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ABSTRACT 

 

CHRISTOPHER (CHRIS) PAUL THOMAS 

A DISRUPTING WORD: PREACHING A THEOLOGY OF “GOD AS EVENT” TO ENGAGE 

THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

Under the direction of JAKE HALL, D.Min. 

 

 The project outlined in this thesis examined the role of preaching in engaging members of 

an established, traditional congregation by using the narrative, inductive style of the New 

Homiletic, with the theological lens of John Caputo’s “God as Event.” This project took place 

over five weeks at the First Baptist Church of Williams, with the primary goals of examining 

how members of the congregation hear theology in sermons, use what they hear to articulate 

their own theological beliefs, and how discussing such theology leads to the identification of an 

emerging, local theology.  

 Eight members of Williams volunteered to participate in five focus group sessions which 

met the afternoon of each Sunday when the sermons were preached. During these sessions I 

served as a participant-observer, keeping the focus group sessions on track with guiding 

questions, while recording each session for data analysis. The data collected from these focus 

group sessions was analyzed in order to examine how the project met the three goals described.  

 The focus group data demonstrated how members of the congregation had heard the 

theology present in the sermons, often repeating words, phrases, and specific theological ideas 

directly from the sermon. The data demonstrated how participants borrowed this language to 

describe their own beliefs, while also reflecting critically on the theological ideas presented in 

the sermons. Furthermore, the data showed how these eight members began to identify a local 

theology in the congregation and surrounding community and how they might critically engage 

with this emerging, local theology.  



 
 

x 
 

 There is the potential for further study concerning the role of preaching in shaping 

theology in the postmodern, post-Christian era. There is also potential for studying how 

preaching itself may make space for deconstruction within the confines of a traditional 

congregation. This project presents the possibility for wider conversations concerning 

preaching’s role in the theological development of the postmodern Church.  
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CHAPTER 1 

PARDON THE DISRUPTION: THE PREACHING EVENT IN THE POST-MODERN PULPIT 

Introduction 

Christian preaching is as old as the Church itself. It has arguably been the centerpiece of 

Christian worship. Preaching has served many functions in the Church over the centuries. 

Preachers have stood to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ, employing the rhetoric of their 

day to persuade the unbelieving hearer towards acceptance of the gospel. Preachers have used 

the pulpit as a doctrinal lectern, expositing the scriptures and applying them to the daily lives of 

those who call themselves believers. Preachers have had the task of proclaiming the prophetic 

necessity of moral reflection and ethical calls to action before the gathered people of God and, in 

some cases, before the nation and the world. One wonders, though, if the prominence of 

preaching among the practices of the Christian faith is waning in our postmodern world, 

particularly as it applies to engaging and reflecting upon the deep mysteries of theology for the 

local congregation, especially those congregations that might identify as traditional or 

institutional.  

Description of the Ministerial Context 

The First Baptist Church of Williams is one of those congregations. The congregation is 

affiliated with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship and located in rural northeast Alabama. It was 

founded in 1850 and may be considered a culturally traditional congregation that defines itself as 

theologically moderate because of its views on women in ministry, the Bible, and ecumenism. I 

have served the congregation as pastor since 2013. The church takes pride in its consistent and 

steady presence in the community. The church has changed very little in size, mission, staff, etc. 
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in the past thirty years, with the last major shift coming in 1989 when the church elected two 

women to serve as deacons, which led to the congregation being removed from fellowship with 

the local Baptist association.  

The Lack of Theological Reflection  

Like many churches that identify as “moderate” in Baptist life, Williams has pointed to 

its position regarding women in leadership as that which defines it as “theologically moderate.” 

If one asks further questions from the congregation regarding their theological identity, however, 

one finds that there is a lack of theological comprehension, depth, or conversation concerning 

theology in general. Many members of contemporary congregations, Williams among them, 

seem to define their theological position based upon cultural norms, political ideologies, or 

common Christian Platonisms1 that lack depth or a full understanding by those who employ 

them.  

Preaching is arguably the most public point of theological expression in the life of a 

congregation. Therefore, as a preacher, I am curious about how preaching works to engage a 

congregation in deeper theological reflection or how preaching might serve as a theological 

conversation starter among members without simply being a public proclamation of particular 

positions, doctrines, or confessions. More specifically, how can preaching grounded in the style 

of the New Homiletic and the deconstructive theology of John Caputo’s “God as Event” lead to 

deeper theological reflection within a congregation, and how might such preaching push laity 

outside the boundaries of their comfortable—often inherited--ideological, cultural, and biblical 

convictions?  

 
1 Here I mean those sorts of sayings that are so often used as theological shorthand among 

parishioners: “Once saved, always saved;” “God is in control;” “God has a plan;” etc. 
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Statement of the Project Goals 

This project centers on a series of sermons grounded in John Caputo’s notion of “God as 

Event”2 and in the narrative style of the New Homiletic.3 Each sermon will focus on a narrative 

from Scripture in which an individual is confronted by a theophany, a disrupting event that 

shakes the very foundations4 of one’s certainties about life, faith, God, and themselves, with the 

final sermon serving as a culmination of the premise of Caputo’s “God as Event” by focusing on 

the crucifixion as the very event defining God as the “Great Disruptor.” 

Through preaching these disruptive texts via potentially disruptive sermons and 

convening a group for conversation and reflection following each sermon, I will examine how 

sermons can communicate theology to laity, how preaching can be an effective method for 

helping laity articulate their true theological convictions, and how a local theology might emerge 

through these focus group conversations.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

For this project, I recruited members of the congregation between the ages of 20-85, with 

at least five years of self-identification as Christian and at least one year as a member of First 

Baptist Church of Williams. They were recruited through public announcements during worship 

and published announcements in monthly newsletters and weekly bulletins. From those who 

 
2 John D. Caputo, The Weakness of God: A Theology of the Event, Indiana Series in the 

Philosophy of Religion (Bloomington: Indiana University Press), 2006.  

 
3 While there may be some variation of the definition of the “New Homiletic,” Tom Long 

offers a fine definition in: Preaching from Memory to Hope. 1st ed. (Louisville, Ky: Westminster 

John Knox Press), 2009.  

 
4 Paul Tilich employs this same imagery in his collection of sermons, The Shaking of the 

Foundations, Reprint edition (Eugene, Oregon Wipf and Stock), 2012. 
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chose to participate, eight members were selected with the intention of representing diversity in 

the group in terms of gender, age, ideology, and length of time identified as a Christian, while 

understanding there were limitations regarding socio-economic and ethnic diversity given the 

culture of the community.  

In terms of the sermons preached, their place, role, and style within the context of the 

congregation did not change, except they did not follow the Revised Common Lectionary, which 

is my usual guide for selecting texts. For those not involved directly in the project, little if 

anything seemed different about the sermons preached for the duration of the project.   

Terms and Assumptions 

 What follows is a list of terms used throughout the project presented in this thesis, terms 

that needs defining specifically for their use in this project. Furthermore, listed below are a few 

assumptions made about the congregation throughout this project.  

Terms 

 God as Event/God as Disruption: The phrase “God as Event” is coined by John Caputo, 

most notably in his book The Weakness of God: A Theology of Event. Caputo explains, “The 

name of God is an event, or rather that it harbors an event, and that theology is the hermeneutics 

of that event, its task being to release what is happening in that name, to set it free, to give it its 

own head, and thereby to head off the forces that would prevent this event.”5 For the purpose of 

this project, I will use Caputo’s notion of “God as Event” as the foundation for my own notion of 

“God as Disruption,” understanding God’s presence as one that disrupts one’s settled notions of 

life, faith, and the divine.  

 
5 Caputo, Weakness of God, 2.  
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 Deconstruction: For this project, deconstruction is understood through the philosophical 

work of Jacques Derrida and the theological work of John Caputo,6 resting on the constant 

questioning of assumptions and established foundations of theology, constantly striving to arrive 

at that which may be understood as “un-deconstructable.” 

 New Homiletic/Narrative Preaching: The sermons of this project were delivered in the 

narrative style of the New Homiletic, which may be best understood as an inductive method of 

preaching, utilizing stories and narrative language to engage the congregation in the preaching 

event.   

Assumptions 

The congregation has some previous knowledge of scripture and some commonly held 

theological and ideological presuppositions. Further, there is ample evidence that there are 

differences present among the members of the congregation concerning cultural, social, and 

theological matters. This project assumes that members of the congregation want to have a 

deeper understanding of theology and a better way to articulate their own theological 

convictions.  

What is at stake? 

 Ultimately, a preacher must ask, “Is my preaching making any connection with the 

congregation?” While that may be somewhat measurable in ways that influence action (i.e. 

preaching a sermon about giving that results in an increase in receipts), it is less obvious in ways 

that impact one’s convictions about God. The preacher still has a role to play in engaging 

congregations in theological reflection, without being reduced to an authoritative figure handing 

 
6John D. Caputo, What Would Jesus Deconstruct? The Good News of Postmodernism for the 

Church, The Church and Postmodern Culture (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic), 2007. 
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down doctrinal finalities from the pulpit. If a theology of deconstruction can be communicated 

clearly from the pulpit without alienating the congregation, it stands to be a fine example of how 

theological preaching can serve as a conversation starter for members of a congregation who 

may hold different ideologies on otherwise controversial matters.  

Disruptive Significance 

 This project has the potential to give new theological energy to preaching. Rather than 

simply looking for new angles on old texts, or new styles of preparation and delivery, preaching 

“God as Event/Disruption” (or any other form of radical or post-modern theology) provides the 

opportunity to observe  a congregation’s capacity to hear theology in the sermon as a departure 

point for reflection, articulation, and conversation. Furthermore, this project has the potential to 

cause disruption of my own assumptions regarding the theological sensitivities of members of 

the congregation. For the local church, this project has the potential to demonstrate that sermons 

can be instructive without being indoctrinating, providing space for reflection and conversation, 

as opposed to acceptance or rejection. For the wider church, this project has the potential to 

breathe new life into narrative preaching and the weekly practice that may have grown stagnant 

in many pulpits.  

Project Methodology 

 This project followed a specific methodology chosen especially for the congregation at 

Williams and the nature of the project itself.  

Description of the ministry project 

The centerpiece of this project consists of a five-part sermon series titled, “God as 

Disruption.” Each sermon focuses on a narrative from Scripture in which a theophany or 

theophanic event disrupts a person’s life. Each theophany disrupts events that shake the very 
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foundations of the individual’s certainties about life, faith, God, and herself or himself. The final 

sermon acts as a theological crescendo, examining the premise of John Caputo’s “God as Event” 

by focusing on the crucifixion as the very event defining God as the “Great Disruptor.” The 

theology of Caputo, Peter Rollins, Paul Tillich, and other post-modern and “Radical 

Theologians” of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries serves as the underpinning for much of 

the interpretive and exegetical work of these sermons.  

Following each sermon, at 3:00 P.M. on Sunday afternoons, I met with a group of eight 

members of the church, engaging them as participant observers in reflective conversations (see 

Appendix A), using the sermon and pointed questions (see Appendix B) as conversation starters. 

These focus group sessions served to carry on the disruptive event initiated by the sermons as 

participants in the focus groups carried the initial disruption with them through the afternoon, 

expecting to reengage with it once again in a group setting. These eight members were 

intentionally selected to represent a diversity of gender, age, and ideologies from the 

congregation. The age range of these members was between 20-85. Members were believers for 

at least five years; that length of time would have given them the opportunity to settling into 

theological notions.  Members of the focus group were selected from volunteers based on their 

availability for the whole project and their potential for creating a more diverse group. 

Refreshments were provided during these meetings, and each session lasted approximately 60 

minutes. I digitally recorded each conversation and had those audio files transcribed by the 

transcription service, www.rev.com. These transcriptions were coded, identifying patterns, 

themes, and places where participants articulated their own theological positions while engaging 

in respectful conversation with others in the room, especially those who may have had differing 

positions.  
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Rationale for the process 

This process allowed me to achieve the goals stated earlier by providing insight into how 

sermons may communicate theology to those in a congregation, how sermons may give language 

to members for articulating their own theological positions, and how sermons can be used as 

“talking points” for members who engage in conversations about theology, appreciating even 

those with possibly differing opinions.  

The project used methods outlined in Moschella’s Ethnography as Pastoral Practice7 and 

Scharen and Smith’s Fieldwork in Theology,8particularly a model of guided conversation, with 

me serving as a participant observer, keeping the conversations focused through the sparse use of 

guiding questions.  

Plan for Evaluation  

The evaluation of this project involved recording and transcribing (through the service of 

www.rev.com) conversations along with the taking of field notes in order to mark places of 

interest in real time during the conversations. The transcribed conversations were then coded, 

using an a priori, values approach, looking for words and phrases that indicate the beliefs of 

participants and how they fit in a pre-determined code of theology (i.e. God, salvation, sin, Jesus, 

etc.). From this I learned how sermons can communicate theology, how sermons may affect the 

way(s) members articulate their theology, and how sermons may give language to laity for 

engaging in respectful theological conversations with one another.           

 
7 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland, 

Ohio: Pilgrim Press), 2008. 

 
8 Christian Scharen and James Smith. Fieldwork in Theology: Exploring the Social Context 

of God’s Work in the World (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic), 2015. 
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Plan for Assessment  

The findings from this project will be reported back to those who participated in the study 

at an appreciation reception, to the members of my peer-learning group (consisting of seven 

pastors from Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee), and possibly in sessions during denominational 

events (i.e. CBF General Assembly or Georgia CBF Young Pastors’ Gathering). The ongoing 

influence in my own ministry from this project will be found in my intentional approach to 

preparing sermons that communicate theology as well as moral imperatives, biblical knowledge, 

and awareness of social matters, and in the potential this project has for shaping me and my 

preaching in better understanding the theological sensitivity of the congregation. This project 

will influence how the sermon will function in the wider life of the local church as small group, 

Bible study, and Sunday School opportunities (i.e. educational ministries in the local church) 

continue to decline, giving more responsibility to the preacher to communicate theology in 

sermons before the collected congregation. As for the wider Church, this project holds the 

potential to reignite the purpose of the preacher as provocateur and the sermon as a vessel for 

disruption, causing reflection on deep, foundational truths.  
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CHAPTER 2 

PREACHING THE DISRUPTION: POSTMODERN THEOLOGY AND THE POSTMODERN 

PULPIT 

The Problem of the Postmodern Pulpit 

As David Lose points out in his book, Preaching at the Crossroads, we are no longer 

living in an era where preachers have the rhetorical capital to proclaim an ancient faith in a way 

that may persuade contemporary non-believers to believe.  He states, “Postmodernists are aptly 

described as ‘antifoundational,’ rejecting any neutral, objective, and ultimate court of appeal by 

which to adjudicate between competing truth claims.”1 In other words, the preacher can no 

longer rely solely on the power of the pulpit, the traditions of preaching, or the foundational 

claims of authority regarding the Bible as enough to fuel the effectiveness of his or her sermons. 

The pulpit stands in the midst of an increasingly skeptical world, where truth claims are not 

accepted simply because they are proclaimed from a preacher in a robe beneath a steeple. 

Postmodern congregations are listening with their guards up, ready to question every claim and 

to call to task the preacher who has not done the difficult work of wrestling with the scripture, 

tradition, and the current context. While there may have been a time when a preacher could 

simply say, “The Bible says…” or “The truth is…” from the pulpit and the congregation would 

accept whatever was to follow as non-negotiable truth, that time is over or is coming to a very 

 
1 David J. Lose, Preaching at the Crossroads: How the World-and Our Preaching-Is 

Changing (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 17. 
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rapid end.  Preachers across denominations2 stand before congregations that are more likely to 

question, or even reject, the very claims to which these preachers are hoping to persuade them.  

When a preacher seeks to use particular truth claims or specific doctrines for persuasion, 

he or she creates space for skepticism from those who are not seeking pointed or final truths. 

“Postmodernists” are less interested in hearing sermons that seek to persuade them towards a 

particular point of view, and they are perhaps even less interested in sermons that serve to make 

direct truth claims as a point of indoctrination. As Lose puts it, “Postmodernists are not so much 

against truth in and of itself as they are against claims of self-evident truth. Once you declare 

something self-evident, you immediately place it beyond the pale of critical review and privilege 

it above all other assertions.”3 These “self-evident truth claims” cannot stand under the scrutiny 

of postmodern skepticism when they are proclaimed from the pulpit, most especially when the 

preaching event is seen as a one-sided monologue, with the preacher serving as the authority 

passing out truth to an otherwise ignorant congregation.  

Moreover, modernists/traditionalists seem to be growing more aware of postmodernists 

and their tendency towards questioning foundational, self-evident truths (i.e. the authority of the 

Bible), and as a result, seem to be listening to sermons for any signs of such questioning and 

criticism. In other words, they employ a sort of “defensive listening,” hoping to hear affirmations 

of that which they already believe and rejecting whatever may seem to stand in contradiction. As 

Peter Rollins puts it, “Churches often hire pastors to tell them what they already believe, so that 

 
2 I am referring here and throughout this paper to congregations in the Global West, 

particularly English speaking, mainline/progressive churches in North America. 

 
3 Lose, 19. 
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when it doesn’t work, they’ll have someone to blame.”4 These modernists/traditionalists with 

their defensive listening often occupy the same sanctuary or even the same pew as 

postmodernists with their skepticism and questioning of the truth claims the former groups hope 

to hear. This combination of defensiveness and skepticism can leave a preacher with a feeling of 

helplessness in finding a “sweet spot” for delivering a meaningful sermon to the entire 

congregation, as his or her authority in the pulpit is diminished in the light of traditionalists’ 

previously-held truth claims and postmodernists’ skepticism of those claims and all other truth 

claims delivered from the pulpit.  

Into this growing vacuum of homiletic authority, many preachers have either doubled-

down on their attempts to communicate truth claims and persuade others to accept them by 

becoming fundamentalist in their approach to doctrine and interpretation and counting criticism 

as little more than unbelief,5 or they have chosen the preaching path that leads to moral and 

ethical exhortations that more closely follow the day’s news as their text and deliver to the 

congregation facts, statistics, data, anecdotes, and impassioned calls to action that can be nothing 

short of emotionally overwhelming. Phil Snider highlights this tendency towards ethical 

exhortation by progressive preachers in his book, Preaching After God: “the predominant 

 
4 Peter Rollins, from his opening talk as a part of Rob Bell’s Holy Shift Tour (Atlanta, GA, 

October 13, 2018). 

 
5 I do not intend here to single out only conservative fundamentalists. In my experience, 

fundamentalism can be found on any point on the theological scale, and that includes liberal 

fundamentalists.  
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streams at work in progressive preaching condemn listeners to failure and despair because they 

heap problems on listeners that are beyond their capacity to solve.”6  

In contrast, some preachers have turned towards an understanding of preaching as 

teaching, seeing the sanctuary as a classroom where believers gather to learn about God, 

theology, the Church, creation, etc. Paul Scott Wilson argues for a return to this sort of preaching 

that seeks to put God back in the center of the sermon.  He claims, “Preaching is or ought to be 

substantially teaching about God and who humans are before God.”7 In light of Lose’s 

observations regarding postmodernists, however, Wilson’s understanding of preaching as 

teaching about God can only really be effective if the congregation is made up of those who 

already agree with the premises put forth by the preacher (and therefore, do not need to 

necessarily be taught such premises) or if the preacher understands that he or she is opening the 

door to questioning, criticism, and outright rejection of the sermon and its central idea(s).  

While there are many pastors, preachers, or teaching pastors8 who do this type of 

teaching well, preaching is its own discipline. Preaching exceeds the limitations of doctrinal 

lectures or public speeches about the Bible. Preaching calls us into an event, an experience that 

draws us deeper into our own experiences of God, our own understanding of the Bible, and our 

own understanding of our purpose in the world. A little teaching goes well in a sermon, but a 

sermon carries much more than just information. A preacher should be careful not to rely too 

 
6 Phil Snider, Preaching After God: Derrida, Caputo, and the Language of Postmodern 

Homiletics (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2012), 5. 

 
7 Paul Scott Wilson, Setting Words on Fire: Putting God at the Center of the Sermon 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2008), 17. 

 
8 A relatively new title describing ministers with primary the duties of preaching and 

teaching in front of the gathered congregation on Sunday mornings, Wednesday evenings, etc. 
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much on cleverness or depth of content in his or her sermon, believing that a properly researched 

and lengthy lecture will accomplish what happens in a true homiletical event.  

With these observations in mind, it seems that contemporary preaching needs some 

retooling or some critical observation. As John McClure states, “Preaching…is facing its own 

‘expressive disaster’ and needs to retreat or recoup its deepest posture vis-á-vis itself, God, and 

the world.”9 In other words, it may be time for preachers not only to reevaluate their style and 

content, but also their intentions behind the sermon. Should a sermon in a complex, postmodern 

context be delivered as a persuasive argument, with the goal of “changing hearts and minds?” 

Should a sermon be a vehicle for delivering doctrinal truths to a congregation that needs to 

sharpen its understanding of God and the world? Should a sermon be a prophetic highlight of all 

that is wicked and wrong with the world coupled with a call to action? Or is there a subtler 

purpose to preaching that can be mined from the deconstructive work of contemporary 

theologians of the so-called “Radical Theology” movement?10  

Deconstructing the God “Out There” 

For centuries, Christians held to a fairly ancient understanding of God—a being who 

resides on a different plane (i.e. “a man in the sky”). In the wake of the Enlightenment, however, 

Christians were forced to reexamine such images, and such reexamination was hastened in the 

technological flash of the twentieth century—humans had been to space, above the clouds, and 

 
9 John S. McClure, Other-Wise Preaching: A Postmodern Ethic for Homiletics (St. Louis, 

Mo: Chalice Press, 2001), 4-5. 

 
10 “Radical Theology” is a relatively wide term, but for the purposes of this paper and my 

project as a whole, I will be focusing on the work of John Caputo and his notion of “God as 

Event” along with the “post-liberal,” “post-God” theologians of the twentieth century.  
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God was not there. So, as John A.T. Robinson points out in his ground-breaking work Honest to 

God, “in place of a God who is literally or physically ‘up there’ we have accepted, as part of our 

mental furniture, a God who is spiritually or metaphysically ‘out there.’”11 In other words, we 

could no longer accept the notion of a God above us, above the clouds, when we ourselves had 

been above the clouds and found only more sky and a seemingly infinite expanse of the cosmos. 

Furthermore, Robinson writes, “This picture of God ‘out there’ coming to earth like some visitor 

from outer space underlies every popular presentation of the Christian drama of salvation, 

whether from the pulpit or the presses.”12 God had been moved from a throne in the sky to a 

“location to be named later,” somewhere unknown—but still a metaphysical somewhere that was 

not here. 

This metaphysically disconnected God presented a problem to theological thinkers like 

Robinson in the twentieth century.  He contended, “The final psychological, if not logical, blow 

delivered by modern science and technology to the idea that there might literally be a God ‘out 

there’ has coincided with an awareness that the mental picture of such a God may be more of a 

stumbling-block than an aid to belief in the gospel.”13 Science, technology, psychology, and 

reason were quickly eroding the bedrock of the classical, constructed images of God, and 

preachers, ministers, and churches seemed to be either ignoring the erosion, denying its impact, 

or vehemently opposing its advance, seeing things like science as an enemy of faith. People were 

not as easily convinced of the existence of the God “out there,” when there was so much “right 

 
11 John A. T Robinson, Honest to God (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963), 13. 

 
12 Ibid., 15.  

 
13 Ibid., 16. 
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here” that seemed to contradict such a God’s existence. So, pastors, preachers, and church 

leaders who were aware of such thinking, who were perhaps engaging in such thinking 

themselves, faced the difficult decision of whether to engage their congregations in this way. 

Again, Robinson articulates this difficulty well.  He states, “This raises again the insistent 

question, Why? Is it really necessary to pass through this Copernican revolution? Must we upset 

what most people happily believe—or happily choose not to believe? And have we anything to 

put in its place?”14 

In Robinson’s day, the ministerial questions were whether to challenge the ancient and 

accepted images of a God who is “out there” and whether there was a suitable image with which 

to substitute this disconnected God. The homiletic challenge revolved around whether the 

preacher should even attempt to question what so many understood to be the self-evident truth of 

a God metaphysically “out there,” apart from us, or should the preacher stay within the 

constructed confines of this ancient image of God and seek to carry on with it, hoping to make 

ethical progress in the world with a religion that operated with a different (or absent) scientific 

understanding of the universe? If the preacher does raise the questions or attempts to deconstruct 

this accepted image of God, does he or she have a more suitable image? Is the preacher prepared 

to preach without such an image of God as a foundational concept of the faith?  

The question with which such theological thinkers as Robinson were wrestling was this 

question of deconstruction, of tearing down and examining long-held beliefs in the light of 

critical reflection, personal experience, literary criticism, advancement in the sciences, and 

historical realities. The preacher who stands before the postmodern congregation must also 

 
14 Ibid., 18. 
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wrestle with this reality of deconstruction; only now it seems that the congregation has caught 

on, and the preacher is no longer wrestling alone with the question “Why?” Consequently, the 

preacher must now instead answer the question, “How do I preach to those who are already 

deconstructing these images of God themselves?” 

Derrida, Caputo, and “God as Event” 

In the latter half of the twentieth century, a philosophical movement referred to as 

“deconstruction” was birthed, most notably in the works of the French philosopher Jacques 

Derrida. While Derrida’s influence stretched to all manner of disciplines from art and literature 

to architecture, his impact in Christian theology is perhaps most recognizable in the works of 

John Caputo. In his own eulogy for Derrida, Caputo writes: 

Derrida visits upon all of us—Christian and Jew, religious and secular, left and right—the 

unsettling news of the radical instability of the categories to which we have such ready 

recourse, and he raises the idea of a still deeper idea of ourselves which (religiously?) 

confesses its lack of categories.…Derrida exposes the doubt that does not merely 

insinuate itself into faith but that in fact constitutes faith, for faith is precisely in the face 

of doubt and uncertainty, the passion of non-knowing.…May he rest in peace, he who 

was sent to us to give us no peace.15 

 

For Caputo, Derrida’s work provoked a need, a desire, to deconstruct classical images of a 

metaphysical God, a God as being, an image constructed in an ancient context that had not 

seemed to evolve with the rest of the human experience and our understanding of the cosmos. 

Our understanding of God seemed to be stuck, while our understanding of everything else 

seemed to progress more with the passing of time and the evolution of our methods for seeking 

understanding. Derrida’s deconstruction highlighted such inconsistencies for thinkers like 

 
15 John Caputo, “Jacques Derrida (1930-2004),” in The Essential Caputo: Selected Writings, 

ed. B. Keith Putt (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2018), 284. 
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Caputo, and it pointed out the inherent flaws in any constructed ideology. That is why so much 

of Caputo’s thoughts on “God as Event” spring forth from Derrida’s deconstruction.  

 In his understanding of “God as Event,” Caputo is attempting to deliver a description of 

God that is outside of classical, metaphysical images. God as Event is not God as being, nor is it 

necessarily God as action or occurrence, as the word “event” might suggest. Rather, Caputo 

explains, “the name of God is an event, or rather that it harbors an event, and that theology is the 

hermeneutics of that event, its task being to release what is happening in that name, to set it free, 

to give it its own head, and thereby to head off the forces that would prevent this event.”16 This is 

an admittedly slippery description of God: God as Event suggests that God is that which we can 

know, yet cannot fully know, something in which we can believe but not fully explain—at least 

not in the language and methods handed to us from previous generations.  

 In seeking to describe what he means by God as Event, Caputo offers eight points of 

explanation in relating an event to a name.17 First, events are uncontainable. Names cannot fully 

contain that which they name: the classic example of Derrida’s is the word democracy. We may 

know what democracy seeks to be, yet the very word itself cannot contain all of what democracy 

is. In Caputo’s words, “A name is conditioned, coded, and finite, whereas the event it shelters is 

unconditional and infinite in the sense of being capable of endless linkings and endlessly 

productive dissemination.”18 The name of God cannot contain all that is meant by God, all that 

 
16 Caputo, Weakness of God, 2. 

 
17 Ibid., 2-7. 

 
18 Ibid., 3. 
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God is; therefore, the name of God can only hope to contain all that is the event of God, while 

always falling short. 

Second, events are what names seek to translate without ever fully arriving at a complete 

translation. Again, Caputo’s words are best at explaining what he means: “Names are asked to 

carry what they cannot bear toward a destination they do not know. Names are trying to help 

make things happen, while events are what is happening.”19 Names are tools we use in our 

attempts at expressing what we are trying to communicate, and whether our use of names fully 

communicates what is taking place in the event or not, does not in any way halt the movement of 

the event. The event is taking place whether we can name it fully or not. 

Third, a name is never equal to the event which it harbors, which is to say, literalism is an 

impossibility. The name of God is not equal to God. Perhaps an illustration would be helpful 

here.  A preacher may be called “Pastor” by members of her congregation, but “Pastor” is not 

equal to all of who she is. She may also be named “wife,” “mother,” “daughter,” “professor,” or 

“sister.” No one name can ever be fully equivalent to all of who she is. The same can be said 

with the name of God. This may in fact be what lies at the heart of God’s reluctance to give 

Moses a straight answer when he asks for God’s name.20 

Fourth, events are not our doing; they happen to us.  As Caputo suggests, “The event 

arises independently of me and comes over me, so that an event is also an advent.”21 Caputo calls 

 
19 Ibid.  

 
20 This idea will be developed a bit further in the sermon from Exodus 2:11-3:12 discussed 

below. 

 
21 Caputo, Weakness of God, 4. (It is this particular point that will serve as the theological 

foundation upon which I will build the sermon series in this project). 
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this “the excess of the event.” The event is beyond our control. This makes sense in light of the 

uncontainability of the event within the name and highlights the fallacy of ancient religions in 

controlling the acts of the gods by invoking their name. This does not, however, imply a sense of 

determinism, for while the event may happen to us, it is in order to call something from us. It is a 

provocation, and as such, understanding God as Event is to see God as Disruption.22 

In his fifth point of explanation, Caputo highlights how such an excess creates 

opportunities for evil since the unfolding of events is beyond guarantee. In other words, God as 

Disruption does not always arrive with good tidings; there is every chance that such disruption 

may in fact bring with it evil. Even still, it is a call that beckons our response, and is therefore 

God as Event stirring in our midst, in relationship to us and the world. 

Caputo’s sixth point drives more to the theological heart of the matter, understanding that 

“an event refers neither to an actual being or entity nor to being itself, but to an impulse or 

aspiration simmering within both the names of entities and the name of being, something that 

groans to be born, something that cannot be constricted to either the ontic or ontological order at 

all.”23 In other words, God is not a being—God is beyond being, “a disturbance within the heart 

of being, within the names for being, that makes being restless.”24  

Caputo’s two final points deal with truth and time as they relate to names and events. 

Truth, Caputo explains, is not some philosophical finality, but rather the irrepressible and 

unknown possibilities harbored in a name. Time has less to do with the chronological experience 

 
22 It is this very notion that lies at the heart of this project and the five, central sermons. God 

as Event is God as Disruption, demanding a response from us to God’s disrupting call.  

 
23 Ibid., 5. 

 
24 Ibid. 
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of an event and more to do with the transformative power of an event in the moment—how the 

event “releases us from the grip of the present and opens up the future in a way that makes 

possible a new birth…even as it awakens dangerous memories.”25 God as Event is a God of 

infinite time and possibility harbored in an instant, beckoning us ever deeper into the disrupting 

event. 

Preaching the Disrupting Event 

Taking Caputo’s description of “the event” into consideration, one can approach the 

biblical narratives with an eye for “God as Event,” and by doing so, the preacher can offer to his 

or her congregation sermons that may provoke listeners into deeper reflection and criticism of 

their classical images of God. Such provocation and disruption may help listeners to confront 

contradictions inherent in their convictions and may lead to a richer, more robust concept of 

God, Christ, and our place in the world. Furthermore, as Snider comments, such a “homiletic of 

the event listens for the event that is harbored in sacred Scripture, the event that is testified to in 

Scripture, the event that calls to us and calls on us, that demands a response.”26 Preaching God as 

Event is a call that cannot be ignored, whether one would like to do so or not, and therefore, may 

be better understood as preaching a “God as Disruption.”  

Listed below are five biblical narratives in which one may identify “God as Disruption.” 

Through a narrative style of preaching, these five passages of scripture may be delivered as 

sermons highlighting examples of God’s disruption in the lives of biblical characters and how 

such disruption still occurs in the lives of people today. With Caputo’s theology of God as Event 

 
25 Ibid., 6. 

 
26 Snider, 126. 
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serving as the theological underpinning of these sermons, they will attempt to show that God 

does not use such disruptions in the lives of people to point them towards God, but rather, that 

such disruptions are in and of themselves God as Event happening to them. Four of the narratives 

will focus around classical examples of theophanies or theophanic visions, while the fifth and 

final sermon will be based on Luke’s account of Christ’s crucifixion as the ultimate example of 

God as Event/Disruption. The goal of these five sermons is to present an alternative 

understanding of God that is faithful to the narrative of the text, yet provokes a response from 

listeners to engage with God as Disruption in their own lives. It is the goal that such engagement 

will lead to deeper, intentional thinking about God that will ultimately lead to a richer concept of 

God, Christ, and one’s place in the world.  

God as Disruption: The Call to Leave Comfort (Genesis 12:1-3) 

 Arguably, Genesis 12:1-3 is the beginning of the grand story of the People of God, with 

the first eleven chapters of Genesis serving as moral mythology. It is the calling of Abram by 

God to “go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will 

show you.”27 This passage contains both a command and a promise from God.28 As such, this 

passage is ripe for viewing God as Event and crafting a sermon in Snider’s “homiletic of the 

event,” as a “call and response.”29  

 
27 Genesis 12:1 (unless otherwise noted, all scripture references will be from the New Revised 

Standard Version). 

 
28 Alejandro F. Botta, “Second Sunday in Lent: Genesis 12:1-4a,” in Preaching God’s 

Transforming Justice: A Lectionary Commentary; Year a; Ed. Ronald J. Allen (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 2013), 130. 

 
29 Snider, 114. 
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 In Abram’s context, he is relatively secure, residing within the Ancient Near Eastern 

familial structure in his home land, the place of his birth, and in his father’s household. There is 

safety, security, and a sense of normalcy for Abram in this family system, yet it is in the midst of 

this security that God happens to Abram, for God “appears suddenly and unannounced,”30 

disrupting Abram’s certainty in the familial system of his context. Abram is called by God to 

physically leave his context in order to go to an undisclosed place to which God will show him.  

 This disruption in Abram’s certainty of security demands his response—whether he likes 

it or not. Abram cannot simply ignore God and carry on as if God has not happened to him. What 

is more, Abram is given this promise from God: “I will make of you a great nation, and I will 

bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless 

you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be 

blessed."31  God’s present command is coupled with this promise of future blessing. God as 

Event is happening to Abram all at once, disrupting his present security which is rooted in his 

past with future possibilities. God does not replace Abram’s present certainty with another 

certainty. Rather, God is provoking Abram towards something that is always in front of him, as 

yet to be defined. God as Disruption is shaking Abram’s foundations in order to not only move 

Abram, but to change the world. 

 In the same way, people today encounter God as Disruption, though they may not be able 

to see God in such a way. Disruption is met almost exclusively with pessimism, particularly 

 
30 Terence E. Fretheim, “The Book of Genesis: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections” 

in The New Interpreter’s Bible: General Articles & Introduction, Commentary, & Reflections for 

Each Book of the Bible, Including the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books in Twelve Volumes, 

vol. I, ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 423. 

 
31 Genesis 12:2-3. 
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when it comes in the midst of what we believe to be certain about our securities.  God as 

Disruption, however, is pregnant with the possibility of optimism. In the same way that God’s 

blessing awaits Abram in the always-progressing future, so too does God’s blessing upon our 

lives reside in our always-progressing future. Blessing, however, is not some manifested material 

gain; it is better understood as our taking part in the grand disruption of God, always shaking the 

foundations of our certainties to uncover more and more of God as Event, God as one calling us 

ever on, God calling us all to take part in the ever expansive, connective, togetherness of being a 

blessing to one another.  

God as Disruption: The Call to Confront Our Pasts (Exodus 2:11-3:12) 

 In the second and third chapters of the book of Exodus, one finds another narrative in 

which God may be understood as Event or Disruption. In this instance, God as Disruption issues 

a call commanding a response out of what seems to be a settled resolution. Moses has grown into 

an adult and witnesses an Egyptian beating a Hebrew; Moses murders this Egyptian and hides 

his body in the sand. After it becomes clear that Moses’s actions have become known and 

Pharaoh seeks to kill him, Moses flees to the land of Midian, where he marries the daughter of 

the priest of Midian, Zipporah, who bears him a son, Gershom. Moses resides in Midian with his 

family for quite some time, for we are told, “After a long time the king of Egypt died.”32 One can 

deduce that Moses has put his past actions in Egypt behind him and has settled into his life as a 

shepherd in Midian.  

 In chapter three, however, Moses is introduced to God as Disruption, as the Event 

described by Caputo as that which “arises independently of [him] and comes over 

 
32 Exodus 2:23a. 
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[him]…presenting itself as something [he] must deal with, like it or not.”33 The scriptures say 

that Moses was keeping his father-in-law’s flock “beyond the wilderness…to Horeb, the 

mountain of God” when he is drawn to investigate a bush that “was blazing, yet it was not 

consumed.” Even in this imagery of the “burning bush” there are hints of Caputo’s description of 

the event as it relates to time and the event’s transformative power in letting go of the present, 

opening up the future, and awakening the past.34 In the “bush that blazes but is not consumed,” 

the metaphysical present is in effect paused as God enters into the moment to disrupt Moses’s 

resolution of his past by calling him back to Egypt as God’s instrument for the future liberation 

of God’s people. God as Event/Disruption works through, over, around, and beyond 

chronological time.  

 While many commentators and preachers have reflected on this passage as the moment of 

Moses’s calling and Moses’s response to God in verse eleven of chapter three as a sign of his 

humility, perhaps one could also see Moses’s response as a sign of hesitation, a momentary 

realization that his past may not have been forgotten and God as Disruption is now calling him 

back to Egypt, the very place from which he had fled and his actions which led to his arrival in 

Midian, his marrying of Zipporah, and the birth of his son. God as Disruption is calling Moses, 

who cannot ignore God’s call: Moses must accept the vocation given to him by God, though it 

will (as we see in chapters four and eighteen35) nearly cost him his life and the life he has 

 
33 Caputo, Weakness of God, 4. 

 
34 Ibid., 6. 

 
35 Exodus 4:24-26 is a strange passage about God trying to kill Moses in his sleep, so 

Zipporah cuts off her son’s foreskin and touches Moses’s feet with it to ward off God, a strange 

story to be sure, but one that also pulses with Caputo’s description of the event. In Exodus 18:2-

4, Moses sends his wife and children back to Midian, never to be heard from again. 
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established in Midian. Moses’s response to God’s call is a response to the disruption of Moses’s 

certainty he had created in Midian, a certainty that had seemingly put his past failures to rest, 

allowing him to move on in relative comfort and complacency with the rest of his life. 

 In the same way, God as Event disrupts our certainties about our resolutions whenever 

we are reminded of our past failures in ways that force us to deal with them in order to move 

forward in less self-oriented ways. In other words, God as Disruption may call us to confront 

individuals, situations, or even memories of our past that we had previously felt were resolved, in 

order to see them as affecting our present in ways that may actually keep us from more fully 

realizing the call God is giving us. When we can see those things we once believed to be 

resolved as present prohibitions to that to which God is calling us, then we can approach them in 

less selfish ways, seeing them not as things to overcome, but as those events that shape who we 

are, preparing us for the call of God.  

God as Disruption: The Call Against the Expected (Luke 1:26-38) 

 In Luke 1:26-38, the evangelist tells of the annunciation of Jesus’ birth to Mary by the 

angel Gabriel. While this text gets very little press outside of the liturgical season of Advent and 

March 25th, which is traditionally observed as “The Annunciation of the Lord” in the liturgical 

calendar,36 it is an exemplary text highlighting God as Event and God as Disruption.  

 Mary is a typical, young Jewish woman37 who is betrothed to be married to Joseph. Hers 

was to be a life of relative ordinariness: a wife, mother, Jewish woman who depended on her 

 
36 Luke 1:26-38 is used in all three years of the Revised Common Lectionary for “The 

Annunciation of the Lord.” 

 
37 As far as one can know from the text, not the subsequent traditions that were birthed by the 

Church in an attempt to reconcile some other theological position regarding the humanness of 

Jesus; i.e. the Immaculate Conception and Mary’s perpetual virginity. 
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husband and other men in her family and community in the patriarchal society of the first 

century. The visit from the angel Gabriel, however, serves as a hinge not only in Mary’s life, but 

in the grand history of humankind. It is a great disruption, for not only is Mary unexpectedly 

pregnant, but she is carrying the Son of God. Mary’s pregnancy is a disruption of the certainty 

that came with the promise of an otherwise ordinary life. It is a disruption for Mary, Joseph, her 

community, and ultimately the world. In God coming to Mary as Disruption, God is “happening 

to” Mary, creating a call to which Mary responds with the powerful song of the Magnificat in 

verses 46-55.  

While God as Disruption may not be calling young women to bear divine children or 

visiting them with the divine presence of an angel, God is still disrupting our certainties in regard 

to the security we find in the ordinary. Often the ordinary is a position of comfort and privilege, a 

place out of step with the marginalized of the world. For those of us in the Western Church, God 

as Disruption for Mary calls our attention not only to Mary’s marginal identity as a woman in the 

first century, but also to the ways in which God disrupts our acceptance of things the way they 

are. God as Disruption breaks the certainty we find in the way things are and have always been, 

only to use that disruption for so much more, maybe even to reshape the world. 

God as Disruption: The Call to Change (Acts 9:1-19a) 

 In Acts 9:1-19a, we witness the conversion of Saul on the road to Damascus. This is a 

powerful story because it functions as a turning point in the book of Acts, shifting the narrative 

from John, Peter, and the original apostles to the ministry and missionary work of Paul to the 

Gentiles. What is more, it is a turning point in the history of the early Church in that the 

conversion of Saul of Tarsus sets in motion the inclusion of non-Jews into the Christian faith, 

which began as an extension of the Jewish tradition among a band of faithful Jews who follow a 
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Jewish rabbi. While Saul’s conversion account in Acts can be examined as this monumental 

moment in the history of the Christian Church, when it is examined as a crucial moment in the 

life of Saul himself, it can be understood as an example of God as Event, disrupting the certainty 

of Saul’s deeply held Jewish convictions by the direct intervention of Christ into Saul’s life.  

 Phil Snider points to this very event as the “paradigmatic example” of the call and 

response that is to be found in God as Event: 

Saul is going about his business, paying attention to the mundane, foreseeable future of 

conventional possibilities. He is knocked to the ground and blinded by the incoming of 

the wholly other, by what he could not imagine, by what was beyond anything he could 

possibly conceptualize, foresee, or manufacture on his own. And the incoming of the 

wholly other demanded his response. The event overcame him—and he was never the 

same again. He underwent a fundamental change of heart (metanoia). It was a 

transformational experience of the impossible becoming possible. And make no mistake 

about it: the advent of the messiah led Paul to pray and weep like mad for the messiah to 

come again.38 

 

 God as Disruption is the call that demands Saul’s response. It upturns all of Saul’s 

convictions. As he says in his epistle to the Philippians, “I, too, have reason for confidence in the 

flesh. If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the 

eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of 

Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness 

under the law, blameless. Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as lose because 

of Christ.”39 

 In the same way, God as Disruption actively upsets the constructed foundations upon 

which many religious individuals and institutions have been built. As Lose continues to point out 

 
38 Snider, 101.  

 
39 Philippians 3:4-7. 
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in writing about this current, postmodern era, “according to postmodern critics, there is no 

rational foundation that guarantees absolute objectivity or neutrality…there is no ‘God’s-eye 

view’ that allows us to view all sides of any particular issue with absolute impartiality.…The 

chief impulse and duty of the postmodern critic is…to draw such unacknowledged convictions 

out into the open for public scrutiny and evaluation.”40 In other words, postmodern critics disrupt 

the foundational ideologies so many have held for so long simply by questioning the origin of 

such ideologies in otherwise privileged contexts or antiquated world-views. Postmodernity is the 

Damascus Road for a great many of those who profess themselves to be Christians as it becomes 

the location for God as Disruption to shake the very foundations of certainty and to clear a path 

forward in response to the ever-present call of God, which refuses to be ignored.  

God as Disruption: The Call to Disrupt (Luke 23:44-48) 

 In Christ’s crucifixion one witnesses the ultimate example of God as Disruption, for in 

the cross of Christ, everything we have traditionally believed to be true about God is nailed to 

die, naked, exposed, and (in the image Caputo champions in his discussion about God as Event) 

weak.41 In Christ’s crucifixion the expectations of his disciples are dashed, the narrative that 

seemed to be building towards some grand revelation is derailed, and the very Son of God is 

stripped, beaten, and executed. This is not the way we hope to see God. The reality of Christ’s 

crucifixion is the embodiment of Caputo’s “weakness of God.” As Snider explains, “the 

 
40 Lose, 17. 

 
41 Caputo, Weakness of God, 7ff. 
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dangerous memory of the crucified Christ continues to speak, haunting us and calling us and 

provoking us, and our preaching is done in the shadow of the cross.”42  

The cross becomes the un-deconstructable reality upon which all other points of doctrine 

ought to be constructed, for in its reality we witness the God as Disruption, calling us to faith, 

calling us to look upon the crucified God,43 demanding from us a response—whether one born 

out of our sorrow, horror, or shock—and creating within us a hope for the impossible, a longing 

for a resurrected Christ. As Snider explains, “When we long for the messiah to come, when we 

dream of all that is evoked in words like justice and forgiveness and hospitality, we find 

ourselves hoping and sighing and dreaming and weeping for the advent of the kingdom of God to 

be born, to come true, to disturb and displace the kingdoms of this world.”44 This is why the 

cross of Christ resides as the ultimate example of God as Disruption, for it is the very event of 

history in which we may come closest to seeing the fullness of God, the fullness of a God who is 

uncontainable, untranslatable, undefinable, and beyond being, truth, and time. 

Conclusion 

 Preaching God as Disruption is an invitation into a deeper, more mysterious pursuit of 

God. It can engage listeners in a more nuanced, contemporary understanding of God that actively 

wrestles with the present contradictions of classically held images of God, and it can create 

 
42 Snider, 118-9. 

 
43 To borrow the language of Jurgen Moltmann from The Crucified God: The Cross of Christ 

as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology, 1st Fortress Press edition (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1993). 

 
44 Snider, 127-8 (emphasis mine). 
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within listeners a deeper longing for God and the hope that comes with God’s arrival—even if it 

is in the earth-shaking presence of disruption.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE PREACHING EVENT AND ITS PLACE: PREACHING THE DISRUPTION AT 

WILLIAMS 

 In recent years, the preaching event has evolved into many things. It has become a time in 

the order of worship where the preacher uses the biblical text to address a contemporary social 

issue. It has become a teaching moment when the preacher serves as a teacher of the biblical text, 

speaking to its original language, context, and possible interpretations. The preaching event has 

also become a time for direct discussion of those things that keep the church moving forward as 

an institution, with sermons often focusing on long-range planning, stewardship, missions, etc. 

While each of these things can and should be addressed from the pulpit, in congregations like the 

First Baptist Church of Williams an absence of direct, theological engagement prompted by the 

preaching event has only muddied the waters of the church’s theological identity and opened the 

door for conflict and possible division. This chapter will outline the history of Williams, how the 

congregation gained and now possibly stands to lose, its reputation in the community as a 

thoughtful, open-minded congregation, and how the introduction of theologically disruptive 

preaching can reengage the theological reflection of the members of the congregation.   

Context 

 The First Baptist Church has a rich history that has shaped its present. In its recent 

history, the congregation has experienced its own disruptions, yet in the wake of resolution from 

recent disruptions, the congregation finds itself in need of a new disruption.  

History of Williams 

About a hundred and eighty years ago, a number of families began migrating  from places 

like South Carolina, heading south-westward looking for cheap land and plenty of water. They 
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made their way down through the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains by way of a few well-

worn trails carved by the native Creek tribes that once inhabited the land. They eventually found 

their way to a patch of Northeast Alabama right outside of a town called Drayton in Benton 

County. Today that area is known as the city of Jacksonville in Calhoun County. In that group of 

pioneers were families with names like Roberts, Milton, Walden, Johnston, Williams, and 

Boozer. When they first arrived in the place now called Williams, just outside of Jacksonville, 

these first settlers had to clear the land, split logs, build fences, plow the ground, and do all the 

work that goes with such labor-intensive chores. They made their own clothes, soap, jams, and 

jellies. They raised all kinds of crops and livestock, and whenever one of their own died, they 

built coffins from choice lumber that had been set aside and cotton that had been smoothed by 

hand, and in a practice that is still carried on to this day, the men of the community would dig 

and prepare the graves by hand. 

In 1850, those Robertses, Miltons, Waldens, Johnstons, Boozers, and Willamses all got 

together and decided that their little community needed a place to worship, so they rolled some 

logs together to make a building not far from Thomas cemetery and Ohatchee Creek, and once or 

twice a year the congregation of Ohatchee Baptist Church #2 would gather together to worship 

the Lord with prayers, songs, and a word from Scripture. By 1881, the church had around 40 

members meeting weekly. Seven years later, they started offering Sunday School, and by the 

next year, there were 68 members who belonged to the church. In 1890, the log building was 

moved to the plot of land on which the church still meets, with a new building constructed to 

house the growing congregation just two years later. The congregation outgrew that building in 

1924, so a new building was constructed and stood until 1971. The building in which the 

congregation worships today replaced it, and the church that had been known up to that time as 
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Ohatchee Baptist #2 officially changed its name to the First Baptist Church of Williams.  

The First Baptist Church of Williams continued to grow, and under the leadership of their 

interim pastor, John “Tad” Tadlock, the church gained a reputation for being a thoughtful, open-

minded congregation. In 1989, under the leadership of pastor Barry Howard, the congregation 

ordained two women to the deaconate and was subsequently voted out of fellowship with the 

Calhoun County Baptist Association at the most well-attended meeting of that body in its 

history. When Mike Oliver was called to serve as pastor in 1997, the congregation had fully 

aligned itself with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship and became known as “that church with 

women deacons” in Northeast Alabama.1  

Recent Events and the Call for a New Disruption 

When I was called as pastor in January of 2013, the church’s identity as a “moderate 

Baptist” congregation was well-known to those who shared a history with the church, but a new 

group of members had joined the congregation in the wake of a long-term disaster recovery 

effort that began in response to the community’s own disruptive event—a tornado that ripped 

through the community in April of 2011. These new members joined the congregation without 

full knowledge of the church’s history or what it meant for the church to be a part of the 

Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, and in the following years, their activity within the church, 

coupled with the growing political and ideological divides affecting the nation as a whole, led to 

the church entering a tenuous period of confusion and near division.  

Like other established congregations, Williams had become complacent with its history, 

 
1 Anderson, Jean, Lonette Green, Rachel Green, Peggy Hamby, Virginia Norton, Faye 

Ponder, and Mildred Williams, People Who Shared a Vision: History of the Church at Williams, 

1850-2000 (Anniston, AL: Higginbotham Printing, 2000), 1-10, 62-101. 
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and in the wake of its tremendous recovery work following the tornado of 2011, the congregation 

had become settled with its newer identity as “that church that rebuilt all of those houses.” While 

the event of the tornado had caused one disruption, now, in its wake and the complacency that 

grew from national recognition and community prominence, the congregation needed a 

theological awakening—a disruption—to remind them of their past thoughtfulness and open-

mindedness. Williams had once been known as a congregation that was different from others in 

the community due primarily to its stance on women in ministry and its identity as a moderate 

Baptist congregation, but in the years following the recovery effort, Williams was moving in a 

direction that would have moved its identity closer to that of other congregations in the 

community, congregations which identified as very conservative or even fundamentalist.  

During this time, very little was offered in the way of Bible study outside of a traditional 

Sunday School hour. Fellowship and recreational activities had completely replaced 

opportunities for intentional, spiritual reflection and theological conversations; and sermons were 

primarily focused on calls to action for service within the community, encouraging messages for 

those still involved in the recovery efforts, or navigating an interim period.2 Sermons focusing on 

potentially divisive topics were avoided altogether, and controversial matters were typically 

ignored or dealt with in very quiet, private ways.3 Leading up to my first years as pastor, 

therefore, the congregation had already begun to lose its identity and was in need of refreshing, 

 
2 All of these things are, of course, not inherently bad. However, when they are not properly 

balanced with Bible study and theological reflection, a congregation can lose its identity and 

open itself up to unnecessary conflict, future inaction, or even division. 

 
3 During my first months as the pastor at Williams, I was confronted by a number of these 

newer members over sermons and Bible studies that mentioned race relations, welcoming 

foreign people, and interfaith relationships. These confrontations were often tense and centered 

on the notion that such topics were not discussed and certainly not affirmed.  
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specifically in terms of educating newer members on the church’s history and identity and 

leading lifelong members in a new engagement with theological growth and curiosity.  

In the wake of Williams’s own, local disruption in 2011, the United States was entering 

its own era of disruption as political divisions were growing and finding their way into religious 

communities. By the 2016 election, it had become clear that many people in the country had 

blurred the lines between their religious convictions and their political ideologies by declaring 

that their political opinions were grounded in their religious traditions.4 Williams was not 

immune to this phenomenon, and during the election season of 2016, the potential for division 

that had come with the recovery efforts began to blossom as members within the congregation 

engaged in heated exchanges in Sunday school classes, parking lot conversations, and on social 

media. It was becoming increasingly clear that many members were more certain of their 

political ideologies than they were of any form of theology. Michele Margolis outlines this 

phenomenon and argues that in our contemporary religious culture in America, “partisan 

identities can profoundly shape identification with and engagement in the religious sphere.”5 

With the present potential for political division and the recent confusion over the church’s 

identity, the congregation of the First Baptist Church of Williams is in the prime position to 

benefit from disruptive preaching: preaching that seeks to present theology as a primary focus of 

faith, preaching that offers the congregation language and imagery to assist in articulating their 

 
4 Michele F. Margolis describes this argument and ultimately refutes it in her book, From 

Politics to the Pews: How Partisanship and the Political Environment Shape Religious Identity 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press), 2018.  

 
5 Ibid, 3. 
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theological convictions,6 and preaching that potentially leads to the discovery of a local theology 

from the congregation. The theology of John Caputo and his notion of “God as event”7 serves as 

a theological tether for these sermons and a point of theological engagement for the 

congregation, with Caputo’s identification of God as “not an absolute being but an unconditional 

call”8 further serving as a linguistic point of theological connection (hence the use of “Call” in 

each sermon title). These disruptive sermons serve as a sort of “first blow” of deconstruction for 

the congregation. 

Constructing a Deconstruction 

Disruptive preaching creates space within the congregation for individual and corporate 

deconstruction, and deconstruction is not a new or foreign idea in the contemporary American 

Church. In recent years, people like the late Rachel Held Evans9 have been writing, speaking, 

and creating podcasts10 about their own, personal deconstructions. This popular definition of 

 
6 What I mean by “convictions” here and throughout this project is best understood through 

the work of James Wm. McClendon, Jr.: “A conviction [is] a persistent belief such that if [one] 

has a conviction, it will not easily be relinquished and it cannot be relinquished without making 

[one] a significantly different person (or community) than before.” From Convictions: Defusing 

Religious Relativism (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2002), 5. 

 
7 While Caputo discusses “God as event” in a number of his publications, his most thorough 

explanation can be found in his book, The Weakness of God: A Theology of the Event 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006). 

 
8John D. Caputo Cross and Cosmos: A Theology of Difficult Glory (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2019), 33. 

 
9 Evans’s book, A Year of Biblical Womanhood: How a Liberated Woman Found Herself 

Sitting on Her Roof, Covering Her Head, and Calling Her Husband “Master” (Nashville: 

Thomas Nelson), 2012 brought this sort of personal deconstruction into the Evangelical 

mainstream. A small group of women met to read and discuss this book at Williams in 2014, a 

decision met with some criticism from a small number of members within the church.  
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deconstruction has led many Christians in America, particularly younger Christians who have 

any sort of background in Evangelicalism, to enter into their own experimentations with 

deconstructing the faith of their youth, the faith given to them by their families of origin or 

communities. These sort of personal, popularly defined, deconstructions have happened outside 

of the institutional Church, often with the Church serving as the focus of valid criticism. One 

cannot help but wonder, however, if the Church instead functioned as a safe harbor for such 

deconstruction, what changes might occur? If the Church prompted, engaged, or even promoted 

such deconstruction, what would its future hold? Would congregations have a deeper, richer 

understanding of God and God’s working in the universe? What would this look like in an 

established, traditional congregation like the First Baptist Church of Williams? 

Methodology 

With these sorts of questions in mind, this project has three primary goals. The first is to 

examine how sermons can communicate theology to the laity within the congregation—how 

members hear and understand specific words and phrases meant to prick their curiosity and to 

engage their thinking. A second goal involves how preaching can be an effective method for 

equipping members with the language, imagery, and understanding for communicating their 

personal theology among their peers. A final goal is to examine how a local theology might be 

named and recognized by members of the congregation so that this local theology can be further 

examined and possibly deconstructed.  

Reaching these goals is not a matter of simply testing the theological knowledge of a 

selected group from the congregations. It is not a matter of identifying their vocabulary of 

 
10 While there are countless examples of these podcasts, perhaps the most well-known is The 

Liturgists (https://theliturgists.com/podcast), with hosts Michael Gungor and Mike McHargue.  

https://theliturgists.com/podcast
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theology, nor is it a matter of creating a congregational creed or statement of beliefs. Rather, this 

project seeks to examine the sort of disruption that takes place when these antiquated methods of 

theological expression are challenged by the notions of radical theology within the confines of a 

focus group, gathered with the intent of examining the goals stated above. 

The project11 uses ethnographic methods outlined in Moschella’s Ethnography as 

Pastoral Practice12 and Scharen and Smith’s Fieldwork in Theology,13 particularly a model of 

guided conversation within a focus group of eight members, with me serving as a participant 

observer, keeping the conversations focused through the use of guiding questions. Fieldnotes 

were taken during these focus group conversations to help with interpreting the transcripts of 

these meetings, paying careful attention to the frequency with which come members spoke, body 

language, and other non-verbal cues. Each focus group meeting was digitally recorded, and each 

audio file was sent electronically to the transcription service www.rev.com. Each transcript was 

saved to a secure file on a secure computer, backed up by a secure thumb drive, and each 

transcript was coded using NVivo 12 software for easier access and examination. These focus 

group meetings each took place the Sunday afternoon following the morning worship in which 

the sermons described below were delivered.  

 

 
11 The project was submitted to Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board and was 

approved on August 20, 2019. See Appendix E. 

 
12 Moschella, Mary Clark. Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland, 

Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 2008), 66-72. 

 
13 Scharen, Christian, and James Smith. Fieldwork in Theology: Exploring the Social Context 

of God’s Work in the World (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2015), 5-11. 

http://www.rev.com/
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Preaching the Sermons14 

The central portion of the project is a five-part sermon series titled “God as Disruption.” 

Each of the first four sermons in the series focuses on a particular story from Scripture in which 

an individual is confronted by a theophany or a theophanic event, a disrupting event in which an 

individual is confronted by the Divine Presence, having his or her certainties about life, faith, 

God, and themselves changed or called into question. The final sermon serves as a culmination 

of the premise of Caputo’s “God as Event” by focusing on the crucifixion as the event defining 

God as the “Great Disruptor.”15 The theological work of John Caputo, Peter Rollins, Thomas J.J. 

Altizer, John A.T. Robinson, and other post-modern and “Radical Theologians”16 of the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries serves as the interpretive framework for the sermons in this 

series, as each sermon seeks to engage with this theological perspective. The formation of each 

sermon also considers the way the New Homiletic can serve as a vehicle for delivery of these 

theologically pointed sermons.17 Below is a brief description of each sermon and the ways in 

which they serve the theme of “God as Disruption.” 

 

 
14 These sermons can be view on the First Baptist Church of Williams YouTube Channel: 

https://www.youtube.com/FBCWilliams. Manuscripts of each sermon can also be found in 

Appendix F of this thesis.   

 
15 “God as the Great Disruptor” is my own take on Caputo’s “God as Event,” defining God 

by God’s relationship to humankind as disruption. While I am sure this notion is not unique to 

me, I want to be clear that it is my interpretation of Caputo’s work, specifically for this project 

and its sermons. 

 
16 See note about “Radical Theology” in chapter 2. 

 
17 Kay, James F., Preaching and Theology: Preaching and Its Partners (St. Louis, Mo: 

Chalice Press, 2007), 77-104. 

https://www.youtube.com/FBCWilliams
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Sermon 1: “God as Disruption: The Call to Leave Comfort (Genesis 12:1-3)” 

This sermon focuses on the way God as Event disrupts Abram’s life of security and 

certainty by calling him away from the ancient familial and societal structures that provide for 

his security. In interpreting Abram’s call as a disruption, the sermon functions as a reflection on 

the very ways God’s call comes to us at inopportune times or in ways that may even displace us 

from the very source of our material security. In many ways, Abram’s story is a reflection of 

Caputo’s understanding of the event as that which is “subject to all the contingencies of time and 

tide, chance and circumstance, of history and power.”18 In the same way, God as Event may still 

disrupt our own sense of security by leading us into uncertain paths and places for the sake of 

God’s kingdom. Even the very structure of this sermon reflects this uncertainty as one is never 

quite sure where the sermon is going until the end.19 The sermon’s prolonged arrival reflects 

Caputo’s notion of the event that holds out a promise but never fully arrives.20 Ultimately, this 

sermon demonstrates God’s presence as disruption in the call that brings discomfort.  

Sermon 2: “God as Disruption: The Call to Confront our Past (Exodus 2:11-3:12)” 

This sermon focuses on the way God as Event disrupts Moses’s sense of resolution 

regarding his former life in Egypt, most especially his murdering of an Egyptian, by calling him 

to return there as God’s instrument of liberation. In the same way, God as Event may disrupt our 

sense of closure and resolution, especially as it concerns those painful parts of our pasts that can 

 
18 Caputo, Weakness of God, 5. 

 
19 While this notion is certainly influenced by Caputo’s understanding of the event, it is also 

indicative of my own understanding and use of the “New Homiletic,” particularly demonstrated 

in Fred Craddock. As One Without Authority: Fourth Edition Revised and with New Sermons. 

(St. Louis, Mo: Chalice Press,) 2001. 

 
20 Caputo, Weakness of God, 2-3. 
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be transformed for a still greater purpose. The sermon uses Caputo’s notion of the event excess, 

as that which happens to us. While Moses’s killing of the Egyptian was an action of his own 

doing, God’s disruption in calling Moses back to Egypt is not of Moses’s doing. In Caputo’s 

words, “The event is visited upon [Moses], presenting itself as something [Moses] must deal 

with, like it or not.”21 This sermon demonstrates God’s identity as the disruption that happens to 

us, whether we like it or not.  

Sermon 3: “God as Disruption: The Call Against the Expected (Luke 1:26-38)” 

This sermon focuses on the way God as Event disrupts Mary’s otherwise ordinary life in 

order to bear the Son of God and all that comes with being a pregnant, un-wed teenager in the 

first century. In the same way, God as Event may disrupt the certainty we find in the way things 

are and have always been, only to use that disruption for so much more than we can imagine 

when we answer the call to that which is unexpected. This sermon approaches Caputo’s 

understanding of the event as “truth,” truth not as factual correctness, but “what the event is 

capable of, the open-ended and unforeseeable future that the name harbors, its uncontainable 

possibilities, which may contain bad news.”22 The Annunciation harbors so much possibility as 

an event, as a recounting of an event, as a present possibility for the sermon’s hearers. It contains 

so much possibility, even the possibility of bad news for Mary and for us as it calls us ever on 

into the expanding possibilities of God’s call.  

 

 

 
21 Ibid., 4. 

 
22 Ibid., 5. 
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Sermon 4: “God as Disruption: The Call to Change (Acts 9:1-19a)” 

This sermon focuses on the way God as Event disrupts Saul of Tarsus’s convictions about 

God, Scripture, and tradition as a zealous Pharisee on the road to Damascus. In the same way, 

God as Event may disrupt our sense of certainty in our religious convictions through experiences 

that go beyond that which we have already agreed to be true. Saul’s experience illustrates 

Caputo’s explanation of the event as that which is “beyond being.” He says, “Rightly 

understood, the event overflows any entity; it does not rest easily within the confines of the name 

of the entity, but stirs restlessly, endlessly, like an invitation or a call, an invocation (to come) or 

a provocation.”23 Saul’s “Damascus Road experience” is a provocation to face the short-comings 

and misunderstandings of his previously-held convictions. God as disruption provokes us in the 

same way, calling us to reexamine those ideals we hold as foundational, to see whether our 

convictions are truly compatible with the ultimately un-deconstructable realities of God.  

Sermon 5: “God as Disruption: The Call to Disrupt (Luke 23:44-48)” 

This sermon serves as the culmination of the series, focusing on God as Event in the 

event of the Crucifixion, how Christ’s death is counter to the notion of an omnipotent God,24 

how the Crucifixion forces us to deal with the heavy questions about the nature of God in Christ 

as one who willingly dies, refusing to show strength or fight back, ultimately uniting God’s self 

completely with humanity through the suffering and pain of death. In the same way, God as 

Event is not a God of power and coercion, but, as Caputo explains, a God whose strength can 

 
23 Ibid.  

 
24 Ibid., 23-4. 
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only be found in the self-emptying of death, the ultimate un-deconstructable event of love.25 This 

sermon takes the primary narrative of the Christian faith and seeks to examine it with the new 

lens of Caputo’s “God as Event” and other notions from those in the realm of “Radical 

Theology.” The sermon demonstrates how constructed our understandings of Christ and Cross 

have become, as such understandings have simply been handed on to us without question or deep 

examination. This sermon hold the most potential for disruption as it makes the ultimate claim of 

God’s death in Christ’s crucifixion. It is the final sermon, a sermon without a clear heading, 

leaving the event unresolved and the disruption ongoing.  

Focus Groups 

In order to gauge the effectiveness of each sermon’s attempt to achieve the goals 

mentioned above, eight members of the First Baptist Church of Williams responded to the call 

for volunteers to take part in a “Preaching Reflection Group”26 which met each Sunday afternoon 

at 3:00 P.M. following the delivery of a sermon from the five-part series in that morning’s 

worship service. The dates for these sermons and focus group meetings were as follows:  

• September 15, 2019: “God as Disruption: The Call to Leave Comfort (Genesis 

12:1-3)” 

• September 22, 2019: “God as Disruption: The Call to Confront our Past (Exodus 

2:11-3:12)” 

• September 29, 2019: “God as Disruption: The Call Against the Expected (Luke 

1:26-38)” 

• October 6, 2019: “God as Disruption: The Call to Change (Acts 9:1-19a)” 

• October 13, 2019: “God as Disruption: The Call to Disrupt (Luke 23:44-48)” 

 

 
25 Caputo, Cross and Cosmos, 10-12. 

 
26 See Appendix C. 
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This group consisted of members from across the congregation of First Baptist of Williams, with 

the goal of achieving as much diversity as the congregation and the time constraints of the 

project would allow. This group met together each week in the church’s conference room for 

one-hour discussions, prompted by questions from me which assisted in connecting the sermon’s 

central theme to the broader topic of God and keeping the discussions on topic. Once the 

discussions began, I only offered questions for clarification and sought to remain outside of the 

conversation as much as possible in order to allow organic reflections to take place. Each session 

was recorded and transcribed for coding. The identities of those participating in the focus group 

are known only to those participating in the focus group and me. The group was reminded at the 

start of each session, prior to recording, to try to refrain from using names when engaging in 

conversation, as I would record those details in the field notes to help ensure confidentiality. 

Gathering and Analyzing Data  

Each focus group meeting was digitally recorded, and following each meeting the audio 

file was uploaded to the transcription service at www.rev.com for transcription. Each transcript 

was received within the week of its submission. These transcripts were then coded, paying 

careful attention to words, phrases, and thoughts that mention God—especially verbatim words 

or phrases from that morning’s sermon. The transcripts were also coded for what David Lose 

refers to as “self-evident truth”27 as members communicated their own theological perspectives. 

Using field notes taken during each session, the transcripts were also coded, paying careful 

attention to the expression of local theologies understood by each member and the way other 

members reacted to such descriptions and ideas. These codes were compiled using the NVivo 12 

 
27 David J. Lose, Preaching at the Crossroads: How the World—and Our Preaching—Is 

Changing (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 19. 

http://www.rev.com/
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software into nodes that were then used to organize the data into clearer groupings outlining the 

ways members of the focus group received each sermon and how each sermon developed in 

reaching the project goals.  

As the following chapter demonstrates, some members of the focus group were eager to 

discuss the difficulty of disruption, while others were anxious to question the faith they had been 

handed down. Each sermon was received with varying degrees of enthusiasm, while each sermon 

created space for members to see familiar stories, including their own, from new perspectives. 

On the whole, each sermon served the purpose of disrupting otherwise settled notions of God and 

created opportunities for participants to express their theology in ways they had not been able to 

express before.  
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CHAPTER 4 

ENGAGING THE DISRUPTION: THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION FROM PREACHING 

 Preaching as a source of theological engagement is not code for homiletical 

indoctrination. It is not the practice of reciting creeds or confessions in the wrappings of a 

sermon within the context of worship with the goal of instilling a belief in such doctrines and 

ideas in all those who might hear. Rather, in the context of the sermons of this project,1 

disruptive preaching is the practice of making room for inquiry, the event that calls creeds and 

confessions into question, the practice of creating space for deconstruction in the immediate 

context of worship and the wider contexts of the congregation and the community. In the focus 

groups which convened following each of the five sermons, the conversations among 

participants produced a rich amount of data. This chapter will examine that data by first outlining 

the larger trends found across the sermon series and all five focus group sessions, followed by an 

examination of how each sermon and subsequent focus group produced information regarding 

the theological engagement of the participants.  

Wider Trends 

 Throughout the focus group sessions, participants’ attentiveness to the sermons was 

evident. Often entire phrases from the sermons were repeated, including words and phrases that 

may have otherwise been unknown to the participants prior to this project. What is more, 

participants showed a genuine interest in the subject matter, in stating their own thoughts and 

perspectives while respectfully hearing the perspectives of others, and they showed an equal 

interest in discussing the beliefs and interpretations of the wider congregation as they understood 

 
1 Video recordings of these sermons are available on the YouTube channel of First Baptist 

Church of Williams: www.youtube.com/fbcwilliams.  

http://www.youtube.com/fbcwilliams
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them. For example, the oldest member of the focus group, John, a man in his mid-eighties and 

one of the more progressive leaders in the church began in the first session by stating, 

You know, I never thought about [God] being disruptive. But after that came out, then I 

got to thinking about it back in past experiences. And it can be very disruptive, and you 

don't realize this until you’re still following what God called you to do....It can be very 

disruptive but still you know that call is there. And you still follow it and it can be very 

disruptive. Not a bad disruptive because you feel like [what is] calling you is what you 

want to do, what God’s call is. But it can be very disruptive.2 

 

As demonstrated by John’s initial comments, participants in the group had picked up on key 

themes like disruption within the sermon, themes that would run throughout the series, and they 

began to process those themes and ideas out loud. John’s initial engagement with the notion of 

“God as disruption” demonstrates a theological flexibility, a willingness to engage with new 

language and ideas about God, making space for ideas and conversations about God that may not 

have been possible otherwise. John’s comments demonstrate an initial approach to what Caputo 

describes as the uncontainability of the event harbored in the name of God.3 

Hearing the Disruption 

 Generally speaking, the sermons in this series were successful in clearly communicating 

notions grounded in the radical theology of John Caputo without alienating a traditional Baptist 

congregation. Participants showed clear evidence that they had in fact heard some of the ideas 

from Caputo’s work carried in the sermons. Each focus group session began with the same 

 
2 John, from focus group session #1, 15 September 2019, transcript, First Baptist Church of 

Williams, 1-2. 

 
3 Caputo, Weakness of God, 2. 
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question: “What words, language, or ideas did you hear about God in the sermon this morning?”4 

After hearing the first sermon in the series, Mike, a deacon in the church in his mid-thirties, who 

was raised in the conservative tradition of the Church of Christ, was the first to engage with the 

notion of God as call,5 “[That is] something I had never heard before, God is the call. Something 

that was pretty unique and interesting. I had never heard that before.”6 Dave, a lifelong member 

of Williams in his late twenties and the youngest of the focus group participants, had also heard 

this same idea in the sermon, and it struck a chord with him:  

I remember writing that one down in my little notepad that I have: God is the call. I [had] 

never heard that before....We have to be ready for whatever that may be. If it is moving 

our entire family somewhere else, or just big radical changes and things like that. We 

need to be mindful that that may be required of us and that's ultimately a true test of faith, 

I guess.7 

 

 Throughout the series, participants demonstrated having listened and received theological 

language and ideas from the sermons. Laura, a married woman in her late twenties and a lifelong 

Christian with ties to Williams, articulated one of the deeper thoughts behind the second sermon 

in the series, which dealt with doubt and the disruption of confronting our past as a call toward 

the future:  

I was surprised that maybe we all…deal with the doubts in our minds that there's always 

somebody more qualified for us with better abilities because [Moses] said, "Who am I to 

go?" And we all say, well maybe not all of us, but it seems like a lot of people may 

 
4 Each Focus Group used the same seven questions to guide the conversations. For a full list 

of those questions, see Appendix B. 

 
5 John D. Caputo, What Would Jesus Deconstruct? The Good News of Postmodernism for the 

Church. The Church and Postmodern Culture. (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2007), 

58-62. 

 
6 Mike, 15 September, 1. 

 
7 Dave, 15 September, 1.  
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struggle including myself with thinking, “Oh there's somebody more ready in their 

spiritual walk with Christ to go or there's someone less sinful that could go, or qualified.” 

I was kind of taken back that maybe there's more than just me dealing with that.8 

 

Laura had heard of Moses’s own struggles within the sermon and made a connection with the 

character in the text and his interaction with God that she had not previously made. Later in the 

same sessions, Laura showed further evidence of hearing specific language in the sermon and 

adopting it to articulate her own thoughts about the text and subject of the sermon: 

I think sometimes when we're in the midst of those disruptions we forget his faithfulness 

and we try to fix it ourselves and we get distracted from him. Then that's when the fear 

comes back and we have to remember that he's delivered us in the past and he's going to 

deliver us in the future.9 

 

In these comments, Laura demonstrated her reception of the theological language of disruption, 

but she also demonstrated evidence of hearing a hint of Caputo’s notion of time in understanding 

the event as a “transforming moment that releases us from the grip of the present and opens up 

the future in a way that makes possible a new birth, a new beginning, a new invention of 

ourselves, even as it awakens dangerous memories.”10 

Telling the Disruption 

 Along with hearing specific language and ideas about theology across the five sermons, 

the participants in the focus group sessions also showed evidence of a growing awareness of 

their own theological beliefs and their understanding of scripture and the ability to articulate 

those beliefs and understandings within the context of the group. Nancy, a licensed minister and 

 
8 Laura, from focus group session #2, 22 September 2019, transcript, First Baptist Church of 

Williams, 4. 

 
9 Laura, 22 September, 11. 

 
10 Caputo, Weakness of God, 6. 
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lifelong member of Williams in her late thirties, heard the theological ideas expressed in the first 

sermon and applied them in reflecting on her own faith journey: 

I guess when I look back just at my faith journey and I see those moments where I was 

comfortable. It's easy to say that that was when God was moving because I felt 

comfortable. But actually, I really see God in those disruptions and so it really kind of 

changes my outlook on that term and the meaning. And the fear that I used to see it as, 

but it's a good thing. Because God was present.11 

 

As she described this feeling of fear and how it was transformed in an understanding of God as 

Disruption, Nancy was emotional, pausing to catch her words and wipe her eyes. Seeing past and 

present challenges to her comfort as the very presence of God seemed to help her understand that 

these events were actually God calling her further along. She was beginning to understand 

Caputo’s notion of the event as that which happens to us, something to which we must respond, 

while understanding we are not its source.12 

 After the third sermon of the series, Kenneth, the husband of Laura and the most recent 

member of Williams in the group, found a connection with his own life and experiences through 

the disruptive theological language of the sermon and the story of the Annunciation:  

I think, which obviously I am not in this position nor could I be, but I've tried to relate to 

Mary's perspective and to think about…the social perspective of what everybody else 

thinks about Mary in that context. And like, I just wonder if like even with having like 

Jesus inside, if she was angry with God that she was put into that situation. And I think 

about that myself and I'm like, I think I would have been. Because I let the world's view 

of me directly have an influence over....or things that people say about me. I think I'm 

still like... I don't know, I guess you'd call it weak in the faith. I don't know. But, like, I let 

the outer world have an impact on me, and I can only think and wonder what Mary 

thought in those moments where she literally knew what was happening but she couldn't 

 
11 Nancy, 15 September, 2.  

 
12 Caputo, Weakness of God, 4. 
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convince people otherwise and she had to deal with the repercussions of what was going 

on. I don't know, made me think about that.13 

 

Kenneth was able to make a connection outside of what one might consider the usual 

interpretation of the Annunciation. Instead of finding some wonderful, joyous mystery in Mary’s 

miraculous pregnancy, he chose to find a connection to the possibility of her anger and social 

rejection as a woman pregnant outside of marriage. Preaching the disruptive consequences of 

Mary’s pregnancy made room for Kenneth’s thoughts and gave him the language to articulate 

them.  

Naming what is Disrupted 

 Throughout the focus group sessions, participants made use of the theological language 

they heard to articulate their own beliefs and ideas and how the language of God as Disruption 

went so far as to give new meaning to their own past experiences. Furthermore, participants also 

acknowledged the ways in which this theological language gave them the opportunity to name 

the general theological perspectives of the church and the community, while also giving them the 

space and language to critique the local theology that emerged from these discussions.  

 Nancy has the most experience within the congregation and the broader community of 

Williams of any of the participants, and she frequently spoke to the ways in which the sermons’ 

use of disruption helped her to articulate what she perceived as the traditional theological 

perspectives of Williams and how they had shaped her: 

I grew up thinking that when I feel good and on track that I am a faithful Christian, a 

faithful follower. But I don't see it like that anymore because God is not just present when 

 
13 Kenneth, from focus group session #3, 29 September 2019, transcript, First Baptist Church 

of Williams, 3. 
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things are peachy keen. It's…God is in everything; I just had to learn to see it, if that 

makes sense.14 

 

Kate, a long-term member of the congregation in her late forties, echoed Nancy’s 

sentiment regarding this shift in perspective from the perceived local theology of Williams:  

Yes, it's easier for us to see I feel the same way. When it's puppy dogs and rainbows then 

it's harder to think, “why would God put me in this situation?” This negative—however 

you want to term it—how could these things happen? I tend to question more when it's a 

rougher situation or something like that. But [God is] there.15  

 

For both Nancy and Kate, to think of God as Disruption offered a contrasting insight to the 

locally held notion that God is comfort. This new perspective on the nature of God allowed them 

to think of God in the midst of challenge and grief, not as a potential deliverer or even the cause 

of such difficulties, but as a real presence entangled in the disruptive events themselves.   

 While the sermon series overall produced data indicating how participants heard 

theological language and concepts across all of the sermons, applied them to articulate their own 

theological ideas and beliefs, and in turn, saw such language as a helpful tool in examining the 

local theology of the congregation and wider community of Williams, the following section will 

examine each sermon and focus group session and the ways in which each sermon created space 

for theological engagement and reflection among the participants.  

Engaging Theological Reflection 

 This section will take each sermon in order, examining the ways participants within the 

focus group heard specific theological language, how that language helped them to articulate 

their own understandings, and how it enabled participants to enter into conversations with other 

 
14 Nancy, 15 September, 3. 

 
15 Kate, 15 September, 2. 
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participants in the group following each sermon. Furthermore, the ways in which each sermon 

gave language to the group to identify local or traditional interpretations of the biblical narratives 

will be examined, with special attention to how participants used such language to critique their 

traditional interpretations. Finally, in examining the fifth and final sermon of the series, special 

attention is given to the ways in which the “death of God” and “God as Event” are understood, 

particularly in light of the radical theology of Thomas J.J. Altizer16 and John Caputo.17 

Hearing the Call: The God Who Insists 

 The first sermon in the series is titled “God as Disruption: The Call to Leave Comfort,” 

with the call of Abram from Genesis 12:1-3 as the sermon’s text. The primary point of 

theological engagement in this sermon is Caputo’s notion of a God who does not exist, but a God 

who insists: “God does not exist; God calls. God does not subsist; God insists. God is not an 

absolute being but an unconditional call.”18 This sermon was to set the tone for the series and lay 

the foundation of language grounded in the idea of a God whose primary identification is found 

in the ways one experiences calling. Therefore, it was important to note how participants in the 

group heard this idea and reflected on its meaning for them and their community. 

 Right away, it was evident that a number of the participants heard this idea that God is 

the call. As stated earlier, Mike picked it up immediately: “[That is] something I had never heard 

before, God is the call. Something that was pretty unique and interesting. I had never heard that 

 
16 Thomas J. J. Altizer, and William Hamilton. Radical Theology and the Death of God 

(Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1966), 95ff. 

 
17 Caputo, Weakness of God, 2ff. 

 
18 Caputo, Cross and Cosmos, 3. 



55 

 

 
 

before.”19 Mike’s initial comments highlighting how he had never heard God described in such a 

way initiated a conversation that lasted for some time among the participants regarding the 

identity of God as the call. Carey was the first in the conversation to make the connection of God 

as call with the broader theological idea of the sermon series of God as Disruption:  

I know you said disruptive several times. Y'all are saying God is the call and the call is 

disruptive. It doesn't matter where we are, what we're doing. When we are most 

comfortable is when that [the call and/or disruption] often times happens. So, our comfort 

is not God’s major concern. It's maybe the level of faith we have in the call.20 

 

It was clear this notion resonated with Carey, as she discussed it throughout the focus group 

session, using the very language from the sermon to help her articulate her own understanding of 

God’s insistent calling: 

I know we said God calls but our response to the call. When you think [like] you said, we 

can follow, ignore, or reject and I can think of times when I did all of those things. You 

notice being thankful that God does not walk away when we reject. That he continues to 

call us through the whole thing. No matter which of those options we choose God 

continues to call us.21 

 

Participants were hearing this way of thinking about God as the call and finding the idea helpful 

in understanding the way in which God has been at work in their own lives. 

 For Kate, she now had a theological vocabulary to describe her lifelong experiences 

within the Williams community. The hospitality and kindness with which members of the 

congregation served the community was not an attribute of God or God’s calling to the church. 

Kate now understood it as God’s presence within the community:  

 
19 Mike, 15 September, 1. 

 
20 Carey, 15 September, 1. 

 
21 Ibid, 5. 
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I knew one thing growing up here that always hit me is how we take care of everybody. I 

mean, not just our community, but those communities that surround us. We've always 

reached out. We've always, you know, if there was a problem or a need, we handled it. 

We went together as a group, as a church and we did whatever needed to be done. And it 

didn't matter what it was. It didn't matter who it was. I now see that as God’s presence in 

us.22 

 

 The conversation in the first focus group demonstrated how participants heard very 

specific ideas communicated through the sermon and how those participants used those ideas to 

make connections with their own beliefs and experiences. Participants also applied those ideas in 

understanding the local theology of the broader congregation, applying the idea of God as Call to 

the benevolent nature of the congregation. These trends continued into the second session of the 

focus group. 

Confronting the Call: Revisiting the Disruptive Event 

 The second sermon in the series is titled “God as Disruption: The Call to Confront Our 

Pasts,” with the call of Moses from Exodus 2:11-3:12 serving as the sermon’s text. The theme 

from the previous sermon, “God as the call,” was carried into this sermon, while also introducing 

the idea of Caputo’s “God as event.”23 The sermon examined Moses’s call in light of an event 

from his past, the murdering of an Egyptian. Caputo’s “God as event” served as a way of 

understanding God’s call arriving to disrupt one’s reconciliation with past trauma. In the focus 

group session following this sermon, participants showed further evidence of hearing the 

overarching themes of disruption and calling, using that language to dig deeper into their own 

 
22 Kate, 15 September, 10. 

 
23 Caputo, Weakness of God, 2-11. 
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experiences and beliefs, and further identified ways such language helps to understand the local 

theology of the wider congregation at Williams.  

 One of the most repeated themes running through the conversations of this focus group 

session was fear, fear and how God’s presence can be disruptive through fear. Dave was first to 

comment on this idea of fear and God’s insistent call in spite of fear: “When we confront our 

past it will be sometimes fearful, and even through the fearful moments God's still going to be 

right there by your side.”24 Dave was using language from the sermon to express the idea of fear 

as a revisiting of our past failures and God’s presence harbored in such events. 

 Kate carried on the theme of disruption in her observations from the sermon, employing 

theological language she heard to articulate her own perspective:  

Disruption causes us to confront our sins and what we've done. Even though God calls 

us to that, it's also [like] he's given us that reminder that, “hey, yeah this is 

uncomfortable [but] he's with us through it.” You've got the disruption or the 

uncomfortable things that we have to deal with but you're not alone in that. I'm here with 

you, and I think that's one of the main things I got [from the sermon].25 

 

 What was most striking from this session, however, was how the theological language 

and ideas communicated through the sermon opened up reflection on the traditional 

interpretations of Moses’s story and the ways in which the community has interpreted ideas 

surrounding past sins. This sort of examination is most evident in a conversation between Laura 

and Kenneth. Laura began:  

I guess I kind of overlooked the sin of Moses’s past. I mean, murder and he tried to hide 

it…that is the worst of the worst sins. “These people who follow that lifestyle” [Laura 

was using air quotes here while miming the words, “the Gays”] we look down upon so 

 
24 Dave, 22 September, 1. 

 
25 Kate, 22 September, 3.  
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badly, but yet God was able to use this horrible person (that we would view in today's 

terms) to do something so grand for God's kingdom.26 

 

Here, Laura was referring to the ways in which members of the LGBTQ community have 

traditionally been viewed by the broader community at Williams and making the connection of 

their perceived sinful “lifestyle” with Moses’s very obvious sin of murder, critiquing the 

community’s views concerning LGBTQ persons as sinful.  

 Kenneth, Laura’s husband, articulates his own understanding of redemption in light of 

Moses’s disruption and how traditional interpretations of the New Testament may lead to 

believers rushing past the disruptive truths found in stories like those of Moses’s call and his 

confrontation with his past sins and how taking these stories to heart can help believers attain a 

deeper sense of empathy with those in their communities: 

I think it's such a huge contrast from what we traditionally think of in the New Testament 

with Jesus and how everything gets washed away and stuff like that. Then it's this brand 

new and we're believers in things—followers and believers and that kind of stuff—have 

been made new…it makes me think that if we try to forget or completely toss that aside, 

out of our minds, and start living forward how do we reach people who do have problems 

if we can't relate to them anymore? I think it's powerful to know that we've been through 

something and we've experienced this redemption arc, for lack of a better word. If we 

never think about that or never remember that, how are we going to help those if we can't 

relate to the positions that they're in anymore?27 

 

Kenneth’s comments succinctly demonstrate the ways this sermon communicated a theological 

notion that made room for personal reflection and the naming and critique of a local theology. 

 

 

 
26 Laura, 22 September, 4. 

 
27 Kenneth, 22 September, 4. 
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A Surprising Call: Unexpected Disruption 

 The third sermon in the series is titled “God as Disruption: The Call Against the 

Expected,” with the narrative of the Annunciation in Luke 1:26-38 serving as the sermon’s text. 

In this sermon, Caputo’s notions concerning the event and time were explored,28 citing how 

God’s disruption is an event not marked by time, but one in which time is opened for the one 

upon whom the event happens, and in the unknowability of its arrival such an event can bring 

with it the possibility of evil, or in the case of Mary and the Annunciation, the possibility of 

danger and the disruption of lifelong expectations.  

 Since this was the third session of the group, conversation had become easier, with 

participants picking up on themes in the sermon and bringing their thoughts with them, ready to 

engage in the conversation with the group. Dave was the first to speak and immediately brought 

hints of Caputo’s notion of time and its unknowing to the forefront of the discussion: 

One of the things I wrote down is something I've probably mentioned before…we may 

have these expectations: “Well, I'm going on a mission trip” or “I'm going to do this,” 

and we expect it to be [one] way, but God may turn it to a totally different thing and turn 

our expectations on their head[s]. That's not a bad thing. I think it's actually really a 

beautiful thing, because it allows us to really remove ourselves from the situation and see 

what God really has planned for us. And sometimes that is not at all what we think it's 

supposed to be. It's also us thinking about it. Our poor little finite minds trying to conquer 

and understand something that's infinite, and it can't happen.29 

 

It was this very notion of God’s nature as event, as disruption, bringing with it possibilities of 

discomfort and subverted expectations, that I had hoped to communicate with this particular 

sermon. From Dave’s initial comments and the continued conversation around the idea of God’s 

 
28 Caputo, Weakness of God, 4-6. 

 
29 Dave, 29 September, 1. 
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arrival as a sort of “unknown,” it was clear that this theme was heard by the participants and that 

it brought a sort of energy to a story that was well-worn and comfortable. Even the timing of the 

sermon itself (a sermon on a traditionally Advent text given at the end of September) served as 

an example of this disruptive understanding of time and God as event in time.  

 Laura even picked up this idea and described how it had affected her hearing and 

interpreting of this familiar story: 

I think we've just had Christmas carol Mary for so long that we've never stopped to 

remember that shame that I'm sure she felt. And what if you shift from what she thought 

her life was going to be like, and then for her to just say “Here I am.”30 

 

Laura was able to hear this familiar story with a renewed attention, illustrating how these texts 

are events themselves, never fully arriving at everything they have for us as they happen to us, as 

they call us. They are not stories to examine and interpret, but rather stories that examine and 

interpret us.  

 When these texts, these events, examine us, they also bring into light the ways in which 

we have understood our communities. In this third session, Carey’s response to the sermon and 

Mary’s story revealed something I had not known about Carey: she became pregnant with her 

first child prior to her marriage to her husband. Living in a very traditional, rural, Southern 

community, she felt ostracized and cut off from her faith. She reflected on her own interpretation 

of her situation and how her understanding of the community’s theology shaped her 

understanding then, against how the sermon helped to shape a different, more gracious 

understanding now: 

I guess through the whole sermon it just [presented] a lot of different, I guess, 

perspectives or angles…I mean even someone who got pregnant out of wedlock, going to 

 
30 Laura, 29 September, 6. 
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sit down and tell my grandparents. I mean, I just remember that being such a petrifying 

time in my life and just there's no more humble way that God could have come into this 

world. I mean, there's no more humble way.…And I'm just amazed at Mary's response, 

because I thought my sin was so big, because it was obvious. You know what I mean? It's 

very recognizable. I guess kind of like the Scarlet Letter, you know. But that's something 

you wear, you know what I mean? And so you can't hide it. Not for very long. And so I 

think I just thought my sin was so big, maybe I wasn't worthy of being chosen, and I 

know personally in my life I definitely turned away from God, I think because I just was 

[she had to pause to clear her throat here as she was becoming emotional] my 

expectations weren't met and I guess I thought my expectations that God had for my 

weren't met, if that makes sense….So that just brought so much shame, but Mary's 

response that just she says “I'm here.” I'm like, how is that... why didn't I do that, Mary? 

Like, just to be able to say okay, this is it. And I understand that Mary's situation was 

very different from mine, but just that no matter what happens, no matter how big we 

think our sin is, that God can use that for good.31  

 

Carey’s engagement with Mary’s story, preached in such a disruptive way, gave her the freedom 

to revisit what had once been something she understood as shameful and name it as an event 

which harbored the grace of God for her.  

 When Nancy heard Carey’s story, she was clearly surprised: Nancy and Carey have 

known each other their entire lives, yet Nancy was unaware of the nature of Carey’s first 

pregnancy, something not surprising given the culture of the community. Nancy, however, 

offered her interpretation of Carey’s story. Nancy could no longer see Carey’s pregnancy out of 

wedlock as a sin, but as an event harboring the presence of God: 

It goes back to [Carey’s] personal story. I didn't agree with the word sin as you described 

it, because I don't see that as a sin. It was a scandal, of course…it was for [the 

community], but a sin? No. Was there something great that came from that? Of course! 

We should be asking, “Where's God in this?”32 

 

 
31 Carey, 29 September, 5-6. 

 
32 Nancy, 29 September, 12. 
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The conversation, provoked by a sermon offering a disruptive interpretation of a familiar story, 

made room for honest, gracious, and genuine conversations about God and the way community 

can transmit its own theology to us in subtle ways, like judging a pregnant young woman. This 

project was proving its own disruptive power as these focus group sessions continued. 

A Transforming Call: Responding to the Disruption 

 The penultimate sermon in the series is titled, “God as Disruption: The Call to Change,” 

using the conversion story of Saul/Paul of Tarsus as it is told in Acts 9:1-9a. In this sermon, I 

explored Caputo’s explanation of events happening to us, rather than events being solely the 

creation of our actions and how this event never fully arrives but is always unfolding.33 Again, 

Carey was the first to respond to this notion of God as the event that never fully arrives but is 

always calling:  

I think he said this one that, "God is always just beyond the horizon of our certainty." I 

like that because, like you are saying, I feel like I got it, but then no there is still more to 

go, there's still farther to go. I think that's just one thing that's just really awesome and 

powerful about God is that, there's always a journey, there is always further for us to go, 

we're never there, we've never arrived.34 

 

Carey not only quoted directly from the sermon, but was able to articulate what the sermon’s 

words meant for her and her understanding of God and her experiences. Caputo’s theological 

influences on the sermon were being communicated in such a way that she was able to put them 

in her own words and apply them to her own life. 

  Later in the session, a conversation began about the ways in which churches change, the 

ways Williams has changed, particularly regarding how preachers preached. When someone 

 
33 Caputo, Weakness of God, 2-4.  

 
34 Carey, 6 October, (emphasis mine), 3.  
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mentioned their belief that things change but God does not, John offered his own understanding 

of God and the ways in which God does change, never fully arriving at what we might think of 

as an unchanging God:  

You know we talked, and hear this before I go any further: God's theme is truth from the 

first bat. But to me God has changed. God's changed sometimes. You know back in the 

Old Testament, you know the Hebrew people they didn't have a king, they had God. But 

then they got to wanting to be like their neighbors, and they wanted to have a king, well, 

God let them have a king. And that king was, he would happen to have a name Saul 

also, but, that … was not God's original plan. But his people, said give us a king. He 

gave them a king, and there was one time that God got frustrated with some folks, and 

he was going to kill them all and start over another generation. Moses said, I'm going to 

paraphrase it now for sure, he said, "hold on God."35 

 

John was able to articulate this understanding of God as disruption, as an event that never fully 

arrives and is always unfolding, changing, and sometimes changing due to our response of the 

call. 

 The local theology that began to emerge from the focus group in response to this sermon 

was a bit surprising. In the sermon, I referred to my own sort of conversion regarding my 

acceptance to women being called by God to preach. Williams has a reputation among other 

Baptists in the area as “that church with the women deacons,” so conversation in the group 

gravitated towards this disruption in the church’s history, when they ordained the first two 

women who served as deacons in the church. Kate was able to reflect on her experiences living 

through that era of the church’s history and how hearing of three different versions of Paul’s 

story helped her to understand the nuances of biblical interpretation: 

I can remember when we as a church and a community lived through that [the ordination 

of women to the deaconate], and…hearing that there are three versions [of Paul’s 

conversion], I think sometimes we focus on the religion, the traditions, what we've been 

 
35 John, 6 October, 11. 
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taught, and that gets so ingrained in us that we are just hearing this and we're not delving 

deeper into the Bible and we’re not listening to those outside folks, and we kind of forget 

about the faith of it.36 

 

For Kate and others in the group, it was disruptive to simply hear that the Bible held different 

accounts of a story with which they were so familiar. They were so familiar with the story, in 

fact, they had added details that were not present in the biblical narrative, like Paul’s fall from a 

horse (there is no mention of a horse in any version of Paul’s conversion narrative). Simply 

preaching a story from a different perspective, paying attention to the actual details in the text, 

created a disruption for members of the group in examining their own local theology.  

For Nancy, the disruption occurring for her dealt primarily with the way she now 

understood members of her church and community, people with whom she had spent her entire 

life. Nancy had recently witnessed the ways political and ideological differences had so deeply 

divided people in the community and how those divisions had brought out very negative 

emotions and antagonistic behaviors from particular members of the community. As she 

reflected on the disruption of Paul in the text and the sermon upon the group, she remarked 

concerning those in the community who had been acting negatively towards the congregation 

and its more progressive positions: “At some point you'd rather go to hell than spend heaven 

with some of these people that, label themselves as God fearing people.”37 Though her comment 

may have been a bit sarcastic, the very notion that she had the thought and felt comfortable 

 
36 Kate, 6 October, 5. 

 
37 Nancy, 6 October, 10. 
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enough to say it aloud in the focus group session indicates a disruption occurring in her own 

reflections concerning her community and its general, theological positions.  

The Call to Die: The Death of God as the Ultimate Disruption 

 The final sermon in this series was presented as the culmination of the four previous 

sermons, an attempt to bring what I view as perhaps the most disruptive notion of radical 

theology: the death of God.38 The sermon is titled, “God as Disruption: The Call to Disrupt,” 

with the crucifixion of Jesus from Luke 23:13-49 serving as the text and beginning of the 

disruption. The focus group session following this sermon produced rich conversation and 

information reflecting how disruptive the notion of God’s death was for the participants. 

 After asking the prompting question, “What sort of theology did you hear communicated 

in the text or the sermon?”39 Kenneth offered his reflections, which began a deep conversation 

concerning the nature of God and atonement. Kenneth offered:  

I think it's the cap to everything that leads up to the entire Bible, all the stories and even 

the highs and lows, you see it all boiled down to the same core principal, which is just 

love, him abandoning everything physical manifestation and saying, I'm here to die for 

you and this is the debt. I think that's the best way I can summarize it period per the entire 

thing, it's just all about that.40 

 

 
38 While this phrase is perhaps most directly connected with Thomas J.J. Altizer, I also used 

Moltmann’s The Crucified God (1993) in the exegetical work for this sermon. However, 

Caputo’s interpretation of the cross from Cross and Cosmos (2019) shaped the primary 

understanding of Christ’s death in this sermon, rejecting the notions that Christ’s death was an 

economy for salvation, a trick on the powerful, or a docetic illusion.  

 
39 See Appendix B. 

 
40 Kenneth, 13 October, (emphasis mine), 8. 
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Kenneth had heard this theological notion that God had abandoned everything in this act of death 

on the cross. He was making the linguistic and theological connection between Christ’s death 

and God’s death, finding the two to be one in the same. However, Caputo’s claim of the event as 

being ultimately untranslatable41 comes through in how the group wrestled to fully articulate 

what God’s death means for them. John reflected on this idea captured in words from the 

sermon: “believe I heard you say that God would show us how to live by dying? That's a terrible 

price to pay to show somebody something.”42 Carey responded to John’s comment with a 

question: “Would it have gotten our attention any other way?”43 Carey’s questioning of John 

caused him to pause and reflect before answering, “If they had wanted to turn a murderer loose 

for a man who healed them, you're right: it takes something, and some of us who’ve had it [the 

capture of our attention], it didn't show us a whole lot.”44 John and Carey’s conversation revealed 

John’s own wrestling with the concept of God’s death in Christ while also hinting at his own 

understanding of how the wider community receives this “good news” of God’s death in Christ 

and how this news has shaped their convictions. 

 Towards the end of this final session, Carey offered a summary of her feelings from this 

sermon and the series as a whole:  

I know we've been talking a lot about disruptions, and I mentioned…the cross is 

disruptive, but maybe it's not so much the cross. Maybe it's love that's disruptive. Maybe 

it's the love of God, the call of God, that's the disruption. When you come across that, if 

 
41 Caputo, Weakness of God, 3. 

 
42 John, 13 October, 8.  

 
43 Carey, 13 October, 8. 

 
44 John, 13 October, 8. 
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it's genuine, life's going to change, and we need to think about that in our interactions 

with people. How many times [am I] choosing to love instead of choosing to condemn? 

Choosing to love is often times more disruptive and brings more attention and is the 

harder road. It would be very easy to go the other way. I guess over these few weeks, just 

that word disruptive really struck me personally, but it's not a bad word. It's not a bad 

word. All those negative things we've always thought about that word, that's not 

necessarily the case. I think it's disruptive because it's not the norm. It's not maybe what 

everybody else would do but maybe that disruption can point us to the right thing to do.45 

 

Carey has clearly received the theological thrust of this sermon and the sermons throughout this 

series and made direct, personal connections with the overarching theme of disruption and God 

as disruption. As Carey articulates, God as disruption—seen ultimately in God’s death in Christ 

upon the cross—is an event always unfolding upon us, never a settled, done idea that forms the 

basis of an economic transaction, but a call that lures us onward and reveals more about the call, 

the one who is being called, and the one(s) towards whom he or she is being called.  

Poking God with a Stick: How a Dying God Calls us to Live 

 Since the final sermon of the series dealt with the death of God in Christ’s crucifixion, I 

wanted to spend some time engaging the participants of the focus group in a discussion 

specifically on this notion. Just before ending the final session, I asked the group, “One final 

question specific to just this sermon and text. You heard me say ‘death of God.’ What does that 

phrase mean to you? Metaphysically, spiritually, otherwise, what does that mean?”46 It was my 

intention to measure just how this disruptive theological idea registered with the participants. As 

was usual throughout these sessions, Carey’s offering of her perspective prompted responses 

from others in the group. Carey said,  

 
45 Carey, 13 October (emphasis mine), 9. 

 
46 Facilitator, 13 October, 12.  
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I've never separated death of God from resurrection. I've never separated the two. We 

were talking that Jesus knew the whole time this was going to happen, in the back of my 

mind I'm thinking Jesus knew the whole time he was going to be resurrected, so I almost 

want just to skip over that. It's so uncomfortable because it's so beyond my 

understanding. I'm sure everyone in this room has experienced death and just over the 

past few years I've experienced death more being around actual (I'm not trying to be 

weird but) a body, you know what I mean? Not being there, the absence of spirit, you 

know what I mean? Just someone being gone, and I have never ever thought about the 

death of God like that so that is still something I really can't wrap my brain around.47 

 

Kenneth also offered his understanding of what it means for God to die in Christ’s death:  

Where do we go from here? When you really think about it, it makes the resurrection that 

much more powerful. It's not like we didn't already know the awe and amazement of 

God. In that moment, it's almost as if you can truly see he can overcome everything. 

What do we consider the most finite thing in life? It's death and to know that he overcame 

that. I don't know. I think that creates a real powerful vision of him just dying, and like 

Casey's saying, we think about that and see what that means. It's literally the end, there's 

nothing else. To know that, to think about it that way, and to know that he overcame that, 

it just speaks.48 

 

While both Kenneth and Carey would not necessarily agree with Caputo or Altizer and their 

ultimate understanding of the death of God, the reality that they were able to hear and engage 

with the idea illustrates an openness to theological reflection and, ultimately, how preaching may 

actually serve as a point of theological engagement for members of a traditional congregation.  

 The final words for the final session were from Kate, words that summarize well the crux 

of the final sermon and the series as a whole: “I look at the cross for so much hate, and those 

people that were sitting there hollering and screaming—it's pure hate, and this [the death of 

Christ] is act of love.”49 God as disruption overturns comfort with traditional interpretations 

 
47 Carey, 13 October (emphasis mine), 12. 

 
48 Kenneth, 13 October, 13. 

 
49 Kate, 13 October, 13. 
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taken for granted by so many who occupy the pews of traditional congregations. God’s ultimate 

disrupting act of death harbors the event of God’s eternal love.  
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CHAPTER 5 

IN THE WAKE OF THE DISRUPTION: CARRYING ON THE EVENT 

 In Preaching after God, Phil Snider poses the question concerning the contemporary 

pulpit: “If ‘God only becomes real through our actions,’ as progressives are prone to say—if 

human beings are the ones responsible for making their prayers come true—then what role does 

discourse about God’s activity and agency have in progressive sermons, if any at all?”1 This very 

question prompted the project outlined in this thesis. While the congregation at the First Baptist 

Church of Williams would not self-identify as progressive, as a minister and preacher, I do. 

Therefore, this project was designed to measure the effectiveness of sermons in communicating 

theology to a congregation, how the communication of that theology engaged members of the 

congregation in serious theological reflection of their own beliefs and the local theology of the 

congregation. As discussed in the previous chapter, the data from the focus groups that followed 

after each sermon produced evidence that these three goals were reached, and in the process, 

participants discovered a sense of safety in articulating their own beliefs and their reflections and 

criticisms of the local theology of the community and congregation. Throughout the project, I 

discovered a number of things related to the eagerness of the participants to engage in 

theological reflection. This chapter will discuss how the project engaged participants in 

theological reflection and discuss future possibilities for further study. 

 

 

 

 
1 Snider, Preaching after God, 4. 
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Conclusions from the Disruption 

 Throughout the focus groups’ sessions, participants clearly communicated how they had 

heard the theology presented in the sermons. Their reception of such theological ideas was 

evident in how the participants used exact words or phrases in their explanation of what they 

heard in the sermons. For example, from the very first session, Dave began using the specific 

term “disruption” to speak of God’s activity in the world and in his own life: 

The word disruption…if the disruption happens there's mass chaos that ensues but that 

whole system, that whole mindset, will shift to another steady state. So I think it's kind of 

a way that God pushes us in a direction, we get there and we're happy, we're going to 

church every day, we're doing what we think we're supposed to do and then God throws 

in a disruption.2 

 

The theme of “God as Disruption” was key to the entire sermon series, as it was my homiletical 

interpretation of Caputo’s “God as Event.” The participants not only borrowed the language in 

answering the guiding questions, but the ideas permeated their own reflections:  

But even through disruption too…I'll find [in] times when a disruption does happen, my 

first instinct is not to go to God. It's for me to try to self-correct that action, and it's a 

constant spiral until eventually you reach a point to where you…just know you can't 

control the outcome of something. You literally reach your capacity to do so, and then 

you turn to God and you think about, well if I had taken a step back at a certain moment 

in some of those prior disruptions where—it's honestly probably right at the very 

beginning that you should’ve went to God and thought about him. Put [Abram] in that 

scenario and think, how is [God] influencing this? Or what do I need to go to him for?3 

 

Disruption became a word used throughout by each participant of the focus group, growing in 

frequency with each session. This shows the effectiveness of sermons to communicate very 

specific ideas about theology, to communicate those ideas without being indoctrinating, allowing 

 
2 Dave, 15 September, 3-4. 

 
3 Kenneth, 15 September, (emphasis mine) 4-5. 
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the congregation to receive the words and ideas so that they may find them useful in articulating 

their own experiences and beliefs about God. This way of giving language and theological 

“handles” for the congregation to use shows that traditional congregations are both capable and 

willing to hear theologically disruptive language from the pulpit. 

 The second goal of this project involves examining how congregations can use the 

theological language they receive to articulate their own beliefs concerning God. Participants 

used the theology presented in each sermon as a way of approaching issues in their own lives, 

applying the language and theology to their previous understanding. Carey demonstrated this 

many times throughout the focus group sessions: 

God doesn't enable us. You think about any time, let's say you have an addict in the 

family, it could be anything. I mean what do I want to do, do I want to love them and act 

like everything is okay? We just want to enable it. God doesn't do that. God makes us to 

look at what's happened and doesn't allow that enabling part. Does that make sense? 

Another thought on that is I think you said God is a way when there is no way. Even 

when we're in somewhere very dark, when we can see no other way out, God uses that as 

an opportunity.4  

 

Throughout the project, participants in the focus group not only demonstrated how the language 

and theology of the sermons helped them to articulate their own beliefs, but with each focus 

group session, it became clear that the participants wanted to express their own thoughts and 

ideas. They looked forward to each session, often arriving early, wanting to discuss the sermon 

“off the record,” and continued discussions after the allotted focus group time and in Sunday 

school classes, showing not only that sermons can provoke theological engagement among 

members of a traditional congregation, but that those members are eager to participate in such 

engagement.  

 
4 Carey, 22 September, 11. 
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 A final goal of this project involves examining how theologically disruptive preaching 

brings a local theology to the surface of a congregation’s observations. As Baptists, the 

congregation at Williams has no formal creed, no widely-held statement of faith, and while the 

constitution and by-laws of the congregation include the Baptist Faith and Message (1963), one 

would be hard-pressed to find a member of the congregation who could summarize that 

statement. Therefore, if a preacher is going to attempt to preach theologically, he or she will 

inevitably expose contradictions, short-comings, and blind spots in the congregation’s local 

theology. This homiletical act of exposure can certainly be a disruption, one that can lead to 

division at its worst or critical reflection, growth, and engagement at its best. Among the 

participants of the focus group, the latter held to be true. Here again, Carey articulates this well, 

especially as someone who has lived most of her life in the community: 

I think we can almost become desensitized to things that we hear the same way over and 

over and over. Just the images that we've always seen of Jesus on the cross, I think that 

was just very different in the language that was used to describe it [in the sermon] this 

morning. The images that came into my head this morning were very different, and I 

think that definitely made [me] feel some different emotions than what we're used to, 

because it's not presented in the same way. Even if you read John 3:16, there are certain 

images that come into your head with that we're just so used to that it's almost a routine in 

our head, but it's like we've almost taken the emotion out of it once you get down to the 

basics of what really happened and go step by step, it does look different.5 

 

As evidenced by Carey’s comments and the broader discussion of the focus group throughout the 

five sessions, disruptive preaching, whether intentionally disruptive or merely exposing a 

congregation to a new idea or way of thinking about old ideas, can lead to critical reflection of 

the local theology of a congregation and the wider community. Preaching has the potential to 

 
5 Carey, 13 October, 1. 
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poke the congregation’s image of God with a proverbial stick, seeing if God is truly dead or if 

there is still some life in the Corpus Christi.  

Possibilities for Further Disruption 

 In the current context of the broader Church, particularly among those that have at one 

time or another identified as evangelical, deconstruction is a popular term describing the personal 

journey of questioning the theology of one’s upbringing while interacting with new ways of 

thinking, even ways outside of traditional Christianity. While this project sought to examine how 

radical theology might be used as a disruptive element in preaching to engage in theological 

reflection that could possibly lead to deconstruction, the work of using homiletics in creating 

safe places within congregations for personal deconstruction is sparse. While there are a number 

of publications referencing postmodern theology, postmodern culture, or even deconstruction as 

the subject of preaching,6 there are few that speak to the notion of preaching as deconstruction, 

preaching that blazes a trail for the practice of deconstruction. Phil Snider’s Preaching After God 

comes close, and Snider is presently working on a volume of sermons that engage in this sort of 

deconstructive work.7 Exploring the ways sermons function to create these sort of spaces and 

 
6 Five volumes were influential in the genesis of the project outlined in this thesis: David J. 

Lose. Confessing Jesus Christ: Preaching in a Postmodern World. (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 2003); David J. Lose, Preaching at the Crossroads: How the World-and Our 

Preaching-Is Changing. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2013); John S. McClure. Other-Wise 

Preaching: A Postmodern Ethic for Homiletics. (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2001); Robert M. 

Price. Preaching Deconstruction. (Raleigh, NC: Mindvendor, 2013); Phil Snider. Preaching 

After God: Derrida, Caputo, and the Language of Postmodern Homiletics. (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 

Stock Pub, 2012). 

 
7 The sermons from this project have been submitted for this upcoming volume.  
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opportunities for deconstruction is fertile ground and the sort of exploration that may be 

necessary to breathe new life into the ancient practice of preaching.  

 Expanding the scope of this particular project has the potential to transform the 

congregation of Williams. After meeting with eight members over five weeks and observing the 

depth of their engagement with theology, their reflection upon their own beliefs, and their 

perspectives on the local theology of the broader congregation, a longer, more intentional series 

of sermons with feedback sessions open to the entire congregation has the potential to reveal a 

great deal about the congregation’s convictions and open the way to new theological exploration. 

Of course, this sort of experiment in deconstruction could be have disastrous consequences, 

possibly leading to division, regression, or even congregational death, but this risk is at the heart 

of Caputo’s notion of God as Event: “an event can result in a disintegrating destabilization and a 

diminished recontextualization just as well as it can create an opening to the future. Nothing 

guarantees the success of the event.…Every promise is also a threat, and the event to come can 

be either for better or worse.”8 Further exploration in any congregation is worth the risk.  

 A further point of investigation could be made regarding how disruptive preaching 

translates into action. One may argue, after all, that preaching ought to be about more than 

getting people thinking and talking. If preaching should be a call to action, a call to respond to 

injustice, a call to faith or evangelism, then finding ways to measure how disruptive preaching 

affects these sorts of actions would be of great interest to any preacher seeking to disrupt his or 

her congregation with such sermons. It is of some interest to note that most of the work being 

done in contemporary homiletics focuses on crafting and delivering the sermon far more than the 

 
8 Caputo, Weakness of God, 5. 
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content or effect of the sermon.9 Further research regarding the theological work of preaching 

and how preaching creates practical disruptions within a congregation and community would be 

a welcome addition to the breadth of published offerings regarding the process and craft of the 

sermon itself.  

A Ministry of Disruption 

 This project affected me and my ministry as much, if not more, than it affected those who 

participated in the focus group sessions. The effects of this project will be felt in my life and 

work for years to come.  

Disrupting the Preacher 

 As a preacher entering the third decade of the twenty-first century, halfway through the 

fourth decade of my own life, this project gives me hope that the Church is not quite done with 

preaching, and the members of our contemporary congregations are still listening to those of us 

who preach. There is the temptation to lament the present situation of the pulpit between those 

with their hearts and ears tuned for skepticism and those with hearts and ear tuned for what they 

may too easily call heresy, yet this project has shown me that many members of our 

congregations are theologically tougher than we may be led to believe.  

 
9 For example, the latest of edition of Tom Long’s textbook on preaching is overwhelmingly 

focused on forming the sermon and delivery. Even the expanded sections deal with practical 

questions of delivery and style. Theological issues as subjects of the sermon and the impact of 

the sermon are taken almost as given or territory left to the reader’s discretion. Thomas G. Long, 

The Witness of Preaching, Third Edition (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press), 2016. 

Some of the most recent publications from widely recognized homileticians are concerned with 

either treatment of the biblical text or the crafting of the sermon: see Anna Carter Florence. 

Rehearsing Scripture: Discovering God’s Word in Community (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans), 

2018. 
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 I was encouraged throughout the project by how each member of the focus group was 

engaged in the conversations, how they had clearly heard what was communicated from the 

pulpit, and how they were willing to engage what they heard, even if it was contrary to what they 

had heard from other preachers in other pulpits. I was prepared to face silent responses to 

prompting questions or combative push back to the theological ideas presented in the sermons. 

However, I was surprised by the honesty of the participants and their willingness to admit doubt, 

questions, and uncertainty. Their honesty, coupled with their eagerness to discuss deeper ideas 

about the nature of God, freed me to bring deeper theology into sermons following the project 

without the fear of aiming too high or being too obscure for the congregation to hear what the 

sermon was saying.  

 In my preaching since the project, I have sought to gather casual, theological reflections 

from members of the focus group and others from the congregation as a means to gauge the 

effectiveness of the sermons in communicating theology. I have also used a similar approach 

with a small group that I host in my home every other Sunday. I often use the text from that 

morning’s sermon and some prompting questions to measure how the sermon communicated 

certain ideas and how those in the small group see those ideas put into practice. I have 

discovered that many members are wanting to know more about why they believe what they have 

always believed and are willing to question what they have been handed down in order to 

discover a deeper, richer theology as a reflection of a deeper, richer relationship with God.  

Disrupting the Congregation at Williams 

 Since the First Baptist Church of Williams is a traditional, established congregation with 

over 160 years of history, many members assume that the theological identity of the 

congregation is certain and widely understood. As with many congregations, however, this is not 
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reality, especially given the drastic cultural shifts in the last decade. The disruptive preaching 

practiced in this project proved successful in engaging focus group participants in theological 

reflection. By continuing similar practices with a small group of young adults, the continued 

disruption has contributed to the deeper theological reflection among members of that small 

group. There are, however, those in the congregation for whom disruption is not a welcome guest 

in the “House of the Lord.”  

 As the culture and political climate of the community has become more openly and 

aggressively conservative, presenting contrary theological ideas for engagement or making room 

for doubt and uncertainty can create anxiety for those who wish for the congregation to be a safe 

place of historical consistency. The pulpit can seem at times like the last place to offer new ideas 

and provocative calls to reflection. This project has laid the foundation for future disruption, for 

future provocation without inviting direct conflict. The future for Williams has the potential to be 

bright if the precedent of this project holds forth in creating an atmosphere of honest theological 

reflection and public acceptance of uncertainty, doubt, and contradiction.  

A Wider Disruption 

 Outside of the congregation at Williams, there are a few opportunities in my local context 

to present some of the findings from the research carried out in this project. I meet monthly with 

a peer group of ministers from several different denominations. Each of them is aware of my 

project and its goals. I plan to share an electronic copy of my thesis with each of them, with the 

goal of examining likely similarities and differences across denominational and theological 

contexts, focusing primarily on how the sermon event would be understood in each 

congregation. Within this group, it goes without saying that each of our congregations has a 

different level of appreciation for preaching in the life of the congregation.  
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 In a wider circle, though limited by its lack of denominational diversity, I meet monthly 

with a peer group of other Baptist ministers in their mid-thirties to mid-forties. In this group, a 

majority of us have a real passion for preaching, and others have been very eager to hear how 

this project has progressed and what results have been generated from the data. I look forward to 

sharing my findings with the members of this group, particularly as one of the members is also 

working towards his own research project.  

Upon successful defense of this thesis, I plan to share the findings from this project with 

a wider audience of peers and others interested in postmodern theology, homiletics, and the 

intersection of the two. The sermons used in this project have been shared with an author hoping 

to publish a collection of sermons utilizing postmodern and radical theology. This volume of 

sermons will provide examples of real practitioners engaging real congregations in thoughts and 

ideas of a theological perspective that is perhaps somewhat foreign to them. One or more of 

these sermons will also be submitted for publishing on the blog of the popular preaching 

program “Day 1,” with a sermon prepared in a similar style being preached on the show airing in 

June 2020. I hope to submit a proposal to present a condensed version of these findings at 

breakout session for the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship’s General Assembly and Alabama 

CBF’s Fall Gathering in 2020 or 2021. I would welcome the possibility of presenting the 

findings from the this project at the Mercer Preaching Consultation, and I have been asked to 

share a copy of the thesis upon its successful defense to members of the homiletics and liturgy 

faculty of Acadia Divinity College in Wolfville, Canada.  

My goal in sharing the findings of this project with such a wide audience is that other 

preachers will be encouraged to undertake the intimidating task of disruptive preaching. 

Preachers need to understand their role as “chief theologians” in the life of the congregation, 
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without seeing themselves as the final authority on all things theological. Congregations need to 

awaken to the notion that God is not a static being, whose image has not changed in centuries. 

Many are in need of a theological revival, a disruption that calls them into the God that is 

happening to them, the event that overturns their expectations and leaves them with the 

discomforting specter of doubt that calls them ever on in this journey of faith. Preachers and 

congregations alike must confront the dead body of Christ without rushing to Easter’s empty 

tomb and the settled answers they believe it brings. God is disruption, and for too long so many 

have avoided the disruption, clinging instead to the certainties of dogmatic description or the 

overwhelmingly heavy call to ethical action. My hope is for my preaching, for more preaching, 

to confront congregations with God, to disrupt the status quo with the discomforting reality of a 

God who dies, in order to show believers what is really at the heart of their belief, so that they 

may seriously engage in theological reflection that leads to honest, present, and authentic life.  
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APPENDIX A 

Focus Group Guidelines 

1.   The facilitator will open and close the focus group sessions.  

2.   The facilitator will not ask another question until everyone has had ample  

opportunity to share. 

3.   The facilitator will ensure that there is ample opportunity and time for all to share in the 

group’s conversations. 

4.   The facilitator reserves the right to ask a follow-up question for more  

elaboration at the discretion of the facilitator. 

5.   The facilitator will make field notes during the sessions about any behaviors, body language, 

or other responses for aiding in the interpreting of the transcribed conversations. 

6.   The facilitator will remind the group at each meeting that individuals may  

opt out of the project at any time without explanation or recourse. 

7.   Each session will be conducted with respect for each participant, allowing all to take part, 

allowing for disagreements to be expressed with respect and without judgement.  

8.   The participants will offer only speak for themselves without attempting to guide others 

toward their understandings.  
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APPENDIX B 

Focus Group “Conversation Starters” and Questions 

1. What words, language, or ideas did you hear about God in the sermon this morning? 

2. How do you feel about the words, language, or ideas you heard about God? Do you agree with 

what you heard? Why or why not? 

3. What caught you by surprise in the sermon? 

4. Did you hear something that made you think?  

5. Did you hear something that provoked emotion or some sort of immediate feeling or response? 

6. What sort of theology did you hear communicated in this text and/or sermon? 

7. In your understanding, did the text and/or sermon support beliefs already held by the 

community or did it force deliberative reflection, challenging those beliefs? 
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APPENDIX C 

FOCUS GROUP ADVERTISEMENT  

 

Focus Group Recruitment Announcement* 

*To be printed in monthly newsletter, weekly bulletin, and read aloud during announcements. 

As many of you know, I am in the Doctor of Ministry program at the McAfee School of 

Theology, and I am entering the implantation portion of my project. I will be conducting a focus 

group in the coming weeks as part of my culminating project for my doctoral work. Worship will 

be conducted in a normal fashion, but participants in the study will take part in a focus group on 

5 consecutive Sunday mornings (during worship, listening to sermons) and afternoons (attending 

the focus group sessions). If you are interested in participating in the study, please contact the 

church office or me directly. All participants must be over the age of 18, and final selection for 

the focus group will be determined by me. Thank you! 
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APPENDIX D 

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

 
 

A Disrupting Word: Preaching a Theology of “God as Event” to Engage Theological Reflection 

Informed Consent 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 

volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many questions as 

necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigators 

The investigator for this research study is Rev. Christopher (Chris) Thomas, M.Div., pastor of 

the First Baptist Church of Williams in Jacksonville, AL and a student in the Doctor of Ministry 

program at the James & Carolyn McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University under the 

direction of Jake Hall, D.Min. Rev. Thomas can be reached at 256-770-1364 or 

pastor.cpthomas@gmail.com.  

Purpose of the Research 

This research study is designed to discover how preaching engages congregations in theological 

reflectiondiscover how preaching engages congregations in theological reflection. 

The data from this research will be used to determine how congregations reflect theologically on 

the preaching they heardetermine how congregations reflect theologically on the preaching they 

hear. 

The results of this research will go towards the completion of a project thesis for the Doctor of 

Ministry degree. The results of this research will go towards the completion of a project thesis 

for the Doctor of Ministry degree.  

Procedures 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to attend five worship services, 

listening to the sermons presented as a series entitled “God as Disruption.” Additionally, you will 

be asked to attend focus groups meetings at 3:00 P.M. the afternoon following each service, with 

each meeting lasting between 60-90 minutes.   

Your participation will take approximately one hour each week for church services, followed by 

one to one-and-one-half hours for the focus group each week, totaling no more than two-and-

one-half hours each week for five weeks. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

Some participants may find sharing their beliefs in a focus group setting uncomfortable. 

Furthermore, some participants may be uncomfortable having their beliefs or even the beliefs 
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others discussed in such a setting. Guidelines will be provided to the group to maintain the 

highest level of respect and to foster a place that is safe to share opinions or perspectives. If at 

any time you wish to stop participating in the study, you may do so immediately without any 

consequence. 

Potential Benefits of the Research 

The potential benefits of this study include a greater understanding of critical, theological 

thinking, a greater appreciation for differing theological perspectives, and a richer life of 

faith.The potential benefits of this study include a greater understanding of critical, theological 

thinking, a greater appreciation for differing theological perspectives, and a richer life of faith.   

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

To maintain confidentiality, your name will not be used in print, but will be represented by a 

pseudonym known only to the Investigator. A paid third party will be transcribing the focus 

group conversations, so the Investigator will remind the group prior to recording each session to 

use pseudonyms during the sessions as much as possible.   

Audio of the group sessions will be recorded and kept on the Investigator’s laptop and sent to the 

transcription service, rev.com. Transcriptions will be kept on the laptop as well, remaining in the 

Investigator’s possession at all times.Audio of the group sessions will be recorded and kept on 

the Investigator’s laptop and sent to the transcription service, rev.com. Transcriptions will be 

kept on the laptop as well, remaining in the Investigator’s possession at all times. 

The audio files of the conversations and their transcriptions will be kept for three years following 

the project, per Mercer University guidelines. Afterwards, they will be permanently deleted. The 

audio files of the conversations and their transcriptions will be kept for three years following the 

project, per Mercer University guidelines. Afterwards, they will be permanently deleted.  

Participation and Withdrawal 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant, you may refuse to 

participate at any time. To withdraw from the study please contact Chris Thomas via phone at 

256-770-1364 or email, pastor.cpthomas@gmail.comChris Thomas via phone at 256-770-1364 

or email, pastor.cpthomas@gmail.com. 

 

Questions about the Research 

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Chris Thomas (256-770-1364, 

pastor.cpthomas@gmail.com) or Jake Hall (678-939-8235, jake@highlandhillsbaptist.org)Chris 

Thomas (256-770-1364, pastor.cpthomas@gmail.com) or Jake Hall (678-939-8235, 

jake@highlandhillsbaptist.org) 

In Case of Injury 

It is unlikely that participation in this project will result in harm to subjects.  If an injury to a 

subject does occur, he or she may be seen at a local medical facility. All expenses associated 

with care will be the responsibility of the participant.  

Incentives to Participate 

Light refreshments will be provided during each focus group session.Light refreshments will be 

provided during each focus group session. 
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Audio or Video Taping 

The focus group sessions will be audio recorded via a digital voice recorder.  The recordings will 

be stored by the investigator for at least three years after project completion in a locked file 

cabinet in a locked office.  

Reasons for Exclusion from this Study 

This project has been approved for participants who are eighteen years of age or older.This 

project has been approved for participants who are eighteen years of age or older.  

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB.  If you believe there 

is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB Chair, at 

(478) 301-4101. 

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to your 

satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate in this 

research study. 

     

 Research Participant Name (Print)  Name of Person Obtaining Consent (Print)  

     

 Research Participant Signature  Person Obtaining Consent Signature  

     

 Date  Date  
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APPENDIX E 

IRB APPROVAL 

 
Wednesday, August 21, 2019 

Pastor Christopher Paul Thomas 

3001 Mercer University Drive, 

James and Carolyn McAfee School of Theology  

Atlanta, GA 30341 

RE: A Disrupting Word: Preaching a Theology of "God as Event" to Engage Theological Reflection (H1908193)  

Dear Pastor Thomas: 

On behalf of Mercer University's Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research, your application on submitted on 13-

Aug-2019 for the above referenced protocol was reviewed in accordance with the 2018 Federal Regulations  21 CFR 56.110(b) 

and 45 CFR 46.110(b) (for expedited review) and was approved under category(ies) _7 per 63 FR 60364. 

Your application was approved for one year of study on 20-Aug-2019. The protocol expires on 19-Aug-2020. If the study 

continues beyond one year, it must be re-evaluated by the IRB Committee.  

Item(s) Approved: 

The purpose of this study is to determine how preaching engages members of a local congregation in theological reflection. 

NOTE: You MUST report to the committee when the protocol is initiated. Report to the Committee immediately any changes in 

the protocol or consent form and ALL accidents, injuries, and serious or unexpected adverse events that occur to your subjects as 

a result of this study. 

We at the IRB and the Office of Research Compliance are dedicated to providing the best service to our research community. As 

one of our investigators, we value your feedback and ask that you please take a moment to complete our Satisfaction Survey and 

help us to improve the quality of our service. 

It has been a pleasure working with you and we wish you much success with your project! If you need any further assistance, 

please feel free to contact our office. 

Respectfully, 

 
Ava Chambliss-Richardson, Ph.D., CIP, CIM. 

Director of Research Compliance 

Member 

Institutional Review Board 

 

 
"Mercer University has adopted and agrees to conduct its clinical research studies in accordance with the International 

Conference on Harmonization's (ICH) Guidelines for Good Clinical Practice." 

 
Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance 

Phone: 478-301-4101 | Email: ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu | Fax: 478-301-2329 1501 Mercer University Drive, Macon, Georgia 31207-0001 

http://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfcfr/CFRSearch.cfm?fr=56.110
http://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfcfr/CFRSearch.cfm?fr=56.110
http://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfcfr/CFRSearch.cfm?fr=56.110
http://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfcfr/CFRSearch.cfm?fr=56.110
http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/regulations/45-cfr-46/index.html#46.110
http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/regulations/45-cfr-46/index.html#46.110
http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/regulations/45-cfr-46/index.html#46.110
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/K7CTT8R
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/K7CTT8R
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Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost: September 15, 2019 

God as Disruption: The Call to Leave Comfort 

First Baptist Church of Williams 

Jacksonville, AL 

 

Genesis 12:1-31 

1 Now the Lord said to Abram, "Go from your country and your kindred and your father's 

house to the land that I will show you. 2 I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, 

and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, 

and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be 

blessed." 

 

 It’s strange how quickly seventeen years can slip by, especially when it seems like the 

first seventeen years of one’s life take so long to pass. And even though it doesn’t feel like that 

long ago, it was seventeen years ago today, that I stood in a sanctuary, about to proclaim my 

faith for the very first time—though I wasn’t standing in the pulpit. No, I was standing several 

feet back from the pulpit, behind the three or four rows of pews that made up the choir loft, 

behind the old, moss-green polyester curtains that had been drawn back, reveling the hand-

painted scene of a creek bank on the wall behind the two of us standing waist-deep in that warm 

water of the baptistry at Goodman Baptist Church.  

 We didn’t wear white robes at Goodman, so I was standing there in blue athletic shorts 

and a cutoff Nike t-shirt, when our interim pastor, David Coggins in his white dress shirt and 

duck waders, said some words about baptism, following Jesus…to be honest, I don’t remember 

much because he had told me prior to the service that he had a bad back, so when I went under 

the water I was supposed to go down a certain way so I could help myself back out, so I was a bit 

distracted. He raised his hand in the air and said something like, “I now baptize you, my brother, 

 
1 A video recording of this sermon can be found on the YouTube channel of First Baptist 

Williams: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MVrphh8--a4. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MVrphh8--a4
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in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” and down I went under the water, before my 

feet slipped off the fiberglass bottom, with one foot sticking out of the water, as I tried to pull 

myself back upright. As I wiped the water from my face, the church was clapping, and folks 

were shouting, “Amen!” I climbed up the brown-carpeted steps, and left a wet trail down the hall 

and into the men’s room (where I discovered that I hadn’t brought everything I needed for a dry 

change of clothes…).  

 After I toweled off and got dressed, I made my way out a side door and around the 

sanctuary to slip through the front door and into the back pew. It was one of those muggy days in 

mid-September in South Alabama, where the summer tends to overstay its welcome, so the air 

conditioner in the sanctuary was blowing in through the vents in the ceiling. I know, because I 

was sitting under one of those vents, and as that cold air combed itself through my wet hair, I 

swear to you friends, as sure as I am standing hear, I heard something. It wasn’t like an audible 

voice, as if someone had leaned over the pew to whisper in my ear. It wasn’t like some vision, 

where all other noises were muted so as to hear it clearly. Yet it was more than just the sound of 

my own inner narrator. It was a voice, a call, that said to me, “Boy, you’ve gone and done it 

now. They all saw what you did, and you can’t take it back.” My baptism didn’t wash my past 

away so much as it soaked me in a call towards something else, something more, something 

disruptively divine. For me, it was not an instance of initiation, a singular moment meant to 

prove that I was now a part of the inner circle; it was the beginning of something, an initial 

response to that first call from Christ to “come and follow me.” From that moment to this one 

right now and all others hereafter, I have sought to live my life in answering that call, in pursuit 

of the God who calls, the God who is the call, the God who calls me and you, the God who 

called Abram. 
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 Many of you have heard the story, no doubt, how God called Abram in the verses we’ve 

heard this morning to “Go from [his] country and [his] kindred and [his] father's house to the 

land that [God would] show [him].” It’s a staple in vacation Bible school curriculum, a story 

that often adorns the walls of children’s Sunday school classes. It is arguably the founding 

narrative of the three Abrahamic faiths of the world. Even the Apostle Paul references it as we 

heard earlier this morning in his magnum opus to the Romans. As is the case so often with these 

sorts of stories, our familiarity tends to create a chasm of understanding between us and the text, 

between our context and that of the narrative.  

 At first blush, this is a story about a man who answers the mysterious call from God to go 

to an unknown land, and in return, God will give him that land and bless him. Abram’s positive 

response to this divine call initially hits us a response of belief: Abram must clearly believe in 

whatever voice is telling him to do this, and Abram must believe that this voice is authoritative, 

so he does what it tells him to do. This is why Paul says, “What does the scripture say? 

‘Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.’”2 We read this as a story 

about a man whose religious faith and trust in his God leads him to go to some undisclosed 

location so that he may be richly blessed by his God upon his arrival. But that’s not the whole 

story. 

 You see, Abram’s father, Terah, was already heading in that direction. We’re told in the 

verses just prior to our text this morning: “Terah took his son Abram and his grandson Lot son 

of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, his son Abram's wife, and they went out together 

from Ur of the Chaldeans to go into the land of Canaan; but when they came to Haran, they 

 
2 Romans 4:3. 
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settled there. The days of Terah were two hundred five years; and Terah died in Haran.”3 The 

land of Canaan is not some mysterious, unmarked place on the map. The call to Abram is not a 

call pointing him in an unknown direction; his dad was already heading that way! He just 

happened to stop and settle down in Haran. Why? Who knows? Maybe Haran had the nearest 

Target and a good Mexican restaurant. I don’t know, but what I do know is that when Terah 

stopped to settle in Haran, so did his entire family, and that’s a bigger deal than we may fully 

understand today. 

 You see, the time of Terah and Abram is a time when people moved about the world as 

families, tribes, and clans. It was a matter of survival as the changing seasons, periods of 

droughts or floods, migrating herds, and the threat of violent enemies kept people on the move. If 

a family settled in one place, it was because it was a good place, a safe place, a place where their 

family, tribe, or clan was either too large to be threatened or too isolated to be noticed. For a 

family to settle in one place meant it was less of a risk than following the seasons, following the 

herds, that the land was good, and the livestock would have plenty to eat. If a family settled in 

one place, they might go so far as to say that the land was blessed, the they were blessed. After 

all, one can imagine the piece of mind that comes with living in a safe place, not having to move 

from one place to the next for fear of what might find you, for fear of starving to death. 

 It makes me think of that family from one of my absolute favorite American novels, The 

Grapes of Wrath. John Steinbeck introduces us to the Joad family, sharecroppers uprooted by the 

effects of the Dust Bowl and the mechanization and industrialization of farmland, a family that 

begins the long trek to the “promised land” of California, where there’s work, food, and a place 

 
3 Genesis 11:31-32. 
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to live. Along the way, the Joad’s encounter others who have been displaced: families like them 

who are just trying to find work and food, people who have been driven mad by the way the Dust 

Bowl has changed their lives, violent people who are out to take advantage of the downtrodden, 

angry people who don’t want outsiders moving into their communities to bring down their way 

of living. Along the way they stay in horrible work camps, where families live in tents and 

children play in the garbage heaps; they stop along the road and sleep in their overloaded truck; 

family members die; friends are lost, and enemies are gained; they’re not sure who they can trust 

or what’s going to happen, so they keep moving. In Tom Ford’s movie adaptation (the one with 

Henry Fonda), the Joad’s finally make it to California, the promised land, and even the music 

begins to sound hopeful—safe—as the Joad’s drive over the hill down into the lush, green 

orchards of California, a place where the family can finally settle and rest. It wasn’t too unlike 

the families, tribes, and clans of Terah and Abram’s day. 

 Which is why the call that comes to Abram is so disruptive. Abram and Sarai are not 

simply a childless couple with the freedom to explore the world and take on some new 

adventure. They are a part of this wider family system, complete with Abram’s brothers (and 

probably sisters) and their families, servants, livestock, the whole nine yards. After the passing of 

Terah, Abram becomes the head of this household, the leader of this wide, interconnected family. 

So, if Abram stays, they all stay; if Abram leaves, they all leave. And who is going to want to 

leave after having traveled with Terah from Ur of the Chaldeans to Haran, settled in the land—

already bought a house, got the cable hooked up, a new cellphone contract (and Lord knows 

those are nearly impossible to get out of…)? Who’s going to want to leave this place they’ve 

deemed to be safe, secure, stable? Abram, Sarai, and their entire family have settled in this place; 

if God is going to call Abram, then why can’t Abram go alone? That’s what Paula did…sort of. 
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 My stepmom, Paula, when I was a senior in high school, was an assistant manager at the 

McDonald’s in town. She liked her job, especially working with the high school kids during the 

day and the “dropouts” at night. I remember picking her up after a late shift one night, and all the 

workers were hanging out in the smoking section (which is sort of hard to believe that was still a 

thing); I swear I smelled like Newports for a week. Paula like working with her friend Beth the 

most though, so when Beth was offered a job to manage a McDonald’s down in Foley, she 

offered the assistant job to Paula. Instead of saying no, Paula agreed and moved into a room in 

my stepsister’s apartment during the week and drove the three hours, one-way, home once a 

week. Dad didn’t move. None of Paula’s things moved. She didn’t even have mail sent to Foley. 

She wanted the job there, so she went herself.  

Couldn’t Abram just do that? I mean, if he really felt strong enough about this calling 

from God, couldn’t Abram just go by himself, send a postcard back every-so-often, come visit on 

the weekends, or at least at Thanksgiving? Maybe Sarai would want to tag along, but did 

everyone else have to go? Well…no.  

Remember, the call was, “"Go from your country AND YOUR KINDRED AND YOUR 

FATHER'S HOUSE to the land that I will show you…” But would Abram want to go alone? I 

suppose (speaking for myself) there is a certain sense of adventure, a thrill of sorts, in striking 

out alone, of heading the call into the wide unknown. I often scroll through Instagram and 

Facebook, just a bit envious of my single friends who are clearly living their best lives now, jet-

setting to exotic destinations, walking down crowded streets in some of the most ancient cities in 

the world, seeing some of the most amazing beaches, visiting some of the great wonders of the 

world. Yeah, today there’s something thrilling I suppose about striking out there on your own, 

tethered to the world you know, the world that’s safe, by your smartphone and a global network 
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of connectivity, but that wasn’t the case for Abram. Abram’s safety, Abram’s security, is with 

his family, his kindred in his father’s house, in the proven safety of Haran. To leave would 

almost certainly mean his death, because to go alone, without provisions, he wouldn’t last long, 

but to travel with enough, alone, would certainly attract the wrong kind of attention.  

So, this call, that comes to Abram isn’t just some notion regarding his beliefs about his 

God. This call isn’t just some suggestion, an inherited responsibility from his father. This call to 

Abram isn’t just a call to future blessings, riches, and comfort. This call is nothing short of a 

disruption for Abram, a rending apart of his family, a contradiction to the cultural norms and 

societal securities which would ensure Abram, Sarai, and all of those under their care a fighting 

chance to not only survive, but thrive in Haran. This call is so much more than a discernment of 

vocation or the weighing of risks to rewards. This call Abram experiences, is not too unlike that 

which I experience seventeen years ago: that disruptive call is God.  

I mean that in the way theologian John Caputo means it, that God is the very call itself. 

Caputo says, “God does not exist; God calls. God does not subsist; God insists. God is not an 

absolute being but an unconditional call.”4 In other words, the way we know God, the way we 

experience God, is in the call, and the way God becomes real to us is in our response to that 

call—whether we seek to follow it or reject it. I believe this is why Abram goes, because the call, 

the disruption, God won’t let him go, because God doesn’t just call us once, as if it were a 

summons to appear in court, but like the father of Jesus’ prodigal son, God continues to call us, 

to wait on us, to wait for us to respond to God’s presence in the call. It’s now a sale’s pitch. It’s 

not a transaction. It’s not just an RSVP to the reception after this ceremony we call life. No, God 

 
4 Caputo, Cross and Cosmos, 33. 
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is the call that all too often disrupts our comfort, disrupts our safety, our security. God is the call 

that comes when we’ve finally decided what we’re going to do with the rest of our lives. God is 

the call that comes when you’ve settled into the rhythms and rituals of your religion just enough 

for them to become rote. God is the call that keeps you up at night, that won’t leave you alone, 

that makes your heartbeat faster when the congregation sings the invitation hymn. God is the call 

that makes you turn the channel when the news reports of all of those without power, water, and 

food in the Bahamas. God is the call that won’t leave you alone until you respond—one way or 

another. God is the call that says to those of us who’ve left our kindred and our father’s house, to 

those of us who’ve given up our cultural safety and security, to those of us who’ve passed 

through the waters of baptism, declaring to the world that we will now follow that call—it says 

to us, “you’ve gone and done it now; they all saw what you did, and you can’t take it back.”  

God is calling you, and you know God is. You’ve felt it. It keeps you up at night, won’t 

leave you alone, makes you question so much. God is calling. You know God is, because you 

can’t just walk away from it; you can’t just take up the comfort of what’s in front of you. God’s 

calling, and you know God is. So, what are you going to about it today? Amen. 
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Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost: September 22, 2019 

God as Disruption: The Call to Confront Our Pasts 

First Baptist Church of Williams 

Jacksonville, AL 

 

Exodus 2:11-3:121 

11 One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to his people and saw their forced 

labor. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsfolk. 12 He looked this way and 

that, and seeing no one he killed the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. 13 When he went out 

the next day, he saw two Hebrews fighting; and he said to the one who was in the wrong, 

"Why do you strike your fellow Hebrew?" 14 He answered, "Who made you a ruler and judge 

over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?" Then Moses was afraid and 

thought, "Surely the thing is known." 15 When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill Moses. 

But Moses fled from Pharaoh. He settled in the land of Midian, and sat down by a well. 16 

The priest of Midian had seven daughters. They came to draw water, and filled the troughs to 

water their father's flock. 17 But some shepherds came and drove them away. Moses got up 

and came to their defense and watered their flock. 18 When they returned to their father 

Reuel, he said, "How is it that you have come back so soon today?" 19 They said, "An 

Egyptian helped us against the shepherds; he even drew water for us and watered the flock." 

20 He said to his daughters, "Where is he? Why did you leave the man? Invite him to break 

bread." 21 Moses agreed to stay with the man, and he gave Moses his daughter Zipporah in 

marriage. 22 She bore a son, and he named him Gershom; for he said, "I have been an alien 

residing in a foreign land." 23 After a long time the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned 

under their slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up to God. 24 God 

heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 25 

God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.3:1 Moses was keeping the flock 

of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he led his flock beyond the wilderness, and 

came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 2 There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 

flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. 3 

Then Moses said, "I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not 

burned up." 4 When the Lord saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of the 

bush, "Moses, Moses!" And he said, "Here I am." 5 Then he said, "Come no closer! Remove 

the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground." 6 He said 

further, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of 

Jacob." And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. 7 Then the Lord said, "I 

have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of 

their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their sufferings, 8 and I have come down to deliver them 

from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land 

flowing with milk and honey, to the country of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the 

Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 9 The cry of the Israelites has now come to me; I 

have also seen how the Egyptians oppress them. 10 So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to 

bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt." 11 But Moses said to God, "Who am I that I 

 
1 A video recording of this sermon can be found on the YouTube channel of First Baptist 

Williams: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nLa_9W3jIg8. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nLa_9W3jIg8
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should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?" 12 He said, "I will be with you; 

and this shall be the sign for you that it is I who sent you: when you have brought the people 

out of Egypt, you shall worship God on this mountain." 

 

 I wonder, what are you afraid of? Some people are scared of heights, never wanting to go 

more than a few steps up the ladder, staying away from the windows on the upper floors of office 

buildings, choosing an aisle seat on the plane, riding the entire time with their eyes closed and a 

death grip on the arm rest. Others are scared of snakes. Once there was a snake in the middle of 

the dirt road in front of my dad’s house. He went inside and grabbed he only gun in the whole 

place, a single-shot .22 pistol and what few bullets he actually had, then proceeded to walk out to 

the road (a safe distance from the snake), where he would fire a shot, reload, and fire again, in 

repeated attempts to kill the snake. My grandma heard the commotion from her house, so she 

came out the screen door, grabbed a broken pecan limb off the back steps, and walked barefooted 

right up that snake in the middle of the road, where she took the wide end of that stick and 

mashed the snake’s head right off the rest of its body. She then took the stick and, with a flick of 

her wrists, threw the snake’s body in the woods, looked at my dad and said, “You can go on back 

in the house now, son.” Some folks are scared of snakes. 

 Of course, some folks are scared of spiders, not wanting any of those eight legs to come 

close, hyperventilating when they walk through a nearly invisible web. Then there are those of 

who are scared of clowns…I don’t think I need to say anything else about that. The comedian 

Jerry Seinfeld once noted that more people were afraid of public speaking than they were of 

death, saying, “According to most studies, people's number one fear is public speaking. Number 

two is death. Death is number two. Does that sound right? This means to the average person, if 

you go to a funeral, you're better off in the casket than doing the eulogy.”  What are you afraid 

of? 
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 To tell the truth, the thing that really scares me isn’t at the top of a ladder, it doesn’t have 

scales or multiple legs, and it doesn’t even come with a white-painted face or a rainbow wig. No, 

what scares me is the thought, the remote possibility, that I may wake up tomorrow, and the last 

twenty years of my life would have all been a dream, and I’m fifteen, having to face and relive a 

past that only feels like someone else’s story these days. To go back, to unwind the clock, to 

face, once again, the uncertainties of the road ahead—even with the knowledge that it can and 

will likely all shake out right in the end—that’s still frightening to me. I wonder if it was 

frightening for Moses, the call to go back, to confront his past; I tend to believe it was. 

You know, we sometimes forget the details of Moses’ story, remembering only the broad, 

sweeping points highlighted in technicolor by Charlton Heston and Cecil B. Demille. Yes, Moses 

was placed on the water by his sister when he was an infant to protect him from the murderous 

order of Pharaoh; yes, he was drawn from the water (hence his name) by Pharaoh’s daughter and 

taken into her home, but he was nursed by his own mother, raised knowing his Hebrew heritage, 

which would have been made all the more obvious as he grew and looked less and less Egyptian. 

It’s why we heard in the text read earlier that “One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out 

to his people and saw their forced labor. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his 

kinsfolk. He looked this way and that, and seeing no one he killed the Egyptian and hid him in 

the sand.” 

Moses knew who he was, the people from which he came, so when he saw an Egyptian 

beating one of his own people, Moses murdered the Egyptian and buried his body in the sand. I 

suppose he believed he had gotten away with it, because we’re told “he went out the next day, he 

saw two Hebrews fighting; and he said to the one who was in the wrong, ‘Why do you strike 

your fellow Hebrew?’” He buried the dead Egyptian in the sand and apparently slept soundly 
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that night, because he was under the impression no one knew what he had done. In fact, Moses 

got up the next day, took a stroll and came upon two other Hebrews fighting and decided he’d be 

the voice of reason in the conflict, but instead, one of the Hebrews asked, "Who made you a ruler 

and judge over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?" Then Moses was afraid 

and thought, "Surely the thing is known." The jig is up! The cat’s out of the bag! Moses had been 

seen, and what’s more, those who had witnessed what he had done were spreading the word. 

And it wasn’t just the Hebrews, because “When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill Moses.” 

Why did Moses, the adopted son of Pharaoh’s daughter, try to hide his sin? Why 

wouldn’t he just run to the palace of the Pharaoh and throw himself at the ruler’s feet to beg for 

forgiveness? Surely this thing would be found out. Surely Moses’ crime couldn’t go unnoticed. 

He had to know that, right? Then again, it is our darkest sins that we believe go unnoticed. It is 

those sins we keep to ourselves, those that we believe never see the light of day and the vision of 

others that we are somehow able to carry with us, out into the full light of day, having hidden 

them in our hearts, in the convenient sands of the past. But even those sins are found out, for the 

root of sin is our selfishness, a selfishness that denies our culpability, a selfishness that clings to 

our own claims of innocence, a selfishness that seeks to speak over the still, small voice…the 

call of God—that selfish root of our sin inevitably betrays us, and the sins we believe to be 

hidden, forgotten, or unknown, find their way out of the darkness and into the light. Once there, 

rather than repentance or sorrow, they create within us that most dangerous of drives: fear.  

When Pharaoh hears of Moses’ action, he seeks to kill Moses, so what does Moses do? 

Seek legal action? Confess and plead for forgiveness? No: “Moses fled from Pharaoh.” He was 

afraid, and his fear drove him into the wilderness, eventually to Midian, where he finds for 

himself a new life. He marries Zipporah, one of the daughters of Reuel (also called Jethro), a 
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priest of Midian, and she bears him a son whom he names Gershom (a name that reminds Moses 

of his present situation as a stranger in a strange land).  

We’re told at the end of chapter two that “After a long time the king of Egypt died. The 

Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up 

to God. God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob. God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.” Moses has been in Midian, 

with his wife, son, and new family long enough for his sins to be forgotten, long enough for the 

Pharaoh who had sought to kill him to die. Moses had seemingly outlived the consequences of 

his actions, and he had successfully run away from it, finding himself settled down, safe, 

comfortable, secure, and far away from the bloody sands of Egypt. No doubt Moses had all but 

put Egypt, his crime, and even his people out of his mind…until one day, when he “was keeping 

the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he led his flock beyond the wilderness, 

and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.” 

Just another day keeping the sheep, a day like so many before it. Moses goes out and 

comes up to Horeb (also called Sinai), the mountain of God. It was called that, because the 

people in Midian believed God lived on that mountain; it was quite common in the Ancient Near 

East to believe that gods resided on mountains, specifically at the top of a mountain. It makes 

sense, really. After all, not everyone is going risk climbing to the top of the mountain to prove 

whether a god was up there or not. Mountains were (and are) quite intimidating, especially when 

cast against the arid landscape of Midian. So, when Moses approaches Horeb, he knew he was 

approaching the mountain of God. Maybe that’s why the “burning bush” was so intriguing to 

Moses, knowing that this was on a holy mountain and not some simple brush fire on some old 

regular hill. 
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Of course, many of us know the rest of the story: “Moses said, ‘I must turn aside and look 

at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up.’  When the Lord saw that he had 

turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, ‘Moses, Moses!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ 

Then he said, ‘Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you 

are standing is holy ground.’ He said further, ‘I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, 

the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.’ And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at 

God.” It turns out that this bush that blazes but is not burned up was God’s conduit, the presence 

of God, and through it, God calls to Moses. Moses has a close encounter of the divine kind, and I 

suppose for all the fear it raises in him, still, there is a sense of awe and wonder, to be in the 

presence of God, to hear this voice, calling from this miraculous site, on the mountain of God no 

less! Sandals and shoes are too profane for this moment, for this place, and Moses’ face too 

unworthy. This is the very presence of God, and Moses has been called out by name. 

This is a rapturous moment indeed, but this divine voice that calls to Moses is not just the 

miraculous product of space and time, not the affirmation of a moment of worship. No, in this 

call is God, and God has a hard word from Moses: "I have observed the misery of my people 

who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their 

sufferings, and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out 

of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey…The cry of the 

Israelites has now come to me; I have also seen how the Egyptians oppress them. So come, I will 

send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt." I don’t doubt that as soon 

as God mentioned the word “Egypt,” Moses heart began to race, his palms sweat, and his knees 

became weak. “Egypt? They know what you did there…Egypt? Surely by now they had 

forgotten all about him, right? Egypt? Would they still say as one did all those years ago, ‘Who 
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made you a ruler and judge over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?’” 

To go back to Egypt was to go back to face his past, his sins, his reputation, all that he 

had sought to leave behind, all that he had run from out of fear, all that he had hoped was lost 

and forgotten. But God calls Moses out of the bush, “I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my 

people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.” I mean, can’t you just hear the shakiness in Moses’ voice 

when he says to God, "Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of 

Egypt?" Perhaps this is humility, but maybe more so, it’s the response of a man who had hoped 

to never face his sins again, the question of a man whose past had just slipped from the table of 

his memory only to be picked up off the floor and placed in front of him once more. 

Pharaoh…Egypt…surely they’d remember. Surely they’d be waiting. Surely his sins were not as 

far as he had hoped they would be. Even so, God calls, "I will be with you; and this shall be the 

sign for you that it is I who sent you: when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall 

worship God on this mountain." 

I don’t know about you, but I like to live my life on a one-way rail, with little need to go 

backwards, little need to revisit what has happened before. The present merely exists as a step 

towards the future, so each day becomes what I hope is a higher step towards a better tomorrow. 

The past is gone; entangled in the fabric of space-time, unreachable from this present moment, 

guarded by the cosmic speed limit of light itself. So I don’t worry about the past…and if you 

believe that, well then, I’ve got some magic beans you need to check out too! 

The past lingers with us, haunts us, especially those sins that we buried in its sands. Time 

and distance only momentarily ease our minds, creating a false sense of security in the present. 

And just when we think it’s let us go, just when we believe that we’ve overcome our sins on our 

own…God calls. God calls, and we are forced to deal with what we’ve done, who we were, and 
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how we’ve gotten to where we are now. God calls, and those secret sins we believe to be hidden 

from the rest of the world begin to see the light of day, and it frightens us, creates within us the 

anxiety of uncertainty, because what we had once thought was long forgotten is still very much 

alive—even if it’s only within our own souls.  

But I don’t believe that God calls us to confront our past to shame us. God doesn’t call us 

to confront our sins to tear us down and leave us wrestling with our own self-worth. No, because 

God didn’t whisper the words “Pharaoh…Egypt” into Moses’ ear to watch him squirm in the 

anguish of an imagined torture and execution. No. God called Moses to confront his past, his 

sins, so that God could remind Moses "I will be with you…” That despite all that Moses was, all 

that Moses had done, God was still calling him. No matter the depth and darkness of that sin, 

God was still calling Moses, and God was still with Moses. 

God calls us to confront our past so that we may see the goodness of God in our present, 

so that we may see the depth of God’s grace throughout our lives, so that we may know that God 

is not kept from us no matter how hard we may try to keep ourselves from God. God calls us to 

confront our pasts, and it’s a disruptive call, one that threatens all we have made for ourselves, a 

call that risks so much, a call that could very well end all that we have. Still, it is God who calls, 

and it is God in that call, speaking to us, "I will be with you.”  

What are you afraid of? If it’s something you’ve long since buried, something you 

believed to be forgotten in the past, know this: God calls you to confront it, and no matter how 

disruptive it may be for you, God promises to be with you—in the midst of it all. Amen.  
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Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost: September 29, 2019 

God as Disruption: The Call Against the Expected 

First Baptist Church of Williams 

Jacksonville, AL 

 

Luke 1:26-381 

26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, 

27 to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin's 

name was Mary. 28 And he came to her and said, "Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with 

you." 29 But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this 

might be. 30 The angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with 

God. 31 And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him 

Jesus. 32 He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will 

give to him the throne of his ancestor David. 33 He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, 

and of his kingdom there will be no end." 34 Mary said to the angel, "How can this be, since I 

am a virgin?" 35 The angel said to her, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power 

of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be 

called Son of God. 36 And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a 

son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. 37 For nothing will be 

impossible with God." 38 Then Mary said, "Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with 

me according to your word." Then the angel departed from her. 

 

I remember back in 1999 while most folks were talking about the new millennium and 

worrying about whatever the Y2K was, I only had one thing on my mind—turning sixteen in 

February of the year 2000. I had all these dreams about what it was going to mean to turn sixteen 

and get my driver’s license. For most of 1999, I had been driving either my mom’s blistered-

burgundy Ford Taurus station wagon with her in the passenger seat, or one of the number of cars 

that passed over my dad’s driveway (a white Chevy Celebrity station wagon, a blue Dodge 

Dynasty, his old ’75 Custom Deluxe…). I couldn’t wait to be free from the requirements of 

having a licensed adult in the passenger seat, to be free to drive my own, much cooler, hot-

rodded Chevy, to do secret burn outs on some quiet stretch of state highway, to take it off some 

old dirt pit, getting mud up to the roof. I had all these daydreams about what it was going to be 

 
1 A video recording of this sermon can be found on the YouTube channel of First Baptist 

Williams: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SDU0fvAiOwE. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SDU0fvAiOwE
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like, expectations taken from car magazines, the car shows I watched on Sunday mornings, and 

Saturday night parking lot beside the Dairy Queen where my older half-brother used to hang out 

in his Mercury Capri with his friends who drove lifted pickups. Like so many soon-to-be-

sixteen-year-olds, I had all sorts of grand expectations about what it was going to be like to 

drive. Then I turned sixteen. 

My dad borrowed $300 from my grandma and took me to the Ray Dean Auto Auction 

just outside of Dothan, where we bought a ragged-out, 1988 Plymouth Sundance, with only two 

matching wheels and more than one and a half rotations of play in the steering. I remember 

jumping it off in the dirt lot outside the auction barn and driving it back to Dad’s house without a 

battery. When I got my license a couple of months later, I went from volunteering to drive, to 

being volunteered to drive, acting as a free taxi service to my sister and stepsiblings. I had to buy 

my own gas and insurance—on top of paying my grandma back for the $300 Dad borrowed “for 

me,” so I got a job at the Chevy dealership, where every dollar I made was spent on gas to get 

me back and forth to work, groceries for our house, a different bill depending on the month, and 

the liability insurance required to register my faded white jalopy. So much for expectations. 

Reality has a way of correcting our expectations I suppose, but then again, we don’t pull 

our expectations out of thin air. A young person graduates from college and expects to find a job. 

Why? Because her parents did, because her high school counselor told her she would, because 

the brochure from the university promised a 98% placement of graduates. A couple gets married, 

spends a couple of years together building a life, a home, expects to have a baby. Why? Because 

their friends are, because their social media feeds are filled with pregnancy photoshoots and baby 

pictures. A man expects a raise and a promotion. Why? Because he’s worked hard for nearly a 

decade at the same job, with the same company, rarely missing a day, always putting in his time 
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and doing his job well. But sometimes, no one’s hiring a college graduate. Sometimes a couple 

can try, pray, and undergo private and invasive procedures, but still the pregnancy test is 

negative. Sometimes a man can work hard for years and still get overlooked for someone 

younger, someone more willing to sacrifice their integrity for a promotion. Sometimes—maybe 

most times—our expectations go unfulfilled, and maybe that’s God, the call against our 

expectations. That seems to be how God shows up for Mary. 

 I know this story is usually reserved for a much cooler climate, but maybe our hearing it 

a bit outside of its usual context will help us to notice something from a different perspective, 

something outside of our expectations. “In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God 

to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of 

the house of David. The virgin's name was Mary.” First, Mary isn’t engaged to Joseph in the 

way you and I may think of engagement. Mary is betrothed to Joseph, and that isn’t nearly as 

romantic as it sounds. Mary’s father would have arranged for Mary’s marriage to Joseph. She’s 

likely a teenager, maybe fifteen or sixteen, and Joseph was likely much older, possibly a 

widower with his own children from his first marriage (a notion born out of the Catholic tradition 

concerning Mary’s perpetual virginity). After their official betrothal, Mary would live with her 

parents for a year, with the wedding lasting a week. For all intents and purposes, Mary and 

Joseph are married: if Joseph were to die during their betrothal, Mary would be a widow.  

Now, Mary’s expectations would involve continuing in her betrothal to Joseph, being 

properly wed to him, bearing him children (preferably sons), and living her life out quietly as a 

woman in a culture where the most she could hope to be is a subservient wife and mother. Mary, 

as far as we know, was a devout Jewish woman, so her expectations of God would have been 

rather ordinary: a divine Being, who resides “up there” or perhaps in the Most Holy Place of the 
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Temple, a God who mostly lets the world play out as it is, judging us in our sins, requiring 

atonement through sacrifices and the devout adherence to the Law. The thought that God would 

intervene in such a personal way…to a woman…a young woman…a poor, young woman in 

some backwater town like Nazareth…that’s against expectations in so many ways. 

When Gabriel, an angel (literally a “messenger”) sent by God shows up at Mary’s place, 

the effect of his presence is perhaps more than we may realize. You see, in Mary’s day there was 

a popular story (Tobit, included in a collection we call the Apocrypha) told about an angel who 

would appear to a bride on her wedding night and kill her soon-to-be-husband, an act that 

happens more than once in the story.2 So, when Gabriel shows up, Mary may have likely thought 

of that story, and perhaps the appearance of an angel would have caused her to think that perhaps 

he had showed up to kill Joseph, leaving her a widow, making her future that much harder. Or 

perhaps something even darker had crossed Mary’s mind, something that had never crossed my 

male mind in all the years I’ve read this story: Gabriel (for all we know in the appearance of a 

man), a stranger, shows up in Mary’s home, knowing her name, telling her she is about to 

conceive a child…I can imagine for any number of women such a thought might be terrifying, 

terrifying in ways most men will never understand. Whatever her initial feelings may have been, 

Mary’s expectations of life are soon to be shattered by Gabriel’s pronouncement.  

"Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you…Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have 

found favor with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will 

name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord 

 
2 Keck, Leander E., ed., The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary Volume VII: The Gospels 

and Narrative Literature, Jesus and the Gospels, Matthew, and Mark. (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 2015), 51. 
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God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob 

forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end." 

“Favored one…you have found favor with God…you will conceive in your womb and 

bear a son…” Perhaps these words sound nice set to a composition by Handel, or read in the soft 

glow of a Christmas tree, but think with me for a moment of just how disruptive these words 

must have been for Mary. How can a woman be “favored” or blessed if she’s about to become 

inexplicably pregnant? I don’t care what culture or what time in history it is, nor does it seem 

that most people care about the facts of the case: it always seems that when  young girl turns out 

to be pregnant, she is immediately labeled, shamed, and ostracized. Why, remember when I was 

in high school, even junior high, whenever a girl would wear a baggy sweater when it was 

clearly too hot outside for one, how kids would whisper around their lockers, “You know she’s 

pregnant, right?” how some girls would disappear over Christmas break, only to be seen again 

the next fall, held back a grade, telling everyone she had gotten sick or that her parents had to 

take her out of school to travel or something. Whenever a young girl, out of wedlock, begins to 

show, the boy involved is often forgotten and the finger-pointing, criticisms, and judgements 

start. I don’t doubt it was the same for Mary—in fact, it would have been worse, because she was 

betrothed—as good as married—and now she’d start to show the signs of pregnancy. Who’s 

going to believe this is God’s baby? 

How is this proof that she’s a “favored one with God?” What’s more, having a baby 

wasn’t wrapped up with all the joy and candy-coated almonds that is today. There were no 

maternity wards, no OBGYNs, no epidurals, no neo-natal units. The chance of a baby surviving 

childbirth wasn’t near the guarantee it is now (which is not to say it is such even today). If the 

baby did survive, you’d have to feed him, raise him, shield him from all of those who would 
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likely bully him for being that “bastard child of that loose girl from Nazareth.” And on top of it 

all, Mary would come to learn that her son—her oldest son, the one she had been told was God’s 

son—would be belittled, mocked, betrayed, nailed to a cross, executed as a criminal, and 

abandoned…what mother wants that for her son? How is this being “favored by God?” 

If you want to be favored by God, well, that comes with a different set of expectations, 

doesn’t it? If you’re favored by God, you tend to stand a bit straighter than everyone else. You 

might wake up in a slightly better mood than the rest of us “unfavored folks.” Things tend to go 

your way more often than not: you always get a closer parking spot at Walmart, an extra wing in 

your basket at Struts, a rain-free vacation, the winning raffle ticket. Why, to be favored by God is 

to be envied by others, right? It means life is just a bit easier; you’re just a bit happier; things go 

a bit smoother. And when someone asks why you’re in such a good mood, why things seem so 

great, you just tell them (as a friend of mine over in Atlanta likes to say), “I’m blessed and highly 

favored!” That’s the expectation, right? And there’s nothing wrong with that—hear me: there’s 

nothing wrong with that, to give God the credit for those things in your life that seem to break 

your way. But what if being favored by God can also mean answering the call against such 

expectations? What if God is found in the disruptive call against expectations? 

Mary cannot help but ask Gabriel, after hearing his annunciation about her upcoming 

pregnancy, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?" It’s an appropriate question, but Gabriel’s 

answer isn’t exactly comforting, not exactly one Mary can offer with much proof to her 

betrothed, her family, and her in-laws when they will eventually ask: "The Holy Spirit will come 

upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born 

will be holy; he will be called Son of God. And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has 

also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For 
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nothing will be impossible with God." Maybe Elizabeth’s own miraculous pregnancy would 

bring some relief to Mary, some bit of evidence to use in her own defense. Regardless, Mary is 

facing a future that is less than exciting. The next months will be filled not only with the pains 

and discomforts of pregnancy, but the rumors, accusations, explanations, and confrontations 

she’ll no doubt have with Joseph, her family, and others in her community.  

But as potentially scandalous as Mary’s pregnancy may have been, such a scandal could 

not come close to the disruption it promised: God was no longer “up there;” God was no longer 

“out there;” God was no longer some distant deity waiting on the scent of our burnt offerings to 

slake his wrath for us and our sins. No, as it turns out, God was never that. God so longed for us, 

so loved us (as the Fourth Gospel put it), that God entered into the very matter of this world to 

prove it to us.  

You see, it’s not just Mary’s unexpected pregnancy that runs against our expectations. 

It’s not just the miraculous conception of her son that calls her to something else altogether 

different from that which she expected. No. The call comes in the very reality that God is 

entering into human life, into this dirty, destructive, depraved, corrupt, and weirdly wonderful 

world. For our expectations of God are that God remains God somewhere else, in some time 

else, on a throne in heaven, not in the womb of a teenager. Our expectations of God are bound up 

in God’s location above or beyond us, on some plain where God is able to omnisciently record 

our every infraction, not born into this world in the painful, sticky mess of birth, wrapped in rags 

and placed in a feedbox. Our expectations of God are so often bound up in images of power and 

might, victory and triumph, glory and strength, not in scared girl, with a shaky voice saying, 

“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word." Our 

expectations of God are too often caught up in the grand images of the Renaissance masters, 
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muscular men with piercing eyes and forceful gestures, commanding our attention by the very 

physicality, not the stumbling attempts of a toddler to walk, holding the hand of his mother Mary 

towards the outstretched arms of his adopted father Joseph. Our expectations of God seem too 

often to be expectations forged from our own desires for a God who judges sin with an 

immovable will and an iron resolve, not a God who hangs bloody and beaten on a cross, asking 

forgiveness for those who nailed him there.  

 Perhaps the call of God comes to us in ways we expect, through blessings and feelings of 

favor that lift our spirits and cause us give thanks. Then again, maybe the call of God is a bit 

more disruptive, calling against our expectations, forcing us to accept what we may not accept 

otherwise. If that’s so, I pray we all have the faith of Mary, that we may answer against our 

expectations: “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word," 

according to God’s call. Amen. 
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World Communion Sunday: October 6, 2019 

God as Disruption: The Call to Change 

First Baptist Church of Williams 

Jacksonville, AL 

 

Acts 9:1-9a1 

1 Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to 

the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found 

any who belonged to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 3 

Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a light from heaven flashed 

around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why do you 

persecute me?" 5 He asked, "Who are you, Lord?" The reply came, "I am Jesus, whom you 

are persecuting. 6 But get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do." 7 

The men who were traveling with him stood speechless because they heard the voice but saw 

no one. 8 Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see nothing; 

so they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. 9 For three days he was without 

sight, and neither ate nor drank. 

 

 It was on the paved sidewalk between Brooks and Burns Hall at Samford when it hit me. 

It was my first semester on campus, and to that day I had made a point to attend every 

convocation each Tuesday and Thursday. I don’t remember any of those first chapel services; I 

don’t remember who spoke at them, what sort of music there was, that sort of thing, but I 

remember that particular day because I chose to skip the service, to sit in my own private protest 

on a bench within a stone’s throw from the doors of Reid Chapel. You see, that in that morning’s 

service they were going to have a guest preacher who was…a woman. I sat on that bench, gazing 

at the spire of that chapel, with the intention to pray for all of those souls gathered in the pews. I 

was going to pray that they wouldn’t be led astray by this false teacher, and I was going to pray 

for her own repentance, that she would come to believe as I (and all good Bible-believing 

Christians) did that women were to be silent in church and only men could preach from the 

 
1 A video recording of this sermon can be found on the YouTube channel of First Baptist 

Williams: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uD8SD7dLQmA.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uD8SD7dLQmA
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pulpit.  

 See, I arrived on campus at Samford with all that I owned stuffed in the trunk and 

backseat of a rebuilt 1991 Toyota Tercel, and while I didn’t own much, I did have a well-worn, 

black, bonded leather King James Bible I was given on the occasion of my high school 

graduation. I had read that bible the same way so many from my fundamentalist, Southern 

Baptist church had. The prohibition of women preachers was hammered home more than once 

by our pastor—mind you, not in a particularly mean or ill-willed way, but from a place of his 

deep conviction and his fundamentalist understanding of the Bible. So, when I heard that a 

woman would be preaching from the pulpit of the chapel on campus, I knew I had to sit it out, 

and the best thing I could do was pray for those who would have to listen.  

 I sat on that bench and prayed that God would open their eyes, that God would show 

them what was wrong, that what was happening wasn’t right. I prayed God would change their 

minds. You know what happened? As I sat there and prayed, I heard something, felt something 

stir within me. It was simple what I heard, what I felt, so simple I remember feeling a bit 

ashamed when I picked up my bag and walked through the doors of the chapel. It was as if God 

had opened my eyes, showed me that I was wrong, that what was happening was that someone 

whom God had called had answered that call—the same way I was—and that person, who just 

happened to be a woman, was about to preach the good news of Jesus Christ. Who was I to say 

God couldn’t speak through her, especially if I believed God was going to speak through me? In 

my pious pride, God disrupted what I was sure was right, and God called me further down this 

long road of change, this road of faith. I suppose it’s the same sort of road that runs along the 

way between Jerusalem and Damascus.  

 We know this road well, those of us who’ve hung around the Church long enough to hear 
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about Saul and how he became Paul, the great apostle to the Gentiles. There are three versions of 

this “Damascus Road” story: Paul tells one version himself in Acts 22, and we heard the other of 

Paul’s versions earlier in the service, recorded in Acts 26. This account before us now in Acts 9 

is told in the third person, from Luke (who likely heard it from Paul at least once). Over the years 

of hearing this story, our collective imaginations have added a few embellishments (a never-

mentioned horse from which Paul doesn’t actually fall, for example). We’ve also added a bit of 

wickedness to Saul, believing him to be some sort of wicked and evil enemy of God, bent on 

destroying the movement started by Jesus. In part, we’re not wrong. After all, Luke does say, 

“Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high 

priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any who 

belonged to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem.” However, 

before we’re too quick to condemn the old Saul as an evil agent of the devil himself, I think it’s 

important to understand where Saul was coming from—after all, we call this the “Damascus 

Road” story, but just as sure as that road was going to Damascus, it was coming from Jerusalem. 

 And what’s in Jerusalem? The high priest. The temple. The very center of faith and 

devotion to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Jerusalem is the geographic embodiment of 

the ancient Hebrew faith. It’s the focal point of the faithful. It’s from where Saul comes because 

he is a deeply devout Jew, one who has given his life as a Pharisee, one who is committed to the 

pure, undefiled religion. Saul is not a dark-cloaked enemy in some Marvel movie, seeking to 

destroy these first Christians—the Followers of the Way—out of pure evil or a lust for power. 

Saul sees them as the unfaithful, as those who are dangerous and corrosive to the pure religion of 

Judaism. I do not doubt at all that Saul prayed for them, that Saul prayed about them, that Saul 

studied the scriptures and sought direction concerning these Jesus followers. In that devotion, in 
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that prayer, in that study, Saul reached the conclusion (affirmed by the high priest) that these 

followers should be punished, bound, stopped at all cost. Saul may have been breathing threats 

and murder against these early disciples, but for him, such threats came from a place of devotion, 

a place upheld and affirmed by the religion of his day, the religion grounded in the scriptures and 

ancient traditions.  

 Saul left Jerusalem on what seemed to him to be a mission from God. But something 

disrupted his mission; something—someone—called him and nothing was the same: “Now as he 

was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around 

him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute 

me?’ He asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ The reply came, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are 

persecuting.’" Leave it to Jesus to disrupt a holy crusade!  

 I’ve often wondered what must have been going through Saul’s mind: “Is this really 

happening? Is this the devil trying to trick me? But…but…everything I’ve heard about this Jesus 

is that he was wrong, a blasphemer! What does this mean for my convictions now?!” Maybe he 

didn’t have enough time to think, like his whole religious house was on fire and there’s no time 

to grab anything on the way out but his zeal and devotion. Saul is absolutely rocked. It’s not just 

his mission to Damascus that is disrupted, not just his crusade against the Followers of the Way, 

it’s his whole life, and it starts with Jesus knocking him blind…so he might come to see: "I am 

Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you 

are to do…Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see nothing; 

so they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. For three days he was without 

sight and neither ate nor drank.” 

 Three days without sight and nothing to eat or drink. I get that Jesus’ appearance may 
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have knocked him blind, but why nothing to eat or drink? Maybe he was physically sick, or 

maybe this encounter with Jesus was so disruptive, so jarring, that Saul couldn’t bring himself to 

eat or drink, as if sustenance was secondary to discerning what this all means, what to do now, 

what to do with everything you’ve ever heard, been told, everything you’ve ever believed. It 

really is nothing but disruptive, this call to change.  

 I mean, that’s what it is, right—a call to change? Saul was once a threat and murder 

breathing Christian-hater, and now he’s been confronted by the very Jesus whose followers he 

seeks to silence. Saul eventually becomes Paul, easily the most important follower of Christ—in 

history. Saul becomes Paul: change. This “Damascus Road Experience” becomes the example of 

Christian conversion (a word that literally means “change”), but not everyone experiences one, 

right? Not everyone has a past life of squalor and addiction. Not everyone has baggage weighed 

down with guilt and shame. Not everyone has skeletons clattering in their closets of past 

violence, hatred, or betrayal. No, some folks were born pretty good and just keep right on living 

as pretty good, right? I’ve always thought these sort of folks sometimes like to manufacture some 

great sin in their lives from which they’ve turned: like the kid who stood up to give a testimony 

of how he had wasted his life in sin because he skipped Sunday school one time when he was 

nine because he wanted to stay home and watch cartoons.  

 But here’s the thing: we hold up Saul’s “Damascus Road Experience” as the example of 

Christian conversion, of changing from one wretched, vile sinner to a saint on fire for God, but 

for Saul/Paul, it was something else. It was a disruptive call that forced him to change from what 

he had always known, what he had always believed to be righteous and holy, what he had 

understood from the scriptures and the ancient traditions of his faith to what he had believed was 

just the opposite. Saul doesn’t go from being some washed out heroin addict to a Harvard 
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educated preacher; this isn’t a spiritual “rags-to-riches” story. Saul is confronted by Jesus, 

confronted with the deeper, wider truth of who and what God is in Christ, and it strikes him 

blind, robs him of his appetite, because this call to change is disruptive as it shakes the 

foundations of everything we’ve built our lives on.  

 Yes! The gospel calls the prisoner out of prison to the pulpit (as it has done with our 

friend Vic Jackopson). Yes! The gospel calls a murderer from his murdering ways into the life-

giving light of God. Yes! The gospel calls sinners to be saints, but the gospel also calls those 

who think they’ve got it all figured out to realize that God is always just beyond the horizon of 

their certainty. And that ever-widening, ever-deepening reality that is God calls us to change, or 

better, to grow. To realize, like Saul, that God in Christ is bigger than our certainties and 

traditions, that God is calling us always on, never wanting us to settle for right where we are, for 

what we believe to be all there is, for what we think we have figured out. The call to change is a 

call to grow, and friends, growing is hard. It’s uncomfortable, painful, and most of the time, just 

not something I want to do. And do you know why? Because, if you ask me, most of the time 

I’m pretty sure I’ve got things figured out; I’m pretty sure I’ve been around the block enough 

times, I’ve read enough, heard enough, been affirmed enough that I don’t need to know or grow 

anymore. I’d like to think I’m in about the same place as Saul when he left Jerusalem: full to the 

back teeth with conviction, backed-up by the Bible, and affirmed by the powers-that-be (at least 

the powerful and well-known ones).  

 Here again, Saul would come to understand that even with all that he was, all that he had, 

all that he knew, there was still more, still farther to go. He would eventually write to his beloved 

Philippians: “I, too, have reason for confidence in the flesh. If anyone else has reason to be 

confident in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of 
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Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to 

zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless.” Can I 

contextualize this a bit for you? Essentially Paul says, “If anyone has bragging rights when it 

comes to being a godly person it’s me: dedicated as a child in the church, born to a family of 

deacons and preachers, baptized after my first Bible School, perfect attendance in Sunday 

School, chair of the deacons, head of the class in seminary, a teetotaler, prayed-up with every 

verse of the Bible committed to memory.” Paul was bold enough to say he was “blameless” 

under the law. Is there any room left at the top for someone like that? Can they be any better, 

have it any more together? Well…yeah, because the call of the gospel is the call to change, to 

grow, to constantly have our complacencies disrupted.  

 Yeah, Paul says, “I, too, have reason for confidence in the flesh. If anyone else has 

reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, a member of 

the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a 

Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless.” 

But do you know what he wrote right after that? Do you know what this blameless, Sunday 

school superstar, literally “holier-than-thou” man wrote after listing all the ways he had his 

religious life together? “Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because 

of Christ. More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard 

them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a 

righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, 

the righteousness from God based on faith.”  

 Do you hear what he’s saying? No matter how together he thought he was, no matter how 



124 

 

 

sure he was of himself, his faith, his life, his knowledge, no matter what he had to back it, the 

affirmations from the priests, the proof texts of scripture, the centuries of tradition, Paul counts it 

all as garbage in the light of Christ’s disruptive presence. Paul counted it all as nothing, willing 

to lose it all—all that he had given his entire life for—for the sake of just knowing Jesus more.  

 I wonder…what are you willing to give up in order to know Jesus more? What are you 

willing to count as garbage in your own life so that you may answer Jesus’ call to grow, to 

change? Are you willing to give up more than just the usual stuff—distractions, wastes, habits? 

Are you willing to even count all that you believe to be certain to follow his call, to walk closer 

with Jesus? The call to change may be the hardest call to heed; it may be the most disruptive call 

on our lives as it will inevitably cause us to question even that which we’ve held on to for so 

long, that which has kept us so comfortable for so long. The gospel of Christ, the good news that 

God would intervene in history, take on flesh to die for the sake of love, forgiveness, and 

redemption is a gospel that call us ever on, despite the disruption it may cause. Because the truth 

is, everything—every single thing—we hold on to, everything we think we’ve got figured out, 

everything we think keeps us from the love of God, everything we think weighs us down or 

keeps us tied up—it’s all garbage compared to just wanting to know Jesus. So, what is it that 

keeps you from answering his call today? Whatever it is, it’s no better than trash. Give it up, and 

answer the call of Christ, the same call that invites us to this table this morning. Amen. 
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Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost: October 13, 2019 

God as Disruption: The Call to Disrupt 

First Baptist Church of Williams 

Jacksonville, AL 

 

Luke 23: 13-491 

13 Pilate then called together the chief priests, the leaders, and the people, 14 and said to 

them, "You brought me this man as one who was perverting the people; and here I have 

examined him in your presence and have not found this man guilty of any of your charges 

against him 15 Neither has Herod, for he sent him back to us. Indeed, he has done nothing to 

deserve death. 16 I will therefore have him flogged and release him." 17 18 Then they all 

shouted out together, "Away with this fellow! Release Barabbas for us!" 19 (This was a man 

who had been put in prison for an insurrection that had taken place in the city, and for 

murder. 20 Pilate, wanting to release Jesus, addressed them again; 21 but they kept shouting, 

"Crucify, crucify him! 22 A third time he said to them, "Why, what evil has he done? I have 

found in him no ground for the sentence of death; I will therefore have him flogged and then 

release him." 23 But they kept urgently demanding with loud shouts that he should be 

crucified; and their voices prevailed. 24 So Pilate gave his verdict that their demand should be 

granted. 25 He released the man they asked for, the one who had been put in prison for 

insurrection and murder, and he handed Jesus over as they wished. 26 As they led him away, 

they seized a man, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming from the country, and they laid the cross 

on him, and made him carry it behind Jesus. 27 A great number of the people followed him, 

and among them were women who were beating their breasts and wailing for him. 28 But 

Jesus turned to them and said, "Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but weep for 

yourselves and for your children. 29 For the days are surely coming when they will say, 

"Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that never bore, and the breasts that never nursed.' 30 

Then they will begin to say to the mountains, "Fall on us'; and to the hills, "Cover us.' 31 For 

if they do this when the wood is green, what will happen when it is dry?" 32 Two others also, 

who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. 33 When they came to the 

place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right 

and one on his left. 34 [Then Jesus said, "Father, forgive them; for they do not know what 

they are doing."] And they cast lots to divide his clothing. 35 And the people stood by, 

watching; but the leaders scoffed at him, saying, "He saved others; let him save himself if he 

is the Messiah of God, his chosen one!" 36 The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and 

offering him sour wine 37 and saying, "If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!" 38 

There was also an inscription over him, "This is the King of the Jews. 39 One of the criminals 

who were hanged there kept deriding him and saying, "Are you not the Messiah? Save 

yourself and us!" 40 But the other rebuked him, saying, "Do you not fear God, since you are 

under the same sentence of condemnation? 41 And we indeed have been condemned justly, for 

we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong." 42 Then 

he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom." 43 He replied, "Truly I tell 

you, today you will be with me in Paradise." 44 It was now about noon, and darkness came 

 
1 A video recording of this sermon can be found on the YouTube channel of First Baptist 

Williams: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tajT3-1e0A4.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tajT3-1e0A4
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over the whole land until three in the afternoon, 45 while the sun's light failed; and the 

curtain of the temple was torn in two. 46 Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, "Father, 

into your hands I commend my spirit." Having said this, he breathed his last. 47 When the 

centurion saw what had taken place, he praised God and said, "Certainly this man was 

innocent." 48 And when all the crowds who had gathered there for this spectacle saw what 

had taken place, they returned home, beating their breasts. 49 But all his acquaintances, 

including the women who had followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance, watching these 

things. 

 

 I was sitting on the floor in my grandmother’s living room the first time I heard God. I 

couldn’t have been much older than five or six, because I really don’t recall many other Sunday 

afternoons waiting for dinner after church. Our church attendance dropped to nothing after my 

granddad died, my dad went through his second divorce, and our family was deemed a bit too 

“sinful” I suppose to remain in good fellowship. But on one of those Sundays, I clearly 

remember sitting in the floor of the living room at Grandma’s house, when I heard a low 

growling, a rumbling that seemed to come from some strange place. I think I brushed it off at 

first, but then I heard it again. I looked around the room; no one seemed to notice what had 

happened. Naturally, having just spent the morning in Sunday school and children’s church, I 

assumed this strange noise was supernatural. When I heard it again, I asked out loud, “Did 

anyone else hear that?!” My uncle David looked at me and said, “Heard what? God must be 

talking to you, boy!”  

 I couldn’t believe it! God was talking to me! Of course, God wasn’t making a whole lot 

of sense, not speaking very clearly. So, I waited to see if the Lord would speak again, and sure 

enough, I heard the familiar, low growl, and so I said something akin to “What are you trying to 

say God?!” That’s when my uncle started laughing; turns out it wasn’t God speaking to me, but 

my uncle’s stomach speaking to him!   

 Now, you may laugh at such a story, but when I was telling it to Dr. Betty Talbert, who 
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was the director of spiritual formation at Truett Seminary during my time there, Dr. Talbert 

leaned forward in her chair, looked me right in my twenty-four year old soul and said, “How do 

you know God was talking to you then, Chris?” “Well,” I said, “isn’t it a bit silly to think that 

God would speak to a four-or-five-year-old through the rumbling of his uncle’s hungry 

stomach?” Again, Betty T. leaned a little forward I her chair, still holding my gaze, and said, “I 

suppose it’s a little foolish, like God speaking through a bush that is on fire without being burned 

up, or God speaking through a pregnant virgin, or God showing us how to live by dying.” Yeah, 

that is a bit foolish I suppose. 

 I mean, is this how you would have written this story? If you had some grand plan for all 

of humankind, would it look like this? Would you create people so bent on their own selfishness 

that they constantly forget you, forget to thank you, to praise you, to love you? Would you desire 

simple sacrifices of lambs, goats, cattle, and grain only to have your beloved ignore those, or 

capitalize on such sacrifices to gain wealth or influence for themselves? Would you keep giving 

them chance after chance no matter how deep their corruption, no matter how great their 

injustices to each other and those around them? Would you be so determined to love them that 

you’d slip into their world, nearly unnoticed and unannounced, to grow among them, to walk 

with them, talk with them, eat with them, grieve with them? Would you still want to hold on to 

them if they still failed to see who you were, if they still failed to “get it,” if they constantly 

looked to you for power, for prosperity, for wealth? Would you—you with the seeming power to 

create the whole cosmos from scratch—hold on to the inhabitants of this blue-green rock to the 

point of your very own death? What kind of plan is that? Why would anything close to an all-

everything God die?  

 You realize that’s what’s happening here, right? God, in Christ, is dying, there on the 
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cross, that most cruel, tortuous, and bloody means of execution. That’s absolutely not the way I 

would have done it, and I don’t think I’m speaking out of turn to say that I don’t believe it’s how 

anyone of us would have done it. To possess the power of God, the power that called light out of 

darkness, the power that parted the Red Sea…and die?! No. That’s not how I would have done it 

at all. I can buy the virgin birth, the walking on water, the feeding of five thousand, the healing 

the sick, giving sight to the blind, raising the dead, cleansing lepers….all that, but to die?! 

Doesn’t that disrupt the whole thing, throw an enormous wrench in this whole “messiah” thing? 

Why, I think I’d almost rather have a God that speaks through growling stomachs than a God 

who dies.  

Where’s the power in that? Really? I mean, if it’s just a strategy for catching the strong, 

the clever, the powerful unawares,2 then it’s honestly not a great one, right? Why not just simply 

overpower them? Don’t let the whip strike your flesh, the nails pierce your hands. Instead, why 

not just take hold of the whip, melt the iron of the nails with the snap of your fingers, subdue 

those who would nail you to the wood with just the sound of your voice or a show of cosmic 

strength by rending the sky in two to rain down brimstone onto your would-be executors? If the 

death of Christ is nothing more than strategy, a sort of living password for the righteous so that 

the wicked perish and suffer, while the righteous get their reward, does it sell the very death of 

God in Christ short? Does it cheapen the cross?  

I suppose one way, a most popular way, of thinking of Christ’s death is as a grand 

transaction, as the theologian John Caputo puts it, “an economy, a good investment with long-

 
2 Caputo. Cross and Cosmos, 4. 
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term rewards.”3 God’s death in Christ is an all-encompassing sacrifice, meant to cover more than 

the sacrifice of doves and goats, blood meant to be more transactionally powerful than that of 

bulls spilled upon the alter in the Most Holy Place of the temple. The death of Christ is a death 

completed “in our place,” so that we may gain the glory of heaven in exchange for our 

acceptance of this price paid on our behalf. While I don’t deny this understanding of Christ’s 

death, I cannot help but find myself asking, to whom does God owe the debt that Christ must pay 

on our behalf? If it is God, then forgiveness of such a debt can surely be forgiven by the all-

powerful God to whom it is owed, right? If we owe God some debt for our sins, is God not God 

enough to simply forgive it, and if not, then is there something greater than God to which God 

must answer, some economic code of the universe? There has to be more, something more to it 

all. It can’t just be about settling a debt, evening a score. The death of God in Christ upon the 

cross must mean something more, because it is God’s death in Christ upon the cross. 

If we are not careful, we can find ourselves giving into the great temptation of that 

ancient heresy of Docetism, the belief that the suffering and death of Christ is merely “an 

appearance behind which lurks the real action and power.”4 Docetism can best be summed up as 

the notion that God only “appeared” to die in Christ on the cross, that somehow Christ escaped 

the real agony and suffering of death, leaving a dead body behind to be inhabited later at the 

resurrection. The early Church deemed such a notion a heresy, and I believe with good reason. 

To rob God of the reality of suffering and death upon the cross cheapens the cross, makes God 

little more than a mocker of our human pain, weakness, and suffering. When Christ suffers in 

 
3 Ibid. 

 
4 Ibid.  
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weakness and agony upon the cross, it is real pain and suffering he experiences. When Christ 

breathes his last, he is really dead, bereft of life. In Christ, upon the cross, we witness the 

weakness, the real suffering, the death of God.  

Rest with that for a minute. Don’t run from those words. If the cross is going to mean 

anything, if it’s going to truly change hearts, change lives, change the world, it has to mean that.  

It’s not what we want. It’s not what we would have done. It—the cross and Christ’s death upon 

it—disrupts EVERYTHING. It overturns all our expectations of a hero, of a messiah, of a leader, 

or God God’s self! It’s all backwards and inside-out. It’s like a gift we were sure was one thing, 

only to find it’s something else entirely, something we didn’t even know we wanted or needed. 

It’s like love—real love—that comes not in the grand gestures of planned pomp and 

circumstance, but in the smallest and most -unexpected of actions. It’s like grace that is hardly 

ever extended from those who sit high and lofty to those below them, but from the oppressed to 

those who oppress them. It’s like forgiveness that isn’t offered to those who come crawling on 

their hands and knees, but given to those who can’t even admit they stand in need of it. It’s life 

lived—not in pursuit of more—but in the ever-emptying, ever-dying to ourselves, our 

selfishness, our sin. That is the gospel! That is the cross, the death of God in Christ.  

In the end, this is the Good News: God is not the God of our expectations, the God who is 

all-powerful, victorious, a champion on a white horse. No! God is the God of disruption, 

overturning those expectations created out of our own vulnerabilities and desires for a God who 

is anything that is unlike us and everything like what we want to be. The gospel of the cross 

preaches to us that God is in fact everything like us and nothing like what we expect God to be! 

Weak?! Suffering?! Dying?! Not my God! Yes! That’s God! The cross testifies to the reality that 

God is indeed a God of absolute love, grace, and forgiveness, made manifest in his words from 
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the cross ("Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing”), made real by his 

suffering despite his perceived power, made eternally grounded by his death. Is it foolish? Yes! 

Is it weak? Yes! But I read where the Apostle Paul said (over in 1 Corinthians 1:25), “For the 

foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than 

human strength,” and I’m inclined to believe it.  

Though there are times when it’s hard, when it’s difficult, because I want a God who fits 

the mold, a God who’s understanding of justice is grounded in vengeance, a God whose notion 

of right and good looks a whole lot like mine, a God like the one Clarence Jordan describes when 

he wrote, “When God becomes a man, we don’t know what to do with him. If he will just stay 

God, like a God ought to be, then we can deal with him. We can sing songs to him if he’ll just 

stay God. If he will stay in in heaven and quit coming down to earth and dwelling among us 

where we have to deal with a baby in a manger and a man on the cross; if God Almighty would 

just stay God and quit becoming man—then we could handle him.”5 Yeah, I want a God I can 

handle, not a God who offers forgiveness from a cross. If God is going to forgive, let God do it 

from a judge’s seat in the courtroom, not a cross. If God is going to call me, call us, let him call 

us from a clouded throne in a heavenly temple, not a splintered, blood-soaked cross! If God is 

going to call us, let him call us a burning bush, a still, small voice, an angel, a talking donkey, a  

growling stomach—anything but a cross! Because a cross betrays the true nature of God: God’s 

desire, God’s ultimate hope, God’s “plan” one might say, is love, love strong enough for the God 

of the universe to die, upon a crude, bloody, rough, wooden cross.  

 
5From Clarence Jordan’s sermon, "Incarnational Evangelism" in The Substance of Faith: And 

Other Cotton Patch Sermons. Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2005. 
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This is why one of the earliest hymns of the Church was sung: “Christ Jesus, who, 

though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 

exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And 

being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— 

even death on a cross. Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is 

above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 

glory of God the Father.”6 

In the end, this is the Gospel, the Good News: God’s love for us is so deep, so eternal, 

that God was willing to pour all of God’s self out for us, to become like us, to suffer like us, to 

bleed like us, to die like us. God’s love for us is so unending that it disrupts all of who we are 

and everything we may expect God to be and do. And in that disruptive love, to that disruptive 

love, through that disruptive love, God calls us. God calls you. God calls you to give yourself up, 

to give up what you expect to find, have, and earn in this life so that you may receive the gift you 

never knew you wanted or needed. God calls you to be freed from the oppression of your own 

expectations, from your own self-doubts about your own worth, to take hold and claim as yours 

the grace and forgiveness that is freely given from a God who still offers it to those who would 

crucify him. God calls you to a life truly lived in the death to yourself, to your selfishness, to 

your sin. God calls you to love—to God’s love and the love of others—a love so deep, so 

eternally real, that the very God of the universe was willing to die—really die—to show us just 

how real it is. It’s the Good News, the Gospel, that God calls us to come and die, die to self, and 

 
6 Philippians 2:6-11. 
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be transformed into the very likeness of the same One whose love for all was so great, that he 

turned everything upside-down and inside out by his disruptive death on a cross, a death that 

calls us to disrupt our own expectations and the expectations of the world by that self-same love. 

May we all be so bold as to answer the call and begin, even today, to die more to ourselves, so 

that we may live more for God and each other. Amen. 
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Focus Group Session #1  

(September15, 2019) 

Facilitator:  So we'll begin this way, we are recording now. So, keep your bad words to 

yourself. So first question this will be the way we start and then again I'm just 

gonna shut up. What words, language or ideas did you hear about God in the 

sermon this morning? 

John:1  I heard that God is not partial when he calls a person. He knows he wants that 

person to be do he's asking him to do. Then he won't leave him when he calls he 

will stay with him. Until he carries through what he called him to do, or at least try 

to go through with it. God is faithful. He'll follow up on what he starts out with. 

Mike:  Something I had never heard before, God is the call. Something that was pretty 

unique and interesting. I had never heard that before. 

Dave:  I had the second one. What Wit was saying is that that really jumped to at me. I 

remember writing that one down in my little notepad that I have. Is that God is the 

call. I never, as you mentioned, I've never heard that before. I think we all need to 

be just are to know when we are called to something that, like you were 

mentioning, it can be big or small. We have to be ready for whatever that may be. 

If it is moving our entire family into somewhere else, or just big radical changes 

and things like that. We need to be mindful that that may be required of us and 

that's ultimately a true test of faith I guess. 

Carey:  Following off that I know you said disruptive several times. Y'all are saying God is 

the call and the call is disruptive. It doesn't matter where we are, what we're doing. 

Women are most comfortable with that often times happens. So our comfort is not 

Gods major concern. It's maybe the level of faith we have in the call. 

Laura:  His commitment to us in spite of our nature of rebellion. 

Facilitator:  Keep this going. How do you feel about those kinds of words like disruption or 

God is the call? Do you agree with that? Do you disagree? It's okay to disagree 

with that by the way. Why or why not? How do you feel about, I don't know, 

thinking about God in that way? 

John:  You know I never thought about that being disruptive. But after that came out then 

I got to thinking about it back in past experiences. And it can be very disruptive 

and you don't realize this until you still following what God called you to do. And 

it leads you to do. It can be very disruptive but still you know that call is there. 

And you still follow it and it can be very disruptive. Not a bad disruptive because 

 
1 The names of participants have been changed.  
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you feel like calling you is what you want to do what Gods call is. But it can be 

very disruptive. 

Kate:  We talk about that, the call out. I took that as your conscience being brought up in 

faith and around the church the way that I have, my conscience are how I respond 

to things that come into my life every day. It's driven by that faith and driven by 

that voice that call, how I respond to that. So when I heard God is the call, I looked 

at it as that's my conscience. That's kinda how. 

Carey:  That's a very uncomfortable word, disruptive. I know that I had a boss one time 

that told me just to make two columns, a plus and minus. And so, whichever one 

outweighed the other is a great way to make a decision. But I think you mentioned 

something about that this morning about us weighing decisions maybe. So that 

made me think, well I can make that look however I want on however I feel as far 

as feeling comfortable. I can do that myself. That's just so silly, that chart's so silly 

when we think about Gods call. Because I can talk myself out of it no matter what. 

I mean if I want to. Instead of relying on that human nature I guess just being 

faithful and realizing that even though it might be disruptive the blessings later will 

be great. Just in general the blessing of living Gods call is better than anything we 

can plan for ourselves. 

Laura:  I think we try to rationalize staying in our comfort zones because we're like I 

would have so much anxiety and I couldn't do your will God. You try to think of 

things like I can do better for you if I'm comfortable because I'll be worried about 

all these additional things if I'm in this new place where I don't have a clear 

understanding of my surroundings. So I think we get comfortable in our safety and 

ignore what Gods will for our lives are. 

Carey:  I agree with that. I guess when I look back just at my faith journey and I see those 

moments where I was comfortable. It's easy to say that that was when God was 

moving because I felt comfortable. But actually I really see God in those 

disruptions and so it really kind of changes my outlook on that term and the 

meaning. And the fear that I used to see it as, but it's a good thing. Because God 

was present. 

Laura:  Piggy back off me. That'll take a minute to get used to. But I found the most 

meaning out of those more uncomfortable situations. Maybe that initial concept of 

getting there was the uncomfortable. But I got a greater reward out of that. 

Facilitator:  So you said about God is present in this room. What does that mean when you hear 

that? Does that mean God is the cause, the causality, disruption or flush that out 

around the table. 

Nancy:  I grew up thinking that when I feel good and on track that I am a faithful Christian, 

a faithful follower. But I don't see it like that anymore because God is not just 
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present when things are peachy keen. It's, God is in everything I just had to learn to 

see it if that makes sense. 

Kate:  Yes it's easier for us to see I feel the same way. When it's puppy dogs and 

rainbows then it's harder to think why would God put me in this situation. This 

negative, however you want to term it, how could these things happen? I tend to 

question more when it's a rougher situation or something like that. But he's there. 

So. 

Nancy:  In those questions you find God. Yeah. 

Kate:  He helps you find those answers. 

Nancy:  And sometimes there's no answers, there's more questions. 

Kate:  Exactly. 

John:  You know when you feel connected like you said here, you hear that. Peoples 

gonna be in [inaudible 00:09:07] come here and that's part of the disruption to me. 

You know what it is, but other peoples gonna have to be involved with it don't 

necessarily know that. And that's the disruptive part. But still you know what God 

is sayin and you know in the long run what it's for. And personally that's why you 

keep on rollin and keep on goin and work through the disruptive part of it. 

Knowing really what God has done for you through Jesus Christ and even though 

it's disruptive but my mercy and grace it's efficient. And you know where I'm 

coming from there. 

Dave:  The word disruption, it's got a little ecological sense to it cause if you get into the 

biological aspect of it an ecosystem gets in steady state it's relatively useless. 

Inputs and outputs are equal. And so it doesn't really do anything. And then so if 

the disruption happens there's mass chaos that ensues but that whole system, that 

whole mindset, will shift to another steady state. So I think it's kind of a way that 

God pushes us in a direction, we get there and we're happy, we're goin to church 

every day, we're doing what we think we're supposed to do and then God throws in 

a disruption. 

Dave:  And whatever that is your life will shift over to an alternate steady state that God 

saw over that he wants you to go to. Now during that mass chaos, like you're 

talking about, as you're adjusting to that new situation that you're in. I think that's 

when you're really gonna get down to that raw core of what God is. And he's 

sovereign with everything, every situation whether the disruption be something 

death of a family member, something like that. He allowed that guidance to get 

you to somewhere else. 

Dave:  And so that disruption to me is really that kicking point of. It's goin to tear down 

what you think you have and you're goin to switch over to something different that 
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you probably won't see. For sure not immediately, and it may be 80 years down the 

road. You're like, oh light bulb. That's what that was about. And you may never 

see it in your lifetime. There may be a little kicker that comes off from that 

situation that starts a whole nother ecosystem over here that you may never see. 

And you was a tool in that, you was a part of it that you may never see. You just 

gotta trust that God saw over everything and that the disruption has a purpose. 

Nancy:  And it's more than God causing disruption. It's not that, it's more than that. It's that 

I chose to be become more comfortable and set in a certain way. 

Dave:  Yeah, I'm right here, this is my safe spot, this is what I'm doing, I'm happy with it. 

It's not like some sort of meanness that God says well I'm puttin this here to ruin 

everything that you have. No, your purpose now has got to change. 

Nancy:  Yes. 

Kenneth:  But even through disruption too I think that, it may be specific like for myself I'll 

find times of when a disruption does happen, my first instinct is not to go to God. 

It's for me to self try to correct that action. And it's a constant spiral for that until 

you eventually you reach a point to where you. It's strange that you do get to a 

certain point that you just know you can't control the outcome of something. You 

literally reach your capacity to do so. And then you turn to God and you think 

about, well if I would have taken a step back at a certain moment in some of those 

prior disruptions where and it's honestly probably right at the very beginning that 

you shoulda went to God and thought about him. Put him in that scenario and 

think, how is He influencing this? Or what do I need go to him for for that? And it 

could save you a lot of trouble down the road. 

Facilitator:  What caught you by surprise from the sermon this morning? What's something that 

made you really think? 

Kenneth:  I think it's that always that radical idea of letting go of everything else. When you 

talk about just this complete flip you upside down and go do something. Have total 

faith in that decision, whether not really knowing ultimately what that outcome is. 

You're trusting in something, on faith I guess. And that always hits me and it 

doesn't matter if its this story or any other story. It's just seeing my day to day life 

and kind of what you guys were talking about, the comforts that you have. Where 

you exist and where you feel like you're not vulnerable and that's just your 

personality trait but could you ever truly just make a jump or make a leap? And it 

be better for your life overall but you gotta take that chance to do so. Every time I 

hear that it strikes me and it makes me sit there and ponder on it for a minute. It 

just humbles you. 

John:  Why me God? Why call me? After what I've been why call me? And if you 

answer, you get that answer down the road in time. Like we've all said, nothings 

impossible with God. 
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Nancy:  We know how their story ends so we see they have their child later on. Their 

challenged with this task to go. Your like, well what was I supposed to do? You 

can look them up as bible stories that we've read our whole lives and we kind of 

romanticize them later on. If God picked them he can pick anybody. And that just 

kind of catches me off guard every single time. Cause even if you read a little bit 

further, you're like yikes. Sometimes when you read a story and then God still 

makes amazing things happen through people that we probably wouldn't pick to go 

do something. 

Carey:  I'm so glad we don't get to make that choice. 

Nancy:  Right. 

Carey:  Yes I'm very thankful for that. I know we said God calls but our response to the 

call. When you think you said we can follow, ignore, or reject and I can think of 

times when I did all of those things. You notice being thankful that God does not 

walk away when we reject. That he continues to call us through the whole thing. 

No matter which of those options we choose God continues to call us. I just 

thought that was pretty cool. Cause we have so much choice. 

Dave:  It seems like a lot of times you think about taking a leap of faith. I can remember 

one time we jumped off this big rock and remember jumping off the edge of it. 

And as soon as I left I go oh gosh this is a mistake. And it wasn't nice, and I hit the 

water and it was fine. I just don't know that looking at Abraham and his journey, 

that leap of faith wasn't something that was jumping off that rock. It wasn't like I'd 

take leap and it's over with I'm done. No it's more like I'm gonna walk through 

mud for the rest of my time going towards this target that I really can't capture. But 

I'm gonna do it because what I'm supposed to do. And it's my faith. Like he was 

talking on. It's my faith. The mud seems to be getting deeper and I'm slowing 

down and I don't know how much further I can go but I'm gonna keep takin 

another step. Take another step. 

Dave:  That hit me today what she was talking about in that whole situation of our 

conscious decisions. Yes or no. I think that's, oh yeah I'm going to do it. But it's 

not. It's tomorrow I've gotta make that same decision. I'm gonna get up and I'm 

gonna do it. Most time, like he was talking about, I found myself making the no no 

not today I'll do it tomorrow Lord. Or not this week, we'll do it next week. Or 

something like that. When you take that leap, to me it seems like it's not much of a 

leap, it's more like take that first step of fixing to go to work. Here we go. We 

fixing to get this done. 

Nancy:  Feel like I'm talking a lot and I don't really like it but another thing that really 

caught me off guard. Chris, the story of your baptism I guess when you said that 

that did not wash away your past but it soaked your future. That's a way we don't 

normally put things but this is about forgiveness it's about that past life goin away. 

But no, it's really about what's to come and I think so many times we focus on that. 
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Just being soaked in the future I thought was a neat way to put that. That stood out 

to me. 

Facilitator:  Now we're good. Okay. So that was good. Well, did you hear something that 

provoked emotion or some sort of immediate feeling or response? 

Dave:  Your last statement, and you say this every week, when you say God loves you, 

and what are you going to do about that? But your last statement was God is 

calling you right now. What are you going to do about it? That wasn't the end of it, 

obviously, but if you were going to put a comma next to it, the next step is up to 

us. 

John:  You know, something came out to me along in that was when you was talking 

about God calling Abram. And then you started calling, talking about you hear it, 

the voice. And I said that's the same God that called Abraham that's calling Chris. 

Same God, same thing, calling us all. Do we hear it or do we not hear it? Do we 

answer it or do we not answer? And when we don't answer, He keeps calling until. 

But that's the same God. 

Kate:  I'll probably get emotional telling this, but I really related with Abram's story and 

how he settled with his family and then this disruption, he was to go further and, 

you know, I've always lived here. This is my life. All I know. And so you know 

that one day that calling will be that I must go alone. I must leave what I know. So 

yeah, that was... Brought on some emotion for sure. Right now it does. 

John:  Most likely when that call comes you'll be ready to answer it, Kate. 

Kate:  Yeah, yeah. It's just scary. 

John:  You know, it's building up. When that call comes, and it'll more than likely come, 

you will answer it in the positive. But there would still be some upsets or some 

things that you have to change. 

Kate:  Oh, yeah. 

John:  But that's part of it. That's just like you said, that's, that's part of it. Course it's, it 

wasn't easy on Abram. You know, it was not easy on Abram, but it wasn't easy on 

those other folks who went along with him too. But that's part of the call. And it's, 

and it's already been figured out by the one that done the calling. 

Facilitator  Well, I heard the word calling, and disruption, which is good that you heard those 

words. What other kind of words did you hear that maybe like stood out to you that 

you thought, "Hmm?" 

Carey:  Cultural safety. You know, I work in a very diverse community and so I'm very 

thankful for this community that is not diverse, as diverse that I grew up in. And I 
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think that it helped to prepare me for going to such a diverse community and that, 

you know, things like hospitality, love, a lot of really great qualities I learned here. 

I've also realized that this is a very comfortable place for a lot of people who have 

lived here for a really long time and haven't had the opportunity to get out in some 

of these other places and it's, it can be uncomfortable. And so cultural security, I 

don't know why that stood out so much to me, but just in general, I think we 

struggle with that. I know I do every single day with people around me. So that 

phrase stood out to me. 

Facilitator  What sort of theology did you hear communicated either in the text, the sermon? 

And by theology I mean quite literally about God in this sense. You've hinted at it 

a little bit, but we're going to flush that out a little more. 

John:  God told Abram that he would be a blessing, not only to his family, but to people 

of all the world. And to me that's theology, because God created us all and He is 

for all of us. And although we all don't get along, but He is the Holiest for us all. 

Be as one and all being one accord. But we choose different from that. But God's 

call with Abram would be a blessing to all of us and we would look at that as God 

wants us all to be as one. 

Dave:  Yeah, I think, you know, coming the sermon, but also that's been echoed 

consistently for the past 15 minutes or so, you know, when we think about God 

and this in all of the stories throughout the entire Bible and everything else, now 

we're talking about that same God that spoke to Abram and then spoke to you. 

Like that's such an overwhelming concept, I guess, that you have this Creator and 

he's constantly reaching out to you and wants to see your level of faith and it's, and 

to know, I guess that I could please that God, that same God by doing something 

and showing some sort of proclamation of faith by not anything that I could 

control here. 

Dave:  Like just a total 100% dive right in with no floaties on in the deep end. Like, and 

know that I'm trusting in Him. That that pleases him to know that I have that level 

of faith in Him. And so it's just that I don't know, it's a true testament to how much 

you trust him and believe in him and know that no matter what else could happen, 

that you know His Will's going to be what's best for you. 

Laura:  I remember you discussing this and this was kind of it was hitting me in the past 

before it hit me again today. Correct me if I'm wrong, there were people that stayed 

back at the original, was it, what was the name of the place where they originally 

settled? 

Kate:  Huron. 

Laura:  Huron. All right. So I've always struggled with a little bit of this is, and it came 

back today again is so Abram was called, why wasn't any of the other ones called? 

And is that our question to ask. You know, you see this, you know, you see, you 
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think of some great, you know our Chris or whoever. That's a preacher or 

something and, and you know why? Why was Chris called? And why wasn't your 

brother, you know, why, why wasn't... And then, too, is that our question to ask or 

is that even a question we should even think about asking? 

Laura:  Because it may not be that God calls me to be a whatever, a youth minister 

preacher, whatever, schoolteacher or, you know. I see these kids like you're talking 

about, you know, being in a culture. I see a lot of kids that I'm like, please, if you 

would just let go of that situation, I could show you something totally different. 

But you know what, you know it's too deep of a conversation. 

Laura:  We'll go 90 miles to the right of this, but it's just, I've always struggled with that is, 

you know, Abraham got called and Sarah got called. What about the other ones 

that weren't called. You know, what's their purpose in this whole thing? What's our 

purpose in this whole thing? If I... I may never be called to go to Shanghai, China, 

I may get called to go to Piedmont, Alabama. And so I think we've got to be 

cognizant of, you know, cause I'm real bad about looking elsewhere and you know, 

social media is terrible about throwing stuff in your face all the time. And I'm 

always thinking like, you know, what's my calling, where's it at? And then I think 

we've got to be cognizant of maybe God's got you right where he wants you to be. 

Carey:  Well, I think if you're not, I mean, I think we've all agreed that God's call is 

persistent and is something you can't walk away from. So I think if you're, I guess 

in the right place, mentally, spiritually, then I mean, I guess that's how you're going 

be led. Cause I remember something's wondering about, you're going to lose sleep 

over this, this is going to bother you. This is going to... You know, so, you know, I 

guess it's really easy to think, well I'm just doing this, but if you're not in the right 

place, you're going to know. I hope. I hope I'm going to know if I'm not in the right 

place. 

Dave:  You're going to know. 

Kate:  Your story of baptism. Just I got to thinking about mine after church and I was 

baptized my dad. And I just had such a spiritual connection to that whole 

experience. But to think about baptism as not just a one-day thing, but a continual 

renewal in Christ just like He continues to call again and again and again. And I 

just made this interesting connection to think back on my baptism and wanting that 

to be not just a one calendar day, years and years ago, but to be a continual renewal 

with my faith in Christ as I continue to try to answer call after call after call. 

Facilitator:  Would you say... We've talked about calling here. How would you define sort of 

the local theology, if you will, of calling that you've experienced? So growing up, I 

mean, whether it's been in this church or in other churches or places or even your 

own personal one, how would you sort of define that? What does that look like? 

What is that? 



143 

 

 

Kate:  I knew one thing growing up here that always hit me is how we take care of 

everybody. I mean, not just our community, but those communities that surround 

us. We've always reached out. We've always, you know, if there was a problem or 

a need, we handled it. We went together as a group, as a church and we did 

whatever needed to be done. And it didn't matter what it was. It didn't matter who 

it was. 

Dave:  It's funny you asked that because I was thinking about this in the last question you 

just asked. So I guess I'm going to say it, but some of y'all know, but may not, but 

I'm... This is what I call home now. And if you'd have told me, you know, growing 

up, I never would have put myself here. Honestly, I mean, the first 12 years of my 

life I lived in Atlanta, then Huntsville, then Montgomery and finally here. So this 

is the longest I've ever lived anywhere, but it still feels the most like home. You 

know, and what I've always said, and I know y'all, some of y'all in this room have 

heard this and were here when I first started coming here is this church always 

makes people feel welcome. And that's always meant a lot to me. 

Dave:  And even here, my mom and dad, you know, taking comfort in me being here and 

being happy, not being close to home, but still that, you know, I imagine when 

I'm... My kids are older, they'll feel that same way too. And I think that is a big 

asset of our church of making people feel welcome. 

Kate:  I think something, too, hearing you say that. I started to stay your name. Is 

something growing up in the community, my whole life when I was younger I took 

for granted and it didn't hit me. I got... How important that is. 

John:  You know I... 

Facilitator:  Go ahead. 

John:  I heard a person saying something about someone that was called to do something, 

to go somewhere and to take... Help in a situation and this person didn't understand 

why in the world they wanted to go to that... To go. And I just, I said, you ever 

been called by God to go somewhere? And they didn't really have a reply for it. 

And my reply to that is until God calls you, you don't know what the situation is. 

But when God calls you, you know God's calling you. And the results will be what 

you do today and yeah, we might wonder why someone done this and this and so 

forth. But of course when they got the call? They know that God is the one that 

called them to do that. 

John:  And yeah, we wonder about things, but here again, we've heard that little voice like 

you said you heard. Just like Abram heard. And until you, until that that happens, 

you might not understand what the situation is. But here again, the one that got the 

call understands the situation. They know from doing the call. 



144 

 

 

John:  God don't all call us Christians, you know. I believe there's fellow that they call 

Nebuchadnezzar that he called to do some things and so forth. But you know 

where I'm going with that. 

Facilitator:  Tell us where you're going, John, so we can have it. 

John:  Well, you know, he, he just doesn't call all... God uses all of us. God created all of 

us and in one way or another, He'll use us to get us, get His people to do things. 

And, but we, we ourselves... And I'm not saying I'm not near my, my pay scale, is 

not hear high enough to talk about Nebuchadnezzar and all that kind of stuff. But 

I'm not saying that Nebuchadnezzar heard God's call for him to do what he done. 

But that was in God's plan for that to happen that way. And for it to happen to the 

people that it happened to. That was God's plan for it to work out that way. And 

we, I was told this by a Sunday school teacher when I was a young Christian but 

still fairly older fellow. Why God done so and so. And he said, "John, we don't 

question God." Excuse me. That'll be it.... 

Carey:  Well, I did grow up here in this church and so go back to the original question. Can 

you repeat it? So I mean you were talking about the call, right? What does that 

look like to us and where we are? 

Facilitator:  Yeah, and yeah, what does it mean when you were growing up here? Like what is 

calling? 

Carey:  You know we had... I always remember our missionaries coming to church. I 

always remember missionaries. I remember missionaries that were involved with 

the CBF come in. And that was always a really special thing for me. I don't know, 

cause it was so far beyond us right here. You know what I mean? It kind being in 

another part of the world or another state. And we're so... I mean this is a great 

place, but it's a little place, you know what I mean? And so I always felt very, I 

don't know, interested I guess in that and probably rejected some opportunities that 

I should have taken. 

Carey:  But I did have one through the CBF for the rural poverty initiative and I spent a 

summer in Helena, Arkansas, which was also a small place, but it was a very, very 

different place than here. Culturally, I think my dad cried on the way home after he 

dropped me off. You know, there was bars on the window of the gas stations and 

they won't let you come in after eight o'clock. You know, all that was a lot. And I 

know that one granddaddy said, "Well we got stuff that needs to be done around 

here. A lot of people leaving." And then I got one grandmother on the other side 

that never wants anyone to like... The walls of the community. So somehow in that 

though, they were supportive. I mean, I got a gift box from EL one time, you know 

what I mean? With cow tails in it and a BP t-shirt. 

Carey:  But you know, some great things about here is we did allow that to come in. Just 

the, so we could see what some calls look like. Now, I could look at my aunt and 
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realize that her calling is to be a third grade teacher and to be active in our church 

and that's awesome. But then we also got the opportunity to see some of those 

missionaries whose call was way different, who was, you know what I mean? And 

then just, I feel like maybe opportunities like Helena being around a definitely a 

different demographic of people and just different, completely different culture. 

Carey:  It was very eye opening and something that I would not have been a part of had 

had we not been CBF or you know what I mean? 

Kate:  With Nick Jackson. I always think about it. Yeah, and that's Across the Pond or 

however you want to say it. But for years we've had that. 

Carey:  Yeah. So the calls came in all different kinds of shapes and forms, I guess. 

Dave:  And see my dad and your dad went up there several times together. 

Carey:  They went with us back after that. And I think it was a really cool experience for 

those guys because that was very different culturally than anything they've ever 

been part of. 

Dave:  It really was. Yes it was. I was going to say, because I mean, I can distinctly 

remember dad being different after that, having a different perspective on things. I 

remember him and Papa didn't hardly you know, always agree on different things 

and just because he had seen more of the world and that cultural difference. And 

honestly seeing how, you know, our... You was talking about being hospitable and 

very, the way we look at people with love and you go out to somewhere that 

doesn't really have that and you do that and you're such a, you know, you're weird. 

And then, well, you're interesting. You know, the way that you're acting. And you 

come back and you see the appreciation that these people have in their eyes of the 

way that we did that. When we bought the soccer ball, I mean tetherballs and a 

soccer ball for a little boy. 

Dave:  I mean, that was like a $14 soccer ball at Hibbets. But that is something I will 

never, ever, ever, ever forget. And it was because, I mean he was like, "Why are 

you doing this?" I was like, "It doesn't matter why I'm doing it." And I did it 

anyway. And I think our local theology here is that, you know, I think it's pretty 

summed up in our little stamp that's out there on the concrete. You know is we're 

going to touch lives through the love that Jesus has shown us. And I mean, if we 

ever lose sight of that, I think we're going to be all over the place, you know, 

trajectory wise of what we're trying to do. 

Carey:  Well, and I'm not trying to take this in a weird direction, but when I came back, I 

also realized that there's some people who don't feel that way. Does that make 

sense? 

Dave:  Yes, no, that makes sense. 
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Carey:  There's a lot of people that are not comfortable. I guess earlier I said, what, cultural 

securities and safety? I realized that maybe I thought growing up... This is kind of 

a new epiphany that I've gone through the past couple of years, but people I 

thought growing up had this heart for everyone, maybe didn't. And I did learn 

hospitality from here, but I learned hospitality from here for others here. I don't 

want that to sound bad, but I learned hospitality within a community and that has 

its boundaries. And so that's been something for me personally that I have 

struggled with, I guess. 

Carey:  And one reason I appreciate you so much, Chris, is because I do believe that we 

don't get to, we don't, we don't get to choose, we don't decide who gets called. We 

don't decide any of that. And I think we put so many boundaries ourselves on 

callings and we try to judge them that God... That are just a mess. We don't need 

those there, you know? And that's not to say that maybe, maybe some other people 

would not have been as comfortable in Helena as I was, but supporting me and 

going is different. Like does that make sense? So just supporting me and that was 

awesome. But then I think some didn't get it and didn't understand what I was 

doing. Because of barriers we set in place. If that mad sense? 

Facilitator:  Were there any ways that the text or the sermon this morning spoke to some of 

these things you're talking about, thinking about? Growing up somewhere 

different, and going, you know, soccer balls, and Helena. Some of us went to Haiti, 

you know. 

Facilitator:  That feeling I think that Carey was talking about. Folks support it, but cannot do it. 

That's fair to say. 

Laura:  So I know I've regretted not going on any mission trips here. And by that I mean 

we've all, you know, done the weekend things and you know, but I think that call 

like I've got to answer it, you know. I've always, I've got so much going on at 

work, I just, I can't take a week and do that. You know, I've got to have my other 

vacation. You know, I've got to do that. So, you know, I've really missed out 

because I did that before in high school and with youth group doing things and I 

really miss that week-long, go into these different places and really answering the 

call, if you will. And like what Dave was talking about, we, you know, our call 

may be exactly where we are. You know, not everybody can go cross the world to 

do that. I mean literally there is plenty of need here and that's where we do it day in 

and day out. It's right under our face a lot of times. We just got to find it. 

John:  I've always felt like... And of course there was a time there that I was too busy. 

You know, I just didn't have the... Really when it gets down to it, I didn't have the 

desire. I had all these other things up there, but it just was not the desire, the reason 

I didn't go. But I heard an old rough, tough fellow went on a trip, come back, and 

he was sharing with the church, and, boy, he was just meek as a lamb up there 

talking. And there's me all tough sitting back there, listening to that. I said, boy, if 

that'll do that for him, what might it do for me. And the next time I was on the bus. 
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John:  You don't go on a mission trip and not want to go again without terrible situation 

that stands in front of you. I mean there's situations that you can't do things, but 

there's really fit that can't. But the desire is always there when you go and see that 

little thing about the soccer ball or any little bitty thing. That don't never leave you. 

And that's God doing that to us. And that's the good part about it, you know. It may 

disrupt a lot of stuff, but that little soccer ball has it all and it'll do it every time. 

These old rough tough, it'll do it to them too. Really. If God's in it. And if they just 

go to show somebody yeah, I'm going then that's a whole different story. 

Kate:  And maybe we put limitations on this word calling. That to be called you must go 

be part of some missional experience or do something in the community that... 

What if God is calling us to think differently or to change our perspectives? And 

after going through that process of this calling that God is involved, this disruption 

that, that it's like a domino effect. So therefore we are wanting to go and help and 

we see diversity as a good thing and we are no longer comfortable with just what 

we've always been comfortable with, that we are willing and ready to move 

beyond. Am I making sense. 

Carey:  Mm-hmm (affirmative). When I think of the word call, I guess I also think, of the 

word serve. And so I know what you mean. Like it's not, Oh I was called to go on 

this mission trip but maybe I'm called to serve in this way. And that may be like 

some people we know who wash the robes you get baptized in for 45 years or 50 

years or 60 years. 

Kate:  Exactly. Yeah. 

Carey:  I mean it can be making food for the events here. It could be, I mean it's something 

that can seem so small. It can be a wheelchair ramp. It could be absolutely 

anything. And it could be something temporary, an event, an opportunity or it 

could be a process. Right? I mean we, God's call is way too big for us to limit it to 

just one thing, but I do think that we can look back at our life and say, well, this 

particular call, you know, I did this or this. I think that we just like to have, I know 

I do. I like to have a reference, you know, but... I guess called to me is always 

correlated with the word, service or serve. 

Facilitator:  Let's circle back to where we started. I think [] maybe or... Was the first to sort of 

point out God is the call. We've thought about that and talked about some of these 

ideas around calling. Where do those things sort of start...Where do the teeth mesh 

on that for you? To put it kind of in bigger way. In your understanding, thinking 

about the sermon, the text in particular, does it support beliefs you already had 

about your community or that the community already had about calling, about God 

or does it force sort of a deliberative reflection? Does it force you to think a little 

deeper or wider about God, maybe even challenging some of those beliefs? Does 

that makes sense? 
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Dave:  And I want the person that's got to transcribe this to forgive me for this, but I've 

always got to have some sort of an illustration to get the story started. 

John:  We was just waiting for it, Dave. 

Carey:  Yep, you was waiting for it. Here it is. 

John:  I like these angles. 

Dave: Yeah, well, behind you all's house is a creek, right? 

John: Yep. 

Dave: And a couple years ago it went dry and there was a gar in there. They're my favorite 

fish. And I saw him, and he was in a little puddle about the size of this table and 

he's swimming back and forth. And from that point in time that gar's perspective 

was great. Oh, I've got a great little spot. You know, I can breathe, everything's 

cool. And I went and picked him up in a net and for 30 minutes he tried to kill me 

in every single shape, form, or fashion he could get his teeth on. I finally got him a 

little pond down there across from mom and dad's and I guess it flooded and he got 

back in the Creek and swam off and went into wherever. 

Dave: I think that's a little bit of the God's calling there. I think sometimes God will take 

us and throw a disruption at us... I was a disruption for the gar that day... That we 

won't understand At all. And that's what, you know, Abram, why are you calling 

me to leave? I got everything I need right here. I got everything's good. Why are 

you calling me to leave? And so instead of, you know, I've kind of got a little bit of 

the gar perspective. I don't want to leave. I want to stay. I'm clawing, you know. 

I'm trying my best to... I've got this little slice of heaven right here and why in the 

world would I want to leave it? But Abram did leave it on his own and that 

situation for that fish would have been a lot better if he just jumped in the cooler 

with me. 

Dave: But he didn't. And I think that's lot of times, we've got a... That's our mindset of 

being in comfort zone and the text really kind of helped me with that today is that 

Abram everything that he... We did what we were supposed to do. We're on our 

way. We're not there yet, but we're resting here for a minute and I don't... I think 

when like y'all was talking about when God really throws that calling on you, you 

don't get to sit there and rest because he's really going to do something to take care. 

He might be literally saving you spiritually from a situation that is just completely 

detrimental to you. Where at the time you might think, Oh, we're great. This is 

fantastic right here where I'm at. 

Dave: But you know, that's what, that's where the text kind of spoke to me. I went on read 

a little further, during, you know after today and, and was, you know, he took three 

steps forward and he almost fell on his face, you know. And that may be part of 
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your journey. That's what's really got me thinking today is that you jump on this 

call and it may not be rainbows and unicorns. It's probably not going to be cause 

you're going to have to show other people your faith as you go along, 

Kate: It's puppy dogs and rainbows. 

Dave: I like rainbows and unicorns. 

Kate: Did you say cooler? 

Dave: Yeah. 

Kate: I like that. Just jump in the cooler. I like that. It's a good motto. 

Dave: Yeah, and if he'd have just done that, he'd have been fine. 

Kate: Right, just jump in the cooler. 

Dave: But he didn't do. Ruined three nets, cut my hand, and we got him. . 

Carey: But you know what Dave, you didn't let him go. That's what it's about. Sorry I said 

the word Dave. So I guess I don't, I have a problem retaining information. Like 

when you ask the question, I wish you would just repeat it constantly throughout. 

So, so we're saying God is the call, right? That's what we were saying about this 

morning. So that makes me think, well what is God? And so it's like I have to 

separate the two to combine the two. Does that make sense? So I think God is big. 

God is just, God is faithful, God is loving, just words like that. And I think, okay, 

well, what about a call? A call is maybe to serve. It's how we live our life. 

Carey: And so to combine those, it's really pretty simple, right? Just to, I mean, God is 

love. So maybe that call is just to, I know that sounds silly, but just to follow in 

those footsteps and do those things. I mean I know God can take us to particular 

places and do particular things, but maybe it is to be just. To recognize how big 

God is and to serve and love. And I almost have to separate those and then 

combine them back. But I think I have to do that intentionally. I think that was 

kind of in one of your questions. I think I got to do it on purpose because if I don't 

do it on purpose, they're separate. But I think in order for that call to be correct, 

God is the call. They have to be put back together. Because if not, if I'm just living 

and serving over here... I've got to be connected to God in order for it all to work. 

Kate: That God is the action. 

Carey: Yes, but it can't be separated. It's... 

Kate: Right. 
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Facilitator: Any final comments or things? We're coming up on four o'clock here. Does it make 

you think... Did the sermon or the text this morning, engage your thinking about 

God? 

Carey: Yes. 

Facilitator: Say it out loud. 

John: Yes. 

Kate: Yes. 

Carey: Yes. 

Kate: A loud yes. 

Facilitator: My microphone can't pick up the nodding. 
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Focus Group Session #2 

(September22, 2019) 

Facilitator: All right what words, language, or ideas did you hear about God in the sermon 

this morning? 

John: I heard God called Moses again. Still the same God that called Abraham and 

Chris. Same God in the same way. Probably for the same purpose. 

Carey: That God calls us to confront our past. 

Dave: When we confront our past it will be sometimes fearful, and even through the 

fearful moments God's still going to be right there by your side. 

Mike: God can call anyone. 

Carey: I guess that God is bigger than our fears. I know we talked a good bit about what 

we fear this morning. 

Kate: He was with us in the past, he's with us now. He's always with us. 

Kenneth: I think we have to be okay with revisiting the past no matter how much time goes 

by as well. 

Laura: I was kind of reminded of last week because you were talking about towards the 

end the disruptions that God is still there through all of that too even though we 

may be fearful at the time. 

Facilitator: How do you feel about those words, those ideas you heard? Do you agree with 

what you heard? Why or why not? How does it make you think? 

John: You know I ask myself, God is calling Moses. Moses killed a man right in front 

of people, yet, God called Moses. Of course God knows Moses, knew him before, 

he knew him then and he could see forward. But me and my mind I wonder and 

we said before, why me God? But then that might have been what I was thinking 

about when I thought about God calling Moses with him being what he was. 

Although, he had the ability to do a lot of things but still he had that one scar and 

that means that God forgives us when the heart gets righted, when he sees, he 

knows what we are. When we see ourselves what God is doing and we can 

understand things better in this life. Moses said basically, why me? But here 

again, that's God doing the calling. 

Kate: I got that we all don't have to be perfect. It doesn't matter what is in our past, or 

what we've done, or who are. He has a plan, and each of plays a part in that plan. 
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Mike: I like the idea too, kind of going back to the it doesn't matter how much length of 

time goes by, eventually you can get to the point with sins and things like that no 

matter how bad they are when you go back and reflect on those it is not out of 

embarrassment or being ashamed, but it's more like a reminder of light 

redemption. You can see and you reflect on that as something you overcame 

because of God. It's not that you necessarily look at it in a positive way but it's 

just you can see it for what it was and know where you are now, you're in a 

different place or whatever. It's like a sign of progress I guess. 

Facilitator: Should I ask the question again? How do you feel about the words, the language 

or ideas you heard about God in the sermon? Agree with them, disagree with 

them? Why, why not? 

Dave: I guess one of the biggest points of agreement I had with is in no shape form or 

fashion Moses ever want to go back to Egypt in my thought. When he fled he's 

got a nice little pasture crop here, he's hanging out and everything is fantastic. 

And I go back to what you talked about last week, one of God's biggest things he 

uses is disruption. So that was a big major disruption for Moses to have to go 

back and face what his past was whatever it be, the scene of murdering that man 

or just the overall hostile environment he knew he was going to go back into. I 

think God will call us sometimes in a situation that is so far out of our comfort 

zone that we can't help but be an instrument because we are so not comfortable in 

that situation. We don't know how to act so God actually acts through us if that 

makes sense. 

Mike: I think we have to bear in mind too not to lose faith just due to an extended 

amount of time that it may take to hear a response from something, because if we 

think about the story it talks about you know Moses being gone for years and they 

[inaudible 00:07:08]. We don't think about Moses in this story but we think about 

like his kinsfolk. They had to endure that for several years and it talks about God 

hearing their cries. Well, they had probably been crying for years. So if you're in 

their position and you've literally wept and wanted change and hope for that many 

years how many of those people gave up? Or, was their faith strong enough that 

even every day that they woke up and there was no change they still had faith that 

change was coming? 

John: Going back to the disruption, of course, we talked about that I think the last time 

but again we've talked about disruption. Disruption for who? Of course, yeah it 

was disruption for Moses but what was the outcome of his disruption? What did 

him being disrupted, what was the end result of that? Here again we come back 

again and say why me? Well, you know nothing is impossible with God, you 

know that saying. The disruption, how many Hebrew people were there that 

needed to be disrupted? That was the reason Moses was disrupted. God disrupted 

Moses because he remembered the covenant he had made with his people. Yeah 

Moses was disrupted but look at the outcome. We think too much of ourselves, 

yeah we get disrupted. We don't look across the line all the time. We don't have to 
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say that's the reason God loves us but he does love us and that's one way that he 

loves us. He didn't forget the covenant he made with these people 400 years ago 

when Abraham how many years back it was, but yeah he disrupted Moses and 

that's a good disruption. 

Facilitator: Did anyone else pick up that theme of disruption in particular? Sort of what Jim 

was talking about, for whom was it disrupted? 

Carey: I think that Moses was comfortable. From what it sounds like his wife and kids 

kind of started a new life away. I think in general that's probably what we want if 

we go in wordly terms. I mean everything looks really good from the outside and 

then all of a sudden I've got to, I'm disrupted I have to face something that is way 

bigger than me. I have to rely on this God I believe in because without God there's 

no way he could have faced that disruption, I mean there's no way. It really just 

took, like Moses was kind of, I mean if it was me, feeling like, "Hey I kind of got 

this I'm sort of on top of things right now," but then isn't that always when trouble 

comes? When you feel like you've got it together? 

Kate: Kind of like you learn to live with it. [crosstalk 00:10:43] It's not like he brushed 

it in the closet. 

Carey: It's almost like it was a past life and now all these things are in my face and I'm 

disrupted because I have to deal with it. Not only do I have to deal with it, I've got 

some really big jobs here that God has laid in front of me and I just think it's not 

really human nature, we can't do all that stuff on our own. It's not our thing I don't 

think, so we have to rely on something bigger than ourself. 

Dave: That's what I got, that disruption that is like I made notes. That disruption causes 

us to confront our sins and what we've done. Even though God calls us to that it's 

also he's given us that reminder that hey yeah this is uncomfortable that he's with 

us through it. You've got the disruption or the uncomfortable things that we have 

to deal with but you're not alone in that I'm here with you and I think that's one of 

the main things I got about today's service. 

Facilitator: Excellent. 

Carey: Kind of like what you were saying over here, it's like a domino effect of 

disruption from we talked about last week. Moses had to make some decisions 

and look at all the things that leads to. I know I get very selfish, I think it's human 

nature that we are just so concerned about what is my role in this, why do I have 

to do this? Why me God? But it plays such a bigger part if you can put your 

selfishness aside and trust and have faith. 

Laura: I think when we finally answer that call to be courageous and facing our sins and 

what has got us to that point, there's no more reasons for us to try and run away 
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from everything, including God. When we finally get to place to face our sins 

that's where he meets us yet again with love and grace. 

John: You remember in that conversation with Moses and God, of course God gave 

Moses a command. God said to Moses, he said, "I'll be with you," when Moses 

was questioning things. I'll put it in my [inaudible 00:13:34] this is God's big 

motive. "Moses I'll be with you, know that, that I'll be with you." Of course 

Moses already knows who he's talking to when God tells him I'll be with you. 

That puts us at ease so to speak. Of course, I'll have to say God pushed Marcel. 

He understands things. 

Facilitator: What caught you by surprise in the text, the sermon? 

John: Say again? 

Facilitator: What caught you by surprise in the sermon or in the text we read, familiar though 

it is? 

Dave: You talked about the length of time happened when he got married and had his 

kids. There's an amount of time that existed there. In my mind it's always been 

Moses left, Moses got married, then all of a sudden, Moses came right back. 

Stuck with me that way and I'm glad you mentioned that today because now that 

adds a little more meat to the bones because there was a big indicator there that he 

was out having, like you all said earlier, a completely different life almost. When 

God called him through the burning bush that was a major undertaking for him 

because he was having to leave a good bit of stuff. It wasn't exactly like “Oh I just 

now got here, I don't really have any roots in the ground, I can move when I want 

to”. No, he was pretty rooted I'm sure. 

Carey: Moses wasn't really doing anything very glamorous. Was he not in the field with 

sheep? Sometimes we think or I know I think, that someone maybe has to be 

doing some kind of great work to be called or in a higher position or something 

like that. I think sometimes I'm not capable, but Moses was with the sheep there's 

not really a more humbling place you could be I don't think, than that. 

Laura: I was surprised that maybe we all, Moses included, deal with the doubts in our 

minds that there's always somebody more qualified for us with better abilities 

because he said, "Who am I to go?" And we all say, well maybe not all of us, but 

it seems like a lot of people may struggle including myself with thinking oh 

there's somebody more ready in their spiritual walk with Christ to go or there's 

someone less sinful that could go, or qualified. I was kind of taken back that 

maybe there's more than just me dealing with that. 

Laura: I guess I kind of overlook the sin of Moses' past. I mean, murder and he tried to 

hide it. Now that he's not just hiding that is the worst of the worst sins. These 

people who follow that lifestyle we look down upon so badly but yet God was 
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able to use this horrible person that we would view in today's terms to do 

something so grand for God's kingdom. It kind of makes sense to look back at our 

own failures to not see it so badly. 

Mike: I think it's such a huge contrast from what we traditionally think of in the New 

Testament with Jesus and how everything gets washed away and stuff like that. 

Then it's this brand new and we're believers in things, followers and believers and 

that kind of stuff have been made new. As Nikki is sitting here talking about that 

it makes me think that if we try to forget or completely toss that aside out of our 

minds and start living forward how do we reach people who do have problems if 

we can't relate to them anymore. I think it's powerful to know that we've been 

through something and we've experienced this redemption arc for lack of a better 

word. If we never think about that or never remember that how are we going to 

help those if we can't relate to the positions that they're in anymore. 

Facilitator: Did you hear anything that made you think? 

Carey: Yes. 

Kate: I thought about the terms we've been sitting here, we've talked about 

confrontation, disruption, fear, to me those are all kind of negative terms and 

when you have God saying that he's always with us why should I have this fear in 

my if he's always here with me? It kind of gave me hope. You've got this negative 

terminology then trying to find that positive. I don't know, hearing that he's 

always with me, doesn't matter what I've done, doesn't matter who I am, I've got a 

purpose. That gives me hope. 

John: We're Christians, we've grown in this. Moses at the time that God called Moses, 

did Moses have understanding about God, had he heard of God and so forth? He 

didn't have the background. We're talking about things now that- I say we but I 

always say we but I really mean me. How would I have felt before I was a 

Christian if God called me to go somewhere? How would I have felt about that 

when I didn't know, I didn't understand? Maybe Moses isn't in that kind of place 

at the time, he might not understand what the situation and I don't know how to 

say this the way I feel, but I understand things now. I know God would always be 

with me, but Moses I didn't always know that God would be with me before I 

come to know God and Jesus. Back then it's a different world and then when you 

come to know this and time goes on and you see God in your life and Jesus the 

love that he has for us, that didn't happen overnight with me. 

John: Thinking about Moses, when he said, "Who am I?" God knew who he was and 

God knew who he would be, but Moses didn't know just like we ... I hope you 

understand where I'm coming from on this. You know people used to say 

something to me about some things that I said what he's talking about? Well they 

say that about me now and I start to get water eyed and I understand what they're 

talking about. But I used to didn't understand that, I didn't have that faith. Maybe 
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Moses, more than likely Moses had some of it but as time went on and there was a 

period of time. This didn't happen overnight with Moses and God. There was a 

period of time. Of course Moses grew and come to know that God was just 

keeping a covenant with his people. When God said to Moses, "I'll always be with 

you," Moses come to understand that and know that and of course that gave 

Moses more confidence to face the Pharaoh. When you get to know God as 

Moses eventually did, Pharaoh was just a peon compared to who he was up 

against. 

John: You know what I'm saying. You don't think you got a big fella behind you when 

you're out here talking you best got confidence. Moses grew in his confidence just 

like we do. You said something one time, I would have never thought I'd be up 

here. I look back at myself and there's no way I ever thought I could do things, but 

when you come to know the love of Jesus and I'll be with you whenever then 

you'll step out there. You're not afraid to step. This to me is the growth of Moses 

and so forth, I'm done. 

Facilitator: Anyone else hear anything that made you think, caught you by surprise? Did you 

hear anything that provoked emotion or some sort of immediate feeling or 

response? 

Laura: Realizing that Moses' fear drove him to the wilderness and maybe where my own 

fears have driven me. The solitude at times away from fellowship with other 

Christians at times, away from God at times. 

Dave: One of the things that jumped out at me was when he stumbles up on the burning 

bush, he walks up sees this supernatural sight, and out the bush says, "Moses, 

Moses," part of me would go, "No it ain't me, sorry, you got the wrong guy." But 

Moses stands his ground and says, "Here am I, here I am." That thing kind of 

prevails itself throughout the bible. "Here I am, here am I, here am I," however 

you want to say it. You know that's one of the things I think we as modern 

Christians and especially me, you know when that call does happen you got to 

have that faith all right here I am, use me. You were talking about a domino effect 

earlier, I read the book one time I've always tried to put it in the back of my head 

there's a mockingbird theory I've kind of coined it as you know. 

Dave: God's up above us seeing all this stuff from the perspective of a mockingbird up 

in the air, and I'm down on the ground. I can never see that same perspective. So 

Moses' disruption over here no matter what it was for him, might have been 

somebody else's burning bush. They were able to see God through Moses which I 

mean obviously was that case. That's one of the things that I was really thinking 

about today, those two thoughts right there. One, to be able to have the courage 

and the faith to say, "All right if you are God, here I am." The other one is that 

through his trials and tribulations he was able to save a whole bunch of people. 
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Mike: I think it's interesting how when we read through, and like you're saying, there's 

always tidbits listed about the power of God like in the phrases as it goes into 

discussing the power of like man, or king, or Pharaoh or whoever. Just seeing a 

statement like don't come near here, take off your sandals for this feet because it's 

holy ground that you're standing on. Okay well that's clearly of a higher authority 

than what Pharaoh has. You think about that and then Moses' crime for killing the 

man and knowing that certainly going into Egypt that he's going to be killed or 

they're going to attempt to kill him. Then of course we know how the story ends 

with the power that he has and what God did for him. When we read the Bible and 

see it and look at these things from a 30,000 foot perspective it seems so 

simplistic for us to see how these people answered God's call and how this 

situation for Moses was like he was walking into death. 

Mike: Then I think about in my life, what am I missing? What calls am I missing from 

God, because there's certainly no Pharaoh that's looking to kill me. I don't think 

I've ever made one mad. There's things like we don't have those same sets of 

circumstances but what are the things that we have that we're just missing and not 

answering the call? 

Dave: Just a complete curve ball coming in right field here. We keep talking about 

Moses scene of killing a person. I'm going to turn that on its head for a second. 

Moses attacked somebody that was of his I guess you'd say his socio economic 

class I guess that's what I want to say. That was attacking a slave who was a lowly 

nobody and Moses dove into that situation, clearly a life or death situation either 

one of them could have got killed because obviously he was a guard. I wonder if 

that was almost like a test for God to see will Moses go the distance here? Does 

that make sense? That's why I say it was a curve ball into right field. All of us 

under God's sovereign plan and the Hebrews knew that Moses did kill a guy. I 

wonder if that almost made them elevate him as far as the Hebrews go, according 

to the scripture no because they said what do you want to kill me just like him? 

Dave: I've thought about that today too, why did God allow that to happen if it wasn't 

part of the sovereign plan to put a foundation, whatever, to put a stepping stone 

for Moses. That's something that has just been with me today, I haven't figured it 

out yet. Still is a sin, not trying to say it ain't. Why did it happen? 

Facilitator: [inaudible 00:29:18]. 

Dave: Yeah exactly. 

Kate: I just sat through, I was on a capital murder case for nine days. I have a 

completely different view of murder now that I have been immersed into that 

situation. Through that it really just turned my world upside down a little bit. We 

just tried to figure out why things happen and all this and I like to think we have a 

very just God. But I wonder if some of his justice and just his personality in 
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calling Moses to face the sin of murder that he had committed, because that had to 

be a very uncomfortable thing for Moses to do. 

Kate: I don't think God is punishing him. I just wonder if that's just some way that 

maybe he shows his justice. I don't know if that even makes sense. I know that 

you said sovereign plan and I know that God is bigger than all these different sins 

that could happen and God can use any of those situations and good can come out 

of them, but man some of this stuff's ugly. Just sitting through that from a 

personal experience, I've never had to do anything like that before. It just made 

me reflect on what all is going on here, you know what I mean? 

John: Well, we don't know, I don't think it says in the Bible Moses went out there to kill 

that man it just wound up that he got killed. Moses in his mind he might have 

went out there just to stop this and to keep the man from getting killed and it 

wound up that this man did get killed. Correct me on this, did God ever say 

anything to Moses about this man that he'd killed? Was that subject ever brought 

up, about Moses killing a man? I don't remember, I don't think so. Not that God 

was there, God knew about it for sure. Some of these things in the little book 

some of them [inaudible 00:32:05]. 

Kate: I'm really thankful that I don't know the answers [crosstalk 00:32:09] but what 

you're saying I feel like God may not present all those things to me, "Hey I'm 

calling you even though you ... " But I bring them to the table because of my 

shame and guilt. I would bring those things to the table I feel like Moses that's 

probably in the back of his mind, like, "Me? Are you kidding me right now?" 

Especially going back to those people. I know we've already said this, God's just 

so much bigger than all that. He can use absolutely anyone no matter past present 

... 

John: One thing it did show by Moses going out there to protect that man, he had 

feelings for that man. He tried to stop it, it wound up that somebody got killed. 

Here again it doesn't bring that out where they intended to kill him when they 

went out there. I'm going to say that Moses didn't really intend to kill him when 

he went out there, that's what happened and so forth. 

Dave: I think this is the same thing is this story that we find throughout. I feel like 

sometimes what gets lost in translation is we set these characters up in the bible to 

basically be superheroes and they're not. They're regular people. 

John: That's true, that's exactly right. 

Mike: When we see that at face value and see that they're broken, even what we would 

consider to be more ways in than what we are. I mean nobody's killed somebody 

but at the same time we all have our own levels that are just as, you know, it's 

hard, we don't want to think about these people being wicked or having negative 

character traits. Because this often times will get painted as a feel good story 
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when it's a redemption story. I think it's very important for us to see the flaws in 

these individuals because we can relate more to them in that way. 

Mike: It said Moses hid his face because he was afraid to look at God. I think in my life 

if I were to see God today I would be grateful to see him but I would also be very 

afraid because I know [crosstalk 00:34:33] that sort of thing, like what you're 

saying I think it's just very important for us to see who these people were and 

what they overcame and just the faith that they had. Then we can see obviously 

throughout all of that as we sit here and talk about their sins God was with them 

throughout that and he specifically mentions I'm here with you. That is powerful 

to know that you still have the backing of somebody like that. 

Carey: Sin, forgiveness. Realize that you did it, ask for that forgiveness. 

Mike: I think Moses obviously had some great qualities. If you look back at the well 

where he defended those women and helped them. He obviously, I don't want to 

say before his time I don't really know how to describe it but he obviously made 

decisions and did things that others didn't do, that maybe were not the norm, that 

were not the standard. God was with Moses when he murdered that man, he was 

with Moses at the well. Now, how close Moses was to God at those times we 

don't know. I would like to think somewhat distant more times and closer 

sometimes. 

John: Let's go back a little bit further than that. Where was God when Moses was put in 

a basket to go down the river? You know what I'm talking about. From that time 

to this time the last time was a lot of years. To God, it was a day or two. You 

know what I'm saying, I'm saying it that way. Do you ever think about it that 

way? Just like David, little feller right there they put him out there looking after 

the sheep. Who looked after the sheep? Where did he wind up? Like I said my 

pay scale is not up to that par yet. Some day will it be. 

Dave: One thing also stuck with me how do we face from God to burning bush? Fast 

forward spoiler alert a little bit, doesn't Moses want to see God towards the end? 

Doesn't he say hey can I see you? That's when God walks behind kind of goes 

behind shows him, he's blind for a couple of days right? I wonder how's that mind 

shift change? Initially you're like oh my gosh you're behind. Then over here you 

have the audacity to say I want to see you. 

Kate: Well I think part of that in reflecting I can look back and I know God has been 

present. Sometimes when we're in those really dark times we just want to feel like 

God's not here. It's very easy to push away and feel like you're alone and I'm sure 

Moses even went through things like that, but God is there whether we want to 

recognize that or not. So much of it has to do with our being intentional about 

things and our perspective on things. If we reach out, God is there. It's our choice, 

we talked about choices last week, but it's our choice to recognize that. If you do 
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recognize it, it's hard to not follow it. You know what I mean? It's hard to just, I 

see it and not take action. 

Laura: And in acknowledging our past, and seeing God there like you said, then we can 

let go of that fear that's holding us back from the things that God has already put 

in place. That fear is holding us from answering those future calls from God. 

Facilitator: We've talked a lot about Moses and we're shifting now in the conversation which 

is good to talk a little bit more about what we heard about God. So I'll just ask that 

question, not to take you off of any thought process you might have but what sort 

of theology specifically about God did you hear communicated in the text or the 

sermon? 

Mike: I guess that you're not going to be abandoned by God if you have the faith. He's 

going to be there. Again, I think the whole principle of he loves you no matter 

what the state or what you've done and things like that. You're still, and we 

always talk about this, but no matter what kind of person you are God still loves 

you. I mean you end the service every time with that. That is the ultimate thing to 

remember is that, I think a lot of people could do well to remember that it doesn't 

matter if it's this person or somebody that I see somewhere that is maybe not 

doing something that I like, or something like that. Or even somebody that I'm 

completely mad at or something, God loves that person. There's nobody in my 

mind that's too, I guess wicked for God not to love. I have to remember that. It 

always gets instilled when we see things and hear that talks about people and how 

He's like, "Yeah, I'm still here for you." 

John: You know in this, all of this, God is God. God is God. There is never any 

negativity from God, it's always positive. He knew when he called Moses what 

the end result would be. He was positive with Moses when Moses wanted to 

[inaudible 00:41:31] back up. God is always moving forward, God is always 

positive. God is God. 

Facilitator: In your understanding, did the text or the sermon support beliefs already held by 

the community? Or did it force deliberate reflection, challenging those beliefs? In 

other words, was there anything you heard about God in either the text or the 

sermon that you might have thought, "Well this isn't the way I've always heard 

this. Or, yeah that's how I've always heard that." 

Mike: I think it's just my continued, I don't know the word I'm looking for. Kind of like 

how I've talked about how I've always had or have been taught this very feel 

goodism story and as I'm older now and can relate more to problems and 

understand what those things mean. I always like to come across, and luckily for 

us they're everywhere in the Bible, these types of stories to see the real things that 

are happening to these people and how God doesn't abandon them. While it 

probably at this point in time in my life, it's not something that I haven't looked at 

or thought about. 
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Mike: However, it is constantly a reminder as to where and what how my perspective 

has changed over the years and what I've been taught versus what I'm taught now 

and being able to see that. It's almost, it's not funny, I just don't know what other 

word to use, how I feel now that I can experience more of the sinister stuff that 

you read about people in the Bible and the more I don't have these feel goodisms 

about these people the better understanding I have of God and the more I think I 

see and can feel how much more loved I am by him than I would have ever been 

had I continued to go down the notion of life, the superhero philosophy. 

Dave: I think one of the things that really jumps out at you, you said something about 

community. As you were saying, you get a lot of superhero mentality. Paul is the 

knight in shining armor. He was also the knight riding the horse killing the 

Christians. We tend to forget about that little history. Moses was the guy that 

walked up and killed a man. So I think it's one of the things a lot of times we 

forget that God calls people that are unexpected and really radical. That's why 

God chooses those people is because you don't want the ones that are just run of 

the mill. "Oh there's another preacher he's doing what he's supposed to. There's a 

missionary doing what he's supposed to. Oh wait, there's a homeless guy that's a 

crack head. Wait a minute that's something different." 

Dave: So, that wait a minute, that's something different, is I think why God really 

chooses those people. That's a little bit different mentality and different way to 

think about who God chooses. It makes sense as you look throughout the bible. 

You've got a lot leaders and big patriarchs of the bible that have a really unsturdy 

past. I think God uses those people because it's so different, you can't say it is 

anything but God in and of itself doing the work if that makes sense. 

John: I don't know that I saw anything different, but it renewed it to me. Maybe it hadn't 

been in my mind for a while, but it brought it back to me and renewed it to me. It 

just brought it back up to me I knew it before when I once come to know about 

God and what it was. It just renewed that knowledge to me. You know this might 

be a little bit different, but you telling us what the sermon is going to be next 

week and then we can look and we can study and we can pick up, I wonder if he's 

going to go this way? Then you follow along and every once in a while we'll hit 

upon the same stuff you hit on. To me, I haven't always done that but that's 

interesting to me I can look forward. I need to look forward because I need all the 

help I can get. 

Facilitator: You mean how it's in the bulletin? 

John: Right. 

Facilitator: Okay. 

John: Of course, you have always done that but I just haven't paid much attention to 

that. Like I said, it renewed me. 
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Kate: I mean I think the way it was presented and just talking about what some of our 

practical fears are just sort of helps us all reflect. We have these same fears that 

Moses had, those same things are real. They were real then and they're still real 

now. Not preaching about this, this happened a really long time ago and maybe 

we can't relate to it now, everything was tied together. It felt present, does that 

make sense? That's not necessarily a way I've ever heard it presented because 

sometimes these stories it's easy to think, "Well this was so long ago, this was a 

different time, these were different things." The base is the same today as it was 

then. 

Mike: I keep going back to this so forgive me if I'm off track but it keeps coming in my 

head so I thought I'm just going to say it. We've talked about Moses and what he 

did and how he was reminded of it. I think it's a reminder for us as well not only 

between us and God, but between us and fellow man of nobody's going to be 

perfect. Everybody is going to have a past. Everybody is going to have something 

we don't what all skeletons if you will are in that closet. Who am I to look down 

on somebody else because of what they struggle with? We all struggle it's just in 

different categories. I say that not ranking them one to ten, but I think somebody 

said earlier murder is a pretty high no-no. Obviously could be penalized severely 

for it, just our thoughts and our actions or inactions, there's plenty of things that 

de qualifies us from God. But yet his love for us is stronger and I keep seeing that 

as a two way street. Up to God and out to mankind if you will. Sorry if that was 

off track. 

Facilitator: Any final thoughts specifically about God from the text or the sermon that made 

you think about God? In relation to Moses, to God, to us, to one another? 

Laura: The faithfulness of God. I think sometimes when we're in the midst of those 

disruptions we forget his faithfulness and we try to fix it ourselves and we get 

distracted from him. Then that's when the fear comes back and we have to 

remember that he's delivered us in the past and he's going to deliver us in the 

future. 

Dave: I would just say that just his love for us. There's no telling how many times I've 

quit on myself and he doesn't. 

Kate: I look at it as a reminder. That it doesn't matter what you've done, doesn't matter 

who you are. Just like she said with the faith you know, I'm always reading. 

Facilitator: Good. 

Kate: Don't be scared about it. 

Carey: God doesn't enable us. You think about any time let's say you have an addict in 

the family, it could be anything. I mean what do I want to do, do I want to love 

them and act like everything is okay? We just want to enable it. God doesn't do 
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that. God makes us look at what's happened and doesn't allow that enabling part. 

Does that make sense? Another thought on that is I think you said God is a way 

when there is no way. Even when we're in somewhere very dark we can see no 

other way out but God uses that as an opportunity. He's a pretty creative guy. 

John: You know in all these things to me it comes back to God is God. God is God. God 

is a jealous God too. He told us that, he said that in some of the things through the 

Bible we see that. Why did he tell us? Because he wants us to love him. That's 

what he created us for. I'll be your God you'll be my people. Yeah he says, "I am a 

jealous God." 

John: Jealous for my children, well I want them to love him too. God wants us to love 

him and he'll do these things for us to show us that he wants us to love him. God 

is God and all these things. God is God. I want to say something out of context 

[inaudible 00:53:51], when the Pharaoh come back and had done drowned in the 

river and all that stuff and he come back and he was going to kill his so and so, 

then he throws his sword down on the ground and he said, "Moses, God is God." 

Of course that was just in the movie. Somewhere along we all say, "God is God," 

when we come to that in our life. We all come to that, maybe not in flashing 

lights, but in our little time when we're on the pillow in the bed at night or 

somewhere we all come to that point in our life. God is God. 

Carey: That's the only thing that can't be disrupted. 

John: There's no disruption there. 

Carey: So no matter what else is disrupted, everything else can be but that's the one 

steady consistent. 

John: And when we do come to that and praise God, all of us won't because you know 

Jesus says, "Some people will fall away. Some people will not be there." Of 

course that was true in some of his message. Some of them left him. That's not 

God's will. That's our will. Here again, God is a jealous God. He wants us all. Isn't 

that good? Of course that's good. God is a loving God and God is God. 

Facilitator: We're at the end of our time. Does anyone have final thoughts? 
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Focus Group Session #3 

(September 29, 2019) 

Facilitator: So what words, language, or ideas did you hear about God in the sermon this 

morning? Do you want me to say it again? 

Carey: I do. 

Facilitator: What words, language or ideas did you hear about God in the sermon this 

morning? 

Kate: I heard that word, "disruptive" again. 

Facilitator: Good, good. 

Dave: Heard, "calling" again. 

Kate: Yep. 

Facilitator: That is in the title. 

Kenneth: Again, I think it goes back to people who you don't expect are, you know, kind of 

the ones that are the focal points of these lessons. 

Laura: What does it mean to be favored and blessed by God? And challenging what our 

expectations of that is and how it's different than what God's calling actually is for 

our lives. 

Carey: Turn to how God's, you know, to Mary, maybe God was just this higher being 

that was far off, but God came here, and is here and is not just something in the 

distance. He is present. 

Dave: Seems like in the last few lessons too, there's been a direct communication 

between God and a person. And you direct communication between Gabriel and 

Mary, and then last week we had Moses, and then Abraham before? 

Carey: Mm-hmm (affirmative) 

Dave: So you had... There was an instance where there was clear, direct communication 

between God and a person, at least who was called. 

Kenneth: Yeah, it's, I think, leading up to it, we've had these... Throughout all the weeks, 

it's kind of been God speaking through, you know, like the burning bush or things 
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like that and basically, but now, today, we have the actual like, here he comes, 

type thing. 

Kenneth: It's an actual... Like you were talking about him coming into the world to become 

man and insert himself directly into this, instead of being that figure that you were 

talking about where we imagine him being in this far off place, or whatever. He's 

actually inserting himself into this world and how you talked about how he cares 

about us that much that he's getting directly involved, at this point. 

Facilitator: Those of you regularly taking notes, did you jot anything down about God? 

Dave: One of the things I wrote down, it's something I've probably mentioned before, is 

you... Expectations and we may have these expectations. “Well, I'm going on a 

mission trip” or “I'm going to do this” and we expect it to be this way, but God 

my turn it to a totally different thing and turn our expectations on their head. 

Dave: That's not a bad thing. I think it's actually really a beautiful thing, because it 

allows us to really kind remove ourselves from the situation and see what God 

really has planned for us. And sometimes that is not at all what we think it's 

supposed to be. 

Dave: It's also us thinking about it. Our poor little finite minds trying to conquer and 

understand something that's infinite, and it can't happen. 

Facilitator: Say more about, Jake or anyone, about that idea of infinite, of God being infinite. 

Carey: I think Jesus makes God approachable. You know when you have this 

unobtainable, too powerful for you, too large, too all knowing, and then you have 

a baby. 

Dave: I think it's one of those things, like you said about the baby. God would have been 

something that was completely limitless to something that was limited. And any 

time he could said "All right, that's enough." Snap, whammo, whatever happens. 

But he didn't. He allowed himself to be limited by what we're limited by. And I 

think that's really powerful. 

Mike: I don't know what it was about the way you said it... I mean we all have heard the 

story of the birth of Jesus so many times, but the way you said it, that God loved 

us so much that he entered the world through Mary. I want to say I've heard that 

before, but then again I don't know. Maybe it didn't have that much meaning. But 

that struck me. I mean, we know that Mary's there and everything, but I don't 

know what it was. That part, it just jumped out at me. 
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Facilitator: Well, Protestants don't spend a lot of time on Mary, unfortunately. Well, how do 

you feel about some of the words, languages, ideas... or language or ideas we've 

heard about God in the sermon or in our conversation now. Do you agree with 

them? Do you disagree with them? Do they disrupt you a bit? 

Kenneth: I think, which obviously I am not in this position nor could I be, but I've tried to 

relate to Mary's perspective and to think about, like you're talking about, once she 

became pregnant how... and you talking about how we don't really think about... I 

mean, we think about it, but not really in depth of like the social perspective of 

what everybody else thinks about Mary in that context. And like, I just wonder if 

like even with having like Jesus inside, if she was angry with God that she was 

put into that situation. And I think about that myself and I'm like, I think I would 

have been. Because I let the world's view of me directly have an influence over... 

or things that people say about me. I think I'm still like... I don't know, I guess 

you'd call it weak in the faith. I don't know. But like I let the outer world have an 

impact on me, and I can only think and wonder what Mary thought in those 

moments where she literally knew what was happening but she couldn't convince 

people otherwise and she had to deal with like the repercussions of what was 

going on. I don't know, made me think about that. 

Nancy: When you take away the Christmas trees and poinsettias and all that that's the 

season of Advent and Christmas, it becomes a very real story. And Mary is a 

young teenager that all of us know in some aspect. And so that's a scary situation 

to be in. I mean, nowadays, of course, but imagine... 

Kate: To me I think it would have been worse. 

Nancy: It would be worse. 

Kate: In that day and time. 

Nancy: Yes. 

Kate: Then now. 

Nancy: So it's not [frufru 00:08:13] and what a precious little story. You know, it's real. 

Facilitator: There's an interesting thing I read I didn't bring up in the sermon. That the 

traditional date... well, I think the Annunciation falls somewhere in the church 

calendar around like March 25, which is nine months before December 25 and is 

in some traditions considered to be like the first day of creation. It's March 25. 

Just a little interesting tidbit. Has nothing to do with anything. 

Carey: Little nugget for you there. 
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Facilitator: I thought that was interesting as I read it, to correlate Christ's conception with the 

beginning of creation. I guess we all probably envisioned it being a great thing if 

she was with the Son of God and Holy Spirit. You know, I mean all these things 

you think about as being a great and wonderful gift, when actually it might not 

have been. 

Carey: It was disruptive. 

Facilitator: Yeah, it was disruptive. 

Facilitator: What about God choosing this way to enter into the world? Is there anything in 

the sermon that triggered a thought, or in the text. It doesn't have to... 

Mike: We've said this in here before, God can use anyone. 

Laura: That's what I was going to say. Kind of... just everyday people. Not somebody 

probably who you would of. Just a normal, young lady, betrothed and, you know, 

virgin. And then she's... you know, and all the stigmatisms that are placed on that, 

like we just said. Much less today, but way back when. Nobody's going to believe 

her, I mean. And I always looked at Mary as being a strong person, because she 

did, she did this thing. You know, to place my self, being a woman and having 

two kid... but in that day and time? I might have been a little wuss about it. And 

definitely questioned God. Like, why? You know, why would you do this? I 

mean, this is that disruption, that hardness of it. It's not going to be easy. So why 

would God choose that? And for me the answer always was it's to show us as 

being just everyday folks, everyday Christians. Anybody can do it. Anybody can 

be a messenger. Anybody can deliver that gospel. Anybody can be a servant. 

Dave: I think it goes back to that, too. Because you said, you know, anybody can does 

this. I think it creates an undeniable fact that God had his hand in it. Because I 

mean, what other carpenters do you know of 2000 years ago? You know, King 

Tut, we all know who King Tut is because he had a big massive pyramid built to 

him. I mean sure, I guess that's in God's sovereign plan, but he wasn't directly 

involved in it like he was with Jesus. And I think he's taking these people that are 

not the pillars of whatever and that you see out and about. And he's turning them 

into huge factors and if you want to just go, just say history. Huge factors in 

history, huge factors in our belief system. That these people were just, like you 

said, everybody. And so there's not denying that God didn't have something to do 

with it to get this whole thing going. 

Dave: I think that goes back to what you said about why'd he choose this way to come 

into the world. He could have rode in on a triumphant golden steed out of the east 

and there'd been no denying it was God. But that being said, it makes us make a 

choice. We follow this because we believe in it. You know, everybody would 
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have believed if that happened, by default. But this is almost like a talking point. 

You know, it turns into faith. 

Carey: Through the serm... I mean, I guess through the whole sermon it just... a lot of 

different, I guess, perspectives or angles. You know, being a teacher and specially 

high school students, I've been through this. I've been through all those negative 

things you said as far “Well, we knew that was going to happen.” I mean, all 

those things were just things that I think I have said or my coworkers have said. I 

mean, it was just so spot on and I mean even someone who got pregnant out of 

wedlock, going to sit down and tell my grandparents. I mean, I just remember that 

being such a petrifying time in my life and just there's no more humble way that 

God could have come into this world. I mean, there's no more humble way. 

Carey: And I'm just amazed at Mary's response, because I thought my sin was so big, 

because it was obvious. You know what I mean? It's very recognizable. I guess 

kind of like the Scarlet Letter, you know. But that's something you wear, you 

know what I mean? And so you can't hide it. Not for very long. And so I think I 

just thought my sin was so big, maybe I wasn't worthy of being chosen, and I 

know personally in my life I definitely turned away from God, I think because I 

just was... my expectations weren't met and I guess I thought my expectations that 

God had for my weren't met, if that makes sense. 

Carey: So that just brought so much shame, but Mary's response that just she says “I'm 

here.” I'm like, how is that... why didn't I do that, Mary? Like, just to be able to 

say okay, this is it. And I understand that Mary's situation was very different from 

mine, but just that no matter what happens, no matter how big we think our sin is, 

that God can use that for good. I mean, that it can be used for good if we do say 

“Here I am, I'm here,” and turn it over, I guess. 

Laura: It's just a drastic shift from what she thought her life was going to be. Not just in 

his birth, but you know, all the way through his crucifixion. You know, it's a huge 

change from... and you said at the very end that... let me refer my notes. That the 

scandal of Mary's pregnancy was in no comparison to the coming of Christ. That 

that was nothing in comparison, and it seems like so much. And I think we've just 

had Christmas carol Mary for so long that we've never stopped to remember that 

shame that I'm sure she felt. And what if you shift from what she thought her life 

was going to be like, and then for her to just say “Here I am.” 

Kate: I didn't make a note on this, but I think I vaguely remember. You know, Mary 

being a women and who basically it directly affects, I always looked at it as a 

different perception from her than from Joseph and being a man that, you know, 

they were betrothed. And so, you know, there was a lot on him, too. 
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Kenneth: I think the environment too, when you think about every time we see God show 

up in these sermons and things like that, it's always in circumstances that are not 

what we would consider like... or maybe circumstances isn't the right word. But 

you know just the environment like, when you think about like the wealthy 

individuals, like you don't see like Jesus being born to like a pharaoh or 

something like... it's much different. It's a 15 or 16 year old or however old girl in 

a barn or something, you know. And so we see that and it just makes me wonder. 

It's, you know, we see all these conditions but the one thing that always helps 

those people who are in those dire circumstances is faith. And I think that's the 

biggest takeaway. It's that they didn't have money or power or anything like that 

to lean on. They strictly had to lean on faith to get through those circumstances. 

And so I don't know, I just think about the imagery too, and how he also shows up 

in those situations. 

Facilitator: What caught you be surprise in the sermon or the text? Particularly such a familiar 

one. 

Dave: How you referred to Jesus' whole journey here as a scandal. Hit me to start with. I 

was like, a scandal? I don't understand. I started thinking about it. And he's like, 

not anything in comparison to what he did in his life. I was like, Jesus is a 

scandal? Then I kind of backed up and put my feet in the Pharisees' shoes. It was 

a scandal. It turned their whole entire belief system on it's head. And at the time, I 

kind of asked what if it happened now? What if all a sudden on Facebook 

somebody said “Oh, by the way, you know I'm 17 and I'm pregnant with God's 

kid.” And how would we accept that or would we act like Pharisees? Would we 

act like people that weren't? But you know, that surprised me. Because it was a 

scandal. Because it really turned their entire... so much so that they crucified him. 

And so that was a big thing for me. 

Kenneth: Yeah, now I'm just continuing to go back to I guess the strength of Mary. It's, you 

know, I've always had a... admired Mary, but I think when you talk about it today 

or how you talked about it today in talking about, you know, like we've 

mentioned several times now, just how scandalous that was. But then when you 

went further with that and said, you know, she's being put through all of this. And 

then you talked about like if Joseph would have passed away or something during 

that time. Or, you know, knowing that she's being put through all of this 

ultimately just to have to watch her son die on the cross, it's like “Wow, how am I 

being dealt this hand?” Like, "I know you said this was favorable, God, but you 

can you tell me what part of it's favorable?" 

Carey: So in the text it said that you are highly favored. Is that correct? 
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Facilitator: Do wonder if any of you picked up on... I didn't... Let's say it's a rather sensitive 

topic I didn't say a whole lot about. Mostly because you're in an intergenerational 

context. There's kids in the room too. But I do wonder if any of you picked up on 

Mary's fear. Of possible cause of her fear with Gabriel. 

Carey: Yeah. 

Kenneth: Um-hmm [affirmative] 

Nancy: Um-hmm [affirmative] 

Facilitator: And? 

Nancy: Hey, I'm an angel, pretty lady. 

Carey: Yeah. 

Kate: Stranger danger. 

Kenneth: I think it does go back to like the incredible amount of trust that it takes from her 

in that instance not to just completely lose her mind. Right? And then to say, 

shoot, I don't know. You know, but I don't know. Like I, again, every thing that 

was said today, like I said, I've always viewed Mary favorably but it just 

amplified it a ton by saying, like you're saying, like the Gabriel thing or just 

knowing the social stigmas that kind of come from that. But yeah, certainly I 

couldn't imagine, you know, I'm just hanging out and then some cow walks into 

my house and I'm like uh. 

Facilitator: And knows your name. 

Kenneth: Yeah. Yeah. 

Facilitator: You're probably alone. 

Kenneth: Right. 

Facilitator: Teen girl. Scary proposition. 

Mike: That was something frankly caused me surprised in the text I never thought about 

before. 

Kenneth: Yeah. 

Mike: So. 
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Dave: How's it said that he appeared to her. Did he appear? 

Facilitator: He said like, what's up on Gabriel. 

Dave: Just happened. 

Facilitator: Yeah. An angle is sent by... Which I mean, I think I mentioned the word [angela 

00:21:14] in Greek is messenger. Like, you call your mailman an angela. 

Kate: I guess if he just appeared to her, like you know, somebody just appeared in my 

living room, that would be harder to take than this, you know, deity looking figure 

with light shining on me. I'm going to have a different corelation there. 

Facilitator: You're just washing dishes and you turn around like, what's up, person. 

Kate: Yeah, that's it. You know what I'm saying. 

Kate: I had not looked at it that way before. 

Facilitator: Yeah. 

Kate: Until you mentioned today. I was like, huh. I hadn't thought about it. 

Dave: You had the story from the Apocrypha. 

Facilitator: Yeah, oh yeah. 

Dave: You know that went along with it that I didn't really pick up on it. You know, if 

that was circulating at that time. Whoa, there it is. There's Bigfoot right here, you 

know. It's one of those things that's like, you know, they talked about it and this is 

fixing to really happen to me. 

Facilitator: Well, it's not unlike, we have Halloween coming up. And what did your parents 

make you do when you got Halloween candy? 

Kenneth: Got to check it. 

Facilitator: Got it check it. Make sure there aren't any needle holes. 

Nancy: Or razor blades. 

Facilitator: Razor blades. 
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Kate: We only went there right around here and it was homemade, so I [crosstalk 

00:22:26]. 

Facilitator: But you know, that starts and that ingrains in your mind. So you can imagine, 

yeah, Mary, here's a story. The angel shows up and kills her husband and her 

wedding night. 

Kenneth: Even if I'd never heard that story, I'd know exactly how I'd react if somebody was 

in my house and just called my name that I'd never seen before. 

Carey: Yes. 

Kate: Even if it was this big, you know, glowing deity type. I'd be like what? 

Nancy: And then she's a female alone in a room with a man. And she then has to go out 

and tell people that I am pregnant through this divine being. But, you know, the 

guy that I was alone with had nothing to do with it. You know. Hard to explain 

that. 

Kate: Is she crazy? That's what they say. She's lying. She's crazy. 

Facilitator: Did you hear something that made you think? I know we kind of... 

Kate: Well for me it was just the part that we're talking about. I'd never heard it, you 

know, I guess told that way and had never really considered that angle of the 

story. And you know, because when we're sitting and we're listening to the 

sermon, it's hard you know. I know for me I'm in the pray mode right around and 

how things are happening and affect around me, but if you put yourself back in 

that day and time, a total, total different siltation. So you know. 

Kenneth: Yeah, and it's already been mentioned, but just the idea that God decided to insert 

himself into this world. I think it continues like it... I don't know. That's just 

something that hits you. It's like, wow. Remember he's stepping out from heaven 

and coming here to make a radical shift or to introduce something that is going 

change everything. 

Facilitator: Yeah, along those same lines, I mean what does this story tell us about God? I 

mean, God's nature, God's essence, if you will. 

Kenneth: Well, I think it's important, I mean obviously, to reference all of the material that 

came before that and to see the constant amount of times that we saw, you know, 

just I don't know, sin. And then there would be kind of a correction to be made or 

something or somebody was tested to be... or their faithfulness. And I can only 

imagine from God's perspective seeing all of these times when he's tried to insert 
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himself into a siltation or make something happen and to show how he was 

faithful to a group of people, and then only for that to completely be right off the 

wheels again or the rails, you know, shortly after that. So to see that constant just 

ups and downs of his people, of his creation. And then to still not want to just 

completely throw his hands up and walk away from it, but to directly get involved 

and come up with some solution that says, “Look, there's got to be something,” 

and to do something that says “I love you so much, you failed me so many but I'm 

not giving up, and as a matter of fact here I come. And I'm making a path for 

redemption.” 

Mike: I like what you said leading off. Reality has a way of correcting our expectations. 

And sometimes our expectations go and failed. That's what she backed it up with. 

You know, I guess if we think where we're called or what we're supposed to do, 

you know we've talked about mission work or different things, but what if like 

we've said, what if this whole time we're called to be right here? 

Dave: Thought about two things like pathway discussion you had just a second ago 

about pathway redemption through Jesus. I think that's really one of the things 

that your brother and I talked about the other day. 

Nancy: Oh, really? 

Dave Yeah. So sodium is an element that hates water. There's a whole column of them 

that hates water. You throw it in water and it explodes. Doesn't matter. And we 

got a big block of it at school, and it's in an oil bath. And so you can walk around 

with it and everything's cool. In fact, you can get it out and set it on the top. But 

as soon as you cut through that oil bath, you release that sodium and it will react 

with the water in the air and it will kind of change colors and whatnot. You throw 

it in water and it will explode. We were talking the other day about that was that 

redemption path. You know, we can't exist around God. Our sin, our person. You 

know, we can't exist. Look at Moses. He got a glimpse and it nearly fried him. 

And so Jesus is that bowl for us. He allows us to meet with God. He gives us that 

protection and what. So that's one thing I thought about. 

Dave: And the other thing I really thought about too was, you know sometimes a scandal 

in our eyes is actually a very important cornerstone rock that's in God's 

foundation. Now, I want to make sure I didn't say the word scandal and not sin. 

But scandal in our eyes might not have anything to do with a sin. It may just be 

something that we are making a judgment call based off of what we think we 

believe and it goes back to what we talked about earlier. It's our finite minds 

trying to make a definition or put a cage around what God's supposed to be, and 

as soon you put that cage around him you might as well just throw the cage out 

because he's fixing to flip everything on its head. And I think that's something 
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that... I mean, I don't keep it in mind 99 percent of the time, but I think that is 

something that we need to keep in mind, is that if we see a situation, there's no 

good going to come from that. Well, you might want to be patient and see, 

because there very well might be a lot of good that comes from it. 

Nancy: It goes back to Casey's personal story. I didn't agree with the word sin as you 

described it, because I don't see that as a sin. It was a scandal, of course. 

Carey: Yeah. 

Nancy: It was for us. But a sin, no. Was there something great that came from that? Of 

course. 

Kate: But see, when I think of scandal, I think, you know, I know Casey. Know who she 

is. But that was her. What, you know, my judgments and my things put onto her. 

What... to me that's not right. I think we do that too much. 

Nancy: Yes. 

Kate: On everything. 

Nancy: Oh yeah. 

Kate: When we should just sit back, like you just mentioned, and kind of look and say 

"Hey." 

Nancy: Where's God in this? 

Kate: Exactly. 

Nancy: Yeah. 

Kate: Because some good could come out of it. Could be two locks out of what... but 

we're sitting over here turning and thinking all bad, all negative. 

Carey: Yeah. I think a lot of that is self-inflicted. I think that's where our expectations 

collide with maybe God's expectations or the world's expectations for us. I think, I 

just struggle with Mary being favored. That just, I don't know, that really throws 

me off. I mean, maybe she's favored because maybe she got it. Maybe she 

understood that God was with her through that. And maybe she didn't have that 

internal battle. I don't know. Maybe she did. But I mean maybe that favor came 

through her faith. Maybe it... you know, her life was disrupted. Her expectations 

where thrown out the window. I mean, but God intervened personally with Mary, 
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and I just wonder if her relationship was so good with God that that's why she's 

favored. 

Facilitator: That's the favor. Look at Job. 

Carey: I mean, just the... I don't know, I just... 

Laura: I think we've used the word blessed to only mean the good things and the 

wonderful things in our lives and being favored. It's hard for us to connect to her 

answering the call that goes against the social norms of that time and the times of 

today. So that was very interesting to me hearing those words that we traditionally 

to mean only good things are happening in our lives. 

Carey: Yes, but she can favored in the dark places also. 

Laura: Right. That he's through it all. 

Carey: I mean obviously she is carrying Christ, which is a huge thing to be favored. I 

don't mean that. I just mean like her, you know, like oh, your favored. You're 

going to go to this foreign place and be murdered, but it's for the cause of Christ. 

You know what I mean, like that favor may just come later. I mean it maybe that 

that life you're to live is extremely fulfilling, you know, because you're living out 

God's plan. And it's not about me, it's not about you when you're living out God's 

plan. Right, it's about what is my life glorifying God. What is it doing for his 

kingdom. And I would love to say that I get it, I get it. If feel that favor. But you 

know, I hope that at some point I do. That my expectations get out of the way and 

I just feel like this is it. I'm doing what I'm supposed to. And maybe that's where 

some of that favor comes in. 

Facilitator: So who defines what favor is? 

Carey: No, you did say to favor means to be envied, right? And I was like, I'm so 

confused. Because I'm like, but I don't understand. Tell me feelings all at one 

time. 

Facilitator: That's good. That's the next question. 

Carey: You know, I just don't... I don't know. Just I don't know. 

Facilitator: And did you hear something that provoked emotion or some sort of immediate 

feeling in those spots? Confusion. 

Carey: Confusion. How's my brain been confused. I just couldn't... I mean, it's just a lot. 

It's to paint this picture of how this happened with Mary, all the things around her 
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that are going to happen, and then to say... you know, is that what favor means, to 

be envied? Or, I don't know. It was just a lot. A lot this morning, thanks a lot, 

Chris. A lot of stuff. 

Kenneth: I just wonder how many times like in my life if I had seen something I could be 

doing or that I could have done that was offered and I just turned it down. Just for, 

you know, whatever comforts or for other situations that were going on that 

maybe not have been as important. How I would rationalize that to God and 

knowing, especially like if I was standing beside Mary or something and just 

watching her give me this incredibly scornful gaze. And just be like “Yeah, if I 

had to work.” 

Facilitator: Yeah, got the kids on Friday. 

Kenneth: I don't know. 

Dave: Going back to your definition of favor. I mean, I don't really know who defines it, 

but I mean I watch students arrive in vehicles. I see the ones jump out of the 

Denalis, and they're just completely just... maybe you can relate to this too. 

Maybe it happens to you all. It's like they always want more. I need more of a 

grade. I need more of these points. I need more playing time. I need more, more, 

more, more. And then from the student who comes up in the Plymouth Sundancer, 

you know, they get out and he's got his big toe poking out of his boots, but he's 

just happy to be here today. And if I'm looking at it, I think, I mean to be for real, 

I think God's got his... I think the kid that really just has enjoyment and just being 

able to come to some- 

Nancy: A appreciation of what they do have. 

Dave: Exactly. Exactly. Is favor. You know, I mean I think some many times, as you all 

mentioned earlier, we get so much of the world's idea of the hashtag blessed 

thing. We get completely lost on what blessed is. And I think the kid with the big 

toe out of the boot is more blessed than I'll ever be. Just because he has that 

ability to come in, be like "Good morning, Mr. Green, how you?" And he actually 

is asking. 

Kate: He's appreciating. 

Dave: Yeah. He's actually asking. Are we going to get to weld today? Well, yeah we're 

going to get to weld today. And the other kids like “Leave me alone, I want to get 

on Tik Tok.” And I'm like... 

Carey: Well, because there's a path that will never be enough, that is not fulfilling. 
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Dave: Right. 

Carey: Because we all know that that's not... that worldly path will never fulfill you. But 

then some of the most humble things, humble lives, are the most fulfilled people, 

a lot of times. And probably, you know you hear about even the suicide rates of 

these actors and things like that. I mean, how envious are they of people who live 

just a simple, pure, joy filled life because they know their purpose. And so I think 

that if you say "What is favored?" on the street and you just pulled people, I don't 

think that's the answer that God gives us. I don't think that's the fulfillment that 

God gives us, and I don't think that's how he does favor us. But it's a battle. I 

mean... 

Nancy: I remember going to, like on missions trips, especially to the Dominican Republic 

and Haiti, and seeing these families live in filth and squalor. Little to nothing of 

anything they owned and could barely feed their children. But they had smiles, 

and they were so hap... I wouldn't say happy. It was joy. 

Kate: And they loved each other. 

Nancy: Yes. And my question was always "Where does that come from?" And working 

with the children in the DR, they would spend an hour an a coloring sheet. I just 

remember that. And they would only have three colors and it was just the best 

time of their life. And I mean that was the envy I had for that simplicity and that 

humility, you know, that I can't have when I have all of this stuff and wanting 

more. 

Kenneth: I mean, I think, I talked a little about it this morning, but it's what you can and 

can't run out of in life. And like you can always run out of some one to like your 

posts. You can always run out of money. All of these social things, you can 

always run out of it. But you can never run out of love for people and your faith. 

Like it just, if you truly have faith and you truly have love, like those are two 

things you can never run out of. And you'll find that always in the places that 

seem to be what you would consider to be like the most destitute or whatever. 

And I've realized that with several different events that I've seen happen around 

me with coworkers and things like that with things that they're going through in 

their lives and seeing radical transformations that they've made of decisions that 

they've made. And you know, just knowing it took something to happen to that 

person or whatever. And maybe they had a chance to reflect at that moment and 

said "Whatever this is, I don't care what kind of comfort it's giving me in this 

moment. It's not worth this." And I don't know, that's a strong feeling I think. 

Carey: This may be a little bit out there, but maybe to be favored is to be called. You 

know what I mean? And we've talked about how that call can be destructive. But 
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I've just never correlated those two words together before. To be favored and to 

be called. 

Laura: To be used by God. 

Carey: Um-hmm [affirmative] 

Dave: Well, if you truly answer that call, what is your whole entire life now center 

around? That calling. Mary's whole entire situation centered around raising Jesus 

and carrying Jesus. And so each day was "All right. Today I carry Jesus. What are 

we going to do? We're going to get on this donkey and ride 30 miles this way. All 

right let's go. I'm carrying Jesus." And so I wonder if that's got something to do 

with favor. Is that all of a sudden you're perspective of oh, I've got to make sure I 

turn this in, oh, I got to make sure I do that, all of a sudden turns into, I got to go 

to Africa. And I got to go find those people to minister. Those people. And that's 

it. Nothing else matters. And I wonder if that's kind of favor. But it doesn't sound 

like a favor, because when I think of favor I got a new cab John Deere tractor 

sitting in my front yard. And so that's my... and that's, like you said, that battle of 

what does favor really look like? I don't know. 

Facilitator: Sort of theology did you hear in this text or sermon, specifically things about 

God? We kind of... I've asked a similar question, but I'm just covering my ground 

to here. We talked a little bit about favor. We talked about calling, but what about 

God specifically? 

Carey: When you ask about the theology part, would you like sort of define that for me? 

Facilitator: Yeah, theology in it's most philological sense, like knowledge of God. Thinking 

about God as a concept, as a thing. Does it support believes you already hold, that 

you were raised with? Did it contradict some of those? Did it force you to 

deliberately reflect on them, challenge them? 

Carey: Well I think, I know I've said it a few times, but that God goes from this far away 

high being to being here. Just that God is close. And God intervened with Mary 

personally, intervenes with us personally. But just that God is here. 

Dave: Mary's response always has got me in this mindset and I haven't acted on it near 

as much as I should have, but it's this quick asking questions mindset. Angel 

shows up, "Here, you want to do this?" "All right." No questions asked, here I am, 

and I'll do it. 

Kate: I'd have a lot of questions. 
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Dave: That's what I'm saying. The mindset of there it is. I'm not asking questions, 

because I don't know. That's what me and Dad talked about the other day. He 

started asking, I said "Quite asking questions." There's no need to ask questions. 

God is so infinitely simple. Now, I have no idea how to explain that. 

Mike: We make it complex. 

Carey: Yeah. 

Mike: But, but... 

Dave: But, but. Questions. We ask questions. 

Facilitator: Yeah, that's good. 

Dave: That one too. Incomplete obedience is disobedience. I heard that one on the farm 

everyday. But I mean, Mary could have been like "Yeah, I'll do it, but as soon as 

he's born, I'm going to move on with my life." Instead of just being like "I'm with 

you the entirety of it." 

Facilitator: I think it's important that we understand that Mary's not just like a surrogate 

parent. 

Dave: Right. 

Carey: She's there at the cross. 

Facilitator: Yeah. She is the perfect Christian. 

Nancy: There's... Go by, sorry. 

Carey: I was just going to say that like you have to answer that call to being 

uncomfortable. Because God's intentions are never going to align with the societal 

expectations that this world has for you. And you said to run to God, not to 

comfort. And I think because our expectations for our lives have been just picked 

up from our interactions with our families, and us living our daily lives we pick 

up these expectations as we live without ever seeing what God's bigger purpose 

for our lives actually is. 

Kate: When you use that word comfort, I know some of the things that have meant the 

most to me in my life were the hardest things that I've ever had to do, but I 

remember that I got the most joy and the most, you know, out of those things. But 

it wasn't a comfortable path, and it wasn't an easy path. 
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Mike: Well, if you look at Jesus' life, it wasn't calm. It was very disruptive. Constant 

battles with Pharisees and even the crucifixion, obviously. He knew he had to do 

it, but "God, if you let this pass," you know. So talk about disruptive. It's not 

rainbows and unicorns and puppies. 

Kate: Puppy dogs and rainbows. 

Mike: Puppy dogs and rain- 

Facilitator: And those unicorns. 

Mike: But to think of that blessed turn, and when people you think have got it going on, 

"God, they must be doing something right." You know. 

Facilitator: It's... yeah, I say this after I turn this off. 

Carey: Just that God loves us individually and longs for us. That's why he became 

human. 

Nancy: And through this story we see that God has come to us and through unexpected 

situations. So those ways that we define those who are favored, what that looks 

like to us, is actually incorrect, I would say, in the eyes of God. When we say 

those people need Jesus, Jesus is there. So how do we find Jesus instead pointing 

them out as unfavored. Does that make sense? It kind of turns our thinking 

backwards now. 

Facilitator: Any other thoughts or comments? 

Carey: I do have one more thought. I think, I wrote down here, I don't remember if you 

said it or what, but what are our expectations of God? You know, and just this is 

probably not how any of us are for saying "Oh yeah, God sent his son Jesus." 

There's probably no one would say this is how it's going to happen. You know, it 

was just very a powerless, selfless way to start, versus just a, kind of like Jake was 

saying earlier, you know, just some of his imagery, just very powerful entrance. 

You know. But we can relate to Mary. We can't relate to that grand entrance. 

Most of us can't. And so God is just relatable on that level to us. He wants us to 

get it, and he wants us to follow him, and he wants to see that "I could have done 

this a million different ways but this is how I did it because I love you." 

Facilitator: That was good. Anyone else? 

Kate: Just to add off what Casey said, I looked at it as an everyday miracle, because to 

me childbirth in itself, if you think about it, is a miracle. 
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Carey: Yes. 

Kate: And it happens every day, but you know, something so beautiful but so common. 

But it's a miracle. 

Dave: In biology, everything that can't be explained with science is called a factor. You 

know, animal reproduction and development there's lots of factors. 

Kate: You going to talk a lot. 

Dave: Exactly. Exactly. But I think going by what Casey said, you know. Trying to 

figure out how to word this. So like, my cows for example. Here comes the 

imagery, just get ready. Sorry transcribers. So I can get my cows to come into the 

barn. It's really easy. I drive my little truck out there, and I've got a bucket of feed, 

and I feed them. There's no real loyalty there. It's just, here's my food, I'm going 

to come get my food and then I'm going to go on about my business. They don't 

love me. They don't want to be around me. 

Laura: They just rely on you. 

Dave: They rely on me. And so dog, eh, getting a little bit over there maybe, but still it's 

a reliant thing. God doesn't want people that... yes, he wants people to rely on 

him, don't want to say that. He doesn't want followers that come for food. He 

wants cows that will follow him through the thicket and not get any food and 

walk miles and miles because they want to follow me. 

Dave: And so I know I've talked several times... back in college, we always talked about 

this in our little small group, is that God can make robots. We're not robots. If he 

wanted to make robots, he'd have made robots. If he wanted servants, he'd have 

made servants. He did call angels, but anyway. But we're not angels, we're these 

own little things, and he wants us to want to follow him. And it's amazing to read 

these stories of Mary, Abraham, Joseph, all these people that went through so 

much trial and tribulation because they wanted to follow God, and that was it. It 

wasn't about getting sustenance. It wasn't about getting a feel good feeling. It was 

about having faith and having faith to where you could whatever God wanted you 

to do. It was because you knew next step was going to be in the direction toward 

God, no matter what that next step entailed, no matter what you step in. There it 

was, so you walk in that direction. 

Laura: It's good, because God doesn't want us to follow to get to heaven. That can't be 

our reason. 

Dave: No, no, that's it. That's not the purpose. The mansion's not the purpose, isn't it. 
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Laura: Yeah. 

Dave: Yeah. You get confused and think you just a cow going into the barn. 
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Focus Group Session #4 

(October 6, 2019) 

Facilitator: Let's start with first question, what words, language or ideas did you hear about 

God this morning in the sermon? 

Dave: To continue on the trend, I did hear disruption a good bit. Talk discussing a call 

and how that can be a disruption. 

Kate: I'm sorry, go ahead. 

Kenneth: Growth and change. 

Facilitator: Growth and change. 

Kate: Heard the word persecute at the beginning of the sermon. 

Facilitator: Persecute. What words, language or ideas did you hear about God in the sermon 

this morning? 

Laura: That when you're trying to point the finger at somebody else, that God may reveal 

something in yourself that needs to change more than that other person that you're 

trying to pray about, or bring about their sins. 

Dave: It kind of crossed my mind, how there was a discussion today about Saul in and of 

himself, was about as good a Jew as you could be. 100%. And I think that 

sometimes God is going to call you to do something that may go completely 

against your religion. What I mean by that word is your traditions that you take, 

your certain belief system that you have, and I think that's something we've got to 

be kind of receptive to, because he did it to Saul. 

Kate: Talked a lot about the word change, and how the call, calls us to change things, 

and we as humans have put a negative connotation with that word, because 

change sometimes is a good thing. But, most of the time we look it as a negative, 

and not necessarily a positive. 

John: I heard that Saul was really dedicated to his calling so to speak, and he went over 

things and people to carry out his call, but he was dedicated to the high priest, too, 

he went to get permission. He was not bashful, he dedicated himself to doing that 

and he let people know what he was going to be doing. And he carried it out to a 

certain point. 
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Facilitator: How do you feel about the words, languages, or ideas you heard about God? Do 

you agree with what you heard? Why or why not? 

Kenneth: Thought about the... how Paul... it was said that after he was struck blind, that he 

didn't eat or anything for three days. You were talking about the idea of his world 

being flipped upside down, and I guess in the past I've just always thought about 

it as, I don't really know how I've really thought about that. But, I guess I had a 

level of understanding or kind of what I was hitting on today was, what if the idea 

of basically having something so drastic happen that it may have just been that he 

was in shock and awe, and couldn't do anything for three days and had to just 

reflect on his life. His complete outlook on life, I guess. So I kind of thought 

through are there things in my life where, could there be such a change, that I 

could sit there and have that level of shock and awe, or reflection maybe. 

Nancy: As a young believer, just that story of Paul's, or Saul's journey to Paul, it's 

summed up as Saul was a pretty bad dude, persecuted Christians, and then he had 

this miraculous turn around in his life and became a good guy. But, if you really 

study and look at the context of that time, you know that Saul was a pretty good 

dude in the Jewish, religious context. So then it kind of is more of a relatable 

story, personally, in that I can see that my past, in my faith journey, I believed that 

I was doing the right thing, going along with the motions, doing the right steps, 

that kind of a thing, and look back and see that has changed. I guess we can all 

have that kind of Damascus experience, switching around our thinking, that is our 

calling in which we have to change how we look at God, and what God has 

presented to us in his word. 

Kenneth: And I think that what you were talking about for growing, and Saul being, I guess 

very stagnate, in like he was set in the ways that he was and then it did take this 

change, but, I like what you were talking about how he had this ideal about... the 

idea that it's not okay to question anything. And it's almost, I guess I thought 

about when we've talked in the past about when you're questioning something 

about God it's not necessarily that you are trying to belittle him or think that 

something is not possible, you're just trying to grow in your own faith, and you're 

asking that question because it just helps you have a deeper understanding and 

maybe changes your way of thinking that it's not so set in stone and maybe you 

have the opportunity to learn from something, and you're helping yourself become 

more educated, or have a better understanding of different ideals. 

Nancy: It got me thinking like at what point as Christians do we think we have it figured 

out? And there is no need to doubt, question, where does that come from? At what 

point? And then we feel comfortable and settled in our faith, and there's so much 

more. There's more questions to be asked. I don't know. 
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Carey: I think we can just cross over into that worldly mindset really easy, and a lot of 

that probably comes from outside, what other people say, "Oh you're doing so 

great, you've got it together," which, nobody ever says that to me but, but just the 

thought that we can lose sight of what's important. I think he said this one that, 

"God is always just beyond the horizon of our certainty." I like that because, like 

you are saying, I feel like I got it, but then no there is still more to go, there's still 

farther to go. I think that's just one thing that's just really awesome and powerful 

about God is that, there's always a journey, there is always further for us to go, 

we're never there, we've never arrived. 

Laura: I think we can get really comfortable in the pews, and think, oh I don't have this 

huge sin, I don't have this huge problem to fix, I don't have anything to clean up 

before I go to the altar, but to hear that message of God's call for you is the 

continued disruption of there's always more. Wherever you are, you're still not 

there. 

Kate: And I look at that as, if you quit asking or quit talking, I think sometimes if you 

ask questions that's a negative. I don't get that in anything. As long as I'm asking 

questions that means I'm in tune, I want to know what's going on, I want 

information about it because I'm not 100% certain that my way of thinking is 

correct. Not necessarily correct, but maybe the right path, or the right direction to 

go. And so I feel that if we quit asking at any point it's likely to give that type of 

mentality. Like, I'm done, I don't need to know anything else, why ask any more 

questions. 

Kenneth: I think you can equate it to just outside of the realm of, a spiritual realm, but even 

in if we think about how we act in life, or things that we view as positive in life. 

When you are in college and you have to take science or whatever, and the same 

sciences and things like that, but a lot of people want to take different professors, 

so they can get different opinions and outlooks on the same topic. Or, when you 

work at a job if you stay somewhere for a long time, and you never do anything 

else, and your supervisors never change or whatever, and then you're just going to 

quit listening to that person and not pay them any attention and just do what 

you've done for forever. 

Kenneth: Whereas, if you go to a different role you're going to be challenged by a different 

set of ideas and maybe a different way of approaching that, and if you allow 

yourself to be vulnerable in that moment you can probably learn something, and 

maybe pick up some efficiencies, and I feel like it's a lot like that in our spiritual 

life, too. We can hear the same stories over and over and over again but if we 

always present them in the same way, then we're just ultimately going to tune out 

Chris, or whoever is preaching. It's important for us to get the different- 
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Kate: I think you used the word stagnant earlier, I think that's a very good descriptive 

word. You don't grow, I think of stagnant as not growing, it's just stays the same, 

and so... 

Nancy: And it's hard to deal with that disruption when stirring up the stagnant. 

Mike: You hear this analogy of faith is like a muscle, you've got to work it out, get 

better, it can't just sit there and be stagnant, be complacent. Anything in life that's 

worth doing takes time and effort to do, and it's often not just given to you. That 

spoke a lot to me today about, it's not always going to be comfortable. I kept 

going back to that comfort. I'm sure a lot of people have felt that over time, if 

you've been around this earth, you go through phases of comfortless. But then 

when you got through some ups and downs and trials, I guess if you will, you 

usually come out better for it, and you look back, and you think, well, that wasn't 

as bad as I thought it was going to be. 

John: You know, I look at Paul on that Damascus road, and they stayed there three days, 

and then the eyesight comes back but, that was just like we are, that was Paul's 

change right then. And like us when we're talking about our faith growing, where 

did Paul go? Or Saul go? In the next two or three days? We don't hear, and then 

the next thing we hear about it he comes back and got all this wisdom, and all this 

knowledge and stuff. Where did he go? Where was he at? Ten years before he 

was different. He left the Damascus road, but where did he go? What did he do? 

In that period of time he was growing, and we don't get there overnight just like 

Paul didn't get there overnight. It's growing, I heard somebody say, it don't ever 

end, and hopefully it don't ever end. 

John: I mean if you really, you know what I'm saying you... we may work it out we 

think, but we won't work it out. We work it out, but we really don't work it out. 

And of course that was in that time, from a Damascus road period of time to when 

we hear and see Paul come back and in his ministry, there was a ten year period of 

time there it says that he went, and that's our growing time, too. But a little more 

I'll say, we talked about the growing and when we figure it out, and you know I'm 

talking about one person now, and yeah he figured it out, he had it figured out, 

until you really sort of figured it out. That's when we grow, when we really sort of 

figure it out, when we hadn't figured it out before. And sometimes these periods 

of actually figuring it out it can be hurtful times, but then that's when we are really 

growing in understanding, and the faith is a little bit stronger, a little be thicker, it 

sticks a little bit better, and so forth. 

Facilitator: What caught you by surprise in the sermon? 

Kate: There were three versions of the story. 
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Facilitator: Had you not heard that before? 

Kate: No, I had not. And, then later I wrote the phrase, and I'm sorry about this chair 

keeps [crosstalk 00:15:47]. Anyway about being committed to religion and not to 

the faith, and when you gave the story about the sermon, and you didn't go and 

listen, and because she was a woman and all that. I can remember when we as a 

church and a community lived through that, and correct me if I'm wrong, but in 

the Bible it does not say women. Does it ever say like, give the female, [inaudible 

00:16:15] you know, anything about woman. But as a servant is what I think it 

says. Hearing that there are three versions, I think sometimes, [inaudible 

00:16:25], sometimes we focus on the religion, the traditions, what we've been 

taught, and that gets so ingrained in us that we are just hearing this. And we're not 

delving deeper into that Bible and were not listening to those outside folks, and 

we kind of forget about the faith of it. 

Kate: I think for me that's kind of how I took it, and like I said that when it happened to 

us as a community, as a church, I took that, that was a good example for me 

because we all lived through that and I don't know being a woman I guess it hit 

me hard, too, but, we've talked about this since meeting here. Anybody can serve, 

and I'm not saying I remember scripture and can quote it just right off the top of 

my head, but I don't remember where in any part of the Bible it specifically gives, 

you know male or female, on that. You know, a child, or an age, anything like 

that, and so, hearing that, the versions I had not heard that before. 

Kate: And then, that little phrase, you know that we're committed to the religion and not 

faith, I kind of put both of those together, because it doesn't matter who we are. 

Anybody can serve, anybody from a child to an older adult, I think that we need 

to listen to that and not get bogged down with...traditions are great, but when your 

society changes, and your world is changing, you have to change with that too, or 

you're going to lose, and you're going to lose people. 

Facilitator: When you said that phrase, "committed to religion, not faith," did you say you 

heard me say that? Or? 

Kate: No I wrote that down, I wrote that down from [inaudible 00:18:16] no, I heard 

that... you had committed to religion, and I wrote committed to religion and not 

the faith. 

Facilitator: Gotcha. 

Carey: One thing that sort of caught my attention was talking about the Christian 

conversion, I guess, it doesn't necessarily mean going from vile sinner to saint on 

fire. That can just be something that is refining our faith. It can be maybe 
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something cultural that we have that we've sort of associated with our faith, but 

there are changes that occur and maybe something that happens to us that opens 

our eyes to something different. It doesn't have to be extreme. It can just be one 

small issue, or it can be huge. There is just all sorts of conversion factors through 

our walk. 

Laura: I guess I came to the realization of how us wanting a flashy Damascus road 

testimony is just our selfish desires to want to be a part of our own salvation, 

while removing what is already perfect about our salvation. We completely 

disregard Jesus because we want to have this miraculous change that we still want 

to claim part to. 

Mike: I think what I picked up, too, on is change is inevitable, it's always going to be 

there. In our respective industries, things that will... and preaching, you didn't 

preach the same way you did 15 years ago. In school, you didn't teach the 

same...things are just constantly changing so, it's almost something you have to 

embrace. Much like, this, when we think we've got it just about figured out it 

always seems that's when something disruptive comes along and, but I think it's 

an opportunity, too. The analogy of trimming the branches, and growth that way. 

Kate: And you said you know, teaching in a different way, that also goes to say that 

you're not learning the same way either, that changes. 

Facilitator: If change is inevitable, what role in God does change play? That question make 

sense? If change is inevitable, we all agree God is inevitable at some level, right, 

so what role does change then play in our understanding of God? Or is there 

something from the sermon that you could apply to that question? 

Kenneth: One of the things I picked up on, I got it highlighted right here. The voice come 

out and said, "Saul, Saul why are you persecuting me?" Saul popped back and 

said, "Who are you, Lord?" And it uses the capital pronoun Lord. That almost to 

me, connects the Old and the New Testament together right there. Jesus is Lord 

and Saul was persecuting the new church therefore, Paul, or Saul was persecuting 

the Lord himself. I've always had that separate, I've always had Saul getting after 

the Christians, because that's what he was doing because he was an evil bad guy. 

And then after this right here changes, he flips over to the other side, he becomes 

Christian side. So there's two sides, there's the Pharisees side and there's the 

Christian side. They're all seeking the same Lord, basically. And so that's always 

been something I've struggled with is that, how is the New Testament and Old 

Testament Lord the same, He is. There isn't a change there. 

Kenneth: And that's something hard to grasp when you start looking at the grace, and the 

mercy, and the love that's present here, and the opposite happens in the Old 
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Testament, but right here is this clear evidence of that. Saul slash Paul recognizes 

that he in the presence of God Almighty. And then he comes back and says, "Hey, 

you're persecuting me." And then it's Jesus, and his Lord, and himself. I thought 

that was a neat little corelation there that you brought up. 

Kenneth: I think especially since he was struck blind in that moment, that he's well am I 

ever actually going to get my sight back again. And so I think the kind of thing 

that I would take from that is, that we have to be able, we want to think that we're 

ready to embrace the disruption whenever it could give us something good, but 

we also have to be willing to accept it when it's bad. And still have that same faith 

that whatever happens that if you have faith in God you're going to overcome it, 

or celebrate in the triumphs, and the kind of cliche, but I think it's important that 

your faith in God grows, or that you don't lose faith in God just based off of the 

type of change you experience. 

John: The question was how, to me the question was, how do you see God now from 

when you saw him when you first got to know him? I know him as God, I know 

him as the loving God. Not this, fire breathing God. And, of course a little of that 

[inaudible 00:24:41]. You know, in younger days, and I'm talking about my 

younger days, and so my younger days were a little bit further back than yours 

were. But all the churches that we went to, all the Baptist churches, they were all 

fire and brimstone preachers, and spitting at you, and that can change you when 

you've come to that conclusion. 

John: I mean, 180 degrees, because we know it, we knew it as a kid. God is love, all the 

time. But, to me that's the biggest change when I come to realize that it was love 

and not fear, and that's when it become bright and shiny instead of dull and dim, 

and there is still some folks wants to hear that. I can say tell you about it, Chris, is 

[crosstalk 00:26:05] 

Kate: I'd tell it who it was but [inaudible 00:26:05] 

Kenneth: Counter that for a second, if that's okay? 

John: Yeah, do it. 

Kenneth: If you really say, I've heard... and I'm not going to counter it in a negative way, 

but I've heard several, and I've heard a lot of the people like you're talking about, 

and I'm very good friends with one that I work with. His argument is obedience is 

obedience, whether it's through faith or whether it's by fear. And my counter to 

that was I go back to my cows that I discussed last weekend. I can run them 

wherever I want them to go, because they're scared of me. I can make them do 

whatever I want them to do, but do they really want to do it out of love for me? 
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No, they don't. They do it because they're [inaudible 00:26:43]scared of me. And 

so, that's two different action potentials there I'd think that you have. 

Kenneth: Paul could have went and did what he did out of fear, but he didn't. And on my 

second note, was you was talking about the three days. He's pretty close to 

passing out of this world if he hasn't ate or drank in three days. And so I flip back 

here to Jonah, it's nothing like looking at death make you change your perspective 

of things. And so, you know Jonah's in the belly of the whale, and all of a sudden, 

guess what he does when it's over with? He goes does exactly what he was 

supposed to do when he didn't want to, to begin with. And there's several stories 

that have that happen. 

Kenneth: We discussed this in Sunday School this morning, when you got nothing else to 

cling to but the Lord, it creates a certain type of faith that you can't get no other 

way. I believe that, I've never had that situation happen to me, but I've seen it as 

you mentioned this morning with some of the people that we've worked with 

before in past. Where, they were at rock bottom, and their faith that they were 

able to gain from being at rock bottom was solid, because they didn't have 

anything else to cling to. But as far as, the fear, I understand where you're coming 

from with that, I really do. 

Kenneth: Is a cow going into the barn because it's scared of me the same as a cow following 

me in the barn, I don't necessarily think so. 

John: Can we tell a side story? 

Facilitator: Sure. 

Kate: I like stories. 

John: My youngest grandson, one evening in church, what was the Sunday evening 

service called? Discipleship? 

Facilitator: Discipleship training. 

John: We had discipleship training, and service was over, and he was in the youth, and 

then met me outside. We met up outside the church. And you could tell he was a 

little bit anxious of something. He said, "Papaw, I don't want to go to hell," and I 

said, "Zach we don't know, you're not going to go to hell." He said, "Well, if you 

don't accept you'll burn in hell." He said, "if you don't change your life and so and 

so you'll burn in hell." Well, part of that is, my grandson was ten or eleven, and all 

he picked up was burning in hell. And, that stayed with him, and I know about it, 

but... 
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John: I'll guess I'll put it this way. There's good preachers, and then there's preachers. 

And teachers, and of course his teacher was probably 25 years old, but preaching 

that hell's fire, there needs to be a stopping point to it, and not just drive that 

point. 

Kate: How it's taught. 

John: Ma'am? 

Kate: How it's taught. 

John: Yeah. 

Nancy: At some point you'd rather go to hell than spend heaven with some of these 

people that, label themselves as God fearing people. 

Kenneth: I think you can tie everything back together by saying what does it speak for 

society that in some instances that we have greater success in motivating people 

by fear than by just teaching them about a God, who has literally done everything 

to redeem them. And it's, I don't know that's kind of heart breaking in a sense, but 

I think this goes back to this idea of change, or questioning and, thinking about 

this because, I think that my God when he sees me asking a question, or not 

necessarily challenging but even if you wanted to call it challenging, that I care so 

much about him and want to know more about him, that I'm seeking out 

additional answers and truths and wanting his guidance, or to try to find things 

because I ultimately look to him above all else for everything. 

Kenneth: In my mind, I don't even like to, for what it's worth... I think it would hurt... I 

would rather burn for eternity than to know that... and I can't... you know it hurts 

to say this because I don't feel you can ever truly be appreciative for what you get 

from God but, I think it would hurt me more to know that he is disappointed in me 

or that he felt like I hurt him because I didn't appreciate the gifts that gave me, or 

that I didn't use them to the fullest ability. And that would hurt more to me than to 

just burn for eternity. Like to know that I didn't live up to what my redeemer saw 

in me I guess. 

Carey: Talking about change, I mean, isn't God the only consistent? I mean, I guess that's 

my thought, that God's the only thing that's consistent. The world is constantly 

changing, and obviously we can change, but in my opinion how that's connected 

is God is the only consistent. God is love, God is... we're the ones that change, 

we're the ones that... it's just constant change in the world. In every kind of way. 
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Nancy: You could try to list all the aspects of God, but we never complete that, there's so 

much more to know. So in order for us to know it we must change how we think, 

you know our surroundings and people and... 

Carey: Maybe it was more effective when you're talking about growing up younger, 

maybe that was... what people thought was an effective way to come to Christ, 

because I feel like things were probably very production oriented. Everything was 

through work, and so maybe during that time that was just a focus. It's almost like 

a checklist, but now I feel like it's so far from that I think about the kids we have 

at school, and nothing's about working for something, everything's about what can 

you give me, what am I entitled for. So how we approach spreading the love of 

the same God, the same when you were younger, same now, how we get that 

across has got to be different has go to be changed. I don't know if that actually 

makes sense, but it's the same God we're talking about. It's the same love, it's all 

of that, but people are different, people changed, society changes and ... Jesus is 

all things to all people, right? So, we've got to figure out how to bridge that gap I 

guess. 

John: I think that has changed in its own way. I don't think we have as many fire and 

brimstone preachers out there today as we used to have. That's right. [crosstalk 

00:34:44] 

Carey: Because of the other, Do you know what I mean, because people have changed. 

John: This doesn't have a whole lot to do with that maybe, but- 

Kate: It's story day. 

John: You know we talked, and hear this before I go any further, God's theme is truth 

from the first bat. But to me God has changed. God's changed sometimes. You 

know back in the Old Testament, you know the Hebrew people they didn't have a 

king, they had God. But then they got to wanting to be like their neighbors, and 

they wanted to have a king, well, God let them have a king. And that king was, he 

would happen to have a name Saul also, but, that was not [inaudible 00:35:41] to 

me. That was not God's original plan. But his people, said give us a king. He gave 

them a king, and there was one time that God got frustrated with some folks, and 

he was going to kill them all and start over another generation. Moses said, I'm 

going to paraphrase it now for sure, he said, "hold on God [crosstalk 00:36:10]". 

John: And you know where I'm coming from, and why did he change? He changed 

because he loved us. He loved us to the point we wanted that, [inaudible 

00:36:23] change. Do we give him credit for that? Do we look at it that way? 
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Nancy: The way I see it is that another part of God is revealed that we had not yet seen. 

Laura: We're so quick to draw a line around the people that we think are worthy, of 

answering his call, of spreading his good news, but without realizing that we're 

trying to draw a box around God, too when we do that. 

Kate: [inaudible 00:37:07] because who's to say that our box is right? Hate to say right 

but that may be the best choice. 

Laura: Mm-hmm (affirmative)- 

Facilitator: You hear something that provoked emotion, or some sort of immediate feeling in 

your response for you? 

Carey: Everything is garbage in comparison to knowing Jesus more. I mean, I know that 

sounds pretty harsh, but I wish that I had that mindset all the time. Just that we are 

willing to lose it all just so we can know Jesus more. We let a lot of things get in 

the way of that. 

Mike: What are you willing to give up to be closer to Christ? 

Carey: Yeah. Just a little bit more. You know to give up everything to just have a tiny bit 

more of him. 

Mike: That wasn't a two by four, that was a four by four. 

Nancy: But in that moment that little bit that you must give up is, it feels like a whole lot. 

And it's very scary. 

Carey: Well and to say that all of my gains are lost because of the value of Christ, that's a 

lot. It's just a continuous battle of how I want to live my life versus how the path 

God has for me in my life. 

Facilitator: Hear something that made you think? Even though we've kind of already said 

some of those things but specifically something was [inaudible 00:39:15]. 

Carey: That we've been talking for weeks about what the call of God is, and it's just to 

literally do something. And you've been saying that at the end of sermons for I 

don't know how long. What are you going to do about it? And that's what the 

answer is. 

Kate: And what might be something little to someone else might be really big to another 

person, so I think it's our individual, you know what can I do, and not compare it 

to the person in front, or behind, or beside me, but what can I do? And if we all do 
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just a little bit. Because I'm bad about doing that, I compare. I wasn't good 

enough, such and such did this a lot better than I ever did but I attempted. 

Facilitator: What sort of theology did you hear communicated in the vast majority of the 

sermon? Specifically here, something about God not necessarily the other actors 

in the story. 

Kate: Well I thought about this and I'm not for sure this is as [inaudible 00:40:55], 

we've talked about it the last couple of weeks, you used the word supernatural, 

Mary, this angel, deity came down, she was... burning bush... and then this week 

we talked about this light and it kind of made me think with all these sermons and 

these stories that we've been talking about, I don't know, I had Jesus when I sat 

here got it talked to me, but it didn't take this supernatural thing and maybe my 

supernatural thing was something that happened in my life day to day. Does that 

make sense? It wasn't... I didn't have to have a burning bush but maybe it was a 

huge disruption for me but it changed my path, and then... I throw that word 

disruption in but, I don't know I just, still open ended question there, opened 

ended kind of thing. 

Kate: But I thought about all those and when you said the word supernatural because all 

those in my life are supernatural things. 

John: Maybe you didn't need a shinning light. Maybe you wasn't as hard headed as Saul 

was. 

Kate: Maybe. 

John: [crosstalk 00:42:12] God knows, what he needed to do to get your attention and to 

get Saul's attention. I mean, he's our Lord, he knows. Maybe he wasn't [inaudible 

00:42:25] maybe one reason. Me in another way and somebody else in another 

way. 

Laura: That he interrupts what we think is right and can't be limited by what we think is 

possible. Or impossible. 

Dave: Struck me like a ton of bricks was how you described Saul as being a good guy. 

And then you brought in a little later chapters of Acts where it talks about... Saul 

sure enough was the ultimate Jew. And so what I found interesting when you look 

at about what, why are you persecuting me? It wasn't that Saul was some sort of 

evil person that come out of a cave that was just after people. He was following 

the Old Testament to the T. I mean, 100% blameless, as you mentioned. And so I 

wonder if that's a little bit of a symbolism of how Jesus created that new covenant 
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with us. The old covenant was fulfilled through Jesus, and now, if this is the same 

God, which it is, he's getting persecuted by his old teachings, by his old covenant. 

Dave: And so that's a little deeper and probably has a whole lot of murkiness to it, and I 

really want to say, but, that just struck me that Saul was just doing what he was 

supposed to do, he was chasing after blasphemers, and going to stone them just 

like it says in probably Leviticus, I'm not really sure exactly where it says in the 

Old Testament but, he was doing what he believed God was wanting him to do. 

And had scripture evidence to base that on that. And God said, whatever well 

you're actually persecuting me. And so I'm wondering if that's evidence of the 

whole new paradigm shift they have through Jesus, that part's gone now. That old 

covenant is gone, and fulfilled through Jesus, and through his teaching is the way 

we follow the new covenant. Now granted I don't know if that's completely in 

another galaxy of what's right, but that hit me today, and I was like that's kind of 

odd that God himself said, you're persecuting me, but you're doing what I told you 

to do in the past, if that makes sense. There you go. 

Facilitator: In your understanding, did the text, sermon, did it support beliefs you already 

held, or already held by your community, or did it force deliberate reflection or 

change in those beliefs? Maybe create some tension. 

Kate: I think some of both. Well it goes back to the whole thing you used the story with 

the woman preacher. I go back to the woman deacon thing. At that time when we 

had the women deacons, that was so taboo, you just didn't do that, kicking us out 

of the Baptist Association here and there. Then fast forward to where we're at 

today and things that are going on in our society and how you have people on this 

side of it and this side of it. It goes back to our constant that is God, but it seems 

like we can't get together on that. I don't know how much further I want to go into 

that, Chris. [crosstalk 00:46:13] That's why I said some of both. 

John: We all know that Paul was a dedicated, or Saul was a dedicated person. And there 

was a lot of teachings that were being carried out, a lot of things being carried out 

in those times that didn't necessarily all come from God. It come from some 

writers of the law, they called them Pharisees and Sadducees. Maybe some of 

Paul's eagerness come from there instead of actually God sending them out on his 

own. Of course, who really was the leader of the group that sent Jesus to be 

arrested? They believed that too. I don't believe that all came from God himself. If 

we get something told to us enough times, well there's got to be something to that 

maybe. 

John: But still I'm like the rest of them, Paul was dedicated, there's no doubt about that. 

Paul was the Pharisee of the Pharisees but in my minute mind, and I'm bad at this 

to. I get some training from some places sometimes that not necessarily the right 
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place, if you understand what I'm saying. And of course the Pharisee back then 

they had the whip, they popped the whip. Can that not happen to us all? That can 

happen to us all if we don't spend some time by ourselves in the dark and ask for 

guidance. 

Kate: Going on what you're saying, if we're not empathetic to where people are coming 

from and don't look at that, then it all looks real bad. I mean if we didn't take a 

step back and see where Saul was coming from then yes he is just this evil hateful 

man. But then no actually he was doing right. It's what he thought was right. And 

not to say that that was not tainted and I think that a lot of times we see that 

exactly here where we live. You may just be so set on something so set on it that 

you tell other people that it's right but that doesn't make it correct, just because 

you've heard it a thousand times. I don't know what word you used in your 

question but I think that this very uncomfortable, I know uncomfortable isn't the 

word you just used, but what was the word you used? You know I like it when 

you repeat the question. 

Facilitator: Does is support beliefs already held or does it force deliberate reflection? 

Kate: Thank you. Deliberate reflection. I think if it doesn't force that then I think you 

have an issue. Because I think if you believe you've got it all figured out then 

there's a problem. If you are settled and satisfied and that doesn't cause intentional 

deliberation then you have to be concerned. 

Nancy: Just throughout the history of the church you see that certain perspectives of God 

change every some five hundred years or so. [crosstalk 00:50:03] At Saul's 

moment that perspective needed to change and I think we're going through that 

now presently. I think God can easily come to any of us and say hey, I'm being 

persecuted what needs to change, the way you see me. These people of power, 

these influencers who have kind of tainted that perspective of me. Does that make 

sense? 

Kenneth: I think we're in a paycheck society. I'm going to do this to get my pay. I'm doing 

this job, I'm teaching Agriscience to get my check. When faith and Christianity is 

not a pay based thing, it's a mindset change, it's a walk through faith. And I think 

that a lot of times, I've heard it even in some of the songs before that we have 

sung, I'm waiting on my mansion in heaven, I think with Paul here, as you 

mentioned, he went through... he had everything and it was all trash because he 

realized he had the mindset shift of nothing else matters beside spreading the 

gospel and living the gospel. And it gets complacent, I've done my job, I've spoke 

to three people today, I've prayed twice and I've done whatever. I'm good today. 

I'm done. Then it goes to the point whereas your mind starts collecting, I've done 
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this, and I've done this, I've done all this stuff and it measures up to trash, it 

actually hit a nerve to me a little bit. 

Kenneth: I've tried to live a right life, why is that trash now? In actuality, it is. You do right 

because it's right not because you want to get a paycheck. I think that's going to 

go over like a ton of bricks in our current society especially in a works based 

society and a works based mentality of I'm doing this so I can get that. It's hard to 

sell no actually you do this because it's right. There is no pay. You do it because 

it's right and that's the end of it. It's easy to say that sitting right here at this table. 

I'm going to do right because it's right and fifteen and half seconds later when I 

walk out that door, there's no telling what I'm going to do. But I think that's the 

growth aspect. 

Kenneth: This is the final point on change. We just need to be even willing to learn from 

those that don't exist just within our specific circumstances, everybody at this 

church. We could do well by learning from folks outside of the church. How 

many times do we see, not necessarily this church specifically, but see a group of 

individuals from a church who, you see them in public or hear them talking and 

they're miserable. Then you look and you see some other small family or 

something who doesn't have a church or anything like that and you see this 

happiness with them. I think going back to your initial point doesn't matter if it's a 

lady or someone that has eight thousand tattoos or somebody that's a circus clown 

or whatever you want to say, we can learn from everybody and we have to be 

willing to open ourselves up and be open minded and just know that maybe that 

person can help me grow spiritually. 

Kate: Who are we to say that God's not going to allow them to do that? 

Kenneth: The Christians see Paul walk through the front door, and he's like I'm here to 

teach you and you're like...[crosstalk 00:54:04] 

Facilitator: Any final thoughts? Questions? 

 

  



198 

 

 

Focus Group Session #5 

(October 13, 2019) 

Facilitator: So what words, language, or ideas did you hear about God in the sermon this 

morning? 

Carey: I heard the word disruption again. 

John: I heard that God might talk to us in an unusual way. 

Kenneth: I guess obviously because of the scripture, but just dying on the cross, imagining 

God dying. 

Kate: Death, I was going to say. [inaudible 00:00:57] or death. 

John: You know, we've always heard all from growing up, we heard anything, we heard 

about Jesus dying on the cross, but I don't know that I've ever heard it laid out in 

so vivid terms. It sounded different to me than it's always sounded before because 

we took it as a thing, but it wasn't just necessarily just a thing in this [inaudible 

00:01:41]. 

Facilitator: Say more about that. What do you mean it's different? 

John: Somebody would say something and just keep saying it over and over and over 

and we get to where it just gets sort of natural, not necessarily real. In the way it 

was expressed, it was deeper than just hearing that Jesus died on the cross. It 

meant what it was, it said what it was doing, and it felt different, it sounded 

different. Like I say, Jesus died on the cross for all of us. How long have we heard 

that? We've heard that always but this.... you heard the pain, but you felt some of 

it, you could feel some of the pain. Maybe that would be my lack of faith, but it 

sounded like it happened, it sounded like it was happening. 

Carey: I think we can almost become desensitized to things that we hear the same way 

over and over and over. Just the images that we've always seen of Jesus on the 

cross, I think that was just very different in the language that was used to describe 

it this morning. The images that came into my head this morning were very 

different, and I think that definitely made you feel some different emotions than 

what we're used to, because it's not presented in the same way. Even if you read 

John 3:16 there are certain images that come into your head with that we're just so 

used to that it's almost a routine in our head, but it's like we've almost taken the 

emotion out of it once you get down to the basics of what really happened and go 

step by step, it does look different, I agree with Mr. Justin. 
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Kenneth: I think obviously the core focus of what we normally look at or think about is 

always after the resurrection and things like that. It's usually like a once a year 

thing, obviously right at Easter that we do talk about the actual crucifixion but 

like Casey's saying and even like you were saying, it's something I've talked about 

it for a few weeks, which is kind of the romanticized or hero stature of somebody 

and we paint it in kind of child like format and choose to think about it in that 

way. I think that through Chris's sermon this morning, you're talking about, it was 

very vivid. You could imagine that, and you heard those words being spoken. 

Kenneth: You think about it deeper and that's where, Chris, you know when you talk about 

God dying for us, you seriously sit down and think about that, and it all comes 

back to love and how throughout these past five weeks or so that we've talked 

about this, we see the things that these people did or how they reacted and went 

through these circumstances, but we don't necessarily always talk about the after 

for them or what happened or where they may have slipped up. 

Kenneth: That's something that I guess from God's perspective in looking at it from his 

point of view, you've constantly put your trust in these figures throughout history 

thinking that this was the turning point for humanity. They were finally going to, I 

guess, be corrected or come up and be this vision of what he had for us and then it 

literally took a physical manifestation of him to come here and die and when you 

think about that and all that was created by God and all that he's done and 

everything like that, he's still, I don't remember if you said humbled, maybe but he 

brought himself down and said here you go I love you so much that I'm going to 

die on this cross. I don't know that's just powerful, I guess when you think about it 

that way. 

Laura: I guess we want to gloss over the suffering. We just want to skip straight to the 

resurrection and not really marinate and acknowledge the suffering of God and 

that's really where... you know we have these expectations of God and like you 

said we want a vengeful god, we want him to serve justice and then when we 

break the mold of our expectations of God, he's giving forgiveness in his dying 

breath. 

Carey: It's just crazy that we look over that suffering because think about how much we 

in human nature want to rely on God so much and when we are suffering but then 

we almost want to downplay his suffering. That's very disruptive. The cross in 

general is very disruptive. 

John: You know back when I was trying to say, I always try to say things, but I don't 

always get it said just right. Thinking about the suffering, in all this time he's on 

the road to Jerusalem knowing what he's going for. We read that he's on the road 

to Jerusalem, but he knows that, and then he died for us. Some of that gets passed 
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by until we actually get down to the nitty gritty and start to thinking about the 

cruelty of the way he did die and knowing it was going to be that way but still 

done it. He even loved us and forgave them for doing it and all that. 

Kenneth: You honestly can't even fathom dying in that manner but even if by some chance 

that you could imagine having to do that for all of mankind. Can you imagine the 

emotion you would feel as you're carrying that cross up there with a crown of 

thorns on your head, and you have people mocking you or all this? Like Lori said, 

how just thinking about that and people mocking him and everything like that. 

How would you, if you knew what you were doing, and it was for like.. I would 

probably just throw it down and say all right well sorry I can't do this.[crosstalk 

00:09:18] 

Laura: It's your cross anyway why don't you carry it? 

Kenneth: Don't appreciate [crosstalk 00:09:23] but then for him to even in his dying breath 

to say, "Forgive these people," for they don't know what they're doing. 

John: Back when you said mocking him, and to think who they released and what he 

had done to give him up for what he'd done and all the time love him but yet that's 

us. Think about that. That was us. 

Facilitator: How do you feel about those words, languages or ideas you heard about God? Do 

you agree with what you heard? If not, why or why not? 

Kenneth: I think it's, like I mentioned, it's pretty powerful stuff when you think about... I 

guess an example would be kids looking up to their parents and then you see this 

parent, either something happens to that parent, or you see them in a very 

unnatural way. It's like something you see that has an impact on that person, and 

they almost look vulnerable in that moment. It's powerful to think God looks 

vulnerable, he's literally being killed. I don't know. You feel that but obviously 

the really overwhelming thing there is, like you guys were mentioning, he knew 

what was going to happen and just the power of God and then coming back. I 

don't know that's just crazy, I guess to me. 

Kenneth: It was really feeling that knowing that about God in all of his majesty, and I think 

even you said this, "Why that way?" It took... there was any other measure that he 

could've done, he could've snapped his fingers and said I'm going to do this or that 

but I literally think it took him... I don't know if that would've never have 

happened the whole idea of where we are today and how we are supposed to be 

more like Jesus, I don't think we'd obviously be where we are today with out that 

happening because it was so much a visual representation and a real physical 

means of showing love. There's obviously... we say there's no greater thing you 
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can do, even when we think about scenarios or people jumping in front of a bullet 

for somebody or something like that. We see that as like the ultimate sacrifice, or 

even somebody not necessarily taking it to the extreme of somebody dying, but 

even somebody donating an organ to someone else. You're taking physical harm 

or something physical from you to give to somebody else and in this case its 

grace. That's just powerful stuff. 

John: You know you're talking about it being powerful, it was powerful enough to tell a 

Roman centurion that this surely is the Son of God. It changed his mind. It was 

strong enough to do that to a ... if there ever was a nonbeliever, that would've 

been a nonbeliever it would change his mind. 

Kenneth: Imagine being in that moment, and you don't know that the resurrection is 

coming, and you're like oh boy. That's uh, man. 

Facilitator: Do you need me to repeat the question? 

Kate: You know I like that. 

Facilitator: How do you feel about the words, language, or ideas you've heard about God? Do 

you agree with what you've heard, why or why not? 

Kate: You've talked more about the calling. You hit on that a little bit today but more so 

in the last few weeks. I like it because we've talked about the burning bush, the 

angel. I think that sometimes we as Christians expect these big Ahhh moments, 

and it doesn't have to be. Jesus can talk to us without [inaudible 00:14:28] For me 

last week it was helping this poor little man jump his truck off in the parking lot. I 

think some of the times we glorify, put a big... it's got to be something spectacular 

over the top, and it doesn't. It can be those day to day little things that make the 

most difference. 

Facilitator: What caught you by surprise in the sermon? 

John: I never have heard or thought about what debt did Jesus owe? Who did he owe the 

debt to? That gets pretty close to us folks. I never had really thought about that. 

I'll say this in front of everybody but one of us, this was a powerful message 

today. 

Facilitator: Let me ask you about that specifically. Several of you have said yeah I know, 

what did you hear about that specifically, the debt collector? 

Laura: I think so many people use the cross as a get of jail free card. I've got my ticket to 

heaven, check mark kind of thing, kind of system. That's how so many things in 

our lives are just transactional, so it would be natural for that to be just something 
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that we just additionally pick up along the way but to stop and think if it's 

transactional who's tab are we paying? To acknowledge it. And then to 

acknowledge that is God not powerful enough to just wipe the slate clean even if 

there was a debt to pay. 

John: But you know that anyway but yet. You know that but yet it is what it was. 

Kenneth: If we think of God in the context it's almost you can't grasp it but if you think of 

him outside the concept of time and if he has a vision of everything. You think 

about him being able to see into infinite things that are going to happen and still in 

that moment of time saying I guess I can't imagine, or it's difficult for me to even 

fathom being the creator and seeing all throughout time people who willingly sin 

against my will or whatever and just know that...and trying to interject at various 

moments throughout time to correct that and to come to a sense and say okay this 

is what it's going to take and him just doing it. 

Kenneth: It's almost as if, I want to be careful how I say this, I know there's some weather 

outside... to think if God thinks like I've messed up I don't know how to say and 

not be super controversial about that but basically for him to think that when 

creation was made in all of these things and then suddenly this thing that he made 

has the ability to go against his will. It's kind of unfathomable, I guess to see that 

and to think from his perspective whoa what happened here. Then he makes it 

right. You think about something like that and that's some hard stuff to grasp. 

Carey: You know that goes back to the cow stories if we don't have choice, how can we 

show that we do genuinely love someone or if we're just not obeying. I think that 

was... I've struggled with that before and so I think that was why that was put into 

place because we were given that ability to make that decision and unfortunately 

we fail so often on that. I guess one thing that stood out to me in the sermon was 

when you, just a couple of minutes you focused on, what if we could do it? If we 

did it, we would not do it this way at all. I don't even have any idea what I would 

do. 

Carey: You know what I mean? There's no way it could've been done without the cross. 

It's not possible, but then we also can not avoid those uncomfortable parts of the 

cross because that is what connects everything, that's what makes it real, that's 

what makes it genuine and sacrificial and I don't know at what point we introduce 

that because I do think that we use the child friendly version for so long there's 

got to be a point when we get real and say this is what the cross is really about. It 

doesn't have to be at one time of the year or anything else. I've never really 

thought about the cross the way it was presented this morning, in that language 

like we've said but if we didn't have the ability to choose would the cross even 

matter? That's what that's about too. 
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Kenneth: It also makes you feel, I've just been sitting here thinking about it, like we're 

talking about, when Jesus just being led up and when we do talk about the things, 

and the people are mocking him, we almost treat those people as the bad guys and 

even the soldiers as the bad guys and that's the way that story is presented so in 

some ways it's a little watering it down a little bit for me because we see that as 

Jesus is fighting those people when really our sins are just as bad as the soldiers. 

That's what he died for, so it's very hard to take yourself and say I might as well 

have been one of those that was standing there condemning him. When you think 

of it that way it hits you pretty hard. 

John: You know a week or so back or back a while we talked about us having it figured 

out. Remember all that? I hope the next time I feel like I've got it all figured out 

I'm going to remember that debt because like it was said we don't ever get it all 

figured out. 

Laura: I guess I've always thought about the cross as something being taken, his life 

being taken and not what was given. Thinking about just that shift to the evilness 

of the people that condemned him and then shifting to him submitting to that 

choice of giving himself. 

John: But adding to that knowing that in all that time, knowing in all that time we think 

we might have it figured out. 

Facilitator: This question is along those same lines did you hear something that made you 

think? Some of you have already used that language. 

Laura: That the weakness of God is greater than us on our best day, collectively? 

Everybody's best day ever. 

Carey: Your best life. 

Facilitator: What about the idea of the weakness of God? 

John: The only weakness God has got as far as I can imagine is having too much love 

for us. 

Carey: That'll preach. 

Carey: I guess you could say the same thing with the foolishness of God too because 

that's the first part of that. God's foolishness is greater than our intelligence. 

Facilitator: Did you hear something that provoked emotion or some sort of immediate feeling 

or response? 



204 

 

 

Kenneth: We've heard it a thousand times, him saying forgive these people for they don't 

know what they're doing. It just constantly always hits home almost before you 

can finish reading that part. I just think about my daily life and how in contrast it 

is to just that statement. 

Kate: The closest thing I can put that or relate that to is children; being a mother and 

having children. I keep it in that frame of mind as far as being God's child. He 

willing died for us. That could be probably about the only ones, me being human 

here, that I would die for. That would be hard. There are some people I have to 

interact with on a daily basis, I don't know about it. For me I have to keep in that, 

contextual that way to be able to understand how. 

Facilitator: I think it's one of the reason I hold on to the parental language of father despite 

the gender stuff that comes up for God, but I still hold on to that. And all the 

baggage that comes with dead beat dads and all that sort of stuff but still 

Kate: Having that kind of love that we've already talked about. I love family, I have 

friends that I love, but it's a different kind. 

John: You know when the thief on the cross was talking about the other thief, and he 

asked Jesus to forgive him and Jesus forgave him. We might think we have to go 

through a long rigamarole and do this and do that and all you have to do is ask 

Jesus to forgive you. But you've got to be at that point before that's done. That 

wasn't no big deal, that thief got forgiveness just by asking Jesus to forgive him. 

Telling the other fellow did you not know that's God? Jesus can forgive us when 

we come to him and ask him to forgive us. Jesus can forgive us. The thing that 

really made me think and really be emotional was who did God owe for the debt 

that he paid? Who did God owe for the debt that he paid? I knew that but not in 

those terms before. 

Facilitator: What sort of theology did you hear communicated in the text or the sermon? 

Again theology specifically about God. 

Kenneth: I think it's the cap to everything that leads up to the entire Bible, all the stories and 

even the highs and lows, you see it all boiled down to the same core principal, 

which is just love, him abandoning everything physical manifestation and saying, 

I'm here to die for you and this is the debt. I think that's the best way I can 

summarize it period per the entire thing, it's just all about that. 

Laura: That he calls us from the cross, which is grace, love, and forgiveness. 

John: I believe I heard you say that God would show us how to live by dying. That's a 

terrible price to pay to show somebody something. 
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Carey: Would it have gotten our attention any other way? 

John: If they had wanted to turn a murderer loose for a man who healed them, you're 

right it takes something, and some of us have had it didn't show us a whole lot. 

Facilitator: There's that little tag in the rich man and Lazarus. The law and the prophets, they 

don't listen to them, they won't listen to someone who comes back from the dead. 

Of course, we didn't get there. I intentionally stopped at Good Friday. 

Kenneth: But even as you think forward too, you have this entire history of God with 

basically no appearances outside of a couple and all of a sudden you have a 

physical manifestation of him, and it's like whoa. Imagine whoever the biggest 

deal, you think, is right in front of you and now here's somebody bigger, but then 

he's gone. Now think of where you're living in the world. You are living post 

resurrection, which means you're part of that group that was tasked with spreading 

the gospel. I've gotten hung up on this a couple of times and for mixed emotions, 

which is calling it just the burden of that responsibility. It almost hurts me a little 

bit now to say that burden of responsibility. 

Kenneth: If we truly understood what was done on the cross could it even be considered a 

burden? I should want to live my life every day to find somebody and go up to 

them and say you're just like me. We're in the same boat. Everything in life, no 

matter what, living amongst everybody... I don't know you think about the 

emotion, and you think about love and how that was love. If you think about that 

it's like something you can explain in literally a sentence but yet it has unending 

possibilities. There's a million different ways to go off and express that one thing. 

Carey: I know we've been talking a lot about disruptions, and I mentioned earlier that the 

cross is disruptive but maybe it's not so much the cross, maybe it's love that's 

disruptive. Maybe it's the love of God, the call of God, that's the disruption. When 

you come across that if it's genuine, life's going to change, and we need to think 

about daily to daily that in our interactions with people. How many times is 

choosing to love instead of choosing to condemn. Choosing to love is often times 

more disruptive and brings more attention and is the harder road. It would be very 

easy to go the other way. I guess over this few weeks, just that word disruptive 

really struck me personally, but it's not a bad word. It's not a bad word. All those 

negative things we've always thought about that word that's not necessarily the 

case. I think it's disruptive because it's not the norm. It's not maybe what 

everybody else would do but maybe that disruption can point us to the right thing 

to do. 

Kenneth: When we think about the division between heaven and earth and how everything 

that we have here is a physical thing, an earthly thing that's been created, but 
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when we think about heaven and what we're going to see the most in heaven, I 

would say the thing we see the most in heaven is love. To know that it's 

something that exists here on earth, it would be crazy to think that's the one thing 

everybody's focused on the most if we ever got to that point and to see how much 

of earth takes on this image of heaven and at that point [crosstalk 00:35:14] 

Kate: But I think that's why we don't is because it's just like what she said. If we look at 

it as being human, if love is the right path to take, isn't the right path, or the right 

choice always the hardest? 

Kenneth: Yes it is. I can't tell you what the future's going to look like and that may sadly 

never exist. There may never be perfect harmony, but I think it's our job to try and 

that's what we're called to do. 

Kate: I think that's part of the calling. 

John: Just one more. What if we had been that group that was hollering to crucify him 

and release Barabbas. What if we'd been in that group? You ever think about that? 

I never did, but they were people just like us then of course there's people that 

might have those same thoughts today. We don't really know them but just think 

about that. What would we have missed if we'd never come to hear that word 

speaking to us or that feeling? 

Carey: There a lot of people today who are screaming out hate. It's hard for me 

sometimes. It's hard sometimes, we've got to check ourselves everyday, and I 

know it's nothing like yelling at Jesus on the cross, but is it? You know what? 

God loves those people who are yelling at him [crosstalk 00:37:09] just like.. 

John: But for us not to ever come to know that he's that way, he's got that for us even 

when we're that way. That's what really scares me, when you think about that. 

Carey: It is scary, and I guess that's where empathy comes in, right? We've got to be 

understanding of people who do not know what they're doing. 

John: We need to be. 

Kate: Or people who are just different. 

Carey: But you are right about that. It is a very scary thought. 

Kate: I think sometimes we're scared of people that are different from us. We're scared 

to love them. 
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John: You know I sit here and listen to ya'll and I don't know who's the oldest in here 

but still.. 

Kate: I looked at that, it would be you and then me. 

John: The oldest [inaudible 00:38:03] Another thing, I'm proud of this and ashamed of it 

too but I was 47 years old before I come to really understand and feel what it 

means. That has been a long time ago too because I'm 86 now. It's hard for me to 

think about not knowing and not ever having, and not having it for so long a time 

anyway. 

Kenneth: I think what you said earlier is kind of, a good thought for that. Even the person 

who was being crucified next to him, it took up until the moments before he died, 

and he was still accepted by Jesus. 

John: We don't need to forget that either. 

Kenneth: Even up to his dying moments, God is still willing, he still loves you. Even if 

you've denied him up until the very end that person in that moment had a genuine, 

that was a geni nine thought, that was not I'm just going to say this now so that I 

can sleep in type of thing. I believe that's him being genuine. That's comforting to 

know. We give up on people after they've wronged us one time. Imagine God still 

being there for you after a lifetime of not following him or pursing him, or 

believing in him and then in that moment he still welcomes you. 

Facilitator: In your understanding, did the text, or the sermon support the beliefs already held 

by your faith community you grew up in, this one or did it force deliberate 

reflection, challenging those beliefs? The question make sense? 

Kenneth: I think all along these have served very well... it gives you a real picture that you 

can imagine and gets into not just the over simplification, it's diving into the 

details, and the importance of every little thing that happened. It's things that we 

need to hear to truly understand what it means. 

John: Truly understand. Truly understand. 

Facilitator: Let me actually ask that another way then, I heard some of you say you hadn't 

heard these things, this language before, can you stretch that out, walk around it a 

little bit? 

Kate: I don't know that its haven't heard it, maybe haven't heard it presented in a certain 

way. Give me a minute I don't know how to elaborate. Not semantically maybe 

but with the emotion in the story behind it and maybe the elaboration of that. 
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Facilitator: Would it be fair to say that almost like stated as a known fact, Jesus died? 

Kenneth: I think the way to equate would be as a kid you know your parents go to work and 

every day you get food, you're fed a meal at the end of the day, but I'll just use 

myself as an example, that's what I saw in my house, but what I didn't see was my 

dad being physically exhausted from being out for 16 hours or however long, 

working for the railroad and then him coming home and him never showing me 

that side, so I could never see the physical exhaustion. Obviously now that I'm 

older and can see that and know what he did, it instills much more emotion in me 

because I appreciate his sacrifices more because I know the details behind it and 

that's what... 

Kate: Maybe that's it. Details are the bigger picture or broader picture that feeds into 

that. 

John: That was for me to. Broader and more detail, intimate detail. That's when you get 

a clear picture, clear understanding. 

Facilitator: One final question specific to just this sermon and text. You heard me say death 

of God. What does that phrase mean to you? Metaphysically, spiritually, 

otherwise, what does that mean? 

Carey: I've never separated death of God from resurrection. I've never separated the two. 

We were talking that Jesus knew the whole time this was going to happen, in the 

back of my mind I'm thinking Jesus knew the whole time he was going to be 

resurrected, so I almost want just to skip over that. It's so uncomfortable because 

it's so beyond my understanding. I'm sure everyone in this room has experienced 

death and just over the past few years I've experienced death more being around 

actual, I'm not trying to be weird but a body, you know what I mean? Not being 

there, the absence of spirit, you know what I mean? Just someone being gone and 

I have never ever thought about the death of God like that so that is still 

something I really can't wrap my brain around. 

Kenneth: I think about it like a [inaudible 00:44:45] life, trying to imagine being in the 

shoes of the people that were present directly after Jesus died, and knowing and 

hearing people shouting and screaming that this was the Son of God and knowing 

now they're having to pull him off a cross, he's not coming off. There are people 

removing his body putting it into a tomb and thinking at that moment, okay, he's 

gone. 

Carey: There's nothing more low or vulnerable or nothing more humbling than that. 

Nothing. 
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Kenneth: Where do we go from here? When you really think about it, it makes the 

resurrection that much more powerful. It's not like we didn't already know the 

awe and amazement of God. In that moment, it's almost as if you can truly see he 

can overcome everything. What do we consider the most finite thing in life? It's 

death and to know that he overcame that. I don't know. I think that creates a real 

powerful vision of him just dying, and like Casey's saying, we think about that 

and see what that means. It's literally the end, there's nothing else. To know that, 

to think about it that way, and to know that he overcame that, it just speaks. 

Laura: I could be completely wrong, you could write a whole chapter if I'm wrong or not, 

but to think about the absence of God that's what hell is. To have three days of a 

glimpse of it was enough for me. To know, not to know my interpretation of what 

the worst hell would be has nothing to do with fire and gnawing and gnashing of 

teeth, but it's God's not there. So I just connected the absence of God to what my 

mind can understand what hell would be like. That may be wrong, don't write that 

down. 

Kenneth: I feel like this would've been a good sermon to have when we had communion 

last week. Going back and thinking about the last supper. Imagine you've had that 

supper and then the crucifixion happens, and you're sitting there, Jesus was 

literally tearing this bread apart and handing it to me and saying here is my body. 

You just can't even begin to fathom the range of emotions that are going through 

somebody's mind. The shock factor alone is wild to think about that. 

Carey: I look at the cross for so much hate, and those people that were sitting there 

hollering and screaming, it's pure hate, and this is act of love. 

Facilitator: Any final thoughts today [inaudible 00:48:40] 

 

 

 

 


