Developing Our Spiritual Gifts for the Benefit of the Local
Church, Community, and World

The Wired Word for the Week of July 26, 2026
In the News

Congregation Beth El in Bangor, Maine, recently installed a new leader, Rabbi Daniel Alter, 41,
after a year-long search following the departure of Rabbi Sam Weiss last June. In the 12 months
before Alter's arrival, more than 70 laypeople filled the pulpit, taught Torah, and led worship
and music. Alter hopes to continue involving the laity in leadership if they are interested.

"My question is, how do I ... continue to cultivate and empower that, now that I'm here?" the
rabbi said. "I don't want them to step back now" if they don't want to, suggesting that monthly
lay-led services were a definite possibility.

Becky Tapley, the Reformed congregation's president, said the past year had been an "eclectic"
experience that fit the synagogue's DIY history. Beth El was started in 1981 by 25 families who
envisioned a diverse, progressive Jewish community. For the first six years, services were
conducted by volunteers, until the first rabbi arrived in 1987.

Beth El attracts people from eastern and northern Maine, New Brunswick, and seasonal
members from even farther away. On the synagogue's website is this description of the
congregation: "We are always striving to capture our founders' do-it-yourself ethic, and to
uphold their commitment to warm welcome and inclusivity."

Tapley noted that during the past year when the congregation was without a rabbi, Beth El
added six new member households, even while membership in Reform Judaism is declining.
She appreciated Alter's desire to build on the strength of the synagogue's lay leadership and
involvement.

Alter will have responsibility for leadership of the weekly Jewish education program Beth El
provides for about 35 children, in partnership with Bangor's Conservative synagogue,
Congregation Beth Israel.

The rabbi's philosophy of education emphasizes a Jewish sense of play, discovery and
open-mindedness. He's been known to create an escape room for students as a teaching tool
about Passover. Alter uses popular cultural figures from Harry Potter, Star Wars, zombie fiction
and romance to teach Judaism, he said. He likes to dress as Darth Vader every year for Purim,
the Jewish holiday celebrating the defeat of Haman, the enemy of the Jews, found in the book of
Esther.



The author of four books, Alter trained in archaeology, anthropology and Jewish education,
before being ordained as a rabbi in 2017. He served at Temple Beth Emeth in Ann Arbor,
Michigan, and Temple Kol Emeth in Marietta, Georgia, prior to accepting the position in
Bangor. When he joined the team at Temple Kol Emeth, he led a romping, indoor camp-style
sing-along that included a mock bonfire.

One of Alter's former students, Madison, said, "Rabbi Daniel makes learning fun for the
students!"

Abi, another young fan, agreed: "I have fun, and I'm shocked!"
More on this story can be found at these links:

Bangor's New Rabbi Wants to Bring Playfulness to Religious Life. Bangor Daily News

About Congregation Beth El. bethelbangor
Rabbi Daniel K. Alter, Rabbi-Educator. 7emple Kol Emeth

Temple Kol Emeth Welcomes Rabbi Daniel Alter as the Newest Clergy and First-Ever Rabbi
Educator. Marietta Daily Journal

About Us. Temple Beth Emeth

Applying the News Story

Use this lesson to discuss how to discover, develop and maximize the spiritual gifts God has
bestowed upon your congregation.

The Big Questions

1. How might the Bangor synagogue's approach serve as a model for dwindling Christian
churches seeking a spark of new life?

2. How does our faith encourage us to use our own minds to study the Bible, theology and
tradition?

3. How does our faith community help us expand and deepen our understanding of our sacred
texts, beliefs and practices?

4. What lessons have you learned from your work and life experiences that might be of benefit
to others in their own walk with God?

5. What opportunities does your church provide to people to identify and develop their spiritual
gifts for the benefit of others in the congregation, the community, and the world?

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope
Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion:
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Exodus 4:10-12

But Moses said to the LORD, "O my Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor
even now that you have spoken to your servant, but I am slow of speech and slow of tongue."
Then the LORD said to him, "Who gives speech to mortals? Who makes them mute or deaf,
seeing or blind? Is it not I, the LORD? Now go, and I will be with your mouth and teach you
what you are to speak.” (For context, read Exodus 4:1-17.)

To answer Moses' concern about whether the tribal elders would accept him as their leader, God
gave Moses three signs to support his claim that the Lord had appeared to him and
commissioned him: his staff that changed into a snake and back again, his hand that became
diseased and then was restored, and water from the Nile that became blood (vv. 1-9). But Moses
believed those gifts would not make up for what he felt were his personal deficiencies.

Questions: How did God want Moses to refocus his attention? What inadequacies
do you possess that hinder you from fully answering God's call to service? How can
you overcome your hesitation and uncertainty?

Jeremiah 1:7-9, 11-12
But the LORD said to me, "Do not say, 'l am only a boy,' for you shall go to all to whom I send

you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you
to deliver you, says the LORD."

Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth, and the LORD said to me,
"Now I have put my words in your mouth. ..."

The word of the LORD came to me, saying, "Jeremiah, what do you see?" And I said, "l
see a branch of an almond tree.”" Then the LORD said to me, "You have seen well, for [ am
watching over my word to perform it." (For context, read Jeremiah 1:1-12.)

When God called Jeremiah as a prophet to the nations (vv. 4-5), the boy couldn't imagine
himself the way God saw him. He only knew that he lacked experience, knowledge and ability
(v. 6).

Questions: How did God reassure and equip Jeremiah so that he accepted God's
commission? How does God reassure and equip us today so that we can receive and
act on the call to service? How might God be calling each of us to do the same thing
he asked Jeremiah to do: to tell the truth about what we see and to trust that God is
watching over his word to perform it? (See also 1 John 1:1-3.) Who among us is
qualified to do that?

1 Corinthians 14:26, 29-31
What should be done then, my brothers and sisters? When you come together, each one has a

hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for building
up. ... Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said. If someone sitting
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receives a revelation, let the first person be silent. For you can all prophesy one by one, so that
all may learn and all be encouraged ... (For context, read 1 Corinthians 14:26-33.)

Paul advised the Corinthians to conduct worship in an orderly fashion, giving everyone a
chance to contribute something of value to build up the community, whether "a hymn, a lesson,
a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation." The floor was not to be held by a single prominent
person, but shared among two or three. Some would speak, and the others were to listen and
"weigh" what they said. The atmosphere was to be characterized by humility and respect for one
another, allowing "all [to] prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged."

Elsewhere, Paul writes: "Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one
another in all wisdom; and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs
to God" (Colossians 3:16). Here again we glimpse a family at home or a congregation gathered
together in which there doesn't appear to be a single up-front leader, but rather all members
"teach and admonish one another."

Questions: How can worship participants learn and be encouraged most: in the
speaking, contributing their own gifts, or in being silent while others speak and
share their gifts? Why is it important for participants to "take turns"?

Ephesians 4:7-8, 11-13
But each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ's gift. Therefore it is said,

"When he ascended on high, he made captivity itself a captive; he gave gifts to his people." ...
He himself granted that some are apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers to equip
the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the
unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full
stature of Christ. (For context, read Ephesians 4:7-16.)

Elsewhere Paul gives lists of spiritual gifts, which describe special abilities God's Spirit bestows
on us as God deems appropriate. Here we learn that God's gifts are not only special abilities, but
the very people who possess those abilities: apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers.

Questions: What is "the measure of Christ's gift"? What, then, is the measure of the
grace given to each of us? Who has equipped you for the work of ministry, for
building up the body of Christ? What should you do if you are not in a place where
you are being equipped to serve?

For Further Discussion

1. Consider this, from TWW Team Member Frank Ramirez: "When Jesus visited the home
synagogue, there was no question but that he could be invited to preach. Though there was no
doubt a Pharisaic Rabbi (and the Pharisees were mostly the good guys, except for some
inevitable literalists), I think there was a team approach to ministry -- possibly with readers,
cantors and individuals who could speak/preach.
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"We Anabaptists are returning to that model. There was always a team approach with an
unpaid ministry. The old Brethren ministers (all unpaid, and part of a team) would line up their
Bibles and one of the deacons would stick a bookmark on the Scripture they would be preaching
from that day. Later the preachers would discover which one of them was giving the message
(and after that, some of the others would give a short response).

"In the 20th century, we went to a paid, full-time ministry, but now many churches are
returning to team ministry (but with folks knowing in advance they're preaching). Of course our
Amish Anabaptists still have a fully unpaid ministry with several people taking turns to preach.
They have a 26-week lectionary because they only hold church every other week, so they can
visit other area congregations in the intervening weeks."

2. Discuss this, from TWW Team Member Bill Tammeus: "Since I'm the one who suggested
this topic, let me be clear that I support a salaried, full-time pastor for congregations (and maybe
more than one, depending), because, at least in my Reformed Tradition, such people are
expected to know, in addition to English, enough Hebrew and Greek to be able to read and
interpret the Scriptures for the congregation. And, realistically, that is beyond what we can
expect of lay leaders. My denomination, the PCUSA, still requires potential candidates for
pastoral ordination to have studied both Hebrew and Greek languages and exegesis. Each week
my own pastor digs pretty deeply into such exegetical work. And yet I think every congregation
can benefit from lay-led worship, including sermons."

TWW team member Stan Purdum noted that "with the proper resources -- Strong's
Concordance, Theological Wordbooks, Vine's Expository Dictionary of OT and NT words, etc.,
which are available in most Bible apps, such as Blue Letter Bible, it's not that hard to do
exegesis on the Hebrew and Greek words, even if you have no exposure to those languages."

To which TWW team member Frank Ramirez responded, "My real love for language
was the first day of New Testament Greek because the instructor gave us the opening of John's
gospel which we all kind of knew anyway. It felt good for something to sort of make sense. That
gave me the courage to sin boldly."

3. Chew on this: Regarding congregational leadership -- we have a tendency to evaluate ancient
documents based on our current understanding of how things work. Acts paints a picture of
many involved in leadership -- six deacons are appointed by the apostles to share in the serving
and sharing, Euodia and Syntyche led their respective house churches in Philippi, things like
that, but we insist that the apostle Peter and James the brother of Jesus had real titles and real
authority.

Take the word translated as Bishop. We see modern-day bishops in a certain light, so we
read that backward, but the word episkopos, or literally "overseer," can refer to the slave who is
in charge of the work of the other slaves, more like a head server, not an ecclesiastical office.
Amish use the term Bishop also, but it's more like a pastor than a high hat!



The point being that all congregations should have a shared leadership when it comes
not only to maintenance and cleanup, but to worship, preaching, leadership. Instead of calling it
"lay leadership" maybe we ought to call it "leadership."

4. A parable by TWW Team Member Joanna Loucky-Ramsey:

The birthday girl beamed when she saw the presents piled on the table before her. She
considered them one by one. She zeroed in on one impeccably wrapped in shiny paper with a
fancy bow.

"I'm going to put that one on the mantel where I can admire it every day!" she
exclaimed.

The child picked up a different gift, shook it, and tossed it aside, attracted by another
odd-shaped present. This one she sniffed, before grabbing a colorful orb that seemed to have her
name on it.

She barely noticed the drab, shabby, small brown package off in a corner. She was too
busy admiring the unopened gift sitting on the mantel.

But after a while, the little girl got tired of staring, and fell asleep on the sofa, never
knowing what treasures were hidden inside any of the presents. She had no idea where they had
come from or who had so lovingly prepared them for her.

What does the parable mean to you?
Responding to the News

Look around the room. Write your name on the top of a piece of paper and pass your paper to
the person on your left. Pause and write down how you see each person's giftedness, either
already obvious to you and perhaps to everyone else, or as yet unnamed and undiscovered.
Keep passing the papers from one person to another until you receive the one with your name
on it. Take the paper home and place it in a prominent place to read and reread, praying for
insight as to how God may be shaping you for ministry in the present and the future.

Prayer

(suggested by James 1:17-18; John 15:1-8; Galatians 5:22-23; Philippians 2:12-13)

God, the Giver of every good and perfect gift, thank you for your generosity and creative
benevolence. Show us the gifts you have placed within our congregation, and help us to learn
how to use them to strengthen the body of Christ, so that we may bear much fruit to feed the
world with your love, peace, hope and joy, and so bring you the praise you deserve. By the
power of your Spirit at work within and through us we pray. Amen.
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