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CHANGING WORLD 

 

PASTOR BEN DUEHOLM 

Bacteria have discovered the secret of immortality. 
Well, that’s an exaggeration. But according to a story 
I read recently in Aeon magazine, biologists are 
studying the ability of certain bacteria to hibernate, 
so to say. These single-celled creatures survive 
through periods of severe drought, heat, or cold by 
reshuffling their chemical processes. They put up 
molecular gates around their most important parts--

gates for which “the only key is the return of favorable conditions” (Aeon is 
published in the UK). It seems, though apparently it is not yet known, that 
bacteria that shut themselves down and close themselves off this way can 
live for decades, centuries, or possibly longer. A long-sighted researcher is 



 

starting a 500-year-long study to learn more about how this happens.  

Maybe it’s a sign that I need to get a life, but this made me think of the 
church--not our local congregation, but the universal church. It occurred 
to me that for as long as I’ve been part of the church, some Christians 
have been urging the church to do what those cells do when the 
environment around them becomes unfavorable: put up hard walls 
around the core of faith and worship and prepare to hibernate. There 
have been times when I’ve shared that view, to be honest.  

The theory makes a certain amount of sense. The wider culture has 
become less favorable ground for growth. Religious pluralism is a reality 
now in a way that it wasn’t fifty years ago. Jobs, families, and politics are 
all changing. The ethnic makeup of our communities is different than it 
was when our denominations were growing and flourishing. One 
appealing answer is to pull back, to focus on our essentials, and preserve 
ourselves until things around us change. 

I’ve become convinced, however, that this is not a truly faithful response, 
and it’s probably impossible too. 

It’s not faithful because God is the God of all times, places, and people--
not just the ones that help us to feel like we are prominent and 
successful. I see this in the gifts that people bring from non-church 
backgrounds, or from very different church backgrounds, than our own 
northern European version of Lutheranism. They can be challenging gifts, 
and they can cause the community to shift in ways that some of us will 
understandably find difficult. But God has been at work among them, too, 
however different their experiences have been from most of ours. As 
Christians, we have not only to option but the duty to walk with anyone, 
and to learn from them as best we can.  



 

And I’m starting to think too that it’s just not possible to shut a harsh 
world out. The church is, as St. Paul tells us, a body with many parts, not a 
single-celled organism. Bodies are always changing along with their world. 
They’re connected to the world outside. They can’t just shut down and 
wait. We have to trust that God is at work within us as well as around us, 
and that what God is doing may feel unexpected.  

That’s why I’m so excited about and proud of our adult forum series on 
“The Church in a Changing Neighborhood.” We’re asking what it means to 
be faithful to the God of our whole community, and asking ourselves to 
imagine what that will mean for us. And it’s why I’m looking forward to our 
next two big topics--”The Church in a Changing Culture,” about families, 
morality,  and the economy, and “The Church in a Changing Global 
Environment.” And it’s why I’m excited that we push ourselves a little bit in 
preaching and in worship, and why I’m grateful for everyone who has 
invested time and prayer and effort in our Christian Basics group. Unlike 
the closed-down, immortal bacteria, the key to our life as a faith 
community is not in the favorable environment but in the hands of the 
God of every circumstance and every person.  

Thank you for everything you do to live out your baptism each day. See 
you in church! 

Pastor Ben 

 


