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Dear Readers,

Like so many of us, my attention is pulled in many different directions these days. The reqgular de-
mands of work and family are ever-present, while the news headlines come so rapidly that it's hard
to keep up. The cultural tendencies of this time invite us to flit quickly from one story to another,
sampling information and taking in various soundbites, both sacial and spiritual, clicking quickly
and never diving too deep. Amid the mental clutter of so many neon-bright attention-grabbers,
the choice to read a book (or many books!) fully and carefully, as the Reading Program suggests,
seems nearly countercultural—and maybe that's exactly what we need.

One of the greatest gifts of reading, in my opinion, is the invitation to think slowly and deliberately,
to tend to just one idea at a time, to immerse myself in the author's world, and to be fully present.
Sometimes | find myself nodding alang with an eager internal agreement, practically sighing with
relief that someone else has articulated what | feel like I've always known but never been able to
put into words. Sometimes, | find myself challenged, puzzled, even irritated, and confounded by
new ideas that rub up against my prior assumptions and create internal friction. Comfort is easier
to embrace than agitation, but both are helpful on the path of personal growth.

The history of the Reading Program is long and laudable. Audrie E. Reber, in Women United for
Mission: A History of the Women's Society of World Service of the Evangelical United Brethren
Church, 1946-1968, describes at length “The Reading Course” of the women's organization of the
EUB, one of the churches that united to form today’s United Methodist Church. She writes, “The
women had always been encouraged to read both that they might know more about the mission
areas for which the church has responsibility and that they might understand and care for peaple”
(46). The women then, like Reading Program participants today, were not just engaging in sur-
face-level reading. The 1947 Reading Course list included Dachau Sermons and Beyond Prejudice,
A Story of the Church and Japanese Americans, among many challenging and important texts. In
1968, titles included classics like Georgia Harkness' Disciplines of the Christian Life and then cut-
ting-edge documents like Church Women United for Peace from the National Council of Churches.
None of the 2026 Reading Program titles would be familiar to the 1947 or 1968 cadre of readers, of
course—the Reading Program, then and now, is committed to uplifting contemporary work—but
our purpose and posture would surely feel familiar.

The Reading Program, an inheritor of a powerful tradition, offers us a deep gift for the mid-2020s.
In a time where we are increasingly encouraged to learn—and even to think—in short, high-tech,
low-attention bursts, the practices encouraged by the Reading Program offer a welcome, neces-
sary, antidote, a kind of spiritual solace. To read is both humbling and hopeful. It is to admit that
we do not already know it all and still have much to learn from each other across our many
differences. It is also to continually rediscover that there is an incredible vastness and depth

to the world around us and the world inside us.
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