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Welcome!

Passing the peace of Christ at worship
We are so glad that you are here! Please know that as a congregation we strive to follow the Risen Jesus
Christ and to honor his vision of the kingdom or realm of God. Jesus long ago said, “Seek first the realm
of God and God’s right relationships.” Even now we feel we are only beginning to understand what
God’s calling to the realm means for us. We anticipate that your presence here means you will be
contributing to our understanding in the future.
Indeed, the fishy picture on the front of this book symbolizes where we feel we all are. Think of an even
larger bowl, to the right of the one pictured, and an even larger one to the right of that one: We leap
from smaller understandings of what it means to be disciples of Jesus and to be the church to ever
larger, fuller understandings. We keep leaping because we are pursuing what it means to be humans
who participating in the much larger, universal realm of God. As we shall explore, the realm is far bigger
than the church. We trust that all of us individually, and together as a congregation, have a contribution
to make to it.
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Introduction to REALM
The word REALM offers an acronym for our interpretation of Jesus’ vision of the realm of God.
Below, with each letter of the acrostic, a brief explanation is offered.

Right relationships of social justice, mercy and faith define the meaning and purpose of our lives and
the original blessing of creation. Jesus taught that the essence of God’s will for us is relationships
characterized by justice, mercy and faith (Matthew 23:23). None of us were born alone. If we take
seriously the church’s teaching about death, none of us die alone. In between our lives are held by God,
and our lives are touched by innumerable people, institutions and nature. So the R in REALM reminds us
that all of us these relationships are meant to be loving, nurturing and empowering. The biblical word
for these types of relationship is that they are right or righteous.

Equipping, empowering and encouraging people to live in right relationship are the responsibilities of
human beings, whether they are Christians or not. Yet the church especially embraces this calling.
Through worship and programs of education, fellowship, mission and justice, as individuals and as a
congregation, we strive to support the quest of each person to live joyfully in right relationships.

Attention paid to God’s story told in the Bible - and to all the human and personal stories we share
with one another - is key to growing in faith and fellowship. It is through stories that God molds us
and we shape each other. When we ask who we are, or who God is, stories spring to our lips. Even the
affirmation that God is love leads to the story of Jesus’ life, death and rising from the dead for our sake.
This love exhibited by Jesus, told in Bible stories, provides us with a measure of what it means to love. It
helps us to reflect on all the love stories that we know. We want to share God uses our story-telling
inclinations to form and reform us over time.

Learning occurs in distinct ways for different people, so the church must use diverse means for
training disciples to live into right relationships. You can help us to understand how we can add new
learning approaches in order to communicate more effectively. We want to share God’s good news of
saving love to our congregation and world.

Mission highlights the congregation’s calling as a whole, and yet also points out that each one of us
has a God-given mission or purpose. God has loaned us gifts and skills so that each of us might make
our own contribution to the realm of God and its emergence in all relationships.

•
•
•

This class is intended to equip you (E), through a variety of learning styles (L), to live in the realm of
God taught and embodied by Jesus. We emphasize the three letters of the acrostic that should daily
intertwine with one another as we seek to follow Jesus:
R for right relationships,
A for attention to stories, and
M for mission
The A in REALM is especially important. It reminds us that pausing and paying attention to the stories
about relationships with God, other people and the rest of creation, including our own, can transform
us into people pursuing right relationships. As the words of the acrostic above appear in this
notebook, they will be noted in brick red.
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You will also find, through this document, sections shaded in pink. These sections invite you to pause,
step away from what you have been reading momentarily, and reflect more deeply on the topic being
explored.
Please keep in mind as we explore . . .

We are very happy that you are here with us,

whoever you are . . .
and whomever you meet, also keep in mind that in God’s
home . . .
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EXERCISES (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other persons):
A.
B.
C.
D.

When you hear the phrase “warm hospitality,” what image comes to mind?
Reflect on some times when you enjoyed great hospitality. Stretch your imagination!
Who is the most hospitable person you know, and why?
What thoughts come to mind when you hear this translation of Bible verse Romans 15:7:
“Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.” Is there
anybody you wouldn’t welcome in church? Is there any church where you would not be
welcomed?

Please gather in small two to three person groups and share your answers. Then return to the full group
and brainstorm together the following question: As we begin to explore the realm of God together,
what questions would you like us to try to answer together?

Take Home Questions:

1. What words would you use to describe the world as you experience it? Are these words mostly
positive or negative?

2. Begin to think about your own life story. Where do love, nurture and empowerment fit in?

3. What are the most formative relationships in your life? Include personal ones, but don’t leave
out institutions, such as government, employment and educational ones. Which ones are the
most shaping for you? Are they always positively so? Which relationships are going in the right
direction and which are not?
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The First Exploration:
Who are you?

In this first exploration, we pay attention to the influences that made us who we are. These
influences typically are explained through stories.
If you were born in the 1950’s, you grew up in a time of identity crisis. It was a period of
turbulence that began in the earliest part of the 20th century and has not yet concluded. The refrain
from the band, “The Who” captures it well:
Well, who are you? (Who are you? Who, who, who, who?)
I really wanna know (Who are you? Who, who, who, who?)
Tell me, who are you? (Who are you? Who, who, who, who?)
'Cause I really wanna know (Who are you? Who, who, who, who?)
A symbol for the mature quest for identity might be The Man in the Middle:

Who are we and why are we this say? Some perceive babies to be blank slates on which other
humans can write a definition of “Who are you?” This perception is also implied by some of the human
potential movements that challenge people to be more than they are, that is, they urge their clients to
re-write the answer to the question of their identity. I will return to this latter insight in a bit, because
there is nothing wrong with striving against artificial limitations, including self-imposed ones! Some rewriting is possible. Yet a word also needs to be said for our acceptance of our limitations. These
limitations are grounded in our influential relationships, beginning with our biological parents and in the
womb. The people and circumstances surrounding us have influenced us to become the people we claim
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to be us. Some good news is that our limitations, expressed as stories, are a significant part of what
make us interesting and unique.

Let me risk sharing with you some aspects of my own life story, beginning with what strikes people
when they first meet me. I have always admired people who are light on their feet. In contrast, my old
dad warned me early in my childhood to be exceedingly careful around other people. I am big and a
little clumsy, he said, and that can make me scary if try to move too quickly. There is no question that
genetics have been against me: No matter how much I might yearn to be a ballerina, at 6 ft. 6 inches tall
and 250 pounds (a size I inherited from generations on both sides of my family), chances have always
been slim that I would star in Swan Lake. The limitations of my size and girth define me.
Digging deeper, in the womb I developed a frontal lobe to my brain that wired me for faith. I am
not alone in this innate capability. This gift was complemented with mirror neurons that allowed me to
respond joyfully to my parents’ face-to-face encounters with me. These natural attributes were
reinforced early in life. I discovered that I could trust the unseen when I would cry in the night and my
parents would arrive, out of nowhere, to care for me. A parent now, I reflect on my youth and pay
particular attention to how my mother and father nurtured these early gifts of faith. They gave me the
space to work through and then discard belief systems around Santa, the Easter bunny, and various
caricatures of God. Of course, it was not all roses. My parents and siblings argued a great deal, and it is
probable that I heard these fights beginning in the womb and throughout infancy!
The formative power of relationships, with my parents and others, continued throughout my
adolescent life. My beloved father was a conservative raised in a racist environment. He still spoke with
some pride of his southern roots and his family connection to a Grand Wizard of the KKK, one who had
ridden with Nathan Bedford Forrest. He was determined, however, to raise my sibling and me
differently than he had been raised. He would drive me slowly through African-American neighborhoods
with the windows down, engage in conversation with foreign persons and welcome them into our
home, and – on one memorable evening when I was in grade school - drove me around the square in
Province Town, MA, to show me how LGBT community members were just as human and deserving of
God’s love as I am. These practices may sound quaint now, but for a staunch Nixon Republican in the
early 1960s he created an extraordinarily open-minded environment for my siblings and me. Changing
his relationship to his own past, including the stories about “those people” on which he grew up, meant
changing his children in the process. I recall his mixed reaction of embarrassment, pride and amusement
when some of us put together a high school intramural basketball team made up of players who were
white and African-American, Catholic and Protestant, and gay and straight. Keep in mind this was 1971,
and my newly built and thoroughly integrated Central Illinois high school had never seen such a
phenomenon. We still had police patrolling our school halls to keep racial incidents in check. My team
was roundly mocked until we came in second in the championship tournament. It was clear my peers
had paid attention when, the following year, several other teams had integrated (at least racially) and
our team was badly trounced in the tournament!
Jesus taught that we are to love our neighbors as fully as we love our own self. This means
appreciating the people we have become through a variety of influences. Nevertheless, as we shall learn
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from our later foray into science, who we are can be negotiable. We do have significant freedom to
rework our lives through our stories about them, as my father’s own testimony would suggest. Indeed,
paying attention to our influences, limitations and stories about them allows us to set them aside and
examine them critically. This suspension of our assumptions as to who we are is preferable to being
mindlessly controlled or even disabled by them. We suspend what we know about us and our “roots” by
putting all of it on a shelf in our mind’s eye. There we can observe them and evaluate them while going
about our business. When we are practiced in suspending what we think we know about ourselves, we
discover that our limitations are like the unfortunate relatives who show up for the annual family
reunion. They are connected to us and they belong at the reunion, but by golly it doesn’t mean we have
to hang out with them all the time. To give another analogy from a group of people with whom I have
tremendous respect. One of the paradoxes of AA if that if we admit publicly we are alcoholics, we can
keep a safe distance from the worst aspects of our alcoholism.
So let us take a preliminary glance at who you say that you are. Consider the following chart and
take some time to fill in the boxes. Please use a pencil so you can erase and re-write your responses. You
are beginning to answer the question: Who are you?

Age
down,
identity
across

Genetic
Factors
(as far
as you
know
them)

Family
of
origin

The
quality
of my
relation
-ships
(good,
bad,
and
ugly)

Stories
that
shape
you
about
(vital
events
and
people)
...

Child

Youth
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How
did I
think
and
feel
about
me . . .

About
other
people.
..

And
about
God ?

Young
Adult

Middle
Adult

Older
Adult

Now based on your responses, please write a brief summary of your life story up to the present. What is
your identity? Please include all the pieces found in the table. Is this, in sum, who you really are? Or is
there more? Add anything you feel is left out by your responses to the chart. Is this how your family and
friends would remember the same events and how they might describe you? By the way, this record is
only for you: While you may be given opportunities in the class to share parts of what you have written,
please feel free to share only what you wish with others.
Now please put aside your life story. Keep the document above and your life story someplace
where you can find it easily, yet it isn’t in the way. Do the same thing with your memories of your life
story and any conclusions you have reached about who you say you are. Tuck them away mentally and
emotionally without trying to forget them altogether. We will return to them.
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EXERCISES (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. Is there a literary, television, movie, or real person with whom you closely identify? Roleplay this
person in your group to see if they understand who you are (as in charades). Why do you
identify with this person? Is it on the basis of who you are or who you wish to be?
B. Share with the group one family story that your entire family might agree was formative. How
did this one story shape your family?
Please gather in small groups of two to three people and share your answers. Then return to the full
group and brainstorm together the following question: How have we been shaped by our
relationships this morning? What story about who we are as a group might we tell?

Take Home Questions:
1. Consider your story. Do you like yourself and enjoy your own company? Why or why not? This
can be asked differently. Do you have a right relationship with you or are you unhappy with
you? Is there something about you that you are working to accept or forgive?
2. Pay attention to how the descriptions of genetics, family of origin, and your relationships loan
themselves to being made into stories about how you have been molded over time. Which
stories, playing in your head, empower you, that is, make you wiser, more free, more able to
love, more likely to share joy, and more hopeful about life?
3. Which stories arising from relationships and playing in your head, disempower you in your
relationship to you and others? To the world around you? To God?
4. Some suggest that about 60% of the stories we tell ourselves are untrue, missing key facts, or
are misrepresentations of facts. That is because words and events affect us before we reflect on
them; they then become embedded in our identities. Once embedded, they can disable our
relationships. Put plainly, our faulty memories can get in the way of our ability to form loving,
nurturing right relationships. A form of therapy invites people to rewrite their negative
memories (stories) in order to be less encumbered by past wounds. Which disempowering
stories would you like to forget or rewrite? Which stories should be added to your memories to
give you a more balanced, hopeful perspective on your future?
5. Don’t begin rewriting your story yet. Nevertheless, think over the changes that you might make
in order to rewrite the stories that negatively shape you, and what new episodes need to be
added to your narrative. We will return to this topic later.
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The Second Exploration
Picturing Jesus
In this exploration, we begin to pay attention to the story of God. We reflect specifically on
God’s pursuit of right relationships with God’s beloved creation through the person of Jesus.
Many of my friends are agnostics, and some are atheists. They are not convinced that God exists
or - if existing - is comprehensible or accessible. Some friends grew up in homes in which God was never
discussed. Others come from religious homes in which they felt they were being stifled by dogma. The
friends in this second group have concluded that the stories of God learned from zealous parents,
including stories about Jesus, are not consistent with the healthy adults they have become. These
friends are not more broken than those of us who have faith. They have a good relationship with
themselves, family, friends, and even strangers. Indeed, I might say that I see in them, as much as I do in
any Christian, right relationships.
I would contend they have met the Living Christ, apparently without an idea it was he. I claim
this because when I listen to them, I hear that these friends exhibit love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, trustworthiness, gentleness and self-control. These are what Paul the Apostle or Messenger,
a writer of several letters in our Bible, calls the spiritual fruit of the Lordship of Christ working in a
human life. Often my friends advocate for poor and oppressed persons, practice charity, and signal the
deep conviction that the world’s future will be a good one; they practice justice, mercy and faith, in
other words. They do so without acknowledging the source of these qualities in their lives and without
reference to the stories of God, especially those about Jesus. If it is true, as we examined in the first
exploration, that relationships mold us, surely we are led to the presupposition that these agnostics and
atheists are in some sort of formative relationship with the Risen Christ. Yet from where comes the
emotional and cognitive disconnect for them? How can we explain that they are embodying the stories
of Christ without crediting him?
Actually, I have no idea, other than that they force me to admit that God operates in ways
beyond my limited understanding. I can be as clueless as my friends seem to be. Yet I can think of an
analogy, one that returns us to the whole question of parenting.

My mother carried me in my womb, and other than fighting with my father and drinking too
much coffee, she expressed her love for me by giving me life. In the womb and as an infant, I had no
true consciousness of my mother’s caring. When I was older, during my rebellious stage, I felt that her
love for me was smothering neediness. Over time, I came to understand that at a personal cost she
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raised me to be a reasonably healthy adult who has been able to survive emotionally for 33 years as a
church professional (if you work for the church or volunteer in it much, you know what I mean!). I
remember my deep, daily humiliation and resentment in middle and high school when the school bus
picked me up at the bus stop and then drove by my house. I would see my mother on the front porch
reading her Bible and praying where all my friends could see her. After years of reflection, I recognized
only in deep middle age how much my mother fostered a right relationship of love and nurture with
me. I was oblivious to it at times, and rejected it at other times, yet the glorious and painful experience
of raising my own boys urged me to return to my mother to thank her just before she died. I don’t know
how much her dementia allowed her to understand the depth of my gratitude.
Through this lens of my own obliviousness and ingratitude, I glimpse partially the attitudes of
my friends who continue to draw sustenance from God’s teat yet still cannot perceive the depth of love
that holds them. They lie within the Lordship of Jesus, whether or not they acknowledge him. I hope this
analogy does not diminish them, in the same way that I hope that my trying relationship with my
mother, shared with you, does not diminish me.
Allow me to affirm my Christian faith so that my biases are clear. I confess to a personal
attachment to Jesus. On those occasions when I struggled in faith, subsequent to college and during
seminary (to the point of concluding that I was at least an agnostic, if not an atheist), I remained drawn
to the notion of Jesus as a misguided prophet. I admired him for his unwavering commitment to costly
love. Eventually I concluded that I could serve no God other than one who had become human. Only a
God who experienced human suffering, including my own sense of alienation, was worthy of devotion.
Jesus drew me back to God, although hardly the God of my parents’ Christian orthodoxy. I have dwelled,
for these past three decades, with a God who underlies all human anguish and aspirations. This God
pitched his tent among us, to quote the first chapter of John’s gospel, and embedded Godself in the
human journey over the long ages even prior to the personal history of Jesus of Nazareth.
Who is this Jesus, and therefore this God, to you?
Let’s begin with an exercise. Please draw a picture of Jesus in the blank space below (there are
no rules for this). This drawing is for nobody but you – you can share or not share, as you wish – so go
wild!
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Now please reflect on your picture. What assumptions are you making about him, and on what basis?
What you heard in church? What somebody told you? Is your picture derived from some other source?
What colors did you use and why? If somebody saw your picture of your Jesus, what might they think of
him and of the God this Jesus reveals to us?
It is our claims about Jesus and what theologians term the humanity of God that distinguishes us
from other religious traditions. Just as they do, we have sacred books, prayers, codes of personal ethics,
and expectations of social justice. Some form of the Golden Rule is found across most religious
traditions. Not all religions have a god, and yet Christianity and many others do. Some faiths have many
gods. We offer Jesus, not as a rejection of other human beings who have a different faith or no faith, but
as an affirmation of God’s commitment to, and God’s steadfast love for, all humans . We affirm a God
who is pro-love, pro-all forms of life and pro-us. This God became human and came looking for us in the
person of Jesus. It is this steadfast searching love that insists on the importance of all of us that provides
the foundation for the Christian ethic of responsibility, that is, for all of life and the universe in which life
is cradled.
Admittedly, to travel from one Christian congregation to another can create confusion. In one
congregation, Jesus is in favor of the death penalty and is opposed to abortion, and in another
congregation he is opposed to the former and more ambivalent about the latter. Depending on where
we worship, he can be pictured as a capitalist, a socialist, a communist, or either pro- or anti-gun rights.
In one pulpit women are instructed to stay in their marriages, no matter what. In another pulpit,
persons hear an urging for them to flee from abusive relationships. It is hard to imagine that all the
portrayals of Jesus found in church can be correct. Granted, we should admit that the Bible portrays
Jesus with differing nuances, depending on the interests of the writer. Yet the extreme caricatures of
Jesus found across congregations – something of them sounding quite inhumane - cast doubt on the
seriousness with which congregations take the truth of the Bible and the Jesus found within it. We
should admit that in some churches, human brokenness and flight from God overwhelm interpretation
of Jesus or the Bible.
It is humbling to recall that Jesus never became a Christian or attended a church with a cross. He
never traveled outside of the regions of Judea, Samaria and Galilee, as far as we can tell. Knowing this
data should make us careful about what we believe that others tell us about Jesus. Nowhere does the
God revealed through Jesus bid us to park our brain or close our hearts. In light of the human
temptation to “read Jesus backward” from our own personal situation, culture, and prejudice, we need
to approach all claims about him, that are not based on the Bible, with healthy doubt.
Let’s consider some of the very different visual portrayals of Jesus that some of us carry around in
our heads. Is one of these found below similar to what you drew, that is, carry the same meaning for
you? Once again, pay attention to them. What do they signify about the relationship that God has to
creation?
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Will the real Jesus please stand up? Note that different cultures depict Jesus differently. He –
and in one case, she - is a reflection of culture. Consider three more examples below: What makes them
different from the ones above?

The three pictures immediately above are the very earliest, flattering depictions of Jesus that
archaeologists have uncovered. All were created a few centuries after Jesus lived. You might note that
the first one has a Greco-Roman haircut and no beard. The middle figure is Spanish. The last figure is
pictured as an Egyptian. The bearded portrayal of Jesus that we have now emerged long after Jesus
lived. Indeed, in my 1950’s childhood, the picture of the long-haired, bearded Jesus became so
ubiquitous in Sunday school classrooms that my old father blamed them for the hairstyles of the 1960s!
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Each of these early cultures depicted Jesus in a manner that demonstrated his connection to it. The
danger in this approach is that each culture could justify its own biases by projecting them on to Jesus as
the author of them. Yet historically, the motivation for creating so many pictures of Jesus was to affirm
the passionate love of God for all creation and everyone in it. The writers of the Bible borrowed a phrase
from the Romans to express the power of God’s love. Whereas the Romans confessed Caesar as the
ubiquitous Lord of all, the Christians insisted instead that Jesus is Lord of all. They contended that In
Jesus, God pursues right relationships with Romans, Americans, Chinese, ancient Egyptians, Israelis,
Palestinians and all other people (indeed, these writers pushed the notion of Jesus’ Lordship to include
right relationships with the birds, the flowers, the weeds and all of the natural world. Portraying Jesus
as a variety of personas in different media allowed artists to make this point about the height, breadth
and depth of God’s love. These pictures were efforts to broadcast widely their belief in God’s love seen
in Jesus. They also wanted to engage in apologetics, that is, to explain who God is compared to false
deities, including Caesar. People could come to Jesus, just as they were, “without one plea,” because
Jesus looked like them too. Dressing Jesus as a member of a culture invited those in that culture to take
him seriously. They knew he could speak to their existential situation. The affirmation of Jesus as Lord
and Savior made sense when it was encoded into the language and concepts of the culture that the
evangelist and the apologist were trying to reach.
Consider this question: How does the power of God’s love, termed the Lordship of Jesus, find
expression in the pictures we drew? The early Christians compared and contrasted Jesus to Caesar, the
leader of the known western world who attempted to spread his armies and the Roman peace globally.
To who would we compared Jesus in our current historical period?

One of the very earliest pictures of what is believed to be Jesus is a piece of 1st century CE graffiti
found on the next page. It mocks the notion of the crucified Jesus being Lord. It is derogatory both
toward Jesus and the one worshipping him.
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The inscription reads in Greek "Alexamenos worships his god." The figure of Jesus bears the head of
a jackass. Why would someone want to draw something so nasty? We might recall that the punishment
of crucifixion in the Roman world of 2000 years ago was reserved for low-life criminals. The idea of a
god coming in flesh and dying on a criminal’s cross for the sake of love seemed utterly foolish to the
artist and to the culture of which he was a part.
Why was Jesus viewed as a god in human form by early Christians? It is easy to presume that the
Christians were merely being competitive. Their movement began in a world where the Greeks and
Romans had a religious world view that believed in a variety of gods that could take human guise. Yet
the answer is not so simple, as these other gods represented a variety of phenomena, fears, virtues and
impulses. These first disciples were Jews and resistant to Greek and Roman culture, and they we would
not have attributed the quality of “God with us” to Jesus impetuously.

Why did the first disciples conclude that Jesus is Lord, thereby drawing a sharp distinction with
Caesar? At first glance it may seem counter-intuitive because it was dangerous. Yet there is some logic.
First, when we read the Bible stories of Jesus, we realize it likely that he made claims that might cause
his disciples to come to the conclusion about his Lordship, in spite of his humble beginnings and
subsequent fate. Second, his disciples took those claims seriously because they knew Jesus personally
and heard his teachings. Third, the encounter with the Resurrected Christ, i.e. the transformed Jesus,
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risen from the dead by the power of God’s love, confirmed the disciples’ belief. To be forthright, my
own experience of first anguish, and then of God embedded in my own humanity, has led me personally
to make the same confession after some periods of resistance. I say without apology, although not
always understanding exactly what I mean, that Jesus is Lord!
One more personal story: When our family brought our adopted four year old home from China, we
exposed him to the practices that are so much a part of our family. One of these practices is family
prayer together just before bedtime. Now almost 18 years old, and a fine specimen of young adulthood,
he still takes his turn leading prayer. He begins, as he always has done, with this address: “Jesus God,
thank you . . .” This has been his shorthand way of expressing something I had trouble putting into far
more words. Humanity and God are found inseparably in the loving Christ! Thanks be to God for God’s
ultimate gift in Jesus.

We have considered momentarily the person of Jesus. We turn now to his teachings and the
message he embodied, termed the realm of God. This will lead us to understand what Jesus meant by
right relationships, how we are invited to pay attention to these relationships, and how we are
summoned to pursue right relationships in company with the Risen Jesus.
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EXERCISES (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. What does your picture of Jesus suggest to you about who God is?
B. When we join a church, we are asked if Jesus Christ is our Lord and Savior. We are being
asked to commit to him as the Living Presence of God with us, and to trust God’s leadership
of our lives to him. What does this question mean to you and does it feel risky?
C. The question above is a very personal question, that is, it is all about our personal
relationship with God through Jesus. How does this personal question fit into the picture of
Jesus as the revelation that God’s love is the source of all that is loving, beautiful, and right
in the world?
D. The stories of Jesus suggest that Jesus confronted injustice and condemned a lack of love in
human relationships, and his actions were personally costly to him (which is why some
churches have crosses in them as a reminder). Using the art supplies provided to you, create
something that tells a story of costly love.
Please gather in small groups with two to three people and share your answers. Then return to the
full group and explain how the meaning of your art demonstrates costly love.
Take Home Questions:
1. What do you now think of Jesus? Who do you say that he is?
2. A spiritual discipline that also initiates our walk with Jesus Christ is an ancient yet simple
prayer directed to God. The longest version goes like this: "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God,
have mercy on me, a sinner." Shorter versions include “Jesus, save me” or even “Jesus.” The
simplicity of this prayer demonstrates how accessible God wants to be to us. When you are
ready to throw caution to the wind (make the first leap of faith into the fishbowl) and see
what love God has for you to receive and give, say this prayer. If you want to renew your
commitment and make another leap, say this prayer. If you want a daily boost to your life,
say this prayer. If you are facing an emergency, say this prayer. It is always appropriate to
say it, at least within your own heart and mind! This is not a magic password for you, but an
invitation by you to have God transform your life. Try to say it three times daily.
3.

Consider again the pictures of Jesus found in this workbook. Categorize which pictures
attract you to Jesus and which repel you. For a moment, try to place yourself in the shoes of
someone with a different faith or of no faith; you might also put yourself in the shoes of
someone who really doesn’t know what to believe. Ask yourself the same question. Why is
this idea of love as the foundation of all existence, personified by Jesus, so difficult to trust?
Does Jesus make it easier or harder to trust that God’s love is for all of creation, including
you?
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The Third Exploration
The Message of Jesus

In this third exploration we reflect on Jesus’ message about the realm of God. We may have
guessed that in light of how easily human beings get confused about who God is, God felt it necessary to
present the implications of the realm of God in person.
If you have been raised in a church, this next exploration may be very difficult at first. For the
time being, you are better off if you think of church as one of those odd public spaces located on street
corners that you can take or leave. I say this because Christians too often confuse the realm of God with
the church. Indeed, there are comparisons and contrasts to be made as will be mentioned in a few of
the digressions found in this exploration. Yet we should be mindful of a wry observation made by one
theologian: “Jesus came proclaiming the realm of God and he ended up with a church.” We will explore
later the whole question of church as a relational byproduct of Jesus’ interactions with people. For now,
however, we focus on what Jesus himself taught, which was the global vision of the realm of God.
The generations of Christians who have come after Jesus’ first disciples persist in the conviction
that the Risen Christ is not only alive but is Lord of all creation. The Risen Christ is given this
responsibility by God, for the purpose of God’s love prevailing throughout the earth. We claim that
because God was fleshed out in Jesus, God comprehends deeply our humanity, even our worst possible
experience of it: as a falsely accused, unjustly tried, cruelly tortured and murdered person. Accordingly,
because God “gets it,” God is worthy of our trust. As disciples, we are invited to join with Jesus in his
ministry of love. Yet, we are also still seeking deepened understanding of what this calling means.
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It feels important to go off of the beaten path for a moment to state unequivocally what Jesus
never had in mind. Put bluntly, churches’ mistaken focus on something other than the realm of God
preached by Jesus explains how they can seem so anti-Christ. Losing track of the realm, they quickly
become the reflections of the neuroses and limited aspirations of very broken humans. Consequently,
Jesus’ message gets twisted. For some, he is misperceived as promising bigger and better churches. For
some, Jesus promises health and wealth. For others, Jesus insists on the exercise of raw power against
sinners in an effort to purify and control them, even if it means intentionally manipulating Christians to
do heinous acts in the process. For others, Jesus means compulsively doing good deeds to the point of
exhaustion. Some see Jesus as a divinely appointed therapist who bolsters our self-esteem.

Jesus’ can quickly become the servant of a variety of agendas and quickly grow pretty distinct from the
stories told of him in the Bible. Yet he is the Risen Christ, charged by God to transform the world by
transforming relationships into ones of justice, mercy and faith. For a small percentage of congregations,
of course, Jesus’ embodies a role model of suffering love and servanthood who calls humanity to practice
loving kindness toward all creation. This is, in truth, the calling of all churches.
Admittedly, there are no perfect churches (or pastors or authors, for that matter). When we
understand Jesus’ Lordship, we see churches and Christians fall short of God’s aspirations for them. This
failure is exasperated when they focus on the church rather than where Jesus wants it: the realm of God.
Now back to the main path!
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To understand the fullest possible implication of what the Lordship of Jesus means in our own
day, we must consider what it meant in Jesus’ day. Jesus had a competitor for the title of Lord. The
Roman Caesar ruled over the political, economic and military power of the western world. It was this
power that conspired with religious and business authorities in Judea to kill Jesus. The resurrection of
Jesus led his followers to the conclusion that God, who they experienced in the life and work of Jesus,
holds ultimate power over all other powers. “Jesus is Lord” the disciples told anyone who would listen.
Because “Caesar is Lord” was discarded for “Jesus is Lord”, the announcement of Christ’s Lordship was
perceived in the early church as primarily a political, economic and military claim, as well as being a
religious and cultural one. Yet oddly, Jesus takes up his power within the boundaries of non-coercive
love. He pursues what is best for creation, including all the people in it, rather than exercising power and
glory for his own ends. Caesar and Jesus never met personally in human history. Yet the confrontation
between Caesar and Jesus, between “might makes right” and the power of love, continues to this day.

The picture above was taken in Tiananmen Square in Beijing during the 1989 pro-democracy uprising
there. Probably there is no Christian in this picture, yet this detail is irrelevant. Whenever someone
allows herself to become vulnerable in a confrontation with the coercive power of death, there we see
Jesus’ vision of the realm of God. Jesus undermines would-be Caesars and their will to power. China still
struggles with the warnings and social changes arising from the 1989 uprising. Who do we believe
history will judge to be the victor?
For Christians, this means that religious affirmations about Jesus cannot be separated from his
teachings concerning the right way to lead politically, the truth about the moral outcomes of global
economic policy, and the role of military power in world affairs when Jesus calls us to encourage and
empower life. Jesus also teaches us how to love God and love people as we operate personally in our
homes, congregations, neighborhoods, towns, region, state, nation and world. From the realm’s
perspective, the history of the world is the story of God’s striving to bring about right relationships of
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peace and justice, mercy and kindness, trust and humility. So passionately does God yearn for God’s
own agenda for us that God even became human to accomplish the ultimate purposes of love.
Furthermore, God never forgets just how tough it is to be human and how hard it is to labor for the sake
realm of God. It killed him. We should pay attention here. Clearly, a life committed to Jesus can be a
challenged life.

Let’s take a rest here and address a question of scholarly debate. Considering how completely
the world has changed over the past 2000 years (for good and bad) in the name of Jesus, what evidence
do we have that Jesus actually existed? In terms of written sources found outside of the Bible, only one
source might be a witness to him. Even this honorable mention by the historian Josephus is considered by
some scholars to be an interpolation into the text by Christians some centuries later. Supposedly these
editors were trying to prove that Jesus really existed. Therefore, for those bent on extra-biblical proof of
Jesus, there is little evidence. While a few archaeologists claim to have found the grave of Jesus (see the
two-thousand year old ossuary pictured below that was alleged to contain the remains of Jesus), we
need to be careful. Whenever Christian faith has put all of its eggs into the basket of contemporary
science, it has seldom turned out well. Science is, by nature, too unstable and fragile to support fully our
convictions about what is ultimately true. We might say the same about government, economic policy
and much else.

Yet more can be said about Jesus’ purported life, death and resurrection. Some events related to
Jesus probably would not have appeared in the Bible except that they were true. For example, the
crucifixion of Jesus as a criminal is one of the facts about Jesus considered very likely. Why? It is because
associating divinity with crucifixion was a hard sell in the ancient world. In fact, it still is, which is why
some churches focus on the resurrection and ignore the suffering of the one resurrected. The disciples
probably wouldn’t have insisted on the crucifixion as fact if the event hadn’t been foisted on them.
Furthermore, the event now termed the resurrection of Jesus, an intense and extraordinary
visual encounter of the Risen Jesus that transformed the disciples into courageous witnesses, also seems
relatively certain. Why would the disciples risk their lives decades later if they hadn’t experienced
something transformative that they called resurrection? We shouldn’t be so arrogant as to presume that
they were more gullible or less cautious than we are!

23

Additionally, the whole notion of the realm of God - with all of its political, economic and cultural
implications - can probably be traced back to Jesus’ own lips. It explains the draw of the crowds, the
context for Jesus’ teachings, and why he would have been viewed as a danger to Roman power.
Ironically, within a few generations the church abandoned Jesus’ core message so as to be less
confrontational and more mainstream to the surrounding culture. How popular would have been his
invitation to sign up for civil resistance and crucifixion? The revised message became the promise of
salvation beyond the grave, an anemic gospel still preached in many churches.
Finally, many of us believe that we have experienced the Risen Christ, sometimes in the church,
but usually in our daily lives operating in the world. “We have seen the Lord” is as relevant for many of us
now as it was to the women and men who first saw the Risen Jesus after his death. Now let us go back to
our exploration.

By all accounts, Jesus taught what he termed the kingdom, reign, or realm of God (Mark 1:15).
It seems that one of his disciples, a man named Paul (the Messenger), decades later taught the realm as
intrinsic to understanding Jesus and his embodied message (Acts 28:31, in which Paul himself and his
teaching are being remembered a generation later). The realm of God is important to us because it has
“here and now” personal, political, cultural and economic implications for us. The realm of God is not an
otherworldly concept, as if off in heaven or coming after death. Indeed, as was true in the days of
Caesar, the realm remains a revolutionary image as well as a religious one. The realm of God is
something that we do and God does through us. The realm of God emerges in the everyday
relationships of our lives – making them joyfully and sometimes tumultuously vibrant at home, at work,
and at play – and it draws its characteristics from God. The realm of God is a critique of power and its
misuses. It brings into judgments all relationships that do not result in people and the earth being loved,
nurtured, and empowered.
The realm of God, embodied and taught by Jesus, is true love in practice. This love is not merely
emotional sentiment. It is best described as tangible expressions of relational justice, mercy and faith
(words you have heard already and that will be repeated often until they are emblazoned into our
memories). Wherever
•
•
•

social institutions empower people,
practices of personal mercy prevail, and
worshipful trust is practiced toward the God who is invested in a future of justice and mercy,

there we find the realm of God emerging. While the realm of God can be observed emerging in church,
mostly it happens outside of church. While it is not violent, it can be quite annoying, slowing down and
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frustrating all those processes we claim are natural. While it seems to appear in hidden ways, it does
not remain so. The public witness of Christians is to point out, from bedroom to boardroom, that it is the
pro-human, pro-creation of God’s love that is at work. When we see the realm appear, we foster it as
we might a spark so that it becomes first a flame and then a raging fire. The realm of God is found
wherever humans struggle together, from Main Street to Wall Street. It is discoverable where Christians
abound and where there are no Christians to point it out.

The realm of God, as the ultimate expression of God’s purpose for all of creation, made Jesus
and his message very appealing to people who lived at the margins of society in Jesus’ time. The
Alexamenos mentioned on page 17 was probably a slave who found in Jesus a savior for someone within
his lower caste status. After all, Jesus taught that the first shall be last and the last first. Women, lepers,
farmers, shepherd, fishermen, poor folks, tax collectors, immigrants and many other people despised in
Jesus’ day flocked to hear him teach about the new society that God was building. This realm was one
which they would be welcomed and would share equally in prosperity and power with those at the top
of the ladder.
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Let’s take a brief detour. This same attraction to the realm of God also drew marginalized people
into the early church. Later, during the second century C.E., wealthier and more powerful people came
into the church, and this cultural inequality among church members created tensions within
congregations valuing Jesus egalitarian vision. It still does. The presence of rich and poor, a reality found
in the world that also impacts Christ’s church, demands a heightened attention be paid to doing justice
and sharing wealth generously. These values, practiced in church as well as outside of it, are intrinsic to
the church’s witness.
By the realm’s standard, the true church aspires to be filled with many different types of people
dedicated to proving that God is creating them into one unified community of faith. This community can
affirm differences, yet still iron out troubling inequities of wealth and power. These diverse persons
worshipping and working together demonstrate to the entire world that God’s love is the key to peace,
personal kindness, and the care of the earth. Paul the Messenger described this hospitable and
welcoming mission modeled by the church as a “ministry of reconciliation led by the living Christ” (2
Corinthians 5:16-21). Reconciliation is a word that signifies people coming together, at a cost, to live and
work together. During the 40s to 60s CE, Paul the Messenger traveled around the Mediterranean region
to share the good news of the counter-Caesar Jesus. Paul the Messenger taught the Lordship of Christ to
whoever would listen, and amazingly, many did. We celebrate Paul the Messenger, and even include his
letters to churches in our Bible, because primarily through him the message of the realm of God and
Jesus who demonstrated it went beyond Jerusalem to the entire Roman Empire. We who have been
flooded with the love of Christ are the beneficiaries of Paul the Messenger’s work. Now back to the
exploration.
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The universal quality of Jesus’ message, specifically its global implications that are only
secondarily related to the church, can be troubling. Christians, raised on the notion that the whole point
of faith in Jesus is to achieve heaven and escape hell, can lose their motivation for going to worship or
engaging in service. The huge, world-transformative implications of the good news can also make the
whole notion of following Jesus pretty intimidating! Equally so, persons of other faiths or no faith can
feel queasy about the realm of God too. The notion that Jesus is Lord and Savior in spite of their belief or
disbelief, and that his love will triumph over everything and everyone someday, can seem imperialistic.
Jesus as “the way, truth and life (John 14:6)” relativizes the power of their own religious rites and beliefs
(or lack thereof). Please keep in mind, however, that the good news also relativizes Christianity as a
religion that is the only way to salvation.

Heavens, we might not have taken this exploration if we knew how much was under
construction! Yet, to detour briefly again back to the church (this time it is more like avoiding a bump in
the road), the implications of the realm described above is this: Although the church bears the name of
Jesus, it is not an insider society of the saved versus the outside world of the damned. The church’s role is
to witness to God’s ultimate purpose to create a world characterized by right relationships of justice,
mercy and faith. As for eternal salvation and life after death, such matters are exclusively God’s business.
Put simply, God is in management. In contrast, we are in sales, pointing to and sharing God’s love was
embodied in Jesus and is still emerging in the world through the Lordship of the Risen Christ. This means
that the good news of Jesus Christ is uniformly good for all of creation. Hell is taken off the table as a
manipulative tool. Emphasized instead is the liberating power of Christ for the free exercise of conscience
and joyful participation in community as the purpose of all creation. The good news frees the church
from its idolatry to its own structures and traditions, and false measures of success such as membership
and money in the coffers. Christ’s Lordship also frees up persons from the compulsive and empty religious
activity so criticized by the prophets and Jesus (Micah 6:6-8; Matthew 23:23). Human beings, in and out
of church, are released to pour their energy into right relationships of justice, mercy, and faith. Now
back on the road.
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The fruition of Christ’s Lordship in the realm of God is seen in a biblical metaphor, specifically as
a series of beautiful and productive gardens. The image is found in the opening chapters of the first
book of the Bible, Genesis. The prophets and Jesus allude to it. The last time the image appears is in the
last chapters of the last book of the Bible, the Book of the Revelation.

The garden is the image for those times and places – even here and now - where God’s justice,
mercy and faith prevail in creation. The garden represents the realization of the realm of God. In the
garden image, God, humans, and the earth enjoy fellowship and fun with each other. The realm is God’s
intention for the entire world, Jesus taught, and it is the message articulated and modeled by the
church. How do we envision a garden?

In the prior exploration, we reflected on the various pictures of Jesus. This current exploration
leads us to pictures of a garden. As interesting as it is to envision Jesus, we are invited to recognize that
it is Jesus’ vision of the realm of God that most concerns us, because the realm of God most concerned
Jesus. Indeed, we might consider that the best picture of Jesus is no picture at all.

28

Consider the reflection on Jesus offered by Paul the Messenger in the Bible (Philippians 2:6-11):
though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
7 but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form,
8 he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross.
9 Therefore God also highly exalted him
and gave him the name
that is above every name,
10 so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
11 and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father.
Here we find a definition of the Lordship of the Risen Christ. He empties himself continuously
into all creation so that the realm of God and its justice, mercy, and faith will emerge in the world
through him and us. As we give ourselves over the love of God that supercharges the world, humans
also embody this same self-emptying and creativity, whether or not they specifically identify as
Christians. This is the good news that God shared with us through Jesus. Having explored the one my
son calls “Jesus God,” and his message of the realm of God, we will spend some time going more deeply
into the being of God and Jesus’ message.
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EXERCISES (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. In your own words, describe the realm of God taught by Jesus. Try to make it brief and yet
compelling, as if sharing it in a brief elevator ride with a stranger.
B. Tell a story about an incident outside of church where you participated in or witness the
emergence of the realm of God.
Please gather in small groups of two to three people and share your answers. What have you
learned from the other participants? Share this with them too.
Take Home Questions:
1. Jesus often walked about Palestine, carefully observing nature and the human drama and
turning them into stories: “The realm of God is like . . . “ Every day this week, schedule time to
take a walk or a roll around your area.
• First, observe the natural environment of which you are a part. As you observe, reflect
and then finish the sentence started by Jesus above.
• Then second, walk until you meet someone with whom you can have a conversation.
Feel free to have more than one. Listen to the stories this person (or persons) tells you.
Reflect on these stories, and again finish the sentence started by Jesus above.
• If you are confined to home, try to look out of a window at nature and recall meaningful
conversations you have had in the past. Still reflect and finish the sentence of Jesus
above.
2. Find a quiet place where you can be undisturbed, comfortable, and relaxed. Breathe deeply, and
allow all your concerns, joys and agenda items slip away from you. If you can find a labyrinth
nearby, walking it can help with this exercise. Empty yourself as you walk it! If you have no
access to a labyrinth, you can do this self-emptying in a quiet place in your own home. Try to do
this for five minutes the first day, 10 minutes the second day, 15 minutes the third day, and
finally 20 minutes on the fourth day (and every day thereafter, for 20 minutes). Random
thoughts and noises will come to your attention, yet let these go too and return to the
emptiness. If you fall asleep, it probably means you need it! At the end of period of meditation,
ask God to help keep you open daily to experiencing the realm of God in your observations and
conversations.
3. Daily also draw a picture (using words, if you wish) of your observations, stories and reflections
on the realm of God that you have discovered in the course of an ordinary day.
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The Fourth Exploration
Thinking More Deeply About Jesus
We made an important point in our second exploration. To call ourselves Christian, rather than
claiming to be Unitarian, Muslim, Buddhist, atheist, or something else altogether, is to claim that our
experience of God is uniquely tied to the person called Jesus of Nazareth who lived over 2000 years ago.
If we have been raised Christian, this affirmation might not seem so peculiar to us. Yet for many people
who believe in God or who reject the idea of God, the notion of God becoming a particular person in a
particular time is hard to accept. It is, to use the Bible word for it, a scandalous idea. In this exploration
we will introduce the Holy Spirit, who is mentioned by Jesus and who is the one who makes God, the
Risen Jesus, and the realm of God immediately present to us. In the same way that we do not always
appreciate the one who cleans our home and office, who cooks our food for us, or who tends our
garden, it is easy for us to overlook the Spirit of God who makes possible life generally, and life in Christ
specifically. Jesus made the analogy between the Spirit and the ubiquitous wind, and indeed the same
word for wind in Greek and Hebrew can also be translated as Spirit. Taking up the idea of Spirit will lead
us also to think about God as a Trinity. Every effort will be made to keep the language about a great
mystery as simple as possible. Your imaginations are invited to be in play!

Nevertheless, we are sticking close to Jesus. In this fourth exploration, we are spending time
reflecting on why we believe that it was necessary for God to become a human being, in one historical
episode, by the power of the Holy Spirit. So we begin by considering some of the descriptive titles given
to Jesus by the Bible.
Jesus is Immanuel or “God with us“. We affirm that God became fully human, as one of us. As
the Gospel of John chapter 1 states, we believe that in Jesus, God pitched his tent to live among us.
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Jesus is one through whom God speaks or “Word of God”. Jesus continues to speak currently,
through the power of the Holy Spirit,

•
•
•
•
•

through the gathered community in worship;
through the gathered community wrestling with Bible stories;
through the poor, needy, and most vulnerable, including children;
through the sharing of the good news that transforms those who hear it;
through the promised future coming of the fulfilled realm of God.

Jesus is “Son of God”. He is born into human flesh, that is, his presence among us is both very
human and normal while still miraculous and surprising.

Jesus is self-emptying Lord. He commands us to practice loving service, which – when taken
seriously - is the hardest joy we can ever experience.
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Jesus is “God the Son”. With God the Father and God the Holy Spirit, God the Son births (recreates) all of creation all the time (not just long ago). Because this happens, we are given a fresh chance
moment-by-moment to experience the realm of God.

God the
Father
God the
Son

God the
Spirit
The
Universe
(or
Multiverse)

The picture above is especially important. We say that God is a Trinity (neither a solitary God nor
three gods – there is a paradoxical tension here that we insist on maintaining). Our belief in the Trinity is
based on the Bible’s witness that Jesus presented himself as some portion of God fleshed out, prayed to
his Heavenly Abba or Dad, and experienced the empowering work of the Holy Spirit. We do not go much
beyond the language and insight that Jesus gave to us lest we create even more confusion as to who
God is! We also speak of pan-en-theism (not pantheism) to describe God’s relationship with the
universe or multi-verse. Pan-en-theism means that creation is embedded in God and continuously
emerges from God in a continuous rebirthing process.
To speak of Jesus’ role, we say that “although in the form of God, “ as God the Son Jesus
emptied himself to be the human expression of the Word of God (Philippians 2). He was
• born in Bethlehem and grew up in Nazareth;
• taught as a rabbi who emphasized love expressed as justice, mercy, and faith;
• executed by the Romans who colluded with the religious and political authorities of the
day and manipulated the common people; and is
• risen from the dead as a transformed being transitioning back into the Trinity.
Jesus is “Lord and Savior”. As risen Son of God, he - with God the Father - holds the universe
together by the power of God, the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is transforming the universe noncoercively so it becomes the image of Jesus’ own selfless love.
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All this begs an important question that we have only answered partially. Why is it so critically
important to Christians that God once became a human being? This insistence on God being fully
immersed in the messy, material world is a stumbling block to many people. They can believe in God,
but not a human, crucified one. To begin to answer the question, please consider the painting below. It
reveals rich hues, the devotion of the women, and the calm demeanor of the crucified Christ in a
European autumnal setting. Who painted this picture, and what does it tell us about the artist, his faith,
his orientation toward women and his attitude toward life?

The painting is entitled The Yellow Christ and was painted in 1889 by Paul Gaugin. Regrettably,
Gaugin was far from being a pious man as most would judge pious. His story may remind us of a remark
once made about philosophers and theologians: They build palaces and live in huts next door. Although
all marriages are complicated, Gaugin eventually escaped into a Bohemian lifestyle and left his wife and
five children to fend for themselves in dire poverty. He ended up in Tahiti to escape the confines and
responsibilities of bourgeois existence. We are not invited to judge the quality of his work, his piety, or
his lifestyle. Yet how much, from the picture above, would we suspect Gaugin’s treatment of his family?
In a similar fashion, trying to know our Creator by viewing creation seems just as tricky. We
might consider the distance in understanding between God and us. Perhaps it is not so different as the
distance in understanding between us and a gold fish. How we might we tell our goldfish who we are
and help it to understand who it is meant to be?
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The question arises as to how God can express clearly God-self to humans who are the
conscious thinking, feeling and speaking part of creation. The answer is this: God can best do so by
becoming one of us so as to communicate in terms that we can understand. We can’t become goldfish,
but God can become human, and by becoming human, God in Christ overcame a series of challenges:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

We are hardwired to be religious, and left to our own devices, will invent gods.
What we find in creation gives us mixed signals about the nature of the creator.
God wants a loving, non-coercive relationship with us, so must approach us as one as
vulnerable as we are.
By becoming human, God teaches us how to be human and live in right relationships
with God, other people, and the earth.
God wants to show us how far humans have strayed through our treatment of him (we
humans killed him).
God wants to show us how self-emptying love looks so we can practice it in our relationships.
God wants to demonstrate that he identifies completely (atonement; at-one-ment) with even
the lowliest among us: a common criminal
God wants to demonstrate God’s power over sin and death through the resurrection,
thereby removing the fear of death and its threat from us.
God wants to prove that God has the power to completely transform us as he did the
disciples by having a relationship with us.
What are other challenges do you see that God overcame by becoming human?

Yet consider the problems this strategy of becoming human created for God:
•
•

•
•

Jesus revealed God as weak and unwilling to use raw power to get his way.
By being completely human, Jesus could only be born into one life time, leaving God
with the quandary of how to communicate his good news from generation to
generation throughout millennia.
Jesus must communicate at a level that those who listen to him can understand him,
leaving much about God quite mysterious.
What are other problems to you see that God created by becoming human?
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Naming Jesus as God in human form also creates problems and questions for us. For example,
we have to trust that the stories found in Scripture about Jesus, that were passed down and written
down by human beings, are also the means by which God teaches us to become like Jesus. Put another
way, we are asked to believe that the Risen Christ - who is also the Word of God – by the power of God’s
Holy Spirit, speaks to us by using the ancient human words of the Bible. It is not the literal words of the
Bible that are important, but Jesus as the Word of God speaking through the words. This means we
approach the Bible humbly, as thoughtful students with open hearts and with prayer. It also means
risking that people may assume that we are out of our minds. Jesus himself was considered by some to
be demon possessed or insane, and Paul the Messenger was treated in a similar fashion at times.
The claim about the person of Jesus forces an individual decision that we encountered in one of
our prior exercises. Who do we say Jesus is? If God was in the human Jesus, died as a terrible criminal,
and is now risen from the dead, what does all this prove about God’s commitment to us? And how will
we respond to it?
In church we often use the language of covenant, meaning that as circumstances change, God
remains committed to us and we remain committed to God. God, through Jesus, poured out his life for
us. Now we give our lives to God, living in fellowship with God throughout the ups and downs of our
lives. God came in love as Jesus to transform the world in the realm of God. Now we join God in the
transformation effort by paying attention to relationships and making the right relationships of the
realm our first priority, even if it is not easy.
A covenant is different than a contract; the latter is temporary and is affected by circumstances
and the successful completion of good works. In contrast, covenants are meant to last until death and
beyond it. The Bible and the church often use the language of covenant to speak of the most important
loving relationships in our lives. Compare a temporary contract for workmen to perform construction to
how marriage, child-rearing, and church membership covenants are meant to be carried out by us in
spite of changing circumstances and aging.
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Even if the descriptions of Jesus as the Risen Christ challenge our imaginations, God invites us to
make a covenant with God by committing to Jesus. By doing so, we open the door to learning more
about God and the realm of God. I once had a new member join the church who confided the following
to me: “I really am not completely sure who Jesus is, but I know I need to follow him!” Truly this was an
honest and courageous leap of faith!

It might be good to park here at the siding for a moment and take in the view. What can we see
and not see? Our experience of God through the Risen Christ, speaking by the power of the Holy Spirit
through Bible stories, constitutes what little we can see and know of God intellectually. Yet this is not the
end of the story. According to the Bible, knowing God is comparable to the deep mystery of falling in love
and enjoying sexual intimacy with our partner within the bond of the covenant of marriage. If we are not
in a faithful covenant with a partner, we might think in terms of a deep friendship we have retained over
the years. Some experiences are too deep to put into words, and as a human document, the Bible too
knows when to fall silent in awe. Put simply, we know God best through our embrace of God’s loving
actions toward us and God’s presence with us. This embrace exceeds our capacity to explain it, as
mystics would assure us.
Many Christians don’t take the Bible literally, as if it contained the literal words of God. After all,
how could all that God wants to say to us be contained in one book? Even the Bible says as much about
itself. Yet we do take it seriously, especially what it says about Jesus. The life and ministry of Jesus put
boundaries around some of the Bible’s speculations (and our own) as to how God works in the world.
Particularly in Jesus, we find God’s affirmation of creation – including all of us - and God’s judgment
against human sinfulness that destroys creation, including human life. The cross represents God’s “yes”
to loving the world including us, yet it also communicates God’s “no” to our anti-human, anti-creation,
anti-realm inclinations that led to Jesus’ death.
When we encounter life and love, we encounter God’s love coming near to us. As the old hymn
says, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.” Jesus embodied and still makes present to us
God’s love. Jesus speaks to us of that love through the Bible, by the power of God’s Holy Spirit. Love holds
the Trinity together, love spills out to continuously rebirth creation, love came embodied in Jesus, and
love is the key ingredient that causes us to pay attention for the sake of creating the right relationships
characteristic of the realm of God. A word often tossed around, especially in church, to name our
experience of God’s love is grace. Grace might be best described as our constant experience of God
loving us, even when we fall short of us meeting the expectations of our covenant with God, which is the
realm of God. To be gracious is to forgive, to find common ground, to confront when necessary - even to
become what, in human terms, we call angry - yet never, ever giving up or letting go of a relationship.
This refusal to surrender a relationship makes grace costly. Grace underscores the fact that life is a gift,
one that was most clearly expressed by God giving us the gift of Godself through Jesus. What we may
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find intriguing is that the word grace names more than God’s attitude toward Christians. Grace is the
very nature of God’s predisposition toward all of creation and every individual within it. Our existence is
our first proof of it. God’s grace is for us whether or not we are conscious of life as a gift or can articulate
it. God’s grace is for us whether we consciously trust and follow Jesus or run like turkeys from him. Grace
is really wonderful, isn’t it? It gives us quite a view.

We have explored on a deeper level the question as to who Jesus is and his relationship to God. We
could go deeper, yet a question still lingers for you and me. We need to deepen our understanding of
the realm of God and how we should respond to it: Going forward from this point, what does the realm
of God expect of us?
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EXERCISES (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. Reflect on the birth of a child or your own birth. What does parenting look like thereafter, and
does it every really come to an end? Is there a lesson lying in the creativity of good parents that
informs our understanding of God continuously birthing us? How do you experience all things
being new, that is, being born again?
B. You will be given magazines and/or newspapers, and scissors. Search for words or pictures that
represent renewal and new life. How are they hopeful?
C. Reflect on a time when you were really angry with someone, or that person with you. Who took
the risky initiative to heal the relationship? How did it turn out; or is there still work to be done,
and who will do it?
Please gather in small groups of two to three people and share your answers. Then return to the full
group with your thoughts and findings.
Take Home Questions:
1. There may be someone with whom you need to renew a relationship (it is intended that this
be a safe relationship for you to renew). Plan a strategy for restoring the relationship, pray
over it, and implement it. Keep in mind this adage: “It is the strongest person who seeks
forgiveness first.” Have you found this to be true? Can you empathize with God’s decision to
take the initiative with the world?
2. Watch the world news and the violence portrayed in it. How is the coming of Jesus and his
message of the realm of God a response to it?
3. The Holy Spirit is often taken for granted. Who is someone in your life that you take or
granted? Find a way to thank that person for the gifts they give that often go unnoticed.
Thank the Holy Spirit for being God’s powerful and gracious presence with you
4. Review your relationships in light of the distinction of between contract and covenant?
Which relationship falls into which category? What does it mean to be gracious in both your
contracts and covenants, in light of God’s grace toward you?
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The Fifth Exploration
Understanding Jesus’ Message: Thinking More Deeply About the Realm of God
In this exploration we are invited to reflect more deeply on what it means to be citizens of the
realm of God. In prior explorations we have tossed around freely words such as justice, mercy, and faith.
Hopefully we have learned that these words have far more than “churchy” meanings. In this exploration
we look at some of the practical implications associated with the realm of God.

When I woke up this morning, I checked the news of the day. The violence in Turkey after an
attempted coup has calmed down, unless you count the many executions that will follow and Erdogan’s
consolidation of power. An undeclared war against police officers continues. Blame is placed on Black
Lives Matter, a movement founded to call attention to the number of African-Americans killed through
the extreme actions of individual police. A political party convention begins tonight, with the apparent
nominee chosen having come to power through hate speech against immigrants, disabled persons,
Muslims, and others. Yet the people supporting him, mostly white males, have found themselves
excluded from the rising tide of American wealth. They have experienced their feelings of abandonment
as violence against them. How can any reasonable person believe in the realm of God?
Christians have faced this question on more than one occasion. When the allegedly Christian
Roman empire fell to marauding barbarians, Christians had to face the fact that the fallen empire was
far less Christian than they had deluded themselves into believing. One of the pillars of the church,
Augustine of Hippo, wrote a book contrasting the city (of Rome) built by human efforts and the city of
God (the realm). The latter challenges confusion of human wants with God’s will. Likewise, at the
beginning of the 20th century, it was presumed that “every day and in every way, things are getting
better and better,” until the tensions building over the prior fifty years erupted into the First World War.
I recall the delirious joy when the Berlin Wall came down and a peace dividend was declared:
Paraphrasing the words of the old hymn, we were sure we would “learn war no more.” In each case,
humbled Christians faced the reality that our timeline and vision of the realm of God may not be God’s.
Indeed, our willingness to call Christian a peace that we experience personally often ignores huge
numbers of people, hidden from us, who do not yet know peace. It is hard to grasp that God’s loving
efforts through the Risen Christ to bring the realm to fruition for all of creation can result in outcomes of
frightening turbulence and turmoil. Our of change signals to us that we have settled for a false peace
that God is now undermining in order to make room for the true peace that still lies ahead. Paul the
Messenger compares creation’s experience of being born again to that of an infant being pushed
unwillingly through a birth canal in fear and pain. To the infant, it may feel like a death, whereas for
loving parents, it is the beginning of a wonderful new life.
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Jesus taught a similar lesson, both in his public proclamations and in his stories described as
parables. Let us first turn to the Bible’s Mark 1:14, 15:
Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and
saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the
good news.”
We might paraphrase Jesus’ message in this way, in light of what we have learned so far: “Pay attention
now. The realm of God is emerging. Change your ways and create right relationships. Trust that this
comes from God and is good news for everyone, even the least among us.”

It is worth observing now that the term realm was picked for this course because it avoids the
male dominance implication of kingdom. It also stays away from the top-down implications of reign. Yet
it is also worth retaining that in Jesus’ day a reigning king expected people and their property to be
organized around the king’s political, economic, cultural, and religious ideals. No dimension of life was
left untouched. In a similar fashion, we often refer to contemporary nations and countries as if all
people living in them share a common identity. Likewise, the realm of God expects people to identify
with, and thrive on, its ideal of liberty bounded by love. It is intended to touch every aspect of our lives.
Because this ideal is inspirational (it gives us hope), aspirational (we seek it) and perspirational (we work
for it), it does not share the same limited shelf-life as human institutions kept intact by coercive human
power. It is ever renewed and relevant.
The message of the church and its Christian members should be as public as Jesus’ own
announcement in Mark. Yet Jesus’ parabolic stories suggest that the growth of the realm is not as public
or as welcome as we might anticipate.
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Consider these three very peculiar ones, the first two from the gospel of Luke, chapter 13:
18 He said therefore, “What is the realm of God like? And to what should I compare it? 19 It is
like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the garden; it grew and became a tree, and
the birds of the air made nests in its branches.”20 And again he said, “To what should I compare
the kingdom of God? 21 It is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with[a] three measures
of flour until all of it were leavened.”
At first blush, it appears the stories are homey ones about a good farmer and a good housewife. Yet
looks can be deceiving. Some scholars note that the tiny seed of a single mustard weed can spread fast,
it is difficult to remove, and hence it can dominate a garden. If a farmer plants it, he has foolishly
inhibited the growth of other, more desirable crops. We can imagine a farmer deeply in debt and fearing
his land will be seized by an unscrupulous lender, planting the seed to make the land very undesirable to
be seized. Similarly, in the Greek we are told the woman hides the yeast, and a lot of it, in the bread.
We are led to wonder if the bread was meant to be unleavened bread for the Passover meal (think
unsalted Saltines) and the woman intentionally ruined it. Yet blessings abound from both acts of
sabotage. The mustard weed becomes a home to birds and more than enough bread is baked to feed
many more than the unleavened bread could have. If these interpretations are true, the realm of God is
at first hidden and unwanted, yet eventually it brings great blessings.

The third parable, this time from Matthew chapter 20, is even more obviously disconcerting:
1“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire
workers for his vineyard. 2 He agreed to pay them a denarius[a] for the day and sent them into
his vineyard. 3 “About nine in the morning he went out and saw others standing in the
marketplace doing nothing. 4 He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay
you whatever is right.’ 5 So they went.
“He went out again about noon and about three in the afternoon and did the same thing. 6
About five in the afternoon he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them,
‘Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’ 7 “‘Because no one has hired us,’
they answered.
“He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’ 8 “When evening came, the owner of
the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the
last ones hired and going on to the first.’ 9 “The workers who were hired about five in the
afternoon came and each received a denarius. 10 So when those came who were hired first, they
expected to receive more. But each one of them also received a denarius. 11 When they received
it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 12 ‘These who were hired last worked only one
hour,’ they said, ‘and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work
and the heat of the day.’ 13 “But he answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend.
Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? 14 Take your pay and go. I want to give the one who
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was hired last the same as I gave you. 15 Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own
money? Or are you envious because I am generous?’
Imagine the anger and anxiety created by this landowner and his rule-breaking generosity, not
only among the laborers but the other vineyard owners as well! The sudden wage inflation would have a
ripple effect across the entire economy. The justice of the realm begins in one field, yet soon creates
turbulence across the entire countryside. Note that justice is not defined in the parable as each one
receiving what he or she deserves. Instead justice is defined by a life giving grace that costs the owner
yet meets deeply the need of the entire region. The laborers need daily food. The owners need to be
more generous. The fields need to be harvested. The lyrics of an old hymn about the hiddenness of God
and God’s purposes come to mind:
Immortal, invisible, God only wise,
In light inaccessible hid from our eyes,
Most blessed, most glorious, the Ancient of Days,
Almighty, victorious, Thy great name we praise.
Unresting, unhasting, and silent as light,
Nor wanting, nor wasting, Thou rulest in might;
Thy justice like mountains high soaring above
Thy clouds which are fountains of goodness and love.
To all, life Thou givest, to both great and small;
In all life Thou livest, the true life of all;
We blossom and flourish as leaves on the tree,
And wither and perish, but naught changeth Thee.
Thou reignest in glory; Thou dwellest in light;
Thine angels adore Thee, all veiling their sight;
All laud we would render: O help us to see
'Tis only the splendor of light hideth Thee.
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Considering that the Roman Peace meant the exploitation of persons like the laborers, it is little
wonder why the Romans and their wealthy and powerful co-conspirators killed Jesus and Paul the
Messenger who preached a similar message (Acts 28: 30, 31). As we reflect on the shared messages of
Jesus and Paul, the realm of God’s characteristics that are visible to us are the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

It is communicated by Jesus.
It is embodied by Jesus.
It is God’s good news.
It is to be trusted.
It is to be shared.
It is very tangible and disconcerting to those who would resist its egalitarian nature.
It arises unexpectedly in present relationships to bring justice, mercy and faith.
It has a future, unfolding characteristic.
It is worth betting our lives on it.

According to Jesus (Matthew 23:23), who echoes the prophet Micah, (6:8), the key
characteristics of the realm of God are relationships best described as just, merciful, and faithful. These
are the qualities of love, as love always looks like actions taken on behalf of another, namely on behalf
God, people and the rest of creation. We return to the meaning of the REALM acrostic to unpack the
meaning of the justice, mercy, and faith that are characteristic of the right relationships of the realm of
God.
•

•
•

Justice is love expressed on a corporate or government level in policies, procedures,
programs, and organizational practices. Justice often requires people to take up roles of
advocacy and even sabotage (think of Oscar Schindler willingness to protect the Jews
while apparently struggling to build products for the Nazi war effort, and the Jews
armament factories creating dud explosives for the Nazi war effort).
Mercy is love expressed on an individual level toward persons, including enemies and
strangers. Forgiveness and charity are among the many forms of mercy.
Faith is love expressed as a worshipful and trusting orientation toward God and the
just and merciful future that God wishes to give us, both as a gift and as a reality that
summons our own participation.

I mentioned above Oscar Schindler of Schindler’s List fame. A more contemporary example
might be the civil rights movement led by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. King’s non-violent movement of
resistance meant taking actions that embarrassed violent, white supremacists in front of the media.
Many persons, of diverse races, had their consciences pricked and joined him. Even United States
President Lyndon Johnson eventually followed King’s lead. One person can make a difference! Watch
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the film Selma to gain additional insight into King’s shared leadership of the civil rights movement.
Can you think of examples that reflect persons and institutions working for right relationships? Below
are pictured some suggestive visions of first justice, then mercy and finally faith.

Justice can be especially difficult to understand as it has so many dimensions to it. It can also be
easily confused with important acts of mercy. Sometimes the distinction between the two is not clear.
The distinction between giving a person a fish (mercy) and teaching someone to fish (justice), both
actions being important, can help us understand justice. Here is a modern story that helps us pay
attention to the two types of right relationships:
Once upon a time there was a fishing village along a mighty river. The villagers there
were a fine, peaceful and upright people who were noted for their compassion and concern for
others. From time to time, however, a tragedy would come their way; someone would come
floating down the river past their village crying out for help. And every time, members of the
village would rush to rescue the person. To the villagers’ credit, many of their rescue efforts were
successful; however, many were lost to the river. As the years went by, more and more people
came drifting down the river calling for help. This began to trouble the villagers. So they came
together as a community and discussed what they should do. They decided there were things
they could do to save more of the “river people.” Rescue teams were organized and they built a
boathouse with an observation tower next to the river, so that they could be on the alert for
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victims and respond more quickly. As a result, they were able to save a greater percentage of the
river people—but not everyone. “What more can we do?” they asked. The answer was to make
further improvements in the rescue system. Faster boats were purchased, a better alarm system
installed, and rescue specialists hired. They even built an emergency hospital staffed with highlytrained medical personnel. The village grew in fame for its rescue efforts. Its citizens were known
far and wide as compassionate, even heroic. They were acclaimed for their emergency rescue
skills and advances in pulmonary medicine. Yet each year, the community realized that in spite of
their efforts, they couldn’t save everyone who fell into the river. One day, a stranger to the
village watched the rescue efforts. He asked, “Has anyone gone upstream to find out why so
many people are falling into the river?” It turns out that the villagers upstream were throwing
them in.

The lesson taught by the story is that we not only need the Tinman’s compassionate heart. We
also need to use the Strawman’s brains and the Lion’s courage. Sometimes churches too quickly respond
to need rather than asking why the need occurs. Sadly, sometimes churches are accused of promoting
charity – mercy – because doing justice would be too hard or it would put them out of the human
rescuing business.

The process of getting from alienated relationships to right relationships - ones that are characterized
by justice, mercy, and faith - is reconciliation. Viewed through word study, reconciliation means coming
from a distance and paying a price to have a broken relationship restored. Reconciliation comes with a
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cost for all parties. Often it begins with forgiveness, which is when a wounded person let’s go of energyabsorbing fantasies of vengeance in order to create a new future with another person (especially when
it is safe to do so).
Consider how the scriptures below speak to the theme of reconciliation. You are invited to find
them in the Bible and read them. Please recall that reconciliation is not a “once and done deal.” Rather
it is a process that leads to justice, mercy and faith. Because none of us is perfect and the world is
constantly being re-created out of conflict, reconciliation is a never-ending pursuit in this life.
•
•
•
•

John 3:16
2nd Corinthians 5:17-26
Ephesians 2:11-22
Romans 8:18-25

Please consider how you might answer these questions based on what you read:
•
•
•

What do these Bible lessons tell us about God’s efforts to make right relationships?
What implications do these Bible lessons have for how we view God, other people and
the rest of creation?
What must be set aside, and by whom, for reconciliation to occur?

One more thought to be offered concerns the relationship between power and right
relationships. Reconciliation suggests some level of parity of power between two parties: Both parties
are important and have something to contribute to the relationship. So it may be obvious that the
pursuit of right relationships requires that each party in a relationship have a measure of power. Indeed,
to seek reconciliation with another may require us to empower the other and surrender a portion of our
own power in order to move toward a relationship of parity. Put another way, if power is another one of
God’s gifts, how should it be used toward the end of creating right relationships that please God?
The pictures below are meant to be evocative. Do they suggest a relationship between the
proper stewardship (faithful use) of power and reconciliation? The bottom picture can be found in
London’s Coventry Cathedral and is entitled Reconciliation. We might research the history of the
cathedral and why the statue is so compelling in light of that history.
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The picture of the pie below can also speak to relationships that are not right. What does it say
to you? What if the small piece represents in how much of our lives we actually let God guide us? What
if it stands for what we do for ourselves rather than for our family? What if the drawing represents how
the “economic pie” is divided up between rich and poor?

The good news of Jesus Christ and the realm of God is that ultimately God’s love will permeate
and transform all of our relationships, heal all of our wounds and triumph over all forms of alienation.
The breaking of relationships, that creates so much of the dismal news we watch, might be interpreted
as God bringing to our attention an important reality. The relationships we deem right because they are
good for us might very well be wrong for others. Realizing this truth suggests that, having reflected more
deeply on whom Jesus is and the nature of the realm of God, we need to reflect more deeply on who we
are. The realm of God calls us to rethink our identities and the stories we tell that reinforce who we
perceive ourselves to be. The loving God who seeks to transform the world through the ministry of Jesus
seeks to transform us as well. Indeed, we are a significant part of God’s healing of the world.
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EXERCISES (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. Often the good news of Jesus is limited and tamed into something like this: “Invite Jesus into
your life and you will have eternal life.” Having explored Jesus’ message of the realm of God, put
the good news into your own words. What does the good news mean to you? What stories
might you tell that explain how the good news has impacted your life? How might you share the
good news with a friend?
B. Describe a situation in need of good news of the realm of God: Is it a matter of offering justice,
or mercy, or faith? If relationships are not right, what does reconciliation look like that will make
them right? Remember that reconciliation demands something from those seeking
reconciliation, including parity of power.
C. Compose a brief poem that expresses what the journey toward reconciliation might look like for
some hurting relationship in your life. Keep in mind that sometimes efforts at reconciliation are
not reciprocated by the other, and reconciliation can look like being reconciled to the other’s
decision to remain alienated.

Please gather in small groups of two to three people and share your answers. Then return to the full
group with your thoughts and findings.
Take Home Questions:
1. You are invited to engage in a process of lectio divina, which is a way of bringing your whole self
to Scripture and dwelling with it. The entire exercise can take anytime from 15 minutes to an
hour, so don’t rush through it!
• Read Luke 15:11—32 one time to familiarize yourself with the picture. As you do so, put
yourself in the shoes of first the Father and then the two sons. Read more than once if
that helps.
• After this introduction, read the story again. This time look for words or phrases that
especially strike you. As you read, what sticks in your mind? Reflect on these words or
phrases.
• Read the text another time. What feelings come to you? For whom do you feel the
most? Reflect on these feelings.
• Read the text one more time. This time feel the wind, see the fields, and watch the
horizon on which a lone figure can be spotted. Run the road the father took. What
insights do you have about the story as you are living in it?
• Now come out of your immersion in the story and ask yourself these questions: What
does justice look like as practiced by the father? What would reconciliation look like if
both sons embraced it? If the father is God, how does this story inform your faith and
your image of the realm of God?
2. Choose another parable of Jesus related to the realm of God each day, and practice lectio divina
with it, according to the instructions above (the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke are rich
with them). Each day, having completed the exercise, mull what you experience.
3. We humans spend an enormous amount of emotional energy nursing wounds, plotting
vengeance, regretting the past, and avoiding unpleasant people. What would you need to give
up in order to seek reconciliation, thereby freeing yourself from these distractions?
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The Sixth Exploration
Leaving Us Behind
We are now cycling back to consider our identity in light of the realm of God. This leg of the trip
invites us to rethink all of our shaping stories that we considered in our First Exploration (you might have
a copy of your written work readily available to look over as we proceed). In this sixth exploration we
will go far afield, examining centering prayer, the wisdom that accompanies contemporary
understandings of our physical universe, and Buddhist psychology. Have no worries: We will find them
to be helpful companions as we seek understanding of who God creates us to be in the realm of God. I
hope you find these discoveries as exciting and liberating as they have been for me.
I begin with a story about my friend Shirley. Shirley learned to practice a prayer discipline similar
to the one you might have tried in the third exploration’s Take Home Questions. It is called centering or
contemplative prayer. You can find an outline for it in Appendix 3, p. 100. The deeper a person goes into
centering prayer, the deeper the healing of old wounds can occur. Some of the deepest wounds we
have suffered have been buried a long time beneath the level of consciousness. One day, in the midst of
her prayer practice, Shirley was jarred by a disturbing image. This occurrence led Shirley to therapy and
from there to a confrontation of a loved one. While it was a hard period of her life, Shirley emerged
from it with a deeper understanding of the pain from which she often operated. She learned to manage
it rather than allowing it to control her. The increased joy she experienced in her life shown plainly.

Shirley changed due to her new found knowledge gained through deep prayer. Her change
meant her relationships changed. She also spoke about her life differently, accentuating different stories
about it. Shirley became a far calmer, less rigid and less anxious person since the revelation she
experienced.
For Shirley, the Socratic admonition “Know thyself” proved challenging. She discovered that who
we are as persons can be malleable. I mentioned in the Take Home Questions of the first exploration
that a new type therapy has arisen in which people rewrite, or at least reinterpret, their memories of
the past. They do so knowing full well that 60% of what most people remember is faulty. It may seem to
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be a mere trick to help people fool themselves into creating and living with a comforting fantasy. To the
contrary, the revised memory may actually be closer to the truth than the original memory that traps
people in pain. Consider how racism gets fostered when we describe an uncomfortable situation in
terms of race. A former prisoner of war struggled for years to be around anyone of Japanese descent
because in his memory, the Japanese were monsters. When he began to separate his merciless
treatment from some of guards from the memories of those who quietly and illegally ministered to him,
at great risk to themselves, the recasting of memory allowed him to see that some guards were
unbridled monsters and some were hidden angels. Not lying to himself, but a more realistic gathering of
memories, freed him from seeing all Japanese as hateful. Recast memories made him a different person.
Buddhist psychology speaks to this phenomenon powerfully, as does the gospel. Before we turn
to these sources, however, we might confront a fundamental question. How much do we really know,
even about ourselves, with certainty? Let us give ourselves permission to park all of our certainties
about who we are for a few minutes. We can return to them later, if we wish.
All great dramas, from mysteries, to comedies, to soap operas, hold us in suspense because we
can’t see the whole picture. What makes them all artificial is that at points along the way (especially at
the conclusion), we do see the whole picture. In life we discover far less certainty: As Paul the
Messenger said, life is like looking in a mirror dimly.

.
Think for a moment about something really simple: your own back. You can’t turn your head
around to see it. You can look in a mirror, but mirrors have subtle distortions to them and actually all
you see is a reflection of your back. Look at a video feed of your back, and some details can be obscured.
Furthermore, it is not actually your back that you see: It is only photons transformed into electrical
impulses, sent to a receiver, and then transformed back into photons. A friend can describe your back to
you, yet this is hardly the same thing as seeing it yourself. You can reach back and feel sections of your
back, but this can hardly be presumed to be knowledge. In sum, a most intimate part of our body, that is
intrinsic to who you are, is unknowable to you if certainty is an implication of knowing. Yet, this is
probably not a source of great worry to you most of the time. In each moment, as an act of faith, you
rely on your back for a large number of key functions. You also find yourself dependent on other people
whom you trust will “watch your back” when you cannot. My doctor regularly watches my back for me:
He is looking for cancer, and I thank God he doesn’t leave this quest up to me.
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Here is another example of what we don’t know. I believe that my wife loves me. She is, after
all, the mother of my children. She cooks beautifully for me (I clean up). She labors as a scholar, and she
shares the fruit of her labor with me, just as I do with her. In many ways, she proves her love for me. Yet
in the final analysis, all these facts might well be marshalled as evidence to support an entirely different
hypothesis. Perhaps she pities me. Perhaps she has grown comfortable with me, like an old shoe.
Perhaps I earn enough that she has coolly calculated that it is more beneficial to her financially to keep
me around rather than the alternative. She may even perceive me as being somebody else altogether
(in my youth I was told I looked like Jon Voigt). I proceed on faith that she does love me, “just as I am,
without one plea,” typically without much reflection on my part.
As a third example, I know that the rug in front of me is red. Indeed, if I turn to my neighbor and
ask, “What color is this rug beneath our feet?” he would certainly also say red. Yet what he sees and
calls red may be very different than what I am seeing. His perception of red may be different from my
own. That the rug actually absorbs all wavelengths of color other than red may appear as an objective
standard by which to assure ourselves of the commonality of my and my neighbor’s perceptual
experience. Yet, as my colorblind colleague demonstrates through his choice of wardrobe, it most
certainly does not. Nevertheless, most of the time I trust that red, is red, is red, for you, me, and
everyone, except the person who thinks what I call red looks green.

Several other examples can be examined, yet the point is that what we don’t know with
complete certainty makes for a very long list. This means that the list of what we trust to be true is just
as long, if not longer. Trust often is called on to serve as a substitute for knowledge. This conundrum
leads us to make a distinction between our knowledge of facts, on the one hand, and our trust in the
truth of compelling, life-shaping stories on the other. Time for a detour into contemporary physics and
this may be a wild one!
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At this moment I sit on a porch watching the sun set. A gnarly tree provides the final shade of the
day, its leaves fluttering in a gentle breeze. Beneath me is a solid wood floor, and the brick wall of the
house is behind me. The iron chair on which I sit provides me with solid support. If I lived in the days of Sir
Isaac Newton, I could say that I truly know my surroundings because I also know the laws of physics that
ground them and give me certain knowledge of what I am experiencing. Consider, however, this
quotation from physicist Kenneth Ford below that assures me that I am mistaken:
In the twentieth century we learned that nature in the subatomic world behaves in weird and wonderful
ways unknown in the ordinary world around us. When we look at the smallest specks of space and the
tiniest ticks of time, we see what only can be called fireworks. Myriad new particles pop into existence,
some long-lived, most short-lived, each of them interacting in some way with every other, and each
capable of being destroyed as well as created. In this world we come face to face with a speed limit in
nature, find space and time stirred together, and learn that mass can change to energy and energy to
mass. The strange rules of the game in this world stretch the minds of scientists and non-scientists alike.

Particles revealed by the CERN particle collider
Ford based his observations above on the counter-intuitive Bohr model of quantum mechanics, which is
an effort to explain how all these particles act. The model suggests that particles only exist as a number
of varying possibilities and probabilities until acted upon by an intervention. A scientific experiment
doesn’t produce facts. What it does is impact the probabilistic world of hidden reality to produce an
outcome that is based on the experimenter’s expectations, tools, and means for measuring outcomes.
Change one of these parameters, and the outcome changes. In other words, put grossly (and less
analogously than I might hope), the chair is not the chair until I sit on it! Ford also explained the Feynman
modification of Bohr’s insight in the quotation below:
From the point of its creation, the particle follows – simultaneously – all possible paths to a given point.
Each path has a certain “amplitude,” and these amplitudes all add up to make possible a prediction of
the probability that the particle will in fact be detected at that point.
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It is the concept that the chair most likely will show up continuously, although with numerous changes
along the way (wear and tear) and yet never putting me at risk - and yet, it might not show up - that led
Einstein to observe repeatedly that he had trouble believing that God played dice. I admit that one of my
childhood church memories was of the church’s baritone singing an anthem and then sitting down on a
chair that gave way beneath him. He disappeared and then suddenly reappeared, extremely red-faced. I
doubt this event would serve as evidence of the probabilistic operation of particles at the quantum level.
Nevertheless, the remote possibility that it might happen again made me stop complaining about going
to church for several Sundays, as improbable as my parents found that to be!
Put simply, what I know about sunsets, trees, chairs, floors, and walls is only what I trust will
probably reappear in the next moment. Sound too iffy?
An alternative vision offered by other physicists is that actually there is a 100% probability that
the tree, chair, etc. will stay intact, as Newton’s laws tell us. It is just that at every moment several
alternate universes are created. In my universe, the tree stays in place. In another Sam’s alternative
universe, the tree sings Bohemian Rhapsody and goes skipping down the road. Indeed, every other
possibility is given its own universe. These multiple universes, all with 100% probability of existing,
continue on their separate ways. It is comforting to know that somehow, some way, in one universe or
other I might have quarter-backed a Super Bowl winning team and in another universe I won the Lotto.
Let’s go a distance further down this road (a detour to a detour, really) and return to the red rug
conundrum. Some physicists, in their quest for a unifying Theory of Everything, have created exquisite
mathematical equations that suggest that all of physical reality is made up of strings. Yet they cannot
prove their ideas experimentally (as opposed to much of quantum mechanical theory that can be proven,
giving birth to quantum computing). This has led a few of them to the conclusion that a good bet is as
good as a fact, and that their theory should be recognized as certain knowledge, not just speculation.
They want their story of how everything hangs together, because it seems trustworthy, to be categorized
as sure knowledge.
This has been, in my opinion, a fascinating and winding side adventure, yet my motivation for
sharing all this is to call in question what we claim to know with certainty. I invite us to approach all
knowledge claims with the irony of Mark Twain, who famously remarked that “there are liars, damned
liars, and statistics.” What is left to us is to grasp that in spite of our lack of firm knowledge, some stories
can still be trusted as true enough to bet our lives on them. For example, the tree and the chair are still
intact. Now back on the road we go to understand how important our admission to a lack of knowledge
is to our faith!
I contend that grasping how little we know with certainty, even about ourselves, is key to
personal transformation. Our humility allows us to grow in all of our present relationships and
encourages us make new ones. It means removing a blockade to our participation in the realm of God.
Consider the human condition. Life is made up of boxes. As babies we were rocked in them.
Often we are raised in one, we may drive one, and often we work, play or shop in one. Eventually, we
get buried in one. Consider some of these boxes below:
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Perhaps it is these experiences of living comfortably in boxes that box in human thoughts and
feelings. By feeling safe within our physical, intellectual and emotional boxes (what we believe we
know), we come also to see ourselves as separated relationally from other people and the wider
environment. Our prejudices, arrogance, hurt feelings, fear of what we don’t understand and disgust
often present themselves as what we know about other people and our world. The identity that we
claim – who we say we are - is just one of these boxes. The boxes we create serve us by increasing our
sense of alienation from others in exchange for an increased sense of security. By doing so, the boxes
also interfere with personal growth that only comes through acknowledging and living thoroughly into
relationships that cause us to go beyond our self-imposed walls. Keep in mind that the word fanatic has
its linguistic roots in the concept of a person who lives trapped behind walls and who cannot appreciate
what is beyond them.
For some of us, getting married forced an adjustment to our living arrangements. This was
followed by having children who exploded our worldview and shocked our entire system. Parenthood
undermined our firm sense of identity, even our self-esteem. Children took us places emotionally,
intellectually and physically that we never could have imagined and probably would not have freely
chosen. Michelangelo knew nothing of agony or ecstasy if he never rode the emotional roller coaster
named the teenage heart. Children made life joyful, yet they repeatedly stretched us beyond our
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comfort level. Sometimes they drove us to our knees in prayer. We learned that we could not prevail on
them to live up to our expectations. Put another way, we couldn’t force them to do what we knew was
good for them. Yet if we were listening, they taught us that God wanted much more joy for them than
we could possibly imagine. The knowledge that boxed us in had to be demolished so that we could
appreciate the directions in which God was taking our children. Indeed, they live in the house of
tomorrow.
If what we know can so trap us, the stories in which we trust can liberate us. In the stories we
read in the Bible, God constantly challenges human beings in their understanding of relationships: “See,
I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?” (Isaiah 43:19). In the Bible God urges
people to extend their imagination in order to understand the height, breadth, and depth of God’s
commitment to love the world in ways both disturbing and freeing. God also challenges humans to open
their hearts to strangers, enemies, and hurting people whose own stories we are invited to hear and
trust.
To repeat this point: What people count as firm knowledge can interfere with their ability to
love and serve beyond friends and family. Humans get boxed in by their prejudices, interpretations of
history, fears, memories of pain, blame and definitions of identity - indeed by their entire belief systems
- surrounding so-called facts that are actually not facts at all. As we shall see, trust in transformative
stories invites the renegotiation of all of our personal relationships. When we suspend what we know, it
allows for a trust and humility that permit our growth into new people.

Acknowledging our need to shed the confinement of our mental and emotional boxes begs the
question as to how we can accomplish this. Many religious traditions offer their own answers. As
Christians we claim that Jesus gives to us a transformative answer, perhaps even a unique one. Jesus
shows us the way, and it is the gospel way of prayer.
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Consider the one Jesus taught his disciples in Matthew 6:5-13:
This, then, is how you should pray:
'Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,
your kingdom come,
your will be done
on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our debts,
as we also have forgiven our debtors.
And lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from the evil one.'
It is worth noting that the context for this teaching is the Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus
lays out the parameters for a new network of relationships, a new community. The other narrative in
which Jesus teaches this prayer is found in the gospel of Luke. According to Luke, Jesus has just come
from a long night of prayer, and knowing this, his disciples ask him for a lesson in prayer. From this
perspective in Luke, Jesus’ teaching on prayer is - at face value - far too brief to explain Jesus overnight
adventure in prayer. It is far more likely that the Lord’s Prayer in Luke serves as an outline for prayer
rather than a prayer to be memorized and recited rote. We approach the Lord’s Prayer with this
understanding and we appreciate it as a method for shedding the boxes that confine us.
Note that the prayer begins with a characterization of the relationship that God has with us
already. God is our heavenly parent, the one who is our origin, the one who constantly and lovingly
generates us, in company with the Risen Christ, through the power of the Holy Spirit. God generates us
for independent relationship, not for dependence and resentment.

Within this primary relationship of passionate love and empowerment, the petition is made for
God to establish the realm of God. We know now that the realm is characterized relationally by justice,
mercy and faith. Three petitions follow.
First, there is the request for daily bread. Bread arises from the fruit of the ground, water, and
human labor. It shows up both on lunch counters and communion tables. This first petition is simple
one: that God, through many gifts, provides to us what is needed to survive today as working and
worshiping human beings. As such, this petition constitutes the release of all concern over the needs of
today. While human responsibility is not abrogated for the use of God’s gifts, what is owned is that
human energy should not be focused solely on meeting those needs. Life is more than bread, and we
don’t live by bread alone.
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The second petition is for the power to release the past. We humans tend to score keep. We
assume indebtedness to the past. We feel burdened by our own sins, the sins of others against us, the
leftover physical possessions and emotional dynamics of our past decisions, the regrets over which we
still ruminate, and much more. People wake up each morning assuming that their lives are
extrapolations from the day before. Yet this petition suggests creative new possibilities when the past is
released. Indeed, the past does not exist other than in the archives and artifacts that are left over from
the past and these are more ephemeral than we suspect, if the quantum world is as we understand it to
be. These archives and artifacts, as well as whatever else from the past we insist on replicating in the
present, are chains to us only if we treat them as chains. We might choose instead to see the past’s
leftovers as a set of clothes, to be retained or discarded as we see fit. The exceptions, of course, are the
covenants we have made in love, to which we still owe our allegiance. We owe them our allegiance
because they are reflections of God’s irrevocable covenant of love with us through Jesus Christ. Yet it is
understood that our covenants – to God, our beloved, the local congregation, and others – call daily,
even moment by moment, for us to recommit to them.

Finally, the third petition made is to be released from the threats that the future might hold. The
Greek word for those threats is translatable as bad or the Evil One (evil seems to be a good
compromise). We might view this prayer as a petition to be released from anxiety over the future. In the
context of Jesus’ entire teaching on the mount, which Jesus concludes by urging his disciples to have no
anxiety about tomorrow, it makes sense that releasing concern over the future is a proper
interpretation of this petition.
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The Lord’s Prayer ends with a concluding affirmation, one that again states that the realm of
God is God’s gift. So what are the conclusions that we might draw from this prayer? The gospel tells us
that God’s gift of the realm is realized by humans as relational moments of justice, mercy and faith. To
be open to these moments and relationships, we are urged to prayerfully empty ourselves of our
attachments to past, present, and future. These attachments are often used by us to define who we are
through the stories we tell about our relationship to them (this is what I own, this is where I work for a
living, these are my goals, etc.). Therefore, it is our very definition of our identity that we are releasing
to God so that God might reform us into children of the realm. What we call reality – including our
stories and definitions about who we are - are quite malleable and transitory, and we are summoned to
treat them as such in order to free us for love.
Beyond his teaching of The Lord’s Prayer, what other parts of Jesus’ ministry might warrant this
interpretation? According to the gospels, Jesus offered this challenge to his disciples and the
surrounding crowd:
If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow
me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake,
and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. (Luke 9:23, 24)
He also taught his disciples the following:
Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single
grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their
life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am,
there will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honor. (John 12:20-26)
It would be dishonest to lift these texts out of their contexts without admitting that for the
gospel writers, Jesus is speaking about his own crucifixion and the death of his followers. It would be
equally dishonest, however, to overlook how these passages have been used to justify all sorts of
activities, ranging from giving up dessert for Lent to the sort of physical self-mortification practiced by
Christian monastics over the centuries. As long as we are honest about it, we can also interpret Jesus’
teachings through the lens of quantum mechanics. In light of the quantum picture of appearing and
disappearing particles, our denunciation of our picture of a fixed, unmalleable self is just good sense.
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We can also consider Jesus’ teaching through the lens of other religious traditions, for which we
also claim the Lordship of Jesus. I believe we can do so without boxing them into our Christian religious
boxes.
Consider one stream of Buddhist psychology. It contends that the idea of a permanent, fixed
“self” is an illusion and we are urged to surrender it. According to this perspective, a false sense of a self
develops when a child feels threatened by powerful adults: The child assumes a self in need of
defending. Health comes when the adult learns to release the false belief in a self, the sense of being
wounded that accompanies it, and the defensive behavior built around the illusion. Detachment from a
false sense of self allows for a joyful, non-defensive approach to life. It might well be that Jesus’
insistence on dying to self had far less to do with monastic asceticism and far more to do with the
Buddhist perception of selflessness. Again, Jesus’ prayer of release in The Lord’s Prayer suggests that he
advises surrendering our need to protect ourselves from the perceived threats of the present, past and
future. We are transitory creatures, yet in every moment born again as children of God.

The reason for release is to free us for the loving relationships characteristic of the realm of
God. We truly are born again, in every moment. The burdens we bear, that are often survival related,
can impede us from seeing God and the needs of God’s creation. Love can only be given freely and so
unburdening ourselves is a necessity.
This sixth exploration has invited us to be liberated from what we know, especially about who
we are, in order to free our creativity and imagination. Yet with freedom comes responsibility, and the
next exploration brings to our attention that unfettered freedom, lived without covenants of love, can
itself become a form of chains. Covenants are chosen on the basis of stories that we embrace as our
own, and when we embrace a story as our own we discover our purpose in life. This brings us to the M
in realm, which is to discover our God-given mission in life. We might also call this our purpose or our
calling.
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EXERCISES (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. Who or what, historically or in the present, tells you who or what you are? Are the identities
given to you welcomed by you, or are some forced on you? Make a list. Given no such bonds,
who would you choose to be?
B. Dwell for a time with the Lord’s Prayer. Picture first that you are standing by a fast moving river,
and into it you are throwing all the worries, distractions, possessions, and agendas of today.
What are they? Next, throw in the burdens and worries of the past. What are they? Finally,
throw in your plans and anxieties over the future. What is left? Is losing your identity in this way
comforting or disconcerting?
Please gather in small groups of two to three people and share your answers. Then return to the full
group with your thoughts and findings.
Take Home Questions:
1. Practice the lectio divina prayer using the Lord’s Prayer. What thoughts, feelings and
experiences come to heart and mind? Are you able to self-empty, as the prayer invites?
2. Collect several pieces of paper. On each one, write an identity that has been attributed to
you, welcome or not. Now sort them out into two piles. One pile are the ones that you
resent. Put also in this pile those you enjoy, yet you suspect are not good for you or others,
including the poor and the environment. The other pile is of those that are life giving, loving
and positive. Burn the first pile, and envision the Spirit of God purifying you of those
identities (you might read 1 Peter 1:6, 7 to understand this exercise). Now examine the
second pile. Are you sure they are worth retaining? How will you foster them in the future?
3. Does the truth that much of reality is not fixed trouble or comfort you? Is it easier to bow to
what you thought was inevitable or take responsibility for creating, with God and others, a
new future?
4. Read Galatians 5:1, 22-25. If you are now free to choose who you shall be, will you choose to
cement yourself into the Christian story and bear the relational fruit that are needed for the
realm of God?
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The Seventh Exploration
Tell Me A Story
A woman suggested to her pragmatic husband a wonderful idea for a vacation: “Let’s just climb
in the car and go, following wherever the roads take us. Stop where we want, get up where we want . . .
You know, make our travel unplanned, completely spontaneous.” The husband looked at her as if she
were a Martian: “How we will know when we got there and if we made good time?” he asked.

In our previous exploration we questioned what we actually know, even about ourselves. Some
may be troubled by the notion that most of what we say we know is actually only a leap of faith. This
includes getting up in the morning, putting our feet on the floor, walking to the kitchen, pouring that
first cup of coffee, and lounging on a porch in an iron chair. It is not that I merely imagine my
experiences, as I might a dream. Rather, it is that the world is more flexible and I am more malleable
than the long history of western culture inculcated in us. My fully caffeinated, wide-awake, let’s-tacklethe-world-temporary-self grasps the reality that between quantum physics, Buddhist psychology, all the
changes happening in the world, my own discovery through centering prayer, and the words of Jesus,
my arguments for a fact shaped world founded on certain knowledge have been torpedoed forever
(unless I buy into the multiplying universe gig, which just gives me a headache). This is not the world for
which the husband mentioned above had much appreciation.
In the place of certain knowledge and facts, you and I are invited to adopt trustworthy stories
that will guide our lives and give them a fulfilling sense of purpose. This purpose is what REALM terms
mission. Indeed, if the good story of quantum reality presented in our prior exploration is true (as
another trustworthy story), our adoption of meaningful stories and living intentionally into them will
actually alter future appearances of reality. Our mission will bring results. God first creates and invites
us to be co-creators. The probability of some outcomes will be increased and others decreased by our
actions in the world. Miracles are no longer impossible, but are merely low probability events. Christian
hope says that God will give us a good future in which all of us can joyfully participate. Here a story of
science and a story of theology encounter and mutually support each other. Before we delve into
mission, however, we need to spend more time on the question of meaningful stories, as we are being
urged to adopt one or more and live our lives based on our choices.
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Here is another good story. The 16th century reformer John Calvin, city manager of Geneva,
Switzerland during the time of the Protestant Reformation, actually offered a theological interpretation
of this hope in a topsy-turvy age. Controlling ideologies and rigid hierarchical structures of church and
state, that gave life security, were beginning to disassemble. In Calvin’s doctrine of predestination,
which was based on his larger doctrine of the providence of God, Calvin noted how much of the world is
a “given” and yet how dangerous it can be. Recall that he lived during a time of military threat, plague,
famine, demonic powers, and dangers closer to home such has berserk horses, crumbling buildings, and
personal enemies. Calvin inquired as to what gives us the confidence to get up in the morning to go
about our daily tasks as if we were unthreatened.
As one pastoral interpreter of Calvin observed, we do our business without fear because God’s
providence means that God is “pro-video (sees ahead)” and then “provides” a bubble of protection
around us that frees us from fear. God continuously provides boundaries on which we count and
therefore live our lives without anxiety. In contemporary terms, we might think of our genetic
backgrounds as God-given boundaries (I will never be a ballerina)) with which we work freely (yet I can
work on my clumsiness). We might recall James Fixx, the “father” of the jogging craze. His father died of
coronary disease at age 43, and Fixx believed that he could have a different future outcome through
rigorous exercise. He indeed lived to 52, and while in apparent perfect health, died of a heart attack
while jogging. Undoubtedly Fixx did change his life through jogging so that he could live joyfully up to
the moment of death and longer than his father. Yet, he lived in tension with a genetic boundary that
eventually claimed his life. He altered his life and his world within the providential limit instilled in him.
Hear again the Christian story and a story of science complement one another.
Paradoxically, as we choose and commit our lives to intentional stories that will give us a
focused mission in life, we should also wear these chosen stories lightly. To do so allows us to be open
to other stories presented by our surroundings. To be open to other stories means to open our hearts to
other people and creation itself, thereby allowing our own stories to be enriched by them. If the larger
story we embrace (that interprets the world for us) concerns the Risen Jesus and the realm of God, even
this story should not be allowed to become a rigid ideology for us. The Christian story should not distract
our attention from new, innovative ways that the Risen Christ is bringing the realm of God and its right
relationships to fruition. The story of God working through Jesus may indeed be the greatest story ever
told, yet it should not devalue our appreciation for the teachings of the Buddha or the wisdom of
Gandhi. Indeed, taken seriously, our embrace of the realm of God should have the opposite effect. In my
opinion, it is the mistaken embrace of Christianity as an ideology that prevents many of us from seeing
how the LGBT community is also included in realm of God. This is especially true as members of it strive
to life faithfully between a hostile Christian ideology on one side, and on the other side an equally
hostile anti-Christian ideology that runs rampant in the LGBT people community.
Such ideological blindness – that treats trustworthy stories as irrefutable knowledge - is
common, even among well-educated and highly intelligent people.
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Consider this fact: 24 radiologists were shown an X-ray picture of a lung. Superimposed on the
picture was the image of an 800 lb. gorilla. 20 of the radiologists never saw the image in their quest to
diagnose lung disease. They assumed that finding a gorilla on an X-ray image was impossible, so they
could not see it. Such a finding might force us to reflect on the large and unnecessary gorillas in our lives
that we are overlooking. The realm of God should give us a perspective that allows us to spot them
more easily, not blind us to them.

When choosing the story that explains why we live the lives that we do, we become aware as
Americans that we live in a jumble of competing stories that claim our allegiance. Consider how the
Venn diagram above suggests how all these stories interact with each other. The story of the Risen Jesus
and his message of the realm of God is one among several stories in which we are embedded. Some of
these stories share some common ground with our convictions of the realm of God, and others appear
quite incompatible. Some stories co-opt Christian language while being antithetical to the love of God
found in God’s realm, especially in the person of Jesus. Other stories appear at first blush to reject Jesus,
yet retain within them a vision that might be more compatible with the realm of God than we might first
note. For example, latter day, beleaguered Marxists appeal to Christians to see how Marx’s vision of the
final utopian society coincide with Jesus’ vision of the final triumph of the realm of God with its justice,
mercy, and trust of (faith in) the future. They urge us to acknowledge our parallel understandings of the
tumultuous path that must be taken to reach our coinciding visions. Alternatively, racist visions of white
supremacy that borrow Christian symbols and language seem far from Jesus indeed.
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If we are not to live chaotically, most of us find it important to choose one large ruling narrative by
which we live our lives and which tames all the other stories. This large ruling narrative determines our
mission in life. The Christian one emphasizing Jesus’ teaching of the realm of God and its justice, mercy
and faith is not the only one. The competing ruling narratives in contemporary times that besiege us are
often political. I have been flummoxed in this year of 2016 how persons of good Christian character are
willing to embrace a presidential candidate who sounds misogynist, racist, xenophobic and violent.
These people, in the name of Jesus, have subordinated the story of God’s love to the story of their lifelong political allegiances. To observe this is not to endorse the opposing party’s platform or candidate:
They too have blind adherents.
As Americans raised in a capitalist economy, one in which I too am fully immersed, we may have
lost track of how fully the idol of health and wealth has brought the gospel to heel in many
congregations. Loving Jesus, it is proclaimed, leads to early success. In this gospel distortion that has
nothing to say about the exploitation of vulnerable persons and damaged creation - ignoring them for
the sake of our own individual success - we see the outcome of a larger ideology that commands
allegiance. Advertisements and television programs often contribute to this ideology through images
that communicate that health and wealth define the good life. Nevertheless, in his human ministry Jesus
spoke about how easy it is to follow the world’s definitions of success to our own destruction. Broad and
easy is the way.

Personally I am a firm believer in the virtues of democracy, no matter how messy it sometimes
become. Yet the presumption that every person is created by God to have equal worth has been
reinterpreted in our contemporary age to mean that every idea and every lifestyle choice is likewise of
equal worth. Judgment is superfluous. This ideological presumption invites the conclusion that
education, discernment, and dialogue are pointless. In such a world the will to power and winning trump
the quest for truth as the primary goal of our human interactions. Minority rights and options get
shouted down. Right relationships and paying attention to the fruit of our destructive ideas and actions
get lost in a manner that can only be deemed as anti-Christ. The value-free culture is doomed to become
anti-democratic.
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As Americans, we are whipsawed by competing ideologies that have their own commanding
stories vying for our attention. Worse yet, sources of strength and character for us, like science and
Christian faith, have been commandeered by ideologies that twist them until they shriek.
I compare and contrast our confused, complex American dilemma with that faced by the
Christians in Pakistan. Some of us travelled there at the invitation of the Presbyterian Education Board
that offers a high quality secular education to diverse children.

Their schools are havens of reconciliation that offer hope to Pakistan and to the world. It is legal
to be Christian there, although Christians often are an oppressed minority. At that time of the visit, the
law did not permit Christians to share their faith unless asked to do so. In response, the Christian
churches in Pakistan prepared Christians to articulate their faith in case the rare opportunity arose to
witness to it. At the same time, the church urged Christians to work for the good of the Pakistani people
by taking their place, as opportunity allowed, in the military, justice, economic, educational, medical and
other institutions of Pakistani society. These Christians were disciplined to serve in those arenas with
integrity and diligence, thereby hoping to invite queries as to their motivation for serving with such
excellence.
The Presbyterian Education Board itself is one prime example of what it means to live with
integrity between stories. The board, through excellent schools, educates mostly Muslim children. It
allows for their religious education in Islam and it prepares Muslims to take their place in the leadership
of Pakistani society. Muslim parents compete vigorously to have their children admitted to these
Christian schools. These same parents also actively defend these schools against extremist.
Simultaneously, the board educates poor children of other religious traditions side by side with Muslim
children, including Christian children. By doing so, the board works for a larger vision of a reconciled
society. Indeed, the assertion of Jesus’ vision of reconciliation within the realm of God is the Christian
story in Pakistan. It is lived out in tension with the Islamic story of the return of the caliphate, which in
turn competes with the story of a Pakistan founded on and grounded in secularism. Although the
Pakistani Christians are an oppressed minority, they have a clearer perspective on their own chose
identity, formative stories and mission than American Christians often do.
Joshua, the first judge of the biblical people of Israel, recognized that faithfulness demands that
old stories be traded for those that honor the God who makes covenants with enslaved, desperate
people (chapter 24, verse 15). “Now if you are unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you
will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the
Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” Our
choice is similarly clear. We cannot escape the many stories that surround us that arise from political
parties, political theory, economic presuppositions, and demi- gods. Yet we do not need to choose them
as the basis for our lives. Rather, we can view them as perspectives with which we must converse yet
ones that will not ultimately define us.
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The realm of God invites us to see us and all people as God’s children. Creation is God’s garden
in the re-making. It calls us to pay attention to the creation of right relationships of justice, mercy, and
faith that do not further victimize minorities or hurt the earth. The realm of God calls us to take up a
mission in life that contributes to the emergence of the realm of God in our midst. Joshua never gets
old. Choose this day, and every day, whom you will serve.
Let us grant that our selected story is of the realm of God. Here is where the hard work of
discernment begins. Remember Calvin’s view of providence, in which we discover God working in our
lives both to give boundaries and to give us the freedom to serve? Looking back over our lives, we might
realize that we have experienced many fragmented episodes that haven’t always made sense to us.
They may have dropped out of our life stories altogether. Embracing the realm of God and Jesus who
taught and embodied it, however, means taking time to re-examine these episodes and finding how
they fit together. We do so with confidence, knowing now that these fragments lie within the larger
context of God’s unrelenting love and God’s caring for us. The reformer John Calvin, whom we have
already mentioned, said that it is often at the end of life that we finally can look back and say, “Aha! So
that it is how it all fits together!” As some scholars have noted, this is also the basis of our personal
hope. If we can see God at work in our past, we can trust that God is at work in our present and future.
God who had a mission for us, although we didn’t always understand it, still has a mission for us, a
purpose to fulfill.

To defer again to my own life, when I graduated from college I had my first experience of truly
falling in love. She was a farm girl, raised with two brothers, who was educated and smart in areas that I
was not. She loved God and the church. She appreciated my sense of humor, which is no small feat. She
was beautiful. I felt we fit together like two comfortable shoes. She was staunchly Roman Catholic,
however, and I was determined to enter ministry. Our efforts to arrive at compromises finally failed, to
the relief of both of our families. After graduation from seminary, I met another farm girl, equally
beautiful, with two brothers and all the other qualifications I treasured in my first love. Yet the woman
of my dreams was (and is) staunchly Presbyterian, as I am, and I proposed marriage within a few weeks
of our first meeting. She has proven to be a wonderful life-partner, and looking back I recognize that my
first love and the terribly painful break-up prepared me for the woman to whom I have been happily
married for the past 33 years.
Life is a tapestry in the making. On the back are knots and loose threads that seem rather a
shamble. Yet turn it over, and a beautiful pattern can be enjoyed. We trust that the realm of God
provides the large, beautiful pattern in which our own life stories fit and make a contribution.
Admittedly, sometimes the tangles and knots make little sense to us, even when we strive to partner
with God in the weaving. Yet we persist because we believe that the events that once felt meaningless,
even painful, can begin to make sense in light of the realm of God. Every once in a while, we gain a brief
glimpse of the flipside and gasp at the tapestry’s emerging beauty.
This perspective is not fatalism, as if God controls everything and everybody. The realm of God
gives humans vast freedom to choose the good and the evil. Here the wisdom of Paul the Messenger is
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worth heeding. He claimed that “all things work together for good for those who love God and are called
according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). Even if we misuse our freedom, those who love and trust God
believe that God finds a way to turn it toward meaningful good and beauty. Granted, this is not always
easy to believe.

Truly understanding the meaningful story of our lives and God’s role in it, however, requires
more than our appreciation of our past and present circumstances. This understanding requires also
that we have some understanding of our calling or mission in life going forward into the future. This
mission marks how we, in collaboration with God, will create our portion of the greater pattern of the
realm of God in the future. There are still stories to be written!
What will be our own contribution to right relationships of justice, mercy and faith as we shape
our lives in the future? Put another way, how shall we write the stories of our lives going forward as part
of God’s greater story of the realm of God? Now that we can look back at all the threads we have been
handed, and have some sense of a greater pattern, we can begin weaving again in confidence. I get chills
down my spine thinking of the possibilities that lie before us. To paraphrase Dr. Seuss, Oh, the places we
will go! At this juncture, paying attention becomes particularly important!

Determining our mission, our calling, is not always an easy task. Over the past several decades
churches – in order to rationalize their members’ discernment of calling and help their members find
ways to serve - have become entranced by spiritual gift inventories. These instruments promise to
identify the gifts, talents, and strengths that God has given people to bolster the church’s witness. These
inventories certainly have a place in helping congregations to position church volunteers in ministries
that give them joy and bolster congregational effectiveness. Yet the number of volunteers a church
needs to keep its doors open is limited (volunteer slots typically needing to be filled number about 400,
by some estimates). Consequently churches have wisely expanded their ministries to include outreach
programs so that more persons might have a church volunteer opportunity.
Nevertheless, one weakness of this approach is that it often confines people to the church’s
institutional concerns, ignoring the callings to the far larger realm of God. A second weakness is that it
makes busy people busier and feeling guilty if they don’t have time to work for the church. A third
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weakness is that it ignores the larger witness of the Bible concerning gifts and calling. To understand this
last point, let us consider the examples offered by such biblical figures as Moses, Ruth and even Paul the
Messenger.
First, we should consider how their callings began with the stirring of their passions and not the
identification of their gifts. Moses murdered an Egyptian because he felt so passionate about lifting the
Hebrews out of servitude. Ruth loved her mother-in-law Naomi and it pained Ruth that, as an older
widow, Naomi would return to a homeland with little support in her poverty. Paul the Messenger
wished to bolster and shares the Jewish faith to the point he consented to the stoning of Stephen.
Second, the gifts of God often showed up only after these figures followed their passions. Moses
was given the gift of influential speech. Ruth demonstrated willingness and strength to work hard in
tough straits, in addition to (and perhaps in spite of) her beauty that brought her to Boaz’ attention. Paul
the Messenger had some disability that interfered with his presentation, yet still he proved to be an
effective evangelist because God provided for him in his weakness.
Third, God led these Bible characters out of safe situations into risky ones. Moses appeared
before Pharaoh. Ruth, a foreigner, ended up in Bethlehem. Paul the Messenger reached out to Gentiles
throughout the Mediterranean world and ended up witnessing to Caesar.
Fourth, God makes Moses, Ruth and Paul the Messenger purveyors of God’s good news. Moses
liberated the people and led them through the wilderness. Ruth gave her mother-in-law assistance to
survive and ended up being an ancestor of Jesus. Paul the Messenger told his listeners about the realm
of God and Jesus who embodied it.
For all three, first came passion and some observable need. This was the beginning of their
calling, as well as our own. As Christian writer Frederick Buechner rightly observed “the place God calls
you is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.” Then there arrived gifts
from God, ones commensurate with the service required. It is fine to know our gifts for the safety and
security of the church, but what gifts might God give that send us into the world? Giftedness is followed
by a surprising sending to someplace in need of the good news that we have to share. Where places
might God want us to serve that right now only linger on the edge of our imaginations?
The church certainly needs our gifts, talents, and strengths, and we should each take our turn to
share what we have. Yet, the inventories we take in church tend to be retrospective and institutional.
When we pay attention and let our life speak (to quote Parker Palmer), we find it is the world and not
exclusively the church to which we are called. It is in the world where the realm of God is realized, and in
the world is where we are called to foster right relationships of justice, mercy, and faith.

We should perceive, by the way, that we also meet the world in our own families, among our
friends and in our neighborhoods. Our covenants of love that invite emotional intimacy are also arenas
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where God calls us to take up our mission and pursue right relationships. Indeed, I suppose most
pastors have noticed that when right relationships fail within families and congregations, people have
little remaining energy for mission outside of families and congregations. In the literature, dysfunctional
families and churches get absorbed by their internal dynamics and stop looking out. Furthermore,
families and congregations can become dysfunctional when they lack an external sense of calling that
draws them outside of their introspective dynamics. If we have ever taken an extended family vacation
in the northern reaches of Minnesota and been locked inside by weather or mosquitoes, we know how
important it is to eventually get out and return to work. Healthy, functional families and churches
empower, equip, and encourage their members’ participation in the wider world.

Before closing this exploration, we should probably address the issue of the inevitable conflict
that comes with the service of Jesus Christ. If we know the Bible stories of Moses, Ruth and Paul the
Messenger, we probably recognize their contributions to the realm of God were not devoid of conflict.
Indeed, they found themselves in the middle of it. Churches tend to be risk averse and conservative due
mainly to their fear of conflict. It seems unloving. As much as Paul the Messenger spoke of love, he in
particular seemed to have knack for instigating it and engaging it: all in the name of love. This makes
sense if we take seriously the whole notion of reconciliation and its meaning of bringing people together
at a cost. For those of us who dislike conflict, it is no comfortable to return to the quantum picture of
subatomic particles bubbling and boiling, appearing and disappearing, striking each other and bouncing
off of each other, all occurring beneath our level of observation. In the original Latin, the word conflict
means “striking together,” so we have to assume that conflict is key to creation as God intended it.
Nothing changes without it. Put plainly, pursuing our mission in the realm of God for the sake of justice,
mercy, and faith will engage us in conflict for the best of reasons. Indeed, we will often find that passion
for the world’s pain will take us into conflict! We may even be the cause of it, as many situations devoid
of conflict signal that despairing people have settled for false peace. Here lies a key role for the church:
to teach persons to engage in conflict productively so that the realm of God will emerge as the outcome.
To share an example, a man froze to death on the downtown mall of a tourist town. In response,
several pastors and laypersons in that city worked together to create a system of shared church
hospitality for homeless persons. The city opposed the effort, and conflict ensued between the city and
the new found homeless ministry board. The conflict only ended when the board threatened legal
action against the city. This threat created other repercussions. Many congregation members took
exception to church involvement in homeless ministry based on the city leaders’ reaction. This backlash
created pain especially for well-meaning pastors who suddenly found themselves threatened with
termination. Nevertheless, eventually the ministry was launched, with homeless persons sleeping and
being fed during the colder months by churches taking turns hosting them.
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This was not the end of conflict, however. This system worked well until a movie production
company, at the invitation of the city, came to town and took up all the cheap temporary housing that
had been available to low income families. Suddenly, board’s and its member congregations’ resources
were overwhelmed by all the newly homeless persons. Angered, the board planned a confrontation of
the movie production company and its director. A few board members, however, counseled a different
and more irenic strategy, which then led to a significant conflict on the board itself!
Finally, it was agreed to give the peacemakers a chance. Two of them lumbered downtown to
meet with a kindly but somewhat annoyed woman who claimed to be the director’s assistant. The board
representatives decided humility was in order, and they so asked the woman that the production
company contribute a mere $5000 to the board. This would be enough to house the homeless families
in motel rooms over the winter. The woman seemed unmoved by the plea, yet she promised to pass the
request up the line. She also promised that there would be some sort of answer, sometime in the near
future. The two representatives returned to the board and requested more time and patience to hear
from the movie company moving to angry public confrontation. The board was even less happy with
situation, but it relented.
Late one afternoon, one two board representatives received a mysterious telephone call. The
voice on the other end said that no money would be forthcoming in the near future. Yet, if the board
remained patient and non-confrontational, something extraordinary would happen once the movie
company left town. The promised phenomenon would not be traceable back to the board, however, and
nobody in the city would be able to take credit for it. We can imagine what the next board meeting was
like! Nevertheless, one more time the board relented. The movie company wrapped up shooting, left
town, and the frustrated board members dug deep and found the money to house the families.

A year later came the announcement that, in gratitude for the community’s hospitality, the
director of the movie was donating some millions of dollars to buy a large, abandoned church building in
town and renovate it. The designated purpose for the renovated building was to provide far more
extensive ministry to homeless persons than any board member dreamed. Included in the designation
was the instruction that the board would oversee the building and the ministries housed there. While
the churches continued to provide hospitality, the renovated building reopened to house social services
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that empowered homeless persons to find health and housing. The movie director returned for the
grand opening and received well-deserved accolades for his generosity. As predicted, none on the board
was in the position to take any credit because there was no tie to the original request. Clearly it was
God, working through the movie director, who deserved all the credit. The board’s only role was not to
be taken lightly, however. The donation of the newly renovated church resulted from the board’s
willingness to embrace conflict and follow what it hoped would be the path of creating right
relationships for homeless families.
The crucifixion of Jesus tells us that to follow our heart and take up God’s mission for us leads us
into creative conflict that God can use to advance the realm of God. I am reminded of a blog post
offered by author John Pavlovitch that I believe speaks eloquently to what we have discovered in this
exploration.

Dear Hatred,
I trust this letter finds you well.
Actually, from the look of things out there business is booming for you lately. I’ve got to hand it to you,
you’ve managed to keep yourself in the news pretty steadily and these days that’s no small feat. Your
ability to reinvent yourself is a credit to your persistence and to you knowing your audience. I’ll confess,
your brand is a whole lot stronger than I’d realized. Somehow you’ve been able to leverage all that fear
out there into a pretty impressive little cottage industry. I see you’ve even secured a Presidential
candidate.
To be honest, I’ve been in a pretty deep funk with all that’s happening, myself. For a while I’ve been
struggling to find any real momentum; one step forward, eighteen steps back. I’d started to think maybe
I was obsolete, like I’d finally become passé; destined to be a dusty relic of the past and relegated to
faded t-shirts and power ballads. I was seriously considering calling it a day.
But this morning I realized something: I’m. Freaking. Love. Dammit.
I am the glorious, beautiful response to all the havoc you wreak out there.
I am the relentless dawn that chases away your heavy darkness.
I resurrect all the hope that you seek to destroy.
I am the defiant middle finger raised in the face of death, evil, and your pervasive lie that Humanity is
beyond saving.
I am the redemptive song that people keep finding a way to sing together no matter how difficult the
days become.
Sure, maybe I’ve had a rough stretch lately, but I’ve been through this all a million times before and I’ve
always been able to answer you.
And trust me, I will answer now too.
Let’s face it, deep down we both know how this is going to play out, don’t we? You’ll grab the headlines
and make a dramatic statement and chaos will briefly come, and you’ll feel and seem like you’re
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winning. You’ll get a bit of traction and you’ll celebrate for a moment. But it won’t be long until I rise up
and slowly drive back beneath the ground all the terrible Hell that you managed to raise.
Like yeast in the dough I will quietly and silently do the healing work I do; person by person, heart by
heart, and breath by breath. And then I will be the one dancing.
You’ve probably noticed that I don’t resort to all the bombast and theatrics you’re known for. That may
move the needle and make the news, but it doesn’t last and anyway it’s never really been my style. I
prefer to just keep going—and waiting. Because the truth is, goodness is Humanity’s default setting, and
when people stop to breathe, when they step away from the screaming fray, when they draw nearer to
one another they recognize that goodness in the other’s eyes—and then you’re screwed.
People will always return to compassion and mercy because those are the most powerful forces on the
planet. And when they do, they find me there waiting. They embrace me and I them.
Yes, you may occasionally corrupt the system, but I am the system. I am the truth that people know
without knowing they know it. I am the deepest sacred place the human heart will always seek as its
level. When hurting, grieving, weary souls search for rest, I am where and when they finally find
themselves home.
So you can have your eye for any eye, and I will keep making peace.
You can demand revenge and I will keep forgiving.
You can spew venom and I’ll turn my cheek.
You can posture and incite with a closed fist, and I will stretch out my open hand.
You can gloat and brag and feel quite pleased with yourself for the momentary terror you’ve
manufactured—and I will press firmly into that which endures and defeats it.
Yes, you are powerful and resilient, friend, but you’ll never overcome me and you won’t outlast me.
No matter what unspeakable damage you do, I will bring even greater healing.
And no matter how much you say I will always have the last, loudest word—trust me on this.
Look around you. Look beneath the headlines and the noise.
Look deeply into the eyes of those who get me and see how much they’re willing to do. My people will
not be denied.
You can’t win this one, friend, no matter what you or the papers say.
This place is mine.
Sincerely,
Love.
In this seventh exploration we sought for our mission or purpose in life. First we were charged
to claim a large story, a ruling narrative, to guide our decision-making. Choosing the story of the realm
of God found in the Bible meant that our mission would be our contribution to the right relationships
of justice, mercy and faith. Mostly, we were asked to put ourselves in the position to pay attention to
the world’s pain and our passion. The realm of God focuses on the God who has met us and walks with
us now in the person of the Risen Jesus. In the next exploration, we focus on the chief means by which
God opens us to, and then instills within us, the vision of the realm. It is also the means by which we
rehearse the realm of God and are nurtured into it. Mostly importantly, this is the means by which we
hug and kiss God, demonstrating our affection for the one who constantly gives us birth with the rest of
creation. We turn now to worship.
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EXERCISES (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. Please read again Pavlovitz’ Letter From Love found at the conclusion of this exploration. Then
read 1 Corinthians 13, written by Paul the Messenger. How do these two resemble each other?
If you agree that love is durable, think of a story from your own experience that suggests this is
true.
B. Spend a moment in silence. Breathe deeply and, as always before prayer and as the Lord has
taught us, allow present, past and future to disappear into God’s hands. Empty yourself! Now
envision the world spinning, the oceans and continents flying by. Is there some part of the world
that attracts your attention? Take your time. When one strikes you, focus on it. Where in that
region of the world do you find your attention especially drawn? Narrow your selection more:
Who lives there? What is happening there? What captures your concern? Is there some pain
there that causes you pain? Would your efforts to minister to that situation give you joy?
Please gather in small groups of two to three people and share your answers. What have you
learned from the other participants? Share this with them too.
Take Home Questions:
1. It is time to do another walkabout. This time take a friend you trust. First, walk in your own
neighborhood. Second, go to a neighborhood near you that is of a different socio-economic
status than your own (richer or poorer). These neighborhoods can be business or residential
areas, by the way. It might even be a campus! With your friend, observe and converse about
what you observe. Are you seeing the same things and are your reactions the same? If given
the opportunity, speak with somebody you see along your walks. Again, as you speak with
people, listen for stories. Is there anything that jumps to your attention that speaks to your
heart? If you are not mobile, your computer or your local news can help you visit these
places from your home.
2. Return to your prayer place where you are free of distractions. Ask God to open your heart
and mind to those people and places where Jesus is found and is crying out to you for your
attention. Now empty yourself again. Then, allow the images from your walkabout to pass
through your mind and heart. Ask yourself the following question: What relationships don’t
seem right there, that is, how do justice, mercy and faith seem lacking? Repeat this exercise
a few times. If the same circumstance keeps coming up for you, write it down.
3. Envision what this same circumstance might look like if right relationships were present
there. What might you do about it given the resources (don’t let the resource question limit
your imagination; remember the examples of Moses, Ruth, and Paul the Messenger)?
4. Get back to your friend and ask that person if your experiences fit with his or hers. It is not
important that the other person has done the same exercise or has the same thoughts. Just
check in with the other person to see if your experience has been consistent with the reality
the other person experienced.
5. You have just experienced the Pain of the World devotional exercise. Reflect on this
question: How might your experience be the beginning of the mission to which God is
calling you for the sake of the realm of God?
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The Eighth Exploration
Loving God in Worship
Worship summons us to be vulnerable to God. We take, not a childish stand, but a childlike one
toward our creator. Those who manage worship on our behalf live in the tension between
acknowledging the mystery of who is God and keeping worship accessible to those who frequent it. It is
easier to point out numerous examples of bad worship that are found in so many contemporary
churches than it is point to my own attempts to manage it successfully. Nowhere else do I feel so keenly
that I have fallen short of the glory of God. Failure typically comes because of the worship leader’s ego
or the forcing of a different agenda into worship, consciously or not, rather than focusing on the quest
to honor God. We probably all know people who have turned away from worship and the church
because they have felt abused by some agenda that has felt inconsistent with their own knowledge of
God. God doesn’t stop loving us if we miss worship, yet missing worship as a habit has repercussions
that we want to avoid.
Let us begin this exploration by considering the following questions. How do we show love to a
spouse, child or friend? Is love expressed the same way in all cultures, or does it look different across
cultures? How do we express love differently with a partner than with a child or an animal? Can you
imagine a continuing family relationship in which no affection is ever expressed? How would that make
you or the other person feel? Considering familiar ways to express our affection may help us grasp
worship, which can be so unfamiliar to us as an act of adoration. Worship is peculiar because God is.

Worship is primarily how we hug and kiss God. A life of fabulous service that does not involve
worship is similar to a marriage of laundry and housecleaning that does not allow for a kiss on the cheek
or cuddling. Worship is how God recognizes that we love God. Indeed, the word worship at its English
roots says as much: To worship God is to profess the “worth-ship of God” to receive our expressions of
love.
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It is the subject of romantic comedies when one spouse is unable to articulate love to the other.
We may laugh, yet beneath the comedy lies a painful truth that if unaddressed can lead to divorce:
Some spouses do not understand that their expressions of love must be encoded in such a way that the
other spouse understands the signal and can respond to it. Substituting one form of expression for
another doesn’t “make the grade.” If I buy gifts for my spouse to express love, yet refuse to clean up my
own messes as she hopes I will do, my gift-giving is finally an expression of my own self-love that does
not appreciate her.
The way to encode our love for God is through worship, and there is no substitute. Worship is
where God invites us to explore God’s heart and we welcome God to explore ours. There is no loving
relationship with God part from worship. We should grasp, however, that this doesn’t mean that
worship can only happen in a church building, on Saturday night or Sunday morning, with a whole
congregation of people. Worship can be two or more people gathering to pray, sing, and read and
interpret the Bible together. Jesus teaches that wherever two or three are gathered together in God’s
name, there is the resurrected Christ making God present. On this basis our definition of church needs
broadening.
Throughout Christian practice, people set aside specific times and places to worship God in
order to witness to our conviction that all time and space belongs to God.

This means that any time or space can present an opportunity to worship.
How do we know we are worshipping the right God? The question might sound silly, yet it is
substantial. The term God is a title or form of address (like Mr. and Ms.). It says nothing about the one
bearing the title. In my own tradition (and I offer what comes next in the hope that it does not preclude
the faithful practices of other Christian traditions), there are three signs or marks of the church that we
hold to be of critical importance:
•
•

•

The right preaching of the good news of Jesus Christ and, through him, the realm of God and the
salvation of the world;
The proper administration of the sacraments (mysteries; in my own tradition these being
baptism and the Lord’s Supper), in which we believe the Lord makes God present to us in
tangible, unmistakable ways; and
A disciplined organization capable of producing Christians who practice justice, mercy and faith.
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People and congregations that exhibit these traits constitute the church. If people are not
transformed through worship into Christians with qualities reflective of the realm of God, only one
conclusion can be reached. In such a congregation, it is a false, distorted, and often comfortable picture
of a false god being worshipped rather than the true God. Indeed, when the prophet Micah (chapter 6,
vs. 8) and Jesus (Matthew 23:23) speak of being in a right relationship with God, they list justice and
mercy ahead of faith. As we approach worship, if justice and mercy are not our priorities, we are
worshipping a false god.

The pattern for worship is found in Isaiah 6:1-9a:
In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and the hem
of his robe filled the temple. Seraphs were in attendance above him; each had six wings with two
they covered their faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. And one
called to another and said:
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts
the whole earth is full of his glory.”
The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, and the house filled with
smoke. And I said: “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a
people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” Then one of the
seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had been taken from the altar with a pair of tongs.
The seraph touched my mouth with it and said: “Now that this has touched your lips, your guilt
has departed and your sin is blotted out.” Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall
I send, and who will go for us?” And I said, “Here am I; send me!” And he said, “Go . . .
King Uzziah had reigned as king for 40 years, meaning that few living people remembered him
not being in charge. Recall their far shorter lifespans 3800 years ago. When he died, it felt as if the whole
earth was collapsing! On behalf of the people of God, Isaiah the priest entered the Holy of Holies to
make the sacrifice, when God suddenly showed up and confronted him. Isaiah was terrified and we hear
God both comforting him and calling him to enter into the prophetic ministry that was his mission.
The encounter presents us with what we should experience as the first two-thirds of a typical
order of worship.
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•
•
•
•

Call to Worship “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of God’s glory.”
Confession of Sin: “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips and living among a
people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have the King, the Lord of hosts!”
Assurance of Pardon: “Your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out.”
The Word of God (Scriptures, sermons, sacraments, special music, children’s sermon): God says,
“Go . . .”

Up to the point of the experience of the Word of God, worshippers are encouraged to step out of their
normal lives, to empty themselves, and to enter an orientation of childlike vulnerability.
During the remainder of a typical Sunday morning worship service, three additional activities
occur. We should consider these activities as “warm up drills” for returning to our lives the rest of the
week, and our practice for living out our citizenship in the realm of God:
•

Affirmation of Faith: We are reminded that there is content to our faith, that being the realm of
God, and that faith is meant to be shared with other people. For us to know and love Christ is to
bring him and his teachings to the attention of others. We begin relationally by paying attention
to them personally. This is not to be done compulsively, but as time and circumstances invite.
Our efforts at forming right relationships often give us the opportunity. We speak, to quote
reformer John Calvin one said, “lest our silence be misunderstood.”

•

Pastoral Prayer (and Lord’s Prayer): We are reminded that all of life is communication, to the
world and to God. Prayer articulates what our words and actions already express, yet prayer
brings our communication to consciousness. We have reviewed already the shedding that we
are urged to do prayerfully through the Lord’s Prayer. Furthermore, knowing that we “pray
constantly,” either cursing or praising God in every word and deed, should give us pause. Finally,
the pastoral prayer reminds us that our goal is to foster right relationships, including between
God and people. We might call this a priestly role: We pray to God for the world, and speak to
the world for God through our love. Indeed, the Confession of Sin above should be viewed
similarly: We are confessing the sins of the entire world to God, and not merely our own. In the
same priestly spirit, we participate in the assurance of pardon.

•

Offering: Paul the Messenger exhorts us in the following manner in Romans 12:1,2:
I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed
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to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is
the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.
Through the generous offering of our financial assets to God, to the point that it squeezes us a bit (we
are urged to give at least 10% of our income, which is a good target as we mature in faith), we symbolize
the gift of our entire lives to God. Only by giving God all of ourselves can God work through us to show
God’s joyful purpose for us and the world.
•

Benediction: This is a blessing or literally a “good word” that closes a worship service. In it we
are told to go out there and “win one for the Gipper.” We are assured that God is for us and
with us, and not against us, and that God is ready to hear from us and work with us throughout
the week.

Additional aspects of our worship, including the sacraments, can be found in Acts 2:38-47. Look
for mention of eating together (the Lord’s Supper), baptizing, holding things in common (our offerings),
evangelism, and sharing with the poor (charity). What else can be observed?
Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that
your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for
you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to
him.” And he testified with many other arguments and exhorted them, saying, “Save yourselves
from this corrupt generation.” So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day
about three thousand persons were added. They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching
and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because
many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All who believed were together and
had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the
proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple,
they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and
having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who
were being saved.

The song book of Israel and the church has been the Psalms, found midway through our Bibles.
An examination of any church hymnal will typically reveal hundreds of prayers put to music, including
the Psalms. Excerpts from other books of the Bible are read throughout the worship service. Typically at
least one lesson from the Hebrew or Aramaic scriptures (the Old Testament), a gospel lesson, an Epistle
(New Testament letter) and a Psalm are read.
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If we want to understand the passionate devotion with which God and we are meant to
entangle in worship, and we are not easily embarrassed, then we might read the Bible book called The
Song of Solomon or Song of Songs. Its erotic imagery is intended to be a celebration of physical love
between human. Yet it also bravely attempts to describe a passionate embrace between God and us.
Keep in the mind that in the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for knowing God is the same word used
for having intimate sexual relations with one’s covenant partner.

Perhaps approaching worship should feel like getting ready for a big date, or even preparing for
our honeymoon. What do we pray will happen before we go to worship? What do we expect to happen?
It is worth asking if we are excited to have an encounter with the silent yet tremendous mystery we call
God.
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Worship, and by extension our devotional lives that are filled with prayer, are meant to be
moments of revelation. They are times when God speaks directly to us in a still, small voice. In Romans
8:26-27, Paul the Messenger suggests that prayer consists of opening ourselves to the Spirit praying
through us in conversation with God the Father and God the Son. In this way, worship and prayer are
not so much about getting God to do what we want or even speaking to God, as they are about sitting
quietly and “overhearing” what God yearns for us and from us. Worship and prayer are about selfemptying so that Jesus Christ might fill us and mold us into his love.
Appendices 2 (p. 98) and 3 (p. 100) in this notebook are intended to be aids to our worship and
devotional efforts.

It feels important to grasp how so many contemporary worship services can go wrong. To be
clear, this excursus is not about worship music or the use of video technology. Granted, praise music
comes in all sorts of shapes and sizes, and some communicates a really bad theology. Some of it is quite
good, however, and it can make a positive contribution to our worship services. Music types are more
about making worship accessible to people than anything else. Video technology, done poorly, can
distract from worship, yet it has its merits. Again, video technology can make worship accessible.
The main problem in contemporary worship comes in its failure to help worshippers achieve a
sense of transcendence in the face of mystery. The typical order of worship mentioned above, based on
Isaiah, allows for a childlike orientation toward transcendence by adults during the first third of the
worship service, followed by the word of God segment, which is then followed by empowerment to enter
the world in the third and final section. But often worship leaders fiddle with this biblical style of worship
due to their lesser agendas. Done now and again, when the congregation is warned, rearranging worship
is not problematic. It is the steady diet of worship mismanagement that contributes to distorted
worshippers and consequently a distorted society.

Consider the nature of worship in light of the realm of God. The realm of God invites us to pay
attention to the forming of right relationships. It focuses us on God’s intent through the Risen Jesus to
equip, empower and encourage us to find our joyful mission in life. This mission is our contribution to the
realm of God. While worship is primarily how we hug and kiss God, the proper dynamics of worship
should create people with heartfelt comprehension of, and commitment to, the realm of God. Whether
or not we use praise music or the old hymns, an organ or guitars, an upbeat preacher or a dour one,
video-technology or not, all such concerns should be subordinate to the intention to create realm
citizens. When they are not, three troubling outcomes can be discerned.
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First, when worship services are built around efforts to excite people into a stronger sense of
community with one another, thereby growing stronger interpersonal bonds and secondarily growing
church membership, worshippers are taught to see the deepest meaning of their lives in each other
rather than in God. This promotes homogeneity in congregations, as like attracts like in most secular
organizations. Worshippers under the sway of this type of dynamic tend to move together to create
wonderful church building projects. In fact, they need projects to help sustain a “we’re all in this
together” attitude. These worshippers anticipate their children will be taught to think like them.
Heterogeneous thinking is not appreciated and indeed, those who don’t submit to the subtle group-think
find themselves excluded. This dynamic can lead to terrible church splits, often focused on the pastor
who is experienced as being heterogeneous. Reconciliation between God and sinners, and therefore
between sinners, is ignored. This is the mega-church model. These congregations, by their rejection of
differences and reconciliation, create worshippers who leave church only to fuel partisan politics and
social division in society as a whole. Their secular agendas that they bring to church are excited by the
church, not challenged or transformed.
As the alternative, transcendence with God teaches that there is a large difference between our
thoughts and ways, and God’s thoughts and ways. This humility, that allows worshippers to experience
God as entirely Other, allows them to be humble in their appreciation of differences in other people. This
attitude spreads from the church into the wider society. With appreciation of differences comes more
tolerance, empathy, and emphasis on political and economic justice.
It is no accident that many of our politicians who practice intolerance and social division are
formed by mega-church types of congregations. Indeed, we might categorize these congregations as
secular organizations, rather than churches.
Second, sometimes preachers like to place their sermons at the conclusion of worship services to
make them more memorable. This apparently small alteration in worship order over time dramatically
changes the emotional dynamics of worshippers. Specifically, it insures that worshippers stay in
transcendence (or some semblance thereof) even after the conclusion of worship and their return home.
As a consequence, these worshippers don’t ever seem to leave church. Their language in outside settings
tends to stay religious, and all conversations turn finally to their verbal witness about Jesus. Those
persons formed by this form of worship confuse their church experience with their lives in the world. For
example, they might insist that work malfeasance should be followed by forgiveness rather than
dismissal because God forgives. It might appear as if there were a stain-glass barrier between them and
others, because there is. These worshippers are often left dependent on the preacher for their moral
formation, because they never move from childlike vulnerability to mature decision-making by the
conclusion of worship. We might characterize their religion as folk or even magical as they tend to blame
other powers and principalities for their lives, rather than taking mature adult responsibilities for them.
Third and finally, the Word of God mid-worship event itself can become corrupted, even if the
rest of worship remains well ordered. Some preachers insist on viewing sermons as moral teaching
opportunities, usually based on a flat reading of the end of New Testament letters (the exhortations to
women and slaves for example, often borrowed from 2nd century synagogue teachers and termed by
scholars as paranetic material). This is where abuse occurs. Rather than being ushered into the mystery
of God’s love and grace, worshippers are confronted by legalisms that indict them for falling short. The
good news becomes legalistic and guilt-ridden. To be clear, there is much wisdom that comes from
seeing how struggling Christians 1900 years tried to understand the gospel in light of their everyday
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pressures as a persecuted religious minority. Nevertheless, we should appreciate their decisions in their
historical contexts rather than dropping them uncritically into our current context. Sadly, this is why so
much current Christianity is abusive while also sounding biblical. These preachers have not subordinated
their sermons to the good news of the realm of God or the historical Jesus who embodied it.
To return to a prior observation, there are no perfect churches or preachers. Yet worship leaders
should recognize that worshippers come to church with their own interior conflicts in need of
reconciliation and healing. Worshipers should depart church feeling whole, sensing a right relationship
with God, and ready to pursue their missions of seeking right relationships with others in life. It is
unethical to take their energy that is best put paying attention to God and misdirecting it into the
congregation’s institutional concerns or the preacher’s agenda.
This excursus leads us to consider next the church as an organization, filled as it is with faults
and foibles. What we have observed about healthy worship dynamics creating citizens of the realm
should be extended to churches in their entirety. My hope is that by understanding churches as human
organizations, we will be able to forgive them and enter them as people empowered to make them
closer semblances of the realm of God.
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Exercises: (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. Begin by making a list of all your expectations of what a good worship service should look like.
B. Now consider the following: 19th century Christian existential philosopher Soren Kierkegaard
offered two pieces of wisdom about worship for us to explore in our two exercises this morning.
First, he observed that Christians often go to church and behave like an audience. They expect
to be entertained by the worship leaders. In contrast, he suggested that we view God as the
audience. The worshippers are the entertainers who seek to please God as God wishes to be
pleased. The worship leaders direct and prompt the worshippers to take up their roles. How
does this reversal of expectations impact you and your expectations when you come to
worship? How do you prepare yourself for worship?
C. Second, Kierkegaard said that our moral development is at low level when we simply ask if we
like or enjoy worship. This is what he called the aesthetic response. The next higher yet still
inadequate response is the judicial: We ask, “Is what we are seeing in worship right and wrong?”
The third is the highest and intended level: Does worship lead us to take a leap of faith? Reflect
on your reactions to worship. What leap of faith are you being challenged to take?
Please gather in small groups of two to three people and share your answers. What have you learned
from the other participants? Share this with them too.
Take Home Questions
1. Take a hard look at your personal worship attendance. Why are or aren’t you there with
frequency? Consider Kierkegaard’s insights: How much do these insights explain your own
attendance? What should change?
2. Please pick a prayer discipline from the appendix 3 (p. 100) and practice it daily for a week.
What is your experience of it? Are there positive outcomes? Try another discipline for a week.
Are the outcomes different? While we might not want to approach prayer disciplines as a
consumer, we are urged to recognize that God reaches different people through different forms
of prayer. Pick one that suits you and try it for a month. Now what are the outcomes?
3. What other devotional practices do you know of or can find?
4. What types of food do you eat that you may not like much but you know are good for you? Does
it change your perspective if you know that it is good for you as a regular part of your diet? How
is a life of worship like staying on a good diet?
5. How would it feel, or how does it feel, if your loved ones never kissed you or embraced you?
What does this suggest about good reasons for attending worship?
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The Ninth Exploration
Doing Church
By now we may have come to the conclusion that, other than to join other people in
worshipping God, we may not need the church. Technically, this is true. One reason is that our lives are
lived in the world, and we typically serve the realm of God in the world. Indeed, Christians experience
life as an oscillation process in which they move regularly between worship and their daily routine.
Another reason why worship is sufficient to nurture the Christian is because the marks of the true
church (that is, a church where Jesus Christ truly can be found) can all be found in worship, at least in
many parts of the Christian tradition. I tend to believe that churches that insist that people stay in
church for more than worship, for the sake of their souls, are driven by institutional concerns and false
measures of success.
Granted, some folks are tempted to take what they perceive to be the next logical step: They
conclude they don’t need the church at all as long as they have an active devotional life. This is untrue,
for several reasons. First, people who worship lack accountability for maintaining an active devotional
life. Second, their picture of God gradually narrows into a reflection of their personal priorities: They are
not challenged to envision a God who is larger than they are. Third, they lose track of the fact that the
realm of God always challenges us to engage others. Fourth, they forget a point made earlier in a prior
explanation: Anything we do in this life worth doing, from birth to death, involves other people.

I love taking walks with my wife, children and dog. Sometimes I walk alone, yet even then I am
conscious of other people on the sidewalk, the passing vehicles, and people in their homes. Because
time does not exist on the quantum level, the most basic level of existence, I am also conscious of those
who built the sidewalk and others who will walk the same way later. Similarly, hugging and kissing God,
as God desires us to do, is never done in isolation outside of a community. When we must be alone due
to necessity, we should regard it as a temporary situation until we can rejoin at least one other person
and worship as the church.
Recall I used the term “technically” when I observed we don’t need the church other than for
worship. Because the Christian life requires an accountability and nurture that we often don’t receive
from other people and gatherings, most congregations provide readily available resources in addition to
worship to accomplish these important ends. Furthermore, many of our callings, that is, our selected
mission, requires the assistance of other people. Even training our children to be Christians may take
more than we can provide as parents.
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Paul the Messenger wrote about the body of Christ, in which each person and his or her gifts are valued
and make a contribution to the witness of the church. Elsewhere the Bible speaks of ecclesia, those
called out of the values of the world to honor God in worship and service in the world, suggesting the
oscillation process mentioned above. One of my favorite images is that of the priesthood of all believers.
All of these images suggest that in addition to worship, the church provides a social network that readies
us for mission in the realm of God.
Of course, sinful human beings fill the church, meaning (to paraphrase Jesus), wherever two or
three are gathered, there you have a mess. We are called as a worshipping community to embody the
right relationships of the realm of God, and to pay attention to God’s expectations of what the church
should be as the body that fosters our missions. Yet the church is also a voluntary organization filled
with really interesting characters. It might help us to step away from the church as an ideal
manifestation of God’s love in the world, and to look at it as we might any organization that flounders
and fails on occasion. These insights might even give us the space to finally love the church and have
some humor about what we find there, including all of its beloved sinners. Churches frequently need
forgiveness, just as we do.
Churches as organizations might be regarded in one of three ways, each entirely separate from
the other two. Keep in mind that mixing and matching perspective undermine our ability to gain all of
the insights any one picture of an organization might offer us.
One way to think about congregations is as a culture. In the opening chapters of the biblical
book of the Revelation, seven churches are envisioned as seven lamps on seven lamp stands, and
guarded by seven angels. The Lord has a word for each angel of each church. Most of these exhortations
reveal some congregational flaw in need of correction. In this context, angels are symbols representing
how each particular congregation operates, and the vision suggests that each church has a distorted
nature that distorts its message to the surrounding region. The good news has been distorted by these
congregations into something that is not so good.

The image of the flawed congregation assures us one more time that no church is perfect, and
certainly no congregation is perfectly identical to any other congregation. Put another way, each
congregation has its own culture. A culture means that a group of people follow the same rules and
rituals, often unconsciously. These rules and rituals separate one group from other groups and their
cultures. Congregation members often don’t understand their own culture, yet they recognize a
difference when they attend another church. The conversation about whether or not a congregation is
“warm” or “friendly,” or responsive to children, often masks cultural distinctions between
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congregations. Cultural distinctions often arise from different histories, cultural ties, types of founding
pastoral personalities, and traumas.

My congregation proudly hosts the Holy Jerusalem Pentecostal Church in our lower level. This
congregation is made up primarily of African immigrants. We met one another when our congregation
posted a sign out front that said “All Are Welcome.” The Holy Jerusalem representatives showed up to
ask if this were true.
Their worship practices differ markedly from those typically observed at our Presbyterian
Church on Sunday mornings. Both congregations love and serve God, yet they have distinctive cultures
that are quite endearing and enduring. One is not better than another. They are merely different.

Congregational cultures consistently reassert themselves, like magnetic forces controlling iron
filings. There are subtle pressures on members to conform to them. One study done a few years ago
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is of a mega-church in which incredible pressure is placed on parishioners either to be married or to be
actively in the search to find a spouse. Those who don’t conform to this vision eventually find
themselves isolated and then excused from participation. Another mega-church studied has a preacher
regularly televised who performs what are essentially large-group therapy sessions for those with selfesteem problems. He defines his listeners as needy, and only uses the Bible to support his pop
psychology. These two extreme examples, along with churches that define the faithful life as one of
health and wealth, illustrate what is meant by congregations having their own cultures. Let us admit that
it is far easier to see other congregational cultures than one’s own. Nevertheless, the next time you
attend an old line traditional church, try shouting amen during the sermon and waving your hands
during the hymns. See how people react. Or perhaps introduce the congregation to your pet snake
Reggie, as one of my colleagues did. Perhaps you will find congregation’s culture come roaring to the
surface as members flee the building.

Another way to think about a congregation is as a black box: You cannot see what is going on
inside of it. It is impervious to investigation. Yet you can observe inputs and outputs, and there is a
feedback loop. The inputs are members coming in with their conflicts, worries, resources and attitudes.
They carry in also the news of the day. Outputs might be assets that go to the hungry, citizens able to
engage American democratic process characterized by diversity, and children in the process of moral
development. The feedback loop signals that some outputs turn around and become inputs, giving
energy and information back to the black box and fueling dynamics that are already in place.
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Jesus said that by their fruit (outputs) you understand the health of a congregational system. While in
this manner of perceiving a church you cannot alter what is in the black box, you can change the inputs
and see if the outputs change for the better. When focus is on the realm of God, preachers make sure
that in every Sunday’s prayers and sermons the world is featured, from the most personal to the most
global aspects of it. Members make sure their prayer requests, church school offerings, and informal
conversations display the same level of diversity. Members are coached on how to practice the Lord’s
own hospitality toward the stranger, a theme that dominates the Bible. All these actions are inputs.
A third way to look at the church comes from the study of organizational complexity and
emergence arising from quantum theory. Whereas the image of culture and the image of the black box
tend to feel fixed, the image of complexity is far more fluid and - from my perspective - hopeful.
According to this perspective, the church and its environment are disappearing and then
reappearing in every succeeding moment. Each time they reappear they are never quite the same; they
are always changing, noticeably or not. Think of drops falling from a leaky gutter. As the drops fall and
hit the water, they may look the same at first glance. Yet soon the ripples from drops run together, and
new patterns emerge. On the one hand, we recognize the patterns repeating themselves, like the order
of worship. On the other hand, we see that different members of the wider community face new and
different issues that they bring to church, and this means the emergence of a new community and
congregation.

This third image of church means that the arrival of new visitors to the church is an exciting
although disorienting event, especially if the visitors represent the world’s diversity. New members bring
new ideas, new concerns, and new conflicts through the doors, and because they do, the congregation is
transformed in response. Changing needs in the community have similar impact. Quantum
congregations nurture the patterns from the church’s tradition that represent essential boundaries, yet
they are also ready to embrace what God brings next through the open door. The church is not called to
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be enslaved to either its heritage or to innovation, but only to the leadership of the Risen Christ in the
emergent patterns that we see before us. Honoring and respecting differences is God’s own hospitable
orientation, which we find in the Bible from garden to garden. Differences are heralds of the emergent
realm of God.
I recall hearing of one congregation in which a young teenager became pregnant and decided
she wished to keep her child. Rather than treating her as alien to congregational life or merely
anomalous, the congregation embraced her and discovered its calling to extend the same hospitality
and concern to other pregnant unwed women in the community. In this manner the church kept the
boundary of welcoming strangers as Christians should welcome Christ, yet were gradually transformed
into a different faith community by becoming an extended family to young women in need.
Undoubtedly in their worship they paid greater attention to familiar Bible stories of the widow of
Zarephath (1 Kings 17:7-16), Mary the mother of Jesus, her cousin Elizabeth, and the faith of the
Canaanite woman who insisted on Jesus’ help for her child (Matthew 15:21-28). Certainly my own
congregation is more in tune with scriptures related to hospitality and the immigrant, due both to the
advent of immigrant church members from the Congo and the previously mentioned presence of the
Holy Jerusalem church in our own lower level and throughout the building. I should note that the
expansion of my congregation’s hospitality did not come through my leadership, but rather that of my
administrative staff members. They are also church members, and they heard Christ’s call to the realm
of God when strangers arrived in our midst.
The quantum congregation especially experiences itself as constantly unbalanced, and no
wonder. We live in a time reminiscent of 2000 years ago, when the church first sprung to life from its
profoundly Jewish roots. We find ourselves surrounded by multiple faiths, multiple and even
contradictory claims of truth within those faiths, persons who denounce religious institutions or even
the notion of God, and an increasing number who throw up their hands at the possibility of knowing
anything about God. It is quite disorienting.
In regard to these other faiths and churches, inasmuch as they don’t present a hateful Christ to
the world, we might see them as possible collaborators in the realm of God rather than as competition.
One of my professors used to tell the story of how he was asked to consult with a congregation about
how to be in dialogue with people of other faiths. It was a well-advertised event, and that Sunday he
and the congregation were startled to find Black Muslims in worship with them. They came because
they worried about their children, and wondered if this very white and traditional church might be an
ally to help them transform the community in light of church’s interest in interfaith dialogue. The calling
to the realm of God with its justice, mercy, and faith transcends our doctrinal narrowness. We are not
called to surrender our commitment to the Lordship of Jesus or our mention of him, yet we are invited
to recognize that his Lordship and love include all of creation, whether or not he is recognized.
I confess to a special anguish when it comes to persons who claim to be atheists, agnostics, or
merely of no affiliation. We find them in our homes and communities, and even in our congregations. It
seems apparent that the church has contributed to their conviction that there is no God, or no God
worth knowing, or no place where God can be found. They are, as Jesus mentioned, sheep without a
shepherd. This makes our choice of church to attend, and our willingness to reform the church of our
choice as opportunity allows, critically important. If those alienated are to be restored to fellowship with
the Risen Jesus, if they are to be reconciled, we must invite them back to a church possessing the
humility and graciousness to welcome them back. Even if they don’t come back, God’s call to us is to go
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out and be the gracious and humble church among them, honoring the differences that are
characteristic of the realm of God.
Having analyzed the church as a living, breathing organism and organization, how does a
Christian choose a church to join? We live in an age of church shopping, a habit introduced by multiple
choices in many arenas. It is difficult to not think in terms of multiple sizes and colors, whether we mean
sweaters or churches.

Here we turn the marks of the church, previously reviewed. Is the Jesus of the realm of God
preached there? Are the sacraments an invitation to the world to be immersed in, and commune
tangibly with, the Risen Jesus? Are the different ways that people learn of Christ and the realm of God
being honored, respected, and accommodated? Is attention being paid to the world and are mature
Christians being equipped, empowered and encouraged to take up their missions as contributions to
the right relationships of justice, mercy and faith? In an effort to make wise selection, we should also
rely on the wisdom of theologian Soren Kierkegaard whom we mentioned in the exercises of the last
exploration. He reminds us that worship is what we do for God. It should lead us to make leaps of faith,
rather than sitting back to be entertained by worship or judging it based on our own narrow criteria.
If we have hung in there during the nine explorations of REALM, engaging in the exercises and
taking the questions home and wrestling with them, we have done hard work together. We may need to
dwell for a time with the experiences we have had. I conclude with some measures of effectiveness
some drawn from the Bible, to help us gauge how we and our congregations are growing into the realm
of God. These measures are not exclusive from each other, but rather are meant to serve as guideposts
and warnings to help us be reflective in the various venues and missions of our lives. These are far from
exhaustive.
The 10 Commandments (Exodus 20:1-17):
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The law of love (Mark 12:28-34):

Micah 6:8

Matthew 23:23:
“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and cumin, and
have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. It is these you
ought to have practiced without neglecting the others.”
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Matthew 6:24-34
No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or
be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.
Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will
drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more
than clothing? 26 Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns,
and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And can any of
you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life? And why do you worry about clothing?
Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even
Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the
field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe
you—you of little faith? Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we
drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed
your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. But strive first for the kingdom of
God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. So do not worry
about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own. Today’s trouble is enough for today.
Paul the Messenger in Romans 14:23
Whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.
Paul the Messenger and fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22, 23)

Church membership expectations
(an illustration from my tradition, the Presbyterian Church USA)
“Membership in the Church of Jesus Christ is a joy and a privilege. It is also a
commitment to participate in Christ’s mission. A faithful member bears witness to God’s love and
grace and promises to be involved responsibly in the ministry of Christ’s Church.
Such involvement includes:
•
proclaiming the good news in word and deed,
•
taking part in the common life and worship of a congregation,
•
lifting one another up in prayer, mutual concern and active support,
•
studying Scripture and the issues of Christian faith and life,
•
supporting the ministry of the church through the giving of money, time and
talents,
•
demonstrating a new quality of life within and through the church,
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•
•
•
•
•

responding to God’s activity in the world through service to others,
living responsibly in the personal, family, vocational, political, cultural and social
relationships of life,
working in the world for peace, justice, freedom and human fulfillment,
participating in the governing responsibilities of the church, and
reviewing and evaluating regularly the integrity of one’s membership, and considering
ways in which one’s participation in the worship and service of the church may be
increased and made more meaningful.”

Quaker Robert Greenleaf regarding the outcomes of servant leadership:
“The servant-leader is servant first. It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to
serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. The difference manifests
itself in the care taken by the servant - first to make sure that other people's needs are being
served. The best test, and difficult to administer is: Do those served grow as persons; do they,
while being served, become healthier, wise, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to
become servants? And what effect on the least privileged in society; will they benefit, or at least
not be further deprived?”
Gandhi

Can you think of others?
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Exercises: (here are some questions on which you are invited to reflect and then share your answers
with two or three other people):
A. Reflect on the following thought: “If you want things you have never had, you must do things
you have never done.” As you have walked through neighborhoods, spoken with strangers,
practiced spiritual exercise, looked at the church through different lenses, and reflected on your
own life journey, which experiences felt like the greatest leap of faith? Why? Tell a story of how
these experiences were a leap of faith. Create a visual image if this helps.
B. At the back of your mind has lingered a thought about the next leap of faith that lies ahead. You
may even have pushed it away. Pay attention to it! Can you articulate it or draw a picture of it?
Who are the people and what are the circumstances involved? How will this leap be a
participation in the right relationships of the realm of God? Is this the beginning of a mission for
you?
Please gather in small groups of two to three people and share your answers. What have you learned
from the other participants? Share this with them too.
Take Home Questions:
1. What do you believe might be your individual purpose or purposes in life? Your mission? What is
your why for living your life?
2. What is your context? What is the who, what, where, how, and when of your life in which you
will strive to fulfill your mission?
3. We have many types of relationships. Which ones aren’t right relationships for you? What
would justice, mercy, and faith look like in each of them?
4. How will you measure your faith maturity in all of these relationships?
5. What are your aspirations and dreams for the future? What are God’s aspirations and dreams
for you, do you believe, and what role will they play in your life?

May the grace and peace of our Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God the Father and power the power of the
Holy Spirit, be with you all now and forever.
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Appendix One
A BIBLICAL STORY OF GOD in summary (Based on God’s Unfolding Purpose by Georgia Harkness)
The Garden (Paradise) Gained and Lost
1.

Genesis 1:1-31, 2:8, 9, 15-23 The good creation

2.

Genesis 3:1-14 Relationships broken

3.

Genesis 4:1-24 The first murder and holocaust

4.

Genesis 6:5-14 God’s decision to judge and save

The New Beginning (And new beginning, and new beginning, and new beginning . . . )
5.

Genesis 12:1-3, 15:6 God’s new strategy (covenant) – grace and response

6.

Exodus 1:8-11a Oppression threatens the strategy

7.

Exodus 12:29-32, 14:21-27 The Hebrews story of salvation - grace

8.

Exodus 20: 1-17 – response – (peace w/God, with one another, and with the land)

9.

Numbers through Deuteronomy

Explaining God’s Strategy
10.

Exodus 19:3-6 A kingdom of priests! What do priests do? Represent God to people (witnesses),
represent people to God (worshippers): They serve the ends of reconciliation

The Garden Still Lost
11.

Joshua through Song of Solomon – the Judges, Kingdom, and Exile periods

The Reclaimed Strategy
12.

The prophets reclaim God’s vision
a. Isaiah 49:8, 9; Isaiah 52:13-53:12 Reconciliation with God through a suffering servant
b. Isaiah 9:1-7 The Prince of Peace bringing reconciliation between persons
c. Isaiah 11:1-9 All of creation reconciled

The Strategy Implemented
13.

John 1:1-5, 10-14; John 3:16, 17 God in the flesh reconciling the world through engagement and
suffering

14.

Acts 2:1-4; 14-21 God’s Spirit made available to everyone

15.

II Corinthians 5:16-21 Reconciliation between God and humans

16

Ephesians 2:14-22 Reconciliation between humans
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17.

Romans 8:18-25 Reconciliation and restoration of all of creation

17.

Revelation 21:1-5a; 22:1-5 Back to the Garden

The Implications for the Church
18.

I Peter 2:4-12 A Community of Priests In Worship and Witness

19.

Romans 8:26, 27 Continuing Communion with the Living Christ

20.

Romans 8:28-39 Continuing Confidence of the Church in Reconciliation
We are the early church!!!
POSSIBLE VIEWS OF THE BIBLE HELD BY PRESBYTERIANS.

Note: In some cases one can hold to one position in an academic setting (say position 5), and then hold
to another in a life-setting (say positions 3 or 4) - home, church, or other relational setting - with
integrity.
Position 1 : The Bible, though written by individuals, has been so controlled by the Holy Spirit
that it is without error in all it teaches in matters of science and history, as well as in matters of
theology.
Position 2 : The Bible, though written by individuals and reflecting their personalities, has been
so controlled by the Holy Spirit that it is trustworthy in all it teaches in matters of theology and ethics,
but not necessarily in matters of science and history.
Position 3 : All of the Bible is both the inspired Word of God and at the same time a thoroughly
human document. (48% of Presbyterians hold this perspective)
Position 4 : Portions of the Bible, including some of its theological and ethical positions, may not
be the inspired Word of God.
Position 5: The Bible is merely a record of the moral and religious experiences of Hebrews and
Christians.
And these are not so simple: For example, is the book of Jonah or the creation stories to be taken
literally or as parables? If the latter, can they still be considered the Word of God?
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Appendix Two
Welcome to Worship!
[A Guide to What Happens Here on Sunday Mornings]

We’re glad you’re here! You have come to a special place today, along with a lot of other people … and
we are all here to worship God. We worship because we know that God loves us. Worship is our way of
thanking and showing God how much we love God. The bulletin we receive when we come to worship
guides us through our service; it is different each week, but there are certain things that we do every
time we get together. Whenever you see a small cross () before an item in the bulletin, it means that
it’s time to stand up! We hope that this guide will make understanding our worship service a little bit
easier … just relax, stay attentive, and follow along!
Gather As God’s People
Greeting and Focus on Ministry
We are welcomed to worship. This is also a time for announcements about things that are happening in
the church.
Prelude
We listen to music and get ourselves ready to worship God.
Worship Processional
Our candle-lighter lights the tall, white Christ candle, which reminds us that Jesus, is with us as
we worship together. The Bible is carried in to remind us of God’s speech to us. The baptism water
reminds us that we belong to God. The table reminds us that God is always with us.
Call to Worship
We are invited to worship God together!
Hymn
We praise God with our voices as we sing.
Prayer of Confession
We all make mistakes. This is the time in our worship when we tell God that we are sorry for our
mistakes and ask God to forgive us. We are also asking forgiveness for other people.
Words of Assurance
After we talk with God about our mistakes, we hear the good news that God has forgiven us already.
Response
We sing a hymn because we are grateful that God forgives us when we make mistakes.
Passing of the Peace
We greet one another, saying “The peace of Christ be with you.”
Time with Children
This is a time during worship that is especially for you! Come on up!
Proclaim God’s Word
Prayer for Illumination
We are getting ready to hear God’s words read from the Bible, sung in the choirs, and heard in the
sermon. This prayer asks God to help us understand what we hear.
Scripture Reading
We listen to a reading from the Bible.
Anthem
The choir sings; listen to the words! Often they are singing about something that you will hear about
at another time in worship.
Scripture Reading
We listen to another reading from the Bible.
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Sermon
The pastor talks with us about the Bible readings that we’ve heard.
Affirmation of Faith
Now it’s our turn to speak; we stand and say together what we believe. Sometimes we use the
Apostles’ Creed or the Brief Statement of Faith that is printed inside the front cover of our
hymnbooks.
Respond to God’s Word
Hymn
We sing as a way of thanking God for all that we’ve learned in hearing the readings from the
Bible and the sermon.
Pastoral Prayer and the Lord’s Prayer
The pastor leads us in prayer together. This prayer time has many parts: We thank God for
everything we have; we ask God to help us; and we ask God to help other people. We end this time
of prayer by praying together the Lord’s Prayer, the very special prayer that Jesus taught us:

Our Father who art in heaven, Hallowed be Thy name.
Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts*, as we forgive our debtors*.
And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil;
For Thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.
*means “sins” and “those who sin against us.”
Offering
We thank God for what we have been given by sharing some of what we have.
Offertory
This is the special name for the music we hear while the offering is received.
Doxology
We sing a short song of praise every Sunday after the offering is received.
Prayer
We thank God for the things we have and pray that our offering will be used in ways that will make
God happy.
Go in God’s Name
Hymn
We sing one more time!
Benediction
We stand and listen as the pastor reminds us that God loves us and goes with us into the world to do
God’s work.
Postlude
We listen to joyful music as we leave.
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Appendix Three
Prayer Disciplines*
Introduction
I encourage you to read through and try all of these prayer disciplines before settling on
any one option.
The Lord’s Prayer as self-emptying
Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom
come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily
bread. Forgive us our debts, as we have forgiven our debtors. And lead us
not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen

Centering Prayer/Contemplative Prayer
Method:
Choose a sacred word as the symbol of your intention to consent to God's presence and action
within.
Sitting comfortably, back straight and head erect, with eyes closed, settle briefly and silently
introduce the sacred word as the symbol of your consent to God's presence and action within.
When you become aware of thoughts, return ever-so-gently to the sacred word. Then release
the sacred word itself, and sit with the silence and waiting emptiness.
At the end of the prayer period, remain in silence with eyes closed for a couple of minutes.
Some Practical Points:
1. The minimum time for this prayer is 20 minutes.
Two periods are recommended each day, one first
thing in the morning and the other in the afternoon or
early evening. With practice the time may be
extended to 30 minutes or longer.
2. The end of the prayer period can be indicated by
a timer which does not have an audible tick or loud
sound when it goes off.
3. Possible physical symptoms during the prayer:
a. We may notice slight pains, itches, or
twitches in various parts of the body or a
generalized sense of restlessness. These are
usually due to the untying of emotional knots in
the body.
b. We may notice heaviness or lightness in
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our extremities. This is usually due to a deep
level of spiritual attentiveness.
c. In all cases we pay no attention and ever-sogently return to the sacred word.
4. The principal fruits of centering prayer are experienced
in daily life and not during the prayer period.
5. Centering Prayer familiarizes us with God’s first
language which is silence.
Points for Further Development:
1. During the prayer period, various kinds of thoughts
may arise:
a. Ordinary wanderings of the imagination or
memory.
b. Thoughts and feelings that give rise to attractions
or aversions.
c. Insights and psychological breakthroughs.
d. Self-reflections such as, “How am I doing?”
or, “This peace is just great!”
e. Thoughts and feelings that arise from the
unloading of the unconscious.
f. When engaged with any of these thoughts
return ever-so-gently to the sacred word.
2. During this prayer we avoid analyzing our experience,
harboring expectations, or aiming at
some specific goal such as:
a. Repeating the sacred word continuously.
b. Having no thoughts.
c. Making the mind a blank.
d. Feeling peaceful or consoled.
e. Achieving a spiritual experience.
Prayer of Examen
Description
The Prayer of Examen is a daily spiritual exercise developed by St. Ignatius
Loyola. This practice seeks to grow followers of Jesus in their capacity to discern
God’s will, find God in all things, and enhance their understanding of God’s good
creation. The prayer may take between ten and twenty minutes. The majority of
that time will be spent reviewing your day. Try not to dwell too long on thoughts.
Instead, allow yourself to become aware and move on.
Begin by finding a quiet place where you won’t be disturbed.
Then sit comfortably, with good posture and both feet on the floor. Allow yourself
to relax and close your eyes if you like.
1. Recall you are in the presence of God
As you sit in silence, focus on God’s deep and abiding love for you. We are
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always in the presence of God. Try to become aware of God’s presence in
an attentive way. Ask the Holy Spirit to help you recall your day with love.
2. Recall your day with gratitude
After a few moments, remember the small pleasures of your day; things
like a good night’s sleep, a good conversation, or a beautiful sunset. These
are all gifts from God. As you remember these small gifts from God, take
a moment to reflect on the gifts that you gave today, whether to God or to
others. How did you bring your strengths, your sense of humor, your
abilities, your encouragement, your patience to others today? When you
have finished, pause briefly and thank God for these things.
3. Ask for guidance from the Holy Spirit
In a moment you will begin to retrace the steps of your day. Before you do,
ask the Holy Spirit to guide and direct your mind. The Spirit will lead and
guide you into the truth and mystery of your heart. Ask the Holy Spirit for
the capacity to recall your day with clarity and an understanding of your
limitations.
4. Review your day
This is the central and longest step of the prayer. Go back to the start of
your day and allow it to play like a short movie in your mind. Pay attention
to the details. What were your feelings? What motivated you to respond to
certain situations in the way that you did? The purpose of this is to draw
out the positive and the negative aspects of your day.
As you are reviewing your day, ask the question, “Where did I fail today?”
Was there a moment when you lived out of anger or bitterness? Were there
things that you avoided? Don’t allow yourself to dwell on these things or
seek to resolve them. Simply allow yourself to identify them and move on.
Next, ask the question, “When did I love?” Was there a moment, or several
moments, in which you made the choice to live out of love. Perhaps it was
a kind act like holding the door or spending intentional time with your
family. Remember the ways that you chose to love this day.
Next, search for any patterns or habits during the course of the day. Do
you make coffee at the same time? Do you chat for a few minutes with a
co-worker? Are you always staying late at work? As you detect these
patterns, what emotions do you sense coming to the surface for each
habit? Do these habits help you face your day with love? Do they hinder you
from facing your day with love?

5. Reconcile and Resolve
Finally, picture yourself seated next to Jesus, talking as you would with a
friend. Maybe there was something in your day that you don’t feel good
about. Tell Jesus about this and express your disappointment and ask him
to be with you when you face that moment again. Allow yourself to feel the

102

sorrow in your heart as you share this, but also remember and give thanks
for Christ’s continual restoration of your heart. Remember all of the good
moments of your day and thank Jesus for His presence with you in those
moments.
6. End with the Lord’s Prayer
Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be your name. your kingdom
come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily
bread. Forgive us our debts, as we have forgiven our debtors. And lead us
not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen.
Lectio Divina
Lectio divina is a slow, contemplative praying of the Scriptures. Time set aside in a special way
for lectio divina enables us to discover in our daily life an underlying spiritual rhythm. Within this
rhythm, we discover an increasing ability to offer more of ourselves and our relationships to the
Father, and to accept the embrace that God is continuously extending to us in the person of his
son, Jesus Christ.
Very often our concerns, our relationships, our hopes and aspirations, naturally intertwine with
our meditations on the Scriptures. We can attend "with the ear of our hearts" to our own
memories, listening for God's presence in the events of our lives. We experience Christ reaching
out to us through our own memories. Our own personal story becomes salvation history.
Choose a text of the Scriptures that you wish to pray. Many Christians use in their daily lectio
divina one of the readings from the eucharistic liturgy for the day ; others prefer to slowly work
through a particular book of the Bible. It makes no difference which text is chosen, as long as
one has no set goal of "covering" a certain amount of text. The amount of text covered is in
God's hands, not yours.
Place yourself in a comfortable position and allow yourself to become silent. Some Christians
focus for a few moments on their breathing; others have a beloved "prayer word" or "prayer
phrase" they gently recite.. For some, the practice known as "centering prayer" makes a good,
brief introduction to lectio divina. Use whatever method is best for you and allow yourself to
enjoy silence for a few moments.
Turn to the text and read it slowly, gently. Savor each portion of the reading, constantly
listening for the "still, small voice" of a word or phrase that somehow says, "I am for you today."
Do not expect lightning or ecstasies. In lectio divina, God is teaching us to listen to him, to seek
him in silence. He does not reach out and grab us; rather, he gently invites us ever more deeply
into his presence.
Take the word or phrase into yourself. Memorize it and slowly repeat it to yourself, allowing it
to interact with your inner world of concerns, memories, and ideas. Do not be afraid of
distractions. Memories or thoughts are simply parts of yourself that, when they rise up during
lectio divina, are asking to be given to God along with the rest of your inner self. Allow this inner
pondering, this rumination, to invite you into dialogue with God.
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Speak to God. Whether you use words, ideas, or images--or all three--is not important.
Interact with God as you would with one who you know loves and accepts you. And give to him
what you have discovered during your experience of meditation. Experience God by using the
word or phrase he has given you as a means of blessing and of transforming the ideas and
memories that your reflection on his word has awakened. Give to God what you have found
within your heart.
Rest in God's embrace. And when he invites you to return to your contemplation of his word
or to your inner dialogue with him, do so. Learn to use words when words are helpful, and to let
go of words when they no longer are necessary. Rejoice in the knowledge that God is with you in
both words and silence, in spiritual activity and inner receptivity.
Sometimes in lectio divina, you may return several times to the printed text, either to savor the
literary context of the word or phrase that God has given or to seek a new word or phrase to
ponder. At other times, only a single word or phrase will fill the whole time set aside for lectio
divina. It is not necessary to assess anxiously the quality of your lectio divina, as if you were
"performing" or seeking some goal. Lectio divina has no goal other than that of being in the
presence of God by praying the Scriptures.
Lectio Divina as a Group Exercise
In the churches of the Third World, where books are rare, a form of corporate lectio divina is
becoming common, in which a text from the Scriptures is meditated on by Christians praying
together in a group.
This form of lectio divina works best in a group of between four and eight people. A group
leader coordinates the process and facilitates sharing. The same text from the Scriptures is read
out three times, followed each time by a period of silence and an opportunity for each member
of the group to share the fruit of her or his lectio.
The first reading is for the purpose of hearing a word or passage that touches the heart. When
the word or phrase is found, the group's members take it in, gently recite it, and reflect on it
during the silence that follows. After the silence, each person shares which word or phrase has
touched his or her heart.
The second reading (by a member of the opposite sex from the first reader) is for the purpose of
"hearing" or "seeing" Christ in the text. Each ponders the word that has touched the heart and
asks where the word or phrase touches his or her life that day. Then, after the silence, each
member of the group shares what he or she has "heard" or "seen."
The third and final reading is for the purpose of experiencing Christ "calling us forth" into doing
or being. Members ask themselves what Christ in the text is calling them to do or to become
today or this week. After the silence, each shares for the last time, and the exercise concludes
with each person praying for the person on the right of him or her.
Those who regularly practice this method of praying and sharing the Scriptures find it to be an
excellent way of developing trust within a group. It also is an excellent way of consecrating
projects and hopes to Christ before more-formal group meetings.
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The Jesus Prayer
“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” With its roots in Eastern Orthodox
Christianity, this simple prayer can be used to recall yourself to your center at any moment of
the day or night.
Journaling
Choose your passage and begin reading.
Read enough to understand the context and situation of the passage.
Hand-write the first bite-sized section of what you’ve read.
Begin writing out your thoughts about the passage.
Include thoughts, feelings, impressions, questions, life situations it may apply to,
examples in your own life that come to mind, other passages that you know relate, etc.
There is nothing off limits.
Write it like a prayer or conversation with the Lord if that is helpful.
Prayerfully reread what you’ve written.
Add to it if more thoughts come to mind.
Finish with prayer, asking the Lord to use what you’ve read to accomplish His work in you.
Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola
The exercises in their various forms (including Protestant) use Scriptures, imagination, prayer,
silence, examen, journaling, and time to aid spiritual formation. Group exercises are also an
option. A primary emphasis is upon recognizing, receiving, celebrating, utilizing and living out of
the gifts God has given you.
The daily exercises consist of four basic movements (after the first day) spread over 24 weeks. In
addition, Ignatius offers a strategy for decision-making that has survived the test of time.
The four movements are
1. Contemplatio – this section, a type of examen, is a recollection/review of your experience of
the previous day’s grace and theme.
2. Meditatio – this section involves requesting the designated grace and focusing on some
aspect of the theme, often centering on imagining yourself immersed in a Biblical story. It
can also involve envisioning how you will embody concretely the grace for which you ask.
3. Oratio – you talk to God gratefully about the grace received and God’s goodness.
You are asked to write your experience of each section in a journal. An excellent resource is
Sacred Listening by James Wakefield, Baker Books, 2006. An example from this resource is
below:
1. Record the day, time, place, and “condition (weather, your state of mind, etc.).”
2. Contemplatio: Record your experience of the prior day’s/week’s theme and grace (gift): In
this case, let us say that the theme of the prior week is “God’s goodness is extravagant” and
the grace asked for is “Lord, open our hearts to trust your love.”

105

3. Meditatio: Read and repeat out loud the theme of the day several times, “God’s goodness is
extravagant.” Ask God for the grace of the day: “Lord, let me recognize your goodness in my
life.” Read Psalm 23 three times, and pause for several minutes of silence between each
reading. Use your imagination to picture Jesus providing you with the care described in the
psalm.
4. Share with the Lord in prayer your feelings and emotions.
Within this basic framework the exercises vary.
Conclusion
You find in this document basic prayer disciplines recognized in the Christian church.
This list does not preclude the availability of other disciplines. In addition, the function of these
disciplines as extensions of the worship and service life of Christ’s church, i.e. of what we do
together, is assumed rather than made explicit. Finally, these disciplines do not replace the basic
human need for exercise, a good diet, sleep, loving relationships, and time given to meaningful
labor and study.
Different prayer disciplines will appeal to us in different stages of our lives and even on
different days. We cannot gauge effectiveness on the basis of our feelings alone, however. In
the long run, tangible measures in our lives can help us distinguish between an authentically
disciplined and transformative spiritual life authored by God, on the one hand, and mere selfhelp on the other. The former criteria should dictate our choice of prayer disciplines over the
long haul.

* These notes are cobbled together from a variety of paper and web resources. As these
practices have a long history in Christ’s church, citing specific resources other than the
Wakefield book may be more misleading than helpful. One exception is to direct your attention
to the work of Trappist monk Thomas Keating. As would do a good Protestant in the 16th century
when it comes to the Bible, in contemporary times Keating has worked very hard to make the
spiritual practices of the monastery and convent available to “aw-shucks folks” like us.
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Appendix Four
An Introduction to the Presbyterian Church (USA)
Some years ago I served a church in which a mother kept turning up for youth group.
While her child participated, she observed quietly in a corner. The youth leader explained
that the woman had never heard of the Presbyterians and feared they might be a cult! This
brief intermission is intended to allay all such fears. Yet, we do have unique orientations
toward understanding God and the world.
The Presbyterian Church is a denomination. The word “denominations” implies that the
Christian Church, the body of Christ, can be parsed into a variety of named (nominated)
bodies: Presbyterian, Baptist, Catholic, Methodist, African Methodist Episcopal, and many
more. Denominations answer the question, “How can we human beings best organize
ourselves in order to worship and witness to the God we know through Jesus Christ?” In the
Presbyterian Church {USA}, we presume that how we organize ourselves is a matter of
choice, rather than one way having greater moral value than another. Yet we do see moral
value in organizing ourselves, because chaos in governance means that people are bound to
get hurt. In Presbyterian governance we aim for liberty and responsibility.
In terms of creating a process for making decisions, denominations tend to fall into
three patterns: congregational (congregations are independent of one another and only do
things with other congregations voluntarily), episcopal (bishops call the tune), and
Presbyterian (as is true of the American system, representatives are elected for a term to
make decisions for the rest of us through ordered assemblies).
We Presbyterians presume that every denomination emphasizes parts of the Christian
faith that tend to be underplayed in other denominations. Consider . . .
What is your favorite type of ice cream or yogurt (or food if you have a milk allergy)?
How do you feel about people who have a different set of preferences?
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What is your impression of what it means to be Presbyterian?

Can you find in the symbol above a dove, chalice, Bible, pulpit, communion table, baptismal
font, pastor giving a benediction, mountain, burning bush, and eternal circle? What else?
Compare your thoughts to the following:
Presbyterian means being a Christian denomination.
Presbyterian means being unified by a common confession of faith that Jesus is Lord and
the insistence that faith needs to be both confessed and lived out.
Presbyterian means having a particular form of governance: The congregation democratically elects
members to be officers, termed elders, to make decisions on behalf of the church over a three year
period. Elders are hard-working servants! Local congregations like ours also elect deacons to do caring
ministry. The elders also serve in governing bodies that oversee mission in ever larger geographic areas.
For example, our congregation is part of the Presbytery of East Iowa, with its central offices located here
in Iowa City. Our presbytery is, in turn, part of the Synod of Lakes and Prairies that encompasses the
following areas:
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The synod is part of the Presbyterian Church (USA), which is nationally governed by a
democratically elected body that meets biennially called the General Assembly. The General
Assembly is in friendly correspondence with many other Christian denominations.
Furthermore, we might that add that . . .
•
•
•
•

Presbyterian means serving in and through a local congregation.
Presbyterian means attachment to healthy worship and the study of the Bible.
Presbyterian means “being reformed and reforming according to the Word of God”.
Presbyterian means loving, respecting, and serving God, people, and the rest of
creation.

The Presbyterians come with a long genealogy. In the Gospel of Matthew (16:13-20), we
hear Jesus speak of the rock solid foundation of the church:
Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, ‘Who
do people say that the Son of Man is?’ And they said, ‘Some say John the Baptist, but
others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.’ He said to them, ‘But who
do you say that I am?” Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living
God.’ And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood
has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and
on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. I will
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give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”
For Presbyterians, Peter is a role model for all Christians. The church’s message carried
by Peters and others is the good news of the salvation of all creation through Jesus Christ.
Jesus is also the key to understanding the realm of God that we are called to embrace. By
sharing the good news of Jesus and the realm of God, we help liberate people to celebrate
and share God’s great love.
Due to pressure from outside barbarians and interior strife over doctrine, the church
developed a hierarchy that placed great responsibility on the Bishop of Rome. He became
known as the Papa or Pope. Concerned about the Pope’s increasing assertion of power, the
bishops centered around Constantinople (now Istanbul) decided to break ties with Rome
1000 years after Peter’s death. Relationships have grown more cordial during this new
millennium, an example of which can be seen below in the historic meeting between Pope
Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople.

Over the next few centuries, other Christian communities sought to escape papal
authority. One of the prominent successes was Martin Luther, who was supported by the
German princes who resisted papal interference in their governance and taxation of their
peoples.
Another figure was John Calvin, city manager of Geneva who was trained as an attorney.
Calvin had many flaws, yet he had a good mind and vigorous pen. With the support of clergy
and laypersons, Calvin established a form of government that was theocratic in principle and
yet democratic in practice. Calvin’s heirs tend to emphasize groups of persons holding
positions of bounded authority, rather than power being invested in individual persons. The
heirs of Calvin also hold in tension a focus on personal piety with a twin focus on the right
(just) ordering of church and society.
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Due to these twin foci, Presbyterians believe that God calls people into excellent
vocations that allow them to love and follow Christ, serve others, and strengthen society.
Like them or not, here is a list of some Presbyterians that you might recognize:
Entertainment
- John Wayne - actor, movie star
- Will Hays - led Hollywood's self-censorship: Motion Picture Production Code of 1930 ("Hays
Code")
- Christopher Reeve - actor, movie star famous for his role as "Superman" (lapsed)
- David Letterman - late night talk show host
- Gower Champion - Broadway director, choreographer
- Dick Van Dyke - actor
- Roy Rogers - cowboy TV star
- Richard Burton - actor, movie star
- Jimmy Stewart - a.k.a. James Stewart; actor; star of such films as It's a Wonderful Life; Mr.
Krueger's Christmas
- Shirley Temple - child star
- Fred Rogers - host of influential children's show "Mr. Rogers' Neighborhood" (ordained
Presbyterian minister)
- Debbie Reynolds - actress, singer
- Greer Garson - Academy Award-winning actress
- Carol Lawrence - actress
- Frank Gifford - football player and sportscaster
- Sandra Knight - TV and film actress who was married Jack Nicholson
- Colleen Townsend - Hollywood actress who became the wife of a Presbyterian minister
and an author of religious books
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- Brian DePalma - film director (born Catholic; raised Presbyterian; lapsed)
- Ralph Winter - movie producer: X-Men; Fantastic Four; Star Trek; etc. (devout
Presbyterian)
-Jim Carrey
Music:
- Ray Schultz - lead singer/bassist of the band Arenoskrap-Tech
Literature:
- Mark Twain - influential American author
- William Faulkner - influential American author
- Lucy Maud Montgomery - Canadian novelist; Anne of Green Gables, etc.
- Beverly Cleary - children's book author (Ramona, Henry Higgins, Ralph the Mouse, etc.)
- Ralph Connor - early 1930s Canadian novelist; The Man from Glengarry; Glengarry School
Days; The Foreigner; etc. (ordained)
- Frederick Buechner - author of fantasy novels and non-fiction religious books
- Sherwood Anderson - prominent American short story writer
- Margaret Wise Brown - influential children's book author: Goodnight Moon; The Runaway
Bunny; etc. (non-churchgoer; Presbyterian father; Episcopalian mother)
Comics:
- Clifford K. Berryman (1869-1949) - influential political cartoonist
- Curt Swan - influential comic book artist best known for drawing Superman (lapsed)
- Steve Allen
Journalism:
- David Brinkley - journalist, broadcaster
- E. L. Godkin - founder of influential weekly journal of political opinion The Nation
Science:
- James Watt - developed the steam engine (lapsed)
- Joseph Priestley - influential chemist, noncomformist minister
- Arthur Holly Compton - Nobel Prize-winning physicist who studied x-rays, gamma rays and
nuclear energy
- Sally Ride - astronaut; first American woman in space
- John Glenn - astronaut, Senator
Politics:
- Andrew Jackson - 7th U.S. President
- James Knox Polk - 11th U.S. President (converted from Presbyterian to Methodist)
- James Buchanan - 15th U.S. President
- Rutherford B. Hayes - 19th U.S. President
- Grover Cleveland - 22nd and 24th U.S. President
- Benjamin Harrison - 23rd U.S. President
- Woodrow Wilson - 28th U.S. President
- Dwight D. Eisenhower - 34th U.S. President
- Ronald Reagan - 40th U.S. President
- Jomo Kenyatta - president of Kenya
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- Hendrik Verwoerd - prime minister of South Africa
- Dean Rusk - U.S. secretary of state
- Condoleezza Rice - U.S. Secretary of State under Pres. George W. Bush; prominent AfricanAmerican scholar in international relations
- Aaron Burr - U.S. Vice-President under Jefferson; killed Alexander Hamilton in a duel
- Daniel D. Tompkins - U.S. Vice-President under Monroe
- John C. Calhoun - U.S. Vice-President under John Quincy Adams and Jackson
- John C. Breckinridge - U.S. Vice-President under Buchanan
- William A. Wheeler - U.S. Vice-President under Hayes
- Thomas A. Hendricks - U.S. Vice-President under Cleveland
- Adlai E. Stevenson - U.S. Vice-President under Cleveland
- Thomas R. Marshall - U.S. Vice-President under Wilson
- Charles G. Dawes - U.S. Vice-President under Coolidge
- Henry A. Wallace - U.S. Vice-President under F.D. Roosevelt
- Walter Mondale - U.S. Vice-President under Carter
- Dan Quayle - U.S. Vice-President under George H.W. Bush
- Lloyd Bentsen, Jr. - Democratic nominee for Vice President in 1988; 4-term U.S. Senator
from Texas, Treasury Secretary
- Bob Dole- U.S. Senator from Kansas, Viagra spokesman; former Republican United States
Senate Majority Leader; Republican nominee for President in the 1996
- Elizabeth Dole - U.S. Senator from North Carolina 2003-?; former head of American Red
Cross; wife of U.S. presidential candidate Bob Dole
- John Foster Dulles - U.S. Secretary of State in the 1950s
- Christine Todd Whitman - Christie Todd Whitman is the former New Jersey governor;
Republican, but opposes pro-life measures; head of EPA under Pres. G. W. Bush
- Dick Armey - U.S. Representative; conservative Republican from Texas
- Robert McNamara - U.S. secretary of defense; president of the World Bank
- Melvin Laird - U.S. secretary of defense
- Ian Paisley - minister and political leader in Northern Ireland
- Bill Frist - U.S. Senate Majority Leader
- Porter Goss - Director of the CIA
- George Akerson - first White House Press Secretary
- Robert Bacon- U.S. Ambassador to France (1909-1912)
- Marlin Fitzwater - White House Press Secretary (1987-1993)
- William E. Brock - U.S. Secretary of Labor (1985-1987)
Law:
- Warren Burger - Chief Justice of U.S. Supreme Court
- William O. Douglas - U.S. Supreme Court Justice (1939-1975)
- William Jennings Bryan - prosecutor in the famous Scopes Monkey Trial (about the
teaching of evolution in schools)
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Religious Leaders:
- John Knox - the founder of Scottish Presbyterianism
- Billy Sunday - popular American preacher
- Billy Graham - one of most popular Protestant preachers in 20th Century (raised
Presbyterian, converted to Southern Baptist)
- Ruth Graham - wife of Billy Graham
- Henry Sloane Coffin - clergyman, author; moderator of General Assembly of the
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. (1943-44)
- Daniel Defoe - influential English novelist; author of Robinson Crusoe
- Richard G. Butler - pastor and founder of Aryan Nations (white supremacist group)
- Peter Marshall - popular minister; U.S. Senate Chaplain; portrayed in book/movie A Man
Called Peter
- Carl McIntyre - minister; anti-Communist; co-founded American and International Council
of Churches in order to protest liberalism in National and World Councils of Churches
- Alexander Campbell - Former Presbyterian who became co-founder of the Churches of
Christ (Stone-Campbell Restoration movement)
- John Glas - Scottish Presbyterian clergyman who was the founder of the offshoot
denomination Sandemanianism (also known as "Glasites")
- Thomas Cartwright - father of English Presbyterianism
- Charles Stelzle - "apostle to labor"; American labor reformer; laid groundwork for National
Council of Churches
Activists:
- Donaldina Cameron - missionary, social activist; broke Chinese slave trade in the U.S.
- Elijah Lovejoy - an American who was martyred for the abolitionist cause (the effort to free
the slaves)
- William Sheppard - African-American missionary; helped end terror and extortion used by
rubber companies in the Belgian Congo
Business:
- Andrew Carnegie - American businessman, philanthropist; at one time the wealthiest man
in the world
- Ross Perot - billionaire businessman; third-party U.S. Presidential candidate
- Sam Walton - founder of Wal-Mart, the world's largest retailer
- Philip Anschutz - billionaire businessman, founder of Qwest (regularly attends an
Evangelical Presbyterian church)
Intelligence and Spycraft:
- J. Edgar Hoover - FBI director
- Alger Hiss - famous spy accused of spying for Soviet Union
Other:
- Rev. Aaron Burr - co-founder of Princeton University
- David Hume - influential Scottish philosopher
Additional Presbyterian Politicians:
Lamar Alexander - Tennessee
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George Allen - Virginia
Kit Bond - Missouri
Bill Bradley - New Jersey
Thomas Carper - Delaware
Mark Dayton - Minnesota
Jim DeMint - South Carolina
Michael Enzi (Mike Enzi) - Wyoming
Marsha Blackburn - Tennessee 7th
Shelley Moore Capito - West Virginia 2nd
Howard Coble - North Carolina 6th
Charlie Dent - Pennsylvania
John Duncan - Tennessee 2nd
Tom Feeney - Florida 24th
Katherine Harris - Florida 13th
Joel Hefley - Colorado 5th
Bob Inglis - South Carolina 4th
Phil Bredesen - Tennessee
Mitch Daniels - Indiana (2005-?)
John G. Brady - Territorial Governor of Alaska (1897-1906)
Walter E. Clark - Territorial Governor of Alaska (1909-1913)
Three important facts should be stressed based on this list:
•
•

•

Presbyterians can be just as ornery and sinful as anyone else.
Presbyterians in American culture have embodied, within their own ranks, diversity of opinion
expressed democratically. Because we believe that all people are sinners and yet have some
important wisdom from God to share, we insist on humble conversation and compromise in
decision-making. The ability to function with diversity, which Presbyterians learn in church, has
empowered them to be influential beyond their numbers, especially in democratic governance.
As Europeans and Americans have fled church, and as politics have grown more polarized, the
influence of the Presbyterians has waned.
While we freely admit that there is no one way to govern Christians in the church, we are pretty
firm that democratic government that balances sinner against sinner is the only proper way to
govern a country.
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