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Scripture: Luke 5:33-39

“No one pours new wine into old wineskins; otherwise, the new wine will burst the skins—it will be
spilled, and the skins will be destroyed. But new wine must be put into fresh wineskins. And no one
after drinking old wine desires new wine, but says, ‘The old is good.”

—Luke 5:37-39

There is a disconnect many of us feel deep in our bones.

On one side, we see large segments of American Christianity aligning with causes that feel
profoundly out of step with the gospel. Causes that sow fear. Exclusion. Division. Causes that
stand against compassion, justice, and mercy.

And we wonder: How can those who claim the name of Christ stand so far from the spirit of Christ?

On the other side, we look at our own branch of the faith. And what we see is not so much
distortion as depletion.

Since the late 1960s, pews across the country have grown emptier. Budgets have shrunk.
Congregations have closed. Look around, and you see more gray hair than children.

When | began my ministry in 1995, the United Church of Christ had 1.7 million members.
Today, we are about 714,000. Nearly a million gone in 30 years.

So the question naturally arises: If one side of Christianity is profoundly distasteful, and the other side
profoundly anemic—does this mean Christianity itself is bankrupt?

On the surface, the numbers look bleak. But if you only look at statistics, you miss the deeper
story.

Last week we traced a pattern that appears regularly in Western, monotheistic cultures: about
every five centuries, it’s as if the tectonic plates of faith shift beneath our feet—old structures
crack, new ones arise, and the Spirit births a wider imagination for human life. We named how
a “great download” often precedes a great reformation —and how this upheaval regularly turns
violent until a new social consensus is reached. Given that we’re in the upheaval portion of this
cycle, and our modern instruments of warfare can potentially make the violence terminal, we
must somehow jump the track of human history and do something that history doesn't expect.



| believe the Spirit of the Living God has been preparing humanity to meet our present
challenges for more than a century. Preparing us not just to endure this moment, but to
transform through it.

History offers no guarantees. God works through human hands, human hearts, human
communities. If we are able to jump the old track of domination and violence, then we are
living in what theologians call an axial age—a turning so profound it will shape millennia.

Think of Jesus of Nazareth. Two thousand years later, the world is still being remade by his
words and witness.

Future generations may one day look back at our time with similar awe.
“That was a time when the Spirit poured out new wine,” they'll say. “That’s when human civilization
moved to a whole new level.”

Signs Across the Faiths

And the signs are everywhere, and not just in one religion. | see the signs of profound change
in:

In Hinduism.

In Buddhism.

In Judaism and Islam.

In Indigenous traditions.
Even in secular humanism.

Everywhere | look, | see signs of a massive, world-wide awakening that may just result in the
deepest shift in human consciousness in 2,000 years.

This morning, | want to focus on our home tradition—Christianity. | believe this outpouring of
Spirit is provoking a momentous transition in our faith: from Christianity 2.0 to Christianity 3.0.

Christianity 3.0

Christianity 1.0 was the early church. It was Christianity’s first attempt to ask, and answer, the
question: How then shall we live, in response to Christ’s coming? The movement was Spirit-filled.
Boundary-breaking. Grassroots.

Christianity 2.0 emerged when Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire.
This transition brought an end to three centuries of persecution, and paved the way for
thousands of Roman citizens who had been attracted to Christianity to safely and legally adopt
the faith.

Yet, gradually, Christian faith became entangled with the Empire, its politics, and its
expansionary goals. It was this form of Christianity that interpreted Jesus’ words — “l am the
way, the truth, and the life” — to mean, “Our way, or eternal peril.” If you're building an empire,



you need insiders and outsiders. You need justification for expanding into other people’s lands.
Evangelism, twisted by Empire, gave exactly that tool.

When the Empire eventually declined, its expansionary stance was so deeply ingrained in
Christianity that Christians continued seeking to conquer the world for Christ. “It’s for their
own good” they’d say, “so that they may be saved from eternal damnation.” Never mind that
this kind of theology stood against everything Jesus lived and died for. It expanded Christian
dominion, and with the threat of hell hanging over people’s heads, it created a homogeneity of
belief that was hard to break out of.

To be sure, sameness can create social advantage, for a time. Everyone marching in the same
direction. But history shows — homogeneity has its costs.

Christianity 2.0 produced some distinctive good things: universities, hospitals, literacy, art, and
the lifting of hundreds of millions out of poverty. But it also produced great harm: like crusades,
colonialism, and a rigid orthodoxy that has made it difficult to receive or accept new revelations
of the Spirit.

Christianity 3.0 is now being born. A post-Empire faith. “Post-Empire” not merely in the political
sense, but cultural and theological sense as well.

It understands the Way of Jesus not as one religion against the others, but as a Way of Life. A
way that connects us to the Sacred. A way that transcends religion, yet can be found in them
all.

Christianity 2.0 rejected diversity in order to survive.
Christianity 3.0 embraces diversity in order to thrive.

It’s less about borders. More about bridges.

Less about domination. More about inclusion and love. And listening for the voice of the Spirit.
In this respect, Christianity 3.0 looks less like its imperial predecessor, and far more like the
Spirit-filled movement that began it all.

Our Denomination’s Witness

If you want to see what Christianity 3.0 looks like in practice, you don’t need to look far. Our
own denomination, the United Church of Christ, has been catching glimpses of it for some
time.

Take race. As early as 1708, our congregational ancestors were writing against slavery. After
the Civil War, while the nation was still smoldering, our churches built more than 600 schools
for freed slaves. Not just in cities — but in barns, shacks, even open fields. Children learned
their letters. Adults claimed their rights. Entire communities tasted dignity because people of
faith said: this is the gospel in action.



Or think about women. In I851 — nearly seventy years before the nation gave women the
right to vote — we ordained Antoinette Brown, the first woman pastor in any Christian body.
Many scoffed. Some were outraged. But our forebears believed God’s Spirit called her just as
surely as God called men. And they refused to stand in the way. That courage opened doors
for generations to come.

And these are only glimpses. Over the decades, we've:
e Confessed our role in colonialism in Hawai‘i, and shifted mission work from conversion
to compassion.
e Ordained openly gay pastors and advocated for marriage equality long before the
culture caught up.
e Sued the FCC to break racial barriers on the airwaves. (Successfully!)
e Pioneered environmental justice, sounding the alarm on climate change as early as 1987.

Again and again, our denomination has chosen not to cling to old wineskins, but to become
vessels strong enough — and open enough — for the new wine the Spirit is pouring.

But let’s be clear: the Spirit wasn’t speaking only to our denominational ancestors. She was
stirring in the evangelical revivals as well.

If you attended one of Charles Finney’s revival meetings in the 1820s or 1830s, and you came
forward for the altar call to give your life to Jesus, they didn’t just pray with you and send you
home. They led you to a back room. There, they prayed, encouraged you, and gave you a card
inviting you to sign up for one of two movements: the abolition of slavery or the struggle for
women’s suffrage. Because they believed these were the two great calls of the Holy Spirit in
their day.

That was Christianity 3.0 moving in the evangelical stream.

So why the disconnect now? Why do we see some evangelicals so deeply opposed to justice,
compassion, and inclusion?

Jesus once said: “No one pours new wine into old wineskins. The new wine will burst the skins,
and both will be lost. New wine must be put into fresh wineskins.”

That’s exactly what was happening. The Spirit was pouring out new wine. Old structures burst.
Resistance was fierce.

In our own denomination, many wineskins burst as well, which is why we have fewer churches
than we once did.

Wherever the Spirit’s wine has been received with openness and flexibility, life has flourished.
These stories aren’t résumé lines. They are signs of what happens when the Spirit speaks and
God’s people listen — and act. As Jesus promised: “You will do the works that | do—and greater
works than these.”



The Invitation
Here is why | have hope.

Where the values of Christianity 3.0 take root—justice, compassion, humility, pluralism,
reverence for creation—Spirit’s energy flows.

Even as many churches have experienced decline in the last several decades, | have served
congregations that thrived. Not because | was a great leader. But because they were open to
drinking the new wine of the Spirit—and flexible enough to hold it.

Frankly, even though you’ve been through hard times, | see the Spirit’s vitality alive here in ways
that are extraordinary. You would not be this healthy if you were not flexible enough to
contain the new wine.

Fifteen years ago, from this very pulpit, Rev. Greg Flint preached a sermon that still echoes in
our community.' He told stories of growing up in a small Minnesota town where prayers to
Jesus were broadcast on the school intercom and Christians assumed theirs was the only true
path.

But he also told how that town, like so many others, changed. A mosque, a new synagogue, a
Buddhist meditation center, and a Sikh temple arose—because America had quietly become the
most religiously diverse nation in the world.

Greg didn’t see this as a threat. He saw it as an opportunity. And he named the problem plainly:

This world, now become a global village, can no longer afford any exclusive expressions of
religion that claim privileged revelation or closed access to the Divine. For too much harm has
been done; too much harm is still being done; too much blood has been shed ... too many
boundaries have been created and are still being created by religion that divides ....

Greg called us beyond religious superiority. Beyond mere tolerance. Toward something sacred
and inclusive and true.

That was 2010. The wine hasn’t stopped fermenting.

In churches | have served in the past, the biggest question I've had when | arrived was, “Will
this church open itself to listening for the Spirit’s voice?” Yet, with you, the answer to this
question was clear before | came. So, my question is not whether or not you’re listening for the
Spirit, but where will the Spirit lead us, and how boldly will we follow when we hear Her call?

Let’s live as if this new wine is being poured for us, for our children, for the world. Let’s dare to
create a Good News story in the midst of all the bad news the world insists is our fate — and
prove it wrong.

' Flint, Greg. “Unthinkable.” Sermon preached at FCC on May 2, 2010.






