
Facilitating conversations on difficult issues to build community, expand knowledge, & deepen faith.

Summer 2015

READING TOGETHER

At TCF’s recent Writers Workshop, one of our participants slowly read out the closing verses of Romans chapter 1:          
“...filled with all unrighteousness, wickedness, greed, evil; full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malice . . . untrustworthy, 
unloving, unmerciful. . . .” Then he laid down his Bible and remarked, “And, you know, that’s just tough to grow up with; 
it’s just tough to think that that’s talking about you.”
 He is a pastor, a celibate single man who lives in community with other church members. He’s also gay. Verses 
like those from Romans 1 don’t seem to fit his life, which demonstrates an unquenchable longing for God’s love and a 
deep commitment to faithful obedience and sacrifice. But they nevertheless raise difficult—and even painful—questions 
about orientation, behavior, and the nature of human fallenness. 
 A biblical scholar on our team later said he didn’t realize people read Romans 1 in that way. The text, he said, 
wasn’t meant to be read like that. And while he maintains a traditional stance on sexuality, the biblical scholar said that 
he would from now on address this misreading when teaching that passage. 
 As “people of the Book,” we hold one another accountable to honor the Scriptures in both our interpretations 
and application. But our understandings of the Bible don’t always line up neatly with each other’s. Our unique 
experiences influence how we comprehend and practice what we read, and this can get in the way of our reading 
together. This pastor had long wrestled to come to terms with a passage that had caused him immense pain. At the 
same time, our biblical scholar had studied Romans 1 repeatedly, but he had never before seen it through the eyes of a 
gay Christian struggling to live faithfully in the fullness of God’s love. This workshop highlighted the very real tensions 
between Scriptural interpretation and the experience of God’s work in our lives. 
 Our week together wasn’t always an easy one, but we are convinced that in the faithful struggle to engage the 
Scriptures together, we find ourselves growing more deeply into the image of Christ. The challenge of our differences 
leads us to exercise the fruit of the Spirit in our interactions with one another, and to grow in reliance on the God who 
one day will “bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ” (Ephesians 1:10).



TAKING IT ONE STEP FORWARD

On a long car trip, my friend Bill suggested, “Let’s tell one 
another something we think the other needs to hear.” 
Oh. My.
 What Bill shared with me that day has changed my 
life. He touched a place of fear and vulnerability in my life 
and gave me what I needed to grow. But it wasn’t easy to 
hear and I would’ve self-protectively shrugged him off if it 
weren’t for the years of undeniable commitment to me that 
Bill had already demonstrated.
 In A Fellowship of Differents, Scot McKnight writes 
about three steps for Christians helping to direct someone’s 
life in love. He emphasizes that the three steps need to be 
in order. We have to be with someone, to spend lots of time 
by their side before we can even begin to think we have 
something to offer them. Only having invested in being 
with can we move toward caring enough to be for them. 
It takes time—again—to establish trust that we really are 
for their best. Then and only then can we move toward 
effectively pointing them unto God.

Exercise: 
Think of someone you’d like to help. How much time do 
you share? If your answer is “not yet enough,” find a way 
to simply spend time with them. If you already do this, ask 
yourself if you really understand the goodness in what they 
love. If you don’t, gather the courage to ask and discover in 
what ways you can be for what they’re for. Finally, if you find 
you are already with and for the one you’d like to help, take 
the risk of humbly offering some help.

Q: When my neighbor believes lies, doesn’t love compel me to 
speak the truth?

A. Yes! Surely love doesn’t let people sink into error. But are 
you speaking truth if you can’t be heard?
 When a divisive issue arises, fear and anger mount. 
We band with the like-minded to reinforce and encourage 
ourselves. We build defenses against those who think 
differently. 
 If you try to cross this divide, much works against 
you. As an outsider you lack credibility. Your side’s 
language and reasoning is alien and difficult to understand. 
Cultural differences make your thoughtfulness and care 
come off as rude, illogical, and absurd. Finally, pointing 
out the other’s weaknesses accomplishes little because your 
own position is seen as even weaker.
 To make progress, you need to offer a gift that 
can be received. But how can an outsider offer something 
positive?
 To offer the gift of truth, you need to invest in true 
friendship. Prove yourself trustworthy. Patiently learn the 
other’s language and culture. Wrestle honestly with their 
loves, hopes, and fears. If you’re a real friend—not just 
faking love—you just might be granted a moment to speak 
truth when your friend’s world is crumbling. Jesus and Paul 
walked alongside the lost and were able to speak truth in 
its time (Luke 7:34; 15:2; 1 Corinthians 9:19-23). An enemy 
will never have that opportunity.
 Be prepared for raising the suspicions of your own 
group as you befriend outsiders. The Pharisees condemned 
Jesus. But if you want to be a channel of truth, count the 
cost and make the sacrifice of becoming a friend.
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TEACHING TRANSFORMATION 

“I liked keeping others at the forefront of our mind throughout the year. It made science seem a little less self-centered.”
 
These words come from a high school student, looking back on a year-long experiment in learning empathy alongside 
science as part of our Faith and Science Teaching (FAST) project—creating resources that foster discipleship in the 
classroom. We’re now two years into the three-year program funded by the John Templeton Foundation, and are deeply 
encouraged by these early results. Students and teachers alike are enthusiastic about learning in a new way—holding to 
the rigorous pursuit of scientific truth while also cultivating spiritual and personal growth. 
 One biology teacher, for instance, introduces a unit about DNA by exploring the history of its sequencing. 
Riddled with intrigue and back-stabbing, the story brings to light the intense relevance of DNA research and engages 
students’ imaginations as they learn about genetic coding. While they study the science, however, they’re also examining 
a highly unethical history, and considering the myriad ways that DNA research can still be manipulated—for both good 
and evil.  When students complete the unit, they have gained a basic 
knowledge of genes, but they’ve also developed a sense for the moral 
requirements of doing science well. 
 Teaching like this requires a great deal of intentionality and 
creativity, along with intense collaboration. Our team gathered in June 
to review each other’s work and brainstorm additional resources. It was 
a week of laughter and great ideas, of giving up really good concepts that 
didn’t quite fit, of working late and rising early to try again. In the midst 
of an exhausting week, we found ourselves practicing the very qualities 
we hope to instill in students: perseverance, patience, empathy, and more. 
 In summer of 2016, these materials will be released as a web-
based resource for high school teachers of science and religion. Our 
project partner, David Smith of the Kuyers Institute, reports that there’s 
tremendous demand for materials like this in classrooms across the 
country—and in fact, around the world. We’re excited to be working 
with such a remarkable team to support formative education at the 
intersection of faith and science. 
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Dear Friends,

What if the Supreme Court’s decision to legalize gay marriage presented the church with its best hope to disciple the 
next generation of believers? What if our doing so gave the world a foretaste of God bringing unity to all things under 
Christ (Eph. 1:9-10)? Would you be interested? We are.  

That’s why we’re excited to help Christians grow into this unique discipleship and witness. You’ll read in this 
newsletter about a number of initiatives to create space for discipleship in the midst of potential conflict. We’ve also 
continued to build partnerships with local churches committed to using culturally divisive issues as catalysts for 
intergenerational discipleship and witness. It’s been a fun and full summer. And I wish I could report that it’s all come 
off flawlessly, but not all of it has. Bringing together conservatives and progressives to productively engage origins 
and sexuality proved a deeper challenge than we anticipated. The public conversation, while well attended, left some 
of our friends frustrated at how personal experience seemed to trump Christian tradition and truth. And as we laid 
out for churches what we thought it would take to engage a high-stakes topic like sexuality well, many who originally 
embraced the idea with great vigor grew hesitant. 

Strangely, as each of these challenges arose, I found myself repeatedly confronted by the text of Ephesians—in 
church, at home, in meetings. So I resolved to re-read the letter, but every time I tried, I couldn’t seem to get past the 
opening prayer. It was that prayer that I needed to hear, to dwell in. In the midst of all the busyness, I had forgotten 
that it’s not me who moves the kingdom forward; it’s not TCF; it’s not even the church. It’s 
God’s “incomparably great power for us who believe” (Eph. 1:19).  

What the world needs is space for prayer, for a people gathered asking to receive 
from our “glorious Father the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that [we] may know him 
better” (Eph. 1:17). This I’ve seen; this God has done; and because of this, I am deeply 
hopeful.

Thanks be to God.
Michael
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