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Introduction

Mainline and moderate Christians have a compelling faith 
story to tell. and americans, more than ever, are eager to 
hear that story. In postreligiousright america, people are 
hungry for vibrant, gracefilled, openminded, centrist, 
mainline faith. What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a 
Christian? can help your church proclaim the good news of 
mainline and moderate faith to your community.

What Is It?

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian? is a 
sevenweek, easily implemented, worship and Sunday 
schoolbased, congregationwide initiative for mainline 
and moderate churches.

how Can It help Your Church?

this unique localchurch initiative can help energize your 
congregation, reach new people, make your church more 
visible in your community, attractively communicate mod
erate and mainline faith, wake up your Sunday school 
classes, and help prepare seven weeks of sermons and wor
ship services without impacting your church budget.

how does It Work?

the program has three basic components. First, participat
ing churches will encourage their congregation to read an 
engaging new book about mainline faith called What’s the 
Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian? Since individual 
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members and not the church will purchase the books, it 
will not impact the church budget. Second, church lead
ers will plan seven compelling sermons, worship services, 
and Sunday school lessons around the content of the book. 
Sermon helps and smallgroup lesson plans are provided 
in this Leader’s Guide. third, church members will use 
the book and sevenweek event to invite and welcome 
people to their church. Comprehensive promotional helps 
for inviting and welcoming people are also included in this 
Leader’s Guide. 

Book Overview

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian? articu
lates mainline, orthodox Christianity in a fresh, accessible, 
and storytelling style. the book’s preface and table of con
tents follow a few words about the author.

author Information

Martin thielen has served in vocational ministry in both 
the united Methodist Church and the Southern Baptist 
Convention. For the past ten years he has served as senior 
pastor of First united Methodist Church, Lebanon, ten
nessee. during his tenure the church has experienced sig
nificant revitalization and growth. Martin has a bachelor of 
arts, a master of divinity, and a doctor of ministry degrees, 
along with a year of Phd coursework at vanderbilt uni
versity. he served for four years as a national worship and 
preaching editor and consultant for the SBC. he has led 
more than one hundred church leadership workshops for 
ministers across the country. he also served as an adjunct 
professor of worship and preaching at a seminary. Writing 
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for publication has long been an important part of Martin’s 
ministry. he has written five books, four of them on the 
subject of worship and preaching, and more than one hun
dred articles. his doctor of ministry project was “Minister
ing to Ministers through Writing.” Martin’s preaching and 
worship Web site can be found at www.GettingreadyFor 
Sunday.com.
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PreFaCe  
(FrOM the BOOK)

When I first met danny, he said, “Preacher, you need to 
know that I’m an atheist. I don’t believe the Bible. I don’t 
like organized religion. and I can’t stand selfrighteous, 
judgmental Christians.”

In spite of danny’s avowed atheism and my devout 
Christian beliefs, we became close friends. Over the next 
year danny and I engaged in numerous conversations 
about God, religion, and faith. during that time danny 
softened his stance on atheism. One day, after a long con
versation, he announced with a laugh, “I’ve decided to 
upgrade from an atheist to an agnostic.” Several months 
later danny said, “I’ve had an epiphany. I realize that I 
don’t reject Christianity. Instead, I reject the way that intol
erant Christians package Christianity.” a few weeks after 
that conversation, danny said, “Martin, you’ve just about 
convinced me on this religion stuff. So I want to know—
what’s the least I can believe and still be a Christian?”

“What’s the least I can believe and still be a Christian?” 
What a great question! this little book represents my best 
effort to answer that question. Part 1 presents ten things 
Christians don’t need to believe. In short, Christians don’t 
need to believe in closedminded faith. For example, Chris
tians don’t need to believe that Jews are going to hell or 
that it’s heresy to believe in evolution. Part 2 presents ten 
things Christians do need to believe. they need to believe 
in Jesus—his life, teachings, example, death, and resur
rection. a great benefit of these beliefs is that they provide 
promising answers to life’s most profound questions, such 
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as, Where is God? What matters most? What brings ful
fillment? What about suffering? Is there hope?

Like danny, many people in the twentyfirst century 
hunger for an alternative expression of Christian faith 
that’s different from the judgmental and narrowminded 
caricatures they see on religious television and in the news. 
this book offers such an alternative. It articulates cen
trist, mainline Christianity in a way that’s fresh and easy to 
understand. It also offers authentic Christian insights that 
speak to our deepest human needs. So turn the page, and 
let’s begin exploring danny’s interesting question: “What’s 
the least I can believe and still be a Christian?”
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COntentS  
(FrOM the BOOK)

Part 1: Ten Things Christians Don’t Need to Believe

 1.   God Causes Cancer, Car Wrecks,  
and Other Catastrophes  3

    Although God can and does bring good results out 
of tragedy, God does not cause tragic events to occur.

 2.  Good Christians don’t doubt 9
    Doubt is not the enemy of faith but part  

of authentic Christianity.
 3.  true Christians Can’t Believe in evolution 14
    Science and faith are fully compatible, and theistic  

evolution is a perfectly acceptable Christian belief.
 4.   Women Can’t Be Preachers and Must  

Submit to Men 19
    Women are fully equal with men in marriage,  

in church, and in society.
 5.   God Cares about Saving Souls but not  

about Saving trees 24
    God cares about personal salvation and social 

justice, and so should God’s church.
 6.   Bad People Will Be “Left Behind” and then  

Fry in hell 30
    Left-behind rapture theology is neither a biblical 

nor a historical Christian belief and should  
be left behind by mainline and moderate  
evangelical Christians.
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 7.  Jews Won’t Make It to heaven 37
    The ultimate destiny of non-Christians is in God’s 

hands, and God can be trusted to do what’s right.
 8.   everything in the Bible Should Be  

taken Literally 44
    Although we must always take the Bible seriously, 

we don’t always have to take it literally.
 9.   God Loves Straight People but not Gay People 52
    All persons, including homosexual persons, are 

welcome in God’s church. Beyond that, however,  
mainline and moderate churches are not of one  
mind on this issue. For now, “welcoming but not  
affirming” best describes most mainline churches,  
and the discussion goes on.

 10.   It’s OK for Christians to Be Judgmental  
and Obnoxious 59

    True Christians leave judgment to God.

Part 2: Ten Things Christians Do Need to Believe 

 11.   Jesus’ Identity: Who Is Jesus? 67
    Jesus “the Christ, the Son of the living God,” 

is the heart of Christianity.
 12.   Jesus’ Priority: What Matters Most? 73
    Relationships—with God and others—matter most.
 13.   Jesus’ Grace: am I accepted? 82
    Even with our flaws, Jesus loves and accepts us  

as beloved children of God.
 14.  Jesus’ Work: Where Is God? 92
    Although God is not limited to working through 

people, God primarily works through  
human instruments.

 15.   Jesus’ example: What Brings Fulfillment? 100
   True fulfillment comes from serving others. 
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 16.   Jesus’ death: What about Suffering? 108
    Although God does not prevent suffering, the 

crucified God fully enters human suffering and  
works to redeem that suffering.

 17.   Jesus’ resurrection: Is there hope? 116
    Jesus Christ’s resurrection gives us hope for life  

and even hope for death.
 18.  Jesus’ Legacy: Is the Church Still relevant? 123
    In spite of its flaws, the church is still God’s 

primary vehicle for doing God’s work in the world,  
and every Christian needs to belong to one.

 19.   Jesus’ Promise: Who Is the holy Spirit? 131
    The Holy Spirit is God’s empowering presence in 

our lives, in the life of the church, and in the world.
 20.   Jesus’ vision: What Is God’s dream  

for the World? 140
    The kingdom of God is God’s dream for the world, 

and we are called to help make that dream a reality,  
both in our personal lives and in society.

 21.   a Final Question: do Mainline Christians  
Believe in Getting Saved?  147

    Mainline Christians do believe in getting saved. 
But that raises the question, what does it mean  
to be saved?

  Conclusion 155

   Studying This Book in Your Church  157

   A Message to Pastors 157
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LeadInG the Seven
WeeK InItIatIve

the following steps will help you carry out the sevenweek, 
congregationwide initiative at your church.

1. Block out seven consecutive Sunday mornings on the 
calendar to carry out the event. Scheduling options include 
Lent, summer, fall, or new Year’s. You can also schedule 
the study for Wednesday or Sunday nights. even if your 
congregation does not engage in a churchwide study of 
the book, individual Sunday school classes or other small 
groups might want to use it as a resource.

2. Prepare your Sunday school teachers or other small
group leaders for the event. two to three months before 
the sevenweek initiative, gather your teachers to talk 
about this special study. Give them a copy of the book’s 
preface and contents found in this Leader’s Guide, along 
with the teaching helps for smallgroup leaders. encour
age each adult class to participate. however, do not force 
the study on anyone. If a particular class doesn’t want to 
participate, that’s OK. Most if not all of your adult classes 
will be excited and enthusiastic about the study.

3. Consider creating a new, shortterm class specifically 
for this event. recruit a few core people to form the class. 
ask them to invite members of the congregation who don’t 
normally attend Sunday school to participate during the 
sevenweek study. they can also invite prospective church 
members to attend the class. a pastor who is not already 
teaching a class might want to teach this one. after the 
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seven weeks are over, encourage participants of this short
term class to continue meeting for an additional seven 
weeks, studying unused portions of the book. after that, 
see if enough interest exists to make the class permanent.

4. Purchase an adequate number of copies of What’s the 
Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian? Churches who 
buy multiple copies will receive a discount from the pub
lisher. any unused books can be returned without penalty. 
however, laypersons of your congregation, not the church 
itself, will pay for the books. encourage all adult mem
bers of your congregation, especially members of Sunday 
school classes or other small groups, to purchase a copy 
for themselves and additional copies to give to family, 
friends, neighbors, and coworkers. You can set up a table 
for purchasing books in the narthex or other heavily traf
ficked area in your facility. Most members will purchase 
the books gladly and eagerly. Why? Because church mem
bers want to support their church, they want to reach new 
people for their congregation, and they want to learn more 
about their faith. this sevenweek event will help them do 
all three. If you prefer, you can purchase the books out of 
your education and/or evangelism budget. For more infor
mation about ordering books, go here: www.thethoughtful 
christian.com. 

5. Begin promoting the sevenweek event. In the next 
section of this Leader’s Guide, you will find several nocost 
or lowcost promotional aids—including a pastoral letter 
to the congregation, newsletter articles, a newspaper arti
cle, bulletin inserts, posters, and email ads—that church 
members can send to their friends. One of the major goals 
of the initiative is for the church to invite and welcome 
guests. therefore, encourage your congregation to give 
copies of the book to family members, friends, coworkers, 
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and neighbors, along with an invitation to attend worship 
and Sunday school during the sevenweek initiative. as 
you get closer to the start date, ask members to begin read
ing the book. at the same time, encourage them to give 
copies of the book to their friends and invite them to wor
ship and Sunday school for the sevenweek initiative.

6. Carry out the sevenweek series. during the series 
you will see increased attendance in worship and Sunday 
school (or other small groups engaged in the study). Cur
rent members will be enriched by the inspiring worship 
services and thoughtprovoking smallgroup studies, and 
new people will be attracted to your church. Carefully fol
low up with all visitors, both during and after the event.
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PrOMOtInG the Seven
WeeK InItIatIve

Pastoral Letter

Six weeks before the event begins, send this letter to all 
members and friends of the congregation. For best results, 
send it on church stationary and mail it firstclass.

Date

Name
Address

Dear Church Family [if possible, replace “Church 
Family” with actual names]:

On Sunday, [date], our congregation will 
embark on an exciting seven-week journey. Our 
entire church family, both in Sunday school 
classes and in worship services, will read and 
discuss an engaging new book about mainline and 
moderate Christianity titled What’s the Least I 
Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

During this unique study, we’ll discuss sev-
eral things Christians don’t need to believe. 
For example, we don’t need to believe that 
good Christians don’t doubt or that it’s OK 
for Christians to be judgmental and obnoxious. 
However, we’ll spend most of our time studying 
what Christians do need to believe. In short, 
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Christians need to believe in Jesus—his life, 
teachings, example, death, and resurrection. A 
great benefit of these beliefs is that they pro-
vide promising answers to life’s most profound 
questions, including, What matters most? Am I 
accepted? Where is God? What brings fulfillment? 
What about suffering? And is there hope?

You can help us prepare for this dynamic 
seven-week experience in the following ways. 
First, pray for this important event. Second, 
attend Sunday school and worship every Sunday 
during the seven-week initiative. Third, pur-
chase copies of What’s the Least I Can Believe 
and Still Be a Christian? for yourself, your 
family, and your friends. Books can be pur-
chased in the narthex on Sunday mornings or 
in the church office during the week. Finally, 
invite family members, friends, neighbors, and 
coworkers to visit our church during the seven-
week event.

I look forward to this special time together. 
Please contact me if you have any questions. 
It’s a joy to be your pastor!

In Christ’s love and service,

[your name]
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newsletter article

as soon as the pastoral letter goes out, place the same letter 
(minus the greeting and conclusion) in the newsletter—as 
seen below. Continue to put this in the newsletter until the 
event has begun. repetition is good when you are trying 
to communicate with an entire congregation. You cannot 
overcommunicate!

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

On Sunday, [date], our congregation will embark on an 
exciting sevenweek journey. Our entire church family, 
both in Sunday school classes and in worship services, 
will read and discuss an engaging new book about main
line and moderate Christianity titled What’s the Least I Can 
Believe and Still Be a Christian?

during this unique study we’ll discuss several things 
Christians don’t need to believe. For example, we don’t 
need to believe that good Christians don’t doubt or that it’s 
OK for Christians to be judgmental and obnoxious. how
ever, we’ll spend most of our time studying what Chris
tians do need to believe. In short, Christians need to believe 
in Jesus—his life, teachings, example, death, and resur
rection. a great benefit of these beliefs is that they pro
vide promising answers to life’s most profound questions, 
including, What matters most? am I accepted? Where 
is God? What brings fulfillment? What about suffering? 
and is there hope?

You can help us prepare for this dynamic sevenweek 
experience in the following ways. First, pray for this 
important event. Second, attend Sunday school and wor
ship every Sunday during the sevenweek initiative. third, 
purchase copies of What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be 
a Christian? for yourself, your family, and your friends. 
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Books can be purchased in the narthex on Sunday morn
ings or in the church office during the week. Finally, invite 
family members, friends, neighbors, and coworkers to visit 
our church during the sevenweek event.

Church Bulletin announcements

Six weeks in advance of the event, begin placing the fol
lowing announcement in the church bulletin. Continue to 
run this announcement until the event begins:

On Sunday, [date], our church will embark on an excit
ing sevenweek journey. Our worship services and adult 
Sunday school classes will focus on an engaging new book 
about mainline and moderate Christianity titled What’s the 
Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian? Copies of the book 
will be available for purchase in the narthex soon. this will 
be a great time to invite guests to visit our church! For 
more information, please see the church newsletter and 
Web site.

email Promotion

two weeks in advance of the event, send the following 
email to your congregation. ask them to forward it to all 
of their family members and friends, along with an invita
tion to visit our church during the sevenweek event. One 
week in advance of the event, send the same email again:
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What’s the Least I Can Believe  
and Still Be a Christian?

A Seven-Week Series 
for Mainline and Moderate Christians

Week 1: (don’t) Gimme Me that Oldtime religion
Week 2: Jesus’ Priority: What Matters Most?
Week 3: Jesus’ Grace: am I accepted?
Week 4: Jesus’ Work: Where Is God?
Week 5: Jesus’ example: What Brings Fulfillment?
Week 6: Jesus’ death: What about Suffering?
Week 7: Jesus resurrection: Is there hope?

Include the name of your church, the dates of the event, 
worship times, Sunday school times, church address, Web 
site address, and phone number.

Bulletin Inserts

use the same information and layout as the above email 
flyer to make bulletin inserts. Place them in the church bul
letin the two Sundays before the event begins. encourage 
people to give or mail them to family, friends, neighbors, 
and coworkers, along with an invitation to attend church 
during the sevenweek event. Place additional copies of 
the inserts in the narthex. right before the benediction, 
remind the congregation about the additional inserts avail
able in the narthex. encourage them to take extra copies to 
give or mail to family and friends.
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newspaper ads

If you have an advertising or evangelism budget, place 
the above bulletin insert or email flyer in newspaper ads 
beginning two weeks before the event.

newspaper article

Many local newspapers are willing to run church stories, 
especially if the articles are ready for publication. two 
weeks before the event, submit the following article to 
your local newspaper. tell them you would greatly appre
ciate their running the story. the best time for the story to 
run is the Monday or tuesday before the event begins on 
Sunday. a photo of the church and/or a photo of the front 
cover of the book would be a nice addition to the story.

unique event at [name of your church]

Beginning on Sunday, [date], [name of church] will 
begin a unique sevenweek event called What’s the Least I 
Can Believe and Still Be a Christian? this congregation and 
 communitywide event will be based on an engaging new 
book about mainline and moderate Christianity. Partici
pants will study things Christians don’t need to believe, as 
well as things Christians do need to believe. the entire com
munity is invited to attend. the series will continue every 
Sunday morning through [closing date]. Sunday worship 
services are held at [time of service/s]. Sunday school 
classes are held at [time of classes]. [name of church] is 
located at [address]. For further information, see its Web 
site at [Web address] or call the church office at [phone 
number].
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Worship announcements

at least one month before the first session/sermon, begin 
making verbal announcements in the worship services 
each week about the upcoming sevenweek initiative.

Phone Campaign

One month before the event begins, recruit a telephone 
task force. People on this task force will call every mem
ber of the congregation, along with prospective members. 
they will remind or inform them of the event and invite 
them to attend. two weeks before the event begins, have 
the task force begin making the calls. Complete the calls at 
least five days before the first Sunday of the initiative.

Posters

Four weeks in advance of the event, create posters and 
place them throughout your church and around the 
community. 
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CuStOMIZInG the  
SevenWeeK InItIatIve

Since What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian? 
has twentyone chapters, churches will not be able to cover 
the entire book during the sevenweek initiative. after the 
sevenweek event is over, many classes will want to return 
to the book and study the remaining chapters that interest 
them. this will provide small groups with up to fourteen 
additional weeks of study at no additional cost.

We suggest the following schedule for the sevenweek 
emphasis. however, as you will see below, you can custom
ize the study to fit your church’s interests and needs. Com
prehensive sermon helps and smallgroup study guides for 
all seven weeks can be found later in this guide.

Suggested SevenWeek Schedule

Week 1: Introduction to What’s the Least I Can Believe 
and Still Be a Christian? the first Sunday will introduce the 
congregationwide initiative by broaching a few ideas from 
part 1 of the book. however, we do not expect pastors 
to preach on the more controversial subjects during the 
sevenweek series. that’s best left to small groups after the 
series is over. after noting a few things that Christians don’t 
need to believe, the question will be raised: What do Chris
tians need to believe? the answer, of course, is Jesus.

Week 2: Jesus’ Priority: What Matters Most? (chap. 
12 in the book)

Week 3: Jesus’ Grace: am I accepted? (chap. 13)
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Week 4: Jesus’ Work: Where Is God? (chap. 14)
Week 5: Jesus’ example: What Brings Fulfillment? 

(chap. 15)
Week 6: Jesus’ death: What about Suffering? (chap. 16)
Week 7: Jesus resurrection: Is there hope? (chap. 17)

this selection of chapters will resonate with your mem
bers and attract guests. If you like, however, you can sub
stitute chapters. For example, you could drop chapter 15, 
“Jesus’ example: What Brings Fulfillment?” and substi
tute chapter 20, “Jesus’ vision: What Is God’s dream for 
the World?” You can also extend the series beyond seven 
weeks, perhaps going eight or nine weeks. For example, on 
the second Sunday of the initiative, you could add chapter 
11, “Jesus’ Identity: Who Is Jesus?” and thus extend the 
event to eight Sundays. Or you can delete one or two of 
the suggested chapters and reduce the event to five or six 
weeks. In short, each church can customize the event to 
meet its own unique needs. 
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tIMeLIne FOr 
PrOMOtIOn

two months in advance of the event:

•	 Block out seven consecutive Sundays to carry out the 
initiative.

•	 Meet with your Sunday school and/or smallgroup lead
ers to explain the event and get them on board.

•	 Order books (bulk discounts are available).

Six weeks in advance of the event:

•	 Mail the pastor’s letter.
•	 Publish article in newsletter and repeat it until the event 

begins.
•	 Place announcement in bulletin and repeat it until the 

event begins.
•	 Find a core group of people to form and promote the 

shortterm class.
•	 Place information about the event on your Web site and 

leave it up until the event is completed.

Four weeks in advance of the event:

•	 Begin selling books in narthex and church office.
•	 Place posters around the church and community.
•	 Begin making verbal announcements in worship.
•	 recruit telephone task force.

three weeks in advance of the event:
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•	 Place inserts in bulletins with additional copies in nar
thex.

•	 Begin inviting people to the new shortterm class.

two weeks in advance of the event:

•	 Place inserts in bulletins with additional copies in nar
thex.

•	 Send email promotion to congregation.
•	 Send article to local newspaper(s).
•	 Place ads in local newspaper(s).
•	 Begin telephone campaign.

One week in advance of the event:

•	 Send another email promotion.
•	 Complete the telephone campaign.
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teaChInG heLPS FOr 
SMaLLGrOuP LeaderS

thank you for leading a small group for What’s the Least I 
Can Believe and Still Be a Christian? the smallgroup compo
nent is a crucial part of this event, so you are playing an 
important role in the life of your church.

Suggestions for leading each of the seven weeks fol
low. each lesson plan includes a bottomline summary of 
the lesson, Scripture references, a brief commentary of 
the text/s, a video recommendation, discussion questions, 
and a closing prayer. Feel free to add to, subtract from, or 
adapt these ideas to meet the needs of your unique class.

a note about using video

Be mindful of the warning at the beginning of videotapes 
or dvds that you rent or purchase. the rental or purchase 
of such videos gives you the right to show them in a home 
setting only, unless you purchase a license to show them 
elsewhere. Check with your pastor or director of education 
to see if your church or school already has such a license.

Week 1: (don’t) Gimme  
that Oldtime religion

Bottom Line of Lesson
Some oldtime religion is unhealthy and needs to be 

discarded.
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Scripture Texts
Matthew 19:3–9
Matthew 9:16–17
Matthew 23:13–15, 25–28

Brief Commentary on the Texts
Matthew 19:3–9: In Jesus’ day oldtime religion 

allowed a man to divorce his wife for any reason. In a day 
without alimony, child support, or public assistance of any 
kind, it usually left her with two options: begging or pros
titution. that was oldtime religion, and Jesus completely 
rejected it.

Matthew 9:16–17: Jesus speaks of old wineskins, a ref
erence to the oldtime religion of his day. Jesus said that 
sometimes new wineskins are needed because some old
time religion isn’t worth keeping.

Matthew 23:13–15, 25–28: Jesus chastises some of the 
religious leaders of his day for their toxic faith, especially 
their arrogance, pride, and hypocrisy.

Sunday Morning at the Movies
to help introduce the theme, consider showing the final 

two to three minutes of the movie Religious. this film argues 
that all religion is toxic and needs to be discarded. It could 
spark spirited dialogue about the subject of unhealthy 
religion.

Discussion Starters
1. In the preface of the book, the author tells a story 

about a young man named danny:

When I first met danny, he said, “Preacher, you need to 
know that I’m an atheist. I don’t believe the Bible. I don’t 
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like organized religion. and I can’t stand selfrighteous, 
judgmental Christians.”

In spite of danny’s avowed atheism and my devout 
Christian beliefs, we became close friends. Over the next 
year danny and I engaged in numerous conversations 
about God, religion, and faith. during that time danny 
softened his stance on atheism. One day, after a long con
versation, he announced with a laugh, “I’ve decided to 
upgrade from an atheist to an agnostic.” Several months 
later danny said, “I’ve had an epiphany. I realize that I 
don’t reject Christianity. Instead, I reject the way that 
intolerant Christians package Christianity.” 

Can you relate to danny’s comments? What “packages” 
of Christianity turn you off? Why?

2. What examples of unhealthy religion do you see in 
the world today?

3. read Matthew 23:13–15, 25–28. In this passage, 
Jesus condemns the toxic faith of some of the religious 
leaders of his day. how does this text make you feel? does 
it trouble you to hear Jesus speak such harsh words? Why 
was Jesus so unhappy with these people? (If time permits, 
read and discuss the other two texts listed above.)

4. In recent years several popular books have been 
arguing that all religion is toxic and therefore needs to be 
rejected. examples include The God Delusion and God Is Not 
Great. the film Religious makes the same argument. (this 
would be a good time to show the movie clip mentioned 
above.) how do you respond to the argument that all reli
gion is unhealthy and needs to be abandoned?

5. In the introduction to part 1, the author says:
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a lot of oldtime religion is good and noble, and we’ll 
explore much of it in part 2 of this book. But some old
time religion is neither good nor noble. Oldtime religion 
gave us the Crusades, the Inquisition, and religious wars. 
Oldtime religion oppressed woman, defended slavery, and 
stifled scientific inquiry. Some of that oldtime religion is 
unhealthy and needs to be discarded. In the chapters that 
follow, we will review ten tenets of oldtime religion that 
Christians can and should discard.

the author then reviews ten tenets of oldtime faith that 
he thinks we should discard. We don’t have time to review 
all of those today or even in this sevenweek study, but we 
can return to them later. Let’s quickly review those ten 
chapter titles. (have the class look at the contents, part 1.) 
Which of these chapter titles do you tend to agree with? 
Which ones make you uncomfortable? Why? Which ones 
would you like to study after the sevenweek initiative  
is over?

Who’s Not Here?
Before you conclude today’s class, talk about people 

who could be invited to the class, both church members 
and potential members. Get volunteers from your class to 
call and invite each person named to the remainder of the 
sevenweek study.

Closing Prayer
dear God, we are all capable of having unhealthy 

religion. Forgive us when we let our religion become 
unhealthy. help us instead to have vibrant, healthy, life
giving faith. empower us to live out that kind of faith and 
to share it with others. We pray in Christ’s name. amen.
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Week 2: Jesus’ Priority:  
What Matters Most?

Bottom Line of Lesson
relationships—with God and others—matter most.

Scripture Text
Mark 12:28–34

Brief Commentary on Text
Jesus lays out the most important element of life and 

faith: loving God and loving others.

Sunday Morning at the Movies
For fun, and to help introduce the theme, show a brief 

movie clip from Up in the Air. the clip can be found in chap
ter 13 of the dvd (81:36 to 82:36). In this clip a young 
man, terrified of getting married, starting a family, and 
growing old, asks the question “What’s the point?”

Discussion Starters
1. What do americans value most? List answers on the 

board. examples would include money, career, success, 
beauty, fame, status, family, faith, country, and so forth. 
ask the class to decide which three of these items are most 
important to most americans. then ask, how important 
do you think these three things are to Jesus?

2. ask members of the class each to make their own “top 
three” list. ask them to share what they are and why they 
picked those particular items. ask them if their “top three” 
have changed over the years, and if so, why?
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3. read today’s text. ask, What does it mean to love 
God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength? What 
does it mean to love our neighbor as ourselves?

4. have someone in the class read the opening story 
about Steve and Lisa. after the reading, ask participants 
to respond to the story. What feelings did it evoke? What 
thoughts?

5. ask, If our relationship with God and others truly 
is the most important thing in our lives, how would that 
impact the way we live? What would we do differently?

Closing Prayer
help us Lord, to love you with all our heart, mind, soul, 

and strength, and help us to love our neighbors as our
selves. amen.

Week 3: Jesus’ Grace: am I accepted?

Bottom Line of Lesson
In his grace, Jesus loves and accepts us, even with our 

flaws, as beloved children of God.

Scripture Texts
John 8:1–11
Matthew 9:10–13

Brief Commentary on Texts
John 8:1–11 tells the story of the woman caught in adul

tery. ancient Jewish law called for execution of adulterers. 
however, Jesus offered her grace. his statement “Let any
one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a 
stone at her” is one of the most famous quotes of the Bible.

Thielen Leaders Guide.indd   31 12/2/10   8:47 AM



32 / What’S the LeaSt I Can BeLIeve?/Leader’S GuIde

Matthew 9:10–13 tells the story of Jesus’ eating dinner 
with a group of sinners. the religious authorities are upset, 
but Jesus reminds them that God is a God of mercy and 
that Jesus has come to call not the righteous but sinners.

Sunday Morning at the Movies
Watch a video clip depicting the story of the woman 

caught in adultery from the old movie Jesus of Nazareth. 
It might be available at a local video rental store. You can 
also get the clip at www.wingclips.com. Look under the 
topic “judging,” and then find Jesus of Nazareth. Perhaps 
a technologically gifted member of the class could burn it 
onto a dvd and bring it for viewing, if you have the legal 
license to do so. Or perhaps the class could watch it on a 
laptop computer. the clip is called “First Stone.” It lasts 
just under three minutes.

Discussion Starters
1. What if everyone received exactly what they 

deserved? Would that be a good thing, or not?

2. What does the word “grace” mean to you?

3. think of a time when you received grace. What did it 
feel like? how did it impact you?

4. have someone read the first two paragraphs of the 
chapter. ask the class to respond to the argument that 
grace is the one belief unique to Christianity.

5. read John 8:1–11. Watch the video if it’s available. 
What feelings does this story evoke in you? how do you 
think this woman felt? Why was the man not accused of 
anything?
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6. ask someone in the class to read the final story of the 
chapter: “dancing with Grace.” ask class members if they 
are comfortable with this image of God? If so, why? If not, 
why not?

Closing Prayer
eternal God, thank you for your unmerited, uncon

ditional, amazing grace. help us to freely receive that 
grace in our lives, and help us to freely give it to others. In 
Christ’s name. amen.

Week 4: Jesus’ Work: Where Is God?

Bottom Line of Lesson
although God is not limited to working through peo

ple, God primarily works in the world incarnationally—
through human instruments.

Scripture Text
John 1:1–5, 14

Brief Commentary on Text
Jesus has coexisted with God (and the holy Spirit) 

from the beginning of time. however, at the appointed 
hour, God sent Jesus to earth. thus God became “flesh.” 
We call this the “incarnation.” In short, the incarnation 
tells us that God actively engages in the world through 
human beings, especially through Jesus Christ.

Sunday Morning at the Movies
In the introduction of the chapter, the author uses two 

films to illustrate two competing theories about how God 
works in the world. Show a brief clip from both movies. 
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For The Truman Show, see chapter 20, minutes 83:18–84:47. 
For Apollo 13, see chapter 12, minutes 79:57–81:02.

Discussion Starters
1. ask the class to give biblical examples of God’s using 

human beings to do God’s work. For example, adam and 
eve tended the garden and named the animals, noah built 
an ark, abraham and Sarah began a nation, david led the 
people of Israel, and so on.

2. ask the class to give modern examples of God’s using 
human beings to do God’s work. For example, pastors 
preaching the gospel, doctors healing the sick, teachers 
teaching children, parents raising responsible children, 
and so forth.

3. ask, Where is God at work in our congregation and 
community? how can we cooperate with God to do God’s 
work in this place?

4. Watch the two video clips mentioned above. discuss 
the two different versions of how God works in the world. 
See the opening paragraphs of the chapter for guidance in 
this discussion.

5. On the Internet find the lyrics for “Who Will Be 
Jesus?” by Bruce Carroll. (Copyright laws prevent us 
from printing them here.) have someone read them. ask 
for feedback.

Closing Prayer
thank you, Lord, for working in the world through 

ordinary people like us. use each one of us here today to 
help carry out your work in our church and community. In 
Christ’s name. amen.
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Week 5: Jesus’ example:  
What Brings Fulfillment?

Bottom Line of Lesson
true fulfillment comes from serving others.

Scripture Text
John 13:1–5, 13–17

Brief Commentary on Text
Jesus washes his disciples’ feet and then uses that expe

rience to teach them about the importance of service. By 
taking on the role of a servant and washing his disciples’ 
feet, Jesus shows us that true fulfillment comes from caring 
for others. as Jesus said in today’s text, when we follow 
his example and serve other people, we “will be blessed” 
(v. 17 nIv).

Sunday Morning at the Movies 
near the end of the chapter, you will find a section called 
“dr. Green’s Final Prescription.” It’s based on the tele
vision show ER. In this scene dr. Mark Green, a major 
character in the show, gives his final advice to his daughter 
before he dies from a brain tumor. his final advice is “Be 
generous.” You can find this episode on Season 8 of ER, 
“On the Beach” (november 13, 2008).

Discussion Starters
1. the opening section of this chapter tells the story of 

Millard Fuller, founder of habitat for humanity. have 
any of you ever volunteered on a habitat build? tell us 
about that experience. What did it mean to you to work on 
the house?
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2. What’s the most significant service experience you 
have ever had? What impact did it have on you?

3. In this chapter the author says: 

Selfabsorbed people who live only for themselves and 
their immediate family will never be content. Self is too 
small a god to serve. true fulfillment comes only through 
service to others. hundreds of different ways exist for us 
to follow Jesus’ example. But every Christian is called by 
God to pick up a towel and wash the feet of others in some 
way. and when we do, we—like Millard Fuller of habitat 
for humanity—will discover true joy and fulfillment.

respond to that statement. has that been true in your 
life?

4. What are some practical ways we can serve others in 
our church and community? What can our Sunday school 
class do to serve others?

5. read the text about Jesus’ washing the feet of the 
disciples. how do you think it would feel to have Jesus 
wash your feet? What was Jesus trying to teach them?

6. Watch the ER clip mentioned above. how did that 
scene make you feel? If you were going to give your child 
or children your last advice, what would it be?

Closing Prayer
thank you, Lord, for the gift of service. help us to take 

up our towels and wash others’ feet. help us to better serve 
our family, our friends, our church, and our community. 
through Christ our Lord we pray. amen.
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Week 6: Jesus’ death:  
What about Suffering?

Bottom Line of Lesson
although God does not prevent suffering, the crucified 

God fully enters human suffering and works to redeem 
that suffering.

Scripture Text
Matthew 27:27–31

Brief Commentary on Text
a major portion of each Gospel is devoted to Jesus’ 

crucifixion, including this brief passage of Christ’s passion. 
the death of Christ was extremely important to the bibli
cal writers. Jesus’ suffering tells us that, at heart, God is 
a crucified God who fully understands and enters human 
suffering.

Sunday Morning at the Movies
Show a brief clip from The Passion of the Christ. See chap

ter 16, minutes 53:13–54:53.

Discussion Starters
1. this week’s chapter raises two important questions 

about suffering. First, why does suffering occur? Second, 
where is God when suffering occurs? today we’ll discuss 
those two questions. We’ll begin with the question, Why 
does suffering occur? In this chapter the author lists sev
eral answers to that question, including these: (1) human 
sin, (2) the laws of nature, (3) an opportunity to grow, and 
(4) demonic forces of evil. (List these on the board.) how 
helpful are these answers to you? Can you think of oth
ers? (note: Since this is such a complex topic, the discus
sion today will need to be done in a brief, broadstrokes 
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fashion. You can come back later and discuss this more  
indepth, including studying chapter 1, “God Causes Can
cer, Car Wrecks, and Other Catastrophes.”)

2. the second question raised in today’s chapter is, 
Where is God when suffering occurs? the author says:

When children get leukemia, teenagers die in accidents, 
good Christian people contract Lou Gehrig’s disease, or 
communities are devastated by tornadoes, where is God? 
that’s a profoundly important question. the Christian 
answer to that question is clear. there’s no ambiguity 
here, no “seeing through the glass dimly.” Instead, the 
answer is straightforward. Where is God in the midst of 
suffering? God is right smack in the middle of it. We learn 
that from the cross of Jesus.

What response do you have to that quote? does the 
concept of a “crucified God” who enters human suffering 
resonate with you? Why? Why not?

3. have you ever experienced God’s presence in suffer
ing? Would you be willing to tell us about that experience?

4. Watch the above video clip from The Passion of the 
Christ. how did you feel as you watched that clip? What 
does it mean to you that Jesus was tortured and executed?

5. read the final section of the chapter, “the Crucified 
God.” ask members of the class to respond to that story.

Closing Prayer
Lord, we acknowledge today that we don’t have final 

answers to the problem of suffering. But we thank you 
for being a God who understands, enters, and ultimately 
redeems suffering. today we pray for those who suffer, 
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including members of our class and church. through 
Christ our Lord. amen.

Week 7: Jesus’ resurrection:  
Is there hope?

Bottom Line of Lesson
Jesus Christ’s resurrection gives us hope for life and 

even hope for death.

Scripture Reading
Matthew 28:1–7

Brief Commentary on the Text
this passage, along with other Gospel narratives of the 

resurrection, proclaim the glorious good news: “he is not 
here; for he has been raised!”

Sunday Morning at the Movies
the end of the chapter has a section called “the Last 

Word Is hope.” It’s based on the movie The Shawshank 
Redemption. If you would like to use a brief video presen
tation from the movie, use the following clips: (1) 71:27–
72:56, and (2) 134:30–136:15, followed immediately by 
(3) 136:56–138:13. another option is to watch the power
ful video Sunday’s Coming (http://www.ignitermedia.com). 

Discussion Starters
1. hope is a major biblical theme. Why do you think 

that is the case?

2. think of a time when hope helped you through a 
rough experience. Would you be willing to share that with 
the group?
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3. how important is the resurrection of Christ to Chris
tianity? Would there be a Christian faith and church with
out the resurrection? If so, what would it look like?

4. In today’s text some women went to the tomb where 
Jesus was buried and heard the news of easter: “he is 
not here; for he has been raised!” What do you think that 
would have been like?

5. When the women first told the other disciples about 
the resurrection, they were met with skepticism. Why do 
you think that was the case? do you think it is difficult for 
people to believe in the resurrection today?

6. What does the resurrection of Christ mean to you 
personally?

7. the last section of the chapter is called “the Last 
Word Is hope.” It’s based on the movie The Shawshank 
Redemption. Watch the clips and discuss the theme of hope 
in the movie. If you can’t watch the clips, have someone 
read this portion of the chapter and discuss it.

Closing Prayer
thank you, Lord, for the great gift of hope, both in this 

life and in the life to come. thank you that the last word of 
the gospel is not death but life, not crucifixion but resur
rection, not despair but hope. We give you thanks in the 
name of the risen Christ. amen.
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PreaChInG heLPS  
FrOM the authOr

I’m delighted that you and your church are participat
ing in this event! In this section of the Leader’s Guide are 
preaching materials to help you prepare sermons for the 
sevenweek initiative. Before the preaching suggestions, 
several comments are in order.

First, one year during the Lenten season, I preached a 
sevenweek sermon series on What’s the Least I Can Believe 
and Still Be a Christian? at my church in Lebanon, ten
nessee. My congregation and community enthusiastically 
responded. during the series worship attendance jumped 
20 percent, large numbers of guests visited, and as a direct 
result of the series, we added over a dozen new members, 
several by adult affirmation of faith and baptism. If our 
Sunday school classes had been studying the same seven 
topics, if we had offered a book on the subject, and if we 
had promoted it more aggressively, the sevenweek event 
would have been even more effective. If you will care
fully prepare and boldly promote it, this sevenweek, 
 congregationwide event can help invigorate your church.

Second, stories from the book will not be included in 
these preaching helps. as you will see when you read the 
book, each chapter is chockfull of stories that can be used 
during the sevenweek series and beyond. So rather than 
reproducing all of that material here, I’m going to assume 
that you already have the book or will order it soon. If you 
would like to order a copy, go here: www.thethoughtful
christian.com or call 18005544694.
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third, don’t be afraid to use content from the book in 
your sermons, especially the stories. You can feel at ease 
in using materials from the book for at least three reasons. 
First, as much as I wish it were so, not everyone at wor
ship during the sevenweek event will have read the book! 
Second, even if they have, they will enjoy hearing the sto
ries again. and third, repetition is a powerful tool, so let it 
work in your favor.

Preaching ideas for all seven weeks follow.

Week 1

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

Introduction to Series: (Don’t) Gimme Me  
That Old-Time Religion
Matthew 19:3–9; 9:16–17

Introduction to Series

early in the service, before the Scripture reading and ser
mon, introduce the series. tell your congregation how 
much you are looking forward to the next seven weeks. 
encourage those who have not yet read the book to do so. 
Challenge them to attend one of your small groups during 
the duration of the series so they can study the book with 
others. explain that in today’s service you will be introduc
ing part 1 of the book and that, over the next six weeks, 
you’ll focus on part 2. Print a schedule of the sermon topics 
in the bulletin, listing which chapter will be covered each 
Sunday. Call attention to that schedule in this introduc
tion. Finally, remind them that this is a great time to invite 
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guests to church. Conclude this introduction with a prayer, 
asking God’s blessings on the sevenweek event.

Sermon

unlike sermons 2–7, the first sermon of the series will not 
come from a specific chapter of the book. Instead, it will be 
broadly based on part 1 and will serve as an introduction 
to the entire series. I recommend that you do not broach 
the controversial topics found in part 1 of the book. First, 
you don’t need the grief that comes from preaching on top
ics like homosexuality! Second, you might not agree with 
some of my conclusions in part 1. that’s OK. Good Chris
tian folks often disagree on difficult issues. third, these 
kinds of complex topics are better dealt with in small
group conversational settings than in Sunday morning 
sermons. Fourth, and perhaps most important, this series 
is designed, at least in part, to invite and welcome guests 
to your church. Preaching on highly volatile topics is not 
a good strategy for welcoming new people. there is cer
tainly a time and place to preach and teach on these topics, 
but this sevenweek initiative is not the best venue. If you 
want to tackle the hard subjects found in part 1, consider 
doing a sermon series on those topics at a later date.

the suggested texts for week 1 are Matthew 19:3–9 
and Matthew 9:16–17. Both texts provide examples of 
unhealthy religion. another good option is Matthew 23, 
where Jesus takes on the Pharisees for their arrogant, 
hypocritical, toxic religion. Since the sermon for week 1 
does not focus on a specific chapter of the book, I’m pro
viding you with a sermon manuscript. When I preached 
this introductory sermon at my church, I called it, “(don’t) 
Give Me that Oldtime religion.”

Thielen Leaders Guide.indd   43 12/2/10   8:47 AM



44 / What’S the LeaSt I Can BeLIeve?/Leader’S GuIde

(Don’t) Give Me That Old-Time Religion

Most of you are familiar with the old gospel song “Gimme 
Me that Oldtime religion.” the chorus goes like this, 
“Gimme me that oldtime religion, gimme me that oldtime 
religion, gimme me that oldtime religion, it’s good enough 
for me.” [note: this will be more effective if you lead them 
in singing (a cappella) the chorus. If you are not much of 
a singer, have someone else lead the chorus, or ask them to 
speak the words of the chorus with you.]

Well, a lot of oldtime religion is good and noble. But 
some oldtime religion is neither good nor noble. Oldtime 
religion gave us the Crusades, the Inquisition, and reli
gious wars. Oldtime religion oppressed woman, defended 
slavery, and stifled scientific inquiry. the fact is, some old
time religion is unhealthy. even Jesus didn’t like some of 
that oldtime religion. We saw two examples in today’s 
Scripture readings. the first example of Jesus’ frustra
tion with oldtime religion comes from Matthew 19, which 
deals with the topic of divorce. In Jesus’ day oldtime reli
gion allowed a man to divorce his wife for any reason. If 
she burned his dinner, if he found someone he liked bet
ter—the reason didn’t matter—he could dump her on the 
street in a heartbeat. and in a day without alimony, child 
support, or public assistance of any kind, it usually left her 
with two options: begging or prostitution. that was old
time religion, and Jesus completely rejected it.

Oldtime religion, at least some of it, is greatly over
rated. We see the same thing in today’s second Scripture 
reading, from Matthew 9. In this passage Jesus speaks of 
old wineskins—a clear reference to the oldtime religion 
of his day. Jesus says that sometimes new wineskins are 
needed because some oldtime religion isn’t worth keeping. 
In the book we’re studying together, the author mentions 
ten tenets of oldtime religion that can be discarded. Let 
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me quickly review four of them. [note: you might want to 
review only one, two, or three of them.]

First, we can discard old-time religion that claims God causes 
cancer, car wrecks, and other catastrophes. It’s not God’s will 
that a nineyearold child die of leukemia, that a teenager 
become paralyzed in a car wreck, or that two hundred 
thousand haitians die in an earthquake. Just because 
something bad happens does not mean that God caused it 
to happen. Jesus understood that. We also need to under
stand that. religion that blames God for everything that 
happens is oldtime religion that we can and should dis
card. [note: If you want to add further details to any of 
these four points, add scriptural references, or tell a story 
to illustrate them, see the corresponding chapters in part 1 
of the book. You’ll find plenty of material to flesh out these 
points.]

Second, we can discard old-time religion that claims good Chris-
tians don’t doubt. Faith is not about having absolute certainty, 
having all the answers, or seeing everything in blackand
white. real faith, as the apostle Paul tells us in Corinthi
ans, “sees through the glass dimly.” real faith asks hard 
questions. real faith struggles. real faith doubts. and real 
faith accepts ambiguity, mystery, and unanswered ques
tions. even Jesus experienced struggles and questions and 
doubts. When he was dying on the cross, Jesus cried out, 
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” doubt is 
not the enemy of faith; doubt is a part of faith. So the idea 
that good Christians don’t doubt is oldtime religion that 
we can and should discard.

Third, we can discard old-time religion that claims women can’t 
be preachers and must submit to men. Some Christian leaders, 
in the name of oldtime religion, make women secondclass 
citizens. they insist that women should submit to their 
husbands, and they insist that women should not serve in 
leadership roles in the church. they base their argument 
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on a few verses from the Bible. For example, in ephesians 
5, Paul says, “Wives, submit to your husbands.” But in 
the very next chapter, Paul also says, “Slaves, obey your 
masters.” We obviously don’t promote slavery anymore, so 
why would anyone in the twentyfirst century promote the 
submission of women? Mainline Christians understand 
that women are equal partners with men, that marriage is 
a partnership and not a hierarchy, and that woman can and 
should be leaders in the church. So the idea that women 
are secondclass citizens in the home, at church, or in soci
ety is oldtime religion that we can and should discard.

Finally, we can discard old-time religion that says it’s OK for 
Christians to be judgmental and obnoxious. I’m sure you’ve met 
Christians who are arrogant, selfrighteous, and judgmen
tal. It’s not a new trend. there was a group of people like 
that in Jesus’ time. they were holier than thou, they were 
judgmental, they believed they had all the right answers, 
and they condemned everyone who didn’t agree with them, 
including Jesus. they were also the only people whom 
Jesus didn’t like and couldn’t get along with. arrogant, 
judgmental, obnoxious religion is the exact opposite of the 
gracefilled spirit of Jesus Christ. It’s oldtime religion that 
we can, and should, discard.

Other examples of unhealthy oldtime religion could 
be mentioned today, but we don’t have time for that. So 
let me get to the bottom line of today’s message. Many 
people in our world today, and in our own community, 
have problems with religion. however, most of them don’t 
really reject God or Christianity or church. Instead, they 
reject the way that God and Christianity and church have 
been packaged. In the language of today’s text, they are not 
rejecting the pure wine of Jesus and Christianity; they are 
rejecting outdated, inadequate, driedup wineskins. these 
people desperately need to know about new wineskins. 
they need to know there are alternative expressions of 
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the Christian faith, different from the negative caricatures 
they see on religious television and in the news. they need 
to know that not all Christians reject science and reason. 
they need to know that not all Christians are judgmen
tal and arrogant. they need to know that it’s OK to have 
questions and doubts. they need to know that you can 
love God with your heart but also with your head. In short, 
these people need to know that there are alternatives to 
unhealthy expressions of oldtime religion. and we, as a 
mainline/moderate church, offer such an alternative. We in 
the mainline and moderate tradition have a great message 
of openminded, gracefilled, genderequal, “head, heart, 
and hands,” orthodox Christian faith; and we need to pro
claim it boldly!

today we’ve said that some oldtime religion can and 
should be discarded. But that raises an important question. 
What oldtime religion cannot be discarded? that question 
brings us back to our book. In the preface the author tells 
an interesting story about a young man named danny. at 
first danny claimed to be an atheist. Later he decided to 
“upgrade” to an agnostic. not long after that, danny was 
seriously considering becoming a Christian. One day he 
said to the author of our book, “OK, you’ve just about con
vinced me on this religion stuff. So I want to know, what’s 
the least I can believe and still be a Christian?”

“What’s the least I can believe and still be a Chris
tian?” What a great question! the answer to that ques
tion, of course, is Jesus. We can discard many religious 
beliefs and still be Christians. however, we cannot discard 
Jesus. In order to be Christian believers, we must believe 
in Jesus’ life, teaching, example, death, and resurrection. 
a great benefit of these beliefs is that they provide promis
ing answers to life’s most profound questions, including, 
What matters most? am I accepted? Where is God? What 
brings fulfillment? What about suffering? and is there 
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hope? Over the next six weeks we’ll explore those ques
tions together. I look forward to the journey!

Week 2

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

Jesus’ Priority: What Matters Most?
Mark 12:28–34

the text for week 2 is the Great Commandment found in 
Mark 12. You can get textual help from any good commen
tary. But to drive the point home, you would do well to 
tell some stories. You can find several in chapter 12 of the 
book. For example, consider telling the opening story about 
Steve and Lisa. this is a powerful story about what mat
ters most in life and would add much to your sermon. You 
might want to use it as your conclusion. the final story of 
the chapter, “What about My résumé?” would also work 
well. the other stories in chapter 12 come from my own 
personal experience and might not be as helpful. however, 
if you take out the personal references made about Cat on a 
Hot Tin Roof, that would also make an excellent illustration. 
Stories from your own experience would work even better.

Consider beginning the sermon with a scene from the 
movie Up in the Air. If you have projection capabilities, you 
can show the clip on screen. the oneminute clip comes 
from chapter 13 (81:36 to 82:36). If you don’t use projec
tion screens, just tell the story. In this scene a young man is 
having second thoughts about getting married. the wed
ding ceremony is about to begin, but he has a serious case 
of cold feet. he’s not sure he can go through with the wed
ding. a member of the family, played by George Clooney, 
is sent to talk to him.

Thielen Leaders Guide.indd   48 12/2/10   8:47 AM



What’S the LeaSt I Can BeLIeve?/Leader’S GuIde / 49

the young man says, “I don’t think I’ll be able to do 
this.”

George Clooney’s character asks, “Why would you say 
that today?”

the frightened young man says, “Well, last night I 
was kinda like laying in bed, and I couldn’t get to sleep, 
so I started thinking about the wedding and the ceremony 
and about our buying a house, and moving in together, 
and having a kid, and then having another kid, and then 
Christmas and thanksgiving and spring break, and going 
to football games, and then all of a sudden they are gradu
ated and getting jobs and getting married and, you know, 
I’m a grandparent, and then I’m retired, and I’m losing my 
hair, and I’m getting fat, and the next thing I know I’m 
dead. and it’s like, I can’t stop from thinking, what’s the 
point? I mean, what is the point?”

that story would be a great jumpingoff place to dive 
into the morning text. When this religious leader asks 
Jesus, “Of all the commandments, which is the most 
important?” he was basically asking, “What’s the point? 
What matters most?” there are a lot of answers to that 
question, from money to success to beauty to power to 
fame. But Jesus says that what matters most is relation
ships with God and others. the above movie illustration 
from Up in the Air, along with comments about the text, 
combined with a strong story or two, will result in an effec
tive sermon for week 2.

the following story would make a good addition to 
your sermon:

The Big Rocks

a wellknown timemanagement guru gave a speech one 
day at a topdrawer business school. as he stood in front 
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of a class of highpowered overachievers, he said, “OK, 
time for a quiz.” he pulled out a onegallon, widemouthed 
Mason jar and set it on the table in front of him. he then 
produced about a dozen fistsized rocks and carefully 
placed them into the jar.

after filling the jar to the top, he asked, “Is this jar full?”
everyone in the class said, “Yes.”
“really?” he asked. then he reached under the table 

and pulled out a bucket of gravel. he poured the gravel 
into the jar, shaking it as he did, causing pieces of gravel 
to work themselves into the spaces between the big rocks. 
then he asked the group once more, “Is the jar full?”

By now the class was on to him. “Probably not,” one of 
them answered.

“Good answer!” he replied. he reached under the table 
and brought out a bucket of sand. he dumped the sand 
into the jar, filling all the spaces between the rocks and the 
gravel. Once more he asked the question, “Is this jar full?”

“no!” the class shouted.
Once again he said, “Good answer!” then he took a 

pitcher of water and poured it until the jar was filled to the 
brim. he looked at the class and asked, “What is the point 
of this illustration?”

One eager student said, “no matter how full your sched
ule, if you try really hard, you can always fit more into it.”

“no,” the speaker replied, “that’s not the point. the 
point is—if you don’t put the big rocks in first, you’ll never 
get them in at all.”

So what are the big rocks? Of all the things that clamor 
for our time, energy, and attention—what matters most? 
Someone once asked Jesus that question. In Mark 12 a 
religious leader asked Jesus, “What is the greatest com
mandment?” In short, this religious leader was asking 
Jesus, “What are the big rocks? What matters most?”
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Week 3

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

Jesus’ Grace: Am I Accepted?
John 8:1–11

as noted earlier, don’t be afraid to use content from this 
chapter for your sermon. For example, I highly recom
mend that you tell tony Campolo’s story about agnes. I’ve 
heard and told this story many times, and it still deeply 
moves me. remember, repetition is a good thing!

the text for week 3 is John 8:1–11. Most scholars doubt 
that this story was in the earliest manuscripts of the Gos
pel of John. however, since this story is burned into the 
“canon” of most people and since it’s so much like Jesus, 
I don’t worry about that. however, if you don’t want to 
use this text, many others illustrate Jesus’ grace, including 
Matthew 9:10–13.

When I preached this sermon at my church, we showed 
a video clip depicting the story of the woman caught in 
adultery from the old movie Jesus of Nazareth. You can 
get that clip at www.wingclips.com. Look under the topic 
“judging,” and then find Jesus of Nazareth. the clip is called 
“First Stone.” It lasts just under three minutes.

Consider building your sermon in the following way. 
Begin with the C. S. Lewis, anne Lamott, and/or Will 
Campbell story from the first few pages of chapter 13. 
then move to the text. add your own thoughts and expe
riences of grace. then conclude with the Campolo story.

For further help, I’m adding an additional grace story:
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I Forgive, I Forgive!

I want to tell you a story about a man named John Plum
mer. John is a united Methodist pastor from virginia. the 
story I want to tell you about goes way back to the 1970s, 
when John was serving in vietnam. In 1972, John helped 
set up an air strike on the village of trang Bang after being 
assured that no civilians were in the area. Shortly after the 
strike he saw the Pulitzer Prizewinning photo of nine
yearold Kim Phuc running naked and horribly burned by 
napalm from the village of trang Bang. You may remem
ber the photo. It was used over and over again to symbol
ize the horror of the vietnam War.

John, who had a nineyearold child of his own at the 
time, said, “her photograph was indelibly burned into my 
heart and soul and was to haunt me for many, many years. 
My heart was wracked with guilt in the realization that 
I was responsible for her injuries; I had sent the bombs 
into her village.” although he told almost no one of the 
incident, Plummer said hardly a day passed without his 
thinking of Kim Phuc.

the heavy feelings of responsibility took a toll in Plum
mer’s life. he abandoned his faith, he began to abuse alco
hol, and eventually his marriage collapsed. Several years 
later John remarried and returned to church. he even 
became a minister in the united Methodist Church. Still he 
never could shake his guilt over the bombing of Kim Phuc. 

Many years later John Plummer happened to see a 
network news story that updated the story of Kim Phuc. 
John learned that not only was she alive, but she also 
lived in toronto. a month later John attended the viet
nam helicopter Pilot’s association annual reunion. While 
there, he met a vietnamese poet who knew Kim Phuc. the 
poet, Linh duy vo, offered to arrange a meeting between 
her and John, but John was not ready. however, a few 
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months later John learned that Kim Phuc was coming to 
the vietnam veterans Memorial in Washington, dC, for 
veterans day observance in november. By then John 
knew that he had to see her, and arrangements were made 
for them to meet. You may have seen Kim Phuc’s visit to 
the vietnam Memorial on the news in november 1996. It 
was a big story. all the network tv stations and newspa
pers covered it.

When Kim Phuc spoke at the vietnam Memorial, she 
said she had forgiven the people who bombed her, and 
instead of dwelling on past wrongdoing, people needed to 
work together to build a better future. What you didn’t 
see on the news was that John Plummer, the man at least 
partly responsible for her terrible childhood injuries, was 
standing at the vietnam Memorial listening to her speak. 
after Kim Phuc finished speaking, she was escorted 
toward John. It was almost more than John could handle. 
his friends literally had to hold him up as Kim Phuc came 
near. John and Kim Phuc were now facetoface.

In a later interview John said, “She saw my grief, my 
pain, my sorrow. She held out her arms to me and embraced 
me. all I could say was, ‘I’m sorry; I’m so sorry; I’m sorry’ 
over and over again.

at the same time she was saying, ‘It’s all right, it’s all 
right; I forgive, I forgive.’”

they had only a few minutes together. the news media 
were crowding in, and Kim Phuc had to be escorted away. 
But it didn’t matter to John. he later said of that moment, 
“I was floating. I was free. I was finally at peace.”

however, that’s not the end of the story. Later that 
evening, Kim Phuc and John got together and talked for 
over two hours. he learned all about her life—about her 
operations to overcome the burns, about her marriage, and 
about her conversion from Buddhism to Christianity. they 
talked and prayed together and became close friends.
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Kim Phuc now considers John as her brother and often 
calls to chat. John Plummer’s guilt over bombing that vil
lage in vietnam almost destroyed his life. But Kim Phuc’s 
forgiveness gave his life back to him. John says he will 
never forget that moment at the vietnam Memorial in 
november 1996 when Kim Phuc embraced him and said, 
“It’s all right, it’s all right; I forgive, I forgive.”

I don’t know what kind of guilt you are carrying around 
today. But I can tell you that you don’t have to own it any
more. God is more than ready to forgive you. Jesus wants 
to do for you what Kim Phuc did for John Plummer. he 
wants to embrace you with love and say to you, “I forgive; 
I forgive.”

Week 4

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

Jesus’ Work: Where Is God?
John 1:1–5, 14

this week you and your congregation will grapple with the 
question Where is God? another way of asking the ques
tion is, “how does God work in the world?” the answer 
is that God works through people, as we clearly see in the 
incarnation of Christ.

Once again, don’t be hesitant to use materials from 
chapter 14 of the book. For example, the chapter lists 
numerous biblical examples of God’s using people to do 
God’s work in the world. and the humorous closing story 
about God sending a “professional” can be used effectively 
as either the introduction or conclusion of the sermon.

the most important part of week 4’s sermon is your own 
local experience of God at work. You need to share where you see 
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God at work in the world, especially in the life of your con
gregation and community. You don’t need dramatic stories. 
You just need to share examples of God’s working through 
the people in your congregation. For example, if I were 
preaching this sermon at my church this Sunday, I’d tell 
about last week’s barbecue event at my church. One of our 
young adult Sunday school classes cooked a huge amount of 
BBQ, sold it to members of the church and community, and 
used the proceeds to support innercity ministry with chil
dren. the week before, another Sunday school class rallied 
around a member going through chemotherapy. they sent 
her notes, brought her food, cleaned her house, and mowed 
her yard. these events were simple yet powerful examples 
of God’s working through human instruments in our local 
church and community. these kinds of local examples of 
God at work in your community will mean far more to your 
folks than stories from my book or anyplace else.

that being the case, I can’t offer many more preaching 
helps for this Sunday. however, the following story, while 
silly, might serve as a good introduction to your sermon:

Where Is God?

a young mother was at wit’s end with her two boys, ages 
eight and ten. the boys constantly engaged in mischief. 
through the grapevine this mother heard that the local 
Catholic priest had great success in disciplining children. 
So she asked him if he would speak with her boys. the 
priest agreed but asked to see them individually. the next 
morning the mother sent her eightyearold to see the priest, 
with the older boy scheduled to see him that afternoon.

the priest, a huge man with a booming voice, sat the 
younger boy down in the sanctuary, then asked him sternly, 
“Where is God?”
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the boy’s mouth dropped open, but he made no 
response. he just stared at the priest, wideeyed, with his 
mouth hanging open.

So the priest repeated the question in even a sterner 
tone: “Where is God?”

again the boy made no attempt to answer.
So the priest raised his voice even more, shook his fin

ger in the boy’s face and shouted, “Where IS GOd?”
the boy screamed at the top of his lungs, bolted from 

the church, ran home, and dove into his bedroom closet, 
slamming the door behind him.

his older brother rushed to the bedroom and said, 
“What happened?”

the younger brother, gasping for breath, replied, 
“We’re in big trouble this time. God is missing, and they 
think we did it!”

It’s a silly story but an important question. Where is 
God? Where is God at work in the world? Is God at work 
in the world? the answer surely is yes. God is at work all 
over the world, primarily through human instruments.

Week 5

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

Jesus’ Example: What Brings Fulfillment?
John 13:1–5, 13–17

Week 5 reminds people that true meaning and fulfillment 
in life come from serving others. the text, from John 13, 
tells the story of Jesus’ washing the disciples’ feet. as 
Jesus said in this text, when we follow his example and 
serve other people, we “will be blessed” (v. 17 nIv).
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there are several stories in chapter 15 that you can use 
in your sermon. almost everyone is familiar with habitat 
for humanity, so the Millard Fuller story is a good one to 
tell. the closing story about Gus is powerful, so you should 
give serious consideration to using it. You might also want 
to use the Mark Green story from ER, “dr. Green’s Final 
Prescription.” If you have projection capability, you can 
find the clip on Season 8 of ER, “On the Beach” (novem
ber 13, 2008). 

a good flow for the sermon would be to begin with the 
Millard Fuller story, then move to the text, and close with 
the Gus story. Of course, you can add your own experi
ences and stories as well. In case you need it, an additional 
extended story on the theme of service follows:

Christmas at First Church

Several years ago, a united Methodist Church in north 
Carolina learned about the joy of service, both individu
ally and as a congregation. this church, concerned about 
homeless people in their town, especially during the winter 
months, spearheaded a program to help. they, along with 
fourteen other churches in their city, committed to care for 
homeless people for one week each winter. each church 
opened up its facilities, usually the fellowship hall, to care 
for about eighteen to twenty homeless guests. their job 
was to provide them with a warm and safe place to sleep, 
meals, and other needs for the entire week.

In early november the cooperating churches had their 
final organizational meeting. the purpose of the meeting 
was to schedule a specific week for each church for the 
winter months. the united Methodist pastor planned to 
go to the meeting, but she was busy, so she asked a woman 
from her church to go in her place. this woman, a new 
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Christian and new church member, was an enthusiastic 
and devoted layperson. the pastor gave her a list of conve
nient weeks in January and February for their congrega
tion to care for the homeless group. the pastor told her, 
“Make sure to schedule us for one of these weeks.”

the woman went to the meeting. But not long into 
the meeting, they reached an impasse. not one of the fif
teen cooperating churches was willing to take Christmas 
week. First, it interfered with all their Christmas activi
ties, including Christmas eve services. Second, every
body knew that their members would not want to cook 
meals and provide other services for homeless folks dur
ing the Christmas holidays. this woman, an enthusiastic 
new Christian believer, was dumbfounded. She could not 
believe that none of the churches would take Christmas 
week. the more they argued about who was going to have 
to take Christmas, the madder this woman got.

Before she knew it, she smashed her hand down on the 
table, stood up, and gave a speech. “I can’t believe this,” she 
exclaimed. “Jesus and his family were homeless in Bethle
hem on the very first Christmas, and yet not one church in 
this community is willing to care for homeless people dur
ing the week of Christmas. Shame on you!”

the pastors all felt ashamed but not ashamed enough to 
volunteer for the week of Christmas! When nobody volun
teered, this laywoman boldly proclaimed, “My church, the 
First united Methodist Church, will take Christmas week, 
not only this year but every year.”

One of the pastors said, “So moved.”
another said, “I’ll second that.” after a quick vote, the 

meeting adjourned.
after the meeting was over, this woman went to see her 

pastor. She was excited. She said, “I have great news! Our 
church gets to care for homeless people during the week 
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of Christmas, not only this year but every year! Isn’t that 
great?”

Well, that wasn’t exactly great news to the pastor. What 
about their Christmas eve services? how would they find 
volunteers to cook and care for homeless people during the 
holidays? no, this was not good news at all to the pastor. 
In fact, she was sorry she had not gone to the meeting her
self. But what could she do? It was a done deal.

the next Sunday the pastor gave the news to her con
gregation. She said, “We are going to host homeless people 
during the week of Christmas, and we need a bunch of 
volunteers to help.”

She didn’t think she would get any response, but she 
was wrong. People came out of the woodwork to volunteer. 
Families with young children volunteered, saying to the 
pastor, “We want our kids to know there is more to Christ
mas than getting presents.” Families who had lost loved 
ones during the year volunteered, hoping to fill the void of 
the Christmas season. In fact, the pastor got more volun
teers than she could use. Christmas week finally arrived. 
eighteen homeless people came to the Methodist church 
to spend the week. and much to this pastor’s surprise, it 
ended up being the highlight of the year for the church.

People brought in tons of food all week long. the home
less guests ate like kings all week. Church members also 
brought nice clothes and coats for them to wear. they 
brought gifts for everyone, especially the children. and 
they didn’t just give food and clothes and gifts; they gave 
of themselves as well. People stayed for hours to visit with 
the group. they ate meals with them and played games 
with them. they even had a marathon, threedaylong 
Monopoly tournament! Many members spent one or more 
nights during the week. the church members got to know 
these people as real people.
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although they were not required to go, all eighteen of 
the homeless guests went to the Christmas eve Candle
light Communion service. they were warmly welcomed by 
the entire congregation, and everyone in attendance had a 
holy moment. In fact, the whole week turned out to be a 
glorious experience for the church, and it continued to be 
that way for the next five years.

this story has an unusual ending. after six years of 
hosting homeless folks during the week of Christmas, the 
Methodist pastor got a phone call from the Baptist pastor. 
he said, “You know, everyone in this town has heard about 
how much fun your church has hosting the homeless group 
at Christmas. So we were wondering, would you be willing 
to share that week with some of the other churches? We 
were hoping we could do Christmas week this year.”

this united Methodist Church in north Carolina 
learned something profound through this experience. 
they learned that true fulfillment comes not by taking care 
of our own needs, but by taking care of others’ needs. May 
that be true in your life and in mine.

Week 6

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

Jesus’ Death: What about Suffering?
Matthew 27:27–31

this week your congregation will grapple with the prob
lem of suffering. three preaching options follow:

1. Stick closely to the book. Chapter 16 provides more 
than ample preaching material. Pick a few sections of the 
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chapter to use, add an experience from your own life about 
finding God in suffering, and conclude with the final story 
about david and the crucifix. this will work well.

2. Forgo a regular sermon. Instead, do a combination of 
Scripture readings and a solo. this will work best if your 
sevenweek series occurs during the season of Lent. If so, 
week 6 will fall on Palm/Passion Sunday. (another option is 
to do this Scripture/song approach on Good Friday.) after 
introducing the theme of suffering, you will read selected 
Scriptures from the passion of Jesus. Between segments of 
the readings, a soloist will sing three verses (a cappella) of 
“Were You there?” here’s the way it would look:

Introduction

Many of you have heard of elie Wiesel. Wiesel, a Jew, is a 
survivor of the holocaust. during his teenage years he and 
his family were imprisoned at auschwitz, the infamous 
nazi concentration camp. Other than himself, everyone in 
elie Wiesel’s family perished in that horrible camp. In one 
of his books, Wiesel tells a powerful story from his experi
ence at auschwitz. the story involves a hanging that he 
and all the prisoners were forced to witness. three men 
were hung by the nazis, one of them just a teenage boy. 
they had been accused of blowing up a power station.

to warn the other inmates of the high cost of resistance, 
all the inmates were forced to walk by and see the execu
tion at close range. It was a grisly scene—a scene of death, 
evil, and suffering. By the time Wiesel marched by, the two 
adults were dead. But the youth was still alive, hanging on 
the gallows, struggling between life and death. Behind him 
Wiesel heard a man ask: “Where is God now? Where is he?”
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that’s the question, isn’t it? Where is God? Where is 
God in my illness? Where is God as I face the reality of 
death? Where is God as I face a deteriorating marriage, 
financial problems, doubt, and depression? Where is 
God in the midst of war, terrorism, earthquakes, fear, and 
hatred?

the execution continued. the lad lingered on. Once 
again elie heard the man ask, “Where is God?”

elie Wiesel said, “I heard a voice within me answer him: 
Where is God? He is there, hanging on the gallows.”

the cross of Jesus tells us that God is a God of the gal
lows, a crucified God. although God does not take away our 
suffering, God enters into our pain and shares it with us. the 
Bible foretells that Jesus is “a man of sorrows, acquainted 
with grief.” the cross tells us that when we suffer, God suf
fers with us. So on this Passion Sunday [or Good Friday], 
let us remember that our God is a crucified God.

Scripture Readings/Solo

read Mark 14:22–24, 26–27, 29–37, 41–43, 45–46, 50.
Soloist sings first stanza: “Were you there when they 

crucified my Lord?”

read Mark 14:53, 55, 60–65; 15:1, 12–20.
Soloist sings second stanza: “Were you there when 

they nailed him to the tree?”

read Mark 15:25–32; Luke 23:34; Mark 15:33–34; 
Luke 23:46.

Soloist sings third stanza: “Were you there when they 
laid him in the tomb?”
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3. a third preaching option is to use the above elie 
Wiesel story as a brief devotional, drop the Scripture/song 
combination, and observe holy Communion.

Week 7

What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?

Jesus’ Resurrection: Is There Hope?
Matthew 28:1–7

the theme for week 7, based on chapter 17, is hope. If 
you do this series during Lent, week 7 will fall on easter 
Sunday. however, any Sunday of the year is a good day to 
celebrate the great hope of Christ’s resurrection.

Like weeks 1–6, you can find plenty of preaching mate
rial for week 7 in the book. For example, you might want 
to tell “the Last Word Is hope” story from the movie 
The Shawshank Redemption. If you have projection capabil
ity, consider showing the following two clips: (1) 71:27–
72:56, and (2) 134:30–136:15, immediately followed by 
136:56–138:13.

the following story of resurrection hope would also 
work well:

Are We Having Easter This Year?

Back in March 1994, a young woman named Kelly Clem 
was serving as the pastor of Goshen united Methodist 
Church in Piedmont, alabama. the Sunday before easter, 
Palm Sunday, the church was packed. Kelly’s twoyear
old daughter, Sarah, was in the church nursery. Kelly’s 
fouryearold daughter, hannah, was dressed in a little 
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blueandwhite choir robe, sitting on the front row with 
the children’s choir.

as the service got underway, the congregation heard 
wind blowing outside. the sky turned black. then the 
lightning began, followed by hail. Suddenly there was a 
burst of wind. the stainedglass window shattered, and 
shards of glass shot across the sanctuary. Somebody 
shouted, “tornado!” Pieces of ceiling started to fall. there 
was a horrible sound as the roof of the church was ripped 
off, and the building crashed around them.

reverend Kelly ran to check on her children. But a 
brick hit her on the head, and she fell hard on her shoulder. 
When she finally got up, she looked around at the devas
tation. Someone told her that her twoyearold daughter, 
Sarah, was OK—that the nursery was still intact.

then Kelly looked down to where her fouryearold 
daughter, hannah, had been sitting. there was nothing 
there but a pile of bricks. under that pile of bricks, she 
could see little blueandwhite choir robes. Members of  
the church pulled hannah and the other children out of the  
bricks, but hannah did not make it. nineteen people in the 
church died, and eightysix others were injured.

Over the next few days, Kelly performed one funeral 
after another, including one for her daughter. toward the 
end of that awful week, Kelly began receiving phone calls 
from members of the congregation. Given the death of the 
pastor’s daughter and the destruction of their sanctuary, they 
asked, “reverend Clem, are we having easter this year?”

But Kelly knew they weren’t just asking about Sunday’s 
services. She knew they were saying, “reverend Clem, we 
desperately need easter.” and after leading nineteen funer
als, including the funeral of her fouryearold daughter, 
Kelly Clem knew that she needed easter also. So Kelly and 
her congregation planned an easter sunrise service.
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a few days after the tornado, a reporter asked reverend 
Clem if the disaster had shattered her faith. She replied: 
“It has not shattered my faith. I’m holding on to my faith. 
It’s holding me. all of the people of Goshen are holding 
on to one another, along with the hope that they will be 
able to rebuild.” then Kelly said to the reporter, “easter 
is coming.”

that Sunday morning at the easter sunrise service, two 
hundred people gathered in the front yard of the destroyed 
facilities at Goshen uMC. With a bandage on her head, 
her shoulder in a brace, and her heart breaking with grief, 
reverend Kelly made her way to the makeshift pulpit. She 
opened her Bible, looked into the faces of her traumatized 
congregation, and then read these words from romans 8: 
“nothing in all creation can separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
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a MeSSaGe tO PaStOrS

If you enjoyed the content and storytelling style of this 
book and Leader’s Guide, you will want to visit the author’s 
preaching and worship Web site at www.Gettingready
ForSunday.com. the site includes preaching, worship, and 
pastoral leadership articles, sermons and sermon series, 
Martin’s columns in Net Results magazine, and other help
ful information for clergy.
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