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In a recent Detroit Free Press article dated August 30, 2020, columnist Mitch Albom wrote: 

 

Friday night, at the end of a long, draining day, I put on some music. Up came 

“The Peppermint Twist” by Joey Dee and the Starliters. I found myself enjoying it 

far more than usual. It’s so simple. So happy. It begins the way many songs from 

the late ’50s and early ’60s did: 

 

“They’ve got a new dance and it goes like this…” 

 

Do you remember those days, when a dance became a “craze” and there were 

news stories about all the people doing it? That feels like another galaxy away 

now.1 

 

Mitch Albom goes on to recount all of the latest news stories that reflect our brokenness as a 

nation and a world throughout the rest of his article. At one point, I found myself saying, “Stop! I 

don’t know if I can take it anymore. Enough!” When I was just about ready to give up reading, 

he wrote: 

 

Is it any wonder then, when you hear an old and happy song, that you feel as if 

you’re remembering another lifetime? Who squeals at a dance craze anymore? 

Who can be that carefree?... 

 

“They’ve got a new dance and it goes like this…” Don’t you just yearn for even 

24 hours of such simplicity? The country needs a break, but breaks are hard to 

come by these days. Anger is winning. “You don’t understand me” rules. Half of 

us see the world one way, half of us see it the other. And nobody is doing much 

dancing anymore.2 

 

While I tend to struggle as a dancer myself, Mitch may be on to something here. Have we 

forgotten how to dance? When the old moves aren’t working for us anymore, how do we dream 

up something new? Is there a dance for us today that will bring us through this time together? 

How do we dance and invite others to join us in a time when so much is happening so quickly; 
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when our culture and our world change at an ever-increasing pace? How do we keep up, let alone 

lead when are living in uncharted territory and we don’t know the steps to get us through this 

one? 

 

In a book entitled Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory, author 

Tod Bolsinger names this dilemma for the Church today. We live in a world where the culture 

has changed rapidly and the Church finds itself in uncharted territory, using the same skills that 

we have always known. He likens the current situation of the Church and the world to the 

expedition of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. Most of us remember some of the story 

from our grade school days. 

 

Shortly after the Louisiana Purchase, President Thomas Jefferson commissioned the expedition.  

In a letter to Captain Lewis, Jefferson wrote, “The object of your mission is to explore the 

Missouri River, & such principled stream of it, as by its course and communication with the 

waters of the Pacific Ocean…may offer the most direct and practicable water communication 

across this continent for the purposes of commerce.”3 

 

In other words, the goal of the expedition was to find the most direct water route to the Pacific 

Ocean so that trade could be expanded and expedited across land from the Pacific Ocean. Setting 

out on their journey up the Missouri River, they knew how to navigate canoes in the river waters.  

Their canoes held up well along the way. There was only one problem as they forged ahead 

towards their goal of reaching the Pacific Ocean. Actually, it was a big problem; the greatest 

challenge that they would face. 

 

Along the way, Lewis and Clark encountered the Rocky Mountains. Can anyone tell me how you 

canoe over mountains to get to the ocean? 

 

Bolsinger writes: 

 

You don’t. If you want to continue forward, you change. You adapt. Meriwether 

Lewis looked at the miles and miles of snow-covered peaks and knew that to 

continue on his journey he would have to change his entire approach. The same is 

true for all who are called to lead beyond the boundaries of what is known. We go 

through a personal transformation of identity and mission intention. We go from 

being river rats to mountain climbers. We keep on course with the same goal, but 

change absolutely everything required to make it through this uncharted territory.  

We ditch the canoes, ask for help, find horses and cross the mountains. And when 

the time comes, we make new boats out of burnt trees. 

 

You let go, you learn as you go, and you keep going, no matter what.4 

 

From our history classes, we know that Lewis and Clark found a path forward to establish trade 

from the Pacific Ocean, but it was not a complete water passage. There was no Northwest 

Passage that many had assumed might exist; a waterway around the mountains wasn’t the reality.  

If they were to find a way to the Pacific, they had to establish it themselves and it had to include 

a hike over the Rocky Mountains. They had a choice to make. They could give in to the 
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mountains and give up or they could make a way. They stood at the threshold of the mountains 

and decided that they would forge ahead into the unknown, gathering new skills and insights 

along the way. They left some old ways behind because they were focused on their goal, their 

mission. 

 

If not in the days before COVID-19, then certainly now, we as members together in the body of 

Christ realize that so much of the terrain that we have always known has changed around us.  

Our communities are so different from the days when people came to church because everyone 

came to church. It used to be that we opened our doors and said, “Y’all come,” and folks 

followed suit. But times have changed. The world around us has changed. And in these days of 

COVID-19, we certainly aren’t doing things the way we’ve always done them because we could 

negatively impact the health of the people and communities where we live. 

 

Yet, our goal has always been to share the love of Jesus with the world around us. At 

Birmingham First, we hold out one of our core values to “Put Love into Action.” We are called 

and empowered to be vessels of God’s love for the world around us. We have come to know that 

love changes everything. In our own lives, we have been impacted by those acts of unconditional 

love in Jesus Christ. We’ve realized how much it has changed us in our lives and we want others 

to have that experience as well. We know that in the end, love wins. And we want the world to 

experience that because we know that truth has the power to change the world. 

 

Yet, how do we accomplish this in a world that is so bitterly divided? How do we accomplish 

this in a world where the Church has lost its voice and its relevance? How do we accomplish this 

when we can’t continue to gather folks together in the same ways that we always have and do the 

same things we’ve always done? 

 

Today is traditionally “Welcome Back Sunday.” Today, we’d be gathered out on the front lawn 

or in the parking lot following our worship services. There’d be a dunk tank with money raised 

for missions. Clergy and Casey would have a competition to see who got dunked the most. 

Parents, grandparents and bystanders would keep handing out money to see if a ball thrown at a 

target would dunk the senior pastor. 

 

Others would be bouncing in bounce houses or playing a game of human Hungry Hungry 

Hippos. There’d be tables set up with great food and wonderful music. In fact, I can hear our 

own G Mumbiro and his band playing some amazing blues. Oh, isn’t it the time where the blues 

might speak to us? The funny thing about the blues is that they speak to our greatest struggles but 

inspire so much hope within us at the same time. There’s something about the blues, isn’t there?  

At the end of the day, they move us to forge into the unknown, confident that this moment will 

pass to something greater. 

 

The mountains stand before us. They are treacherous with bitter divides like we have never 

known before. We live in a world beyond the time when everyone attended church. The 

obstacles that COVID places in our way seem steep to climb. How do you do Church when it 

looks so different? How do we get across these mountains when all we have is our canoe and a 

paddle? 
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We stay focused on the goal, Church! We are committed to impacting more lives with God’s 

love in Jesus Christ! In days of bitter divides, we know that loving people can make a way 

towards better days for our world; we know we can be the place where “love wins!” We know 

that “harsh words stir up anger” but “gentle words turn away wrath.” We know that Jesus didn’t 

let anger, death and hate have the last word, but that life was given in the power of the 

resurrection, and when we live in the power of that life, not only is our outlook different but it 

can transform the world. 

 

Last week, I was standing out on the front lawn with Shane and Anna Spradlin. Shane said, “It is 

so beautiful out here under the shade of this tree. I’ve never noticed it before.” I told him that 

I’ve been noticing it all summer. But you know what else I’ve noticed? I’ve noticed that almost 

every week, someone has been walking by and stopped to see what was going on. Some of our 

members have even talked to them. If we were in the Sanctuary, no one would have ever known 

something was happening at Birmingham First, but being on the front lawn made all the 

difference to make those connections. Some of you have asked if we can continue that next 

summer. I think we should! 

 

The mountains, the obstacles stand before us, but we know that our work is to make God’s love 

real; to impact people’s lives with that love. And when we get to the mountain, to the threshold 

of something new, we’re not shrinking back from it, but we’re committed to moving over it 

however we might need to do so because this love is just too good to keep it to ourselves. We’re 

headed to the ocean! 

 

In our scripture lesson today, Moses stood at the Red Sea with the people of God. His goal was 

clear. He was to help God’s people be free. God loves us too much to let us be enslaved to 

anyone. Moses had to get God’s people to freedom, but his mountain was a sea that prevented 

them from moving forward. What did Moses know? He was raised in Pharaoh’s household.  

Pharaoh’s army was now pursuing them to drag them back to Egypt. Yet, Moses was tuned into 

where God was leading. So he raised the staff that he carried in his hand and the waters of the 

Red Sea were parted. 

 

Moses had never parted the waters before. I can only imagine the journey with him. I would be 

asking, “Does he know what his doing? How long can he hold back the waters? Is this a joke?”  

You know you’d want to make sure that your insurance policy was paid up. 

 

But Moses, who had never done any of that before, kept the goal before him. His job was to set 

the people free. And he learned that he wasn’t alone, but that God would be with him on the 

journey. And if God was with him, there wasn’t a sea that could stand in the way of God’s love. 

 

Church, do you believe today that God still calls the us to be the greatest vessel of love that the 

world has ever known? Do you believe that there’s no mountain too high and no sea too wide 

that they might stop God’s love from transforming the world? 

 

Then what are we letting stand in the way? So we have to change our ways. We’ve had to adapt 

and learn how to do worship online or on the front lawn. We’ve had to find new ways to invite 

others to be a part of mission opportunities. While some can’t connect online and we’re sending 
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them newsletters and sermons in the mail, others are connecting for the first time because of an 

online presence. Choirs have learned how to rehearse online. Retreats are coming together, 

socially distanced, with mission opportunities to serve. It’s happening because the mountains 

can’t stand in the way. So what if we’ve given up our canoes. We can learn to climb mountains 

because God is with us as God was with the Israelites; before us and behind us, by night and by 

day. And when God is with us, there is nothing that can stand in the way of what God can do 

through us. 

 

God is with you. And when you find these days to be long and challenging, when you’re longing 

for a new dance, but too exhausted to think one up, when the mountain has stopped you in your 

tracks, take another step. Keep moving. Leave behind what you must. Eventually, your body will 

match the music. You might start a new dance. Before you know it, we’ll be over the mountain 

and we will have grown from the journey. Don’t just stand at the threshold. Keep moving 

forward. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 https://www.freep.com/story/sports/columnists/mitch-albom/2020/08/30/mitch-albom-devastating-week-leaves-us-

weary-worn-and-wondering/5668254002/ 
2 Ibid. 
3 Bolsinger, 24. 
4 Ibid., 34. 

 


