, and Lexington City Attorney.  He was very active in the community, (he was also one of the founders and the first president of the Kiwanis Club) but his greatest commitment was to his church.  
Mr. Critcher witnessed a lot of changes during his lifetime, but none greater than the social changes created by the Civil Rights Movement.  While intellectually he was able to understand the fight for equality, his background kept him from being publicly supportive the movement.  It was this personal struggle that led him to tell Dr. Coon he could not support the new ministry.  The fact that he would not stand in the way and be vocal in his opposition was commendable, but Dr. Coon knew that his silence would speak volumes.   
Dr. Coon had enough support to move forward with the proposal, but while Mr. Critcher was not voicing his opposition, many others were.  The proposal was presented to the church in a Sunday morning business meeting.  Dr. Coon shared with me that the tension in the church was evident.   He said, “I was a nervous wreck.  I had reconciled myself to the fact that the proposal would fail, but I was more concerned about the deep division this had caused in our fellowship.  The people who were opposed were adamant in their opposition.”
As soon as the proposal was presented that Sunday, a number of people rose to speak.  Several very influential members stated their opposition.  They had refined their arguments and were very persuasive.  Dr. Coon said it was becoming apparent that the proposal would fail, but then something happened that changed everything—a moment that would no one present would ever forget—a defining moment, not only in Dr. Coon’s ministry, but our church’s history.
Mr. Critcher slowly rose from his seat near the front of the church.  He had promised Dr. Coon that he would not say anything.  “What is he going to do?  What is he going to say?”  

Rather than speaking from his pew, he slowly made his way to the pulpit platform.  “He was getting up in years,” Dr. Coon shared, “and it took a great deal of effort for him to get up the steps. (The platform was higher and the steps steeper than they are now)  You could have heard a pin drop in the sanctuary.”  
Mr. Critcher finally made it to the pulpit and after what seemed like a long period of suspenseful silence he said, “This is one of the most important issues our church has ever faced.  I intend to vote for it.”  
That was all he said, all he needed to say.  The tide turned and the motion to establish a day care center for all deserving children, regardless of race, passed by a comfortable majority.  This was the beginning of the Martha Best Children’s Center.
How was Mr. Critcher able to reframe his personal story? 
Why is it necessary to reclaim the stories of the past for a healthy future?

What are some principles in the story of Mr. Critcher that help to define our congregation today?

Can you relate the telling of Mr. Critcher’s story to Joshua’s telling of the Israelite’s story?


“This is Our Story, This is Our Song”
Lesson 3—October 24, 2010

“I Can Tell You Stories”

“Testimony seems to have no beginning or end, no alpha or omega.  After we tell God’s story, it tells us, and then we have a new story to tell.  The stories shape the community, and the community responds with new stories.  But both the telling and the hearing have the power to transform.”






Lillian Daniel:  Tell it like it is: Reclaiming the Practice of Testimony
Acts 22: 1-21

(Read todays text to prepare for the lesson)

If possible, arrange the class in a circle for today’s lesson
Today’s scripture describes Paul’s final address in Jerusalem.  Paul and his followers had made their way to Jerusalem and, as usual, controversy came with them.  Chapter 21 describes the events that led to Paul’s arrest.  Paul’s defense consists of the retelling of his story, his testimony.  If you really want to know who I am, I must tell you my story, my testimony.  This is the 3rd time in the book of Acts that Paul tells his story.  It is highly unusual for the same story to be repeated three times in the Bible, especially in the same book.  But this underscores the importance of Paul’s redemptive story.  In the telling and retelling of his story, Paul reveals the underlying principles and values that define his life.  He tells us about the moment that God’s story intersected his story, and his life was forever changed.  In the telling and the hearing of this story, there is the power of transformation.

Our church is defined by stories.  Last Sunday we learned about one of the most powerful stories in our church’s history, a story that helps us to define our church and discover its values.

The stories we tell about our church shape our faith community.  And we all have stories to tell.  This morning you are invited to participate in a group exercise as you sit in a circle.  We all have stories about our church that we can tell.  In these stories we discover the underlying principles and values that guide and define our church.  Each person is invited to make a statement that begins with the phrase, “I can tell you stories about . . .”  Do not tell the story itself, but give enough description so that people will know what your story is about.  For example, “I can tell you stories about going on a mission trip with Al Martin.”  “I can tell you stories about the huge Chrismon trees we used to have.”  “I can tell you stories about the first time we went to Belize, and all the men shared the same small house.”  “I can tell you stories about Passport.” “I can tell you stories about preparing for a musical.”   

Begin with someone and go all the way around the circle.  Then go around again, perhaps in the opposite direction.  Do this at least 3 times.  If someone elects to pass, that is fine, but the more who paraticipate will give us more insight.    
After you have completed the exercise spend time in discussion.

What do these stories say about our church?

What underlying values and principles are revealed?

In the telling of our stories, can you see God’s story?  Tell where and how.

Why is testimony so important?  Do you think we should reclaim the practice of testimony, perhaps by having regular testimonies from individuals in Sunday School and worship?

A personal note:  When I was growing up, testimonies were a regular part of our worship experience, primarily on Sunday and Wednesday nights.  The testimonies were not planned; the minister would ask if anyone had a testimony to share.  There were a few people who could always be counted on to speak, and we could normally predict what they would say.  Like Momma Bessie, dear Mrs. Bessie Penn—bless her heart--who would usually stand to express her opposition to something.  But every now and then, someone whom we did not expect would stand and share a powerful moment from their life and journey of faith.  I will never forget the Sunday morning when Mrs. Charlie Jones interrupted the service and asked for permission to speak.  She walked to the pulpit and shared about being at the hospital all night with her husband.  The doctors told her there was no hope, but through the night he kept hanging on.  “Early in the morning, I felt the need to go outside,” she said.  “As I did, I was greeted by a spectacular sunrise and I knew that whatever happened, it would be okay, because God spoke to me in the rising of the sun.  At that moment I was at peace, for I knew that whether he lived or died, he was with the Lord who is as faithful as the rising of the sun.  And while we don’t normally have testimonies on Sunday mornings, I felt the need to come and share this with you today.”  
It was a powerful moment for the entire church, for in the telling of God’s story, her story changed, and she had a new story to tell.  Her husband lived and continued to be active in the church for many years. (There is more to this story that I will share next Sunday)
Here is a question to ponder?  Do we tell our stories, or do they tell us?  Conclude with this quote by Larry Peers:  
Redemptive stories of faith place human relevance within Divine time in ways that shape persons, churches, and communities and generate the norms they live by.

“This is Our Story, This is Our Song
Lesson 4—October 31, 2010

“Dreaming a Future Into Words”

“Life hangs on a narrative thread.  The thread is a braid of stories that inform us about who we are, and where we come from, and where we might go.  The thread is slender but strong: we trust it to hold us and allow us to swing over the edge of the unknown into the future we dream into words.”

    --Christina Baldwin, Storycatcher
In preparation for today’s lesson, read 1 Samuel 3: 1-9                       and John 5: 1-9

Last Sunday I told you the story of Charlie Jones’ wife sharing the testimony of God speaking to her in the rising of the sun following an anxious night in the hospital while her husband was critically ill.  Charlie Jones not only survived, but continued to be very active in the life of the church.  In fact, he started working with the young people.  
There was a young man who was active in the youth ministry, but was often mischievous and certainly not a leader.  But God started working in his life and he felt that God was calling him to preach.  However, when he mentioned this to his friends, and even to one or two adults, the response was incredulous.  “You!”  “I think you must be mistaken, you’re anything but a preacher.”  

When young Samuel heard God calling him in the night, the initial response from Eli was, “You must be mistaken kid, go back to sleep”

How many times have our young people heard the voice of God speaking to them, only to be silenced, rejected, or discouraged by adults who say, “You must be mistaken?”

The young man felt that he had been mistaken, that God would not be calling him, of all people, to preach the Gospel.  

When the young man was 16, the youth and their leaders met to plan Youth Sunday.  One young person was always selected to be the Youth Pastor.  It was a big responsibility.  The Youth Pastor would be expected to deliver the sermon.  Several people in the group asked, “Who will be our Youth Pastor this year?  We don’t have anyone in the youth group who could do this.  Perhaps we need to bring in an outside speaker.” 

But then Charlie Jones spoke.  “I have a name that has been on my heart,” he said.  “I haven’t spoken with him, I don’t know if he would even be interested, but I feel that God has placed this young man on my heart and should be our preacher for Youth Sunday.”

If it had not been for Charlie Jones and his affirmation, I don’t know if I would have gone into the ministry or not.  I preached my first sermon on that Youth Sunday in 1970, 40 years ago.
This morning we want to listen to the dreams of our youth and our adults.  Our dreams for our church begin with the values and norms that we have already discovered about our church in the stories we have told.  
Last week we went around the circle saying, “I can tell you stories about . . .”  Today, I invite you to do this one more time, only this time I want you to share the story about when you felt most alive, most motivated and excited about your involvement in our church.  This might be a story you referred to last week.  Again, don’t tell the entire story, just share what it is about in a short statement or two.  And only go around the class once.    

What are the values and characteristics of these stories that help us discern and dream a new story of ministry and involvement?

Refer to today’s second Scripture, John 5: 1-9.  

The well-known Gospel story tells us about a man who had been an invalid for 38 years.  John mentions three groups of people who gathered at this pool; the blind, the lame, and the paralyzed.  While we may not be physically blind, lame, or paralyzed, how many times have the dreams and visions of those who hear the voice of God been silenced because we are blind to the possibilities of the future, we are hindered by our perceived limitations, and we are paralyzed by our fears.

Jesus invites the man to dream of a new future, a new reality that he had never experienced before.  Jesus invites the man to step out of his painful and limited existence and dream of a new world of wholeness and fulfillment.  “Do you want to be healed, do you want to made whole?”

We often tell limiting stories, well-rehearsed stories that enable our weaknesses and excuse our failures.  The man doesn’t answer Jesus’ question, rather he launches into his well-rehearsed, self-limiting story of why healing and wholeness are not possibilities for him. 
Remember the story of Moses leading the children of Israel into the wilderness?  Moses shared the dream of a new story, a Promised Land.  Yet, the people often complained and starting telling self-limiting stories.  “We were better off in Egypt.  We may have been slaves, but at least we had food to eat.  I don’t think Moses knows where he is going.  He keeps talking about this Promised Land, but all I see is this wilderness, and I don’t think it is going to get any better any time soon.”  

Do we have self-limiting stories in our church?  
Have you ever heard people say, “That would never work in our church.”  “We’ve tried that before and it was not successful.”  “We don’t have the resources.”  “You’ll never get people to do that!”

Spend the remaining time in the class listening to the hopes and dreams of those in the room.  Respond with affirmation, remembering the stories we dream into being allow us to “swing over the edge of the unknown into the future we dream into words.”  Avoid the self-limiting stories.
Are there some new stories that you are excited about?  Before you leave today, assign someone in the class to record some of the new stories and share them with others.  

Next Sunday, Joyce and I will be back from our Sabbatical with new stories to tell.  We can’t wait to hear the stories that have unfolded while we have been away.
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