“The Story We Find Ourselves In”

A Small Group Study Course for Young People based on The Story We Find Ourselves In Further Adventures of a New Kind of Christian Brian D. McLaren (2003) Jossey Bass

Aims:

To explore and understand the Christian narrative of the World

To consider our place in the story

To work out how we might live within the Story

To find and celebrate meaning in our own story. 

Method.

The material is intended to be used in small groups or alternatively presented in a large group with small groups for discussion & exploration of material.

It is intended to be used alongside the book and not as a substitute!

Session Outlines

1. Introduction 

2. Creation.

3. Crisis

4. Calling

5. Conversation

6. Christ (1)

7. Christ(2)

8. Community (Church)

9. Consummation.

NB. Page references are to the First Edition of The Story We Find Ourselves In. 

Each session will follow the same format:

1. Introduction/Recap – reminder of the story so far

2. Starter Activity – to help set the scene and begin engaging with the material; for younger groups a more physical activity could be substituted.

3. Explanation: Some direct input summarising the appropriate sections of the story

4. Conversation – discussion about the material and exploration of its application to the group.

Session 1: Introduction 

1. Starter Activity: 

What motivates you to get out of bed each day? 

Discuss around group & list on whiteboard/flipchart. (Could also ask what makes you want to stay in bed? i.e. what demotivates us?) 

What do the answers tell us about what we see as important, about our purpose in life?

2. Explain:

This course is about the big questions: what is the meaning of life? What is my purpose? Who am I? They are key questions for young people and as we find or create the answers, they will shape the way we live the rest of our lives. We create or find a view of the world that makes sense to us and answers those questions; there are lots of other ‘stories’ or ‘world-views’ that try to explain the world for us to choose from – some are obvious and some more subtle, some are so embedded in our culture we live in that we don’t recognise them. 

3. Conversation

What are the stories that are around us? How do those other stories present to us – ie what other stories are we called to be part of? 

Mind-map answers & Discuss the implications for our lives

Eg Story of economic/material success – starts at school – we need to be wealthy in order to be happy; the key to success is achieving at school exams, therefore must work hard at school; school work is priority for your life; failure in exams is failure in life, homework is more important than other activity.

How much do you agree with this? Who ‘tells’ you this story? 

Explore other stories in similar way. Eg consumerism/ materialism – happiness in purchasing & ownership; OR celebrity, status, etc.

Could expand this discussion to consider how they might fit into the Christian Story, or how the Christian story has been distorted to fit them in….

4. Explain

See pp 24-26. Use Neo’s explanation of other stories finding themselves in the Christian story and the fact there are different versions of the Christian story but the differences are in the detail not the general plot which is what we will be concerned with. 

It’s a true story, that is all about creation, from beginning to end.

Quote:

“This story is the best one around, sistah. It has the truest news, the deepest views, the highest theme, the most inspiring dream, the plot most full of meaning and magic, vigor and rigor, startle and sparkle, emotion and motion … If you give it a fair hearing, I think you’ll agree.” P25

This is a true story and one we can rely on and find ourselves in. The challenge for this course is whether we will give it a fair hearing!

5. Outline rest of course, headings and any practical details.

Session 2: Creation.

1. Introduction

The story we find ourselves in begins with creation and we said last time, it ends with creation and the whole story is one of creation. Today we will look at the Creation story at the beginning and try to understand why it is in the Bible.

2. Starter Activity.

Draw a picture that represents your understanding of ‘creation’

Show pictures to each other & explain if you want to.

Discuss: How creative a person are you? & Where do you see creation happening now? 

The Creation Story.

Discuss what group knows of the story in Genesis 1 & 2. How do they understand it? What difficulties do they have with it or what doesn’t make sense to them?

3. Explain.

a) (Pg 28) Imagine before the world was – nothing, just God, no space or time, just God being not doing! Then God imagines the creation and becomes Creator; So our Story presupposes that God exists.

b) (p31) Creation comes from meaning, an idea, not other matter as in other Creation stories (we’ll talk about these later).

Remember the story of the scientist who told God he had worked out how He made the world and challenged God to a competition. God agrees so the scientist says ok and picks up a handful of dirt. “No way,, “ says God, “You go get your own dirt!”.

 c) The Spirit brings order out of chaos, a story of evolution and emergence and its an ongoing story of emergence as God continually brings order out of disorder – a story of salvation.

d) God creates animals and mankind to enjoy as good company; relationships are important as we are incomplete without them. We are created to relate to God and the rest of creation.

4. Conversation

What other accounts or stories of creation do we know?

Discuss issues of Big Bang, scientific accounts etc. Relate to the two stories on pp 41-2 –Accident & Illusion. Refer back to discussion on world-views.

A note on Creation and Evolution.

Assuming this will have come up in discussion – note Neo’s discussion on p34.

Note use of term ‘emergence’ as preference, Second, Creation is ongoing, and there will be a new creation – but that comes later; (however yg people may be familiar with the phrase). 

Thirdly, note that God saw that it was good not perfect!  (more of this in next session).

More Conversation

If this is true – and note it is a poetic account not literal (tho you might want discussion on this!); then how does this affect the way we live? What difference does it make for us to live in a world created by God out of meaning and for purpose rather than by accident or as illusion?

Session 3: Crisis.

Chapters 9-11 pp45-60

1. Recap last session:

The universe God created is real; it comes from meaning & brings meaning, order out of chaos; it is relational – created to be in relationship with humans & animals and God; creation is ongoing – good not perfect/complete – story of emergence.

2. Starter Activity. What’s wrong with the world?

· Brainstorm a list of things that we see that are wrong in the world. (Could list this or draw a map/globe or use a large map and add post-it notes to it)

· What are the causes of that wrong?

· How does Christianity  (or religion) explain this?

· Do we view the world as basically bad or good & how do we respond to that? (ie if it is bad, is our role to escape from it or change it? How does that affect our view of ‘salvation’?)

3. Explain (chp 10 pp 50f)

a) Dualistic view of world as natural /supernatural; spiritual/physical

How do we understand the world – normally from a mechanistic view – closed system of cause & effects; world as split between natural & supernatural, normal & miraculous.

Greek thinking – two worlds – the ideal or spiritual world = the real world & the material/physical world = less real world. The real world was morally superior & moral evil in material world, subject to change & decay.

Ancient Jewish world  = one world & God was in that world. ‘It’s one, beautifully integrated world. And human beings are part of it. The world is their garden, their home’ p51 They live in harmony with the rest of creation.

In the modern telling of the story, the fall – a cataclysmic event that leads from the ideal & perfect world into the material imperfect world. (use of the word ‘perfect’ comes from Grk idea of ideal & unchanging, complete whereas text uses word ‘good’).

However, if there is only one world, then ‘the fall’ doesn’t mean the loss of one ideal world & move into a different chaotic world of change & conflict. Rather the goodness of the world remains but the goodness is put at risk. (p52)

b) Story of Emergence:

Return to our story as one of emergence – a world that goes on creating itself (as in evolution)

Process of creation or development:

Humans, living as hunter-gatherers – develop language – leads to other innovations & an avalanche of crises “ a disintegration of the primal harmony and innocence of creation”  & link is in intellectual & technological development goes beyond moral development

Thus:

Adam & Eve – go beyond limits – want to be like God; experience evil & result is loss of TRUST – in one another – feel shame & fear.
Human trust is based on respect for limits – boundaries –respect for differentness & uniqueness (sexual trust is gone so cover up differentness) Cain & Abel shows loss of trust between brothers

Disagreement over land & ownership – Abel a herder of sheep/cattle – nomadic, dependent on land. Cain as agriculturalist farmer, growing crops – land ownership key & settling in one place –lead to conflict over use of land with herders. (p55)

c) Development = humans leave the story as creatures in God’s creation “Their intelligence has developed beyond their moral wisdom and self-restraint” p56 – become more independent, lose connection with God & sense of dependence; their alienation leads to internal shame & disruption of sexual & brotherly relations.

Story of Cain continues –as farmers create wealth & surplus, economies develop, towns & cities & mega-city of Babel possible because of technology (the brick) but is sabotaged by inability of people to get along – social structure collapses

Story of Noah – flood of chaos overtakes the horrible world of oppression & social & personal evil.

d) CRISIS – the crisis we find ourselves in, we’ve separated ourselves from God’s story & the harmony of goodness & live instead in a story of competition & conflict, striving “for dominance in flood plain of complete chaos and self-destruction” p58

The global & social dimensions – destroying environment, oppressing others, ethnic divisions, greed – are expressions of a lot of individual, personal choices that together create a vicious cycle.

4. Conversation

What does this mean for us? 

Does this change our view of the world; of sin & evil; of our personal responsibility?

Session 4 – Calling (Crisis Response)

Chapters 12 –13 pp61-70

1. Recap – world is in crisis at all levels – personal, social, global as we have stepped outside of God’s Story. Loss of relationship with God; loss of trust & breakdown of relationships with the other.

2. StarterActivity: Crisis – talked about living In a different story – one that leads to chaos & confusion, based on loss of trust. What does that mean to us? List areas we see loss of trust at different levels and what are the effects (how do group understand shame and fear?).

3. Explain: What is our response? How do we get out of the Crisis? – next part of the story is God’s initiative to bring people back into his  story.

The story of Abraham – patriarch, father of 3 tribes – Judaism, Christianity & Islam. Abraham believed there was one true & living God, maker of heaven & earth, who could be trusted to be completely God all the time (unlike other views of territorial & capricious gods).

Genesis story tells of Abram being called to an adventure, to leave security of his civilisation & go to unknown place without a map.

The LORD had said to Abram, “leave your country, 

your people and your father’s household,

And go to the land I will show you.

I will make you into a great nation, 

And I will bless you;

I will make your name great, 

And you will be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you, 

And whoever curses you, I will curse;

And all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”

So Abram left as the LORD had told him. Genesis 12:2-3.

Abram is called to step out & gain a new identity as a new kind of people in the world.

Key: ‘I will bless you … you will be a blessing’

Abram’s promise of blessing is not exclusive but instrumental; the kind of blessing is that of being a blessing to others.

“When religions assume that their adherents are chosen only to be blessed, and forget that they are blessed to be a blessing, they distort their identity and they drift from God’s calling for them.

… When they see themselves as blessed to the exclusion of others rather than for the benefit of others, they become part of the problem instead of part of the solution.” P64

In the story of God creating a good world, He invites Abram & his family/nation to co-operate or collaborate with Him in this work – “a resistance movement to all the evil in the world” p68.

Curse – why would God curse others ? – anyone opposing this would work against God, destroying God’s creation. If you were determined to exploit the poor or practice violence or rape the environment then you would hate those who do the opposite.

We are called, recruited to join the ‘crisis response’ team, part of the movement of people who want to bring God’s blessing back to the world. (p73)

4. Conversation:

What difference does this view make to the way we see ourselves as Christians in the world?

In what ways are we ‘exclusive’? What do we do that excludes –actions, language, etc. How can we be inclusive?

How can we live lives that are a blessing to others?

How can we be part of co-operating with God’s creation – be specific; set goals for action to take this week.

Session 5: Conversation or Cycles.

Conversation Chps 14, -16

1. Recap Session 4: Calling.

We are called to be part of God’s movement to bring God’s blessing back to the world.

Vocation:  our individual & personal calling – what will you live for and/or die for? How will we live our lives & find meaning and purpose – key question for young people. Will you sign up to this story/mission/purpose and be part of God’s ongoing creation?

2. Starter Activity: How do you hear God? Ask for stories of times when members of group have felt close to God, or have believed God has spoken to them in some way. Encourage accounts of spiritual experiences in a variety of contexts.

3. Explain: This session: ‘Conversation’. This covers the whole of the rest of the Old Testament!

How do we live in this calling – how do we know how to live? – Questions of guidance & communication.

After Abraham a repeated cycle:



The story continues from Abraham, who had a son named Isaac, who had a son called Jacob, aka Israel who had 12 sons, one of them called Joseph who ended up in Egypt; followed by 11 brothers; after Joseph died the his descendants were made slaves for a long time until Moses comes along and, left Egypt, desert,  - leaders called Judges, kings – civil war, partition into Israel & Judah, exile to Babylon, return & rebuilding of Jerusalem city & Temple.(p77)

This story covers 1500 years & people are being formed as a culture/community. – around their identity as a special people with a special relationship to God.

God remains faithful & patient, guide & companion in conversation with humanity through 4 groups of people:

Priests  - day-to-day spiritual educators; sustained faith thro worship, Sabbaths & holy days;

Prophets – charismatic leader, with a passion to convey message from God; often confronting about moral & ethical failures, calling for justice esp to the powerful.

Poets – overlap with prophets; conveyed experience & emotion of people eg David, Asaph

Philosophers – passionate pursuit of wisdom, grappling with mysteries & hardships of life –Ecclesiastes, Job, Proverbs.

4. Conversation

What might this mean for us in our understanding of the telling of the story in the Bible – different types of writing / genres but also – not a book of answers but of questions – not answering all the mysteries of life, but exploring them & bringing us together in conversation about life’s most important issues.  Not telling us what to think, but how to think.(p82)

How might we use this approach in our cell groups/ other meetings?

How does God communicate with us today – who are the prophets, priest, poets & philosophers?

Session 6: Christ part 1.

1. Recap: Conversations – cycles of God’s people and God’s faithfulness in leading his people.

2. Starter Activity. Why did Jesus come to earth? How does Jesus connect with the story so far?

3. Explain: Christ comes to rescue us from the cycle by God’s grace – otherwise we’d keep going round in circles as we cannot solve it ourselves. The death of Christ is seen as most important in making this happen, hence centrality and importance of the Cross – in bringing us back to God but the life of Jesus is vital too. Therefore will be two sessions on Christ –this one on his death & next one on his life.

Why did Jesus die? Discuss what group know or have been taught. Explain 6 theories of atonement (pp100f) either as they come up or link in later:

a) substitution: Mankind has messed up = sin and deserves punishment; Jesus absorbs  the punishment on our behalf and we can be forgiven by accepting this, (Legal metaphor of judge paying fine he has imposed) The Enemy = God’s wrath; Jesus absorbs the wrath.

b) Ransom Theory: Because of sin, mankind is under Satan’s control; Jesus pays the ransom so we can be set free; Enemy is Satan; Jesus sets us free. (NB double cross as Jesus is raised from dead and so escapes from Satan.

c) Christus victor: Enemy is death and Jesus overcomes death by dying and rising again thus opening the way to eternal life. (Most dominant view throughout history).

d) Perfect Penitent: In order to be forgiven from sin, our repentance needs to be true & perfect; only Jesus can do this so through his death he acts out perfect repentance on our behalf.

e) Moral influence: The cross shows Jesus’ total self-giving and abandonment to God’s will. It completes (fulfils) the message of his whole life of self-giving love. This provides an example for us to follow. Enemy = selfishness & lack of love overcome by selfless love,

f) Non-violent Christus Victor: wisdom of God’s kingdom is sacrifice not violence; redemptive suffering – absorbs violence and takes rather than gives – model of self-sacrifice and vulnerability. Enemy is power and pride. (Could contrast this with the ‘myth of redemptive violence’ and explore how this view pervades our culture). 

These views are ‘windows’ and so show partial picture and are not whole picture or mutually exclusive. There are several metaphors/images used in the Bible to help us understand the Cross; they all help us to understand that God is bringing us back to himself through the cross, to continue the conversation

4. Conversation.

Which of these views are most familiar? Which ones are most uncomfortable with? Why? Is it helpful to have different views?

Session 7: Christ Part 2.

1. Introduction & Recap: Last session explored our understanding of why Jesus died and how his death brings us back into conversation but this week we will see what the life of Jesus means for us and how it changes the conversation.

2. Starter Activity: Give group 2 mins to write down (in 2/3’s maybe) as much as they can remember about Jesus life – what he did or said. Compare lists and draw any conclusions about common points, most familiar bits and what might be missing.

3. Explain: Why Jesus life is as important as his death.

Historical context –go back to end of Old Testament – return from exile and Jews being ruled by foreign powers –Persians, Greeks and Romans. The expectation of a deliverer to come like Moses or David. When no deliverer came people formed own groups to respond in different ways:

a) Accommodation/collaborators: gave up hope of messiah, so get on with it by collaborating –Tax collectors & Herodians;

b) Zealots:- we have to save ourselves; if we act & fight, God will give us success;

c) Pharisees:- Messiah hasn’t come because of us, if we kept the Law for just one day he will come;

d) Essenes: opt out of society and set up enclaves in the desert.

Jesus’ coming is a disappointment to all – he operates on a higher level, refusing to join any, instead calls to a non-violent different revolution. It leads to his death & therefore could be seen as foolishness or else as sheer brilliance! This is revolutionary –Jesus was killed for it! The ‘revolution of God’ Jesus talked of the ‘kingdom of God’ in opposition to the political kingdom – his life and death does not only impact us spiritually but in the ‘here and now’ too!

The disciples followed Jesus’ brilliance – he was the master of living, their ‘guru’ –the miracles, signs, creative acts etc. Then death seems to end it all but the resurrection proves that whatever happens God will triumph. Jesus way of non-violence and compassion is vindicated & therefore we can trust God’s way whatever happens.

Discipleship is about following the master, learning from him how to live eg as violinist; the disciples become apostles as sent out to play the Master’s music and gather new musicians to play and compose new music.(pg126)

4. Conversation..

How do we see Jesus’ life and teaching – as brilliant or foolish or insignificant? Does this view of Jesus role as Messiah change anything for you – eg in your understanding of the way Jesus acted or in your view of the meaning of his death && resurrection? 

 What does this idea of discipleship mean for us – do we see ourselves as apprentices, as learning from the master how to live – in the whole of life? 

Do we see ourselves as ‘revolutionaries’?

Session 8: Community (Church)

1. Recap: Pick up discipleship theme – Jesus left group of followers learning to live as he lived and teaching others to do same –note violinist metaphor or other you may have used.

2. Starter Activity: What is the point of the church? What has it achieved in history? 

What do you see its contribution to your life/area/town?

3. Explain: 

(1)The role of the Holy Spirit: (pp 137-140) When Jesus left he promised the Holy spirit to help the disciples: 

a) HS is Christ ‘in us’ helping us to become like Christ; 

b) He guides and empowers us to be part of the mission; 

c) He connects us with others to form a community of faith.

(2) This community of faith, hope and love is the disciples living ‘to see God’s dream come true for the world’(p132). A group of people committed to the revolution, a mission for life and a way of life not an institution or a belief system. A group sent into the world with a mission to ferment a spiritual revolution.

The mission is global – to go into whole world; and also against spiritual forces and it’s a mission of saving love.

4. Conversation.: 

How can we become an authentic missional community on a rescue mission to the world – sent to bring peace, love, joy, hope, faith.(pg 135)

 If we were to take that view seriously, would it change the way we think about and do ‘church’? 

How do we understand being authentic community? 

How do we understand our mission?

What steps can we take now towards that vision? (see Dan’s action after the 9/11 event to go to speak to Muslims –what could we do now in our locality to meet a need?)

Session 9: Consummation.

1. Recap: Disciples are members of God’s revolution, living in authentic community on a mission! Check out any action on the steps you agreed to take towards the goals you set.

2. Starter Activity. History Quiz: Create 10 questions about events in history that your group will be aware of that have shaped the world we know today. Make point about how past affects the present.

In what way is their personal life shaped by their own past?

Now ask them to consider how much they think their life today is shaped by the future eg they go to school today to learn for tomorrow & future employment etc.

3. Explain: What if we viewed the world differently –instead of seeing past driving us into present, we see the future pushing out the past? What if we saw ourselves being called constantly into the future by God who is out ahead of us? (see picture of dog in a field p148).

So far we’ve explained the story as one of God creating the world and then calling us, inviting us into the future that is his gift to us. As we move into the future we help to make it come true, the kingdom of God is at hand, just ahead, right at hand. So  “The church is a community of people who are learning to live the way everyone will live in the future, reconciled in every way.” pg150.

The last episode of the story is ‘Consummation’, an ending and a beginning, like a wedding – when all of God’s dream for the universe comes true.

‘Everything Comes Home’: At the end of time, we imagine God remembering everything about our lives, bringing it all together –re-membering, reuniting it but everything false, dark or dishonest will have been judged and be gone – forgiven and forgotten because of Christ -  and what is left is the person we have become, only the ‘good, true and beautiful.

Retell story as love story from pg 154-155 from, “You can think of the story as a love story,” to “That’s the consummation: that embrace.”

4. Conversation: What does all this mean for us?

We began considering this as a story to answer questions of meaning and identity, of purpose and how to live.  Chapter 32 explores how this might happen and apply to us. When he was on earth, Jesus “invited everyone to become a part of God’s better story of grace and glory. It’s what he’s still doing today, through the Holy Spirit.” pg169 Note way it applied differently to different people.

We are challenged by Jesus to abandon the story we will lose ourselves in and instead, enter the story we will find ourselves in (pg 170). It’s a story we can be confident in and it’s a story that can change the world as we redeem, save, set right the story and learn to live within it.

Discuss how this applies to the group. Are they convinced? Do they get it? Review previous conversation about alternative stories (Session 1) and compare with the examples on pp169-170.

How can we help others to understand the story?

How do we live in the story? – doing what Jesus told us to do and showed us by his example, “trying to discover a better plot line that will bring a smile to the author’s face.”
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