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Foreword

What does it mean to be a faithful Christian in the twenty-first century? The answer to that question has much to do with what it has always meant to be a friend of Jesus, but there are also aspects of faithfulness that must be ready to respond to the challenge of changing times and contexts. As children of the Most High God, we are made for the beloved community, the reign or commonwealth of God, or God’s “kindom” (and yes, that is how I meant to spell it). We are all kin one to another, and not only to other human beings. We are a part—a magnificent part—of the whole of God’s creation, and as human beings our vocation is to partner in the transformation of this planet toward that ancient and eternal vision of a healed and reconciled existence. Our tradition has long called that vision the divine dream of shalom, a community of peace and justice where all God’s created parts live together in harmony. The daily prayer of our hearts reminds us that we are created of stardust to bring celestial possibility into earthly reality: “… your kingdom come, … on earth as in heaven.”

As bishop, Michael Curry has been leading God’s people in North Carolina and far beyond since 2000. His leadership is always encouraging the movement toward transformation, and he has a remarkable ability to cast the journey toward the reign of God in image, song, and story that lean into the possibility God has open before us. He is deeply rooted in ancient wisdom, current scholarship, and the hope we know in Jesus, and he shares the clarity of vision for which prophets have always been known.

Read and savor these chapters—read them aloud, even, for their cadences teach as much as the words on the page—read, recite, and sing, too, for the hymnody here will enter your bones and help to transform your heart into the vulnerability and compassion of Jesus. These pages are filled with resonance that can connect you with the deep bones of your own story. Remember and reconnect with those in your own life who have shown you God, as Michael’s grandmother so clearly did. Where and with whom are you passing on that open-hearted vision of possibility? 

Read, dream, and sing—and discover the spirit at work all around you in unexpected people, places, and invitations. Those invitations emerge in the possibility of the mountaintop, as Bishop Curry names it, and what the Celts call “thin places”—encounters with the Holy One. We are far more likely to discover them “on the road,” away from our comfort zones and self-constructed prisons, especially when we travel lightly in service of God’s healing and reconciliation. So, as one preacher put it long ago, read yourself full, let the word gather heat within your prayer, then with every particle and pulse of passion within you go and proclaim in word and deed what it means to know God’s ever-open possibility and faithfulness, and then let your acts and words go—don’t hang on to the need for particular results. The result will be transformation of kin together, though it will likely exceed your expectations and limited vision.

It is indeed a crazy dream, but together, the Body of Christ can most certainly help to build the kingdom, transform brokenness, and renew the face of the earth. 

—The Most Rev. Dr. Katharine Jefferts Schori

Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church

May 2013


Preface

I have found that some things stick to you, especially when you’re young, and over time they become a part of you. One of the things that stuck to me when I was a high school volunteer for the late senator Robert F. Kennedy in his presidential campaign were these words he liked to quote from George Bernard Shaw: “Some men see things as they are and ask why. I dream things that never were and ask why not.” Those words stuck with me. And now, decades later, I suspect the Spirit had something to do with that.

When I was a parish priest in the 1980s serving St. Simon of Cyrene Episcopal Church in Lincoln Heights, Ohio, the late Verna J. Dozier spent a day with us. During the period of Jim Crow segregation, Verna had taught English in the Washington, D.C., public schools. She became a member of the Church of the Saviour there and was greatly influenced by the Rev. Gordon Cosby and his commitment to the kind of radical discipleship that dares truly to follow in the footsteps of Jesus. Verna eventually became an Episcopalian, retired from teaching, and placed her formidable literary skills and knowledge in service of the Word of God and the people of God.

As a result she was able to help us Episcopalians and many other mainline Christians, who tend to be somewhat intimidated by the Bible, begin to engage the Holy Scriptures anew. She did that by getting us to actually read the Scriptures, teaching us to listen for and to hear God’s word to us and to begin to dream of a world born of God’s loving vision for God’s creation and for the whole human family. 

I first met Verna the day she visited us at St. Simon of Cyrene. In the 1990s I was able to spend more time with her while serving at St. James’ Episcopal Church in Baltimore. It was during this period that Verna published a book on the story and significance of the Bible titled The Dream of God: A Call to Return.

The Dream of God helped me see that the Bible and indeed our Christian faith and tradition are pointing beyond themselves to the will, the vision, the sublime purposes, the passionate desire of God. Verna wrote that the kingdom or reign of God, which Jesus talked about probably more than anything else, is the realization of God’s dream and vision for human life, human society, and all of creation. 

That dream of God is in part the motive for God’s involvement and God’s mission in the life of the world, from the days of the Bible until now. That dream inspired the Hebrew prophets, who used God’s thunderous, “Thus saith the Lord,” to courageously challenge injustice and mistreatment of the poor. That dream is the reason God came among us in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, who showed us the way to live beyond what often are the nightmares of our own sin-filled human design and into the direction of God’s dream. Over time I began to see that being a Christian is not essentially about joining a church or being a nice person, but about following in the footsteps of Jesus, taking his teachings seriously, letting his Spirit take the lead in our lives, and in so doing helping to change the world from our nightmare into God’s dream. 

At some point I began to view the words Bobby Kennedy had quoted in a new and larger light. “Some men see things as they are and ask why. I dream things that never were and ask why not.”

Why not? 

Why not a world where no child will ever go to bed hungry again? 

Why not a world in which poverty is truly history, a thing of the past? 

Why not a world in which every person is treated and valued as a child of God? 

Why not a world where we lay down our swords and shields, down by the riverside, to study war no more?

Why not a world reconciled to our God and to each other as children of God and brothers and sisters of one another?

Why not a world that looks less like the nightmare of our human devising and more like the dream of God’s creating? 

Why not?

We who would be disciples of Jesus are people who have made a commitment to follow his teachings, his manner of life, and the loving and liberating reality of his Spirit in the direction of God’s great “why not,” in the direction of God’s dream. 

Of course, people in the days of Jesus thought he was crazy. And people who dare to live the way of Jesus in our own time will also be called crazy. I suspect that is what Jesus was getting at when he said, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mark 8:34-35).

Most of the chapters in this book began as sermons or addresses I preached or delivered over twelve years to the Annual Convention of the Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina. Chapter One, “We Need Some Crazy Christians,” began as a sermon I preached on July 7, 2012, at the 77th General Convention of The Episcopal Church.

In the process of writing, re-writing, re-working, and wrestling with these essays, I began to see a message unfolding of God’s dream and its summons to live the counter-cultural life of real discipleship—a message of hope for a new and transformed creation. I wish I could say I was always fully conscious of and deeply intentional about forming this message. Sometimes I was, but more often than not the words and ideas kept bubbling up and informing me from an unconscious place. I trust that that process had something to do with the Spirit of God, who I believe a long time ago put words on the lips of a senator running for president, words I have never forgotten.
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The many people who have been blessings in my life, and who have informed and helped to shape much of what is in these pages, are sure and certain evidence of the grace of God. I don’t deserve them; I didn’t earn them; they have been God’s gift. For them and for so many others I truly give God thanks.

For my parents, the Rev. Kenneth S. L. Curry and Dorothy Strayhorn Curry, and for my grandparents, Hezekiah and Nellie Strayhorn and the Rev. Theotis and Carrie Curry, all in glory now, who passed on to me a durable faith that was tested and yet still striving in the crucible of chattel slavery and Jim Crow.

For my family, my wife and best friend, Sharon, and our wonderful daughters, Rachel and Elizabeth; for my sister, Sharon Curry Elliot; for Josephine Robbins, our long-standing and dear family friend; and my godmother, Sister Althea Augustine, CT.

For the Rev. Liz Dowling-Sendor who, like a spiritual director, has patiently edited my writings as a bishop, gently nudging me to written clarity, theological coherence, and spiritual authenticity; and for Nancy Bryan of Church Publishing Inc. who believed, long before it ever occurred to me, that there was something in the message of Crazy Christians that might be of help to a wider audience of those who seek to follow Jesus in the twenty-first century. 

For the incredible members of the staff of the Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina, with particular and special thanks to and for those who over the years have read, critiqued, and been partners in conversation: Margo Acomb, Sarah Herr, the Rt. Rev. J. Gary Gloster, Canon Marlene Weigert, the Rev. Canon Michael Burkel Hunn, the Rt. Rev. Alfred C. Marble Jr., Summerlee Walter, the Rt. Rev. Anne Hodges-Copple, and the Rev. Canon Marie Fleischer. 

For the clergy and people of the Diocese of North Carolina with whom I am privileged to serve Jesus and the world in his name; for the people of St. Philip’s Episcopal Church, Buffalo, New York, who helped form me as a human being and as a disciple of Jesus in the Episcopal way of being Christian; for the clergy and people of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church and St. Paul’s (now the Episcopal Church of St. Paul and St. James), New Haven, Connecticut, and the Church of the Epiphany, Rocky Mount, North Carolina, where I served as a seminarian in the 1970s; for the Episcopal churches where I was blessed to serve as a priest: St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, Winston-Salem, North Carolina; St. Simon of Cyrene Episcopal Church, Lincoln Heights, Ohio; and St. James’ Episcopal Church, Baltimore, Maryland. 

These and so many others have been vehicles for and evidence of God’s grace in my life. May this book be such a gift for you.

Keep the faith,

+Michael

July 1, 2013 

Harriet Beecher Stowe

Pauli Murray
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