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Note to Facilitators

Into the DarkInto the Dark

These notes are summarized in Pointers for Participants 8.
Please read these comments BEFORE the session.

Moving Beyond Guilt Into Passion and Compassion

We hoped for peace but no good has come, for a time of healing, but there was only terror. Jeremiah 8: 15
“The faithful one was the one who outstared the darkness– the void– and knew that somehow, some way...
the word of the Lord would be fulfilled.” 			
Richard Rohr
In many respects, most of us live privileged lives, enjoying more comforts and opportunities than the
ancient Pharaohs could ever have imagined. Yet none of us is immune to suffering, nor can we afford
to remain oblivious to the costs, borne by the earth and her people, of the violations that result from
a highly consumptive lifestyle. Indeed, if we are not deeply troubled, disturbed, by the darkness
around us and the violence within us, perhaps we are not yet awake.
•
		
•
		
•
		
•
		

How do we wake up to the reality of violence and needless suffering, without fleeing into
pious platitudes and rationalizations, or even becoming paralyzed or consumed by it?
How do we resist a natural tendency to avoid suffering and to fear violence by seeking refuge
in a sea of distractions and self preoccupation?
How do we reconcile our faith in a loving God with the existence and persistence of so much
violence and suffering?
In a culture that purports to eliminate violence with violence and avoid pain at all costs,
how do we move beyond fear and guilt to passion and compassionate engagement?

The three-stage journey into Engaging Spirituality explores three characteristics of the active presence
of the Spirit of Jesus– a Holy Spirit that is: inspiring, disturbing, and consoling. For these next seven
weeks we will probe the darkness, open our eyes to the suffering in our midst, and make room for the
disturbing presence of the spirit which we experience as compassion.

Holy Darkness

We all carry personal stories and life-lessons from the school of suffering. We are, each of us, scarred
by violence. In the dark we are all blind and stumbling. Remind participants of the holy ground they
are treading and of God who is with us in darkness. These next few sessions may provoke, annoy,
disturb or inspire unexpected responses. No one should feel compelled to reveal beyond what seems
comfortable or appropriate. Patiently remind people to receive one another with a listening heart.
As we receive each other with reverence, we enter more deeply into the mystery of the life we share.
Caution your group to avoid trying to resolve, diagnose or analyze the stories and questions shared.

Holding Fast

Over the next few weeks participants are invited to embrace the ancient spiritual practice of fasting.
This should not be received as an imposition, but as a free invitation into solidarity. Fasting is
sometimes misunderstood in our consumer culture. Unlike dieting or rigorous physical exercise,
which are attached to a specific goal or accomplishment, fasting invites e m p t i n e s s . By choosing
to set aside a personal appetite, forgoing a preferable activity, or resisting the appeal of a habit, we
leave space in our lives and bodies for awareness to become a felt (embodied) connection, taking the
sufferings and hungers of others into ourselves. Encourage people to consider fasting in its broadest
context. In addition to skipping a meal, consider a fast from noise (radio, television, internet…),
entertainment or a favorite pastime.
©
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Note to Facilitators cont’d

Into the DarkInto the Dark

In the e m p t y s p a c e , hold the needs of a specific reality, person or group that hungers for hope
and healing.
The Bearings Letter by Dr. Philip Sheldrake reflects his groundbreaking work bringing spiritual
insights into the shaping of urban life. The following Bearings Letter was composed by Rev. Ted Loder,
longtime pastor of an inner-city congregation in Philadelphia, a well known preacher, poet and author.

Session 8•Engaging Violence & Suffering•

2½ hours

You will need: Copy of Ted’s Bearings Letter; 2 pillar candles; a small cross; a piece of broken glass or
a thorny branch; the covenant cloth; matches; a CD player and reflective music; bible (Mark 15: 33-37);
refreshments. Participants need their journals and pens.

Co-Facilitator Prayerful Preparation

Arrive at least 10 minutes before the group. Set the room (circle of chairs, with one additional Bearings
seat; small central table; candle; covenant cloth; cross; bible; reflective music; music player).
Place the broken glass or thorns on the small table. Have reflective music playing. Sit together in
silence for a few minutes.

		

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

Offer a blessing word to one another, or invoke the Holy Spirit, with this prayer:

Healing Love… 			
Compassionate Spirit …		
Abiding Presence…			

Encourage us…			
Disturb us…			
Breathe new life into us…

Centering Meditation (20 minutes)

Set the tone with reflective background music. If possible, darken the room by turning off the lights
and/or closing the curtains. Leave enough ambient light for readers. As they enter, invite people to
put everything down and sit in a receptive posture. When everyone has settled, turn off the music.
Strike the chime and invite everyone to listen to the sound of their own breathing.
Sit with this silence for a minute.

		

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

Light a pillar candle. Alternating voices, slowly share this reflection:

In the beginning all was darkness 		
emptiness…
And the holy breath of the living God hovered over the void…
		

aloneness…

Pause

A co-facilitator picks up the candle, passing it silently, from hand to hand, around the circle.

The voice of God shattered the void. And from its nothingness came light
to punctuate the darkness, making it holy.
		
©
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Centering Meditation cont’d

Into the DarkInto the Dark

Evening came BEFORE morning…
“The bright blessed day and the dark sacred night.”  
		

Pause

					
		

Darkness and light cohere.
They belong together. They REQUIRE each other.

Longer Pause

“Until we accept the shadow side of ourselves and of the world around us,
		

a mystery that contains destruction as well as creation,
       we will never be able to appreciate being an integral part of things.

		

Pause

We will always see ourselves as separate.
		

Pause

If we want to be part of Nature instead of apart from it, we must make friends
with a mystery that is both joyous and horrifying,
		

Pause

and this will never happen as long as we’re obsessed with explaining and
controlling everything.”                                                                     Gerald G. May
Read Mark 15: 33-37
Invite people into Centering Prayer. If needed, reiterate the directions:

•
•
•
•
•
•

BE attentive to the sound and rhythm of your breathing.
SIT comfortably and (if it is helpful) close your eyes.
CHOOSE a short sacred word (like Jesus, Mercy, Peace, Love, Listen, Holy…).
LET this word be the symbol of your intention to receive God’s presence.  
SILENTLY introduce this sacred word to consent to God’s presence and action.
GENTLY return to the sacred word (or the sound of your breath) as thoughts arise.  

Strike the chime to open 10 minutes of silence.

		

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

Strike the chime to break the silence.
Remain in silence with eyes closed for a moment before offering this prayer.

“My God, my God why have you forsaken me?
Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning?” Psalm 22: 1
Share A N Y or A L L of this reflection:

“We stand in the midst of ruins:
  and religious.
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Centering cont’d

Into the DarkInto the Dark

		

Pause

		
		

The violence inflicted upon innocent millions,
the massacre of whole races of people,
the aggression of powerful races against the defenseless…

		

Pause

The ‘terror of history’ calls into question the tightly-knit belief
in a divine plan and a provident God.
		

Pause

		

We are overwhelmed with a sense of chaos and are pressed to wonder
whether what we do has real potential to make any difference whatsoever.
We doubt whether we are able to make the world a better place
for the next generation.

		

Pause

And if a provident God is not ‘in charge’ calling for a final reckoning, then why spend
all the energies of heart, mind, and soul trying to make good on life?” Michael Downey

Pause

		

“O my God, I cry out by day but you do not answer…” Psalm 22: 2

Bearings Presentation

(20 minutes)
The participant responsible for presenting Philip’s Bearings Letter introduces him, placing his picture
on the empty chair. After the reading, the presenter returns the letter to the co-facilitators.

Bearings Dialogue – Open Response Mode (20 minutes)
Pause after the reading and final Lectio sharing. Offer this question:
•

What captured you as you listened to Philip’s testimony?

Open the floor for those who wish to offer ONE heart response to the letter.
If you choose, close with this insight:

The contemplative life is not, and cannot be, a mere withdrawal…
a turning of one’s back on the world with all its sufferings,
its crises, its confusions and its errors.  
Thomas Merton

Break (15 minutes)

Select a reader to present the next Bearings letter (Ted Loder). If possible, match the gender of the
author with the presenter. Give the Bearings letter to the reader. Remind him/her NOT to make
additional copies of the letter, but to reflect on it and come prepared to lead the Bearings process at the
next session.
Call everyone back to the circle.

		
©
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Into the DarkInto the Dark

Sacred Listening (60 Minutes)
Share A N Y or A L L of this reflection (alternating voices):

Human history is replete with violent struggle and conquest,
recorded in stories of domination over nature,
tribal people, nations and imperial forces.
		

Pause

		

Horrific wars, incursions, revolutions, massacres, genocide, apartheid,
ethnic cleansing, terrorism…
all reinforce that violence is deeply-rooted, undeniable.

		

Pause

Sometimes in the name of justice, more often in name of God,
the blood sacrifices of violence are equally abhorred AND glorified.  
Entire populations, ethnic groups and species have been devastated.
		

Pause

		
		
		

In our own time their names cry out to us:
Armenia, Auschwitz, Hiroshima, Bosnia, Rwanda, Darfur,
the Twin Towers… and many, many more…

		

Pause

Scarred by the mark of Cain, all of us are touched by violence and suffering.

Intimate Listening (DYADS) (10 minutes)

Invite participants to divide into pairs and turn to face one another. If there is an odd number
of participants a co-facilitator opts out or joins with a couple to form a triad. Each person has 5
minutes to respond from the heart to this prompt.
•

How has violence and suffering touched you personally?

Instruct pairs to pause for a period of silence before and after each person speaks.
Remind everyone to practice prayerful listening.
Call people back to the large group, inviting pairs to express their gratitude to one another.

Large Group – Inspirational Mode (45 minutes)

Open with a moment of silence.
		

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

You may C H O O S E to open with these insights:

“In a world wracked by horrible tragedy,
how can we accept the pain of tortured children,
people dying of AIDS, victims of famine and of deliberate terror?
		

Pause

Surely to ‘accept’ such things is wrong, evil, an abdication of our humanity?
©
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Sacred Listening cont’d

Into the DarkInto the Dark

It is, if by ‘accept’ we mean that we put it aside,
shrug it off as nothing to do with us...
		

Pause

…there has to be another kind of acceptance, when the pain becomes,
in a sense, internalized, redirected, and the energy of it can work towards 		
change.  Which may involve quite drastic life-style changes for ourselves.”  
				
		
Rosemary Haughton
Slowly present O N E of these prompts for reflection:

How do you handle violence within and around you?
• What or who helps or hinders you to bear witness to suffering?
•

Pause then repeat the prompt.
Open a moment of silence.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Offer these instructions:

Carefully pick up and hold the broken glass (or thorns).
Pause before speaking.
Share your heart (or keep the silence).
Pause before passing the symbol to a neighbor.
No one should feel compelled to share verbally.
Keeping silence, while holding the symbol, is also a form of sharing.

Open the dialogue by inviting someone (who is ready to share) to pick up the symbol from the table.
When everyone has had the opportunity to share, return the symbol to the table.
If time permits, open the floor to any additional heart sharing.

Thank everyone for listening and sharing.
You may want to close with A L L or A N Y of these insights (alternating voices):

Fasting is...
			
			
			
			
			
		

Pause

Fasting is…
			
		

Full body prayer…
Embracing hunger and abstinence…
Making room for emptiness…
Laying aside answers and resolutions…
Denying our appetites for meaning and purpose…
Resisting our drives to consume, control and organize reality…
Admitting incompleteness and distress…
A key that opens a doorway to darkness, to absence, to regret…
to waiting and abiding… to mystery…

Pause
…a doorway into solidarity with suffering and inadequacy.
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Sacred Listening cont’d

Into the DarkInto the Dark

Fasting breaks through the numbness
			
allowing us to feel in our bodies
			
the gnawing ache for life, hope, change
that is beyond our reach...
		

Pause

Fasting is…
			
			
		

The other side of love, of intimacy,
Another kind of communion…
Of losses and longings and lives violated or cut short…
Of letting go and falling down into the tortured heart of God.   

Pause

“…in all their distress our God, too, was distressed…”

Isaiah 63: 9 (Adapted)

Community Business & Pearls of Wisdom (5 minutes)

A participant shares a quote from the ES Journal and a brief excerpt from a current spiritual
reading text. Inform everyone of the date and time of the upcoming session and the personal
Bearings commitment. Refer people to the Pointers for Participants.

Meditation (10 minutes)

Tighten the circle of chairs, so that people can link hands comfortably.
Invite the group into 3 minutes of silence:

		

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

Alternating voices, offer this meditation:

Bearing Witness to Violence and Suffering

The roots of violence run deep in every one of us.
Bearing witness means choosing to be aware,
to look out for and look into,
to question, to hold, to behold and to be moved.

		

		
		

		

Pause
Bearing witness invites the possibility of sharing the suffering.
Over the next two weeks, you are invited to fast, in whatever way you can,
as a physical indication of your desire to be turned around,
to change by being changed.
In your fast, hold up the needs of a specific person or situation.

Pause

Invite people to close their eyes and link hands.

Gently, but firmly, grip the hands of your neighbors.
Feel the warmth of the hands in yours, the life that pulses through them…
fragile, mysterious life, gifted by God.
©
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Meditation cont’d
		

Into the DarkInto the Dark

Pause
These hands have borne suffering.
These hands have been stung by violence.
These hands have inflicted pain.   
These hands have been calloused by rejection and indignity.

		

Pause

These hands have been anointed.
These hands have brought consolation.
These hands have offered and received tenderness.
These are strong, gentle, healing hands.
These are the hands that caress, feel, bring people together, hold on tightly.
		

Pause

If you wish, speak the name of a person or situation,
that cries out for a healing presence.
		

Longer Pause

		

God of day and darkness, bless these, YOUR holy hands,
for the holding, the healing, the feeding, the forgiving work of the Gospel.

Invite everyone to stand and share this silent blessing of peace:

Take a moment to face one another.
One by one, take both your neighbor’s hands in yours,
and with your eyes offer a silent blessing of peace.

This concludes the session.
Co-facilitator Afterglow (5 Minutes)

When everyone has gone, revisit the session together.
• Begin with a few minutes of silence.
• Let a grateful word surface.
• Offer a word of affirmation to one another.
OR
Share your response to A N Y of these:

I felt the Holy Spirit…
I was stretched or challenged by...
I have learned…

Look ahead to the next session or activity.
©
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9
Pointers for Participants
Between Session 8 & Session 9
Practical Applications
Pray the news. [ES Journal p. 95]

Spiritual Reading

Embracing the World, pages 88 - 107.

Journal-Keeping

Read and respond to pages 93 - 99.

Spiritual Practice

Contemplation is essentially a listening in silence,
an expectancy.
Thomas Merton

Practice silence. [ES Journal, p.96]

We need silence to be able to touch souls. Mother Teresa

Outreach Ministry

Hold these words of Jesus in your heart as you
make your outreach visit:
I came that they might have life and have it abundantly.
John 10: 10

Keeping Vigil in the Dark Night of the World

Since my people are crushed, I am crushed; I mourn and horror
grips me. Is there no balm in Gilead? …Why then is there no
Jeremiah 8: 21-22
healing for the wound of my people?
Though it feels like a violation, suffering exists. Pain is an
integral part of aliveness, at times our only indication of
growth and change. Not all suffering is wrought by sin
and injustice.
What do we say to:
• victims of earthquakes, hurricanes, floods and
devastating tsunamis…
• the child stricken with malaria or leukemia…
• the family of a young mother dying of cancer..?

?

Reflect on these insights BEFORE the session

Into the Dark

When we allow ourselves to connect deeply with pain, our
own, and the pain of the world, rather than finding a blanket of
consolation, compassionate engagement acts (and stings) like salt in
the wound. We wake up to the REALNESS of suffering. We expose
ourselves to gut-wrenching questions, with a sense that we are
abandoned and experience the apparent absence of a loving God.

Prayer: Now! Hear! This!

					

Preparing for Session NINE

The sun rose upon (Jacob) as he passed Peniel,
limping because of his hip. Genesis 32: 31
In the harsh light of suffering, our concepts, images, answers
evaporate, forcing us to struggle with mystery– to wrestle with
God. Since WE cannot get hold of the Ultimate Mystery, we
find ourselves drawn into closeness by losing and falling in.
When we concede and succumb to mystery, we emerge (like Jacob)
“out of joint,” wounded, less sure, but more surely alive. This
dark night is more than a period of personal dryness. It is a deep
connection to all suffering, as love’s shadow. Love has pierced us and
we have given in. Now we can connect with the long shadow
that love casts in our world. No longer can we live out of fear
of divine retribution or in expectation of God’s reward.
Bereft of answers and fixes, we weep like children, for all that
is lost, and we enter into a different kind of solidarity with life.

Rooted in Scripture
Psalm 130: 5-6 speaks of waiting for God [also Psalm 33:20
and 62:1]. Pray over this short Psalm and learn it by heart.

The Realm of God is not reality without suffering.
Since God’s very essence is long-suffering love, the Reign of
God is that state of being where suffering is transfigured. We
believe that it is in “suffering shared” that we are enlightened
and enlivened by our intimacy with God.
Turn your face to the sun, and the shadows fall always behind you.
					
Maori proverb
We do not go looking for suffering. Rather, we refuse to run
away. We wait. We keep watch with God. We allow suffering to
find us, awake and open. The practice of keeping vigil, rising in
the night (still practiced by monks) can be the beginning of noncooperation with the divisive forces of violence.

Persons who want to just dabble in religious life and who have
only a casual interest in God will not be likely to experience the
“darkness” and “desolation” Jesus experienced on the cross...
Glen Hinson
STILL in the STORM
Visit the Engaging Spirituality blog: https://stillinthestorm.wordpress.com/

For Engaging Spirituality participants only
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BEARINGS Letter

Bearings Letter

Rev. Ted Loder

To be read aloud at Session Nine.
Directions
To be read aloud to participants
of Engaging Spirituality.
This material is copyrighted.
Print ONE copy of this document.
Do NOT forward or make
additional copies.
Detach and retain this cover page
so the co-facilitator can mail the
Thank You Note to this address:
Rev. Ted Loder

317 East Allens Lane
Philadelphia, PA 19119-1102

JustFaith
Ministries

P.O. Box 221348
Louisville, KY 40252

Invite a participant to read
the letter to the group.
The letter is returned to the
co-facilitators after the session.
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BEARINGS Letter
O that today you would listen to God’s voice,
harden not you heart. Psalm 95: 8

Directions for Readers
General Remarks

Bearings letters are meant to be read aloud, listened to and received as auditory
prayer. Do NOT copy or electronically distribute the letter to participants.
Each letter is read aloud by a different member of the Engaging Spirituality
group. The reader is responsible for: prayerful preparation; introducing the
author; reading the letter aloud; inviting people to respond in the Lectio
Divina format; crafting a note of thanks to the author.

Before the Session

Co-facilitators print only ONE copy of the Bearings letter.
At a prior session (a week before the letter is read), co-facilitators identify
a reader from among the participants. The reader takes the Bearings letter
home to review it in prayerful preparation.

At the Session

Add an empty chair to the circle to represent the author of the Bearings letter.
Using the attached introduction, the reader introduces the author (in the
first person) and then passes the author’s picture around the circle. Before
prayerfully reading the letter, the reader places the picture on the empty seat.

Note to Readers:

Use the pauses to moderate the pace of your reading.
• Take three slow breaths when you pause. This will give your listeners
time to let the words penetrate.
• Follow the directions for the Lectio Divina reflection.
• Allow 2-3 minutes for those who wish to share a word, a question or a
brief insight, before resuming the reading.
• After the reading and during the ensuing dialogue, note one or two
insights (in your journal) generated by the letter.
•

After the Session

At the close of the session, return the picture and letter to the co-facilitators
for safekeeping. Do NOT make copies of the letter after the session.
Using the attached stationery, the reader writes a brief personal response to
the author, including: a word of thanks; the name and location of the group;
a few insights from the group’s reflection. Co-facilitators are responsible
for mailing the Thank You Note to the author (not to JustFaith Ministries).
Respecting the author’s privacy, the co-facilitators do not share the personal
mailing address of any author.
©
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BEARINGS Letter

Personal Introduction
My name is Ted and I am a retired
United Methodist minister.
For thirty-eight years I served as Senior
Pastor of First United Methodist Church
of Germantown, located in the inner
city of Philadelphia. This community
is known for its dedication to urban
involvement and commitment to prophetic
social action. I am a preacher and a poet.
I have written several books of prayers
as well as sermons and commentaries.
Perhaps my best known prayer books are
“Guerillas of Grace” and “Loaves, Fishes
and Leftovers.”

©
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BEARINGS Letter

My Struggle
Dear Friends,
My struggle to live with integrity never ends because it’s about more than being honest and ethical, hard
and important as that is. It’s about being an integrated, whole person, and I keep falling short of that.
To me integrity is about keeping together all the complicated aspects and actions of my “self” as a whole,
trustworthy individual, amidst the pressures and seductions of changing circumstances. World events
slide from gloomy to infuriating to frightening and disheartening. My personal circumstances are a zigzag
between impossible expectations, and the demands people have of me, and I insidiously have of myself.
I’m often dashed to pieces trying to meet those expectations. The welter of circumstances keeps pulling me
away from a center that can–and sometimes does–hold me together. My struggle is to strengthen that
center.
			
Pause
One way I try to do that is to keep learning to be loved. Researchers in adult development conclude
that it’s very hard to accept being loved. I know that. I realize that I’ve spent much of my life trying
to earn love because unless it was earned and owed, I didn’t control it or didn’t think it was “for
sure.” Misguided as I knew that was, I still kept working to earn love in ways that essentially
denied who I truly am. That perversity is a root of much of my sin, pride and idolatry because it’s
trying to be like God by controlling more than any mortal can.
			
Pause
Learning to love is learning that I am a pure gift, whether I admit it or not. I can mistrust, misuse and
abuse that gift, or try to treasure it and live accordingly. I’ve known this intellectually but never really
integrated it in my core. Often whatever I did was as much to make ME feel good and admired as to help
others. I helped, but without much peace or delight in it. Thoreau said the longest journey anyone makes is
from the head to the heart. That’s the journey I’m on. God’s grace was in my head but only on its way to
my heart, so I’ve lived mostly by good works. Now I’m beginning to trust that my life is a gift, not a test or a
contest. I still have some distance to go before that recognition fully fuses into my heart to become a center
that holds.						

			

Pause

In learning to be loved, not just trying to love, I’m discovering what it means to love my enemy and neighbor
as myself. I have long and seriously tried to love my neighbor/enemy as myself but never actually got the
“as myself” part. In my struggle for integrity I see my personal quandary as a symptom of a stubborn,
unmet expectation: namely, that my efforts will make me lovable when, of course, they cannot, leaving me
feeling increasingly undeserving and lonely. That’s an insidious, oppressive injustice I inflict upon myself.
©
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BEARINGS Letter
It’s an injustice I am struggling to overcome by slowly accepting that whether I am lovable or not,
I AM LOVED, and my life actually is a gift.

			

Pause

As I trust that, I am liberated to gladly love my neighbor and enemy as myself.
I don’t have to like them, just as I don’t like myself at times But love them, I can, and even if it
makes little discernible difference to them, it is making ME different, more calm and whole.
Rather than earning a reward, gratitude becomes the primary fuel in my efforts for relational
and social justice. Who knows how that might mix in the mystery of God’s kingdom?
Maybe it will show one or two others that ALL of us really ARE in the love of God, and we
can either tie ourselves in knots denying it– or freely, actively share it to help heal the world.
			
Longer Pause
Lectio Divina: What WORD, QUESTION or INSIGHT resonated with you?

Pause

			

Invite people to share

Pause

			

My Practice

I stay grounded in the gospel in an unstructured way that involves and includes my entire day. Though
I practice them, I do not schedule specific times for prayer, meditation, or Bible reading. When I’ve tried
that, it seemed artificial to me. It’s taken me time to be okay with that. This way, I reinforce the belief
that it is totally false to divide life into categories of sacred and secular or profane. In spite of our many
forms of abuse and misuse, I contend that EVERY facet of life is sacred. Ethically and functionally, I
strongly support separation of church and state, but hold that both are sacred. Thus we are responsible to
help both be just and compassionate.
		
		
Pause
I pray many times throughout the day. In my prayers, however brief,
I continually fill in the blanks of “God, forgive me/us ……”
“Help me/us ……”
“Be with ……” 		
“Thank you ……”
Whatever the specific content of my prayers, simply praying them in the midst of the daily turbulence
keeps me trusting that a transcendent Power is at work in all of life, even though I don’t quite
understand the how or what of it. That nudges me “to step out on the promises” in the moment, to take
risks for justice, which I’ve long defined as “love with its sleeves rolled up.” 			
		

Pause
©

JustFaith Ministries, 2014 . www.justfaith.org . 502-429-0865

4

BEARINGS Letter
I frequently pray the Lord’s Prayer, first just as Matthew records it, then making additions to
include my particular concerns, hopes and needs– though we’re told God already knows them.
I do that because prayers are teachers for me. To begin with, they teach me how deep and broad
my need for God is; one reason I address God as both a “Mother” and a “Father.” Then, little by
little, prayers teach me to be less afraid, even in frightening situations. For another, they help me identify
and clarify the immediate choices I have made in and for my life. For me, thinking is
vital to praying. Here’s another lesson: rather than resolving the mystery of God and God’s ways, prayer
initiates me into ever deeper dimensions of that mystery. This is strangely reassuring. These lessons are
learned and re-learned by me in the heat of the day’s experiences.			

			

Pause

“Our,” “Us” and “We” may be the most important words of the Lord’s Prayer and are critical in grounding
me in the gospel. My heart echoes the words of the father of the epileptic boy whom
Jesus healed: “I believe, help my unbelief.” At times I feel caught in unbelief. What helps me then, as Jesus’
prayer suggests, is knowing that our belief is communal, that it is more than just mine but is “ours.” That
is not a sanction of creedal conformity but a confirmation of the shared strength of faith’s diversity, as in
parts of the body, to use Paul’s metaphor.			
			
Pause
Our belief helps each other’s unbelief, including those who deny or resist what we do believe. What I mean
is that your belief experiences of God become my belief experiences of God, whether or not I actually have
those same experiences. That’s a huge help in keeping me grounded in the gospel and keeping me going.
It also helps me that the “our/us/we” of belief isn’t limited to church congregations, which can often be
dispiriting. The notion that OUR belief helps the unbelief of others and the world, grounds my work for
justice and peace. WE pray, laugh, risk, sacrifice, sing, love, hope, dance and work toward a world into
which God’s kingdom is coming. WE point to that coming by “believing to help our unbelief” and the
unbelief of the world.
For me that’s what justice, peace, compassion, truth, beauty, care of creation, ending poverty really means.
It isn’t about converting others to our “religion.” It’s committing ourselves to living out even a mustard
seed of belief, and leaving the outcomes to God.

			

Pause

Then there’s death, which for me is always the elephant in the midst of it all, probably for us all. Not only
my own death, but the death of loved ones– untimely death, the death of teens, children, victims of war,
poverty, curable diseases, holocausts. We are haunted by the question:
“Is death the last word on existence, the abyss into which we, human history, all our works, creation itself,
finally plunge into “lights out” meaninglessness? Our hearts cry, “NO! It cannot be!”
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Yet, we shiver a little beside every deathbed and grave we visit, not knowing for sure, not being securely
grounded in that answer, or the gospel’s. After all, we are mortal, limited not only in time but also in
what we can know. We have no certain answer to death. We can only trust that, by the grace of God
the answer stronger than death is Jesus’ resurrection.

			

Pause

I think W. H. Auden comes close to that answer when he says, “Life is the destiny you are bound
to refuse until you have consented to die.” For me, Jesus is at the heart of the “our/us/we” of my
fumbling practice of that consent. So I sum it all up with an anonymous prayer quoted by John Baillie,
a prayer always in my heart and frequently on my lips:
“Let me no more my comfort draw from my frail hold of thee.
In this alone rejoice with awe thy mighty grasp of me.”

Longer Pause

			

Lectio Divina: What WORD, QUESTION or INSIGHT resonated with you?

Pause

			

Invite people to share

Pause

			

My Challenge
This cluster of challenges comes from my own ongoing learning and is not in any order of
importance.
Pay constant attention to the awesome nature, beauty, intricate and complex
inter-relationships of the whole of creation, including yourself.
Be continually amazed by the unanswerable question of why there is anything instead of
nothing.
Awe is a primary nutrient of faith. Consistently argue with yourself, which means to think
critically and faithfully about your life, opinions and actions. That is a key to knowing yourself
and evading the trap of self-righteous tunnel vision:
• avoiding the easy slide into idolatry,
• resisting the seduction of hypocrisy,
• staying alert to your personal mode of the sin of self-centeredness,
• seriously considering and learning from the contrary views of others, and boldly continuing to
grow. Take Luther’s advice: “Trust God and sin on boldly.”
			
Pause							
©

JustFaith Ministries, 2014 . www.justfaith.org . 502-429-0865

6

BEARINGS Letter
Dare to risk being a trustworthy person by resolving to always say what you mean, mean
what you say, and do what you profess. Courage is the essential partner of faith and love.
Cormac McCarthy puts it like this: a coward abandons him or herself first, and then other
betrayals inevitably follow. Every day you and I need to muster up the fidelity and courage
to plod on because that is what it means to add our ounces to tip history’s scale toward
justice, compassion, reconciliation and peace.
			
Pause
Be imaginatively hopeful. My friend Bill Coffin rightly claimed that Christian hope does
not depend on hopeful circumstances, and I would add, neither does it depend on preferred
outcomes. Hard as that is to accept, in the end despair is powerless.
Two factors make HOPE indomitable: 1) Ultimately it is not for something but in Someone
				
2) It is authentically imaginative.
Nobel Prize-winning physicist Richard Feynman opened this truth to me:
“Our imagination is stretched to the utmost, not, as in fiction, to imagine things that are
not really there, but just to comprehend those things which REALLY are there.”
Imaginative hope stretches to comprehend and faithfully inch toward the things that really
exist; like God’s kingdom.
			
Pause
Love honestly. It’s the way to justice. Love is primarily what we do rather than what we
feel. Jesus’ life demonstrates that. He confronted people, held them accountable, consorted
with the poor and outcast, and challenged the establishment. All of this redefined love by
going against the grain of religious and social hypocrisy and conformity. Honest love is
not meek and mild. It changes things, people, and relationships. And it requires a lifetime
of persistence and patience. Impatience is a symptom of arrogance and unwarranted
entitlement. Accept your human limitations and rejoice in the degree or two your love adds
to lift the world toward justice. And be prepared to lose battles without feeling disgraced or
giving up.			
			
Pause							
Be part of a community in whatever way you can.
It’s been said that good Samaritans need to get organized. How right! How obvious! How
demanding! We can do personal acts of love and justice in our daily rounds. But if we care
about social justice, it requires a communal effort. That’s part of what the church is for, and
each of us can push it in that direction. And there are many other organizations dedicated
to doing justice in specific ways. Ask, join, volunteer, give financial support, and pray with
and for them.

			

Pause
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And finally, live with and honor the uncertainty that goes with the territory of mortality.
God is more to be apprehended than comprehended. God is a mystery to be trusted, not
solved. God is more than the glimpses and glimmers we’ve been given, yet not completely
other than those. Resist claims for certainty, for such claims easily lead to oppression in the
name of religion. Our lives and faith are a process entered and shared, not a state occupied
or a condition acquired. Uncertainty is an indispensable element in the process, necessary
for change and growth, and a gift of God’s grace.
Stay watchful, God is sneaky,
				
Ted

Longer Pause

			

Lectio Divina: What WORD, QUESTION or INSIGHT resonated with you?

Pause

			

Invite people to share

Pause

			

Please return this letter to co-facilitators.
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May you remain rooted
and grounded in love...
With heartfelt thanks
for your wisdom and
your witness.
JustFaith Ministries · P.O. Box 221348 · Louisville, KY, 40252
(502) 429-0865 · www.justfaith.org

Thank You

