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April 2 or 4, 2019
The Art of Joy
By Cat Thompson
https://experiencelife.com/article/the-art-of-joy/
When anxiety was great within me, your consolation brought me joy. (Psalm 46:19)
It’s not a rat race for money, success and achievement. The quest for true happiness has far more value –
for you and everyone around you.
“Don’t ask yourself what the world needs; ask yourself what makes you come alive, and then go and do that.
Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.” – Harold Thurman Whitman
While I waited for my entrée at an outdoor café this autumn, one of the waiters caught my attention. As he
moved blithely in and out of the restaurant, I noticed that he seemed bursting with good spirits. I mused on what
kinds of events might account for the happiness bubbling out of him. Was he in love? Had he just gotten a
raise? I continued to watch him through the evening and noticed that his good spirits affected other people. As
he swirled through the room, dancing a virtual ballet of dishes and checks, people visibly thawed.
After the waiter’s particularly witty exchange with a table of two women, the man sitting alone at a nearby table
joined in. When the waiter jauntily went on to his next chore, these two tables began banter of their own, and
the next thing I knew I was drawn into the fun. What started out as three tables of unconnected diners turned
into an unexpectedly rich and satisfying communal exchange.
That experience with the delightful waiter gave me an insight into human nature: Joy is contagious. It not only
spreads like a virus, but it also changes people who come in contact with it. This young man, who was bursting
with life and happiness, brought his joy to work with him. And in his daily routine of waiting on customers, his
happy glow touched people and brought smiles to their faces.
What Is Joy?
Joy is a driving force in human nature, and it exerts a powerful pull on us, drawing us toward our highest
purpose and the most complete expression of our gifts. His Holiness The Dalai Lama says, “I believe that the
very purpose of our life is to seek happiness.” Our brains are wired to seek out the events, people and things that
create joy, happiness and pleasure. But what brings these feelings?
Life is full of basic pleasures: a perfectly ripe peach, for example, or a kiss from a loved one. The sources
of happiness are highly personal: What brings satisfaction to one may mean nothing to another, but typically
happiness comes when our wishes are fulfilled, when we see our standards met, when we find ourselves in a
good place.
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In my book, joy is a little different, because it’s inherently connected to making conscious choices about selfexpression and higher purpose. Joy is not so much about what we’ve received or appreciated as it is about what
we have chosen, pursued, defended and claimed for ourselves.
By nature, it is the outcome of an emotional cycle that begins with feeling a deep longing, imagining all the
possibilities that could fill it, experimenting and selecting from among those choices, committing to the ones
that feel most right and then following through – directing the full force of our energy in the pursuit of the
choices that best express our deepest-held values and priorities and that best extend our most valuable gifts.
Finding joy is in essence a creative act, one filled with a certain amount of mystery and a great deal of
discovery. As a rule, it requires courage, an open mind and a willingness to explore some of our own darkest
corners.
In the cyclical system of the “five master emotions” from which I teach, the path toward joy actually begins in
grief. This is where we feel our own emptiness and longing, where we sense the potential of our lives in terms
of space: It is the space of what isn’t there yet, but we know should be, or could be.
The next stop is fear, where we realize we aren’t certain how to fill that space. In fear, we aren’t sure how to
solve our problems or achieve our goals, or even what all the possibilities are. This is the space of “what if?” as
in, “What if I try this and it doesn’t work out? What if I do this and it makes people mad, or I lose everything
I’ve already worked so hard for?” Fear is also the space of creativity and experimentation, where we imagine
different outcomes and try things out to see if they feel right: “What if I did this instead?” and “Why not?”
From fear we progress to the emotion of anger, which is a powerful and dynamic – but not necessarily an
“angry” – energy. It may help to think about it more as the energy of clarity, discernment, determination and
commitment. This is where you realize exactly what is right and wrong for you, where you know how to set
boundaries between your own priorities and other people’s expectations, where you eliminate distractions and
detours and compromises, and instead direct your energy straight toward the thing most meant for you: your
joy.
Joy is the energy of deep fulfillment, victory and celebration. It’s where all the energy you invested during the
cycles of grief, fear and anger comes together in a giant supernova of delight and satisfaction. In joy, that
fireball bursts open and gushes out in the form of plenty: plenty of energy, plenty of time, plenty of resources,
plenty of everything you need. In fact, in joy you feel like you are welling up and spilling over –
with happiness, with gratitude – and above all, with the desire to spread it around.
From joy, we naturally move into empathy, which is where we distribute our overflow, where we want to
generously share the happiness we have, where we can feel the pull of needs within our own and others’ lives,
and where we feel compelled to parcel out all available and appropriate resources to where they are most
needed.
Cutting Corners
With all our excess resources properly distributed, we now begin the cycle of emotions again, but this time with
more space, more knowledge and more energy to complete the route on a grander scale. This is how we mature
and develop and become our best selves, and the cycle occurs many times (in different ways) daily, weekly,
yearly and over the course of many decades. But here’s the thing: If we cut corners and try to find shortcuts
through the uncomfortable parts of grief, fear and anger, we never create enough space or imagine big enough
possibilities to get inspired. We never gather the self-knowledge and determination we need to make good
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choices. So we can’t possibly manifest the enthusiasm or commitment we need to make it to our joy. And if we
miss that stop, we tend to cut a limping course straight from anger to empathy.
You can imagine what happens then: Not feeling satisfied or fulfilled, and not having an overflow of fabulous
resources to share, we go into our phase of distribution and generosity feeling worn out, resentful, empty, barely
able to cope. We give more than we really have to share, and feeling sullen, sad or even bitter about it, we then
drag ourselves back into grief, which now feels even more daunting than before.
This is why I would argue that successfully hitting our joy is not just a nice, pleasant thing – it is an essential
thing. Joy is where we fill up and gather strength for the next round. It’s like in Monopoly, where you pass
“Go” and collect $200: Miss that square often enough at the beginning of the game and you’ll find yourself very
short of funds for buying property later.
Committing to Joy
There are many reasons to commit to personal joy as a life process, and not just a destination. Joyful people are
fun to be around; they work better and they are more generous – with their time, their enthusiasm and their
willingness to do more than what’s asked.
Joyful people want everyone to be joyful. And that may be the biggest reason of all for us to commit to our own
happiness – because we affect those around us. Joy is so contagious, in fact, that I would wager that if even half
of us truly committed to our own personal joy, we could use the resulting overflow of resources and energy to
transform the world. And how much fun would that be?
Joyful Traits
In my coaching work, I often encounter clients who are frustrated because happiness always seems just beyond
their reach. I also have the pleasure of knowing a lot of people who are truly joyful. There are three important
traits I've noticed that most joyful people share, and now they are the same traits I work to help all my clients
develop:
 Joyful people have a dream they are excited about and actively striving toward. (For guidance on
establishing and achieving life dreams, see the November 2004 "Dream Issue" of Experience Life.)
 They have a code of honor they adhere to.
 They are part of a community in which they feel cherished and appreciated.


Getting Back on Track
If you're feeling dissatisfied, your daily actions might not be taking you on your proper path. Consider a few
course corrections and see if they lead you in a more joyful direction.
 Identify dishonesty in your life. Find any areas of your life in which you are being slightly dishonest,
either with yourself or someone else. Identify your justifications for that dishonesty. Discard the
justifications, return to your personal code of honor and see how much better you feel.
 Forget about money. In any decision-making process involving money, take money out of the picture
and see if your decision would be the same. The path toward material wealth is one of the most timeconsuming and joy detours imaginable.
 Find your place. Take some time to evaluate where you are on the emotional path (grief, fear, anger,
etc.), where you tend to get stuck and where you tend to "cut corners." See if you can show up more
fully.
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April 9 or 11, 2019
The Space Between Death and Resurrection
By Shelly Rambo
https://www.faithandleadership.com/shelly-rambo-space-between-death-and-resurrection
Theologians have always wrestled with questions about suffering: Why do we suffer? Where is God in the
suffering? Does God allow suffering? Does God will suffering?
But new research into trauma “pushes them to the extreme,” said theologian Shelly Rambo.
“I think what’s different is the way that trauma exposes the extreme vulnerability of human persons in
relationship to larger historical forces,” Rambo said.
She became interested in the field of trauma studies while at Yale University in the 1990s, where researchers
were studying the effect of the Holocaust on survivors. She has continued to explore the theological issues of
suffering and witness with military chaplains and others who have experienced trauma.
An associate professor of theology at the Boston University School of Theology, Rambo is the author of “Spirit
and Trauma: A Theology of Remaining,” in which she rejects a triumphalistic theology of resurrection and
develops a theology of Holy Saturday.
Rambo spoke with Faith & Leadership while at Duke Divinity School for the Center for Reconciliation’s 2014
Summer Institute. The following is an edited transcript.
Q: What is trauma studies?
Trauma studies is not one field. It’s multiple fields coming together to say, “How do we understand what seems
to be an extreme and overwhelming effect of violence and suffering in our day?”
The study of trauma largely emerged at the end of the 19th century -- you could say it all began with Sigmund
Freud. He was trying to make sense of what he was seeing in the midst of World War I, when he was seeing
veterans return from war.
This phenomenon of trauma seemed to be a different form of suffering from what he had witnessed in his
patients, and so some of Freud’s early theories birthed a whole study of trauma.
Certainly, the study of war continued with World War I, World War II, Korea, Vietnam. And a lot of what we
know about trauma is from studying veterans, because they went to hospitals, and this could be documented.
Also, post-Holocaust studies were very instrumental to what we think about as the study of trauma. How do we
think about an overwhelming, historical event of suffering and its effects? A lot of the study of trauma emerged
about what seemed to be overwhelming suffering that can’t be explained or that can’t be narrated
straightforwardly in a kind of clinical relationship.
Trauma moved off the psychoanalytic couch because suddenly the study of trauma became interesting to
historians and to neurobiologists and to philosophers and to people like Toni Morrison, who I think writes the
best about the trauma of slavery and how it’s experienced, and the kind of haunting of history into the present.
The study of trauma as a theologian became really important, because theologians always study suffering.
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Q: The suffering component seems a natural fit with theology.
One of the perennial questions of human existence is, Why do we suffer? And for theologians, Where is God in
the suffering? Does God allow suffering? Does God will suffering? Is God absent or present in suffering?
Theologians have always asked that, but I think what’s different is the way that trauma exposes the extreme
vulnerability of human persons in relationship to larger historical forces.
Often, trauma was thought of as very individual, right? Often we think about trauma as a traumatic event. An
event happens.
But what we’re beginning to see is that traumatic events don’t end. Traumas are moving -- and we could say
bleeding -- into other traumas. We don’t see a clear end to a suffering event but instead a kind of overflowing of
suffering.
I think that trauma takes all of our theological questions -- and theological answers -- and it pushes them to the
extreme.
I would look at someone like Jürgen Moltmann and say he was trying to make sense of Christian theology in
light of the extreme suffering of the Jews in the Holocaust, and Christian theology could no longer be read the
same way. That’s the birth of trauma and theology for me.
We can’t do a light touch on suffering anymore. It really is going to challenge our fundamental assumptions
about the nature of God and humanity.
Q: How did you get into this field?
Well, I first studied English literature, and I’m at heart somebody who is a great lover of story. I was raised with
this great sense of the biblical imagination and these great stories of David and Goliath, and it kind of fed me
and bred me to love literature, I think, at its best.
It really was when I started to read the post-Holocaust literature where I started to see this is a story that can’t be
told.
Q: Because of issues of memory or just because it’s so horrific?
Issues of memory, and yes, I think questions of the impossibility of speaking -- recovering a memory, speaking
-- and the question of whether anybody could hear it if it was spoken.
These were all questions that someone like Elie Wiesel made very clear to me: What does it mean to write the
horror of the Holocaust? What does it mean to write an event that can’t be written?
The post-Holocaust literature became really interesting to me, and then when I was at Yale Divinity School, I
would trudge down the hill and I would go sit in on brown-bag lunch seminars that the Yale Psychiatric
Institute was doing.
At that time, the Yale Psychiatric Institute was doing some of the primary clinical work with Holocaust
survivors and their children, and so I was listening to it. It was, strangely, open to the public.
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I was listening to psychoanalysts discuss the cases of the intergenerational transmission of trauma and the
challenges of trying to think about a suffering that transmits across generations. And I thought, wow, this is a
profound level at which the human story is disrupted, and yet somehow violence continues.
So it was from literature to this phenomenon of human experience that I’d really never heard about before -- the
experience of suffering after catastrophe -- and I just trudged back up the hill at Yale Divinity School and I said,
“Theology really needs to take this seriously.”
At that time, Serene Jones was at Yale Divinity School, and I did a directed study with her because she was
interested in reading some of the trauma studies that were happening at Yale at that time.
We can do better in Christian theology to think about suffering, not as something abstract, but as a phenomenon
around us that needs to be addressed, and that’s what I do with returning veterans. We have an obligation to reintegrate persons into a new community, and theology matters in doing that.
Q: Do you look at the resurrection in a different way in light of trauma?
Yes. The first book that I wrote was really a refusal of a kind of triumphalistic theology of resurrection. It was
because, in the case of many people who are living beyond traumas, the resurrection was often heard as a rush
to get over it, to recover, or as pressure to live into resurrection when in fact the reality of their trauma was still
very present.
There’s this sense that because it’s a part of the narrative of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, yes, there
may be extreme suffering, but we have the good news in the end. The effect of that is that often we don’t linger
very long in the suffering in Christian churches.
Walter Brueggemann says that we don’t pause on the Saturday between Good Friday and Easter because we
already know the end. But that moment, the moment of Holy Saturday -- which I develop quite extensively -- is
that important moment in which you’re living beyond a death, a kind of metaphorical death, but can’t see life
clearly ahead.
So what does it mean to take that theological moment -- that Saturday -- as really a descent into hell? People
who experience trauma will narrate something like a descent into hell, which is a sense of survival but not living
anew again.
So that moment became really important for me to develop theologically. So what is the call of the Christian
community to live all of those moments -- Friday, Saturday, Sunday? Because they come around again every
year, right?
I’m working on a book now on resurrection wounds, so I’m rereading the story of Thomas’ encounter with the
risen Christ, that Gospel of John story that’s so visually powerful, in which the resurrected Christ shows
Thomas the wounds, and the wounds still remain there.
So often we read that story as Thomas doubts that it happened, and so Thomas becomes the believer because he
comes to faith because of the wounds. I think we’re still not reading the wounds as seriously as we could in
terms of the way in which life is marked by suffering.
It’s not doomed to be the only thing there, but the wounds, for many people, constitute part of how they
understand their new life.
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Maybe the work of the Christian community is to witness the wounds and bring them back into life again.
So there’s a different reading of the resurrection if you read a lot of trauma literature. Basically, what I do
invites me into a new way of thinking about suffering, and then I’ve got to go back to my Christian texts and
say, “OK, what does this biblical story mean in light of the wounds that I’m seeing all around me?”
Q: How does someone in a position of Christian leadership use what you do in working with people?
I went back to the biblical narrative with all of this reading about trauma -- what happens to the brain, and some
of the deeper philosophical questions about what does it mean not to know an experience that has happened to
you, the cognitive inability to know.
So I took all of this back to the biblical texts, and one of the things that stood out to me was the importance of
those who witness at the foot of the cross, and the importance of those moments in which the disciples don’t
recognize Jesus when he appears -- Is he the gardener? -- those moments of not being able to discern what’s
going on.
That made me think about how hard it is to witness suffering, how hard it is in the chaos in which you don’t
know whether life’s going to emerge for someone. So in a sense, the preacher or the Christian leader becomes
the Mary and the beloved disciple and the Thomas who don’t have a clear sign of life.
None of those witnesses really have some triumphant understanding of “Oh, it’s all going to be good in the
end.” Their work of witnessing is part of the redemption story, so that it puts a kind of pressure on Christian
leaders to say that in the witnessing of suffering, we are about the work of redemption.
So all of a sudden, the disciples got really exciting to me. Now I look and I say how confusing it is to be able to
stare death in the face and to live beyond that, and the grief and sorrow of not being able to understand what’s
going on.
Christian leaders are called into that space in a way that I hadn’t realized before. The proclamation of the good
news of the resurrection has to do with participating in this process of witnessing the dying and the rising of all
creatures, witnessing the new creation coming into being.
So that seemed to me like a different emphasis. Instead of proclaiming a very positive, triumphant kind of word,
you had witnessing as a slow, almost unsatisfying, unrewarding process of accompaniment. The
accompaniment often means not knowing, not having that certainty.
It doesn’t mean you don’t have the promise, but the certainty’s not there. You can hold on to the promises of
God that life will come about, but holding on to the promise is different from a certainty that we know how this
is going to end. Because often we don’t, when we’re with people and communities who are in such pain.
We don’t really know how that life is going to come about, so we cling to the promise and we do the slow work
of witness.
Q: Do you work with trauma survivors?
When I was first teaching, I’d done my dissertation and I was really interested in trauma studies from a literary
perspective, from a philosophical perspective, and so I was doing highly conceptual work like you do as a Ph.D.
student.
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I got a real education when I started to teach classes related to trauma. First of all, they would fill up and people
would seek them out, because these were the questions that people wanted to ask. So I started teaching this class
rather innocently, thinking people were going to be so excited about all this trauma theory and neurobiological
research.
It is fascinating stuff, but what happened is I got pulled into multiple levels of engaging trauma and some very
on-the-ground work.
The area that’s been probably most sustained over the last six years is issues related to military trauma. I started
to get military chaplains in the trauma and theology class. The ways in which these military chaplains embodied
the intersection between trauma care and theology was just astounding.
I started to say yes to any invitations that they extended to me to learn about their world, and that took me to
places like the Naval War College in Rhode Island and the [Air Force Chaplain Corps College] at Fort Jackson.
I was interested in how chaplains were being trained theologically to do their work.
They kept saying, “This is exactly what we need to have training in,” and so I just kept accepting invitations,
which led me to develop a chaplaincy track at Boston Universitywith members of the Religion and Conflict
Transformation program.
I think Christian ministers are really struggling with the realities of violence, the pervasiveness of it, and the
degree to which their own communities are being exposed to that violence and are really craving theologies of
suffering.
Devastating things are happening to people in their congregations and in their communities, and how do you get
up and preach? How do you teach the biblical stories? So I got an education in trauma, but I also have a passion
to help religious leaders translate some of their stories into a new day.
The rituals of lament and rituals of baptism -- these are very profound rituals that I think can be re-purposed. So
there’s a kind of new purposefulness in my teaching, to keep addressing some of these issues.
April 16 or 18, 2019
Easter and Spring Rites Remind Us How Life Triumphs Over Death
By Stephen Cave
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2012/apr/08/easter-sunday-christianity-death
Whether in the Christian symbolism of the resurrection or in folk traditions of hares and eggs, renewal of life is
the common factor
Easter is a mixed-up affair: fluffy bunnies and confectionary compete for attention with the tale of a young man
being tortured to death. We could say it suffers from symbolic dissonance, a tangle of images – empty caves
versus chocolate eggs, daffodils versus crowns of thorns. But this dissonance is only skin deep – both sides of
Easter are really sending the same message: that we need not fear death, for it is not as terminal as it seems.
The Christian version of Easter is disarmingly explicit about its function in helping us to manage the terror of
oblivion. As the Orthodox Easter liturgy puts it: "Let none fear death, for the death of the Saviour has set us
free." Jesus Christ managed this, of course, not only by dying on the cross but through rising again on the third
day. His resurrection, as the Bible makes clear, paves the way for all believers to rise again when the last
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trumpet sounds. Then, as the New Testament puts it, all those who have been baptised, "will certainly be united
with him in a resurrection like his". This promise of eternal life based on Jesus's example is the centerpiece of
the faith and why Easter is the most important festival in the Christian calendar.
But the springtime celebration of life's victory both precedes and – for millions of atheists and agnostics in our
secular society – succeeds Christianity. In the northern hemisphere, spring is when vitality returns to the land
after the desolation of winter. It is therefore when nature's cycle of life, death and rebirth is at its most visible.
Many cultures have been aware that this cycle stands in stark contrast to the linearity of human life, with its
march from birth to death. Left to their own devices, dead humans do not rise from the ground in the way that
daffodils reappear each March. The primary purpose of many ancient rituals, with all their elaborate and
expensive trappings, was therefore to defeat death by breaking this linearity and binding our human fates with
the cycle of nature.
Such rituals were often centered on what anthropologists call "dying and rising gods". These are figures who,
just like Jesus, either die or in some other way enter the underworld only then to emerge from death's clutches,
and in doing so prepare the way for the rest of us to do the same. But unlike in Christianity, these figures
frequently embodied seasonal change: in Greek myth, for example, the goddess Persephone, who had been
abducted to the underworld by Hades, returned to the earth in spring, bringing the green shoots of new growth
with her. In ancient Egypt, this role was played by Osiris, who was murdered by his brother only to be brought
back to life by his wife as the first mummy. His rites were similarly tied to the return of life to the land – they
even involved growing plants in mummy-shaped pots.
The rituals surrounding the Germanic goddess Eostre, from who we have the name Easter, were long ago lost.
Indeed, even her identity is disputed, as there is only one ancient reference to her – by the Venerable Bede in
England, writing already after Christianity was all but established. But a long tradition of mythography
associates her with hares, eggs, the return of light and other tokens of rebirth. Whether or not our ancestors
really worshipped Eostre, these symbols have been part of European folk traditions since records of such things
began.
So although mummy-shaped pots are now out of fashion, the Easter symbolism of rabbits and green shoots all
identify this festival with the renewal of life. Our rituals today – mostly involving either hunting for, racing with
or eating eggs – might be a little tame compared to those of, say, the ancient mystery cult of Persephone, which
lasted 10 days and involved blood sacrifice and psychoactive agents. But they serve the same purpose: to
encourage us to identify with the endlessly recurring rhythms of the seasons and so believe we can escape the
finality of death.
Therefore many ancient peoples would not have been at all surprised to see these two sides to our spring
festival, the god who must die only to rise again and the egg-bearing bunnies. In these older myths, these two
sides came together to convince us that death is not the end, neither for our crops in winter nor for ourselves in
our dotage. Christianity emphasises only one side of this story; but our folk traditions have preserved the natural
symbols too. So whether through a midnight mass or a slice of simnel cake, the real meaning of this weekend's
festivities is to reassure us about our ultimate fate.
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April 23 or 25, 2019
Telling Our Stories
By Peter Surran
https://www.ministrymatters.com/all/entry/8185/telling-our-stories
Benefits of storytelling
Storytelling is as natural as breathing. When something happens in our lives, whether good or bad, we want to
tell someone — and we feel like we’ll burst if we don’t! When we see a loved one in the evening after a long
day, we want to hear their story. We greet them with that simple, universal question, “How was your day?”
Since storytelling is such an integral part of our lives, it’s unsurprising to learn that it has benefits beyond
entertainment or information. According to a December 2016 article in The New York Times, nursing homes
and assisted living facilities are beginning to offer storytelling programs for their residents. Some participants
have written full memoirs as part of these programs, while others have simply written short sketches about their
lives. Regardless of the participants’ output, the effects of these programs have been profound. Through simply
telling their stories, these older adults have found confidence and peace. It has often led them to forgive
themselves for past mistakes or helped them process their feelings of grief.
Studies have found that storytelling benefits younger children as well. Practicing this craft improves language
skills and memory, develops imagination and enhances cultural understanding. If these benefits can be found
for groups as divergent as older adults and young children, what are the implications for the large group of
people in between? It would only make sense that the list of benefits found for these disparate groups would
apply to people of any age.
Storytelling and empathy
The nonprofit organization StoryCorps has embraced the importance of storytelling and the attendant benefits
by providing spaces for people to interview one another and to share stories together. The group states that its
mission is “to preserve and share humanity’s stories in order to build connections between people and create a
more just and compassionate world.” This ambitious mission points to the myriad benefits and possibilities
found in sharing stories.

Indeed, storytelling is an act that many see as beneficial for the process of peace. In a May 2015 article on the
website Insight on Conflict, Kirthi Jayakumar explored storytelling as a way of creating empathy and a means
of making peace. Jayakumar says that when people listen to the stories of others, they “learn to empathise at the
tragedies they learn about, and gain from the strength that is developed.” Hearing the stories of others
challenges the preconceived notions we hold. It also gives the storyteller a safe space to tell the truth and heal.
In this exchange, the storyteller and the listener begin to lay the groundwork of peace together.
This use of storytelling highlights not just the benefits of telling stories, but also the value in listening to stories.
Through stories, we “learn about life beyond our direct experience,” says Jude Treder-Wolff, creator and host of
a monthly storytelling show called (mostly) TRUE THINGS. Wolff explains that storytellers can engage our
intellect and imagination simultaneously. We don’t just learn about new concepts, we actually experience them.
This relates directly to the peacebuilding nature of storytelling described earlier. “Stories connect strangers
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through what neuroscientists call ‘empathic transportation,’ ” Wolff continues, “which binds listeners in an
intangible but powerful way.”
Storytelling and evangelism
In a 2013 article for Forbes, Jim Blasingame states that the “Holy Grail of storytelling is when someone else
tells your . . . story to others.” Blasingame’s principle is clearly illustrated in John 4. The woman at the well gets
a big surprise in verses 17-18 when Jesus shares her story, the one about the five previous husbands and the
current living arrangement with a man who isn’t her husband. She’s so impressed, so shocked that she simply
replies, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet” (verse 19). As her interaction with Jesus unfolds, this initial
impression slowly morphs into a deeper question, “Could this man be the Christ?”
Her question prompts her to transition from the listener to the storyteller. She tells the story of her interaction
with Jesus and invites her listeners to hear the story themselves: “Come and see a man who has told me
everything I’ve done!” (verse 29). She wants them to know what she has experienced, and she wants to know if
they have the same question about Jesus’ identity.
When they arrive, we see the value of listening to stories directly from the source. The people meet Jesus and
are so awed that they invite him to stay for two more days. Once they listen to Jesus themselves, they tell the
woman, “We no longer believe because of what you said, for we have heard for ourselves and know that this
one is truly the savior of the world” (verse 42). The woman’s story about Jesus got them there, but Jesus’ story
about himself convinced them.
Storytelling is the primary way that faith is shared throughout the Bible. In Acts 2:14-36, we read about Peter’s
sermon on Pentecost. In his sermon, Peter tells the story of Jesus. He says that Jesus was “a man whose
credentials God proved . . . through miracles, wonders, and signs, which God performed through him” (verse
22). Even with all this evidence that the story Jesus told about himself was true, he was still betrayed and killed.
Yet, Peter says, the story doesn’t end there, because “God raised him up!” (verse 24). This basic story about
Jesus’ life, death and resurrection is the essential proclamation of the Easter faith of the church, and Peter
skillfully weaves it into the larger story of salvation.
This is how evangelism is carried out — Jesus’ story is woven into our own story. We tell the story of how we
were one way, and now, through Jesus, we’re a new, better way. Even the acts of mercy and justice we do can
be viewed as yet another opportunity to share our story so that others might come to believe.
Storytelling and growth in faith
The benefits of storytelling for Christian faith don’t end with evangelism. Our continued growth in faith
requires even more storytelling. In the early Methodist movement, each member of the society was plugged into
a class meeting. During the meetings, the participants asked one another, “How does your soul prosper?” or
“How is it with your soul?” The members were invited to tell the story of their walk with God, the good and the
bad.
The main hope behind group meetings like this was to share stories with the goal of sanctification, which means
“to increase in the knowledge and love of God and in love for our neighbor.” By honestly sharing our stories
and holding one another accountable for the parts of our stories that don’t fit in with the larger narrative of
salvation, our growth in knowledge and love of God and neighbor is greatly aided.
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Storytelling, then, can be a means of growth and transformation for people of all ages and in all contexts.
Therefore, storytelling is fundamental for Christians. Through it, we evangelize by telling about our encounters
with Jesus. We grow in our faith by sharing the stories of how we’re being challenged and shaped in our daily
journeys. When we share our stories with one another, they become a powerful tool for transformation.

April 30 or May 2, 2019
On grief, and not theologizing about it
By Nicholas Wolterstorff
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/first-person/grief-and-not-theologizing-about-it
On Sunday afternoon, June 12, 1983, I received a phone call that shattered my comfortable life and divided
it into before and after. The call was from our son Eric’s landlady in Munich, Germany, where Eric was
doing research for his doctoral dissertation in architectural history.
“Mr. Wolterstorff, I must give you some bad news.”
“Yes.”
“Eric has been climbing in the mountains and has had an accident.”
“Yes.”
“Eric has had a serious accident.”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Wolterstorff, I must tell you, Eric is dead. Mr. Wolterstorff, are you there? You must come at once!
Mr. Wolterstorff, Eric is dead.”
It took a couple of seconds for the reality of what I had heard to sink in.
I composed Lament for a Son over the course of the following year. It consists of fragments—with lots of
space between the fragments. Rather early in the process of writing I tried to join the fragments into a
continuous flow, but it didn’t work. My life had been fragmented, so my lament would have to be
fragmented as well. I think of the white space between the fragments as silence. In the face of death, w e
should not talk much.
It occurred to me that it might be helpful to read some books about grief, so I went to the library and took
out a few books by theologians about grief and a few books by psychologists about the grief process. I
could not read them. I found it impossible to read and think about an abstract thing called Grief. Not only
impossible, but repellent, a distraction from what I so urgently needed to do, namely, shape a way of life
from which Eric was absent and I was in grief. Lament for a Son is not a book about Grief—it’s a cry of
grief. I took the books back to the library, unread.
Lament for a Son is in a style completely different from anything I had written previously, and from
anything I have written since. Not only is it fragmentary, it is also highly metaphorical. At one point I
wrote, for example: “Sorrow is no longer the islands but the sea.” I had the sense that the words were given
to me: I did not search for words to express my grief; words came to me and I took them in.
A friend called attention to the fact that the book asks lots of questions, dozens and dozens of them. He
quoted a passage that he interpreted as explaining all the questions: “I am not angry [at God] but baffled
and hurt. My wound is an unanswered question. The wounds of all humanity are an unanswered question.”
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Shortly after publication, a review in a religious periodical sharply criticized the book for what the reviewer
regarded as its heretical theology. Five or six readers of the review wrote to me in stern tones, taking it
upon themselves to chastise me for my heretical theology. From what they said, it was clear to me that they
had not themselves read the book, only that review. When I sat down to reply to those letters, I found
myself paralyzed. There is, to be sure, theology in the book—implicit in my expression of grief. I am
willing to defend that theology, even though much of it was blurted out rather than thought out at the time I
wrote it. But I found myself incapable of arguing theology with these critics—my grief got in the way. I did
not reply.
When I was writing Lament for a Son, I understood nothing about grief, other than that I would not be
grieving over Eric’s death had I not loved him. Grief was the price I was paying for love. More than tha t, I
did not understand—nor did I try to understand. Now I understand more.
Love comes in different forms. There is the love that consists of seeking to promote or sustain the good of
some person or living thing: call it love as beneficence. There is the love that consists of being drawn to
someone or something because of their excellence: call it love as attraction. It is love as attraction that one
expresses when one says, for example, “I love Beethoven’s late string quartets” or “I loved last night’s
display of the northern lights.” There is the love that consists of finding enjoyment in some activity, for
example, loving to play the piano, loving gardening, loving woodworking, and so on: call such
love activity-love. And there is the love that consists of being attached to someone or something: to one’s
children, one’s spouse, one’s pet, one’s house: call this love as attachment. These different forms of love
are often combined, for example, in friendship.
Love as attachment is mysterious. I may acknowledge that your cat is finer than ours, but ours is the one I
found huddled on our doorstep one cold winter morning, meowing piteously. I took it in and became
attached—bonded. Of course, when we become attached to someone or something, we begin to discern
good and excellent things that we had previously overlooked. Attachment opens our eyes to what is
praiseworthy.
It is love as attachment that makes us vulnerable to grief. When our attempts at beneficence fail for some
reason, we feel frustration, disappointment, regret—not grief. When the object of our love as attraction
changes, so that we are no longer attracted, we feel regret and disappointment —not grief. Grief comes
when the object of our attachment dies or is destroyed, or is no longer accessible.
Attachment manifests itself in desires and commitments with respect to the one loved. Some of those are
desires for some benefit that comes to the lover; we delight, for instance, in the company of a child. Many
are desires and commitments for the well-being of the beloved. We want our children to flourish; we don’t
just prize their contributions to our flourishing. So we invest ourselves in them, doing what we can to
promote their flourishing, rejoicing with them over their attainments and the good things that come their
way, sorrowing with them over their failures, their disappointments, their broken bones. These desires and
endeavors change as our children mature.
When Eric died, a big part of my own self was ripped out. My desires with respect to him, m y
commitments, my hopes, my expectations—they were no more. My expectation that he would be home for
the summer was no more; my plan to attend his graduation was no more. For a month or so I caught myself
still planning to do things with him, still expecting him to call. Eventually, the realization sunk in, all the
way down, that he was dead. I had to learn to live around that gaping wound and with that grief. Grief was
not just an additional component in my life. I had to live a new kind of life, one for w hich I had no practice.
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When someone to whom we are attached dies or is destroyed, we are cast into grief. That tells us when
grief befalls us, not what the thing itself is. Grief, I have come to think, is wanting the death or destruction
of the loved one to be undone, while at the same time knowing it cannot be undone. Grief is wanting the
loved one back when one knows he can’t come back. Tears and agitation are typical expressions of grief,
but they are not the thing itself. My grief was wanting intensely for Eric to be alive when I knew that could
not be.
It has to be wanting, not wishing. When I was a teenager, I wished to become a major-league baseball
pitcher—one of the very best, a 20-game winner. I fantasized about it. But the fact that I have not become a
baseball pitcher has caused me no grief whatsoever, since it wasn’t something I really wanted. I had no
talent for baseball, and I took no steps toward becoming a pitcher. I wished, but I did not want. And one
has to know, or be convinced, that what one wants is impossible. Otherwise, it is hope rather than grief that
one experiences—perhaps worried, anxious hope, perhaps hope against hope, but hope. Grief is wanting
with all your heart what you know or believe is impossible. The more intense the wanting, the more intense
the grief.
In grief, wanting collides with knowing. I desperately wanted Eric to be alive, but I knew he was dead and
could not be brought back to life. Grief is banging your head against the wall. If you are frightened, you
can run away or hide; if you are angry, you can vent your rage. When you are in grief, there is nothing you
can do, other than altering yourself by getting rid of the frustrated want or by repressing your awareness of
it.
By virtue of wanting what you know or believe to be impossible, grief is irrational: it makes no sense to
want what you know cannot be. In this way, too, grief is different from fear and anger. Some fear is
irrational, as is some anger; but fear and anger are not inherently irrational. It makes good sense to be
fearful when you are in danger; it makes good sense to be angry when you are insulted. Grief, by contrast,
is inherently irrational.
I knew the traditional strategies for making sense of Eric’s death. I could not accept them.
It is this irrationality at the heart of grief that leads people who are not personally acquainted with grief to
say to the person in grief such things as, “No use crying over spilt milk.” “You can’t bring him back.” It is
this same irrationality at the heart of grief that leads many in our society to regard the person in grief as
needing therapy or counseling. Some grieving persons do need therapy because their grief is pathological.
But grief is not pathological as such. If you are attached to your child, you will f eel grief upon learning of
his or her death. This is not pathology; this is human nature.
How was I to live with this strange and painful intruder—grief? I was well aware that a common way of
dealing with grief in our society, perhaps the most common way, is to try to disown one’s grief. Note the
language we use: “putting it behind you,” “getting over it,” “getting on with things,” “getting on with your
life.” This is the language of disowning. The aim is to get to the point where one doesn’t think of
mentioning it when asked to identify the significant events in one’s life.
“But I think I remember hearing that you lost a six-year-old son.”
“Oh yes, that’s true. I had forgotten.”
That is disowned grief.
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I felt intuitively that to disown my grief would be to live a lie. It would be to declare, implicitly, that Eric’s
death was not an evil, or that my love of him was not a good. But his death was an evil, a great evil, and my
love for him was a good, a great good. My grief spoke the truth. It was an existen tial shout of “No” to the
evil of Eric’s death and an existential shout of “Yes” to the good of my love for him.
I would own my grief. When tears came, I would let them flow. When telling about significant events in
my life, I would tell about my love for Eric, and about his death, and about my grief over his death. I would
preserve the memories, and I would live with the disturbances and disruptions in my life that those
memories created.
A rabbi friend, Phillip Sigal, who participated in Eric’s funeral by reading a passage from the Hebrew
Bible, remarked afterward that what he had witnessed was the endurance of faith. He was right: my faith
endured. But it would become a different kind of faith, a faith that incorporated Eric’s death and my grief.
And that would reveal to me a different kind of God, more mysterious. My relationship with my fellow
human beings also changed: I felt an emotional affinity, often unspoken, with those whom I knew were also
in grief.
Faith involves cognition of some sort, be it belief or something else; but faith, at its core, is not belief but
trust. After Eric’s death, my trust in God became more wary, more cautious, more guarded, more qualified.
I pray that God will protect the members of my family. But I had prayed that for Eric. I still trust God; but I
no longer trust God to protect me and my family from harm and grief.
Lament had been a minor part of my religious life; praise and thanksgiving dominated. Now, in this dark
place, I found myself drawn to the psalms of lament. They spoke to me. Or rather, they spoke for me. Their
words became my words.
Some who have lost a child are angry with God. “God, how could you do this to me? I have loved and
served you faithfully these many years.” It was not anger I felt but hurt—hurt and bafflement. How could I
fit together my son’s untimely death with the God I worshiped? I knew the traditional strategies for doing
so, but I found I could not accept them.
God did it, some say: it’s part of God’s plan. That made no sense to me. Scripture speaks of God
overcoming death, bringing about a new day when death shall be no more. Saint Paul calls death the last
great enemy to be overcome. If death is God’s enemy, how could Eric’s death be something God did? God
may have permitted Eric’s foot to slip, but God did not make it slip.
Some say that tragedy is part of God’s strategy for soul-making—part of God’s strategy for bringing about
moral and religious improvement in people. This view, which goes far back in Christian history, is the
“solution” C. S. Lewis proposed in The Problem of Pain. But Eric was dead. The tragedy of his untimely
death did nothing for his soul. And as for the souls of those who loved him: I found the very idea repulsive,
that God would use Eric’s death as a device for making me, and the others who knew and loved him, better
persons.
God is more mysterious to me now.
Others echo Job’s friends, arguing that tragedy is God’s way of punishing us for our wrongdoing. John
Calvin was inclined toward that view, adding that we must patiently accept the punishment and not rail
against it. I joined Job in rejecting the idea that God used Eric’s early death as a way of punishing me —or
anyone else. Jesus healed the infirm and raised the dead. He did not declare that infirmity and unt imely
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death are God’s just punishment for sin, and then walk on. I shall continue to rail against Eric’s untimely
death. This should not be.
Then there are those who argue that God is as pained by tragedy as you and I are, but that there is nothing
God can do about it. This is the position defended by Harold Kushner in When Bad Things Happen to Good
People. I found this position nonsensical. Was the God who created this vast and intricate cosmos not
capable of forestalling Eric’s death?
Finally, there are those who hold that the untimely death of a child is a price to be paid for some greater
good that God is bringing about for human beings in general. All such views seemed to me oblivious to the
each-and-every theme sounded in scripture: God desires that each and every human being flourish until she
or he is full of years. I could not accept that Eric’s death was a tradeoff for some greater good God was
bringing about for humanity at large.
I did not think long and hard about these proposals for making sense of it all. Neither, after rejecting them,
did I try to think up a new and better theodicy. God has not told us why there is natural and moral evil in
the world, has not explained to us why we do not all flourish until full of years. I live with that. What we
are told is that God is engaged in a battle with evil and will eventually win the battle. Rather than
embracing some traditional theodicy, or trying to construct a new one, I have argued in some essays that if
God is indeed engaged in a battle with evil, we should reject the traditional doctrine of divine impassibility,
which says that God surveys what transpires in the world with undisturbed bliss. Our suffering disturbs
God.
Something else in me was steering me away from the so-called problem of evil. I think I might have been
interested in the problem of evil had Eric not died. His death, and my grief over his death, held me back. I
would begin reading some new treatment of the problem of evil and find I had to put it down. I did not
understand then—nor do I understand now—why that was, nor why it remains the case to this day. Why did
Eric’s death, and my grief over his death, not intensify my desire to make sense of it all?
I did not shy away from taking note of the gaping void in me that his death caused. I did not shy away from
voicing my lament over his death. But I could not bring myself to try to figure out what God was up to in
Eric’s death. I joined the psalmist in lamenting without explaining. Things have gone awry in God’s world.
I do not understand why, nor do I understand why God puts up with it for so long. Rather than Eric’s death
evoking in me an interest in theodicy, it had the effect of making God more mysterious. I live with the
mystery.
If I cannot make sense of it, why not give up on God? I cannot. When I consider the stupendous immensity
and astonishing intricacy of the cosmos, and the miracle of human consciousness and intelligence, I find
that I cannot believe it all just happened. A being of incomprehensible wisdom, imagination, and power
must have brought it about—or rather, is bringing it about. I have come to think of God as performing the
cosmos. I look out the window of my study on this autumn day in western Michigan, at the deep blue sky
and the gorgeous colors of the leaves. This is a brief but glorious passage in God’s performance of the
cosmos.
The words wisdom, imagination, and power do not describe; they point. They’re the best we can do.
Something like our wisdom, something like our imagination, something like ou r power—yet infinitely
beyond. The God who became more mysterious to me has also become more awesome, awesome beyond
comprehension.
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May 7 or 9, 2019
Forgiveness and Justice: Two Keys to Reconciliation
By Hak Joon Lee
https://fullerstudio.fuller.edu/forgiveness-and-justice-two-keys-to-reconciliation
The story of Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1–10) is a consistently fascinating read. It embodies many distinctive elements
of a great story—a surprising twist, dramatic turns, and a shocking resolution. In the story, a man of wealth and
power cannot find a spot on the street among the crowds as he endeavors to get a good look at Jesus. This is
partially because the man is short but also so despised by people that they would crowd him out. Thus, like a
child, this man of short stature climbs a tree along the street to look down for Jesus, and, to his surprise, Jesus
looks up at the despised outcast and calls him by name. Jesus decides to spend time at the home of the sinner of
sinners. But perhaps the most shocking element of the story is its climax, as Zacchaeus pledges to give half of
his possessions to the poor and to pay back to those he defrauded four times what he took.
The story of Zacchaeus is a story of reconciliation. Jesus chooses Zacchaeus and stays in his house because he
desires him to be reconciled with God and people. This is after all the same Jesus who asserted, “The Son of
Man came to seek out and to save the lost” (v. 10). More importantly, however, the story reveals the manner in
which divine-human reconciliation is inseparably related to human-human reconciliation. It offers a muchneeded correction to a popular evangelical misunderstanding of reconciliation that regards reconciliation as a
purely personal transaction between God and individuals, often with no mind given to its interpersonal effects.
The pledge of Zacchaeus (v. 8) is all the more shocking because of its stark contrast with the story of the rich
ruler who came to Jesus previously (Luke 18:18–30) and inquired about obtaining eternal life. This rich ruler
prided himself in that he had kept the Ten Commandments from his youth and gave some indication of his
interest in Jesus’ ministry. However, when given the choice between retaining his wealth and following Jesus,
he “became sad; for he was very rich.” In encountering Zacchaeus, Jesus did not make the same request.
Zacchaeus freely volunteered his acts of charity and reparation after his meeting with Jesus. His story strongly
suggests that a rich person, even one guilty of crimes, can indeed be reconciled to God. In some instances it
seems the camel can pass through the eye of the needle (Matt 19:24)!
What may have compelled Zacchaeus to make such a radical decision? Why did the rich ruler, religious and
well-trained in the law, resist reconciliation, while Zacchaeus, an outcast and a sinner, embraced it?
The answer is rooted in Zacchaeus’s experience of the costly grace of God demonstrated by Jesus. Zacchaeus
saw the risk Jesus took by choosing and fellowshipping with him. Jesus was already being accused of being a
friend of sinners by Pharisees, and Jesus’ decision to stay with Zacchaeus alienates him further from the entire
community. This alienation includes Jesus’ own disciples, because the text notices, “All, who saw it, began to
grumble and said, ‘He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner’” (v. 7). Jesus, a Jewish rabbi, was
intentionally breaking social norms by associating with Zacchaeus. Repercussions were sure to follow his
action.
The story of Zacchaeus dramatically renders the manner in which divine reconciliation occurs and further
reveals its appropriate motivations among those being reconciled. Zacchaeus’s pledge was motivated by neither
legalism nor desire for personal perfection, but by God’s grace. Having been reconciled with God by the costly
grace of Jesus, Zacchaeus was now motivated to reconcile with his neighbors and victims, too. This is evident
in Zacchaeus’s decision to give half of his wealth to the poor and to compensate four times what he owed to the
victims of his deceit, which far exceeded the legal requirement prescribed by the Hebrew Scripture (Lev 6:5).
Zacchaeus’s story reveals the heart of grace through its actions: it acts not only to merely fulfill the letter of the

18

law but endeavors to also fulfill the spirit of the law, something that only God’s costly grace can fully and
consistently achieve.
“Children, who made your skin white? Was it not God? Who made mine black? Was it not the same God? Am I
to blame, therefore, because my skin is black? Does it not cast a reproach on our Maker to despise a part of His
children, because He has been pleased to give them a black skin? Indeed, children, it does; and your teachers
ought to tell you so, and root up, if possible, the great sin of prejudice against color from your minds.”
As in the narrative, interpersonal reconciliation is no easy task. Like God’s grace, it is costly. Imagine with me
for a moment how Zacchaeus would have followed up his pledge for charity and reparations later. How might
Zacchaeus’s wife and children have reacted to his decision? What was it like for him to come face to face with
the victims of his exploitation? Some might have become homeless; some might have lost family members (as a
direct or indirect result of his exploitation, as we saw in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis). For some
families, even reparation would not have been acceptable or sufficient. To confront the hardship and suffering
of people would have been personally shameful and heartbreaking to Zacchaeus. He more than likely
experienced hostility from some of his victims. The actual business of disentangling his web of past financial
abuses and economic oppression would be far more challenging than simply making and keeping a pledge.
Additionally, Zacchaeus would more than likely have found continuing in the position as chief tax collector
difficult in light of his new ethical commitments.
What can we learn from Zacchaeus’s story for our own tasks of reconciliation? Zacchaeus’s act of
reconciliation was a response to Jesus’ reconciliation. As Jesus took a risk and paid a significant price in
reconciling with us, that same divine grace compels us to take a risk in reconciling with others. The story
reveals that reconciling with others is rooted in the will of God; thus we should be motivated by God’s grace
and by our gratitude rather than by guilt or shame. Guilt and shame do not move a person toward God; rather,
guilt and shame produce procrastination, fear, and paralysis. The power of divine grace is far stronger than the
power of guilt. God’s grace, though invisible, is transformative; it sets a new motion in our hearts. Once entered
into our heart, it convicts, compels, and convinces us away from the fear, anxiety, and shame toward the hope of
reconciliation and a fresh start.
“This reach towards the Other does not constitute an abandonment of the self, so in God’s reach toward the
Other, God does not abandon God’s own self. And there is evidence in many places of the Old Testament that
God’s self-regard overrides the Other because God will not be mocked or trivialized or cheapened. But this
reach towards the Other means that the relationship out of which we get justice, grace, and law is always about
othering.”
To highlight the effect this type of grace can achieve, I want to share with you a story of a Christian woman,
Katrina Browne, who assures us that the story of Zacchaeus is still possible today. Katrina Browne was a
theological student at the Pacific School of Religion. Through one of her courses at the seminary, she was
challenged to think about the meaning of reconciliation. Although she had heard about her own ancestors’
involvement with slave trade, she had never done much about it. Inspired by the class, Katrina began to dig
deeply into her family history. By studying ledgers, family diaries, and other historical documents, to her
surprise she discovered that her Rhode Island ancestors had run the largest slave-trading business in American
history. Over three generations, from 1769 to 1820, the DeWolf family brought more than ten thousand slaves
across the Atlantic Ocean. As a result, they accumulated enormous wealth. And for two hundred years, the
DeWolfs produced many distinguished public servants, educators, respected businessmen, and prominent
Episcopal clerics. One of her ancestors, James DeWolf, became a United States Senator and was reportedly the
second richest man in the nation at the time.
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What do you do with this kind of sordid secret? Do you move on, as if it had never happened? Do you ignore it
because you personally have had nothing to do with the slave trade? Katrina, as a Christian, chose a difficult
route. She decided to share her family’s shameful history with the public. Katrina invited two hundred
descendants of the DeWolfs to join her on a journey to explore their family’s past. Only nine came. Together,
they retraced the route of slave trade from Bristol, Rhode Island, to the slave forts of Ghana and the remains of
a family plantation in Cuba. Along the way, the ten of them discussed the impact of the slave trade on Africa
and America. A documentary entitled Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North was the result of their
trip and their work together. I imagine Katrina experienced at least some blame and hostility from her family
members and from the communities they researched—from people who must have felt shame, guilt, and
embarrassment because Katrina chose to publicly share their family’s or communities’ story.
The story of Katrina Browne should inspire us all because it dramatically reenacts the core of the Zacchaeus
narrative. Katrina’s action offers a small but important step toward racial reconciliation in our country. Katrina
Browne and her cousins chose to engage in the ministry of reconciliation. She understood that although she was
not responsible for the wrongs of her ancestors, although she could not compensate all the victims of her
ancestors (particularly because she does not know who they are), reconciliation at the minimum requires
speaking the truth about slavery and making an authentic acknowledgment of the pain suffered by its victims.
This is important because genuine reconciliation is impossible without the restoration of trust; and trust is
rooted in the truth, including the acknowledgment and confession of past wrongs.
Some evangelicals think forgiveness alone is sufficient in achieving reconciliation because that is what God did
in Jesus Christ. Their focus is often interpersonal peace, harmony, and love rather than justice, reparation of
wrongs, and equality. However, Miroslav Volf warns in his award-winning book Exclusion and Embrace,
“forgiveness is not a substitute for justice.” Forgiveness without justice is cheap reconciliation. Genuine and
lasting reconciliation is possible only on the basis of both forgiveness and reparation of wrongs. Reconciliation
has two locks to open. One might say, if forgiveness is one key, then justice is the other. Forgiveness is the one
half of reconciling work that a victim exercises, while justice is the other half of reconciling work that is
reserved to the perpetrator. Only after having achieved both goals can true reconciliation occur.
“We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the
mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m
not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And
I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know
tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land. So I’m happy, tonight. I’m not worried about
anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.”
Dr. King’s legendary speech “I Have a Dream” is his compelling appeal for a national reconciliation. With a
moving force, it envisions a new America that is racially integrated and reconciled not only legally but also
spiritually and morally. King dreamed: “One day, . . . little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands
with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.”
Although reconciliation was the goal of his movement, however, King did not preach a cheap, counterfeit vision
of reconciliation. Most Americans do not know that his speech actually starts with a stinging criticism of white
hypocrisy that had consistently denied the basic rights of African Americans and other people of color. King
firmly rejects the status quo of racial inequality because it is a stumbling block toward reconciliation. He
solemnly declared: “There will be neither rest nor tranquility in America until the Negro is granted his
citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the bright
day of justice emerges.” As much as his noble vision of the fully reconciled America was genuine and
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compelling, his commitment to justice was equally firm and uncompromising. He urged the nation to “lift itself
from the quicksands of racial injustice and to the solid rock of brotherhood; now is the time to make justice a
reality for all God’s children.”
Scripture tells us that the ministry of reconciliation is not optional because reconciliation is the heart of the
gospel. It is central to what Jesus achieved through his atoning death on the cross. If we are reconciled with
God, then we are to reconcile with others. The Apostle Paul clearly says, “All this is from God, who reconciled
us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor 5:18). These two
reconciliations are not separate; one is incomplete without the other, and God’s reconciliation is completed in
our reconciliation with other people. Paul says in his letter to Ephesians: “For he is our peace; in his flesh he has
made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us” (Eph 2:14).
“The kind of neighborliness envisioned by the parable of the Good Samaritan requires the imagination to see
beyond our taken-for-granted in-group loyalties and the self-righteous and the self-protective interpretations that
support them. Unfortunately, we simply can’t assume that every child of God operates out of a robust
‘engagement ethic’ or ‘imagination ethic.’ When God’s law and current events are read through the lens of an
implicit (and quite possibly unrecognized) safety ethic, imagination is being constrained by survival needs. That
deficit of imagination is not going to be fixed by taking the right seminary class.”
Christians are called to be the ambassadors of reconciliation. An ambassador is one who is sent to another
nation (a territory of sovereignty) as the representative of her own nation. She is an alien by nature there, as she
represents a different sovereignty and reality. An ambassador lives in the nation where she serves, but she is not
of that nation. The ministry of reconciliation is similar. When Paul called Christians as the ambassadors of
reconciliation, he understood how much reconciliation is a difficult, in fact foreign, reality in this world.
However, through the ministry of reconciliation, we embody and represent the divine reality of shalom to this
broken world.
Reconciliation from a biblical perspective does not refer to passive absence of enmity but active presence of
friendship. Hence, reconciliation cannot be forced, just as forgiveness and apology cannot be coerced either. To
repair a broken relationship and move toward friendship, each party needs to go an extra mile than what the law
requires. Reconciliation requires the courage to be vulnerable (a victim’s forgoing of her rights through
forgiveness as well as a perpetrator’s confronting his shames through truthful confession); therefore, the road to
reconciliation leads toward Golgotha—denying oneself and carrying one’s cross, as Jesus did. And it is possible
only through God’s grace.
Engaging in the ministry of reconciliation will likely render us vulnerable. We may run the risk of being
ostracized by our own community while receiving unfair anger and animosity from others. However, we should
not be discouraged because we are saved not by cheap grace, but costly grace—the grace that moved Zacchaeus
and Katrina Browne. Jesus said, “These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the
world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33 NASB). And this
assuring promise of Jesus Christ will always live with us as we engage in the ministry of reconciliation as God’s
ambassadors in this world that is hungry for God’s grace and thirsty for friendship.
+ The author wishes to thank Jason Fallin for his assistance with a stylistic revision of this article.
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May 14 or 16, 2019—There are 2 articles for today.
Five Practices for Rediscovering Civil Discourse
By Christine Sine
http://thev3movement.org/2016/03/14/5-practices-for-rediscovering-civil-discourse/

It has been a challenging season for me. Every time I write something it seems keyboard warriors are out in
force, criticizing, abusing and telling me why I am wrong and they are right. Our Christian society is becoming
more polarized, not just around political issues, but over issues of race, immigration, gender and homelessness
to name just a few. I suspect that in the next few months civil discourse will get even more egregious.
Argue, for Heaven’s Sake!
Respectful debate amongst scholars with divergent views has always been a hallmark of Judaism. The Talmud
belief that divergent views can both express the words of the living God is encompassed in the great Jewish idea
of “mahloket l’shem shamayim” – “dispute for the sake of heaven,” in which disagreement is conducted
constructively, with respect and caring for the other, and with a desire to seek greater truth than any one person
can reach alone. Such an attitude should be a part of our Christian heritage too.

Jesus invited us to love one another, not to agree with each other, and calls us to unity not uniformity. If we set
agreement as the highest standard we have drifted from that call.

It is time for us to address these issues in our churches and learn to accept and love others even if we do not
agree with their viewpoints.
In Order to Form a More Perfect Disunion

I propose five practices for us to teach our congregations to help us all move beyond the polarization that
currently dominates our public discourse.

1. Humility. None of us have a corner on truth. We are flawed. Our understanding of scripture is prone to
misinterpretation and mistakes, often reflecting our culture rather than our faith. As 1 Corinthians 13:12 tells us,
we all see things imperfectly like reflections in a mirror. This should be at the front of our minds as we enter
into discussions and arguments. This would enable us to not only feel comfortable with someone challenging
our viewpoints, but also allow us to change our minds when we recognize the flaws in them.

2. Active listening with respect for the image of God within each person. Believing we have something to
learn from someone with a different perspective is incomprehensible to many of us. We listen with our minds
focused mainly on the argument forming in our own minds. We devalue others based on their gender, sexual
orientation, race, social status, education, political, and even religious affiliation unless we see them as image
bearers of the living God. Learning to give others the courtesy of carefully responding to the actual idea or
argument that they offer for our consideration as we would like them to do for us, is an art that must be taught.
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3. Avoiding inflammatory, derogatory or dismissive words. 1 Corinthians 13 tells us that love is kind, and
does not get angry. Yet often we deliberately heat up the debate with words that are unkind and come from
anger rather than love. Words like racist, feminist, tree-hugger, socialist, and papist, build fences not bridges. If
instead we can learn to use soft and loving words that engage and draw others into a fruitful engagement of
ideas, I think we will be surprised at what can emerge.

4. Focus on places of agreement not disagreement. Beginning a discussion by allowing each person to
express what they want to see happen, often reveals that we are actually after very similar things. We want
economic security, harmonious relationships, peaceful neighborhoods, unpolluted environments. Recognizing
this opens up the possibility of talking in a measured and coherent way about the best solutions.

5. Seek unity not agreement. Civil disagreement within a diverse community strengthens our faith and lives.
Again the apostle Paul offers good advice: Just as a body is one whole made up of many different parts, and all
the different parts comprise the one body, so it is with the Anointed One. We were all ceremonially washed
through baptism together into one body by one Spirit. No matter our heritage—Jew or Greek, insider or
outsider—no matter our status—oppressed or free—we were all given the one Spirit to drink. Here’s what I
mean: the body is not made of one large part but of many different parts. (1 Corinthians 12:12-14 The Voice)
Different parts, different appearance, viewpoints and functions. We are not all meant to look or think the same.
Only as we recognize and live into that diversity will we learn the richness of who God intends us to be.
Love is Displayed in Civil Discourse
At his last meal with his disciples Jesus says, “I give you a new command: Love each other deeply and fully
(John 13:34 The Voice).” I believe that part of the way we demonstrate this is through civil discourse and
acceptance of our differences. Let us take the need for civil discourse seriously in our churches and teach our
congregations to truly love in the ways that Jesus intended us to.
AND for May 14 or 16
Become a Better Listener: Active Listening
By John M. Grohol, Psy.D.
https://psychcentral.com/lib/become-a-better-listener-active-listening/
We all go through our daily lives engaging in many conversations with friends, co-workers, and our family
members. But most of the time, we don’t listen as well as we could or sometimes should. We’re often distracted
by other things in the environment, such as the television, the Internet, our cell phones, or something else. We
think we’re listening to the other person, but we’re really not giving them our full attention.
Enter a skill called “active listening.” Active listening is all about building rapport, understanding, and trust. By
learning the skills below, you will become a better listener and actually hear what the other person is saying —
not just what you think they are saying or what you want to hear. While therapists are often made fun of for
engaging in active listening, it is a proven psychological technique that helps people talk. It also helps a person
feel free to continue talking even if the person they are talking to doesn’t have a lot to offer the other person
(other than their ear).
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Are you as good a listener as you think you are?
13 Steps to Better Active Listening Skills
Below you will find 13 different skills that help people be better active listeners. You do not have to become
adept at each of these skills to be a good active listener, but the more you do, the better you’ll be. If you even
just use 3 or 4 of these skills, you will find yourself listening and hearing more of what another person is saying
to you.
1. Restating
To show you are listening, repeat every so often what you think the person said — not by parroting, but by
paraphrasing what you heard in your own words. For example, “Let’s see if I’m clear about this. . .”
2. Summarizing
Bring together the facts and pieces of the problem to check understanding — for example, “So it sounds to me
as if . . .” Or, “Is that it?”
3. Minimal encouragers
Use brief, positive prompts to keep the conversation going and show you are listening — for example, “ummhmmm,” “Oh?” “I understand,” “Then?” “And?”
4. Reflecting
Instead of just repeating, reflect the speaker’s words in terms of feelings — for example, “This seems really
important to you. . .”
5. Giving feedback
Let the person know what your initial thoughts are on the situation. Share pertinent information, observations,
insights, and experiences. Then listen carefully to confirm.
6. Emotion labeling
Putting feelings into words will often help a person to see things more objectively. To help the person begin,
use “door openers” — for example, “I’m sensing that you’re feeling frustrated. . . worried. . . anxious. . .”
7. Probing
Ask questions to draw the person out and get deeper and more meaningful information — for example, “What
do you think would happen if you. . .?”
8. Validation
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Acknowledge the individual’s problems, issues, and feelings. Listen openly and with empathy, and respond in
an interested way — for example, “I appreciate your willingness to talk about such a difficult issue. . .”
9. Effective pause
Deliberately pause at key points for emphasis. This will tell the person you are saying something that is very
important to them.
10. Silence
Allow for comfortable silences to slow down the exchange. Give a person time to think as well as
talk. Silence can also be very helpful in diffusing an unproductive interaction.
11. “I” messages
By using “I” in your statements, you focus on the problem not the person. An I-message lets the person know
what you feel and why — for example, “I know you have a lot to say, but I need to. . .”
12. Redirecting
If someone is showing signs of being overly aggressive, agitated, or angry, this is the time to shift the discussion
to another topic.
13. Consequences
Part of the feedback may involve talking about the possible consequences of inaction. Take your cues from
what the person is saying — for example, “What happened the last time you stopped taking the medicine your
doctor prescribed?”
7 Communication Blockers
These roadblocks to communication can stop communication dead in its tracks:
1. “Why” questions. They tend to make people defensive.
2. Quick reassurance, saying things like, “Don’t worry about that.”
3. Advising — “I think the best thing for you is to move to assisted living.”
4. Digging for information and forcing someone to talk about something they would rather not talk about.
5. Patronizing — “You poor thing, I know just how you feel.”
6. Preaching — “You should. . .” Or, “You shouldn’t. . .”
7. Interrupting — Shows you aren’t interested in what someone is saying.
5 Simple Conversation Courtesies
1. “Excuse me…”
2. “Pardon me….”
3. “One moment please…”
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4. “Let’s talk about solutions.”
5. “May I suggest something?”
The Art of Questioning
The four main types of questions are:
1. Leading Questions
For example, “Would you like to talk about it?” “What happened then?” Could you tell me more?”
2. Open-ended Questions
Use open-ended questions to expand the discussion — for example, lead with: “How? What? Where? Who?
Which?”
3. Closed-ended Questions
Use closed ended questions to prompt for specifics — for example, lead with: “Is? Are? Do? Did? Can? Could?
Would?”
4. Reflective Questions
Can help people understand more about what they said — for example, someone tells you, “I’m worried I won’t
remember. . . ” Reflective Q: “It sounds like you would like some help remembering?”
May 21 or 23, 2019
What is a Christian Practice?
By Dorothy Bass
http://www.practicingourfaith.org/what-christian-practice
Christian practices are shared patterns of activity in and through which life together takes shape over time in
response to and in the light of God as known in Jesus Christ. Woven together, they form a way of life.
Each practice is a complex set of acts, words, and images that addresses one area of fundamental human need.
Hospitality. Sabbath-keeping. Forgiveness. Making music.
First of all, practices are things we do. A child or adult can participate in a practice such as hospitality through
warm acts of welcome, even without comprehending the biblical stories and theological convictions that
encourage and undergird this practice. Most of our practicing takes place at this unreflective level, as we go
about our daily living.
At the same time, practices are not only behaviors. They are meaning-full. It is important to note that within a
practice, thinking and doing are inextricably knit together. Those who offer hospitality come to know
themselves, others, and God in a different way, and they develop virtues and dispositions that are consistent
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with this practice. When people participate in a practice, they are embodying a specific kind of wisdom about
what it means to be a human being under God, even if they could not readily articulate this wisdom in words.
While affirming the unreflective character of most participation in practices, I believe that it is also helpful to
reflect in the light of our faith on the shape and character of the practices that make up our way of life. Indeed,
such reflection may be especially important at this point in history, when the shape of our lives are changing so
rapidly. These are practices in which Christian communities have engaged over the years and across many
cultures, practices which it is now our responsibility to receive and reshape in lively ways in our own time and
place.
When we do reflect on practices such as those explored in Practicing Our Faith, we can see that central themes
of Christian theology are integrally related to each Christian practice: our practices are shaped by our beliefs,
and our beliefs arise from and take on meaning within our practices. For example, Stephanie Paulsell bases her
chapter and book on Honoring the Body on the theological convictions that God created human bodies and
declared that they are good; that God shared our physical condition in the incarnation of Jesus; and that God
overcame death through Christ's resurrection. Through everyday activities-for example, resting, bathing, and
caring for those who suffer-we live out our deepest convictions about who we are as embodied children of God
in specific, often stumbling, ways. We learn to do so from those with whom we share our lives, and likewise, it
is with them that we need to reflect on practices as they take shape in the light of and in response to God's grace.
A practice is small enough that it can be identified and discussed as one element within an entire way of
life. But a practice is also big enough to appear in many different spheres of life. For example, the Christian
practice of hospitality has dimensions that emerge as (1) a matter of public policy; (2) something you do at
home with friends, family, and guests; (3) a radical path of discipleship; (4) part of the liturgy; (5) a movement
of the innermost self toward or away from others; (6) a theme in Christian theology; and probably much else.
Thinking about this one practice can help us make connections across spheres of life-connections that often get
disrupted in our fragmented society. For example, reflection on the Christian practice of hospitality would
provide a way of exploring the relations between spirituality and social justice.
Note that our concept of practices describes a larger chunk of life than most uses of this term imply. For
example, we would not call tithing a practice; rather, it would be one discipline within the larger practice of
household economics.
Notice that each of the practices (keeping sabbath, honoring the body, hospitality, discernment) necessarily
leads to the others; in fact, you can tell when you are doing one well when it necessarily involves you in the
others. For example, if you are practicing hospitality so intensely that you neglect sabbath and don't honor your
body, your practice of hospitality is misshapen.
Is worship a practice? Yes. However, it is important to note that worship is an overarching master practice
rather than one practice among many (Practicing Our Faith, 9). The term "worship" has a double meaning: it
is what we do together in church (as we speak, sing, listen, and gesture, embodying the wisdom of Christian
faith in a specific form), and it is the purpose of the entire Christian life. Bringing these two meanings into right
relation requires us to ask questions like these: How does the way we worship together form us to engage in
Christian practices in other contexts? And how can our participation in practices beyond our worship services
also be offered up as worship to God?
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Some would call the sacraments "practices." However, in Valparaiso Project literature we have seen the
sacraments as more normative and all-encompassing than any given practice can be. Craig Dykstra and I put it
this way in our essay in Practicing Theology:
At its heart, baptism is not so much a distinct practice as it is the liturgical summation of all the Christian
practices. In this rite, the grace to which the Christian life is a response is fully and finally presented, visibly,
tangibly, and in words. Here all the practices are present in crystalline form-forgiveness and healing, singing
and testimony, sabbath keeping and community shaping, and all the others. Unlike each particular practice,
baptism does not address a specific need; instead, it ritually sketches the contours of a whole new life, within
which all human needs and ways of living can be perceived in a different way. Under water, we cannot secure
our own lives, but we can know, in a knowing beyond words, that God's creativity overcame the darkness that
covered the face of the deep at earth's beginning, and that water flowed from Jesus' side on the cross, and that
the new creation to which we now belong anticipates a city where the river of the water of life nourishes the
roots of the tree whose leaves are for the healing of the nations. When a new Christian rises from the baptismal
water, human needs are not just met; they are transformed. Even the need not to die no longer overpowers all
other needs, and the true freedom of a life formed in love, justice, mercy, and hope is no longer too frightening
to embrace. "In baptism," said St. Francis, "we have already died the only death that matters." (Practicing
Theology, 30-31; see also Miroslav Volf on this point, 248)
Why does all this matter? How does this idea of "practices" help us think about-and live-the Christian life?
§ It points beyond the individualism of the dominant culture to disclose the social (i.e., shared) quality of our
lives, and especially the social quality of Christian life, theology, and spirituality. Our thinking and living take
place in relation to God and also to one another, to others around the world and across the centuries, and to a
vast communion of saints. I remember a line that got cut from Practicing Our Faith: "This is not a self-help
book but a mutual-help book."
§ It helps us to understand our continuity with the Christian tradition-an important matter during this time of
change and in the midst of a culture infatuated with what is new. The way of life we are describing is
historically rooted. Practices endure over time (though their specific moves have changed in the past and will
surely change again). This perspective can help contemporary people to treasure their continuity with the
past. Continuity is not the same as captivity, however. Caring for a living tradition means encouraging
adaptation and inventiveness within ever-changing circumstances. Moreover, the history from which Christian
practices emerge is expansive, encompassing many cultures and denominational traditions.
§ It makes us think about who we truly are as the created and newly created children of God. An important
claim is that Christian practices address "fundamental human needs." We live in a culture that is very confused
about what people need-a culture where "needs" are constructed and marketed. In contrast, awareness of
Christian practices helps us to reflect theologically on who people really are and what we really need. (Our
vulnerability and our strength are disclosed in the practice of honoring the body, our finitude and gratitude in
the practice of keeping sabbath, etc.)
§ All of this means that people need to craft the specific forms each practice can take within their own social
and historical circumstances. This approach thus requires attention to the concrete and down-to-earth quality of
the Christian life. It invites attention to details such as gestures and the role of material things. This crafting is
an important responsibility of ministers and educators.
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All people engage in most or all of the practices in Practicing Our Faith in one way or another. After all, all
human beings necessarily rest, encounter strangers, help one another to find healing, and so on. However, those
who embrace Christian practices engage in these fundamentally human activities in the light of God's presence
and in response to God's grace is it is known in Jesus Christ. Ultimately, Christian practices can be understood
not as tasks but as gifts. Within these practices, we do not aim to achieve mastery (e.g., over time, strangers,
death, nature) but rather to cultivate openness and responsiveness to others, to the created world, and to God.
A one-page definition:
A Christian practice is a cluster of activities, ideas, and images, lived by Christian people over time, which
addresses a fundamental human need in the light of and in response to God's active presence for the life of the
world in Jesus Christ.
A practice . . .














addresses fundamental human needs and conditions through practical human acts.
involves us in God's activities in the world and reflect, in the way we participate in the practice, God's
grace and love.
is social in character
* we learn practices with and from other people
* though we sometimes do some of the activities that comprise a given practice alone.
endures over time
* each practice arises out of living traditions, having taken numerous forms in the past and in various
cultures around the world, and
* will carry those traditions into the future, in specific forms not yet imagined.
involves a deep awareness, a profound knowing; a practice
* is imbued with thought; it is embodied wisdom
* carries particular convictions about what is good and true;
* embodies these convictions in physical, down-to-earth ways;
* becomes articulate in concepts, ideas, and images, expressed through rich vocabularies and carefully
developed bodies of thought;
* incorporates both words and gestures, some of them grand but others apparently small and mundane.
is done within the church, in the public realm, in daily work, and at home.
shapes the people who participate in it
* as individuals and as communities,
* in ways that conform to the particular content and patterns of the specific practice, thus
* nurturing specific habits, virtues, and capacities of mind and spirit.
possesses standards of excellence
* having that which is good as its purpose and goal
* relying on certain competencies and embodying certain norms
* though practices often become distorted and corrupt
* and so are open to criticism and reform, particularly with reference to the shape of God's practice.
comes to a focus in worship
* which makes manifest in words, gestures, images, and material things the normative meaning of the
practice and its place in the mysterious life of God, and
* discloses the practice as gift, not task.
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adds up to a way of life when interwoven with other practices
* through their mutual interdependence, as each practice strengthens the others, and
* in their reliance on the God of Life.

May 28 or 30, 2019
Offering Hospitality
By Christine D. Pohl
https://www.plough.com/en/topics/community/service/hospitality-in-christian-community
A number of years ago I was part of a church that decided to make hospitality central to its identity and life.
We welcomed hundreds of refugees and many local poor and homeless people into our lives and worship. We
shared homes, church, finances, meals, and energy. We attempted to respond to every person’s need. It was an
incredibly fruitful and blessed time. Within only a few years, however, the church itself had collapsed under the
weight of ministry, the leaders worn out from unrelenting numbers of needy strangers, the parishioners wary of
any further commitments.
We were unwilling to close the door, to tell anyone there was no room. Deeply troubled by the inhospitality of
many Christians during the Holocaust, we were determined to welcome the refugees and strangers of our own
day. Under the pressure of needs all around us, we were not careful to nourish our own lives, or to put
guidelines in place that made sure workers had adequate rest and renewal. Eventually, we were only able to
move from crisis to crisis, and gradually the quality of hospitality weakened. ...
Communities struggle with boundaries and they struggle without them. All households and communities have
some boundaries, although some are more explicit about them than others. Some communities, as a matter of
principle, work with minimal boundaries while others establish a significant number of guidelines for both hosts
and guests. Boundaries can be literal doors and walls, but they can also be rules, policies, or mission statements.
They are shaped in relation to space, resources, relationships, roles, commitments, and identity.
In offering hospitality, practitioners live between the vision of God’s kingdom in which there is abundance, and
the hard realities of human life in which doors are closed and locked.
A closed door is the most tangible kind of boundary, but boundary issues are worked out at various levels.
Some communities by their rural or isolated location deal with boundaries before people get to the door;
strangers must somehow know about the place and make a significant effort to find it. Other communities
welcome strangers only through referrals; in that way they make advance choices about which strangers, how
many, and when they will receive them. Some communities live in the midst of need and must make decisions
every time a person comes to the door.
Boundaries are troublesome in the context of hospitality for a number of reasons. By definition, hospitality is
gracious and generous. Limiting hospitality seems to undermine what is fundamental to the practice. But
boundaries are also a problem because so many of them are hidden. While we are likely to notice the most
obvious ones – for example, turning someone away or saying there is no room – we are unlikely to notice how
even our own occupations, neighborhoods, and churches can, in themselves, create boundaries that shut out
most strangers, especially needy ones.
Because Christian hospitality reflects divine hospitality, when it fails it is especially devastating. Claims to have
run out of resources or to have “no more room” are particularly problematic when we reflect on the abundance
of God’s household. There is a certain moral horror associated with turning persons away; when refugees are
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excluded and left in danger, or when homeless persons are left outside on freezing nights, it is rarely morally
sufficient to say that there was not enough room.
The wideness of God’s mercy and the generosity of God’s welcome must frame our thinking about limits and
boundaries. God’s kindness continually challenges us to reconsider our commitments. Jesus and the stranger
stand outside, asking our communities to enlarge their borders and to share their resources. As we welcome the
poor, the stranger, or the marginal person, they help us to remember that each of us is an alien and a stranger,
welcomed only by God’s generous invitation. The practice of hospitality challenges the boundaries of a
community while it simultaneously depends on that community’s identity to make a space that nourishes life.
Sometimes welcome must be limited and distinctions made, however, if only for the sake of other guests or
members already within the community. The amount of space available and the physical and emotional capacity
of the hosts and guests impose certain limits. ...
At three o’clock one morning I woke to the sound of pouring rain. I was staying in the guest room of one of
the communities of hospitality. Just outside my window I could hear a chorus of coughing. Because the city had
become exceedingly harsh in how it dealt with homeless people, about thirty men and women found refuge in
the yard of this community every night. They must have been cold and getting wetter by the minute. An
overwhelming combination of sadness and horror engulfed me – I looked around at my large and sparsely
furnished room and realized that the only thing between thirty cold, wet people and a dry room was a locked
front door. ...
These people – outside the door, coughing and wet – these people had names and faces. They were known to
the people inside the house. They came into the house for meals during the day. How could we leave them
outside when there were still corners of open space inside? Of course I have lots of space in my own home, but
I had never before felt so awkward about keeping it for myself. At home, during an ordinary day, I do not
encounter any homeless people, and no one ever camps in my backyard because they have no other shelter.
Offering hospitality requires the kind of courage that lives close to our limits, continually pressing against the
possible, yet always aware of the inadequacy of our own responses.
The next day I spoke with one of the women who had lived and worked in the community for eleven years. I
asked her how she survived, knowing that the house could not take in everyone, knowing that although they
provided a home for many people, some people were always left outside. How did she make peace with it and
keep going? She responded that you never make peace with it, but you do what you can.
In offering hospitality, practitioners live between the vision of God’s kingdom in which there is enough, even
abundance, and the hard realities of human life in which doors are closed and locked, and some needy people
are turned away or left outside. A door – open or closed – is one of the most powerful images of hospitality.
Responses of “Yes, of course we have room – please, come in” and “No, there’s no room tonight” may be daily
fare for hosts and guests, but these phrases also distill difficult questions about boundaries, scarce resources,
and a place within community.
We rarely see the consequences of lifestyles that have little room for strangers. Most of the time we do not live
close enough to the needs of strangers, much less to our limits, to have no choice but to close the door on a
particular person. We do not encounter the same soaked person the next morning, or know that the one who is
coughing at breakfast slept in the rain the past night. And although we might feel some dismay at leaving
someone outside or hungry, our lives are sufficiently insulated that we do not feel such pain very often.
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If we are genuinely concerned about the needs of strangers, offering hospitality requires courage. It involves not
only a willingness to take some risks in welcoming others, but it also requires the kind of courage that lives
close to our limits, continually pressing against the possible, yet always aware of the incompleteness and the
inadequacy of our own responses. At the same time, living so close to the edge of sufficient resources increases
our dependence on, and our awareness of, God’s interventions and provision.
Can we say yes to everyone who comes to us? If we limit our hospitality do we risk turning Jesus away? If we
say yes to everyone, how will we keep what we offer from becoming diluted, more and more inadequate and
impersonal? If we welcome a very troubled person, how will the people we have already welcomed into our
lives be affected? Do we have a special responsibility to them? Do we have to be careful about our own needs –
will our strength be sufficient for the tasks, no matter how much we take on? If we burn out in six months, what
then?
Edith Schaeffer of L’Abri Fellowship captures some of the tension with which many of us live when she writes
that “because there are more people than we have time or strength to see personally and care for, it is imperative
to remember that it is not sinful to be finite and limited.” When hospitality is not practiced widely in the larger
society, or when resources are not distributed fairly or adequately, personal hospitality cannot respond to every
need. It can, however, meet some needs; it can be a living demonstration of what is possible when people care.

June 4 or 6, 2019
The Emotional Toll of Clutter: What is your space saying about you — and what is it doing to your energy,
mood and outlook on life?
By Jessie Sholl
https://experiencelife.com/article/the-emotional-toll-of-clutter/
(A note from Robin: This is a secular article. As you’re reading, you’re invited to consider the impact of clutter
on your spiritual life and what Christian scripture might have to say about stuff.)
Vida Ghaffari makes her living in the public eye. The hard-working actress has appeared in a number of TV
shows and independent films, including 2012’s Cross My Heart, and also has made a name for herself as a
television entertainment reporter. Until recently, though, the camera-friendly celebrity was hiding something
behind the scenes. A lot of things, actually: Her Southern California home was packed full of tchotchkes, as
well as clothes, accessories and shoes that she rarely wore.
Ghaffari had developed the habits of a collector as a child, when her mother showered her with gifts of Barbie
dolls, and later, designer handbags, while insisting they not be taken out of the boxes. “Look-but-don’t-touch
became a way of life,” she recalls.
This habit carried over into her adulthood and led to a home full of clutter, which took both a personal and
professional toll. Ghaffari felt tired and overwhelmed, frequently showing up late to meetings and auditions
because she couldn’t find the right outfit or makeup. “I was running around in constant I Love Lucy moments,”
she says, “and not in a good way.”
Her closets were so packed with unworn clothes that Ghaffari couldn’t see what she owned or extract a shirt
without struggle. One day in late 2010, as she was trying to put together an outfit for an important meeting,
some extra garments she had placed on the top shelf fell out and hit her on the head. This was her liberating
moment of clarity: Ghaffari made a New Year’s resolution to streamline her belongings.

32

She made it a daily practice to see what she could get rid of, eventually donating 20 bags of stuff to Goodwill.
She also gave away lots of clothing and shoes to friends. As her home became less cluttered and more
organized, both friends and colleagues began noting a corresponding transformation in Ghaffari.
“They sensed a difference,” she remembers. “They’d say to me, ‘Vida, you have a focus about you now. You’re
not distracted. You’re on point.’”
Ghaffari did feel stronger and more confident, and it wasn’t long before she started booking more work: She
was cast in a supporting role in the much-buzzed-about pilot for The Mindy Project, with a star of The
Office, Mindy Kaling, which aired in September 2012. Producers and casting directors commented that she
seemed to be more serious about her work.
While she wasn’t expecting all these benefits from her decluttering, Ghaffari was delighted with the
psychological payoff. “I’m freer now,” she says, “and clearer, and more focused. I’m ready to do things in life,
and I’m no longer held back.”
If you look at household clutter from a feng shui perspective, as author Tisha Morris does, Ghaffari’s story
makes perfect sense. Morris, who penned Feng Shui Your Life: The Quick Guide to Decluttering Your Home
and Renewing Your Life (Turner, 2011), asserts that our homes mirror our emotional state.
“[Clutter] is just stagnant energy,” she says. “Where there’s clutter in your home, there will be clutter in [you]
— either physically, mentally or emotionally.”
Professional organizers, who are hired to help with everything from decluttering closets to restructuring entire
homes, routinely see their clients reap emotional rewards. “It’s hard for me to even imagine talking about clutter
without talking about the emotional benefits of decluttering,” says Hazel Thornton, professional organizer and
owner of Organized for Life, a consulting service in Albuquerque, N.M. “There’s no one who calls me who
isn’t stressed out, frustrated, or feeling inadequate, incompetent in their job, or guilty. It’s all about emotions —
definitely it’s more about emotions than it is about the stuff.”
In many cases, the way clutter affects us has little to do with quantity. A piece of art painted by an ex-lover
hanging over the bed can carry more emotional heft than a messy closetful of extra sheets and towels. A chaotic
corner of art supplies can feel like an inspiring springboard — and a year later, if the supplies haven’t been
touched, like a landscape of failure.
In other words, identifying an item as clutter has more to do with how it feels than how it looks. If you feel less
than great in certain rooms or even your entire house, it might be time to target a few items (or a few dozen) for
removal.
Here you’ll find a guide to the most common kinds of clutter, the emotional signals they may be broadcasting,
and the toll they could be taking on your life. Start seeing your questionable stuff in this clear new light, and
you may start feeling a whole lot more ready to let it go.
Other People’s Stuff
Whether it’s belongings stored for a friend in a garage or basement, or the stuff your kids left behind when they
moved out, storing other people’s things can be a signal that you need to be more assertive about your space.
“When [other people’s stuff] gets to be a problem, that’s all about setting appropriate boundaries,” Morris
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explains. “Our home is a template for our own energy, so when people store things in your home, those people
are taking up your energy.”
If you do decide to let people leave their belongings with you, Morris recommends being very specific about
how long you’re willing to turn your home into a storage locker. “Say, ‘OK, I’ll store this for six months and
after that you need to come get it.’ [You] can still make the decision to do it, but at least [you’re] conscious of
it.”
The belongings of deceased loved ones also fall into this category. After the initial shock of losing someone, it
may not feel right to dispense with all of his or her things. But hanging on to an entire collection of china or
oversized suits you don’t really want and can’t use — especially if they’re packed away in boxes somewhere
out of sight — doesn’t honor a loved one’s memory as effectively as choosing a few special items to actively
enjoy or display.
In Thornton’s experience, this particular kind of letting go is “a huge emotional issue.” She describes working
with a client whose husband had died nine years earlier. The client had several remaining boxes of her
husband’s things she referred to as “the hard stuff”: personal items and career souvenirs that she didn’t really
want but couldn’t bear to donate or throw away. Together they figured out a plan to turn the boxes into a source
of comfort rather than pain.
“Her husband had kids from a previous marriage, and we made a box for each of them. Sometimes it’s just a
matter of finding a good home for something,” Thornton remembers. “We were able to divide up some of the
things, and she kept a few cherished items, and that’s how we resolved it. She made a point to get comfortable
with how she cleared the clutter and where she could go from there.”
Thornton’s client soon felt motivated to go into a room she had left untouched since her husband’s death: his
workshop. “It was a mess,” Thornton recalls, “but we organized it to the point where it was beautiful and
functional. Now we’re adding color to her life, painting accent walls and putting up pictures.
“She really revitalized her whole life by reducing clutter. She’s so active now — she goes hiking and she skis;
she has the energy and feels free to go do these things she wasn’t doing before.”
Out of the Past
Having a sense of history in a home is one thing, making it a temple of nostalgia is another. Whether you’re
holding on to stacks of high school yearbooks or jeans from college that no longer fit, releasing unhelpful
reminders of the past can free you up to move forward.
“When all your available space is filled with clutter, there is no room for anything new to come into your life,”
writes Karen Kingston, author of Clear Your Clutter with Feng Shui (Three Rivers Press, 1999). “Your thoughts
tend to dwell in the past, and you feel bogged down with problems that have dogged you for some time. You
tend to look back rather than forward in your life, blaming the past for your current situation rather than taking
responsibility for creating a better tomorrow.”
DeAnna Radaj, an “eco-shui” home designer based in Charlotte, N.C., encourages clients to let go of items that
look nice but are holding them back emotionally. “A friend had a beautiful cashmere sweater that had been a
gift from her ex-husband,” she says. “Every time she’d get a compliment on it and someone would ask where
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she got it, all these uncomfortable emotions would rise to the surface, and she would relive everything negative
about the relationship.”
Radaj’s friend didn’t want to part with the sweater, saying it was beautiful and expensive. But Radaj believes
that expense alone is not a good reason to keep something that’s causing you annoyance or discomfort. “You
have to ask yourself: Is it really that you have feelings for the person on some level and can’t let the relationship
go?”
Releasing emotionally charged objects can take soul-searching work, tears and sometimes even flames, says
professional organizer Melinda Massie, who occasionally advises clients to ritually burn objects they need to
part with permanently. “If it’s physically possible,” she says, “I like to set that stuff on fire — with the proper
precautions, of course.”
She acknowledges that the process of ditching nostalgic stuff can be profoundly challenging.
“Be compassionate with yourself,” she advises. “When you come to something that’s [painful], sit with it. Don’t
judge it or get mad at yourself about it.”
You don’t have to burn down the house you shared with your ex to create a sense of closure, she notes. Repaint.
Get new sheets for the bed. Or, if you must light a match, burn some candles, sage or incense to reclaim the
space as your own.
Unused Goods
Plenty of pantries contain stacks of unused appliances and unchristened cake pans. Home offices are stocked
with boxes of file folders, paper clips and reams of paper that have no hope of ever getting used. And it’s a good
guess that the number of shiny, untouched tools that fill garages could stretch around the equator — twice.
According to Kingston, piles of unused stuff can signal “just in case” thinking, which “indicates a lack of trust
in the future.” This can create a bigger cycle of distrust, she explains. “If you have lots of clutter you are
hanging on to because you think this way, you are sending out a frequency of not trusting, and you will always
feel vulnerable and insecure about the future.”
Unused items can also represent an unmet aspiration, says Geralin Thomas, a professional organizer who
appears often on the A&E network’s show Hoarders: “Often, people’s clutter is tied up with their identity. Who
are you? ‘Well, look in my pantry: I have a KitchenAid mixer and 64 copper cookie molds and a cookie press.’
But then when you talk further, you may find out that the person has never made cookies.”
While there’s nothing wrong with having aspirations, Thomas explains, she also feels that “your house has to be
something other than just a container for your stuff. You need to figure out if your possessions orient you
toward having or being. The ‘havings’ want to acquire and possess. For ‘beings,’ it’s all about experience. The
beings are eager to let go of things that aren’t being enjoyed and used; the opposite is true for the havings.
“Your house should be a respite from the world. A place where you want to enjoy your life, a place where you
can enjoy your family, your friends, your spiritual practice, whatever you’re into. But if you’re not into the stuff
that’s in your house, then it’s got to go. It doesn’t tell the story of who you are.”
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Giving away unused belongings, especially those in good condition, not only benefits others, it can help you
rewrite the story of who you are. Being comfortable with a little empty space helps make room for new things,
experiences and even friendships.
“Clutter — and all the shame that comes along with it — tends to isolate,” says Pesi Dinnerstein, author of A
Cluttered Life: Searching for God, Serenity, and My Missing Keys (Seal Press, 2011). “Who wants to invite
someone in to see the mess that we ourselves don’t want to admit is there? But I’ve found that allowing myself
to be vulnerable and ask for help has not only made the decluttering process more successful, it has also
deepened my connection to the people I care about.”
Incomplete Projects
Having projects in process around the house is common and, in some cases, necessary. (After all, a project, by
its very definition, is a work in progress.) Still, when half-knitted sweaters or stalled kitchen remodels sit too
long, they start to broadcast troubling messages. Unfinished projects are often accompanied by a sense of
failure, says Morris. “A lot of times, that stems from perfectionism — it will never be good enough, not perfect
enough, so they just won’t finish it.”
Morris believes it’s important to acknowledge when you’re not finishing a project in a reasonable amount of
time. If something sits untouched for six months with no major life events distracting you, it’s time for review.
If you realize you’re really not going to finish something, Morris recommends unloading materials at a donation
site. Many charities are eager to pick up unused paint and scrap wood from aborted building projects, and
Etsy.com is full of crafters happy to take half-finished quilts and other sewing projects off your hands. Getting
rid of that material will be helpful, Morris says, “because the subconscious mind knows those unfinished
projects are sitting in a drawer or a closet — and it’s a constant reminder of failure.”
Massie suggests creating a list of each and every one of your unfinished projects. Since some projects need to
be completed before others can start, prioritize them. Then, she says, “go through the list and see what is worth
your time. Is the outcome going to be worth the energy you put into it? If so, fabulous! Give it a deadline and
make it happen. If you don’t finish in that time, give it away and let it go, guilt free.”
Once you’ve cleared out looming unfinished projects, she says, you can focus on the ones you care about most
in the present. The rewards of that will be ongoing, as will the rewards of getting rid of any other stuff that
weighs you down.
The freedom that comes with a clear space is tinged with possibility for new experiences — and isn’t that more
enticing than that box of old, mismatched socks?
What Is Your Stuff Saying to You?
Different kinds of clutter signify different emotional messages. Here are a few of the most common.
Piles of Other People’s Stuff
You may have trouble setting boundaries, saying no and protecting your own energy reserves. Set time limits
for storing other people’s belongings, if you’re going to store them at all, and be firm.
Excessive Reminders of the Past
You might have a tendency to blame the past for your current situation, or to think your best days are behind
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you. Try letting go of any object — however lovely or sentimental — if looking at it disturbs you or brings you
down.
Rarely Used or Never-Been-Used Items
Stacks of unopened or unused items can signal “just in case” thinking, and a lack of trust in the future. They can
also signal an aspiration to do or be something you’re not. Make a realistic assessment, then either use or
dispense with whatever your “wish self” is hanging on to.
Unfinished Projects
Half-completed paintings and half-finished remodels can suggest an unsustainable perfectionism, and may
provoke a sense of failure. Take stock of all the projects you currently have “in process.” Then be willing to let
go, clean up and move on.

June 11 or 13, 2019
What is Theodicy?
https://www.gotquestions.org/theodicy.html
(Note from Robin—this is a challenging article, both because of its topic and its contents. Do with it what you
will/can and we’ll try to work it out together when we meet.)
Question: "What is theodicy?"
Answer: Theodicy is a branch of philosophy dealing with the issue of evil in light of the existence of God.
If God is just and holy and good, then how do evil and misery exist? That’s the question theodicy wrestles with.
History’s most famous statement of the “problem of evil” comes from the ancient Greek philosopher Epicurus:
Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able?
Then he is not omnipotent.
Is he able, but not willing?
Then he is malevolent.
Is he both able and willing?
Then whence cometh evil?
Is he neither able nor willing?
Then why call him God?
Of course, most people have no experience with philosophers. They do, however, watch movies, and a slightly
modified version of this idea came from the character of Lex Luthor in a recent action film:
“If God is all powerful, he cannot be all good. And if he’s all good, then he cannot be all powerful.” – Batman
v Superman: Dawn of Justice
The biggest hurdle in discussing theodicy is a tendency to waffle on the definitions of certain words. Or to color
certain words with a meaning that is not part of the argument. So, in order to really understand the concept of
theodicy, one has to carefully define his terms and then stick to those definitions.
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What evil is, is “not”
The primary issue with the “Problem of Evil” is defining what evil actually is. Evil is typically seen as a force
opposed to good, forming a yin and yang or two poles of a magnet. Defining evil in this way leads to a logical
problem for the theist: why would God create evil? God created gravity, light, magnetism, and so forth: why
would He also create evil?
The most logical answer is simply that God didn’t create evil. Because evil, in and of itself, does not actually
exist, except as the absence of goodness. Similarly, God created light, but did He also “create” darkness? No,
because darkness in and of itself does not exist. Darkness is only a term we use to refer to a relative lack of
light. It’s entirely defined in terms of deprivation: the absence of something else.
The same is true of physical heat. Heat is a term used to describe the motion of atoms and molecules. When an
object is cold, it simply has less molecular movement, relatively speaking. At absolute zero all molecular
movement would completely stop, theoretically. You cannot get any “colder” than that, because there is no way
to add more coldness. You can only remove heat, and when all the heat is gone, that’s as far as you can go.
The same basic point applies to many descriptive words. Terms such as short or thin are all references to the
relative lack of something else. There is no such thing as “shortness,” and one cannot “add” shortness. There are
only varying measurements of length. Printer paper is not “thin” because it has more “thinness” added to it than
cardboard. We use the term thin so we don’t have to say “less thick.”
An example from mathematics is the constant i, or the square root of negative one (√(-1)). In reality, negative
numbers cannot have a “square root,” but there are places in advanced equations where it’s a handy shortcut.
The term i has meaning, at least in theory, even though we know it’s not a literal description of some tangible
thing.
Another mathematical example is the “number” 0. The term zero literally refers to that which does not exist. It
is a reference to nothing, to the absence of something. This is why adding or subtracting 0 results in no change,
multiplying 0 is still “nothing,” and dividing by 0 is a logical contradiction. Is zero “real”? In the sense that it’s
a term we can understand and that has use, yes. But, of course, 0 does not exist in any tangible sense. It’s
literally defined as the absence of something (everything) else.
Putting all of these thoughts together, then, the same can be said of evil. The term has meaning and use, but we
don’t have to assume it’s some actual, tangible, created thing. Evil is a relative term used to mean anything that
deviates from the will or moral perfection of God. Evil is the lack of goodness.
All by itself, this reasoning goes a long way toward forming a proper theodicy. If evil is not some “thing” God
created or some force outside of God that He cannot control, then the meaning of these questions becomes very
different. Any premise that requires God to have created, formed, or generated evil is immediately invalidated.
All that is required, then, is for God to have “allowed” it.
Our will versus God’s will
The debate of how we define evil doesn’t stop there, however. For many critics, the objection to God being “all
good” inherently means “never allowing any evil.” The first problem with this view of God’s goodness is
logical. The second is personal.
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Logically, if God is perfect, then anything different from Him, in any way, is no longer perfect. You cannot
change absolute, complete perfection and still be absolutely and completely perfect. This means that anything
God creates is, by definition, different from Him and must be less than perfect. Considering evil as a deviation
from God’s goodness, this leads to two possibilities, in order for God to completely and totally avoid evil of any
kind.
First, God could simply not create anything at all.
Second, God could create but allow nothing in His creation the capacity for moral free will. In other words,
allow no deviation leading to “evil.” But this makes a mockery of every other emotion, ideal, and benefit that
critics of God want to uphold. In short, a universe logically incapable of evil is also one logically incapable of
love, nobility, sacrifice or success.
A being unable to partake in evil is also incapable of exhibiting mercy, compassion, or love. It’s not hard to see
how, if God had created things with this limitation, creation would seem like a waste of time. God desires love
and glory—and our approval of that desire is irrelevant to its truth—but there can be no love given by robotic,
choice-less creations.
So, for God to preclude even the possibility of evil, He must either not create or create something utterly
pointless. Logically, it stands to reason that God allows the potential for evil because such freedom is
intrinsically the same that allows the potential for nobility and virtue. Without that potential no love or other
“good” things can actually occur.
This leads to the “personal” problem with demanding that God disallow evil. Once a person accepts the idea
that evil has to be possible in order for us to have a meaningful free will, the next step is often to criticize God
for allowing “too much” evil or the “wrong kinds” of evil. Here, again, definitions and personal preferences are
key.
Critics of God often make an assumption at this stage. They make statements such as “a good God might allow
some evil, but He would never allow X.” Once again, the logic leading to this point shows that God does not
have to create evil for it to exist. This question also assumes, irrationally, that there cannot be things worse than
X. Logically, it’s possible there could be evils even worse than X that God has prevented, and, because He has
prevented them, we are unaware they are even possible. To continue to criticize God on account of there being
“too much” evil is to waffle between logic and emotion.
We may not like the idea that God allows certain kinds of evil. And, logically, there is nothing invalid about a
person choosing to say, “I reject obedience to God because I don’t agree with His morality.” But theodicy is not
a question of making God agree with our whims. What we cannot say, logically, is that, if God does not act
according to our moral preferences, then He cannot exist in moral perfection. This makes the critic the ultimate
standard of morality!
To put that another way, claiming God cannot exist or cannot be perfectly moral unless He agrees with my
moral preferences is to say this: “I am morally perfect, so if God and I differ on some moral issue, the only
possible reason is that God is flawed, and I am not.” Once again, a person is not logically prevented from taking
this approach. But just because it’s a possible viewpoint does not make it a reasonable one.
Does this mean there could never be a circumstance where God’s supposed morality conflicts with what we see
in our experience? Not at all. The problem—for the critic—is that many of the rules he claims God fails to live
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up to are simply fictional. God never promises to make everyone’s life easier or better, nor does He promise to
alter cause and effect simply at our whims. There is an eternal context and a spiritual condition to what God
tells us about suffering and evil in this world. This is a key part of any reasonable theodicy.
So why allow evil?
Logic says that God does not have to create evil in order for there to be evil. Logic says that God does not have
to conform to our moral preferences in order to be perfectly good. So, then, how can a person rationalize the
existence of evil in a way that’s relevant to our own experience?
The first point that must be realized is that God is consistent in His “allowance” of our free will and the natural
function of His creation. As it turns out, it’s the fact that God is consistent in His moral behaviors that greatly
aggravates the skeptic. This is because God’s consistency runs counter to our human preferences: we’d rather
God bend or break the rules to suit our own selfish preferences.
For example, God is consistent in allowing human beings a broad use of free will. This includes allowing
people the freedom to reject His will and spurn His commands. This can result in consequences for those who
choose to disobey. At the same time, much of the suffering of man on earth is due to the decisions of other
people. There, again, God is being consistent in allowing humanity the freedom to act.
This is really nothing more than a re-phrasing of the earlier argument about allowing the potential for evil,
because, without it, there is no potential for good. The same natural laws that allow us to build skyscrapers and
develop medicines can be abused to make bombs and illicit drugs. They are the same laws that produce
earthquakes and hurricanes. Too often, we make choices knowing the risks involved or with a deliberate intent
to misuse creation and then blame God when those potential problems materialize.
The second point to make is that God is not motionless, silent, and inactive in the face of evil. Here, again, is a
point where the critic becomes inconsistent. The same voices who attempt to say, “God is not doing enough to
stop evil” are almost always the same ones who object when God does anything to stop evil. The incidents most
often pointed to by critics of the Bible as evidence of God’s supposed immorality (such as the destruction of
Sodom) were times when God explicitly stated that His actions were a response to malevolence. They were His
means of stopping and preventing more evil.
The same critic who cries, “God does nothing about evil,” is all too often the same person calling God immoral
for His actions in the flood. Or against the Amalekites. Or at Jericho. God has already taken steps to neutralize
and counter evil. Saying He does “nothing” is simply untrue. Complaining that He does “too much” to stop evil
is all well and good, but that makes theodicy irrelevant and the problem of evil moot.
The third point is that we have a limited perspective. This is not a very persuasive argument, especially for
someone hostile to the idea of God. But, logically, it has to be said that the God under examination is posited to
be omniscient, omnipotent, eternal, and omnipresent. We, of course, are not. We often hear employers, military
personnel, parents, doctors, and others reminding us that there are things happening “behind the scenes” that we
simply cannot understand. Our inability to understand certain decisions is not hard evidence that those decisions
are wrong. It means nothing more than that we have incomplete understanding.
Finally, one has to take all criticisms of evil in the entire context of Christian teaching. If this life were all there
is, then the problem of evil would be a much bigger problem. However, according to the Bible, this is not the
only life we are going to live. A person can reject that belief, but he cannot criticize the God of the Bible and
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His morality as if the afterlife were not an intrinsic part of Christian moral understanding. Christians believe
that all wrongs—every single one—will be reckoned with, someday. They believe that God is acting to restrain
evil now, just as He has in the past. The Bible makes it clear that the struggles we experience now are not the
purpose for which we exist, nor do they define our value. Instead, there is a point to the suffering and a plan that
involves making all wrongs right.
Back to the beginning
Looking at these ideas, then, we can see that Epicurus’ version of the problem of evil suffers from a fatal flaw.
This can be summed up in one simple statement: the “God” Epicurus criticizes is not the God of the Bible. In
other words, Epicurus’ criticism only works against the deities of Greek polytheism and in the context of a
polytheistic view of reality.
The Christian can respond to Epicurus as follows:
Is God willing to prevent evil, but unable to? Then he is not omnipotent. God is willing to limit evil and has
acted to do just that. So, He is still omnipotent.
Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. God is able, but not willing, to abolish our free will. So, He is
still omnibenevolent.
Is he both able and willing? Then whence cometh evil? God has acted to defeat evil. Evil comes simply when
we fall short of His will.
Is he neither able nor willing? Then why call him God? God is not willing to prevent our free will. Your
disapproval does not make Him any less God.
And, to the more pop-culture-friendly Lex Luthor, Christianity can respond as follows:
“If God is all powerful, he cannot be all good. And if he’s all good, then he cannot be all powerful.” God can be
all-powerful and choose not to act according to your preferences. When you say “all good,” what you really
mean is “doing things my way”; and when you say, “all powerful,” what you really mean is “capable of making
us simultaneously free and robotic,” which is gibberish. An all-powerful, all-good God can allow evil in order
to obtain the greater, eternal good.
Human beings will always struggle with the problem of evil. Theodicy is not an attempt to make God appear as
palatable as possible. In fact, the opposite is true. A truly rational theodicy has to begin with the admission that
our dislike of something does not make it false. The question is not whether God is compatible with our
personal preferences. The problem of evil is simply the debate over whether or not God is logically possible.
Theodicy, taking all logic and evidence together, clearly says He is—whether we like Him or not.

June 18 or 20, 2019—There are two articles for today.
Three Reasons Why You Have to Trust Your Gut: When and how to use your intuition.
By Susanna Newsonnen
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-path-passionate-happiness/201505/3-reasons-why-you-havetrust-your-gut
A year-and-a-half ago I was about to make the biggest mistake of my life: Commit to marrying the wrong guy.
The venue was booked, the dress ordered, and the invites mailed. Everything was ready—except I was not. Out
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of nowhere, I started to notice an odd feeling. I couldn't sleep or eat, and I struggled to focus at work. I was
feeling emotional, yet numb. I couldn't figure out what was wrong, until I realized my intuition was trying to get
my attention.
Out of the blue, I knew in my heart and in my gut that I wanted to cancel the wedding and leave
the relationship. I had never been so sure of anything in my life. Although I tried to rationalize the reason, it was
impossible: We didn't have any problems, rarely argued, and wanted the same things for the future. Yet one day
I woke up and realized that we weren't meant to be.
The hardest part was explaining things to my then-fiancé and my family. Everyone kept asking, "But why?" and
my answer of, "I just know," didn't put anyone at ease. But when I had made the decision and told the people
around me, it was like the weight of the world had been lifted off my shoulders. I felt free again.
Within weeks, my close friends told me how I looked happier and lighter again, like I had turned from a dark
cloud into a ray of sunshine. To this day, I have still never been so sure of anything as I was about that decision.
I trusted my gut and I am so glad I did. I have never been happier.
How did I know? How could I have been so sure and confident in making such a massive change in my life?
Psychologists posit that the unconscious mind dictates decision-making more than we think. Even when you try
to base decisions purely on logic, your subconscious mind nudges you with extra information.
Whatever you believe, here are 3 reasons why you should listen to your intuition:
1. Your intuition is shaped by your past experiences, and your existing knowledge which you gained
from them.
The more experienced you are in the domain you're deciding on, the more accurately your intuition can offer
you the most optimal decision. Although it can be useful to seek counsel from others, remind yourself
that they don't necessarily know what is best for you. Take their advice into consideration, if they're more
experienced than you are. In the end, your heart knows best. You lived your life and fully experienced it,
making you the best person to decide what to do next. When it comes to life decisions which involve a lot of
feeling and heart, like relationships, only you know what's in your heart. Trust that you have all the
knowledge and experience you need to make the decision that's right for you.
2. Your intuition is encoded in your brain like "a web of fact and feeling."
This is why intuition is so much more powerful than taking advice from someone else. Your intuition
connects your body, mind, and spirit, and how those three elements have digested everything from your past.
This web of fact and feeling makes you feel expansive, excited, and nervous about a new challenge if it's
right. On the contrary, you will feel deflated, lethargic, and terrified if it's wrong.
3. Your intuition connects you with all the nerve cells in your body.
The butterflies you feel in your tummy—sometimes referred to as a "gut feeling"—before an important
decision are a result of feeling the millions of nerve cells in there. The subconscious part of the brain
sends signals to the nerves in the tummy to feel that way. What better way to make a decision than to listen to
your full being (and not only your mind)?
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The key to mastering what I consider the sacred gift of intuition is learning to listen to it. The more attention
you give it, the more powerful and accurate it will become. Meditation can help you listen to your intuition
more closely because it connects you with your inner being physically, psychologically and spiritually.
Taking time to reflect and simply relax can also help it rise to the surface. Often, we run from one place to
another with an endless to-do list; only when we stop running can our mind catch up.
That's when to take a moment to truly listen to your intuition and listen to your heart. As Blaise Pascal wisely
said, "The heart has reasons that reason does not understand." And your heart is always right.
AND

Trust Your Instincts (God is in our deepest desires.)
https://www.jesuit.ie/who-are-the-jesuits/10-spiritual-exercises-for-everyone/9-trust-instincts-god-deepestdesires/
“Desire is a key way that God’s voice is heard in our lives,” says Fr. Jim Martin, SJ. Part of the joy and the pain
of being human is that we find ourselves made up of complex desires and instincts. We want to live a great life
and do something significant and yet we find ourselves compromising and living less than ideal lives. Our
instincts often seem to betray us, promising much but not delivering.

In our often fickle and superficial culture we are less connected with our own instincts and often more
concerned about external pressures like looking good or not losing face. Sometimes it takes a lot of courage to
look inside and to work out what we really feel about a situation or person, and then to act on it. Sometimes we
don’t trust our instincts or desires, are not used to looking within and are accustomed to letting things go with
the resultant listlessness or sense of dissatisfaction. Alternatively, we mistake our fleeting moods or feelings for
instincts and live at the mercy of them.

One of the challenges of trusting our instincts is acknowledging that we can get it wrong, can be swayed by
emotion or bias, or can misread situations or people. However, this is not a reason to disengage, only a reminder
of how careful we have to be and how important the process is:





How do I feel internally about this situation or person e.g. angry, uneasy, loving, apathetic, repulsed?
How could I be misreading this situation e.g. am I angry, hungry, tired, projecting, unhappy in myself? Pray
for help and courage.
What would be a reasonable, not impulsive, response e.g. how could I speak my truth in a way that will be
heard? What courage do I need to say what I really feel would be needed to transform this situation?
What would a loving God want me to do?
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June 25 or 27, 2019
Daring to be Vulnerable with Brené Brown
https://www.takingcharge.csh.umn.edu/daring-be-vulnerable-brene-brown
Let's say that after reading a few articles about the benefits of yoga, you decide to try it yourself. You buy a mat,
find a nearby class, and put on some stretchy pants. But when you get to the studio and see other students
walking confidently in, their mats slung over their shoulders, you begin to feel strange. Your heart rate speeds
up, your palms grow sweaty, and you think, Why in the world did I ever think I could do this?
This shaky feeling is vulnerability, and it makes you want to turn around and go home, where you can escape the
potential judgment of others and your own fear of the unfamiliar.
But by pushing through those doors, you are doing something far more healthy and transformative, according to
Brené Brown, a professor and vulnerability researcher at the University of Houston. In fact, "vulnerability is the
core, the heart, the center of meaningful human experiences," she says.
Dr. Brown recently visited the University of Minnesota as a speaker for the Center for Spirituality and Healing's
Wellbeing Series and shared some of the insights that come from her research. After twelve years studying
vulnerability and shame, she has arrived at a surprising conclusion: what scares us is sometimes
actually good for us, and if we can stomach sitting with it, vulnerability has the potential to transform itself into
joy.
What vulnerability is and why it's good for us
In her new book, Daring Greatly, Brené Brown describes vulnerability as "uncertainty, risk, and emotional
exposure." It's that unstable feeling we get when we step out of our comfort zone or do something that forces us
to loosen control.
Dr. Brown's book debunks some myths about vulnerability, the most popular being that vulnerability is a sign of
weakness. When we think of times that we have felt vulnerable or emotionally exposed, we are actually
recalling times of great courage. These may be huge life events, like deciding to put an ailing parent
in hospice care, but it's just as present in those small moments of fear that pop up when we share our feelings
with another person or ask for forgiveness.
"What most of us fail to understand...is that vulnerability is also the cradle of the emotions and experiences that
we crave," says Dr. Brown. "Vulnerability is the birthplace of love, belonging, joy courage, empathy, and
creativity." So while going to that new yoga class may feel uncomfortable, you're also opening yourself up to the
opportunity to make new friends and learn a new, healthy habit. But if you run away the second those shaky
feelings arise, you're just reinforcing the voice in your head that says I'm not good enough.
What we do to avoid vulnerability
That insecurity is present in all of us, and it's so strong that we often go out of our way to avoid situations that
might make us feel fragile. In Dr. Brown's talk at the University of Minnesota, she described the ways we try to
sidestep the shaky feeling of vulnerability. We emotionally "armor up" each morning when we face the day to
avoid feeling shame, anxiety, uncertainty, and fear. The particular armor changes from person to person, but it
usually revolves around one of three methods: striving for perfection, numbing out, or disrupting joyful moments
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by "dress rehearsing tragedy" and imagining all the ways that things could go wrong. Do any of these sound
familiar?
All of these types of armor can make us feel safe and "in control" in the moment, but they're really doing us
more harm than good. "Perfectionism is a 20-ton shield-we think it will protect us but it keeps us from being
seen," notes Dr. Brown. Numbing our emotions is damaging because it has a widespread effect-you can't numb
fear without numbing joy at the same time.
The urge to imagine the worst-case scenario in moments of joy (such as not being able to enjoy a hug with your
child without worrying about something bad happening to him) is an amazingly common phenomenon,
according to Brené Brown's research. And why is it so hard for us to soften into joy? "Because we're trying to
beat vulnerability to the punch," says Dr. Brown. But this has a negative impact, for without vulnerability,
there is no love, no belonging, and no joy.
Getting comfortable with vulnerability
It's important to begin to recognize those fragile moments of vulnerability and work with them. Mindfulness is a
good place to start. Adopting a practice of openness and awareness of your environment as well as your own
thoughts, feelings, and triggers will help you recognize when you're disengaging because you're afraid.
After you become aware of where you are, you will be more certain about what changes you would like to see in
your life. In Daring Greatly, Dr. Brown describes this attentiveness as "pay[ing] attention to the space between
where we're actually standing and where we want to be."
Here are some things to keep in mind as you practice "daring greatly" in your own life:





Recognize that facing vulnerability takes enormous courage. Take small steps (like asking someone what they
are thinking) and be proud of your bravery when you do.
Let go of the constant worry about what other people think of you. Most people are focused on their own internal
struggles, not you.
Feeling overwhelmed? Focus your attention gently on your breath and the sensations in your body for a few
moments before returning your attention back to the task at hand.
Don't worry about being perfect-in fact, don't even consider it. No one is perfect, and the more you hold yourself
to an impossible ideal, the more easily you will give up.

July 2 or 4, 2019
Protestant Barriers to Contemplative Prayer
By J. David Muyskens
https://www.contemplativeoutreach.org/article/protestant-barriers-contemplative-prayer
I am an ordained Protestant minister who has benefited greatly from contemplative prayer. I speak from
experience with a way of being open to contemplative prayer called Centering Prayer. I am well acquainted with
some of the resistances Protestants have toward contemplation.
What led me to Centering Prayer was a physician asking me, “Are you trying to do it all yourself?” My
symptoms were caused by stress. I was trying to do it myself, leaving out my dependence on God. I did not have
a private practice of prayer. The question caused me to find that missing ingredient. As I set up a daily practice
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of prayer I learned that prayer is not only talking to God but also listening and very much a matter of being in
faith and love with my Creator, Lover and Holy Spirit. In prayer I put into practice my relationship with the
divine. I learned the practice of Centering Prayer by reading Basil Pennington and listening to tapes by Thomas
Keating.
We consider contemplative prayer an Eastern practice:
Eastern religions stress the importance of meditation. Many have thought that to find a quiet, silent
prayer one had to go to the East. Since the 16th century many churches had given up teaching contemplative
prayer to ordinary people. In the 1970’s three monks in Spencer, Mass., Thomas Keating, William Meninger and
Basil Pennington, discussed how contemplative prayer had always been part of the Christian tradition but a way
of teaching it was needed so modern, ordinary people would know this dimension of the Christian tradition.
William Meninger was especially familiar with The Cloud of Unknowing from the 14th century. The three
developed guidelines for teaching a way of prayer that could open a person to receive the gift of contemplation.
We are against Catholics:
Thank God this prejudice is declining. But the fight between Protestants and Catholics still lingers.
Catholics are more prone to like contemplation. They have grown up with the mystics. Catholic communities of
men and women are more inclined to be contemplative. As a result some Protestants may associate
contemplation with Catholicism. But in the practice of Centering Prayer I discovered the value of spending time
in silence with God. I enjoy having my relationship with God strengthened by contemplative prayer. Centering
Prayer is not Catholic or denominational. It is simply silent relationship and communion with God.
Contemplative Prayer has not been taught in Protestant Churches:
The Protestant experience doesn’t usually encourage people to be in silent prayer. We all tend to be
suspicious of anything different than our usual experience. This suspicion keeps us from following heretical
ideas and destructive practices. But it also can cut us off from some fountains of living water. So we miss the
contemplative part of the Christian tradition. As it is restored to the practices of devotion for Protestants, I
discover the rich communion with God that is possible by the work of the Spirit. I need to take time for silence.
Prayer consists of talking to God:
A friend of mine has little time for silent prayer because he says, “If you have something to say to God
just say it.” He considers prayer to be entirely a matter of petitions. But in conversation there has to be more than
our talking. We also need to listen to God. And there are times when we simply commune with God, aware of
God’s presence and consenting to God’s action in us. It is the same with any relationships in which I am
engaged. I need to talk, but I also need to listen and sometimes, when I am most intimate with someone, we
spend time together without words.
In a workshop where I was one of the presenters, a Protestant, much respected, said that in every language prayer
means petition. But prayer, as a relationship with God, includes at least three dimensions: listening, talking and
being together. Contemplative prayer emphasizes the dimension of spending time in awareness of the presence
of God. In that moment, I am not telling God about my needs, but, in silence, receiving what God gives.
We customarily use our minds to know truth:

46

Our creeds are intellectual statements. In belief we primarily think of propositions of doctrine. Feelings
are suspect because they can be fickle. But faith engulfs the whole person from the very core of our being. That
includes the heart as well as the mind. The whole person can be in silent, deep communion with God. The devil
can play tricks with our mind as well as our heart. We need to apply the same suspicion to both. Exercising the
heart I discover the presence and power of God.
We think a lot about the past and the future:
I often would be going over what happened in the past. Or I would be planning what comes next. So I
missed the present moment. But the past is gone and the future isn’t here yet. I experience the gifts of God in the
present moment. In contemplation I live right now. In Centering Prayer I let go of thoughts of the past and
anticipation of the future. I take time to be in the moment with the presence of God and open to the immediate
action of God. In contemplative prayer I celebrate the present, right now.

We want answers:
For our many questions we want clear answers. Churches are filled with people who desire certitude.
Preachers of growing churches seem to have answers. But the Bible talks about mystery. It encourages belief in
God who is beyond our comprehension. The revelation Paul received, of which he speaks in Ephesians 3, is the
mystery hidden for ages. Not mystery as in a puzzle to be solved, but mystery beyond human knowledge, only
seen by the light given by the Holy Spirit. In contemplative prayer I stand amazed at the love of God not fully
understood but known and experienced in the Spirit.
We are afraid to go deep because demons can dwell there:
Some teach that going to the place of silence and solitude we can meet the devil there. So we are afraid to
go there. But actually, in contemplative prayer, I go to the most sacred sanctuary of Christ. I go to the inner
sanctum where Christ dwells with great power and majesty. The devil cannot enter there because Christ’s power
and glory expel him. I enter with Christ, a fortress of inner strength.
We worship a far-away God:
God cannot be contained by our imagination. We worship the all-powerful One, high and lifted up,
worthy of our praise. And in contemplative prayer I realize God dwelling within me. I experience God both
transcendent and immanent at the same time. Aware that God dwells in me and invites me to an intimate
relationship, I become a contemplative. One of the great leaders of Protestantism, John Calvin, described the
intimacy of prayer as being held in the “bosom” of God (Institutes III, 20, 5). He described the relationship we
can have with God as being in the “sweetness of love” (Institutes III, 20. 28).
We are sinners:
Of course, we have all sinned. And I know that we need to recognize that. We depend on the grace of Christ to
free us from our sin and transform us into the people God wants us to be. It is well to remember, we are
sinners saved by grace. From Martin Luther we know that we can be both sinners and saints at the same time.
“Total depravity” does not mean there is nothing good in me. It means that in every aspect of human life sin has
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messed me up. But God still loves me and desires an intimate relationship with me. I am created in the image
and likeness of God.
Contemplation does not appear in the Bible:
Yet the Bible does talk about Moses and Elijah and Jesus going to a secluded place to spend time with
God. The Bible speaks frequently about the “heart.” And that does not mean the organ that pumps blood, but the
core of our being. From that emotional, spiritual and physical center of my being I can love God and enter into a
deep communion with the divine.
Scripture is our authority:
This is true. Reading all of scripture teaches me the indwelling Presence. I rely on the words of the Bible
for truth and guidance. And as I listen to the whole scripture it teaches contemplative prayer. Ps. 46:10 says, “Be
still and know that I am God.” Christ dwells in me. I know that Jesus talked about our being “in” Christ. But it is
also true that Christ lives in us. He said, “Abide with me as I abide in you” (John 15:4). I find in contemplative
prayer a way of consenting to that presence and the work of God in me.
We tend to be active, not passive:
We trust in God’s activity. And it may seem that our response should also be active. We value obedience
as a mark of a true Christian. But sometimes I need to be receptive, listen, and be deeply in communion. I need
rest and restoration. I find a recovery of the contemplative dimension to be healing. I need quiet times as well as
activity.
We’re not good at talking about spiritual experiences:
If we do have deep experiences of the presence of God we don’t talk about it. Everyone has
contemplative moments. In a spectacular scene or a confrontation with beauty or a flashing insight we
experience the closeness of God. But we may not share that with anyone else. Some of us have traditions of
testimony time. But even these can be canned and not very revelatory. In contemplative prayer I make a regular
practice of openness to the reality of God. I can rediscover the power of sharing contemplative moments.
We spend time with God in church, but seldom other places:
There are times when we are especially aware of God. But often we try to manage things ourselves. We
can go about our daily living without being conscious of God. Yet at every moment we depend on the gifts of
God. The very gift of life itself means divine energy flows through us. In contemplative prayer I become aware
of the Spirit of God and in contemplative living I pay attention to the presence and action of God in every
moment. The awareness of God that is given me in prayer becomes a way of life. Consciousness of God grows
as Christ transforms us from within. Through contemplative prayer I become more conscious of God in everyday
life, in nature, in events, in people.
Conclusion:
I wonder if you share some of these resistances to contemplative prayer? You could take a long look at
what they are. Are they keeping you from enjoying the fruit of contemplative prayer?
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I find a richness in the practice of Centering Prayer. It helps draw me into a relationship with God, an
appreciation of the present moment, and a letting go of attachments that tend to encumber me. Instead of trying
to do it all myself I let go and let God guide. I remember a moment in Centering Prayer at a Catholic retreat
center in which I felt overwhelmed with the love of God for all. That love erases all barriers. It invites us to enter
the contemplative dimension of prayer and life.
David is a retired minister of the Reformed Church in America and a member of the Contemplative Outreach
Circle of Service, serving as International Coordinator. He has written two books on Centering Prayer: Forty
Days to a Closer Walk with God: the Practice of Centering Prayer and Sacred Breath: Forty Days of Centering
Prayer.

July 9 or 11, 2019
Six Common Phrases That Work Against You in Leadership
By Carey Nieuwhof
https://careynieuwhof.com/6-common-phrases-that-work-against-you-in-leadership/
(A note from Robin-Technically this is an article “for leaders” but when I read it, I thought it was an article
“for life.” Its wisdom transcends any role in which we might find ourselves in helping us to live more
intentional and responsible lives. It works just as well to fill in “person” every time the article uses “leader”
and “life” every time the article uses “leadership.”)
You say things every day as a leader that work against you, not for you.
Have a look at the list below, and you’ll immediately recognize that you probably say some (or all) of these
things without even realizing it. They’re almost verbal ticks in our culture. They’re stock expressions that
everyone uses and nobody should. Even if you don’t really mean anything by them, these statements undermine
your effectiveness as a leader.
So why do little phrases matter to your leadership?
Two reasons.
First, what we say reflects what we believe. Especially the little phrases that slip out without giving them much
thought. They expose convictions that are worth letting go.
Second, they matter because each of these six phrases I’m sharing with you is a lie—not in the horrible moral
sense, but in the sense that they’re actually not true.
Of all the lies we tell, the lies we tell ourselves are the most deadly because they follow us everywhere we go in
life and leadership.
Thoughtfully choosing your words about how you handle time is one small step out of the spin of constant
busyness and low productivity that kills both your leadership and your life.
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I’ve tried to eliminate all of these phrases over the years. It’s hard because they roll off the tongue so naturally.
But I think I’ve become a better leader, husband, and dad as a result.
With that in mind, here are 6 stock expressions everyone uses, and every leader should eliminate.
1. I DIDN’T GET A CHANCE TO…
It’s so easy to say you didn’t get a chance to do something.
You didn’t get a chance to get that report done, or write that email you promised someone, or empty the
dishwasher.
Well, yes you did. You had the chance.
Actually, you had the chance to do whatever you said you didn’t get a chance to do. You just didn’t take it.
Imagine what might happen if you started admitting to yourself that you had all the chances in the world to do
whatever you needed to do… you just didn’t take them.
A little sobering. But a little liberating too.
Hours and minutes don’t discriminate. They let you do whatever you decide to do.
You just didn’t decide to do it.
2. I JUST DON’T HAVE THE TIME FOR THAT
That phrase was one of my most frequently uttered responses anytime someone asked me to do anything new or
extra.
Then one day I woke up and realized… all high impact people I admire who produce so many great things with
their life don’t get any special treatment.
They get 24 hours in a day. Just like me. Just like you. Nothing more. Nothing less.
You have the time and I have the time, just like we had the chance.
So how do you counter this one?
Well, years ago I stopped saying that I don’t have the time; I started admitting I didn’t make the time.
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That sounds like a small thing, but if you do it consistently, it can be revolutionary.
Try it for a week. Stop saying you don’t have the time (because you do). Start admitting you didn’t make it.
(Pro tip: don’t use your outside voice. You will have no friends left. Just admit you’re not making the time
to yourself.)
When you (silently) admit you aren’t going to make the time, it forces you to ruthlessly evaluate your priorities.
You’ll realize that never making time for your mom, or your most important priorities—or a life dream—is a
mistake.
And when you’re dead honest with yourself about not making the time to work out, or do proper sermon prep,
or have a date night with your spouse, or work on your top priorities it’s so much easier to change.
3. I HAVE TO
Again, no you don’t.
You don’t have to do anything. I fell victim to this phrase for years.
How many times have you said I have to… get groceries, speak next weekend, go to a meeting, meet with X, go
to my kids’ game.
Nope, you don’t. You don’t have to. You get to.
There’s a huge difference.
What if you flipped it and instead started thinking and saying “I get to….. buy groceries, speak next weekend,
go to a meeting, meet with X, go to my kids’ game. Or how about this???? I get to go to work today.
Since I’ve flipped that in my mind and vocabulary, I’m both more grateful (so much of what I get to do is a
privilege) and more selective (if I really don’t want to do something, why did I say yes?).
Really hate your life so much that you won’t say any of this? Change it.
In the meantime, I get to finish and post this blog.
4. I’M BUSY
In many circles, the #1 response people give to “How are you?” is “I’m busy.”
What’s up with that?
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Whatever happened to “I’m doing really well” or “You know, things are a little challenging, thanks for asking”
or “I’m great. How are you?”
Everyone you meet is busy these days. Even retired people.
So why is saying you’re busy not the best way to respond to a simple greeting?
Well, first, how does being busy help or engage the other person? It doesn’t.
But more importantly, mediocre leaders wear busyness as a badge of honor: Look at how busy I am. I must be
important. Before you think I’m judging, I used to wear busyness as a badge of honor when I was in my thirties.
Then I burned out.
Busyness is not a sign of effectiveness. It’s a sign you can’t manage your life. So why tell people you’re not
effective?
If you feel too busy, do something about it. Then you won’t feel compelled to tell anyone how busy you feel.
5. I CAN SQUEEZE THAT IN
I was talking to a leader this week that’s making great progress.
His former approach to time management was to squeeze as much in as possible. He said his old mantra literally
was “I can squeeze that in.”
It was consistently becoming more difficult to do because his church is growing by leaps and bounds. That
strategy has a lid: eventually, you can’t squeeze anything else in because nobody’s making any more time.
Fortunately, he realized he just couldn’t keep squeezing things in. If you abandon this approach, you’ll see great
gains as well.
Instead, he’s learned to say no nicely, to carefully assess his priorities and from that, he determines what he’s
going to do and not going to do.
You can’t squeeze everything in. And if you do, it will eventually squeeze you so hard there’s nothing left.
Surprisingly, when you stop trying to squeeze everything in, your capacity as a leader doesn’t shrink; it grows.
6. I JUST CAN’T
A final challenge with overwhelm is that it leaves us feeling like we can’t.
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And so we end up turning down great opportunities by saying things like “I just can’t.”
My guess is that even recently, you’ve probably said I can’t to something you really wanted to do. Like maybe
a family night, or a vacation, or a promotion, or an expansion, or some meaningful time with God, or training
for that half marathon.
Want to hear the bad news? You can. You really can.
As Greg McKeown, author of Essentialism, says, you can do anything, just not everything.
Everything competes with anything. When your priorities are confused and you’ve chosen everything over
anything, your dreams die.
If you stop saying I just can’t and start admitting that you actually can, you will begin to clear your life of the
lower value things that are robbing you of what could bring you the highest value.

July 16 or 18, 2019
Shaping a Theology of Money
By David P. King
https://www.faithandleadership.com/david-p-king-shaping-theology-money
Religion and money? Throw in politics, and you have everything your parents told you not to talk about.
Yet the topics shouldn’t be off-putting. In fact, a theology of money is central to our individual spiritual
formation, the health of our institutions and the way we participate in God’s mission in the world.
But we need to change the conversation.
Most faith-and-finance conversations focus on needs -- the assumption that something is missing. In our
families, congregations and institutions, we are searching for solutions to scarcity: how to curb our spending,
meet the material needs in our communities or raise enough money to balance our budgets.
But what if that approach takes us in the wrong direction?
According to social policy expert John McKnight, “You don’t know what you need until you know what you
have.” As a leading proponent of asset-based community development (ABCD), McKnight suggests flipping
the script when trying to work for change in communities: start by discovering the assets, gifts and resources in
a community, rather than focusing on what people lack.
Instead of bemoaning what is missing, take stock of what you have. That’s the recipe for change.
Every community, no matter how impoverished, has institutions and resources. The people who live there have
gifts, talents and enthusiasms. If we start with these assets instead of needs, we see the community in a different
way. Then we can join others to capitalize on these assets to work for community change.
What if we followed the same advice for when we address faith and finances?
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Instead of determining what we need or lack, we might focus on what God has already entrusted to us. What
comes to mind?
While we each must shape our own theology of money, at the core is our response of gratitude to God’s
generosity. At stake is who God is: God is generous, gracious, loving and merciful.
In our first attempts, we might default to material assets: budgets, buildings, endowments. But if we take a
second look, we can appreciate the nonmaterial assets.
Our vision and mission are also assets; they keep us fixed on our goals and keep us from wandering off course.
What about human capital (knowledge, skills, resources, commitment, values)? What about social capital
(community networks, partnerships, traditions)? For many of our organizations, the stories of transformed
individuals or communities are among our richest resources.
At Broadway United Methodist Church in Indianapolis, for example, traditional helping ministries were closed
down and a “roving listener” was hired to go out into the neighborhood and see what people were doing there
and then help connect them to the church.
An asset-based approach fits perfectly with a biblical concept of stewardship. It’s a helpful tool in analyzing an
organization or community, but it is more than a technique. It can also be a way of seeing the world.
When we talk about the way we see the world around us, we are speaking theological language. This is essential
to note when shaping a theology of money.
Too often when we talk about money, we ignore theological resources. For our personal finances, we turn to
accountants or financial planners. In our religious institutions, we rely on professional fundraisers or capital
campaign consultants.
There is much to learn and gain from all these professions, but we cannot forget that our relationship to money
is an issue of religious practice and practical theology.
At Lake Institute on Faith & Giving, we offer practical tools of religious fundraising, but we first help faith
leaders address issues of money theologically. Most are eager to make the shift with us, but it remains a foreign
way of thinking. Many people of faith approach the topic of money with anxiety.
Religious leaders are uncomfortable and uncertain in discussing the subject, so the church often ignores and
abdicates our theology of money to the culture around us. That is dangerous. Our relationship with money says
much about who God is, what God provides us, and how God invites and enables us to respond.
While we each must shape our own theology of money, at the core is our response of gratitude to God’s
generosity. At stake is who God is: God is generous, gracious, loving and merciful.
A Christian’s life of faith is rooted in and shaped by grateful response to God’s generosity. How we understand
and live in relation to money and possessions is dependent on how we understand, live into and participate in
the “abundant life” that God provides.
A theology of money, then, is not simply a fundraising technique, a stewardship sermon or a collection of
doctrines. It is a way of seeing the world.
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Our relationship with money serves as a witness to who God is and what God calls us to as faithful Christians.
Responding to God’s generosity leads us to participate in God’s generosity toward others. And that generosity
is best practiced in community.
If forced to rely only on our power, we will inevitably fall short. But if we see ourselves as a part of something
bigger (local communities of faith as well as God’s overarching work in the world), then we can have
confidence in the abundance God promises.
This does not mean relying on the power of positive thinking. As Duke Divinity School research professor and
practical theologian Craig Dykstra has said, “life abundant” is not the same as an abundant lifestyle.
If our theology of money is the way we see the world, it is also the way we live in this world. This way of living
is a spiritual practice, and it is a practice we have to cultivate over time.
For too long, religious institutions have viewed money as a means to an end -- raising resources for our mission.
For too long, religious leaders have avoided addressing the fact that how we spend our money is directly related
to how we live our life of faith.
Religious institutions need not live out of a scarcity mindset. Our religious communities are full of the
necessary assets to cultivate a culture of generosity.
It is the practices, the stories, the relationships, the mission and our eschatological hope that make generosity
possible. If we nurture these assets, not simply as tools for fundraising success, but rather as the foundations for
a theology of money, then the church has all the assets it needs.

July 23 or 25, 2019 There are two articles for today.
Speaking the Truth in Love
by Nathan Busenitz
https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/speaking-truth-love/
We live in a world where people love to talk. Studies suggest that the average American adult speaks
approximately 16,000 words per day. Multiply that by a lifespan of 70 years, for a total of nearly 409 million
words, and suddenly Christ’s warning in Matthew 12:36 takes on new significance: “I tell you that every
careless word that people speak, they shall give an accounting for it in the day of judgment.”
Of course, actual vocalization is only part of how people communicate. The Internet, in particular, has given
rise to many other ways in which to speak. A study in 2010 estimated that, worldwide, some 294 billion emails
are sent every day. The birth of social media has added to that constant stream of communication. Consider that
Facebook averages 55 million status updates daily, along with Twitter’s 340 million tweets, and you can begin
to appreciate the magnitude of unending chatter that characterizes modern society.
The Internet did not exist when the Bible was written. But the biblical principles for Christian communication
apply to online interactions just as they govern real-life interpersonal relationships and face-to-face
conversations. Whether we are speaking in person, on the phone, in a letter, or online, Scripture provides us
with God-honoring parameters for how we are to communicate with others.
One important passage in this regard is Ephesians 4:14–15, where the Apostle Paul tells his readers: “We are no
longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the
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trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming; but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all
aspects into Him who is the head, even Christ.” Rather than succumbing to the sin-saturated thinking of the
world around them, Paul’s readers are to reject falsehood and instead speak the truth to one another in love.
From Paul’s instruction in these verses, we can derive at least two important applications for Christian
communication today. Though somewhat elementary, these points are vitally important for the way in which we
speak. First, we are to speak the truth. Second, we are to do so in a way that is characterized by love.
The context of Paul’s instruction centers around doctrinal issues (in v. 14), and is directly applicable to the
edification of fellow believers (in vv. 15b– 16). We are to speak the truth, then, in contrast to the falsehood of
deceptive teachings and worldly philosophies; and we are to do so in love, for the purpose of building up the
body of Christ.
Speaking the truth addresses the content of what we say. As followers of Christ, we are to be those who uphold
the truth of God’s revealed Word. That means there will be times when we must confront error as we contend
earnestly for the faith. With unbelievers, this will often take the form of apologetics, boldly giving a defense for
the hope that is in us. With fellow believers, this may take the form of confrontation, as we plead with a
spiritual brother or sister to repent of sinful thinking or action.
Speaking the truth in love addresses the way in which we speak. We must not be obnoxious with the truth, or
personally offensive in how we approach others. Rather, we are called to communicate in such a way that the
manner of our speaking honors our Lord Jesus and edifies His body, the church.
When we speak of love, we are not suggesting that we should ignore error or blindly tolerate “every wind of
doctrine.” Not at all. Biblical love “does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth” (1 Cor.
13:6). Our postmodern world wrongly equates love with tolerance of all beliefs and actions. But being tolerant
of doctrinal error or unrepentant sin is not truly loving at all. Thus, we speak the truth because it is the most
loving thing we can do.
Additionally, we recognize that biblical love is patient, kind, humble, selfless, and not-easily provoked. It is a
sincere love that is characterized by the phrase: “If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all
men” (Rom. 12:18). It exhibits the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22–23); consequently, it is not quick-tempered,
self-willed, pugnacious, or needlessly quarrelsome (2 Tim. 2:24–25). It is definitely not soft on sin, error, or
false teaching; but it is softened with compassion and seasoned with grace in the way it interacts with
other people.
In our evangelism, Paul’s instruction to speak the truth in love helps us remember that the goal of apologetics is
not merely to win arguments, but to win people. And in practicing biblical confrontation with fellow believers,
this same principle reminds us that the goal is restoration. After all, as Paul made clear, the goal of our speech is
to edify others.
Paul’s instruction in Ephesians 4:14–15 underscores the fact that truth and love are not mutually exclusive
concepts. Rather, the content of our speech ought to be characterized by biblical truth. And the manner in which
we speak ought to be governed by biblical love. With those two parameters in place, we can make the most of
every word that we speak (or type or tweet)—honoring Christ and edifying others through the things that
we say.
AND
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Clear Is Kind. Unclear is Unkind
Adapted from Dare to Lead by Brené Brown
https://brenebrown.com/blog/2018/10/15/clear-is-kind-unclear-is-unkind/
Over the past several years, my team and I have learned something about clarity and the importance of hard
conversations that has changed everything from the way we talk to each other to the way we negotiate with
external partners. It’s simple but transformative: Clear is kind. Unclear is unkind.
I first heard this saying two decades ago in a 12-step meeting, but I was on slogan overload at the time and
didn’t even think about it again until I saw the data about how most of us avoid clarity because we tell ourselves
that we’re being kind, when what we’re actually doing is being unkind and unfair.
Feeding people half-truths or bullshit to make them feel better (which is almost always about making ourselves
feel more comfortable) is unkind.
Not getting clear with a colleague about your expectations because it feels too hard, yet holding them
accountable or blaming them for not delivering is unkind.
Talking about people rather than to them is unkind.
This lesson has so wildly transformed my life that we live by it at home. If Ellen is trying to figure out how to
handle a college roommate issue or Charlie needs to talk to a friend about something . . . clear is kind. Unclear
is unkind.
When we have to show up for a hard conversation we call it “a rumble.” For us, this is more than just a weird
West Side Story way to say, “Let’s have a real conversation, even if it’s tough.” It’s become a serious intention
and a behavioral cue or reminder.
A rumble is a discussion, conversation, or meeting defined by a commitment to lean into vulnerability, to stay
curious and generous, to stick with the messy middle of problem identification and solving, to take a break and
circle back when necessary, to be fearless in owning our parts, and, as psychologist Harriet Lerner teaches, to
listen with the same passion with which we want to be heard.
More than anything else, when someone says, “Let’s rumble,” it cues me to show up with an open heart and
mind so we can serve the work and each other, not our egos. Armoring up and protecting our egos rarely leads
to productive, kind, and respectful conversations.
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July 30 or August 1, 2019
An Interview about The Grace of Dogs with Andrew Root
https://www.faithandleadership.com/andrew-root-grace-dogs
(A note from Robin-Please come to our gathering prepared to tell the group about a treasured pet you have
had. Please feel free to bring a photo.)
What is the theological significance of dogs? Could there be something holy about them? Do they have souls?
Can they feel love?
Though hardly the stuff of traditional academic theology, these and other questions took hold of Andrew Root
following the death of his family’s beloved black Lab, Kirby. After three years of grappling with them, the
result is his latest book, “The Grace of Dogs: A Boy, a Black Lab, and a Father’s Search for the Canine Soul,”
published by Convergent Books.
“It makes sense that we would wonder if our dogs have some kind of purchase into the eternal realm, because
they’ve ministered to us in many ways,” said Root, the Carrie Olson Baalson Associate Professor of Youth and
Family Ministry at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota.
In the book, Root draws upon his own family’s story and recent scientific research to reflect theologically on
the relationship between humans and dogs.
“As a theologian, I don’t quite come out and say, ‘Yes, they have souls,’ but I do think that they are soulful
beasts,” Root said. “And if our soulfulness is based in this interconnection and not some ghosts in our chests,
then I think there’s a really beautiful analogue that our dogs do this for us.”
Root writes and researches primarily in areas of theology and youth ministry. His earlier books include
“Christopraxis” (Fortress, 2014) and “Bonhoeffer as Youth Worker” (Baker, 2014).
He spoke recently with Faith & Leadership about “The Grace of Dogs.” The following is an edited transcript.
Q: To start, what’s an academic theologian doing writing a book about dogs?
Part of the existential journey of the book is, “Should I be writing this book?” -- and meeting colleagues at the
American Academy of Religion or friends in Ph.D. programs asking what I’m working on and, under my
breath, saying, “You know, a book about dogs.”
It was a bit of a humiliation.
But timewise, as well as just sweat, I worked on this more than any book I’ve written. It took a long time to
write, well over three years. It taught me that writing for a broad audience beyond ministers, pastors,
theologians is incredibly hard work.
But I wrote it just because of my family’s experience, putting this dog down, and the grief that was there.
Q: Tell us about your dog, Kirby, and the scene that prompted you to write the book.
Kara and I got Kirby just weeks after I started the Ph.D. program at Princeton. He was my theological muse in
many ways, lying at my feet throughout my Ph.D. program while I was writing my dissertation. We always
wanted to get a Lab, and we stumbled into a pet shop and found ourselves going home with a dog.
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All the other theology nerds named their dogs Schleiermacher and Calvin. I decided to name my dog Kirby,
because I had grown up here in the Twin Cities, and Kirby Puckett was our boyhood hero, for anyone who grew
up in the late ’80s and ’90s in Minnesota. In the oddest kind of way, he made us a family.
After about two years, Owen, our oldest, came into the world, and Kirby transitioned. He was no longer our dog
but our kids’ dog. They loved him, never knew a moment without this dog. Kirby slept every night at the foot of
Owen’s bed, if not on his bed, and they were the closest friends.
Then Maisy came into the world about two and a half years later, and it was the same. Kirby was always there
for her. He had this deep connection with these kids.
He had organized my life in a certain way. There’s this interesting way that dogs ritualize our lives and get us
out into the world.
As Kirby became 11, there were a few weeks that he just wasn’t moving. Kara took him to the vet, and the vet
said, “This is the end. There’s a mass in his stomach, and he shouldn’t be moved.”
So Kara left him at the vet’s office and picked me and the kids up to say our goodbyes to Kirby. When I went
into that examining room, I was amazed at the grief I felt. Kirby’s back leg was already shaved to take the
injection, and the kids came in and just threw themselves on the dog and were wailing and crying.
Then the vet came in to give him the injection, and Owen, who was 8, put his face down on the floor, nose to
nose with Kirby, and said, “The last thing Kirby’s going to see is me.”
And then the injection went into his back leg, and you could just see the life leave this dog that we had loved
and who’d been part of our family.
I was shocked at the anger, the real grief and anger that this dog, this being that I had loved, was gone. The kids
sobbed and sobbed and sobbed, to the point that the dog’s snout was wet with their tears.
Then in the middle of this, Owen stood up and said, “I’ll be right back.” He went out and got a cup of water and
came back in the room and, completely of his own volition, put his finger in the water and made the sign of the
cross on the dog’s head and lifted his hands to heaven and gave this dog back to God.
The book really is a journey on “Why did that feel right?”
It’s not something we usually do, a liturgical exercise on a dog, but there was something about it that felt right.
So it’s a theologian’s thrust into this moment -- a common but deep experience.
Q: The book says that in the weeks following Kirby’s death, you wondered, “Could there be something
unique, maybe even intentional and holy, about dogs and their place in our lives?” How did you answer
that?
You go on this journey. You try to tell your colleagues what you’re working on, and you think, “Can I, really?”
But there’s something here, something deep, and my kids grieved so much. Owen was putting up little signs on
his bed, “My Best Friend Kirby,” memorializing him. I wanted to do this.
I found myself on Amazon looking at science books about dogs and soon had $150 worth of dog books -- at the
time, for no particular reason -- being delivered to my house, and I started reading.
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And I stumbled into this conversation that’s been going on. For only a couple of decades, scientists have been
really looking at dogs. I guess they figured before that dogs were too common and ordinary to be fodder for
scientific reflection. But lately, people have decided that there’s something unique about dogs and that we have
to study them.
There was a quote from a famous zoologist and cognitive ethologist, Konrad Lorenz, who has this little book
about dogs. He says the connection between the human being and the dog is so deep we must call it “spiritual
ties,” something to that effect.
He just makes that statement and goes on to his scientific work. For me, reading that line was like 3-D coming
off the page. What does he mean, “spiritual ties”?
That thrust me into this. And what I discovered from the science is that dogs have a deeply innate ability to look
at human faces. Their communication ability is phenomenal; it even outstrips apes.
Dogs understand gestures. When a human being points, you don’t look at the finger; you look at the thing the
human being is pointing to. Great apes and chimpanzees can be trained to learn this, but they don’t know it
innately. Researchers discovered that 6- to 8-week-old puppies can do this -- and wolves can’t even do it.
There’s something profound, with deep spiritual connections that revolve around communication, that dogs are
innately wired for. It comes back to our faces. There’s this deep way that they read our faces, that they know
our emotions through reading our faces.
So I’m trying to mine theologically the significance of that -- about relational connection and what that means
for us spiritually and theologically. Is there a way that dogs are an analogue to some of that, an animal that
points to some of that deep relational connection?
In that sense, they’re soulful animals, because they really do connect with our being through this
communication, this face-to-face interaction that does something to us. We feel like dogs are empathic toward
us.
Q: You say there’s almost a shared evolution between dogs and humans. Speak some about that and the
role of kindness in that evolution.
There isn’t a time where people didn’t have dogs. Maybe I’m surmising here, but there’s a sense that dogs
helped us into our humanity, from an evolutionary perspective, and there’s something about kindness to that.
Scientists have done this incredible work on silver foxes in Russia, and they’ve discovered that [in the process
of domestication] they can change really quickly. Within 20 generations, they can change body type and color
even; their ears flop over and they start to bark.
There’s something about being near the human spirit that made some deep evolutionary change in these
animals. What’s unique about dogs is that [probably] we didn’t domesticate them but they domesticated
themselves. They started hanging around us, and we chased away the mean ones and kept the nice ones, and
then those bred into what we have now as dogs.
I wonder if what dogs actually do for us through kindness is to sit by our side and allow our minds to enter into
more contemplative spaces, to really reach for transcendence. You have a dog who sits beside you and watches
out for you while you daydream and think and allow your mind to go fluid.
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It’s complete speculation, but it’s a beautiful thing to think about. If the theologian Robert Jenson is right, we’re
the praying animals. It’s beautiful to think of another animal sitting next to us watching out for us so that we can
pray, so we can be these praying animals.
Also, Robert Bellah thinks that the evolutionary origins of religion are empathy, bonding and play. So I try to
sketch out how dogs have been fundamental for us in our Western busy, globalized world in helping us play and
bond and connect. But that may reverberate all the way back to the core evolutionary origin of our spirituality.
Q: You said earlier that dogs are soulful. Do you think dogs have souls? Are dogs spiritual beings?
I want to answer that like a theologian, which is, of course, “Depends on what you mean by soul” -- which
probably makes people’s eyes roll. Here, I’m inspired by the philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, who thinks it’s
the face-to-face encounter that opens up an infinite encounter and draws us into the transcendent.
If a soul isn’t some kind of substance inside our chest, or, as Descartes thought, maybe a gland inside us (he
actually opened up his wife’s dog looking for the gland of the soul, which is a gruesome story, and -- spoiler
alert -- he never found it) -- so if “soul” isn’t a gland or a ghost inside your chest but is actually this deep faceto-face interconnection, then I think it is possible to say that dogs are at least soulful; they connect with us in
this very face-to-face way.
It makes sense that we would wonder if our dogs have some kind of purchase into the eternal realm, because
they’ve ministered to us in many ways. They’ve stood beside us when we’ve lost our father and cried, or when
we’ve gone through a divorce. Or they were incredibly sensitive to the child with disabilities -- the autistic child
who is agitated and then the trained chocolate Lab stands next to him and brings him back into a calm state of
love and harmony.
As a theologian, I don’t quite come out and say, “Yes, they have souls,” but I do think that they are soulful
beasts. And if our soulfulness is based in this interconnection and not some ghosts in our chests, then I think
there’s a really beautiful analogue that our dogs do this for us.
Q: Can they feel love?
I make this argument that it’s a two-way street, this relationship. It’s one thing if we transfer onto them and
project onto them that they love us but really they just want to get soft beds and table scraps.
Q: That’s what a colleague tells you early on, when you’re thinking about writing the book.
That’s right. He tells me that all his dog cares about is grilled chicken, and that if it was between him and a
piece of grilled chicken, the dog would take the grilled chicken every time.
But I think there is a mutual thing, this two-way street. And the science seems to be showing that. Gregory
Berns at Emory did functional MRIs on dogs awake and conscious and took pictures of their brains [as they
responded to their human handlers]. At least from a neurological perspective, the same areas that light up in
human brains when we think of people we love also light up in a dog’s brain.
Love is such a multivalent perspective that transcends the material. But at least from the material perspective,
dogs respond [to us] the same way we do to thoughts of love. And anyone who has really had a dog -- and I
don’t just throw this word away, but really had a dog who was there to minister to them -- would feel like this
was a two-way street of love.
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So yes, I think that dogs love us, and that, too, has all sorts of spiritual connotations.
Q: What, ultimately, is the grace of dogs?
There is just this incredibly unique gift of a dog, of a dog’s love, that comes without any sense of needing to
earn it. Maybe there is something in their vulnerability and their inability to have an extended consciousness but
yet to connect to us in this face-to-face way, where they respond to our communication, that allows them just
simply to care for us, to simply love us.
The dog doesn’t know how many degrees you have or if you got promoted at work. The dog probably doesn’t
even know you work. The dog has no idea how much weight you’ve gained or how much weight you’ve lost.
The dog simply thinks you’re great -- that the human being, the human spirit, is something to be around and to
be with.
Which is what all these scientists are saying. A dog’s greatest survival strategy is finding human beings and
loving human beings and being loved by human beings. It’s really hard to find a dog in the world who isn’t
connected to a human being. There are some here and there, but for the most part, they say that if a whole
country of people were wiped out by the zombie apocalypse and there were no more people there, what a dog
would do to survive is to go on a journey to find a person to be with.
There’s something filled with grace in that. There’s just a basic pure desire to be with and to appreciate and to
celebrate. So when you come home after a long day and your dog’s there joyfully jumping to see you, there’s a
grace there, a simple grace that’s not earned, that’s just a gift.
August 6 or 8, 2019
Praying the Jesus Prayer Showed Me Christ
By Allison Backous
https://www.faithandleadership.com/allison-backous-troy-praying-jesus-prayer-showed-me-christ
(A note from Robin-The Jesus Prayer is some version of “Lord Jesus, have mercy on me.”)
I am no stranger to physical pain. For years, I have suffered from migraines, endometriosis and hip issues; my
epidural failed during labor; and in college, I was hospitalized for two and a half weeks for a complicated case
of appendicitis. But the suffering I experienced during my most recent health scare -- portal vein thrombosis, a
series of three clots blocking my liver’s main blood vessel -- was different.
Excruciating and intense, the pain and all that came with it left me disoriented and then reoriented. It moved me
to lament and to trust. It brought me suffering, but also mercy.
With no family history of blood clotting or liver problems, I was floored by the diagnosis. For two weeks, I had
thought I had the flu. But after a blood test and a CT scan, my doctor identified the problem and wrote me two
prescriptions for blood thinners -- one oral, the other a pre-packaged syringe I was to use to inject myself twice
daily.
In my abdomen.
Myself.
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The first time, it took me half an hour to figure out how to open the syringe package, and another half hour to
work up the courage to stick myself. After I finally did, I collapsed on my bed and wept, my skin burning from
the medicine, my heart and mind exhausted.
Over the next two weeks, the pain slowly settled in as a neighbor I wasn’t prepared to like, let alone welcome. I
was bewildered and in disbelief. How could this happen to me?
As I canceled long-awaited trips to visit loved ones, friends on Facebook posted pictures of their summer
vacations. In the middle of the night, I would become nauseated, and would throw up as quietly as possible,
trying not to wake my 3-year-old son. My husband, a seminary student, was on a required school trip to
Jerusalem and Greece, his internet access shaky and his absence palpable. I was angry, and I was tired, and I
couldn’t believe that I had to carry all this.
Pain and the burdens that it brings are hard to describe. It can be intense, tiring, surprising. How do you even
begin to make sense of it? What meaning, theological or otherwise, do you attach to it? Is it punishment? A trial
meant to refine you?
I had no idea; nothing fit neatly into any theological category. I just knew that I hurt, and that I needed help. As
I opened syringes and watched my blood fill endless vials, all I could do was mouth a silent, aching prayer:
Lord, have mercy.
Lord, have mercy.
Lord, have mercy.
In the gospel of Luke, Jesus passes by a blind beggar who, in his desperation, cries out “Jesus, son of David,
have mercy on me!” He calls over and over again, ignoring the shushing of the crowds around him. Likewise, in
the parable of the publican and the Pharisee, the publican prays the same humble words, “Lord, have mercy on
me, a sinner.”
This plea is the root of the Jesus Prayer, an ancient prayer that gets much attention from contemplatives of
various traditions. A translation of the Kyrie eleison, it is known in my Orthodox tradition as a “prayer of the
heart.” Or, as one of my mentors describes it, a “walking stick” prayer -- a prayer to lean on throughout your
life’s journey.
For me, in the early weeks of my illness, the Jesus Prayer was more oxygen supply than walking stick. Across
every hospital parking lot, in every waiting area and exam room, and with each prick of the needle, I breathed
the prayer in and out, its gentle repetition calming my nerves.
But the prayer was much more than a centering exercise. As I prayed, I became attuned to the people
surrounding me in hospital corridors and clinic waiting rooms, patients and their families, all carrying their own
burdens of pain.
Suddenly, I found I was not only praying for myself, but also for them:
The elderly woman whose middle-aged sons stood grimly behind her as she vomited into a towel on her lap.
The panicked woman in an elevator, her face searching and unsure as she pushed her weeping grandmother’s
wheelchair. The man standing at the nurse’s desk in the hematology waiting room, his belongings wrapped in
plastic grocery bags, digging through papers and soda bottles and saying in a thick Indian accent: “I’m sorry, let
me find it, I’m sorry.”
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Writing about the Jesus Prayer, St. Gregory of Nyssa said it gives one, among other things, a “sense of
presence.” Expanding on that notion more recently, the Most Rev. Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, an Orthodox
bishop and theologian in England, said the prayer enables one to see “Christ everywhere.”
It did for me. There is no other way to say it: praying the Jesus Prayer showed me Christ. It revealed to me
God’s presence in the midst of not only my suffering, but the suffering of strangers. How else can I explain the
deep compassion I felt for the people around me? How else could the fluorescent glare of waiting rooms
become a holy light, revealing not only the image of God in these suffering strangers, but Emmanuel, God with
us?
Ware notes that, in Greek, the words for “mercy” and “oil” have similar roots, and that, for Greek patristic
writers, asking for mercy was simply asking for “God’s love poured out to heal, to forgive, to restore.” The
blind man in Luke’s gospel received his sight, but he also received Jesus, who turned to him and gave him his
presence, restoring an ancient, broken bond between God and humanity.
I, too, felt this bond healed as I prayed the Jesus Prayer, not only for myself but between me and my suffering
neighbors. I asked for and received mercy -- for my clot to heal and the pain to be relieved. But I also received
new vision, my eyes opened to what Jean Pierre de Caussade called “the sacrament of the present moment.”
As I prayed I saw that each waiting room was a holy place. Hurting strangers became my neighbors, and in our
suffering, the presence of God became the mercy of God, who “anoint(s) my head with oil, my cup overflows.”
The prayer echoes the sacraments: when we ask for mercy, God sets up a table and gives us himself.
Since then, the pain has subsided, and, eventually, the clot will be reabsorbed into my blood. I don’t know the
outcomes or even the diagnoses of the many people I saw and prayed for. And I have no simple “takeaway”
from my exposure to suffering.
But what I can say is that I felt anointed by the oil of mercy as I prayed this prayer. And I pray that when the
time of suffering comes -- and it will -- you too will be anointed. In every packed subway car; in every difficult
conversation; in every moment of pain or despair -- may you find God’s table set for you. May you feel that
same oil being poured out on you.
Lord, have mercy.
Lord, have mercy.
Lord, have mercy.
August 13 or 15, 2019
Greater Self-Acceptance Improves Emotional Well-Being
By Srini Pillay
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/greater-self-acceptance-improves-emotional-well-201605169546
Self-acceptance is defined as “an individual’s acceptance of all of his/her attributes, positive or negative.” It
includes body acceptance, self-protection from negative criticism, and believing in one’s capacities.
Many people have low self-acceptance. There can be many reasons for this, but one widely accepted theory is
that because we develop our self-esteem, in part, from others appreciating us, people with low self-acceptance
may have had parents who lacked empathy during their childhood. Consequently, in their adult lives, they may
need much stronger affirmation from others than most people do. In other words, ordinary levels of approval do
not “move the needle” on their self-esteem.
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Some people with low self-acceptance try to bolster it by accomplishing great things. But this only helps your
self-esteem for a while. That’s because achievement is a poor substitute for intimacy. In addition, these people
are often under the impression that “taking it” when suffering is the main reflection of their value. It’s hard for
them to believe in genuine caring, and when it does come their way, they are suspicious of it.
Of course, self-acceptance (or lack thereof) does not exist in a vacuum — it actually has profound effects on
your physical and psychological health. For that reason, it is worth understanding what these effects are, and
what you can do about it.
The emotional and physical consequences of low self-acceptance
Without self-acceptance, your psychological well-being can suffer, and often, beneficial interventions are less
helpful for you than for others with higher self-acceptance.
For example, practicing mindfulness can help many people reduce the impact of stress. But when you cannot
accept yourself, it becomes less effective. Also, if you have a physical illness such as rheumatoid arthritis, not
accepting yourself can make you more anxious about your body. In this context, your automatic negative
thoughts increase.
In addition, if you feel negatively about yourself, the brain regions that help you control emotions and stress
have less gray matter than someone with a greater degree of self-acceptance — that is, these regions actually
have less tissue to “work with.” This lack of gray matter may also appear in regions of the brainstem that
process stress and anxiety. Stress signals from these latter regions, in turn, disrupt the emotional control regions.
So, poor self-acceptance may disrupt emotional control in two ways: directly, by disrupting the brain regions
that control it, and also indirectly, by increasing stress signals in your brain that subsequently disrupt these
regions.
How to bolster your self-acceptance
There are three ways to increase self-acceptance:
1. self-regulation
2. self-awareness
3. self-transcendence.
Self-regulation involves suppressing negative emotions such as self-hatred, refocusing on the positive aspects of
yourself, and reframing negative situations so that you see the opportunities in them. For example, looking for
ways in which negative criticism can help you grow constitutes reframing.
However, self-control may be less powerful than we think. The lack of self-acceptance can be deeply
unconscious — that is, it can exist at a level beyond our conscious control. Also, when you do not accept or
forgive yourself, “you” are still split from “yourself” — you do not feel “together.” Both of these parts — the
one that needs to forgive, and the one that needs to be forgiven — are at odds with each other. In this situation,
self-transcendence can be helpful.
When you are “self-transcendent,” you rely less on things outside of yourself to define you. Instead, you turn to
an unforced sense of connectedness with the world. You can achieve this by contributing to work, family, or the
community at large. The goal is to seek unitywith some system in a way that is heartfelt and authentic. Any of
the methods I’ve described in this post may also contribute to self-transcendence.
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Fortunately, just like self-acceptance, self-transcendence also engenders physical changes in the brain. It has
been associated with increased serotonin transporter availability in the brainstem. As mentioned earlier, this
same region impacts self-acceptance. Transcendental meditation is another potential tool to consider for selftranscendence. It decreases cortisol and reduces your stress response.
Meditation as a path to self-acceptance
Self-acceptance can also be achieved by two other kinds of meditation: mindfulness meditation and lovingkindness meditation.
Mindful attention to emotions involves not “judging,” but observing, your emotions when they arise. This can
lower your brain’s emotional response to anxiety and distress. It effectively “calms down” your amygdala.
Having more compassion toward yourself appears to be helpful in increasing self-acceptance. Loving-kindness
meditation can help you achieve this state by changing the activity in regions of the brain that perceive and
process emotions. For example, people previously numb to praise may be able to become more accepting of it.
It is also associated with greater connectivity within the brain. This makes sense, as lack of self-acceptance has
been associated with excessive right-hemisphere activity in the brain. Loving-kindness meditation provides a
potential way to correct this imbalance.
Find the ways to self-acceptance that work for you
Not all of these methods work for everyone. And while double-blind placebo-controlled trials remain the
scientific gold standard to assess whether each intervention “works,” they are limited too. They tell us
little about what will work for an individual — an individual is, by definition, uniquely different from everyone,
including study participants. So, it is most important to do what works for you. Self-acceptance is key to a
healthy emotional and psychological life. Start exploring what works for you today.
August 20 or 22, 2019
In You Must Go: Harnessing the Force by Owning Our Stories
By Brene Brown
https://brenebrown.com/blog/2018/05/04/in-you-must-go-harnessing-the-force-by-owning-our-stories/
(Note from Robin-I will begin this session by reading an excerpt of Brown’s Rising Strong to our group. So,
when you read this article and think it’s really short and you wonder what we’ll talk about, don’t you worry, I
trust there will be plenty of fodder.)
One of the truisms of wholehearted living is You either walk into your story and own your truth, or you live
outside of your story, hustling for your worthiness.
Walking into a story about disappointment or failure can feel like being swallowed whole by emotion. Our brains
are hardwired to protect and that often means wanting to run or fight. At work that can look like rationalizing,
hiding out, and/or blaming others.
Even with small, everyday conflicts and disappointments, physical and emotional intolerance for discomfort is
the primary reason we linger on the outskirts of our hard experiences, never truly owning the story. We disengage
to self-protect.
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There’s a pivotal scene in The Empire Strikes Back when Yoda is training Luke to be a Jedi warrior, teaching him
how to honorably use the Force and how the dark side of the Force—anger, fear, and aggression—can consume
him if he doesn’t learn how to find calm and inner peace.
In this scene, Luke and Yoda are standing in the dark swamp where they’ve been training when a strange look
comes over Luke. He points toward a dark cave at the base of a giant tree and, looking at Yoda, he says, “There’s
something not right here. . . I feel cold. Death.”
Yoda explains to Luke that the cave is dangerous and strong with the dark side of the Force. Luke looks confused
and afraid, but Yoda’s response is simply, “In you must go.”
When Luke asks what’s in the cave, Yoda explains, “Only what you take with you.”
As Luke straps on his weapons, Yoda hauntingly advises, “Your weapons, you will not need them.”
The cave is dark and thick with vines. Steam eerily rises off the ground while a large snake winds its way over a
branch and a prehistoric-looking lizard perches on a limb.
As Luke slowly makes his way through the cave, he is confronted by his enemy, Darth Vader. They both draw
their light sabers and Luke quickly cuts off Vader’s helmeted head. The head rolls to the ground and the face
guard blows off the helmet, revealing Vader’s face. Only, it isn’t Darth Vader’s face; it’s Luke’s face.
Luke is staring at his own head on the ground.
Walking into our stories of failure and hurt is like walking into that cave in Yoda’s swamp. It can feel dangerous
and foreboding, and what we must ultimately confront is our own fear.
The most difficult part of our stories is often what we bring to them—what we make up about who we are and
how we are perceived by others. Yes, maybe we failed or screwed up a project, but what makes that story so
painful is what we tell ourselves about our own self-worth and value.
Owning our stories means acknowledging our feelings and wrestling with the hard emotions—our fear, anger,
aggression, shame, and blame. This isn’t easy, but the alternative—denying our stories and disengaging from
emotion—means choosing to live our entire lives in the dark. It means no accountability, no learning, no growth.
To harness the Force, we must own our stories and live our truth. In we must go.

August 27 or 29, 2019
Thirteen Ways of Looking at Community ( . . . with a fourteenth thrown in for free)
By Parker J. Palmer
http://www.couragerenewal.org/parker/writings/13-ways-of-looking-at-community/
I. Whether we know it or not, like it or not, honor it or not, we are embedded in community. Whether we think
of ourselves as biological creatures or spiritual beings or both, the truth remains: we were created in and for a
complex ecology of relatedness, and without it we wither and die. This simple fact has critical
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implications: community is not a goal to be achieved but a gift to be received. When we treat community as
a product that we must manufacture instead of a gift we have been given, it will elude us eternally. When we try
to “make community happen,” driven by desire, design, and determination—places within us where the ego
often lurks—we can make a good guess at the outcome: we will exhaust ourselves and alienate each other,
snapping the connections we yearn for. Too many relationships have been diminished or destroyed by a drive
toward “community-building” which evokes a grasping that is the opposite of what we need to do: relax into
our created condition and receive the gift we have been given.
II. Of course, in our culture—a culture premised on the notion that we must manufacture whatever we want or
need—learning to relax and receive a gift requires hard work! But the work of becoming receptive is quite
unlike the external work of building communal structures, or gathering endlessly to “share” and “solve
problems”: receptivity involves inner work. Community begins not externally but in the recesses of the human
heart. Long before community can be manifest in outward relationships, it must be present in the individual
as “a capacity for connectedness”—a capacity to resist the forces of disconnection with which our culture and
our psyches are riddled, forces with names like narcissism, egotism, jealousy, competition, empire-building,
nationalism, and related forms of madness in which psychopathology and political pathology become
powerfully intertwined.
III. We cultivate a capacity for connectedness through contemplation. By this I do not necessarily mean
sitting cross-legged and chanting a mantra, though that may work for some. By contemplation I mean any way
one has of penetrating the illusion of separateness and touching the reality of interdependence. In my life the
deepest forms of contemplation have been failure, suffering, and loss. When I flourish, it is easy to maintain the
illusion of separateness, easy to imagine that I alone am responsible for my good fortune. But when I fall, I see
a secret hidden in plain sight: I need other people for comfort, encouragement, and support, and for
criticism, challenge, and collaboration. The self-sufficiency I feel in success is a mirage. I need community—
and, if open my heart, I have it.
IV. The most common connotation of the word “community” in our culture is “intimacy,” but this is a
trap. When community is reduced to intimacy, our world shrinks to a vanishing point: with how many people
can one be genuinely intimate in a lifetime? My concept of community must be capacious enough to embrace
everything from my relation to strangers I will never meet (e.g., the poor around the world to whom I am
accountable), to people with whom I share local resources and must learn to get along (e.g., immediate
neighbors), to people I am related to for the purpose of getting a job done (e.g., coworkers and colleagues).
Intimacy is neither possible nor necessary across this entire range of relationships. But a capacity for
connectedness is both possible and necessary if we are to inhabit the larger, and truer, community of our lives.
V. The concept of community must embrace even those we perceive as “enemy.” In 1974, I set off on a
fourteen-year journey of living in intentional communities. By 1975, I had come up with my definition of
community: “Community is that place where the person you least want to live with always lives.” By 1976, I
had come up with my corollary to that definition: “And when that person moves away, someone else arises
immediately to take his or her place.” The reason is simple: relationships in community are so close and so
intense that it is easy for us to project on another person that which we cannot abide in ourselves. As long as I
am there, the person I least want to live with will be there as well: in the immortal words of Pogo, “We has met
the enemy and it is us.” That knowledge is one of the difficult but redeeming gifts community has to offer.
VI. Hard experiences—such as meeting the enemy within, or dealing with the conflict and betrayal that are an
inevitable part of living closely with others—are not the death knell of community: they are the gateway
into the real thing. But we will never walk through that gate if we cling to a romantic image of community as
the Garden of Eden. After the first flush of romance, community is less like a garden and more like a crucible.
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One stays in the crucible only if one is committed to being refined by fire. If we seek community merely in
order to be happy, the seeking will end at the gate. If we want community in order to confront the unhappiness
we carry within ourselves, the experiment may go on, and happiness—or, better, a sense of at-homeness—may
be its paradoxical outcome.
VII. It is tempting to think of hierarchy and community as opposites, as one more “either-or.” But in mass
society, with its inevitable complex organizations, our challenge is to think “both-and,” to find ways of inviting
the gift of community within those hierarchical structures. I am not proposing the transformation of
bureaucracies into communities, which I regard as an impossible dream. I am proposing “pockets of
possibility” within bureaucratic structures, places where people can live and work differently than the
way dictated by the organizational chart. The most creative of our institutions already do this: e.g., those
high tech companies that must organize efficiently to protect the bottom line and get product out the door, but
must also create spaces where people can collaborate in dreaming, playing, thinking wild thoughts, and taking
outrageous risks, lest tomorrow’s product never be imagined.
VIII. Contrary to popular opinion, community requires leadership, and it requires more leadership, not
less, than bureaucracies. A hierarchical organization, with its well-defined roles, rules, and relationships, is
better able to operate on automatic pilot than is a community, with its chaotic and unpredictable energy field.
But leadership for community is not exercised through power (i.e., through the use of sanctions) that is the
primary tool of bureaucratic leadership. Leadership for community requires authority, a form of power that is
freely granted to the leader by his or her followers. Authority is granted to people who are perceived
as authentic, as authoringtheir own words and actions rather than proceeding according to some organizational
script. So the authority to lead toward community can emerge from anyone in an organization—and it
may be more likely to emerge from people who do not hold positional power.
IX. Leadership for community consists in creating, holding, and guarding a trustworthy space in which
human resourcefulness may be evoked. A critical assumption is hidden in that definition—the assumption
that people are resourceful. Standard organizational models assume that people have deficits and scarcities
rather than resources: people do not want to work, so the organization must surround them with threats; people
would not know what to do with the unexpected, so organizational life must be routine; people will try to cheat
if given half a chance, so the organization must build walls of security. When we act on the scarcity assumption
it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy through a process called resentment (small wonder!), and people are
rendered incapable of community, at least temporarily, sometimes permanently.
X. Ironically, we often resist leaders who call upon our resourcefulness. We find it threatening when leaders
say, “I am not going tell you how to do this, let alone do it for you, but I am going to create a space in which
you can do it for yourselves.” Why threatening? Because many of us have been persuaded by institutions
ranging from educational to industrial to religious that we do not have the resources it takes to do things, or
even think things, for ourselves (which, to the extent that we believe it, expands an institution’s power over our
lives). Many people have been convinced of their own inadequacy, and any leader who wants to invite them
into a community of mutual resourcefulness must see this invisible wound and try to heal it.
XI. Seeing and treating that wound takes courage and tenacity: while the leader is calling followers to
fullness, the followers are accusing the leader of not doing his or her job. Every teacher who has tried to create a
space for a self-sustaining learning community knows this story: students resist on the grounds that “we are not
paying tuition to listen to John and Susie talk, but to take notes from you, the person with the Ph.D..” It takes a
deeply grounded leader—a leader with a source of identity independent of how popular he or she is with the
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group being led—to hold a space in which people can discover their resources while those same people resist,
angrily accusing the leader of not earning his or her keep.
XII. In the face of resistance, an ungrounded leader will revert to bureaucratic mode: the teacher will
revert to lecturing rather than inviting inquiry, the manager will revert to rule-making rather than inviting
creativity. In the face of resistance, leaders will do what they are taught to do: not create space for others, but
fill the space themselves—fill it with their own words, their own skills, their own deeds, their own egos. This,
of course, is precisely what followers expect from leaders, and that expectation prolongs the period during
which leaders of community must hold the space—hold it in trust until people trust the leader, and themselves,
enough to enter in.
XIII. There is a name for what leaders experience during this prolonged period of patient waiting. It is
called “suffering” (which is the root meaning of the word “patience”). Suffering is what happens when you see
the possibilities in others while they deny those same possibilities in themselves. Suffering is what happens
when you hold in trust a space for community to emerge but others lack the trust to enter the space and receive
the gift. Suffering is what happens while you wait out their resistance, believing that people have more
resources than they themselves believe they have. But leaders do not want to suffer. So we create and maintain
institutional arrangements that protect leaders from suffering by assuming the worst of followers and
encouraging leaders to dominate them by means of power.
XIV. I have yet to see a seminar in suffering as part of a leadership training program. I can think of three
reasons why. One, we train leaders for bureaucracy rather than community, no matter what we say we are
doing. Two, the idea of leadership is still so steeped in machismo that we do not want to acknowledge a
“weakness” like suffering. Three, suffering is a spiritual problem, and we want to keep leadership training in the
orderly realm of theory and technique rather than engage the raw messiness of the human heart.
But leadership for community will always break our hearts. So if we want to lead this way, we must help
each other deal with that fact. We might begin by viewing the problem through the lens of paradox, that
spiritual way of seeing that turns conventional wisdom upside down. Here, “breaking your heart” (which we
normally understand as a destructive process that leaves one’s heart in fragments), is reframed as the breaking
open of one’s heart into larger, more generous forms—a process that goes on and on until the heart is
spacious enough to hold both a vision of hope and the reality of resistance without tightening like a fist.
If we are willing to embrace the spiritual potentials of suffering, then both community and leadership, human
resourcefulness and the capacity to hold it in trust, will prove to be abundant among us—gifts we have been
given from the beginning but are still learning how to receive.

Old Thinking
Community is a goal.
We achieve community through desire,
design and determination.

New Thinking
Community is a gift.

We receive community by cultivating a capacity for connectedness.

Community requires a feeling of

Community does not depend on intimacy and must expand to embrace

intimacy.

strangers, even enemies, as well as friends.
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Community is a romantic Garden of

Community that can withstand hard times and conflict can help us

Eden.

become not just happy but “at home.”

Leadership is not needed in

Leadership and the authority to lead toward community can emerge from

communities.

anyone in an organization.

Suffering is bad and should be avoided.

Suffering lets our “hearts break open” enough to hold both a vision of
hope and the reality of resistance without tightening like a fist.

September 3 or 5, 2019
Satisfaction in the Age of Greed
By Carol Howard Merritt
https://www.christiancentury.org/blog-post/born-again-again/satisfaction-age-greed

I back my car out of the parking lot and I hear a familiar grind, scrape, and thud. I deflate as my
teenage daughter laughs. I scoff with her, and then I look to the heaven s (but in this case the
drooping ceiling of my Honda is in the way). I know the noises well. The bumper fell off again.
It gets stuck on the concrete divider and I never realize it until I back out and it pries off the rest
of my car. I get out and smile at the woman in the brilliant 2018 BMW SUV beside me. She
removes the giant sunglasses that cover half her face. They’re the sort of spectacles that movie
stars wear so that they can be recognized for not wanting to be recognized. The glasses shout,
“Hey! Look at me! I don’t want you to see me!”
Now that she’s unmasked, I squint to see if she's famous, but then I remember that we’re not on
the Upper Eastside of Manhattan. We are in a parking lot in Chattanooga, Tennessee. She gazes
in her vanity mirror to check for lipstick on her teeth before replacing the face shield, and I notice
how her bumper hovers over the concrete divider, instead of resting on top of it, like mine has the
habit of doing. Her undercarriage wouldn’t get caught when she’s backing out.
I take my car key from my pocket and apply enough pressure on to the corner of the bumper so
that it fits back under the headlights. Then I try to leverage the rest of the plastic molding back
into place, although it will never fit perfectly. Too many parts of it have fallen off over the years.
My daughter says that I need to use duct tape, but I don’t know. Driving around with a duct tape
car seems like a fate even worse than this.
The fancy lady gets out of her Beemer and averts her eyes from my maneuver ings. I am two feet
in front of her, so I smile and say, “Sorry if I’m in your way!” She pretends that she did not hear
me, and this act of not looking seems to take a lot of discipline, like actively ignoring a clown
doing gymnastics within an arm’s reach.
I feel a tiny wither of humiliation. Do we ever grow out of middle school?
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I sigh. We are equals, I tell myself, even though I don’t know anything about the woman except
that she drives a nice car. She could have won a Nobel Peace Prize last year. But I continue, I am
smart. I am creative. I am productive. I have written books. I teach graduate classes. People pay
money to listen to me speak. I just didn’t choose a lucrative profession. I could have. But I don’t
care about money. I am SO above money. And I continue to self-soothe with those words running
through my head, like a fourteen-year-old girl who still sucks her thumb while going to sleep.
I hold my chin up as I open the door and slide into the driver’s seat. My daughter is texting. I start
to mock the faux movie star, but I stop myself. That move would be too transparent for Calla, she
would recognize the taunting as a flimsy layer over my embarrassment, my attempt to feel bigger
by making some stranger smaller. I never want her to feel shame for who we are—and who we
are just happens to include driving a car that has 250,000 miles on it. I breathe deeply and start
the car again, praying that it actually starts, because along with the wayward bumper, there is also
something draining the battery and we haven’t been able to figure out what it is.
Even as the engine starts purring, an aching dissatisfaction grows, a vague realization that I should
have done something different along the way, but I don’t know what. I’m freelancing, so my job
is a patchwork of squares in a Depression Era quilt. I love each task—pastoring, adjunct teaching,
consulting, and speaking. Yet my income is uneven, so I run a continual spreadsheet in my head,
taking our bank account balance and dividing it by the number of days we have left until the next
paycheck. I’m looking at my daughter’s college expenses and wondering how we’re going to
afford tuition when we have to budget before buying a spare toothbrush in most months. We’re
supposed to be ready for the big things at this point in our lives—education and retirement—but
we’re not. Yet, even during these tumultuous years of church planting, tentmaking, and temporary
calls, we’ve always had enough. Our lives have been full of manna.
I try to identify my dissatisfaction. I love my calling. And it’s not the BMW. And it was not my
own discontent, for being able to deftly fix my bumper would have been a victorious moment, if
I had been alone. I think the dissatisfaction was in the comparison. The fact that life was working
for someone else in a way that it was not for me.
I’m also a product of our culture, which has consumed the idea of never-ending growth. Our greed
has brainwashed us into believing that we have no capacity, we should never be satisfied, we
should always long for more. We think that billionaires should get tax breaks. We think that the
market should keep increasing. We never ask, “Do we have enough?” It has left us broken in
some core sense.
We drive down the road, over a bridge, and I notice the stunning sunset. That great ball of fire
nestling behind the mountains creates a brilliant intensity of color. God doesn’t just turn the lights
off at the end of the day, not when there’s some showing off to be done. Pure joy erupts in me as
I remember that I have been created for abundance. Our bodies have been engineered with delight
built in with every model. Just in our tongues, in three inches of our body’s real estate, we have
taste buds that create endless possibilities. We have erogenous zones from the back of our ears to
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the tips of our toes. Even putting on a sweater can feel like a warm embrace. Our nose has the
ability to conjure up sweet memories. And what we can experience with our ears! The endless
array of tones and melodies.
Not only is our delight endless, but our bodies have been built with an off-switch for when we
attain satisfaction. We have a capacity for how much food we can eat. We have a limit to our
intimate relationships. We feel sensory overload and can become panicked when there is too much
smell, noise, or visual stimulation. We have a capacity of space, when it comes to material things.
Humans typically know when our appetites have been satiated.
As we move into this season of abundance, I’m searching for that off-switch within me—the one
that I can always locate with a little attention and a lot gratitude. And I hope and pray that we all
find satisfaction.
September 10 or 12, 2019
A Playful Romp with God
By Debie Thomas
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/faith-matters/playful-romp-god
(A note from Robin-If you read this article and wonder, “How will we ever fill an hour talking about this?” don’t
worry. We won’t. I have a surprise in store for you. I look forward to seeing you for a fun time together.)

Every few years, I return like a wanderer coming home to a scene in C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the
Witch, and the Wardrobe. Aslan has just come back to life after being killed by the wicked White
Witch. Although the majestic lion’s resurrection foreshadows the novel’s happy ending, the land
of Narnia is in immediate peril. War is ravaging the land, Aslan's faithful followers are dying,
and the White Witch is gleefully certain that she has triumphed over her enemy. It is a dire
moment.
And at this dire moment, Aslan takes a break from the solemn business of world-saving to play a
rousing game of tag. “Oh children,” he shouts to the kids who have witnessed his resurrection, “I
feel my strength coming back to me. Oh children, catch me if you can!” And off he goes, leading
them on an exhilarating, joy-filled chase through the hills until they finally collapse “in a happy
laughing heap of fur and arms and legs.” “It was such a romp,” Lewis writes, “as no one had ever
had except in Narnia.”
The first time I encountered this scene—as an adult, reading the Narnia books to my own kids—
I cried. The possibility that God might laugh, romp, and play with his children stopped me in my
tracks. How could such a scandalous thing be true?
Growing up, I never heard a word about God laughing, joking, or doing anything for fun. No one
invited me to imagine the Jesus of the Gospels smiling, much less goofing arou nd with his
disciples, playing hide-and-seek with the children who flocked to him, or basking in the sunshine
on a gorgeous summer day. The list of characteristics I associated with God —omniscience,
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holiness, transcendence, righteousness—did not include playfulness. It did not include an affinity
for tag.
Yet play is a fundamental part of human childhood, and it features elsewhere in creation as well.
Many wild animals play—even though it burns up their energy for survival without providing
food, shelter, or safety. Why would evolution favor such a useless activity?
The Bible is chock-full of references to play, too. The book of Proverbs describes Lady Wisdom
playing with God in the act of creation: “I was his delight day by day, playing before him all the
while, playing on the surface of his earth; and I found delight in the sons of men” (8:30–31, NAB).
Psalm 104 describes the sea creatures God made specifically to play with. What if not playfulness
characterizes God’s instruction to Abraham to name his son Isaac, meaning “let him laugh”? And
how can Jesus exhort his disciples to become like children if he doesn’t value play?
My first encounter with Aslan’s romp in the hills was a revelation. It opened up the possibility of
a wilder, roomier, and more beautiful God—a God who knows how to have fun, who isn’t afraid
of pleasure. A God who takes seriously the business of play and invites me—a creature made in
God’s image—to reflect that playfulness back.
But what does spiritual playfulness look like? I think it looks like deep attentiveness: a willingness
to gaze, attend to detail, and enjoy rather than to use, abuse, or consume. It looks like collaboration
and fairness, a mutual commitment to the pleasure of all involved in the game.
And it involves a steadfast and creative refusal to default to boredom, cynicism, ennui, and
contempt. In Orthodoxy, G. K. Chesterton describes this refusal as God might practice it:
Because children have abounding vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and free, therefore they
want things repeated and unchanged. They always say, “Do it again,” and the adult does it again
until he is nearly dead. For grown-up people are not strong enough to exult in monotony. But
perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is possible th at God says every morning,
“Do it again,” to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again,” to the moon. It may not be automatic
necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has
never got tired of making them. It may be that he has the eternal appetite of infancy.
I love the possibility that God delights in each sunrise, each daisy, each individual act of creation
and recreation. I love the possibility that I might approach life in the same way, finding even in
repetition and sameness infinite opportunities for joy, creativity, and pleasure. I wonder how my
approach to life would change if I no longer needed to “kill” time but instead learned to bask in
it.
I’m not particularly keen on New Year’s resolutions. But as I start 2019 and face a world like
Aslan’s—a world in peril and need, desperate for hope and justice—I’m drawn to the power of
play as an antidote to despair. To play is to trust, to resist anxiety. It is to believe that the ending
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will be a happy one and to bravely cocreate that ending with God. Sara Maitland writes in A BigEnough God that “every old-fashioned sin list” should include the failure to have fun. That would
completely change the way I practice my faith.
A few years ago, a friend who knows how much I love the Aslan story sent me a small stuffed
lion. She tied a note around his neck: “May you always know a God who romps with you.” I hope
I will.

September 17 or 19, 2019
Spirituality and Aging
https://www.greatseniorliving.com/articles/spirituality
A lot of people believe that spirituality and aging go hand in hand. And they're probably right (at least when it
comes to most of today's seniors). After all, getting older tends to deepen a person's longing for the very things
that a spiritual life can provide—things like a sense of comfort, meaning, purpose, and connection.
That's why people who want to age well often choose to focus more of their attention on their spiritual needs
and aspirations. It's a way to renew their outlook on life, become more attuned to their place in the world, and
benefit from the potentially restorative nature of life-affirming spiritual practices. In short, having faith or a
feeling of interconnectedness can make a person's heart sing. And that's something everyone deserves,
regardless of age.
What Is Spirituality?
Everyone answers this question a little differently. That's because spirituality tends to be a very personal matter.
For some people, spirituality is defined by their belief in God or their practice of a particular religion. For other
people, it's defined by certain kinds of deeply felt emotion, and it may or may not involve belief in a higher
power, belief in a supernatural realm, or a devotion to any single philosophy or set of beliefs.
At its core, spirituality is an aspect of human life that frequently involves a search for answers to fundamental
questions about our existence, such as:








Why are we here?
What is our purpose?
What happens after we die?
Can we transcend the material world?
How should we live our lives?
What matters most?
Is each of us alone, or are we all connected?

When people talk about their spirit, they are often referring to the hard-to-describe force that animates the core
of their inner being. By extension, anything that enlivens our spirit or helps us attune to it can be described as
spiritual. That's why many people say that they've had spiritual experiences when they've been deeply moved by
certain activities, events, personal interactions, or moments of profound insight or inspiration.
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Although beliefs and opinions vary substantially, a lot of people see a clear distinction between spirituality and
religion. In fact, religion is often said to be just one possible path to spirituality. Despite some overlap, other
distinctions can also be made.
Spirituality is often perceived or described as:






A broad, subjective, and unifying concept
Informal and non-denominational
Highly personal and not dogmatic
Feeling-oriented
An inward experience

Religion is often perceived or described as:






Well-defined and highly structured
Formal and denominational
Focused on community, rituals, and specific doctrines
Behavior-oriented
An outward experience with inward benefits

Does Spirituality Become More Important As You Age?
For many people, spirituality does become more important. But it's a highly individualized experience. No two
people are the same. We all have distinct needs, perceptions, personalities, and life histories. Some seniors see
aging itself as a spiritual journey, whereas others turn to spiritual development as a way to find more richness,
meaning, inner strength, or comfort in their lives as they reflect on the past and think about what's still to come.
Many factors can affect a senior's desire to explore more of his or her spirituality. For example, a senior or
elderly American may be drawn closer to spirituality or religious faith because of factors like:


Retirement—This stage of life often comes with big changes to our daily activities, the roles we play,
and the way we see ourselves. Although it is often an exciting and fulfilling time, it can also feel
unfamiliar. That's particularly true for people who retire from full-time careers or who no longer spend
the bulk of their time raising or supporting a family.



Grieving—As we get older, more of our friends and family members are likely to pass away. As a
result, we may go through the grieving process more frequently than when we were younger. Faith or
spirituality can provide us with extra stability as we cope with the loss of our loved ones and reflect on
what they've meant to us.



Decreased independence—Another reason why aging and spirituality are so closely linked is that many
of us experience some physical decline during our later years. We may need assistance with certain
aspects of everyday living, which can make us feel embarrassed or uncomfortable. We may even
wonder who we've become if the way we perceive ourselves doesn't match reality. Spirituality can help
us bridge that gap.



Increased time to reflect—One of the gifts of getting older is that we often have more time each day to
ponder the mysteries of life and reflect on everything we've done so far. We get to review our
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achievements as well as our setbacks while beginning to recognize a meaningful narrative that ties it all
together. We may even start to see deeper connections between our life and the lives of people from past
or future generations. In fact, one major aspect of the spirituality of aging is that, upon extra reflection,
our perspective may shift in surprisingly profound and positive ways.


A growing awareness of one's own mortality—Many of us fear passing away. We don't know what
the experience will be like or whether our spirit (or soul) will continue to live on. Will our consciousness
remain intact? What will happen to the loved ones we leave behind? Have we created a meaningful
legacy that will live on? What will we be remembered for? Spirituality or religious faith can help us
make peace with our mortality.
As part of their experiences with aging and spirituality, seniors may adopt new habits or ways of living. For
example, many spiritually inclined seniors:








Place more focus on their inner lives than on external expectations
Speak from their hearts more frequently
Put more effort into making meaningful connections with other people
Develop more patience and attentiveness
Seek more opportunities for silence and solitude
Change their perception of time by living more in the moment
Allow more time for reflection, sharing, and loving

How Popular Is Religion Among American Seniors?
Based on a nationwide survey from 2014 by the Pew Research Center, religion is very popular among older
adults. In fact, 85 percent of Americans above the age of 65 rated religion as either very or somewhat
important—the highest percentage of all age groups. In addition, among people who were 65 or older:1







74 percent said they believe in heaven
70 percent said they believe in God with absolute certainty
65 percent said they pray at least once a day
56 percent said they believe in hell
48 percent said they attend religious services at least weekly
40 percent said they use religion as their main source of moral guidance

So, what are the most popular religions? When it comes to American adults above the age of 65, Christian
religions are the most widely practiced. About 83 percent of people in this age group described themselves as
Christians. More specifically:1




29 percent said they were Evangelical Protestant
24 percent said they were Catholic
22 percent said they were Mainline Protestant

People in other Christian religions, such as historically black Protestants and Mormons, represented much
smaller percentages (six percent and one percent, respectively). About five percent of seniors over age 65
identified with non-Christian faiths such as:1


Judaism—3 percent
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Buddhism—1 percent
Islam—less than 1 percent
Hinduism—less than 1 percent

The remaining 12 percent of older adults in this age group had no religious affiliations. In fact, two percent of
them described themselves as atheists, and another two percent of them said they were agnostic.1
Can You Be an Atheist and Spiritual at the Same Time?
That depends on your individual perspective. Many people of faith think that a spiritual life requires belief in
God or a supreme being. But atheists, by definition, do not believe in the existence of a literal God. However,
many atheists do consider themselves to be spiritual, just not in a way that conforms to how some religious
people tend to think of spirituality.
For "spiritual atheists," meaning, connection, purpose, and morality are not derived from religious doctrines or
ideas about the supernatural. Instead, they are derived from everyday experiences, observations, philosophical
reflection, logical reasoning, and from what we continue to learn about the physical universe through science.
All of those things are compatible with a definition of spirituality that's based on profound emotion and a search
for answers about the biggest mysteries of life.
Simply put, many atheists feel a deep sense of connection to the world and have a desire and willingness to
improve themselves and help their fellow human beings. It's all part of their own search for meaning in a
constantly changing universe.
When Does a Senior Need Spiritual Care?
A person's well-being is defined by much more than just his or her physical health. People also have mental and
spiritual needs. That's why many seniors with mental or physical conditions benefit from holistic care and
counseling that addresses their spirituality. In fact, some older adults experience faster or more complete
healing from injuries, emotional grief, or other afflictions when they have the support of a chaplain or spiritual
counselor. And, of course, spiritual guidance can provide a sense of peace, comfort, and courage when a person
is battling a terminal illness or nearing death.
Other positive outcomes of receiving spiritual care can include:






Improved confidence and self-esteem
Restored relationships
A more hopeful outlook
A higher sense of purpose and meaning
A greater sense of personal dignity

For seniors who devoutly practice certain religions, faith-specific spiritual care is frequently very important.
After all, they may want to observe specific rituals or follow other practices related to aspects like their diet.
Faith-specific care is often especially vital when a devoutly religious person is close to passing away.
What Are the Best Spiritual Activities for Seniors?
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As an older American, you can do all kinds of things to get more in tune with your spiritual core. And by doing
activities that promote a deeper sense of connection, wholeness, meaning, and purpose, you can awaken new
perceptions that renew your outlook and give you inner strength for the rest of your human journey.
Every religion offers spiritual practices that are designed to bring you closer to a sense of the divine. They
include activities like praying, chanting, fasting, taking part in rituals, celebrating special milestones, and many
other practices. But you don't necessarily need to follow any particular religious practices in order to enliven
your spirituality. Anything that you love doing, that makes you feel whole or truly alive, or that gives you a
feeling of deeper connection to the world can be considered a spiritual activity. For example, consider pursuits
such as:


Volunteering—Providing your time and efforts to a worthy cause can generate many positive emotions
that feel deeply rooted in your spiritual core.



Spending time with nature—The world is full of natural wonders—big and small—that can help you
sustain an inspiring enchantment with life. Activities can be as simple as watching the night sky, sitting
under a large tree, planting some flowers, walking through a garden, listening to ocean waves, or
watching or playing with animals.



Meditating—In a 2014 survey of American seniors over age 65, about 53 percent of them said they
meditate at least once a week. 1 Among several other benefits, meditation can increase your selfawareness as well as your ability to accept aspects of life that may be out of your control.



Participating in prayer groups—Praying with other people provides a great opportunity for social
engagement. But it can also help you stay encouraged and hopeful since you get to witness and be part
of a collective spiritual effort.



Sharing stories—Talking about good memories with other people can help you feel more grounded and
interconnected.



Playing or listening to music—It's called a universal language for a reason. Music has the power to
make almost anybody feel more in tune with the world, especially since it draws people into the present
moment. In addition, favorite songs from your past can reawaken positive memories, provide comfort,
and renew your spirit.



Getting a massage—Human touch and physical pleasure can strip away your worries and immerse you
deeply in the present moment, which is often a good way to experience a sense of unity with the world.



Dancing—Moving in rhythm to stirring music can make you feel one with the universe. And when you
dance with other people, that feeling of unity can become even more intense and expansive.



Yoga—Beyond its many physical benefits, the practice of yoga can help you achieve a higher state of
consciousness since it requires strong attention on what's happening in the current moment.



Reading or writing—Words often have a lot of transformative power. Reading the thoughts or stories
of good writers can open new pathways for your spiritual core to make itself known. And writing down
your own words—as part of your personal reflection or storytelling—can enable you to learn more about
yourself, your beliefs, your place in the universe, and what gives you meaning.
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Arts and crafts—What could be more spiritual than the act of creation? Making something that has
never existed before can generate an energizing sense of harmony and possibility. Drawing, painting,
sculpting, and many other kinds of arts and crafts offer the chance to experience meditative and
transcendent acts of creation.



Holding hands or gazing into someone's eyes—Simple yet intimate acts of interpersonal connection
offer the chance to feel unified with the spiritual cores of other people.



Doing absolutely nothing—By freeing yourself of distractions and sitting alone, in silence, you can pay
closer attention to your thoughts and feelings, which can provide clues to where your spiritual core may
be hiding.



Ultimately, no matter what you believe in, the activities that you enjoy most—or that bring you closer to other
people or make a positive difference in the world—are the ones that are likely to feel most spiritual to you. So
play, laugh, love, create, and remember that almost everyone, regardless of age, shares the same fundamental
questions about the deep mysteries of life.

September 24 or 26, 2019
Sabbath as Resistance: An Interview with Walter Brueggemann
By John Pattison
http://slowchurch.com/sabbath-resistance-interview-walter-brueggemann/
Walter Brueggemann is one of the greatest living Bible scholars. He has written dozens of books —
including The Land, Journey to the Common Good, Finally Comes the Poet, and The Prophetic Imagination
— as well as hundreds of articles. Last year, he published Sabbath as Resistance: Saying No the Culture of Now.
In this compact work, Brueggemann makes the case that Sabbath-keeping is a biblical commandment we ignore
at our peril. He writes:
In our contemporary context of the rat race of anxiety, the celebration of Sabbath is an act of both resistance and
alternative. It is resistance because it is a visible insistence that our lives are not defined by the production and
consumption of commodity goods. Such an act of resistance requires enormous intentionality and communal
reinforcement amid the barrage of seductive pressures from the insatiable insistences of the market, with its
intrusions into every part of our life from the family to the national budget….But Sabbath is not only resistance.
It is alternative…The alternative on offer is the awareness and practice of the claim that we are situated on the
receiving end of the gifts of God.
I had the opportunity to interview Brueggemann last year, the day after the Seattle Seahawks beat the Denver
Broncos in the Super Bowl. (There was some irony in the timing, as you will see.) This interview was
originally published in the print edition of The Englewood Review of Books. One year later, the day after the
Super Bowl, I’m posting a lightly edited version here.
PATTISON
It’s been said before — and it seems true enough to say again — that the Fourth Commandment (“Remember
the sabbath day, and keep it holy.” [Ex 20:8]) is the only commandment we routinely boast about breaking.
How did we get to this point? Even American Christians brag about how incessantly busy we are.
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BRUEGGEMANN
We are caught up in a culture of restlessness, a market ideology in which the goal of life is to produce more and
consume more. We consume more hours so we can produce more — and so we can be richer and more
powerful and more effective and more well thought of. The market ideology is a rat-race that has infected us all.
PATTISON
In the book, you describe a system of endless desire and endless production. You trace it from the advertising
game, which you describe as the liturgy of consumerism, all the way down to politics and militarism and
ultimately violence. And you say that all this contributes to a culture of anxiety. What’s the connection between
the cycle of endless production and a culture of anxiety?
BRUEGGEMANN
The consumer culture defines everyone around us as a threat or competitor or as a rival for the same goods.
Therefore, we don’t think of other people as neighbors; we think of them as people who threaten our property,
our way of life, our possessions, and our futures. In order to fend them off, we resort to many forms of violence.
Violence becomes a function of individualism. “I don’t want to share anything I’ve got, and I don’t want
anybody to get anything I’ve got. Therefore I have to protect myself.” I think that leads to violent policies. I
think it leads to violent anti-neighborly actions.
PATTISON
As you point out, this is why it’s so significant that the Sabbath texts specifically mention the widow, the
orphan, the immigrant — all people who were less likely to be able to fend for themselves under the market
ideology.
BRUEGGEMANN
That’s right. That way of thinking in the Bible really makes it clear that we have an economic responsibility for
vulnerable people. And of course that is a contradiction to the way we’ve organized our economy.
PATTISON
In the book, you say that the Fourth Commandment serves as a bridge between the first three commandments,
which are focused on God, and the last six commandments, which are focused on the community of neighbors.
BRUEGGEMANN
I learned this from Patrick Miller. He has argued that the Fourth Commandment has as its premise that God
rested on the seventh day. So that refers back to the God of the first three commandments. The Sabbath
command is that “you shall rest, and your neighbor shall rest.” And obviously the last six commandments are all
about the neighbor. So in the Sabbath, what the God of the first three commandments and the neighbor of the
last six have in common, is that they are both at rest. Neither of them are driven by excessive desire. Miller has
made a very shrewd interpretation.
I’m reminded of a phrase in the book of Colossians, which says, “Do not practice greed, which is idolatry” [Col
3:5]. “Greed” is sometimes translated “covetousness.” So you’ve got in this verse the first two commandments,
which are about idolatry, and then the Tenth Commandment about greed. It forms a nice envelope. Sabbath is a
break with our idolatries and a break with our greed. It catches the main accents of all the Ten Commandments.
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PATTISON
I was struck reading the book by how closely the Sabbath is tied to the deepest questions of identity. You write,
“The Sabbath rest of God is the acknowledgement that God and God’s people in the world are not commodities
to be dispatched for endless production…Rather they are subjects situated in an economy of neighborliness.”
That gets to the heart of who we are, doesn’t it?
BRUEGGEMANN
That’s right. What I’ve tried to say in the book is that the Sabbath commandment is not marginal or incidental.
It is really defining for how we are to understand ourselves in the context of faith.
PATTISON
That makes me rethink ever using the phrase “human resources” again.
BRUEGGEMANN
It’s kind of an oxymoron, isn’t it?
PATTISON
Reading that part of the book I was reminded me of something that Wendell Berry wrote in his essay,
“Discipline and Hope.” He said, “If the Golden Rule were generally observed among us, the economy would
not last a week. We have made our false economy a false god…So I have met the economy in the road, and am
expected to yield it right of way. But I will not get over. My reason is that I am a man, and have a better right to
the ground than the economy.”
BRUEGGEMANN
Exactly. That says it. And what we’ve got now are “stand your ground” laws where we are free to kill anybody
who doesn’t get out of our way.
PATTISON
The context in which the Sabbath commandment was given to Israel is that they had just been rescued by God
from, among other things, the grind of Pharaoh’s system of endless production. How similar was Pharaoh’s
system to the laissez-faire market economy we have now in United States?
BRUEGGEMANN
Well, it’s obviously not an exact equation. But the way in which Pharaoh kept the Hebrew slaves at work at
their brick quarters and made their working conditions harder and harder, withholding straw and all that, is
roughly analogous to how our economy squeezes the working class. It keeps upping the production expectations
and makes working conditions harder.
And it has the same reasoning as Egypt. Pharaoh had everything, but he didn’t have enough. That’s exactly the
way our economy is working now. The people at the top of the pyramid have everything—and yet they don’t
think they have enough. Think of the personnel policies at Walmart. The Walton family of Walmart own half
the world, but they have to keep squeezing the workers to get more because they don’t have enough yet. That’s
how the system is shaped.
PATTISON
It is interesting that the iconic image of a financial swindle is called a Pyramid Scheme.
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BRUEGGEMANN
It strikes me as highly ironic. To talk about pyramids brings Pharaoh into the scene.
PATTISON
When Sabbath is observed at all, it seems to most often be practiced at the individual level or at the level of the
household. Yet Sabbath was a practice that helped give form and identity to the people of Israel both before and
after they entered the Promised Land. You describe this in the book. For American Christians who are often
spread out from others in their faith communities, does the Sabbath form us primarily at the individual level? Or
can it form us at the communal level as well — in the local church, for example?
BRUEGGEMANN
I don’t think that Sabbath can be practiced by isolated individuals. I think you’ve got to have a community
around you that supports you. How do you tell your kid that he can’t go to soccer practice on Sunday morning
because it’s the Sabbath? You can’t, unless you’ve got a number of other families telling their [kids] that they
can’t go to soccer practice. It requires the discipline and support of a community that is committed to those
values.
Not only do these people have to share the same values, to some extent they have to be committed to the same
practices. The pressure of market ideology makes it almost impossible for a single person or single family to do
this unless you’re in a community that is generally supportive of it.
PATTISON
Can Sabbath be a prophetic act? Reading your book, I couldn’t help but think about Sabbath as a modern way
of telling the powers, “Let my people go!”
BRUEGGEMANN
That’s exactly right. The word “exodus” means to exit or depart from a system. Sabbath is an act and it’s a sign
of departing from the values of that system.

During the months of October and November we will be reading
Grateful: The Transformative Power of Giving Thanks. Please consider
if you are willing to be a group facilitator for your section one of the
weeks in October when I am away. It involves making sure the group
begins and ends on time and leading The Lord’s Prayer at the end.

