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The Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
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First Lutheran Church 
St. Joseph, MO 
Pastor Keith Hohly 
 
Grace and peace to you this day in the name of our risen Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
Back in January, the congregation I served for 25 years in Kansas City kicked off a year-long celebration of 
their 150th anniversary.  They invited me to preach at the opening worship and I took the opportunity to speak 
not so much about the past, but instead look at the present and the future and talk about where they might be 
going.  As we will be doing much the same here in this congregation later this month, it might be helpful for me 
to share with you some of the things I said in my sermon to them. 
 
During the time after the end of my call as Bishop’s Associate and before I began my call here with you, I had 
the opportunity to catch up on some reading I had been putting aside for a while.  One book I read was 
Canoeing the Mountains, by Tod Bolsinger.  Tod used to be the senior pastor of a large Presbyterian 
congregation in San Clemente, California, and is now the vice president for church leadership at one of the 
major seminaries in our country. 
  
The full title of Tod’s book is Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory.  
Throughout his book, Bolsinger turns time and time again to the Lewis and Clark expedition – the expedition 
created by Thomas Jefferson in the early 1800’s to explore the newly acquired Louisiana Purchase and, more to 
the point, to find the water route connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.  For centuries, experts were 
absolutely convinced that such a waterway existed – it was just matter of finding it.  The British looked for it in 
what is now Canada.  The Spanish looked for it in the Southwest.  Jefferson was convinced it existed as well, 
and he knew that whoever found it would control the trade and resources of the American continent.  His charge 
to Meriwether Lewis was to find that route. 
 
Bolsinger keeps returning to the particulars of what happened on that expedition because the thesis of his book 
is that the church faces much the same situation today.  Lewis and Clark never found the water route through 
America that ties the two great oceans together.  They didn’t find it because it doesn’t exist.  Furthermore, what 
they did end up finding was totally unexpected and they were sorely unprepared to complete their expedition to 
the Pacific. 
  
Lewis and Clark expected that when they arrived at the source of the Missouri River, they would cross the 
Continental Divide and on the other side of that crest, they would find the source of the Columbia River that 
would then take them to the Pacific Ocean.  They expected they would have to portage their canoes a couple of 
miles, or so, but then the Columbia would simply carry them the rest of the way.  They expected that the terrain 
of the land they would be encountering would be much like the terrain that was behind them.  They expected 
high plains, maybe a piedmont and then a costal plain.  If they were going to encounter any mountains, they 
expected them to gently rolling ones, like the Appalachians. 
 
They, of course, couldn’t have been more wrong.  What they encountered on the other side of the continental 
divide was nothing like the landscape behind them.  They met mountains of the sort they had never seen before 
– rocky and snow-capped – and they went as far into the distance as their eyes could see.  Their canoes were 
useless to them now.  They had to figure out a new way to travel.  They didn’t know how to cross mountains 
like these.  What they were trained to do wouldn’t work here.  They had to figure out a new way of being. 
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Bolsinger’s point in all of this is that he understands this to be true of the church today as well.  The present and 
the future – the landscape before us – is nothing like the past – which is the landscape behind us.  I think this is 
a pretty accurate assessment. 
  
I have been a Lutheran for over 64 years.  The church of today bears little resemblance to the church in which I 
was raised.  And the biggest difference is not so much the technical things, although there is a lot of technology 
in the church today that wasn’t there when I was young.  The biggest change is the culture in which the church 
finds itself. 
 
Christendom is dead – and what I mean by Christendom is the state of affairs in which Christianity has a 
position of privilege in society.  Ever since the time of Constantine in the fourth century, Christianity has been 
at the center of Western civilization and supported by it.  And this is simply not the case anymore. 
 
I remember as an intern back in the mid 1980’s, we were complaining about soccer leagues and school study 
groups that were being scheduled for Sunday mornings and taking our kids out of Sunday worship and Sunday 
School.  I remember a few years later at my first call in small-town Ohio, I felt like I was traveling back in time, 
because they were complaining that the schools were beginning to schedule activities on Wednesday nights and 
Wednesday nights were Church Night.  That’s when the mainlines did confirmation and had choir rehearsals 
and the Baptists held Bible studies.  I often wondered what happened in that town when things started getting 
scheduled on Sunday mornings, as no doubt they have.  I am surprised we didn’t hear their cries all the way out 
here. 
 
I remember as a kid there were daily Bible readings in the newspaper.  I was surprised to find the St. Joseph 
News-Press still doing this.  Many other newspapers, my home-town paper included, have ceased doing this.  
City planners and developers like J. C. Nichols in Kansas City would set aside tracts of land reserved for church 
buildings, which is exactly true of the land on which First Lutheran of Kansas City sits.  When I was a kid you 
didn’t ask people if they belonged to a church or not. Everybody belonged to a church.  What you asked was 
what kind of church they belonged to. 
 
Now there are a lot of reasons why Christendom is a thing of the past – some having to do with what has gone 
on outside the Church and some having to do with what has gone on inside – but the truth is Christendom is 
gone and it is not coming back.  One of the problems, though, is most pastors, like me, have been trained to do 
church the old way – the “build it and they will come” way.  We think if we just preach better sermons, if we 
just come up with the right programs, if we just have the right style of worship – people will come.  But it is not 
about better sermons, or better programs or the right style of anything.  It is not about technique.  It is about 
being – and we need to adapt ourselves to a new way of being. 
 
Which I believe is a golden opportunity for us.  You see, I don’t think Jesus had Christendom in mind at all 
when he imagined the community his followers might build.  I don’t think he imagined armies going into battles 
with banners of crosses and the intials of his name before them.  I don’t think he would have approved of the 
Crusades or the Inquistion.  I think he might look at some of our church buildings and ask: “You spent how 
much money on that?” 
 
Once, my former boss, Bishop Roger Gustafson was visiting with a young person – a millennial – and the 
converstion turned to why millennials are not coming to church.  At one point the young person said to the 
Bishop: “Quit trying to figure out what millennials want.  Just be who you are authentically meant to be.”  This, 
I believe, is the very opportunity before us: to be the church God wants us to be.  And this will require us to 
change.  And it is here that our history just might be able to help us. 
 
Ronald Heifetz, founding director of the Center for Public Leadership at Harvard University, once said: 
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Most real change is not about change.  It’s about identifying what cultural DNA is worth conserving, is 
precious and essential, and that indeed makes it worth suffering the losses so that you can find a way to 
bring the best of your tradition and history and values into the future. 

 
The congregation I served in Kansas City has a history of reaching out to folks who are in need of a place to 
belong, a place that will care for them.  At one time these folks were immigrant Swedes, at another time these 
were LGBTQIA folks.  Reaching out to others is part of their congregational DNA.  I believe it is part of this 
congregation’s DNA as well.  Maybe it is time to let this DNA speak. 
 
When Tod Bolsinger was still a parish pastor, he and his congregation had reached a point where growth had 
plateaued and programs were showing signs of decline.  Tod and his council brought in a consulting group who 
did a pretty thorough diagnostic evaluation of the congregation.  When they were done, Tod asked them what 
needed to change.  They said, “You do.”  They told him his model of leadership was no longer going to work in 
this changing world.  So Tod asked them what he needed to do.  They gave him three options.  One, do nothing 
and trust that the church will bounce back.  Two, resign and let the church call a new pastor.  Three, learn to 
lead differently.  He chose option three. 
 
I don’t believe, however, this is only a leadership issue.  I think these three options are what congregations as a 
whole face.  We can keep doing things the way we’ve always done them, maybe try to do them better, and hope 
the church will bounce back.  This, I think, is tantamount to burying our heads in the sand.  We could retire – 
close our doors and hope other congregations will carry out the work of being part of God’s mission in the 
world.  Or we can learn how to be church differently than we have been in the past.  I think Jesus is hoping 
we’ll choose option three. 
 
As one person once said, it is not so much that God has a mission for the church, but God has a mission in the 
world, and has a church to help God do it.  Discovering together what God is doing in this world, and then 
helping God do it is the challenge we face in the landscape before us.  And I believe engaging this challenge is 
exactly what is before us in this transition, and engaging this challenge just might help make us exactly the 
church Christ would have us be. 


