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Rev. Dusty Fiedler 
“We Are on an Adventure—and We Are Blessed!” 

 

On Aug. 12, 1805, explorer Meriwether Lewis wrote in his journal:  “I did not despair of 
shortly finding a passage over the mountains and of tasting the waters of the great 
Columbia River this evening.”  For more than three centuries explorers had searched for 
this Northwest Passage.  What they assumed was that, at the Continental Divide, they 
would find the Columbia River and beyond it, most probably, a great plain like what they 
had already crossed.  And this would take them to the Pacific Ocean. 

 Instead, as you know, at the Continental Divide between what is today Montana and 
Idaho, they saw huge high mountains, extending as far as the eye could see.  Telling 
this story of the expedition of Lewis and Clark, Ken Burns writes:  “At that moment, in 
the daunting vista spread out at the feet of Meriwether Lewis, the dream of an easy 
water route across our continent—a dream stretching back to Christopher Columbus—
was shattered.” 

Church leader Tod Bolsinger declares that we Presbyterians—and indeed all of 
Christendom—are standing at a similar moment, as we move into post-Christendom 
and into uncharted territory, where our future in the Church is going to be nothing like 
the past, what’s been so comfortably familiar for so long. 

“You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope.  With less of you there is more of 
God and God’s rule…You’re blessed when you feel you’ve lost what is most dear to 
you.  Only then can you be embraced by the One most dear to you,”  Jesus told the 
crowds, who came out to hear him preach about the Kingdom of God. 

I wonder what Lewis and Clark and their small group thought, as they stood at the Great 
Divide…”Oh my, goodness—just look at those snow-covered mountain peaks!  I’m 
done—I’m going back—this is not what I expected, and I do not have the energy to wait 
for what comes next.”    Or maybe:  “WOW!  These mountains are so awesome! How 
exciting to be a part of this front-end exploration!”  Or even (Eeyore-like):  “Now what? 
Not another big change to our careful, decent and orderly plans.  I’m not taking another 
step until someone can tell me what lies ahead.  I don’t like taking risks.”  

I suspect they experienced a myriad of emotions, as they realized that what they had 
expected, what President Jefferson had equipped them for, all their training had not 
prepared them for this new adventure.  Thank goodness that Lewis and Clark decided 
to forge ahead.  How much we owe them for their courage, their willingness to take the 
risk, their ability to be flexible enough to re-think their journey.  They gave up their old 
assumptions; they were willing to keep learning. 

I am so glad we have Scouts here today—because you know something about canoes, 
right? How to keep them from tipping over, how to load them so that your equipment 



stays dry, even when you hit the rapids.   Lewis and Clark and their team had practically 
lived in their canoes, and they had expected that canoes would take them to the Pacific 
Ocean.   

But-- how do you canoe over mountains?  Suddenly they were faced with the need to 
find a new way to travel on.  You need horses, their Indian guides advised. And 
Sacagawea and her friends set about helping the team get re-equipped.  Now—I 
suspect there were some men in Lewis and Clark’s team who were not comfortable 
turning for help to the Native Americans—especially to a young woman, but all the 
records tell how this nursing mother from the Shoshone tribe who carried on her back 
her baby boy (nicknamed “Pomp” by William Clark!) is really the one who saved them, 
time and again.  You see, Sacagawea was coming home.  Unlike the white explorers, 
she was not in uncharted territory.  She knew how to survive in what was, to the others, 
strange lands, off their maps.  For her, this was home territory. 

In a similar way, as we Christians, we Presbyterians, begin our journeys into a post-
Christendom time, when our world may no longer be dominated by voices of the rich, 
powerful, educated, mostly male, mostly white, mostly westerners-- but instead by 
voices from third world emerging nations, by cultures and races that were marginalized 
in the past, then we may need to look to new friends for help!   

In his book, “Canoeing the Mountains—Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory” 
Tod Bolsinger asserts, “When you go off the map, the rules change.” (p. 191)  And he 
goes on:  “Those who had neither power nor privilege in the Christendom world are the 
trustworthy guides and necessary leaders when we go off the map. They are not going 
into uncharted territory.  They are at home.” (p. 191)  Having never had power, never 
having been in the “mainline”, they aren’t so shocked when plans get changed or new 
ideas are needed.  This is how they have survived for so long, on the margins of our 
society. It’s made them patient, creative, able to see a wider perspective.  

As one seminary professor explained, for the nearly 1,700 years of Christendom (since 
Constantine made Christianity the dominant faith in the West), most of us have felt at 
home in the modern world “marked by stability, predictability, and order…Those of us 
formed and framed by Western late modernity have tended to believe we can find our 
way, with enough study, focus, and determination…we have often understood our task 
as clarifying, defining, mapping, and then doing…(But) clearly we are now in a 
disorienting world, in the midst of situations where cause and effective often do not 
seem connected.  Because most of our churches were framed in a different era, they 
often seem unable to even understand, much less respond, to what is happening.” (p. 
192)  Now is the time for new leadership, for leaders who—with humility and 
imagination—will admit what they do not know, give up old assumptions that no longer 
work, and embrace a new learning.  Such leaders need to do more listening than 
talking. 



Here at Blacksburg Presbyterian, you are standing at your own Great Divide, as you 
begin a time of transition, then move to call a new pastor.  Of course you will have all 
the usual help—from presbytery’s Committee on Ministry and all our procedures 
outlined in the “Book of Order”.  But if, at times, you feel these old ways do not serve so 
well to lead you into a new day, off the map, into the uncharted territory that we are 
experiencing as the Church of the 21st century, you might turn to Jewish friends, or 
Muslim or Sikh, African-American or Mormon or Unitarian friends--those who already 
know what it is like not to be a part of the dominant mainline culture.  Ask them:  “How 
have you found that living on the margins strengthens your faith?”  “When you cannot 
depend on cultural values to shore up your faith, what sort of leadership traits do you 
need?” “How do you decide which of your old traditions to save, and which ones need 
changing?” 

We sang “Jesus Loves Me” today because I believe that this old gospel song teaches a 
truth that is everlasting.  You see, everything doesn’t have to change, as some 
comfortable, familiar old things are still helpful.  Once when we came to a new 
congregation, an elder announced that it was the custom there not to sing African-
American spirituals—because, he said, this is not our kind of music.  But in a moment 
we will stand and sing “We Shall Overcome”  because of its abiding inspiring words for 
all of us in this Black History month and because, I believe, it is time to acknowledge our 
connection with our brothers and sisters of all races.   

In a recent poll about what young people expect to hear from the Church, the 
overwhelming majority reported that they expect to hear only judgment and 
condemnation.  So many of them have turned away.  I am sure that in that crowd of 
people who came up on the mountain to listen to Jesus, there were some cynics who 
didn’t expect to have their lives changed by his words.  And surely there were some 
who sat down by themselves, way out on the periphery where they hoped to go 
unnoticed—the leper, the disabled veteran, the kid who always eats alone in the 
cafeteria because she dresses differently, the grandmother who no longer feels needed, 
the poor widow—all those vulnerable ones who never had power , popularity, or 
influence. 

But don’t you think Jesus noticed them, and don’t you think they knew he was talking to 
them when he declared:   “Blessed are the meek—the ones who have for so long have 
been overlooked, whose voices have been drowned out, who don’t expect much-- for 
they will inherit the earth.”  Jesus preached and taught and led from the margins.  We 
know how his story ends, how he upset the powerful religious leaders.  But Matthew 
tells us that this crowd cheered when Jesus finished his Sermon on the Mountain 
because they had heard Good News!  “They had never heard teaching like this”, 
Matthew reports. (7:28)   

Jesus offers grace and encouragement.  Oh yes, he turns the tables upside down, he 
knocks down old walls when he preaches,  “You’re blessed when you’re at the end of 



your rope—when you admit you cannot fix it yourself…With less of you there is more of 
God and God’s rule.” 

Yes, here in 2019, all of us Christians—and you here at Blacksburg Presbyterian 
Church—we are all on a new adventure, whether we like it or not!  We are moving into 
uncharted territory, off the map; we are moving out of our comfort zones, in so many 
ways. But if we will let Jesus be our guide, oh what a blessing we’ll see, what a blessing 
we’ll be! 

Texts:  The Biblical texts come from Eugene Peterson’s Biblical paraphrase, “The 
Message” (2002). 

The book quoted is “Canoeing the Mountains—Christian Leadership in Uncharted 
Territory”, by Tod Bolsinger (2015), InterVarsity Press. 

 

 

 

 


