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Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

November 16, 2014 

 

From Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of a New Spiritual 

Awakening by Diana Butler Bass 

A liberal bishop was asked if he actually believed in the resurrection.  “Believe it?” he 

answered incredulously.  “I’ve seen it too many times not to!”   

The question, “Do you believe in the resurrection?” often results in long, often tedious, 

explanations of creeds and councils, of texts and evidence, of arguments about historic 

and scientific facts and in disputes between liberals and conservatives.  Few, however, stop 

and ask what the real question might be.  The question is not “What do you believe about 

the resurrection?”  The question is simpler and more profound:  “Do you trust in the 

resurrection?”  The bishop was not interested in a doctrinal test. … He believed – that is, he 

trusted and was loyal to – the resurrection, because he had witnessed it himself.  “Do you 

trust in the resurrection?” is a much harder question than “Do you believe that Jesus was 

historically and scientifically raised from the dead?”  

The bishop pushed the question out of the realm of scientific speculation toward 

experiential validation: How does the resurrection make things different in our lives, in our 

communities?  … The test for the bishop … was a transformed heart and ethical action. 

 

 

There are some sermons for which inspiration comes in on “little cat feet” … subtly making 

itself known like the soupy fog that rolls in from the Sound.  Evidence of the driving point 

mysteriously settles in everywhere.   

This sermon was one of those.  So, pull up a chair.  Soup’s on!   

One helping of inspiration was hand-delivered right to my door in the form of this flyer hung 

on the knob!   

 

BAD (But true) NEWS: 

You are a sinner 

Sinners deserve to go to Hell. 

GOOD NEWS: 

GOD loves sinners! 

There’s a Way to heaven! 

“How?” 
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JESUS died for your sins.  He rose from the dead.  He now sits on the throne. 

“What must I do?” 

REPENT.  “God, you are right and I am wrong.  I am guilty.” 

More soup in the form of the letter I received after preaching at Pequot Chapel 

in July.  I preached on the 23rd Psalm.  Many of you heard a version of this 

sermon from this pulpit.  The choir sang Bobby McFerrin’s interpretation of the 

psalm – the one he composed in honor of his mother.  For the July service, I 

played a recording of McFerrin’s original.   

The woman was visiting family in the area and thought she’d go to church.  Her 

experience that morning was not what she expected.  Out of sincere concern 

for my soul and the souls of those I serve, she wrote me a three-page, single 

spaced letter complete with 14 scriptural references.  In fact, she was so 

concerned that I imagine her saying to herself, “Now that I think about it, each 

of the entire staff needs my letter.”  And so several days later, each of the entire 

staff received a copy of the same letter.  If she had access to your names and 

addresses she may well have sent a copy of the letter to each one of you.  But 

as she did not, I will share part of what she wrote with you this morning: 

[Jesus] is the only one true and living God.  He loves you and yours completely.  

The Father receives those who have received Jesus.  The Holy Spirit is received 

by individuals who have accepted what Jesus did for them over 2000 years ago.  

… There will come a time when all men will stand before the Lord.  … On the 

day when you and I and your congregation stand before the Father we will be 

judged for the choice of receiving or rejecting His Son, but the choice is ours. 

I am sure that this woman and the folks of the Citywide Baptist Church are as 

sincerely concerned for my soul as I am sincerely concerned for theirs. To be 

clear, I don’t share the flyer and the letter content with you because I’m 

offended or alarmed.  We all get to have our own beliefs.  I share them to point 

out an approach to religious and spiritual life that no longer resonates with the 

liberal seeker.    

Diana Butler Bass’s book, Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of a 

New Spiritual Awakening, has been a big bowl of inspiration.  As I read I felt a 

continuous sense of excitement. There are “Amens” scrawled in many a margin as well 

as: “Unitarian Universalism has made that shift!” or “We’re on the verge of making that 

shift.”  You have heard me say that Unitarian Universalism is a faith tradition for the 21st 
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century.  Butler Bass’s thinking felt like the blueprint, (albeit and likely unbeknownst to 

her.)   

So, let’s return to the door knob flyer and the letter because theirs is an 

approach that Butler Bass calls the “What” of belief.  “What” as in the stance 

that religious life is only about “what” one believes.  That’s all the flyer and the 

letter are about as each is a litany of what one must believe.  As in “Sinners 

deserve to go to Hell.”  As in: “The Father receives those who have received 

Jesus.” Or as in “I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and 

earth.” Etc. Etc. Etc.  As in every creed crafted to serve as a litmus test of right 

belief through a series of statements about what one must believe.     

But these beliefs are the intellectual content of faith.  Today, liberal religious 

seekers care less about the “what” because traditional doctrine makes us 

weary.  In its place we have shifted toward what Butler Bass names as 

“experiential faith” rather than a belief-centered religion.  (page 109)  Instead of 

“what” we are asking “how” because “how” is an emerging spiritual question 

rather than a conventional religious question.  Says Butler Bass: “How?” is a 

question of meaning and purpose that pushes us into a deeper engagement in 

the world rather than memorizing facts.  As in “How does belief make a 

difference?”  “How is the world transformed by believing?”  (page 114)  

To make her point, Butler Bass shares this story.  She’s at a Lutheran church 

speaking with a young woman who says,  

I don’t even know if I believe in Christianity or Lutheran doctrine or 

anything like that. I just experience how to love God and how God loves 

me through these people, by learning how to quilt and singing these 

hymns.  I don’t know what to call it, but it is less about believing & more 

about living. 

Does that resonate with you?  And if so, how is it with your living?  As I said last week, it 

matters less how many people are here every Sunday morning than does how many 

people live differently because of being here every Sunday morning.  

That said, we pay careful attention to the number of people who show up on Sunday 

morning.  We count.  We count the children and youth in the classrooms.  And we 

compare from month to month and from year to year.  It is a barometer, of sorts.  Our 

average attendance for October 2013 was 197.  Forty-six in our classrooms.  This year, 

our average attendance for October was 245.  That about a 20% increase.  Fifty-two in 

our classrooms is a little more than a 10% increase over last year. 



Sermon © Reverend Carolyn Patierno. All rights reserved. Reproduction by permission only. 
 

That’s a lot of people coming to church on Sunday morning doing that old-timey, out-

moded, out-of-touch thing we do … and doing so in the face of the increasing volume 

of the voices that say, “The church is dead”.  To which I say, “Long live the shape-

shifting, welcoming, caring, seeking EXPERIENTIAL church!”  Indeed, long will live the 

church that cares more about the “how” than about the “what”.   

In fact, in every generation comes the claim that religion is dead.  Come the warnings 

that so great are the cultural shifts that our slow-moving congregations will not manage 

to shift with the tides, and thus will be washed out to sea.  But as the song goes, “We’re 

still here.”  And in New London, we’re going strong.  Why?  Because we are a people 

who deftly adjust the church’s sails.  We sell our beloved building knowing that to go 

forward in this time we need a new kind of sacred space.  We look inward and sense 

there the soul stirrings that mean to continue on but to continue on in a way that is 

relevant to our needs as a people living in the 21st century.    

So, we care less for the question that asks:  “Do you believe in the resurrection”.  But our 

lived experience tells us when we witness resurrection over and over and over again.  

That’s experiential faith.  And that’s what brings us together week after week because 

the world turns on the power that we generate together.  We are more powerful when 

we stand together and on the side of love.  We are more powerful when we put our 

money together.  We are more powerful when we sing together. We are more powerful 

in our shared effort to keep kindled the little spark of hope that reminds us that we none 

of us are alone.  We are connected to all.   

Here’s one example how we experience that connection: 

I get a call from Jerry Fisher, Executive Director of the Jewish Federation on Thursday.  

He says, “I have a great opportunity for you.”  That’s religious leader-speak for:  “What 

I’m about to pitch is going to entail a boat load of work but it’ll be worth it.”   It’s 5:00 

p.m.  All Souls leaders are waiting for me in the Vail Library because they are about to 

consider the purchase offer on the Huntington Street building received just minutes 

before.  Clare Evento comes to the door, “We’re waiting for you! Come on!!”   And I 

feel like my Grandmother at Sunday dinner still in the kitchen while the rest of us are at 

the table.  But Jerry’s got my ear.   

He lays out the impassioned pitch.  Yezidi massacre.  Yezidi activist.  Compelling witness 

to what’s going on in Iraq.  Trying to build an orphanage.  Seeking to offer services for 

Yezidi children struggling with post-traumatic stress.   

There’s no time to think but I know that I don’t need to think beyond the logistics.   

“Sunday won’t work.  But Monday?” I counter.  And we’re set.   
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Immediately All Souls graciousness pours forth.  Several Souls commit to helping out 

tomorrow night.  Rebecca takes on several tasks.  Those who had looked forward to a 

book discussion on Monday night graciously agree to postpone.   

That’s experiential faith.  That’s belief directly affecting the way we live our lives.  And 

that’s my complete confidence that you will show up on Monday.  That you will want to 

put your faith in action.   

To those who signed the old membership book today:  welcome.  By doing something 

so out of fashion, (we are told) you have done something so deeply radical:  you are 

stepping out of the common isolation of our age and saying, “yes” to a different vision 

of the world; one that asks, “How” and welcomes the answers of all who seek for a 

welcoming, caring, and justice-seeking community and world. 

 

Welcome to All Souls where all souls are welcome.   

 

Amen and blessed be.   

 


