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THE CHURCH AND THE ACADEMY: TAKING NOTE

by Lori Wilson

I have often seen speakers leave time for Q&As at the conclusion of a presentation. I have seldom, however, witnessed a 
speaker take out pen and paper and make note of particular concerns raised about their work. At The Colossian Forum’s 
recent conference, however, as our opening speaker, James K.A. Smith, invited questions from the floor, he also took 
detailed notes for his ongoing work. His attentiveness set the tone for an event that would inspire advanced scholarship 
that responds specifically to the needs of the ecclesia.
 This conference, Re-Imagining the Intersection of Evolution and the Fall, represents the culmination of three years 
of intense work with some of the church’s brightest theologians, biblical scholars, philosophers, historians, and scientists. 
This cross-disciplinary group has been wrestling with a wide array of theological tensions resulting from evolutionary 
science and the doctrine of the Fall. As Christian scholars who take seriously the pressures of both science and faith, 
their shared goal is the shaping of an intellectual imagination that is “carried” in the practices of Christian worship. 
Practically, this means that their intellectual work is pursued as an act of service to God and to the church, with prayer 
and worship framing their questions and influencing the range of possible answers. The concerns of fellow believers are 
engaged and responded to with the “love pursuing truth” that ought to distinguish us as followers of Christ. 
 These scholars have shared their gifts generously and gladly, but a three-day conference (or a three-year project, 
for that matter) can only begin to scratch the surface of the hard questions pressed upon the church by evolution. This 
project can only meet its objectives in active partnership with the broader body of Christ. As we at TCF continue to 
develop programs for local congregations, we will draw on the work of these scholars to help create helpful resources. 
We also trust that Christians—lay and academic alike—will continue to press hard questions back in the direction of the 
scholars.  After this very fruitful conference, we know for a fact that our team of scholars is (quite literally) taking notes! 

 Our special thanks go to project leaders Bill Cavanaugh and Jamie Smith, and to the incredible conference planning 
of TCF’s Andy Saur. This conference was co-hosted with Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary and the Stead Center. 
It would not have been possible without the encouragement and financial support of BioLogos’ “Evolution and Christian 
Faith” program. 



GETTING IT RIGHT WHEN THEY GET IT 
WRONG

 
Francis of Assisi, a deeply holy man, feared leprosy like 
nothing else. He was horrified by the disfigurement it 
caused, and afraid of contracting the disease himself. But 
one day he realized that God was calling him to entrust 
himself to God’s safekeeping, and begin caring for the 
lepers he so dreaded. Faithfulness, he discerned, wasn’t 
found by holding himself apart and safe, but by sharing 
with—and even touching—those whom he most feared. 
 There’s a lesson for us here as we sort how to relate 
to our fellow believers who are deeply wrong. Their errors 
disfigure the beauty of our faith, and we sometimes feel 
the danger of contagion—might their mistakes influence 
or seduce us away from the truth? But what if instead of 
relating to them out of our fear, we worked to share God’s 
love with them? Rather than shying away, what if we 
confidently entrusted ourselves to God, and stepped into 
relationship with Christians who are getting it wrong? 
 In response to God’s guidance, Francis found 
himself one afternoon dismounting from his horse to 
share a coin with a begging leper—and even kissing the 
outstretched, misshapen hand. As he later reflected on that 
day, he marveled at the sweetness of that time, and the joy 
he found in sharing God’s love.
 
Exercise: Think of a Christian you know who is “getting it 
wrong.” What would it look like for you to share God’s love 
with him or her? Ask God for protection and the courage to 
reach out. Then display the sweetness of God’s love in your 
act.  

Q: Isn’t it dangerous for me to listen to error?

A: In our first FAQ (found in TCF’s Winter 2015 
newsletter), we said that we aim for far more than 
tolerating those with whom we disagree: we aim to 
sacrificially love them. The next question follows naturally: 
Shouldn’t I protect myself from their error and keep far 
away?
 Avoidance does make some sense. Christians are 
indeed vulnerable targets of various cunning agendas. Of 
ourselves we are weak, so we sometimes need to withdraw 
from dangerous error. But Jesus holds tightly to us (John 
10:28) and calls us to something far better: befriending 
those who err.
 Jesus offended many by sharing life with impure 
tax collectors and prostitutes (Luke 5:30-32). Of course, He 
didn’t applaud their sin; He came to seek and save the lost 
(Luke 19:10). He didn’t fear the impure, but infected them 
with his purity. When we follow Jesus’ pattern, we don’t 
build walls against the erring, but dare to listen to and live 
with them as we embody Jesus for them. Hasn’t this always 
been the way of missionaries?
 If we are willing to sacrificially love non-Christians, 
shouldn’t we all the more embody Christ for our erring 
Christian brothers and sisters? Paul made a habit of first 
going to his Jewish kin before then bringing the gospel 
to the Gentiles (Acts 17:2). He wished himself to be 
accursed if it would save the erring Jews (Romans 9:3). 
And missionaries know they receive the greater blessing. 
They find themselves “converted” not to error, but to fuller 
knowledge of the breadth, length, height, and depth of 
Christ’s love (Ephesians 3:18) as they see the power of God 
at work.
That’s why we listen in love, even to Christians in error.
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WELCOME CHRIS BREWER!

TCF in Congregations - A Timeline
Equipping churches to foster discipleship in the midst of difference

We are pleased to announce that Chris Brewer has joined TCF as Manager of Church Partner Development. He will 
provide leadership for our church-based program, developing resources and supporting congregations in their work to 
engage conflict as an opportunity for discipleship across generations. 
 Originally from West Virginia, Chris is the son of Baptist missionaries. He graduated from Cedarville 
University in 2001 and received an MA in Historical Theology from Grand Rapids Theological Seminary (GRTS). 
After serving in a church just north of Philadelphia, Chris completed an MDiv at GRTS while working as a Marketing 

Manager for Universal Forest Products, Inc. Chris, along with his wife 
Rachel and their two boys, then moved to Scotland where they lived for 
three years while he completed a PhD in Divinity at St. Mary’s College, 
University of St. Andrews.
            Please join us in welcoming Chris to the TCF team! You can reach 
him at cbrewer@colossianforum.org.

We at TCF consider ourselves richly blessed by a network of remarkable 
scholars and thought leaders who share our goal of displaying the beauty of 
Christ in the process of pursuing the truth in love. This summer, a handful 
of these friends will gather to share their skills and expertise by developing 
resources that will equip churches to engage conflict as an opportunity 
for discipleship. They’ll spend a week brainstorming, strategizing, writing, 
and filming materials that will help guide Christians through difficult 
conversations not as landmines of potential conflict, but as fruitful 
territory for Christian discipleship. 
 Join us for a peek behind the scenes of this project, and to test 
some of the materials under development. We’ll host a public forum on 
the evening of Thursday, June 25 in Holland, MI. Watch our website for 
updated information; we hope to see you there! 

A PEEK BEHIND THE SCENES GET INVOLVED
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Greetings, Friends! 

I’m glad to say that after a hard and at times dreary winter’s work of grant writing and program planning, we are 
seeing first fruits burst forth from spring blossoms. We’ve been tending to the “roots” of our work, preparing to equip 
churches to pursue discipleship in the midst of cultural and generational tensions. And we’re pleased to see that 
support structure beginning to flourish. 

As you may have heard, we’ve recently received major grants from the Equitas Group and Templeton Religion 
Trust to underwrite our new initiative engaging local congregations. These funds allow us to cultivate relationships 
and generate materials in support of those brave churches who choose to partner with us. Together, we will seek to use 
issues pressing upon the church today as occasions for cultivating the fruits of the Spirit with the hope of witnessing 
to a fractured and hurting world that the Risen Christ is Lord over all, even our conflicts.  

We’re also blessed with the addition of Chris Brewer to our team. Chris fills a new role at TCF, dedicated 
specifically to the support and encouragement of congregations as they pursue discipleship amidst disagreement.  He 
joins us at a pivotal time, as we prepare to pilot TCF programs in a handful of congregations in the coming months. 

Finally, a number of long-term projects in which we’ve invested are beginning to bear fruit.  Our cover article 
features one of them: a remarkable effort by Christian scholars to address some of the pressures currently facing 
the church. We’re excited to see how their work will help cultivate a fertile imagination for 
faithful discipleship in the midst of significant challenges. 

Thank you again for your prayers and encouragement as we tend to the good work 
which God has given us. And please join me in thanking the Lord of the Harvest for the 
promise of good fruit! 

Peace of Christ,

Michael Gulker

A MESSAGE FROM OUR PRESIDENT


