
Revival in the Secular West: Engaging Secular Culture

We’re in the middle of our membership course sermon series, which is really a vision 
series to help us get a better sense of what Blue Ocean Faith is all about. Today we’re 
talking about a piece of our church mission, which is to see revival in the Secular West.

Shiitake
The other night I was home cooking down a big heaping panful of shiitake mushrooms. 
A little butter, salt, pepper, garlic, rosemary and sage and a pinch of cardamom. As you 
can imagine, the kitchen was smelling really good. So I did what you do when you’re 
cooking, I was tasting the mushrooms along the way to see how they were doing. And, 
while they tasted fine, they were just missing something. For all of the great ingredients 
and flavoring in the pan, it was still kind of bland. I didn’t have any white wine, so I 
pulled out some apple cider vinegar, poured a capful, put it in, stirred it around, and 
voila. Just a dab of vinegar woke the entire dish up. Kind of like adding lime to refried 
beans, or a squeeze of lemon on your fish. I had an old roommate from Spain who 
taught me how to cook, and she told me, “Emily, acid and salt wakes everything up. It 
adds flavor; it makes a dish more appealing. It hits more of your senses. You want to eat 
it.”

Revival
That’s sort of what happens to our faith during a revival. Our faith is fine; it’s got great 
ingredients. It’s nourishing and satisfying. But in the right season, the Holy Spirit adds a 
squeeze of lemon to our spiritual life and understanding. And it wakes us up, it adds 
depth to our understanding of God, it makes our faith more appealing because our faith 
is more exciting to us. A revival is simply a re-awakening of a lot of individuals on a 
mass scale. 

The Holy Spirit tends to do this at various times in history when we humans are ready 
for additional revelation, or when we need a course correction to get rid of baggage our 
faith has acquired that maybe harms the gospel, or when we need tools and 
empowerment to communicate the good news of Jesus in a different context. 

Summertime Tents
For me, the word revival conjures large tents in hot summers with sweaty preachers 
yelling that we’re sinners in the hands of an angry God. 

I’ve discovered that, oftentimes, revivals based on fear (fear of eternal damnation) or a 
desire to be perfect in order to win God’s affections are effective in the short-term, but 
they don’t often make a lasting impact. We see that not only with Jonathan Edwards in 
the Great Awakening, but with the Welsh revival at the turn of the 20th century, and 
frankly, with the various purity movements over the millennia.

But there have been different kinds of revivals that have had lasting impacts. I’ve 
studied several over the years as sort of a pet interest, from the Moravian revival in 
Hernhut, to the Chinese revival to Azusa Street to what’s going on in Mozambique 
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today. And I’ve been witness to some modern revivals. Allow me to share about one that 
I’ve been learning more about, an older one, and that’s the Franciscan Revival. 

Franciscan Revival - A few years ago my friend Dave, the pastor in Boston who 
founded Blue Ocean Faith, started talking about how he thought we were heading 
into a season where a Franciscan-type Revival would happen. He was referring to 
Saint Francis of Assisi, a Catholic monk from the 1200s, whose life effectively 
influenced Europe for hundreds of years. Now all I knew about Saint Francis was 
that he loved animals. Listening to Dave, my interest was piqued, and I bought a 
biography of Francis.

      
I learned that St. Francis grew up privileged in a time of relative prosperity in Italy. 
Then, in his early 20s, Francis went through a period of suffering when he was taken 
as a prisoner of war by a neighboring city-state. He returned home a changed man. 
One day, he had an encounter with Jesus as he was kneeling down, praying at the 
alter of a small church near his home. He heard a voice say, “Francis, don’t you see 
that my house has collapsed? Go and repair it for me.”

At first he took the voice literally, and he began shirking off his business and family 
duties to literally repair that chapel. Along the way, God spoke to him about the poor. 
He stopped wearing his expensive clothing and instead took on a simple robe, which 
he wore for the rest of his life. He started eating plainly, denying himself luxuries that 
weren’t available to others. He gave all he had to those less fortunate than himself, 
trusting God to provide for his needs. 

He found tremendous joy in this new life. He was known as a happy saint! 
Overflowing with joy. (He had a dark side, but joy was the prevailing feeling.) While 
you would think people wouldn’t want to follow him because it was such a strict life, 
there were hundreds of both men and women who were attracted to the freedom 
and peace and love Francis had for all people and all creatures. He advocated care 
for the earth, he preached to the animals about their purpose to praise the Creator 
God. Sounds kinda crazy, but also kinda cool.

He’s especially famous for reaching out to the Muslim sultan in Egypt in a gesture of 
bridge-building and love at a time when their people were at war. He stood up to the 
church powers in Rome, refusing places of power and distinction himself, and 
fighting for those with less power. There was a young female follower named Clare 
with whom he had a special platonic friendship throughout their lives. And he 
advocated for her group of women to be officially recognized by the church. This 
church we’re meeting in right now was named after her. Maybe it’s significant that 
we landed at St. Clare’s, with a St. Francis Prayer Chapel just outside. 

Francis countered the culture around him with the message of the gospel. As a 
prophet to the church. If the church is out here, having lost its center of gravity [left 
hand reaching out left of the body], then a prophet is often out here [right hand 
reaching out right of the body]. The purpose of the prophet isn’t to get the entire 
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church over here [to the right] - to give away everything and sleep on the ground and 
have one shirt and take a vow of celibacy. But the purpose of the prophet is often to 
get us here [center]. A prophet reveals the sin by their actions. If you give away 
everything you own and become completely powerless, it’s in sharp contrast to 
those who give away next to nothing and who seek power and reveals their lack of 
generosity and care for those who are poor and powerless. It ticks the powerful off. 
That’s what Francis did and it changed hearts - not only the hearts of the 
prophetic monks and nuns who followed him and joined him, but it changed 
the hearts of those who made it to the center.

And what fueled Francis’s fire was regular encounters with Jesus. He heard God’s 
voice, he had dreams and visions, he felt guidance, he saw miracles, he fasted and 
prayed and he oozed joy and peace. And he had tremendous influence not because 
he sought power, but because he laid it down. That’s the Jesus way.

Read the Prayer of St. Francis:

Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace;
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
Where there is injury, pardon;
Where there is discord, harmony;
Where there is error, truth;
Where there is doubt, faith;
Where there is despair, hope;
Where there is darkness, light;
And where there is sadness, joy.
O Divine Master, Grant that I may not so much seek
To be consoled as to console;
To be understood as to understand;
To be loved as to love.
For it is in giving that we receive;
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned;
And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

Franciscan Moment
We think we might be having a Franciscan moment. For me, it’s not a coincidence that 
our latest pope took the name Francis at this point in time after Saint Francis of Assisi. 
It’s the right time for the next ingredient in the rapidly secularizing West. And I think part 
of this revival that we’re hoping and praying for is what Francis and the Moravians and 
those at Azusa Street re-discovered, and it’s that Jesus is the ultimate authority of the 
church, and he is alive and well and still talking to us. 

Sola Jesus, Jesus Alone
Phyllis Tickle, an expert on the religious landscape who spoke at our Blue Ocean 
Conference here in this building last May, talks about how there’s long been a question 
among followers of Jesus about where the ultimate authority lies in the church. Who has 
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the final say for what’s okay and what’s not okay - who’s in and who’s out. For about 
1,000 years the authority of the church lay with a pope and the magisterium. The pope 
was the final word. Then the Reformation happened and the authority shifted for those 
who rejected the Catholic church. The authority shifted to the Bible. Sola Scriptura was 
the mantra; it means Scripture Alone. The Bible became the ultimate authority for all 
things Christian. We believed, in some ways, we could master the Bible, and figure out 
answers for almost everything. There was a strong sense in much of the Protestant 
church that the Bible is simple; it’s a user manual for living; and can be taken literally, 
regardless of the context or the genre of the text. We developed systematic theology 
and exegesis and all sorts of tactics to become expert interpreters. Which frankly has 
led to division after division in the church.

But Tickle and many other faith leaders, sense we’re living in a time where the authority 
in the church is about to shift again. The authority is shifting back to Jesus, who is alive 
and whose Spirit of love has been unleashed into the world. It’s not Sola Scriptura but 
Sola Jesus. Jesus Alone. And so learning to hear him and experience him and 
understand his ways becomes primary in our faith.

Paralyzed Man and Eating With Sinners
There’s a great set of stories in the gospel of Luke, that I think are helpful. Starting in 
Luke 5, we see Jesus interacting with the Pharisees and other religious teachers of his 
day. And he’s pushing their buttons. First, he heals a paralyzed man who’s been 
lowered from an opening in the roof, and then goes on to tell that man that his sins are 
forgiven. Which sounds like blasphemy to the religious teachers because who can 
forgive sins but God? Is this Jesus saying he’s God?

And then Jesus goes and eats with the outsiders of his society - the tax collectors and 
the sinners. And the Pharisees and other religious teachers are like, “What are you 
doing?” And Jesus says, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not 
come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” So he’s hanging out with all the 
wrong people.

Then the text goes on to say:

Luke 5:37-39 - He [Jesus] told them [the Pharisees and teachers] this parable: “No one 
pours new wine into old wineskins. Otherwise, the new wine will burst the skins; the 
wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, new wine must be poured into 
new wineskins. And no one after drinking old wine wants the new, for they say, ‘The old 
is better.’”

Wineskins
I lived in Israel for a few months, and one of the places I visited was called Nazareth 
Village. It’s like Greenfield Village: the ancient Israel version. Kind of a hokey re-creation 
of what life in Nazareth might have been like when Jesus was growing up. There were 
costume characters, and mules, and tour guides. One of the things they showed us was 
an ancient winepress.
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It looked like a big hole in some rock in the ground. They’d take the grapes, put them in 
the hole, smash (or press) them, and then often leave them there for a few days for the 
first phase of fermentation. Grapes begin to ferment immediately on pressing, and they 
release a lot of gas. It’s called the tumultuous stage of winemaking. After that first 
phase, they would then take the juice and put it into clay jars to be stored and the juice 
would continue to ferment. However, sometimes they’d need to transport the wine at 
that stage, so they’d put it into wineskins rather than clay jars. 

The wineskins were partially tanned goat skins, sewn at the holes where the leg and tail 
had been. The skins were filled with the partially fermented wine in the opening at the 
neck and then tied off. It strikes me as interesting that for a vessel to carry new wine, 
something had to die. 

Wineskins couldn’t hold juice in that first phase of fermentation, where the juice is in the 
hole in the ground, because it’s too gassy. The wineskins would burst because they’d 
stretch too far after blowing up like a balloon. But in this second stage, after the pressed 
grapes have had a few days to ferment and get past that tumultuous stage, new 
wineskins could handle the new wine, even though it was still fermenting. New skins 
had enough stretch in them to blow up like a balloon but not burst. There wasn’t enough 
gas to cause them to explode at that point, but there is enough to cause them to 
expand.

Skins that have already been used and stretched out ("old wineskins”) become cracked 
and dry and brittle and can’t be re-used since they can’t stretch out again. They’ve lost 
their elasticity. If they are used again for holding wine that is still in the process of 
fermenting ("new wine"), they’ll burst open.

Something Old, Something New
So that’s what Jesus is talking about when he’s talking to the Pharisees and teachers of 
the Law. He’s saying God is doing something new through him - new wine, something 
so new that it can’t fit into old wineskins. The structure the teachers want it to fit into, 
namely ancient Judaism as practiced by the Pharisees, was an old wineskin. Jesus 
needed a new understanding and new structures to allow his work to age and ripen. 
And something had to die (namely, him) for that to happen.

And it’s interesting to me that Jesus ends that short parable by saying, “And no one 
after drinking old wine wants the new, for they say, ‘The old is better.’” I don’t think 
Jesus is saying the old wine is actually better so we should drink that. I think he’s saying 
that many people who are used to the old wine and its already-aged flavors, can’t 
handle the new wine. Or they don’t want to. They think the old is better than the young 
and less ripe.

Right after this mini parable, the gospel writers tell stories about Jesus that give 
examples of this new wine and how it doesn’t fit into existing structures. 
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Grain Field
The first of the stories has Jesus and his disciples walking through a grain field. His 
disciples start to pick heads of grain, rub them in their hands to get the outer shell off, 
and then they snack on the grain. Some Pharisees see them and call them out. “Why 
are you doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?” You’re not allowed to do any work on 
the Sabbath, including harvesting grain even if just for a snack. And Jesus responds 
with a story about how King David broke Sabbath laws when he and his men were 
hungry, and what business is it of yours anyway because the Son of Man - referring to 
himself - is Lord of the Sabbath. 

In other words, he’s telling them: what God is doing through me is bigger than your rules 
and your laws. And Jesus is centering the interpretation of the Law around 
himself. The law is there, the religious framework is there, but Jesus is reserving the 
right to reinterpret the Scriptures and the religious framework himself. “Who are you to 
tell me what to do? I am the Lord of the Sabbath.” He infuriated them! Who is this guy?

Sabbath Healing
The next story has Jesus in a synagogue, again on the Sabbath, teaching, and there’s a 
man present who has a shriveled hand. So the Pharisees are watching Jesus closely to 
see if he’ll heal the man, which is against the Law on the Sabbath. It says Jesus knew 
what they were thinking, so he called the man up front and said to everyone, “Which is 
lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or destroy it?” Then he heals 
the man. 

He’s saying: You think you know how to interpret the Scripture, but you don’t. You let 
your rules trump compassion.

Love Over All
In another place, this happens:

Matthew 22:34-40 - [The Pharisees], Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, 
the Pharisees got together. One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this 
question: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”Jesus replied: 
“‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your 
neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”

The primacy of loving God and loving your neighbor is stated many times in the New 
Testament by both Jesus and his apostles - like James and Paul. The guiding principle 
for interpreting Scripture is: “Does it cause us to love God and love our neighbor?”. 

The Golden Rule: “So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, 
for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.” (Mt. 7:12)

The Royal Law:  If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbor 
as yourself,” you are doing right.  (James 2:8)
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Paul says, “For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: ‘Love your 
neighbor as yourself’” (Gal. 5: 14).

According to Jesus, this isn’t the “soft” or “easy” way, but the most demanding way. The 
Golden Rule is followed immediately by this warning:

“Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to 
destruction, and many enter through it.  But small is the gate and narrow the road that 
leads to life, and only a few find it” (Mt. 7:13-14).  

According to Jesus, loving God and loving our neighbor is the narrow gate. It’s the hard 
thing to do. And it’s the first lens through which we run all of our ethics and decisions. 
Our practices have to pass those qualifications if we’re followers of Jesus. If people 
experience tremendous suffering in the name of something we’re calling Christianity or 
that we’re calling love, then we need to reconsider what we’re doing. People have a 
right to say whether or not what we’re doing is translating as love.

Birth Pangs
People who are part of Blue Ocean Faith communities are looking to this next move of 
God, we’re looking to Sola Jesus, Jesus Alone, that we believe is already sprouting. I 
might be wrong, but this looks and smells like the beginning of a larger revival. We 
desperately need new wineskins for new wine. 

Many of us in this room experienced the birth pangs of Sola Jesus, and I believe 
hundreds, maybe thousands, more faith communities are going to experience those 
same pangs. And we can be equipped to help them through it and offer them 
community and support and love. And it’s going to be messy. Because we don’t know 
what we’re doing. We’re totally relying on Jesus, and we won’t get everything right. 

When we talk about revival, it can feel like we’re talking about something big and 
abstract. And we are. But something that’s widespread can only be widespread if it’s 
composed of many individuals. This is for YOU. This is for ME. This is for US. I want to 
see us able to better connect with a living God - a divine Holy Spirit of love - in a way 
that allows us to be fully who we are in all areas of our lives and that empowers us to 
walk in spiritual authority and love. We want to be the same person at church as we are 
at work, at home, at school, and in the community.

The Table
I love what the journalist Jeff Chu said at the conference I was at last week. 

“The table I long for—the church I hope for—has each of you sitting around it, struggling 
to hold the knowledge that you, vulnerable you and courageous you, are beloved by 
God, not just welcome but desperately, fiercely wanted.” 
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That is good news. There is no bad news in following Jesus. There is suffering as part 
of our faith journey, but our faith lens says that suffering always leads to new life. There 
is no bad news in Jesus because all death leads to life, and because we are accepted 
as we are before him.

That requires us to trust God more. It’s not our job to judge people. I recognize that my 
drive to judge other people is a big problem. Miroslav Volf talks about how easy it is for 
the oppressed to turn around and become the oppressor. It’s easy to turn around and 
judge the people who have judged you. I have been fighting that temptation. But we 
have to break the cycle of violence or it perpetuates, and we can do that in the name of 
Jesus. Who is the only judge who can sort through the complexities of all we are in all of 
his mercy and reveal to us the next step we need to take toward him. I have to trust that 
if I lead people to good wine, to good water, to the bread of life, that Jesus has the 
strength and beauty to lead us out of things that cause us to wither and into life and 
light. 

Membership
Instead of having two minutes of silence as we normally do, we need to take care of 
some church planting business. This sermon series is our membership course, which 
we’re running as sermons so that all of you who are founding members of the church 
can take it together. For the next three weekends we’re going to give space at the end 
of the sermon for those who are ready to become members to fill out the paperwork. 
You’ll hear us repeat some things. 

The membership letter is pretty simple, and we’ll have you hand it in as you leave today. 
One thing we’re doing differently than we did at our planting church is we’re having our 
members make a financial pledge. We expect our members to serve as you’re able 
(understanding life circumstances make this impossible at times), and we expect you to 
give. It’s especially important as we’re still in church planting mode and we’re trying to 
gauge how much income we have for planning purposes - hiring staff, etc. I’m filling it 
out and making my pledge too. If you’re already giving regularly, THANK YOU. I know a 
good many of you are. 

The number we’re looking for here is the total monthly amount you intend to give in 
2015, barring unforeseen circumstances. If you’re already giving and wondering what 
number you should put in that box - put in your current total. For instance, if you’re 
already giving $500/month, put $500 on the pledge sheet, unless you’re planning to 
increase your giving. The Bible says to give out of your means. My dad always told me 
that people who have more should give more - that included him. He was a strong tither. 
So that’s worth considering if you’re a person who has more income than the average. 


