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Introduction

My relationship with the Bible began when I was about ten 
years old. I wanted to know more about the book that sat on the 
coffee table in our living room. Our family Bible was a big white 
leather-bound book. My mother admonished us not to touch 
it—the book was too important for our grubby hands. The only 
time I ever touched that Bible was to move it so I could dust the 
table. I saw my mother write updates in the Family section of 
the Bible, but I never saw anyone in our home actually read it. 
Despite the obvious importance of the book, we knew the Bible 
was not a book to be handled. But I was curious.

I confess that I was disappointed when I finally worked up the 
nerve to open the pages of our family Bible. The language was 
strange and difficult to understand. It would be a while before 
I learned about King James and his version of the Bible. But 
the die had been cast—the Bible was too bulky, too strangely 
written to appeal to me. Even more than the size and language, 
I couldn’t make any connections among the various parts of 
the Bible. There were contradictory creation stories and unex-
plained, illogical events. The Psalms were beautiful but who 
could make sense of Proverbs? The Gospels were compelling 
dramas but the Epistles seemed incomplete. And what on earth 
was going on in Revelation?

I gave up on the Bible. Needless to say, worship for me was 
“interesting.” I loved church music and the prayers. The various 
liturgies were moving and helped deepen my faith. The sense of 
community I felt at church kept me engaged. More often than 
not, though, the sermons didn’t really move me. Then, some-
thing happened the summer I turned thirteen. I used to spend 
the summers with my maternal grandparents in Birmingham, 
Alabama. Each July, their church sponsored a revival week—
a time of singing, praying, and preaching with the intent of 
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“bringing the unsaved to Jesus.” Those who had not confessed 
Jesus as their personal savior had to sit on the front pew, also 
called the moaners’ bench. In many ways, the preacher directed 
his (and it was always “his” back in those days) sermon directly 
to the unsaved. That particular summer, the preacher was a bril-
liant storyteller: he portrayed such a human Jesus that I fully 
expected Jesus to walk the aisle that very night. I had not heard 
a sermon that brought Jesus into the twentieth century and 
I became a believer. The preacher painted a picture from the 
Bible that rekindled my interest. The quest to understand the 
Bible resumed. I remained stumped by much of what I read, but 
I kept at it, with uneven results.

Some years later, I was invited to attend worship at Trin-
ity United Church of Christ on Chicago’s Southside. The first 
time I heard the Rev. Jeremiah A. Wright, Jr., preach, I had a 
flashback to the preaching I heard in that small church in Bir-
mingham—brilliant storytelling with real life connections. Rev. 
Wright set the stage for exploring the biblical text: providing 
background information and relating the text to contemporary 
and current events. The personalities and situations in the Bible 
were expertly connected to what was happening in our world 
and time. I was helped by having information about the context 
of the scripture and some sense of how the texts came to be. A 
different phase of my journey began. I confess, though, that I 
ventured into my first Bible study class out of guilt. Every Sun-
day Rev. Wright talked about “so-called” Christians who didn’t 
know the Bible. He was clear that we ought not take his words 
about the Bible uncritically. We had the privilege of reading and 
studying the Bible for ourselves, and we needed to take advan-
tage of the opportunity. And it seemed that he was always look-
ing at me when he said these things. Of course he wasn’t, but it 
was enough to get me out of my comfort zone and into a Bible 
study class. Not only did the class change my life, it spawned a 
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ministry and mission—making the Bible fun for everyone. Bible 
study is now a way of life for me.

52 Ways to Ignite Your Congregation—Bible Study is a contri-
bution to The Pilgrim Press’s series to help breathe new life into 
congregations. This volume offers ways to spark interest in Bible 
study by getting people excited about reading and studying the 
Bible and applying its principles to their real and everyday lives. 

Many people are intimidated by the Bible, although the 
Christian faith is rooted and grounded in the sacred texts. This 
book is designed to alleviate the anxiety, fear, and discomfort 
that persons feel when approaching the Bible. This book offers 
easy and practical, hands-on, how-to approaches to Bible study.

My interest in the Bible was piqued by a minister who 
preached the Bible so vividly that I was able to put myself into 
the stories and feel what the biblical characters must have felt. 
The Bible came alive and the richness was exposed in ways that 
helped me think about my life and choices from a theological 
perspective. The Bible is the most fascinating book ever written. 
No wonder it continues to be a bestseller thousands of years 
later. I hope you will find the Bible to be an exciting, energizing, 
life-giving book. 

52 Ways to Ignite Your Congregation—Bible Study is divided 
into two sections:

1. The Nuts and Bolts: Administrative Hints 
2. The Good Stuff: Methods and Strategies 

The “ways” are short and practical. You can start to implement 
them right away. Some overlap and build on each other. Some 
are stand-alone hints. Almost all of the fifty-two ways grow out 
of my experience as pastor and teacher. Although a good part of 
my ministry has been in seminary settings, I have always main-
tained close ties to a variety of diverse congregations—preach-
ing and teaching and getting feedback on what works and what 
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