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hands and arms from folks who were thankful we had
come to join in community with them for a time of
worship.
Soon a time of thanksgiving broke out when a
young woman came forward with a testimony of healing form cancer, graduating from college, and now
working and putting her daughter through school. We
were surrounded by a profound celebration genuinely
initiated by a strong sense of gratitude to God and others. One after another, they came to the front to offer
their testimony of God’s love and grace in their lives
and in the lives of those whom they had touched.
The morning prayer broke into the joyous worship
as the names of each of the nine members who were
killed during the Bible study that June evening in the
fellowship hall below the sanctuary. Her prayer was
all about being thankful for the lives of each one who
had died. And as each name was prayerfully called,
some little detail about that person’s life was recalled;
the flower garden of one, the delicious meals of another, phone calls at certain times, and the friendships
and warmth of others. Each one was remembered
with gratitude toward God and the absence of bitterness toward the shooter. However, he was remembered in the prayer as “the man who sat alone in the
courtroom.” Forgiveness and love were seen and felt
through all the pain. Gratitude for memories of the
dead and the strength to move forward along with
work to be done among the living was expressed in
this prayer.
Sometimes we overlook the small, seemingly mundane gifts in our lives; the things we see and touch
each day yet fail to be grateful. We seem to forget
God’s grace that constantly surrounds us, the grace
that is daily transforming us, and the grace of fellowship God and with others. Sadly, in the absence of
gratitude, there is often found a spirit of whining, dissatisfaction, and complaining.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in his book “Life Together,”
writes, “… We pray for the big things and forget to give
thanks for the ordinary, small (and yet not so small)
gifts. … If we do not give thanks daily for the Christian
fellowship in which we have been placed, even where
there is no great experience, no discoverable riches,
but much weakness, small faith, and difficulty; … but
keep complaining to God that everything is so paltry
and petty, so far from what we expected, then we hinder God from letting our fellowship grow according to
the measure and riches which are there for us all in
Jesus Christ.”
What better time of the year is there than Spring
and Easter to express our gratitude to God and to others? The time of new beginnings, new opportunities,
new relationships and renewal of the old; time for being grateful for what Jesus did for us with his life,
death, and resurrection. Gratitude for how he works
in our lives daily, continuously making us new by the
transforming power of his Holy Spirit. For that we are
grateful people!

Reception at 10 a.m. with hot cross buns. Followed by
Good Friday service at noon. 828-693-4275 or
www.fumchvlnc.org.
Easter drama “Lamb of God”: 7 p.m. April 19-20,
Bethel Baptist Church, Pigeon Road, Canton.

April 20
Lake Junaluska Easter Celebration: Friends of the
Lake 5K at 9 a.m. Children’s Easter Egg Hunts at 11:30
a.m. at Stuart Auditorium.
www.lakejunaluska.com/easter.
Egg Hunt and Spring Fling: 2-4 p.m., Groce United
Methodist Church, 954 Tunnel Road, Asheville. Free.
Games, crafts, egg hunt.

April 21
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of the scriptures, liturgy, prayers and creeds makes
her “wonder if I should just quit.” Her struggle is apparent when she takes this inner tension a step further: “Truth be told, I don’t believe a lot of the same
things you no longer believe. The only difference really is that confronted with questions about traditional
Christianity, you took a path into freethinking and I
went toward a form of progressive Christianity.”
What intrigues me here and begs more probing is
what Susan means by choosing “a form of progressive Christianity.” She offers more hints as she continues her story.
She pursued a doctorate in interfaith theology and
in the process she discovered that “accepting the beliefs of another as valid was the first step in pulling
down the whole house of cards that was my ‘received’
belief system.” Susan served on the board of the Interfaith Center of the Presidio where she built relationships (key concept) with a diverse circle of theists and non-theists.
What seemed to soothe her “allergic” reaction to
church was a call to “a progressive congregation willing to wander off the orthodox ranch.” With the encouragement of her community she began “to reconstruct my belief system.” But not so much a system as
a living “organism.” In the evolution of her faith, she
became convinced that Christians need “to undertake a serious look at the Jesus question in light of
our conversations with people of other faiths and of
no faith.”
I take that to be a sensible statement and stance.
That “serious look at the Jesus question” was an important part of my own exodus from faith. The story
of Jesus can be told in a variety of ways. I think it’s the
season to hear those stories told afresh, even by freethinkers.
Susan has a certain dread of Holy Week. “There
aren’t many churches that satisfy my mystical or panentheistic way of understanding what that was all
about.” She contemplates staying away, not attending services this year. She imagines she may “go to
the ocean.” “I am totally on board with your love of
the natural world.”
Speaking of oceans – and oceans of ideas – I’m curious what Susan’s “panentheism” looks like. As my
handy dictionary defines it, panentheism is a theological word for the belief that “God is greater than
the universe and includes and interpenetrates it.”
Perhaps this is the “form of progressive Christianity”
Susan espouses, yet leads to some confusion, as she
admits, when she states “I do not believe in a supernatural God.” Can a person be a theist without a God?
Is our language inadequate here?
Susan Strouse concluded her letter to me by affirming the importance of “books, conversations, encounters, relationships [to] help us understand the
viewpoints and beliefs of others.” In her perspective,
this causes us to “explore and clarify – and maybe
even change – our own [beliefs].”
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