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Something is Happening
Ezekiel 37:1 – 14  The Valley of Dry Bones

John 11:1 – 4 & 38 – 44   The Raising of Lazarus
Rev. Craig A. Collemer, D. Min.

Can anybody stand some good news?  Well, in the midst of these bleak times I have Good News!  Something is Happening!  Something is Happening across our land that is hard to see but nonetheless real.  

About twenty years ago Loren Meade, founder of The Alban Institute in Washington, DC wrote a book entitled The Once and Future Church in which he predicted that the next fifty to seventy-five years would bring great turmoil to the church in America and that in the end the church would be as radically changed as it was during the Reformation.  
I believe he was right.  I believe that the great turmoil occurring in the church in America over the past 40 years, as witnessed by the decline in church membership and attendance among mainline churches as well as the decline if not dissolution of denominations, is a sign that a new spiritual wind is blowing across America.  This new wind is blowing across the Valley of Dry Bones of religion and spirituality in America, is bringing new life to them there bones, and is changing the religious and spiritual landscape across America.  And this new wind is affecting the political and social landscape as well.  

In his book, God’s Politics, Rev. Jim Wallis points out that far too many politicians in Washington walk around with spit on their finger raised to the wind trying to determine which way the wind of public opinion is blowing.  He also points out that electing new leaders usually means nothing more than there are different fingers held up in the air.  But, he then goes on to show that transformational leaders like Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther recognized that what’s important for transformational change to occur is to change the wind of public opinion.  Wallis rightfully points out that only when there is a movement among the people demanding a new way do things really change.  
Something is happening!  And that something, I believe, is a revival of faith in America that is neither conservative nor liberal…but deeply spiritual.  This Happening is called The Great Awakening by Rev. Wallis in his newest book The Great Awakening: Reviving Faith & Politics in a Post-Religious Right America.  Now remember, Jim Wallis is as committed a deeply committed Southern evangelical minister.  But he is also progressive on the Gospels’ message of social justice and peace.  He believes, as do I, that one can be a Progressive Evangelical.  I am going to rely heavily on his new book in my sermon simply because I don’t think I could make certain points any better than he does.  So, just assume that much of what I am saying this morning comes from this excellent work.

Something is happening!  And that something has happened in the past.  There have been other periods in history when a “revival” of faith, often called a Great Awakening, tangibly altars society. And what’s really fascinating is that each Great Awakening in history led to a significant movement of social change.  Let me give you a few examples to illustrate my point.

What historians call the First Great Awakening in the 1730’s and 1740’s helped to spark American independence and a new nation.  Creating the spiritual awakening helped to create a political “awakening” and a new nation.
The Second Great Awakening occurred between 1800 and 1830 and embraced the clear call for the abolition of slavery that preceded the Civil War.  This awakening insisted that spiritual conversion must lead to social reform.  

The Third Great Awakening occurred in the latter half of the nineteenth century and the early part of the twentieth century, and helped usher in the progressive era which included the social gospel movement of Walter Rauschenbusch as well as the New Deal.  This era led to social reforms such as child labor laws, the settlement house movement, the career of social work, youth organizations such as the YMCA, and a special focus on poverty.  

I believe Something is Happening.  A wind is blowing across America and may well be the Fourth Great Awakening!

Ironically, despite how the Religious Right actually discredited the role of faith in politics in recent years, faith is now coming back to life as a force for progressive change in America.  Faith may indeed be making a comeback as the catalyst that could provide the wind needed to find solutions to the biggest and most significant moral and social crises of our time.  As Lazarus was raised from the dead, so too progressive faith is coming back to life again!  Yes, Something is Happening!

While many of the world’s problems seem like immovable mountains, the business of faith is to move mountains.  Faith is believing despite the evidence and then watching the evidence change.  Many people, especially the younger generation, are discovering and excited about this understanding of faith and they are a powerful force for change. 
The election of America’s first African American president is one sign of a change of the spiritual wind blowing across America.  But, of course, the danger is that we let ourselves believe that we didn’t elect a president but a Messiah who will solve all our problems singlehandedly.  What we desperately need in order to move our nation forward is a spiritual movement that can apply spiritual power to personal and social change.  We need to change the wind!  Spiritual transformation is necessary for real social change on a large scale because only faith can take us deeper than politics can by helping us find common ground that moves us to higher ground.  

Do you know what the largest “denomination” in America is today?  It’s those who are “spiritual but not religious!”   Yes, those who hunger and thirst for the blending of a personal spirituality and a passion for social justice but are not inclined to buy into a church that has been more self-serving than other serving, more bureaucratic than missional, more culturally adapted than convicted.  This younger generation is eager, is starving for the good news of personal conversion and social justice.  But, they aren’t going to buy into the ways of institutions that exist for institutional survival.  
Which brings us back home to FBC.  I believe are positioned to be able to be a part of the changing wind IF we will be open to God’s leading.  If, on the other hand, we seek to do what has worked in the past because that’s all we know or are comfortable with, then we will not be part of creating and sustaining this new wind and will be left behind.  Now, we can say, “Fine, let them go on their way.  We’re happy with who we are.” Yes, we can do that.  But, if we do, we will not be part of the changing wind of a progressive spiritual revival and in the end The New Great Awakening will pass us by.  Personally, I believe for churches like FBC our time has come.  The connection between a personal spirituality and social justice is what the world is waiting for.  We can provide that because that’s who we are.  We are a people of faith who have a hunger for spiritual awakening and a transformative power that can change the world.  I believe in the coming days the real differences between churches is not going to be whether one is evangelical, or conservative or liberal, but between churches that are able to satisfy these two great hungers of spirituality and social justice and those that aren’t.  The only question is whether we will be a part of this Great Awakening or whether we will look for our future in the past.  


In a few minutes we will come to the Table of the Lord.  Let me tell you of a time in which a spiritual hunger and a social justice hunger met at the table of the Lord.  William Wilberforce was the British member of Parliament who led the anti-slavery campaign in England.  Wilberforce was converted to Christianity as part of the Great Awakening of the 18th century.  John Newton, former slave ship owner, who wrote the hymn Amazing Grace, was his spiritual mentor.  When John Newton wrote Amazing Grace he considered himself a wretch for having engaged in the slave trade.  But, through his faith he came to consider himself a child of God blessed by God’s Amazing Grace and called to proclaim a message of social justice.  Likewise, John Wilberforce’s personal faith was the central driving force behind is anti-slavery social justice campaign in Parliament.  If you were to attend worship in Wilberforce’s home church, Holy Trinity Anglican Church in South London you would see an old, well worn table. This is the table upon which Wilberforce wrote the antislavery act and this is the table now used every Sunday for communion.   What a dramatic liturgical symbol of the coming together of personal spirituality and social justice.  On that table, the slave trade was outlawed and the body and blood of Christ is celebrated every week.  (PAUSE)
Something is happening!  When you come to the Table of our Lord in a few minutes I invite you to be open to what might be happening within and for you and how you can be a part of the Great Awakening.  How is God calling you to be a part of this movement of personal spirituality and social justice?  Remember, this Table is set for You!  Amen!
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