
 In Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory, the 

author, Tod Bolsinger, uses Lewis and Clark’s expedition as a metaphor for how to 

successfully journey into “uncharted” territory.  One of the questions he invites us 

to ponder is how do we (a congregation) remain faithful to the mission when the 

world has changed so radically?  

 Briefly, here is what he suggests as an answer. “From Lewis and Clark we 

learn that if we can adapt and adventure, we can thrive. That while leadership in 

uncharted territory requires both learning and loss, once we realize that the losses 

won’t kill us, they can teach us. And mostly, we will learn that to thrive off the map 

in an exciting and rapidly changing world means learning to let go, learn as we go 

and keep going no matter what.”  

 Here’s the thing: what everyone believed to be true wasn’t. Everyone 

thought there would be a water route that would lead to the Pacific Ocean. Just as 

rivers lead the team into the mountains, the conventional wisdom was that surely 

when those streams stopped a new one could be found that would then run down 

the hills so they could literally coast to the west coast. Bolsinger writes, “Lewis 

believed that he would walk up the hill, look down a gentle slope that would take his 

men a half day to cross with their canoes on their backs, and then they would see 

the Columbia River.”  Imagine.  Instead of a gentle slope down to a navigable river 

what they found were the snow covered Rocky Mountains. What they assumed 

would be, was not. They were looking at a landscape they couldn’t have imagined.  

 Keep reading as I am about to connect the dots for you. Our reality is we are 

now seeing and living in what we could not have imagined just a few decades ago. 

We are now in “uncharted territory.”  Speaking to all connected to the church, not 

only the paid staff, Bolsinger writes, “All that we have assumed about leading 

Christian organizations, all that we have experienced and learned is out of date. 

We have left the map …and our world is different than we expected.” 

 I find that hopeful and helpful. What we at SHUMC are experiencing is the 

new normal. There is no stream, but rather mountains. There aren’t expectations 

that everyone will come to worship because we have a good parking lot and a nice 

building and good music and engaging preaching. Sociologist and theologians call the 

time period we have recently passed through “Christendom.” It was the 17,000 

year long era with Christianity at the center of Cultural life in the West.  

 Our task is to understand who we are and whose we are and… adapt to our 

new surroundings. We cannot remain in our canoes and hope to make any progress 

when we are surrounded by mountains…no matter how much we liked the water and 

our time traveling in a canoe. So, what do we do? First, let’s understand that we 

are a community of people with a shared mission (see the first page of Echoes) in a 



world that has profoundly changed. Our challenge at this moment is to more fully 

connect with one another, strengthen our relationships and support one another as 

we work to be agents of change in this Post-Christendom world. We are in a place 

we could not have imagined. What do we do with this interesting historical 

perspective of the church and the age of discovery? 

 Bolsinger suggests this, “If you want to keep your church from dying… 

  *focus on your own transformation together, not on your church dying. 

  *focus on the mountains ahead, not the rivers behind. 

  *focus on continually learning, not what you have already mastered.  

 What a great adventure we share together. We do not know what is around 

up the hill and beyond. I will be praying for our community, this congregation. I 

trust you will make every effort to sign up to participate in a SHUMCARE Group 

starting August 5th. Within those groups we will learn and grow and transform. 

Then we will find that which we seek…indeed it will be a different journey than we 

had imagined.  

      Blessings and peace and joy for the journey,  

         Barb 


