Saving Salvation:  The Amazing Evolution of Grace
By Stephen Smith

A Study Guide

A note from the author

I wrote this book for a number of reasons, but mostly because of what I have experienced as a pastor in various Episcopal Churches.  First, I noticed a shift among the people sitting in the pews of the churches I served.  Early on in my ordained ministry, the people in the pews sounded like the Episcopalians I grew up with.  They complained about not knowing their Bible well enough, but still approached the Bible with a sense of inquiry, interpretation, even debate about possible meanings and their application to the Christian life.  Yet, in recent years, more and more people in the pews seemed to be adopting views more akin to fundamentalism.  Instead of applying the Biblical lessons learned to life in general, they debated or argued for the “truth” of scripture.  And by truth they meant that every event described in scripture must be treated as historical fact, and even scientific understanding about the origin of our universe and humanity.  

What is more, when I pointed out to those who argued for these views, that this has not been the historic understanding of scripture in the Episcopal Church, they seemed shocked and surprised.  They wanted to know when the Church had changed its mind about scripture.  They seemed even more incredulous when I tried to explain that our Church had not changed, only the dominant public understanding of what Christianity and the Bible were all about had changed in recent years.


In still other instances, I encountered people who experienced profound religious conversions while in relationship with another Church or denomination.  Through that experience they adopted the more fundamentalist views so popular in our current day.  Then, they returned to the Episcopal Church with a sense of mission.  Convinced that we Episcopalians had lost the faith somewhere along the line, they used their new-found zeal with a determination to try and change us from within.  They worked to make the Episcopal Church more like the Church in which they experienced their profound encounter with God.  Even while I, as rector, and others protested.

But the hardest thing I had to deal with, and the thing that finally prompted me to write, was the anguish of parishioners whose friends, parents, children, brothers or sisters were beginning to tell them that because they were Episcopalians they were no longer Christian.  With others claiming the need for a salvation experience, and fidelity to strict fundamentalist interpretations of scripture, these parishioners were cajoled, challenged, condemned, or even shunned.  They came to me with complaints such as, “How can (this person) claim I am not a Christian.  I have been an Episcopalian all my life.”  Of course, claiming fidelity to the Episcopal Church rather than Jesus, by name, made them even more suspect to their fundamentalist friends and relatives.  It just seemed these parishioners did not have the language needed to explain their own experience of salvation, which was and is just as real as any other Christian’s. 

So I wrote this book to help explain the change in Christianity over the last fifty years, and to offer a much broader, historic view of salvation for those who feel under pressure from the new dominant fundamentalist movement in Christianity. 


What follows is a guide to the chapters of the book, which hopefully will help us reflect on the meaning of salvation, both historically, and as it relates to our every day lives here and now
Foreward

1. Barbara Crafton tells a story in the foreward of a person excluded from a congregation.  How does our language about salvation keep people outside the Church rather than inviting them in to experience the “Good News”?
2. For those churches that do not use language about “being saved,” how does our language and explanations about communion, baptism, membership, or liturgy exclude people?

3. What is our current understanding of the word “Salvation.”

Introduction
1. The public meaning of Christianity has shifted in the past fifty years.  Have you noticed the shift?  Or does it still feel the same to you?
2. How has the public perception of Christianity changed in your lifetime?

3. How do the public media portray Christianity?  Is that portrayal true to your own understanding of the Christian faith?  How does it differ?
Chapter One—Does Salvation Need Saving?
1. How does Marcus Borg’s description of Christianity (pages 2-3) resonate with your own understanding?

2. Is Christianity only about getting into heaven, or is it something more?

3. Should a strong faith guarantee an easy life?  Why or why not?

4. How do you view God and your sense of salvation when life is hard?

Chapter Two—the Hebrew Scriptures

1. What pre-conceived notions do you bring to scripture that may have not been shared by the first Biblical authors?

2. The chapter points out that Jonah is more an allegorical book about God’s love even for our enemies, then it is a miracle story about a man being swallowed by a fish.  How would an allegorical interpretation of the creation stories, or other accounts in scripture, help you understand God’s purposes your place in them?

3. The earliest event of “salvation” is the rescue of God’s people at the Red Sea.  How does a group of people experience salvation?  What does it look like?  Is their evidence of such salvation in our day and age?

4. The development of a hope for the next life was late in coming to our Jewish ancestors in the faith?  How do you suppose they viewed salvation without considering the next life?  Does our current view of salvation require a hope for the next life?

Chapter Three—the New Testament

1. The story of Abimelech (pages 25-26), highlights our ancient Hebrew ancestors’ desire for theocracy (direct rule by God).  In our day and age, Iran is a modern theocracy.  Is theocracy a viable option for human governance?  Why or why not?

2. What has been your personal understanding of Jesus’ idea of the kingdom of God (Mark and Luke) or the kingdom of Heaven (Matthew)? Has this chapter changed your understanding in anyway?  How?

3. John’s Gospel refers to “eternal life” as a present reality in the life of the believer.  How have you experienced eternal life in the here and now?
4. What is your view of Jesus’ cross and how it works for our salvation?  

5. Of the three theologies of the cross listed in the book, which appeals to you most?  Why?

Chapter Four—from Earthly to Heavenly Hope

1. Martyrdom seemed a regular occurrence in the early Church.  Is it still an option for Christians, why or why not?  Were there other ways the martyrs could have responded to persecution than to sacrifice their lives? What do you think you would have done under similar circumstances?

2. How does the hope for heaven influence your view of death?

3. What is your understanding of sin?  What is the “cure” or fix for sin?  How does God (or do we) accomplish this?

Chapter Five—Heaven on Earth

1. Do you believe it is possible to create a heavenly community on earth?  If so, how would one go about doing so?  If not, then why not?  Can we get close?  What would that look like?

2. Walter Rauschenbusch clearly believed the Church should try to work for God’s kingdom on earth through education, health care and changes in public policy.  Should Jesus’ views about the kingdom of God influence politics and public policy?  How so?  What does this say about the separation of Church and state?
Chapter Six—the New View of Salvation

1. In the first half of this chapter, the current popular definition of Christianity is explained in summary.  How does this view fit with your own view of Christianity?  Did any of the beliefs or ideas surprise you?
2. What are the requirements for salvation?  What role does belief play?  Action?  Church-going?

3. How does the works righteousness Martin Luther fought against compare with the works righteousness of today that demands strict doctrinal adherence as a prerequisite?

4. What do the words belief, religion and faith mean to you?

Chapter Seven—Radical Grace

1. The author describes a number of experiences, around the Lord’s Prayer, the resurrection account and the meaning of faith in (or of) Jesus Christ, in which he learned how the meaning of scripture can be changed or lost through the translation process.  How does this impact or change your view of scripture?  What can the average person in the pew do to learn more?
2. The author argues that salvation is described as freely given in the Bible, to Jews first, and then extended to the growing Christian community, with no strings attached.  What does it mean that such grace is free?  

3. What is your response to grace, if, in fact, you can do nothing to earn it or make it happen?

Chapter Eight—Living by the Grace of God
1. Has there ever been a time in your life when the love of God helped you get beyond personal failure?  How did God’s grace and love sustain you through that time?

2. Do you say the Nicene Creed with your “fingers crossed,” or are there ways to interpret the Creed beyond mere fact?  What does your interpretation say about your relationships with God?  Or your relationship with the world around you?
3. Beliefs are meant to influence action.  How do your beliefs shape your actions in the world?

4. How have you experienced the love of God (salvation) in the here and now?  With family and friends?  In your work?  In the Church?  In the wider community?

