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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE


Evangelical and Postmodern Seeker Forge Working Truce
Summary: A philosophically-inclined “New Ager” visits a Black church in Virginia  for the music and stays for a two-year dialogue with the Pastor that forces her to reconsider every assumption of modernity and forces him to reconsider his definition of salvation. Together they forge a new path for overcoming religious conflict and for growing closer to God.

Arlington, VA, August 10, 2011—Music you could hear down the block first drew “New Ager” Teri Murphy to a Black, Bible-based church where she tells the Pastor, Bishop Phil Thomas, that his “plan of salvation” sounds more like the “plan of an insecure person without much imagination.” But instead of taking offense, he asks her to come up with a better plan. The Bishop and the Seeker: Wrestling for the Soul of the 21st Century is their co-authored story of their searingly candid dialogue on religion, politics, psychology, and sex that busts stereotypes in all directions.

The unlikely pair call on experts from Buddha to C.S. Lewis to explore whether we should follow our hearts or follow The Book. With sidetrips to academic conferences, a New Age movie, the “Eden” in a California walnut orchard, and a Bahamian Internet Café run by Jehovahs Witnesses, they discover a ray of hope for a world drawn to showdowns between those who take their holy books literally and those who do not. 

Teri and Bishop Thomas decided to write their story so that the truce and then friendship that evolved can help those who yearn to transcend cultural conflict and work together for a better world. Brian McLaren, author of A Generous Orthodoxy, calls The Bishop and the Seeker  “a hopeful sign on many levels, with honesty and fresh insights from both sides, and a beautiful, well-told, and fun story, too.”

The Bishop and the Seeker was published by Intermedia in 2010 and is currently managed by Cherrydale Books.  For information see BishopandSeeker.com or contact Andrew Murphy at info@CherrydaleBooks.com or call 703 524-4438.
About the Authors: Teri Murphy is a communications consultant in Washington, D.C. and a former board member of the Celebration Center for Spiritual Living in Falls Church, Virginia. Bishop Phil Thomas is pastor of non-denominational Highview Christian Fellowship in Fairfax, Virginia, which is pending reconstruction due to a recent fire. Bishop Thomas also serves 13 Virginia member churches of Praise Covenant Inter-denominational Fellowship.
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Praise for The Bishop &The Seeker

"A personal and spiritual tour de force. I learned something in every chapter, and it often made me laugh out loud with joy." 

Amy Roth
Emmy-winning journalist; formerly of the U.S. Embassy to the Vatican 
“Important and profound. From my time in Iraq I can tell you that in many parts of the world, the only way to peace will be bridging efforts like this across ideologies.”

Carol Haave 

Former Deputy Assist. Secretary of Defense for Counterintelligence and Security

“This changes the way I think about people in other religions and makes me realize how different they think. I will be reaching out to them in a whole new way.”

Pastor William D. Lottahall, Jr., 

New Birth Community Church, Manassas, VA
"Powerful! I can't think of anything else like it. This book will inspire you—no matter which “side” you’re on.” 

Brian McLaren
Bestselling author, Generous Orthodoxy
More Praise for The Bishop & The Seeker
“Reads like a mystery novel. A courageous attempt to cross lines and see into depths that are rarely explored.”  

Rev. Laurie Bolster, Interfaith Minister, Falls Church, VA

“Was I offended? Yes. Did I laugh? Oh, yes! Especially when they took Bishop Thomas to that New Age movie. I am a dyed-in-the-wool Christian, and Bishop Thomas is my ideal pastor; I would LOVE to meet both him and Teri.” 

Lindsey Antle, Educator, Parker, CO

“WOW!! This book is fantastic!!!! I couldn't put it down—and when my husband saw me reading it, he picked up the first page, sat down next to me, and the two of us sat on the couch and read till the sun set. We both enjoyed it so much! The style is vivid, the stories are compelling, and we are learning so much.”

Nancy Leidy, Healthcare executive, Washington D.C.

“This renewed my zeal for the Lord. I loved the transparency, like I was eavesdropping on their very private thoughts. This book will touch many lives.” 

Caroline June, Upper Marlboro, MD

“Wow. Couldn't put the book down last night until I finished it. Very engrossing, very easy to read, very thoughtful—even though I disagree with almost everything you say about New Age and New Thought.” 

Kay Pentecost RScP, New Thought Practitioner, Falls Church, VA

“This is really am amazing and eye-opening work. Christians may not come away with a greater acceptance of New Age thought, but they will come away with a clearer vision of how the two belief systems both support and challenge one another.  This, in itself, is a great accomplishment and has potential to help smooth some of the rough spots between the two groups.” 

Laurie Higgs, former Couples Ministry Director, McLean Baptist 

“Teri expertly brings us along on her unusual journey as a seeker. Whether you are on the outside looking in, or already a seeker yourself, you will be rewarded by passionately-told stories and fresh insights."


Carol Joynt, Host, The Q&A Café; former producer MSNBC News
“I think they’re on to something here. This looks like it is going to cover all the reasons I stopped going to church and all the reasons I still love Jesus.”

Sandy Capps, traditional military mom, Jacksonville, FL

“I was inspired by the grace and patience Bishop Thomas shows in trying to reach Teri. It’s so amazing to learn what some people can believe.  In fact, I’ve been sharing the chapters with my Bible studies group; we could all learn a lesson from Bishop Thomas.”

Sue Bartlett, Bible studies teacher, Annapolis, MD

“There were times I wanted Teri to tell the bishop to cut the crap; she was caving in to him. But I saw something deeper going on. When his words sounded preposterous to her, she drilled into his heart, and saw that it was good. Sensing his integrity gave her the space to trust and listen for what he meant in terms she could understand. There were times she even articulated it for him, helping open his eyes to his own values. She wasn’t caving, she was dancing.”

Laurie S. Hall, author of An Affair of the Mind
“Assumes near-acrobatic positions in bringing together disparate spiritual, political, and psychological disciplines, creating a structure not only to traverse, but to inhabit.”

Julie Estep, communications consultant, social activist

“Few authors can address several different audiences at once. This book will move you to explore your beliefs in a new way—whichever ‘side’ you are on.  If you're not afraid to re-examine your basic assumptions so as to understand others better in our pluralistic culture, read this book!”

Diane Eble, publishing coach and author of Abundant Gifts, www.yourbookpublishingcoach.com

“A vivid example of how exploring what we mean by our words can reveal our common struggles and aspirations. It can show us to see the world—and each other–with more compassionate eyes.”

Dr. Susanne Cook-Greuter, Co-founder, Integral Institute; 
author, Transcendence and Mature Thought in Adulthood
“Both these people show extraordinary courage in confronting each other, and the writing is a wacky and wonderful ride.”

Ed Preston, Chaplain, Alexandria Hospital, VA
“The magic of this book shows up early when Teri writes, “We were deadlocked, the energy was blocked. The question hung in the air as to why we were pursuing this difficult venture of trying to understand each other. The bishop spoke, ‘Well, I’m just riding this wave to see where it goes.’ It felt wrong to let facts come between us while an underlying Truth was calling.” 


“If you ‘ride the wave’ of this dialogue, you, too, will feel the Truth that is calling you. In some cases it may disturb you, in others exhilarate. But the promise of this journey is the clarifying of your Faith and its practice in service to a larger world.”

James R. Jones, Director, Personal Awareness Institute

“A testimonial to the power of love to honor and bridge seemingly opposing view. This book models that through seeking to understand, we can each do our part to transform the world.”  

Rev Trish Hall, Celebration Center for Spiritual Living, Falls Church, VA, www.celebrationcenter.org

”This book articulates deep, complex, and personal concepts in fluid prose lubricated by surprises and compelling stories.  Teri’s adventures with the ladies of Highview and their fundamental views are both fun and peculiar—just when I am ready to hear her mock their backward attitudes, she makes me see them in new, sympathetic ways, forcing me to examine my prejudices. I loved tracing the evolution that I witnessed in both Teri and the Bishop.  It was subtle and positive and enlightening. I loved the Bishop.  For me his character, his wisdom, his goodness was essential to my ‘fundamental’ enlightenment, as a secularist.  I would love to meet this man.”

Zack Kincheloe, English Department Chair, Chico High, CA

“In keeping with her ‘integral’ principles, Teri’s growth was not abandonment of the places she’d been, but an invitation to come along. It’s as if one hand is reaching back to where she’s been, and the other hand is reaching out to where she’s going; and in the middle is Teri, weaving the old and the new into a seamless garment and holding the space for the people she loves.”

Laurie S. Hall, author of An Affair of the Mind
“A joyful and intelligent journey from cover to cover.”

Susan Kendrick, President, Write to Your Market, Inc.

BishopandSeeker.com
Teri Murphy, 2125 N. Pollard Street, Arlington VA 22207
terimurphy@myfastmail.com, 703 524-4438 

About the Authors

Teri Murphy is a freelance communications consultant and trainer in Arlington, Virginia, who previously worked as a writer, editor, speechwriter, and policy analyst for three federal agencies. In her first job at the U.S. Information Agency, she wrote articles explaining American culture and politics for placement in the overseas press. With her husband, Andy Murphy, she co-authored The Husbands Manual: A Guide for Husbands and Men Trying out for the Part.

Teri has a lifelong interest in theology, powerful communication, and the delicate balance between community and individuality. She has coordinated the Washington, D.C. Meetup study group of philosopher Ken Wilber, and has been a volunteer reviewer for the Journal of Transpersonal Psychology. She was previously a board member of the Celebration Center of Religious Science in Falls Church, Virginia.

Teri has an undergraduate degree in Communications and Public Policy from University of California at Berkeley and a Masters of Urban and Regional Planning from George Washington University.

Bishop Phillip O. Thomas presides over the Virginia member churches of Praise Covenant Interdenominational Fellowship (PCIF), an affiliation of independent, Bible-based churches on the East Coast of the United States.

Bishop Thomas was born in inner city Baltimore to a mother who suffered from MS, an absent father, and a grandmother who made sure he spent most of his childhood in church. He gave his life completely to God late in high school, and spent several years touring the Mid-Atlantic region preaching and performing with a gospel band. In 1999 he gave up a successful career as a telecom account executive at Bell Atlantic to become full-time pastor of Highview Christian Fellowship in Fairfax, Virginia. Bishop Thomas is overseeing reconstruction in the wake of a fire that destroyed the church in February 2010.

Bishop Thomas earned Bachelors degrees in Biblical Studies and in Biblical Counseling from Washington Bible College in Lanham, Maryland, and The Christian College Seminary in Independence, Missouri, where he also completed the Masters of Divinity degree. In 2008 he completed a Doctoral degree from Florida's Jacksonville Theological Seminary. He has traveled and led ministry work in Africa and India. He and his wife, Cindy, have three grown children.

BishopandSeeker.com
Teri Murphy, terimurphy@myfastmail.com, 703 524-4438 

2125 North Pollard Street, Arlington VA 22207

Suggested Questions for Interviewing Teri Murphy 

(with short answers)

STORYLINE

1. How did you get drawn from an interfaith, seeker spirituality (Celebration Center of Spiritual Living) to a Black church that takes the Bible literally?

a. My husband and I regularly visit a tiny island in the Bahamas where the only action on Sundays is the intense praise music pouring out of the churches. We were drawn to that and looked for something similar back home. We found Highview Christian Fellowship in a neighborhood nearby and thought we’d visit for a few weeks.

2. What kept you coming back to Highview? 

a. The focus on everything that was the flip side of our New Thought-postmodern seeker experience: focus on action over surrender, humility over self-esteem, and guidance from a standard (scripture) over intuition and reason.

3. What surprised you about Highview?

a. Warm welcome, humor, lack of focus on politics, and easygoing openness toward race, e.g.,  “We love you as much as if you were black.”

4. After you'd been enjoying the music and the community for several weeks, something happened that made you decide it was time to leave. Tell us about that.

a. Pastor prayed over a gay man asking him to repent.

5. What did you do?

a. Made an appointment with the pastor, Bishop Thomas, and prepared by reading the biblical defense of homosexuality in “Ain’t Nobody’s Business if You Do”

6. How did that meeting turn into a two-year dialogue?

a. Bishop’s listening and extraordinary openness challenged all my stereotypes. Then a couple coincidences immediately after our meeting prodded me to accept Bishop’s invitation to continue. I got invited to the first-ever metaphysical Bible study at Celebration Center, and I met a woman who had a foot in both worlds, Christian and New Age. After a near death experience, Miriam heard Jesus tell her to give up her crystals and go study at a Bible college. She never accepted that Jesus is the ONLY road to salvation, but she felt that her mission was to “build bridges in the invisible” with those who do.  Her story inspired me to try to stay at Highview long enough to see if there were bridges to build.

7. So you made a second meeting in which you tell Bishop Thomas that the plan of salvation sounds like the plan of an insecure person without much imagination. How did he react to that?

a. He asked me to come up with a better plan, and that non-defensiveness amazed me. I have taught non-defensive communication, but he was doing a better job of it than I was.

8. So you spent two years in dialogue on the most divisive issues in religion, politics, psychology, and sex. What was the final outcome?

a. I joined Highview without giving up membership in my interfaith church. 

b. Bishop Thomas stretched his definition of salvation to include me. Also he wrote a letter to his senator opposing a gay marriage ban, saying that even though God condemns it, judgment is up to God, not men. (see homosexuality below)

LESSONS

9. What let you bridge your differences?

a. Our shared excitement about God 

b. Taking great effort to see why the other person believed as they did, we came to see the parallels in our seemingly opposite beliefs. Bishop Thomas joked that we were “altar egos.”  This made it impossible to believe the other person was “wicked, stupid, ignorant, or insane” (a quote from Richard Dawkins).

10. In the book you call yourself the world’s only New Age Fundamentalist. What do you mean by that?

a. I don’t necessarily believe that any scripture is the direct word of God. But I do now believe that if we use Scripture as a basis for lifelong search for truth, it can serve just as powerfully as if it were the “word of God,” and thus I honor those who do use it in that way. And while I still see myself as a co-creator of my experience, I also now see myself as submitted to God,  a creative power that is greater than me. 

11. How did Bishop Thomas handle the question of whether you were saved?

a. He said, “I am not the fruit inspector, but after watching you for two years, I believe you are saved even though you may not call yourself Christian.”

12. What advice can you give to people who want to reduce religious tension among their family, friends, or communities?

a. Listen openly

b. Focus on telling stories, not beliefs

c. Look for polarities in your values: Is one of theirs feeding a need brought about by excesses of one of yours? (e.g., self vs. group, sexual expression vs. restraint) 

d. Transcend and Include: honor the utility of values at all levels of development while encouraging a lifetime of maturation in understanding them more deeply.

13. What gifts did you receive from your time at Highview?

a. Being able to let go of the intellectualism in my spirituality and give myself to passionate praise has enriched my spiritual life and intensified my gratitude for life. And because I no longer feel separate from those who take their holy books literally, I have more people to love.

14. What is the greatest gift that your alternative spirituality movement has to offer traditional Christians?

a. The use of affirmative prayer and the quest to integrate opposing values.

OTHER TOPICS IN THE BOOK

BEHIND THE SCENES ADVENTURES AT HIGHVIEW

15. Tell us about the night you participated in a Woman’s Ministry meeting on pleasing your husband.

a. Although it was as if feminism had never happened, their advice to “stay away from pantsland” sounded like advice a secular therapist might give a wife who wants to avoid enabling behavior toward her husband

16. Tell us about the skit you created in which ushers demanded, “Your money or your pants.”

a. To work out the boundary between “narrow-minded” and “single minded,” I created a skit in which my husband dropped his pants for tithes.

17. Tell us about the time you took the bishop to a New Age movie. 

a. I took 42 people from Celebration Center plus Bishop Thomas to “What the Bleep do we Know” which includes the line “belief in a God who requires repentance is an ugly superstition.”  In a discussion afterwards there were several tense moments, but my chaplain friend Ed saved the day by declaring that we all are trying to put on “the mind of Christ.”

THINKERS THAT INFLUENCED TERI’S EXPERIENCE 

18. Portions of your book consider the social and philosophical context of your adventure. How did your study of philosopher Ken Wilber affect your experience?

a. His Integral Theory gave me a postmodern roadmap of which direction is “forward” on the spiritual path and a scale for weighing guidance along the way. Amazingly, these were the two uses of the Bible that Bishop Thomas was promoting to me.

b. Along with Robert Pirsig of  Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, Wilber helped me see that many differences in the culture wars stem from polarities that are unavoidable, unsolvable, and necessary for the healthy functioning of any system

19. What role did the work of evangelical author Brian McLaren play in your reconciliation with traditional religion?

a. McLaren works from the evangelical side of the street reconciling to postmodern  pluralism while Wilber works from the postmodern side attempting to “include”  traditional values. Both thinkers call us to move beyond pluralism. McLaren’s beautiful restatements of key Christian doctrines allowed me to find a meeting place in the center. He completed the bridge for me that Bishop Thomas started.

20. You quote Karen Armstrong on the value of stories for creating shared meaning and thus, the danger of trying to strip our scriptures of anything that might be myth. How did you see stories from scripture being used to guide behavior at Highview?

a. I was fascinated to see how every question was settled by reference to a scripture. It was as if all the science and psychology of the modern age were useful only as supporting material. And yet, their answers were seldom different from what we might come to via a “spiritual” or modernist frame—though the languaging was different. Thus, where there is room for interpretation, it really doesn’t matter what is and is not “myth.”

OPTIONAL SIDE ISSUES

21. What were the “loopholes” you found in Bishop’s literal interpretation of the Bible?

a. In the chapter “Judgment, Hell, and Pagan Babies,” I find the intriguing parallel between traditional belief in salvation and the postmodern/New Thought belief in radical freedom. 

b. In “My Intuition is Your Holy Spirit” I find an opening for direct contact with Divine knowing beyond scripture

c. In “Smiting, Fighting and Wrath in a Good Cause.” I find his justification for a jealous God has some parallels in my New Thought

d. In “God Doesn’t Change but His Methods do” I find an echo of the “Spiral Dynamics developmental theory that fascinates me

e. In “Wicked and Evil Isn’t That Bad,” I find his belief that “everyone is evil” is just the flip side of the postmodern “no one is evil.”  Either belief can be used as a strategy for avoiding judgment.

22. At one point you bring in a friend from Celebration Center to tell Bishop Thomas how the Bible's attitudes toward sex nearly ruined her life until she found New Thought. How did that go?

a. They whooped and stomped and testified to each other as Bishop Thomas claimed that all the benefits Gail found in New Thought/alternative spirituality she could have found in the Bible. “It’s in there!” he kept saying.

23. What about evolution?

a. Originally I thought anyone who doesn’t believe in evolution is, to quote Richard Dawkins, “ignorant, stupid, insane, or wicked.” But three things shifted my view:

i. Learning that even some evolutionary biologists have doubts

ii. Seeing the respect Bishop Thomas holds for science and reason despite his belief in a 6,000 year old earth.

iii. Realizing how my own world view is so predicated on evolution that nothing could disprove it to me.

24. What was the hardest thing for you to accept?

a. Homosexuality as sin and God as wrathful

25. You say that it now makes sense to you that homosexuality is such a sticking point in the culture wars. How is that?

a. I assumed all rejection of homosexuality is based in scapegoating and projection. But after we accounted for those he said, “If I were God, I might do some things differently.” That openness allowed me to see that at least some Biblical literalists can separate the personal from the scriptural; they genuinely believe they are espousing what God knows to be best for the human race. I have to respect that.

26. How did you make peace on homosexuality?

a. When Highview received a letter from a candidate for Virginia state senator asking to speak to us about his amendment to ban homosexual marriage, Bishop Thomas let me draft a reply for his signature that said judgment is up to God.

REACTIONS OF YOURSELF AND YOUR FRIENDS TO HIGHVIEW

27. How did you adjust to the passionate worship style at Highview?

a. I came to love the way it embodies gratitude and surrender. I recommend a visit to a Black church for anyone who is feeling stale on the spiritual path.

28. What was it like being the only white people in the congregation?

a. Surprisingly comfortable because of the warm welcome we were given. We joked, “This is better than the Bahamas.”

29. What surprised you about politics at the church?

a. How little a factor it was

30. In retrospect, how did you see that the Universe had been softening you up for this adventure?

a. I became sympathetic to evangelizers in the ‘80s when my experience with  personal growth groups was so positive I wanted to share it with everyone I knew. 

b. In that same period, my mysterious encounter with some Hare Krishnas on a Georgetown sidewalk made me more gracious to proselytizers

Additional questions available upon request
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