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ABSTRACT 

SERMONS THAT ARE PERFECT: How Does Meeting With a Spiritual Director Give 
Completion to Those Who Preach? 

Schreur, Edward Hart, D .Min. Western Theological Seminary, Holland, Michigan. 1999 
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This project is designed to provide information on how receiving spiritual direction 

helps an individual prepare sermons that are perfect. Perfection is defined not as a sermon 
that is free of errors but rather as a sermon that is mature and complete, arising out of 
awareness and knowledge of God that is received, in part, through the experience of 
receiving spiritual direction. 

Chapter 1 provides an introduction to spiritual direction through offering several 
definitions and a short history. 

Chapter 2 describes my experience of receiving spiritual direction and using that 
experience as a preaching resource. 

Chapter 3 provides an analysis of how the experience of receiving spiritual 
direction is useful in preaching. I give attention to four areas: 1 .  Increased awareness of 
God through spiritual direction that is used as a basis for preaching; 2 .  Increased 
awareness of self through spiritual direction that is used in preaching; 3. Anecdotal 
experiences that occur in spiritual direction that can be used as sermon illustrations; 4 .  
Specific content material that arises in spiritual direction that can be used in sermons. 

Chapter 4 provides examples of sermons that integrate the findings. 
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INTRODUCTION 

SERMONS THAT ARE PERFECT 

On Sunday morning, once again I will stand in the pulpit and preach a sermon. 

What can I do to make sure that the sermon I preach is perfect? Perfection means 

different things to different people. 1 Some might say my sermon is perfect if I make no 

mistakes. Mistakes. can be made in the exegesis of Scripture, the application of Scripture 

to contemporary life, and the words I chose to communicate the sermon. Some might be 

looking for a different version of perfection-is the minister wearing a Genevan gown or a 

business suit, are the minister's shoes freshly polished, is the minister's hair neatly 

groomed? Others might say the perfect sermon has to do with being whole, complete, or 

lacking nothing essential. 

Jesus spoke of perfection according to Matthew. As part of the Sermon on the 

Mount, and in conclusion to instruction regarding love for enemies, Jesus said, ''Be 

perfect, therefore, even as your heavenly Father is perfect."2 How are we to respond to 

the admonition, ''Be perfect: ? 

Kathleen Norris, a poet and best-selling author, wrote, ''Perfection is one of the 

scariest words I know."3 Perfection is a scary word for people like Kathleen Norris 

because it represents exceedingly high expectations. The goal of perfection, seen in this 

1 There are 8 separate definitions for the word perfect when used as an adjective according to The 
American Heritage Student Dictionary (Boston : Houghton Mifilin Company, 1994), page 717. 
2 Matthew 5:48 (Here and elsewhere in this paper the biblical references will be according to the Holy 

Bible: New International Version, Copyright 1973, 1978, 1984 International Bible Society.) 
3 Kathleen Norris, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith (New York : Riverhead Books, 1998), page 55. 
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way, leaves no room for mistakes. Errors are unacceptable. All areas of life must be 

under control, including speech, personal grooming and letters sent by email. 

Kathleen Norris wrote, ''Martha Stewart might be seen as the high priestess of 

Perfection: one dare not let the mask slip, even in one's home, where all is perfect, right 

down to the last hand-stenciled napkin ring."4 I am not a personal acquaintance of Martha 

Stewart, and therefore cannot verify the accuracy of tagging her with a perspective on 

perfection that allows no mistakes. Nevertheless, she represents for many people a 

distinct goal of perfection in which there is no margin for error which, as Kathleen Norris 

points out, is scary. 

Perfection of this sort is not only scary but can be a serious psychological problem. 

The psychological description for perfectionism gone awry is obsessive-compulsive 

disorder. This disorder can be described with the following examples: 

4 Ibid. 

• The person so driven to meet professional and personal goals that she 
can't abandon herself to a few hours of undirected leisure without 
feeling guilty or undisciplined. 

• The person so preoccupied with making the right choice that he has 
difficulty making even relatively simply decisions usually regarded as 
pleasurable: buying a new stereo; choosing where to go on vacation. 

• The person so finicky that his pleasure is spoiled if everything isn't ')ust 
so." 

• The '1hinkaholic" whose keen hyperactive mind all too often bogs 
her down in painful worry and rumination. 

• The perfectionist, whose need to improve and polish every piece of 
work chronically causes her to devote much more time than necessary 
to even inconsequential assignments. 



• The person so intent upon finding the ultimate romantic mate that he 
seems unable to commit to any long-term relationship. 

• The person so acclimated to working long hours that she can't bring 
herself to cut back, even when confronted with evidence that the 
overwork is ruining her health or her family relationships. 

• The procrastinator who feels angry at his "laziness"-unaware that the 
real reason he is unable to undertake tasks is that his need to do them 
flawlessly makes them loom impossibly large. 5 

5 

The causes for obsessive and compulsive behavior are elusive. Causes may have to do 

with the behavior of one's parents, a traumatic experience or world-wide economic 

conditions. Whatever may be the causes for such behavior, the central dynamic of 

obsessive and compulsive behavior is that of control. 6 The desire for control has to do 

with individual expectations for performance. When these individual expectations are set 

exceedingly high, there will be a miss match between performance and goals. The miss 

match can motivate an individual to work harder toward perfection, which in the sense of 

error-free control is unattainable, with the result being a psychological disorder. 

Kathleen Norris suggests that perfection, which is a scary word, need not be a scary 

concept. 7 Perfection need not be a scary concept because it is one of many ways to 

describe the work of the Holy Spirit in a Christian life. Hendrikus Berkhof, a Reformed 

theologian, wrote that various Christian traditions have different ways to describe the 

renewing work of the Holy Spirit. Methodism speaks of perfection, Lutheranism refers to 

justification, Calvinism speaks of being a servant of God, Pietism emphasizes regeneration, 

the Roman Catholic Church champions sanctification and exaltation, and Eastern 

5 Allan E. Mallinger and Jeanette De Wyze, Too Perfect: When Being in Control Gets Out of Control 
(New York: Clarkson Potter/ Publishers, I992), pages l - 2. 
6 Ibid. , page 9. 
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Orthodoxy prefers to talk about deification. 8 In a general sense, these different 

descriptions refer to the same work of the Holy Spirit. However there are variations 

among them and the Methodist notion of perfection stands head and shoulders above the 

rest.9 

John Wesley confidently preached that the evidence of the New Testament leads to the 

conclusion that "a Christian is so far perfect as not to commit sin. "10 Holiness was a 

vitally important matter for John Wesley. He reacted against mediocrity in the Christian 

life and the church. 

In order to avoid confusion over the concept of perfection, John Wesley explained that 

clarification must be made in regard to the issues of ignorance, mistakes, infirmities, and 

temptations. 1 1  Wesley claimed that Christians cannot be expected to be perfect in the 

sense of Adam's perfection. Adam, who lived before the onset of sin, always judged, 

acted and spoke right. All who live after the onset of sin, however, must first face the 

issue of ignorance. Knowledge of God and how to live right are limited by ignorance ever 

since Adam sinned. Second, all people make mistakes which are an unavoidable 

consequence of ignorance. Even though Christians do not make mistakes in things that 

are essential to salvation, mistakes in all other matters are unavoidable. Third, Christians 

inevitably have infirmities that are inward or outward imperfections which are not of a 

moral character. Wesley clarified that recognition of infirmities is not a license to practice 

7 Norris, page 55.  
8 Hendrikus Berkhof, Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Study of the Faith, Sierd Woudstra, 
translator (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1 979), page 427. 
9 Ibid. , page 426. 
10 John Wesley, Sermons: "Christian Perfection" quoted in A Compend of Wesley's Theology, Robert W. 
Burtner and Robert E. Chiles, editors (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1954), page 2 14 .  
11 Ibid., pages 2 1 1-2 15. 
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drunkenness or to take God's holy name in vain. "It is plain that all who speak thus," 

wrote Wesley, "if ye repent not, shall, with all your infirmities, go quick into hell!"12 

Infirmities, according to Wesley, are distinct from the essential matters of salvation. 

Fourth, Christian perfection does not mean freedom from temptation. The real danger of 

temptation continues for all Christians. In fact, the stakes of temptation rise for those who 

grow more mature and strong in holiness. 

Holiness is another word for perfection, Wesley said.13 The two words mean the same 

thing according to the leader of Methodism. He wrote, "Thus, every one that is holy is, in 

the Scripture sense, perfect. "14 

Hendrikus Berkhof said that John Wesley helps Christians keep in mind the purpose 

for humanity. Too often there is too much emphasis placed on concepts such as renewal 

and conversion, Berkhof claimed. 15 The purpose of living the Christian life is not renewal, 

which is a process. Rather, the process of renewal should lead to a goal. Wesley's 

emphasis on the goal of perfection should be taken seriously, said Berhkof 16 

The Heidelberg Catechism asks questions about the goal of perfection. Question and 

answer four and five are as follows: 

Question 4: What does God's law require of us? 

Answer: Christ teaches us this in the summary in Matthew 2 2 -
you shall love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind, 
and with all your strength. 

1 2  Ibid., page 2 1 3 .  
1 3 Ibid., page 2 14. 
1 4 Ibid. 
15 Berkhof, page 425. 
16 Ibid. 



This is the great and first commandment. 
And the second is like it, 
You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself 
On these two commandments depend 
all the law and the prophets. 

Question 5: Can you live up to all this perfectly? 

Answer: No. 
I have a natural tendency 
to hate God and my neighbor. 17 

The Heidelberg Catechism's reference to living "perfectly" discloses a difference 

between the Methodist and Reformed view of sin. Whereas John Wesley claimed that a 

Christian can live free of sin, Reformed theologians disagree. Perfection is still a goal, 

however the Reformed perspective is that perfectionism is based on a superficial concept 

of sin in which sin is written in the plural, sins, which are defined as voluntary 

transgressions of known laws. 18 

Sin is not like a self-contained tumor that can be wholly removed, as John Wesley 

indicated. Sin is like a tumor that sent tentacles far and wide throughout the body, 

affecting vital organs and attaching itself to bones. A Christian must fight against sin but 

is unable to remove it entirely. According to Reformed theology, a Christian must accept 

8 

the inevitable existence of sin and at the same time take up the task of combating sin every 

day. 

17 The Heidelberg Catechism with Scripture Texts (Grand Rapids, MI: Board of Publications of the 
Christian Reformed Church, 1981), pages 14-15. 
1 8 M. Eugene Osterhaven, The Spirit of the Reformed Tradition: The Reformed Church Must Always be 

Reforming (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1971), page 1 1 3. 
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When Jesus said, ''Be perfect," he did not refer to living free of error. The Greek 

word TEAEtoa in Matthew 5:48 means "having attained the end or purpose, complete, 

perfect.''23 Since Jesus knew that human beings sin by nature, the perfection he called for 

had to do with being whole or complete. Being free of imperfection was a later 

development in Greek vocabulary with the word TEilE100:24 

John Calvin wondered about the role of perfection in the life of Christians. Calvin 

concluded that Christians reach perfection not by appearing without spot or blemish, but 

as earlier described by Augustine, who said, ''When we speak of the perfect virtue of the 

saints, part of this perfection consists in the recognition of our imperfection both in truth 

and humility."25 

Karl Barth added that human perfection will follow the experience of Jesus Christ . 

Human beings share TEAE100-with the same strange destiny that came to Jesus, being 

"ignored and forgotten and despised and discounted" by others. 26 Barth pointed out that 

perfection, as revealed in Jesus, has to do with rejection in the world (what preacher has 

not learned this?). Perfection revealed in Jesus "has nothing of what the world counts as 

recognition and authority and honour and success. "27 

Does the Heidelberg Catechism have anything more to say about perfection? 

Perfection, as a gift from God, is mentioned in question and answer 60: 

23 William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other 
Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), page 816. 
24 W. F. Albright and C. S. Mann, The Anchor Bible: Matthew, a New Translation With Introduction and 

Commentary (Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1 971), page 72. 
25 John Calvin's quote of Augustine marks the conclusion of a discussion on perfection in the Institutes of 
the Christian Religion, Henry Beveridge, translator (Grand Rapids, Ml: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company) volume II, page 1 18. 
26 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics: Volume JV, The Doctrine of Reconciliation, Part Two, G. W. Bromiley, 
translator (Edinburgh, Scotland: T. & T. Clark, 1958), page 1 67. 
27 Ibid. 



Question: How are you right with God? 

Answer: Only by true faith in Jesus Christ. 
Even though my conscience accuses me 
of having grievously sinned against all God's commandments 
and of never having kept any of them, 
and even though I am still inclined toward all evil, 
nevertheless, 
without my deserving it at all, 
out of sheer grace, 
God grants and credits to me 
the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of Christ, 
as ifl had never sinned nor been a sinner, 

as if I had been as perfectly obedient 
as Christ was obedient for me. 28 (Emphasis added) 

Karl Barth commented that question and answer 60 of the Heidelberg Catechism 

declares that a Christian, in the eyes of God, is righteous (perfect) right now.29 Even 

1 1  

through there is room for more growth and a Christian will continue to increase in faithful 

living throughout life, it can be said that a Christian is righteous. With this outlook in 

mind, let us return to the question of preaching. 

Can a perfect sermon be preached? Yes, the perfect sermon can be preached in the 

sense of TEAE100-, of reaching its end or purpose, and being complete. The perfect sermon 

does not emit from a morally perfect preacher, as Calvin reminds us. The perfect sermon 

will not be great as the world normally marks greatness, as Barth reminds us. The perfect 

sermon will be whole and complete. However, the wholeness and completeness of a 

sermon relies on several factors, as illustrated in the following diagrams. 

The diagrams were drawn by my teenage daughter, Rebekah Joy Schreur. In the past, 

Rebekah asked me not to mention her in my sermons. She prefers not to receive attention 

28 The Heidelberg Catechism, page 92. 



12 

on the basis of being a pastor's daughter. For this project, however, she agreed to work 

hand in hand with me and created four diagrams based on ideas that I expressed to her in 

words. It is especially pleasing to me that my doctor of ministry project is not something 

that I am doing in isolation from the rest of my family. It seems only natural that, when I 

was pondering how to illustrate wholeness in preaching, I would find help sitting across 

from me at the dining room table. Rebekah's partnership with me is an illustration of how 

God uses everyday experiences (which I will explain later as the "stuff" of spiritual 

direction) for use in the task of preaching. When Rebekah completed her charcoal 

drawings they were transferred into a digital format and imported into this document. 

The first step is for the preacher to have an experience of God (see diagram 1) .  The 

drawing depicts God, in the image of a sun, sending many and various messages to 

humankind. God wants to speak to us. God takes more initiative than we think, or even 

imagine, to awaken human beings to an awareness of God. 30 God speaks through 

everyday experiences, as illustrated in the Annunciation story, in which an angel of the 

Lord appears to Mary as she is going about her daily routine.3 1 Sermons are rooted in the 

preacher's  awareness of, and experience with, God.32 

29 Karl Barth, The Heidelberg Catechism for Today, Shirley C. Guthrie, Jr., translator (Richmond, V A: 
John Knox Press, 1 964 ), page 91. 
30 William A Barry, God and You: Prayer as a Personal Relationship ( New York: Paulist Press, 1 987), 
page 12 .  
31 Luke 1 :  26-38. 
32 James Earl Massey, Designing the Sermon: Order and Movement in Preaching (Nashville : Abingdon, 
1 980) page 1 5. 



13 

The second step toward a perfect sermon is to understand God through the 

perspective of Scripture (see diagram 2, top portion) . Scripture is the basis for regulating, 

grounding, and confirming our faith. 33 It provides checks and balances to the incomplete 

understanding of God that is found through the "book of nature. "34 Scripture is the means 

by which our human understanding of God is made complete. 35 

33 The Belgic Confession, article 5, as publishing in Liturgy and Psalms, Gerrit T. Vander Lugt, editor 
(New York: The Board of Education of the Reformed Church in America, 1969), page 434. 
34 The Belgic Confession, article 2, page 433. 
35 John Calvin, volume 1, page. 64. 



The third step is to become aware of an insidious obstacle to preaching a perfect 

sermon-the bias of self (see diagram 3, bottom portion) . The human condition of sin 

distorts the ability of the preacher to see clearly beyond self-interest. We cannot 

overcome the obstacle of sin by ourselves, but God takes action on our behalf to give us 

14 

the perfection we cannot receive on our own. 36 God accepts us by grace through faith. 37 

In addition to acceptance, is there some way for the preacher to see God more clearly 

in order to prepare sermons that are perfect, reaching their end or purpose, and are 

complete? 

36 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics: Volume JI; The Doctrine of God, First Half-Votume, Harold Knight, 

translator (Edinburgh, Scotland: T. & T: Clark, 1957), page 364. 
37 See Ephesians 2 :8 .  
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Perfection can be provided through receiving spiritual direction, the fourth step (see 

diagram 4 ). Spiritual direction is a process in which a person works with a spiritual 

director for the purpose of spiritual growth. A spiritual director is someone who assists 

another individual in discerning where God is active in his or her life. 38 The experience of 

receiving spiritual direction can permit those who preach to see God in a more whole and 

complete way than can be accomplished without outside assistance. Spiritual direction is a 

vital resource for those who preach-it fills a void that exists due to human self-interest. 

38 William A Barry and William J. Connolly, The Practice of Spiritual Direction (San Francisco: Harper 
San Francisco), page 5. 
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The process of receiving spiritual direction provides checks and balances to the sinful 

nature of a preacher and is a vital link in the steps toward TEAE 1oo:39 

Spiritual direction may have made a critical difference for Martin Luther and the 

reformation of the church. 40 It is widely known that Luther struggled with his convictions 

regarding confession and the effort needed to live righteously. When he lived in the Black 

Monastery of the Augustinians in Erfurt, Luther regularly spoke with Johannes von 

Staupitz for the purpose of spiritual direction. It is believed that the advice given by 

Stupitz to Luther was not theologically profound. However, the experience of receiving 

spiritual direction seems to have helped Luther take the steps necessary toward becoming 

a leader of the Reformation. 41 

In Chapter 1 of this paper, I will provide an introduction to spiritual direction through 

offering several definitions and a short history. In chapter 2 ,  I will describe my experience 

of receiving spiritual direction and using that experience as a preaching resource. In 

Chapter 3, I will provide an analysis of how the experience of receiving spiritual direction 

is useful in preaching. I will give attention to four areas: 1 .  Increased awareness of God 

through spiritual direction that is used as a basis for preaching; 2 .  Increased awareness of 

self through spiritual direction that is used in preaching; 3. Anecdotal experiences that 

occur in spiritual direction that can be used as sermon illustrations; 4 .  Specific content 

39 My focus in this paper is the vital importance for those who preach to receive spiritual direction I leave 
to others to make similar cases for the vital importance of disciplines such as biblical exegesis, 
interpretation, and hermeneutics. 
40 R. Todd Wise, "An Empirical Phenomenological Analysis of the Rite of Reconciliation from the 
Perspective of the Penitent" (Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Union Institute Graduate School, 1995), 
page 50. 
41 Ibid. , page 5 1 .  



material that arises in spiritual direction that can be used in sermons. In Chapter 4 ,  I will 

provide examples of sermons that integrate the findings. 
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CHAPTER 1 

AN INTRODUCTION TO SPIRITUAL DIRECTION 

Spiritual direction is a process in which a person works with a spiritual director for 

the purpose of spiritual growth, as I said in the Introduction. Others describe spiritual 

direction more fully as follows. William A. Barry and William J. Connolly, Roman 

Catholic priests who are contemporary leaders in the field, say, ''We define Christian 

spiritual direction, then, as help given by one Christian to another which enables that 

person to pay attention to God's personal communication to him or her, to respond to this 

personally communicating God, to grow in intimacy with this God, and to live out the 

consequences of the relationship."42 Barry and Connolly emphasize that the focus of 

spiritual direction is on experiences with God, not on ideas, theories or systematic 

theology. In addition, they view one's experiences with God not as isolated events but as 

part of an overall relationship with the Divine and others. 

Another description of spiritual direction is offered by Margaret Geunther, an 

Episcopal priest. Guenther admits that she hesitates to name the words spiritual direction 

for it, "can be off-putting or seductive, as they conjure up the image of a clerical Svengali 

compelling a trembling soul to kneel on broken glass while reciting the Miserere. "43 

Nevertheless, Guenther proceeds boldly to say that spiritual direction is a caring 

42 William A Barry and William J. Connolly, The Practice of Spiritual Direction (San Francisco : Harper 
San Francisco, 1 980), page 8. 
43 Margaret Guenther, Holy Listening: The Art of Spiritual Direction (Boston: Cowley Publications, 
1992), page 1 .  
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relationship that features "holy listening, presence and attentiveness," to the God who 

seeks a relationship with human beings. 44 

Spiritual direction is formally defined by Katherine Marie Dyckman, a Holy Names 

Sister, and L. Patrick Carroll, a Jesuit priest, in the following way: "Spiritual direction: an 

interpersonal relationship in which one person assists others to reflect on their own 

experience in the light of who they are called to become in fidelity to the Gospel. ,,4s The 

definition by Dyckman and Carroll places emphasis on sharing one's inmost truth with 

another person who is trustworthy. While Dyckman and Carroll say this activity focuses 

on spirituality and direction, they recognize that spiritual direction incorporates all the 

experiences of a human being (as opposed to only that which could be called spiritual) and 

is not direction in the sense of one person telling another what to do but rather the process 

of looking to the direction of the Holy Spirit. 

Before saying more about spiritual direction, mention should be made regarding its 

place in the world. Morton Kelsey points out that, in the West and Western Christianity, 

spiritual direction is little known. 46 Kelsey claims that the minor role spiritual direction 

plays today is a complex one but can be traced back to medieval times and the philosophy 

of Aristotle. In particular, Kelsey says we must be alert to the meaning of Aristotle's 

emphasis on direct observation by means of the five senses and use of reason in regard to 

that which cannot be experienced through the senses. The meaning of Aristotle's 

44 Ibid. 
45 Katherine Marie Dyckman and L. Patrick Carroll, Inviting the Mystic, Supporting the Prophet: An 
Introduction to Spiritual Direction (New York: Paulist Press, 1981), page 20. 

46 Morton T. Kelsey, Companions on the Inner Way: The Art of Spiritual Guidance (New York: 
Crossroad, 1991), page 13. 



20 

philosophy called into question the legitimacy of any realm not discovered by the senses 

and reason. 

Catholic and Protestant churches, in their expressions of scholasticism, grew to 

rely on the beliefs of Aristotle. 47 Philosopher Thomas Hobbs pushed the matter farther 

when he denied the existence of the spiritual world. In the nineteenth century, sciences 

such as medicine, chemistry and physics further obscured the value of pondering the 

spiritual realm of life. Many people concluded that ultimate questions about a relationship 

with God are either unanswerable or altogether misguided. 

At the same time that spiritual matters were being undervalued, some researchers 

found that personal experiences of God are widespread and common. Andrew M. 

Greeley, a sociologist and Roman Catholic priest, concluded by means of a major survey 

that thirty-five percent of the American people reported that they have had a significant 

spiritual experience one or more times in their lives. 48 When more questions were asked, 

Greeley found that a majority of the population has had some kind of experience that is 

described as spiritual. Furthermore, the people who described such experiences are not 

individuals on the fringe of society. Greeley wrote, "They are not sick, they are not 

deviants, they are not social misfits, they are not schizophrenics, they are not drug freaks. 

In fact they may be more emotionally healthy than those who do not have such 

experiences. "49 

An earlier researcher, William James, reported that people have religious 

experiences that are literally and objectively true, even though those experiences are 

47 Ibid. 
48 Andrew M. Greeley, The Sociology of the Paranormal: A Reconnaissance (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage 
Publications, Inc. , 1975) page 58. 
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the Bible, and include works such as The Teaching of Kagemma and The Wisdom of Ptah-

hotep. 

The most developed use of spiritual directors among ancient cultures was to be 

found in Hinduism.53 The Hindu title given to a spiritual director was guru (and still is 

today). The guru exercised wide-ranging authority over his students, including when the 

student rose in the morning, ate and went to sleep at night. While many gurus and 

students worked together fruitfully, it was not uncommon for gurus to abuse their 

authority and cause injury to those in their care. 

Jesus was a spiritual director in the tradition of a Jewish rabbi. Masses of people 

were attracted to Jesus' public exhortations and he chose from among the crowds a small 

group of disciples. 54 Large numbers of people continued to follow and listen to Jesus after 

the disciples were chosen as evidenced by the congregation that gathered to hear Jesus 

preach a sermon on "The Sower" from within a boat. 55 Yet Jesus knew that the subtleties 

and nuances of his message were easily lost on a large crowd and made sure to give 

explanations in detail to his disciples. 

John McNeill wrote that spiritual direction was a prominent feature in the letters of 

Paul and other New Testament authors.56 It may be that the letters were written, at least 

in part, in response to requests for guidance. Paul gave spiritual direction in regard to 

sexual ethics, group cohesiveness, support for those who are burdened, and more. 57 Paul 

52 Ibid. , page 2. 
53 Ibid. , page 42. 
54 See John 31 :35-51. 
55 SeeMark 4: 1 -9. 

56 McNeill, A History of the Cure of Souls, page 82. 

57 See 1 Corinthians 7: 1 ,  Romans 12 :5  and Galatians 6:2. 
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was intimately involved with members of churches that he planted. His letters often 

included personal references and terms of endearment. 58 

During the Patristic Age there was an increased emphasis on the duties of 

pastors. 59 A pastor was expected to work individually with members of the congregation. 

That work would include teaching from the Scripture and practicing church discipline, 

with an emphasis on µEravo1a, repentance, and EXoµo,foyaJUJ', confession. Origen 

wrote that sins of every kind were to be confessed publicly. 6° Confession became a 

regular part of church life by the middle of the second century and probably included 

individual and group confession. When there developed a practice of "anathematizing" 

individuals from the church community, clergy began to look for new methods of spiritual 

direction. 61 

A major new development in the Christian tradition of spiritual direction occurred 

in the fifth century. The development came by means of British and Irish monks who 

developed the Celtic penitential books. 62 These books were instruction manuals for the 

delivery of spiritual guidance. The topics covered include sexuality, violence, the family, 

and how to die well. Dozens of these penitential books were written between the fifth and 

thirteenth centuries. Most of the books were written in Latin, although some were written 

in Old Irish and Old English, and many have been translated and published by John T. 

58 See Colossians 4:7-18. 
59 McNeill, A History of the Cure of Souls, page 11 1 .  
60 R. Todd Wise, "Confession, Counsel, and the Clergy," Perspectives Volume 1 2, Number 3 (March, 
1 997), page 16. 
61 Ibid. 
62 McNeill, A History of the Cure of Souls, page 1 13. 
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congregation. 67 Other Protestant groups, such as Baptists and Methodists, did not have 

formalized instructions for spiritual direction but placed a major emphasis on the 

qualifications for church membership that made some form of spiritual direction a priority 

task for the pastor. 68 

The rise of psychotherapy marked a turning point for spiritual direction. Moritz 

Benedikt was the first physician to write about the link between confessing a problem and 

being restored to health. 69 Benedikt showed that hysteria and other forms of neurosis 

could be relieved through talking about a secret problem with a medical doctor. 

Benedikt's work was published at a time when medicine and other sciences were rising in 

public opinion. Eventually spiritual direction became a marginal activity in a church that 

was increasingly marginalized by society. 

There is current evidence, however, that psychotherapy has reached its limits and 

the need for spiritual direction is once again evident. Traditional psychotherapy was not 

designed to provide life-long care for an individual; rather the focus has traditionally been 

on problem solving. 7° Furthermore, psychotherapists typically steer clear of ethical and 

spiritual issues. A new wave of spiritual directors, on the other hand, can move into an 

opening where there is a need for the type of care that can be provided by the pastor or 

member of a congregation who is informed by the history of spiritual direction and desires 

to work with another for the purpose of spiritual growth. 7 1 

67 Ibid., page 218. 
68 Ibid., page 272. 
69 R. Todd Wise, "An Empirical Phenomenological Analysis of the Rite of Reconciliation from the 
Perspective of the Penitent" (Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, Union Institute Graduate School, 1995), 
page 74. 
70 Wise, "Confession, Counsel, and the Clergy," page 19. 
71 Ibid. 
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Before concluding this introduction to spiritual direction, I will add a few 

paragraphs on a Reformed perspective on spiritual direction. Howard Hageman, a scholar 

in the Reformed tradition, wrote, "it is difficult, if not impossible, to discuss Reformed 

spirituality as a single concept."72 Three major forms of Reformed spirituality have to do 

with Ulrich Zwingli, John Calvin, and Reformed pietism. 

Zwingli was a first generation reformer who emphasized preaching and hearing the 

Word.73 The Eucharist, which Zwingli observed a mere four times a year, clearly took 

second place to a liturgy of the word. 74 In order to increase knowledge of Scripture, 

Zwingli instituted mid-week prophesying, in which church members offered comments on 

the Bible while the pastor listened. 75 

John Calvin was a second generation Reformer who believed the mystical presence 

of Christ is present in Eucharist and baptism as well as in preaching the word.76 Calvin's 

dual emphasis on word and sacrament meant that, although preaching was a priority for 

Calvin, he did not stress the exclusive importance of preaching as much as Zwingli. It is 

often said that Calvin preferred to celebrate the Eucharist each Sunday but was unable to 

do so because of opposition in the local council. In addition, Calvin preferred that the 

pastor offer to hear private confessions as a form of spiritual direction (but not as a 

sacrament), although he did not have his way in this matter either. 77 Calvin's emphasis on 

72 Howard G. Hageman, "Reformed Spirituality," in Protestant Spiritual Traditions, Frank C. Senn, 
editor, (New York: Paulist Press, 1 986), page 55. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Donald J. Bruggink of Western Theological Seminary says that scholarship has been unable to prove 
whether or not the quarterly Eucharist was Zwingli's conviction or the desire of the city council. 

75 Ibid. ,  page 56. 
76 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Henry Beveridge, translator (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company) volume II, page 503. 
77 Wise "An Empirical Phenomenological Analysis of the Rite of Reconciliation from the Perspective of 
the Penitent," page 58. 
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the word, regular observance of the sacraments, and the enduring value of confession 

reveal that, for Calvin, a Christian must be active in the liturgies and pastoral care of the 

church in order to grow spiritually. 

Pietism is a name that can be given to a third form of Reformed spirituality. 

Pietism placed an emphasis on the individual and his or her experience of the Gospel. 78 

Spiritual direction is received directly from the Holy Spirit according to this perspective 

and can take place at a camp meeting, revival or living room Bible study. Other Christians 

can provide check and balances to how a Christian interprets the Bible, however 

Reformed pietism is mostly characterized by a rugged individualism. 

Is there a way for spiritual direction to be distinctively Reformed? It seems that 

Hageman would say that there are three forms of spiritual direction to be found, either 

explicitly or implicitly, within the Reformed tradition. John Calvin's spirituality probably 

lends itself most easily to the practice of spiritual direction due to his emphasis on the 

pastor as preacher, celebrant of the sacraments and provider of spiritual care. 

Is spiritual direction sometimes not Reformed? Spiritual direction would be not 

Reformed when it contradicts Reformed theology, such as the emphasis on knowing God 

through Scripture. For example, there are spiritual directors who say that one's dreams 

provide more precise spiritual revelation than the Bible and, insofar as the Bible is placed 

in a secondary role to personal dreams, those spiritual directors offer direction that is not 

Reformed.79 

78 Hageman, "Reformed Spirituality," page 76. 
79 Gerald G. May, Care of Mind: A J>sychiatrist Explores Spiritual Direction (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1 982), page 49. 
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with utensils, pots and appliances. Likewise, without religious experiences, the work of 

spiritual direction cannot proceed. 

Spiritual direction, as the name implies, features spiritual matters and direction. 

There are countless issues a person might want to discuss with another, including one's 

career, finances and family matters. Spiritual directors recognize the validity of discussing 

all issues, yet repeatedly return the focus to underlying spiritual issues. 82 Dan also 

reminded me from time to time that the focus of our conversation was not to be on ideas 

or theories. Dan wanted me to probe the meaning of my encounters with God. We 

interpreted spiritual encounters from a Christian perspective. The fact that Dan is Roman 

Catholic and I am Reformed did not jeopardize our conversations; in fact, our 

denominational differences helped spur conversation. 

A spiritual director gives direction of a specific sort. 83 It is not direction in the 

sense of telling the directee what to do and how to act. Rather, a spiritual director joins 

the directee in a process of wondering about what God is doing. The director, typically, 

has more experience in spiritual direction than the directee. The spiritual director might 

have more theological knowledge and certainly is more objective about personal 

experiences that the directee brings to the conversation. Together the director and 

directee can be described as beggars going out together, looking for spiritual food. 84 It is 

the greater objectivity that a director brings to conversations that is especially helpful to 

the directee. Even though the director is a sinful human being and bound by self interest, 

82 Margaret Guenther, Holy Listening: The Art of Spiritual Direction (Cambridge, MA: Cowley 
Publications, 1 992), page 26. 
83 Katherine Marie Dyckman and L. Patrick Carroll, Inviting the Mystic, Supporting the Prophet: An 
Introduction to Spiritual Direction (New York: Paulist Press, 1 981), page 20. 
84 Dyckman and Carroll, page 2 1 .  
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as is the directee, the director provides an fresh outlook for the directee to see his or her 

spiritual experience from a new standpoint. 

A spiritual director does more listening than directing. In my experience, Dan was 

aware of the power of being a spiritual director. He avoided temptations to "fix" things in 

my life. Listening is the way a director avoids the temptation to fix a directee's life.85 

How can a spiritual director listen? Dan's answer was to trust that the Holy One would 

take the initiative to become revealed in my life. Spiritual directors avoid the error of 

becoming too directive in a directee's life through honest reliance on God to make God's 

self known. 

Spiritual direction is not psychotherapy. 86 Psychological counseling deals with 

issues that interface with psychological well-being and focuses on emotions. While 

spiritual direction and psychotherapy share some of the same issues, such as talking about 

a religious experience, the focus of spiritual direction is to use those issues for the purpose 

of drawing closer to God as opposed to altering emotional behavior. 

The focus of psychotherapy is problem solving. 87 A person makes an appointment 

to see a psychotherapist usually for the purpose of solving a problem. The nature of the 

working relationship is usually intended to be short term, or at least no longer that the 

amount of time needed to bring closure to a particular issue. The focus of spiritual 

direction, on the other hand, is on one's relationship with God. A person might not have a 

problem in mind when he or she makes an appointment to see a spiritual director. 

85 Guenther, page 22. 
86 

Robert Rossi, "The Distinction Between Psychological and Religious Counseling" in The Christian 
Ministry of Spiritual Direction, page 123 .  
87 Eugene Geromel, "Depth Psychotherapy and Spiritual Direction," The Christian Ministry o,f Spiritual 
Direction, David L. Fleming, editor (St. Louis, MO: Review for Religious, 1 988), page 1 55.  
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Furthermore, the nature of the working relationship is often intended to be long term 

rather than for a fixed period of time during which closure is sought on a particular issue. 

In fact, many people intend to see a spiritual director on a regular basis until they die-

they see the relationship as life-long. 

Spiritual direction is not the same as pastoral counseling. 88 Pastoral counseling 

does not typically have the ongoing structured schedule of meetings that spiritual direction 

requires. Pastoral care often focuses on a crisis, such as the death of a loved one, and 

after the crisis subsides, the amount of pastoral care provided typically decreases. 

Spiritual direction commonly features regular meetings, such as once per month, for a 

duration of several years. 

A deeply-felt experience of God can cause a person to change significantly his or 

her outlook on life. As a result of experiencing God, a person "begins to operate out of a 

new world-view that integrates the reality behind and within the universe with the reality 

of the universe. "89 In other words, a spiritual director recognizes that some experiences 

cannot be described through psychology, medical science or any other field than religion. 

A spiritual director seeks to provide a care-giving relationship in which the directee feels 

comfortable talking about God, faith and other ultimate matters that have to do with all 

other areas of life in some direct or indirect manner. 

Another perspective on the relationship between spiritual direction and 

psychotherapy is provided by Morton T. Kelsey, an Episcopal priest and counselor. 

Kelsey claims they coalesce. ''Psychological and religious goals are similar: to bring the 

88 Guenther, page 3.  
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total personality, conscious and unconscious, into integration under the self or Holy 

Spirit,'' Kelsey wrote.90 This descriptions makes people out to be something like an 

amphibian, living in two worlds, physical and spiritual. 

After claiming that spiritual direction and psychotherapy coalesce, Kelsey also 

wrote of the differences between six "helping" professions.91 The six are psychiatry, 

pastoral counseling/psychotherapy/social case work, pastoral care, priesthood, spiritual 

direction A, and spiritual direction B. Psychiatry deals with all levels of psychic 

disturbance, is a medical specialty and has unique legal responsibilities regarding 

hospitalization. Pastoral counseling, psychotherapy and social case work have few clear-

cut differences, Kelsey wrote. Each of them may give attention to spiritual matters and, 

just as likely, may avoid them, even the pastoral counselors. These professionals have 

similar goals as psychiatrists but are not authorized to prescribe drugs or custodial care. 

Pastoral care professionals seek to being comfort, renewal and relief from pain but 

do not necessarily focus on the power of insight in healing. Members of the priesthood 

provide sacraments, prayer and religious advice and are usually first contacted by the 

seeker. Kelsey's term, spiritual director A, refers to those professionals who work with 

seekers who do not have an obvious need or disorder. They facilitate drawing closer to 

God without giving specific attention to psychological issues. Kelsey's term, spiritual 

director B, refers to those professionals who work with seekers who desire relief from 

pain and desire integration of body, mind and spirit. These providers not only seek to 

89 Robert Rossi, The Distinction Between Psychological and Religious Counseling," The Christian 
Ministry of Spiritual Direction, David L. Fleming, editor-(St. Louis, MO: Review for Religious, 1988), 
page 128. 
90 Morton T. Kelsey, Companions on the Inner Way: The Art of Spiritual Guidance (New York: 
Crossroads, 1991), page 167. 
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provide pain relief but also work to provide insight into the relationship between pain and 

God, probing for meaning for one's inner journey in the midst of a painful experience. 

Shortly after I began meeting with Dan, I realized that the success of spiritual 

direction depends on our reliance on the Holy Spirit. It is vital that a director learn to 

facilitate, and not obstruct, God's work of grace n Dan and I agreed that God is the 

ultimate guide for spiritual direction and source of spiritual growth. The spiritual director 

is a facilitator of the Spirit's activity. A director who forgets this distinction may become 

too controlling by imposing a prayer style or offering advice that does not fit the directee. 

Dan suggested that I write in a journal in order to keep track of my experiences 

and to provide a resource to bring into discussions for spiritual direction. Some people 

hesitate to keep a journal because their expectations for writing are too high. 93 Dan 

encouraged me to write in my journal without inhibition and with playfulness, not 

worrying about grammar and vocabulary. I accepted Dan's suggestion and found that late 

afternoon was a good time for me to write. 

The purpose of writing in a journal is to get in touch with issues that are deeper 

than those that are apparent without the aid of journal writing. It is not only people with 

interest in spiritual concerns who take to journal writing.94 However, the goal of 

becoming more alert to God is why Dan encouraged me to write. Morton Kelsey says 

that writing in a journal, "can tell you a lot about what you truly believe about the universe 

91 Ibid. , pages 169-1 73. 
92 Robert F. Morneau, Spiritual Direction: Principles and Practices (New York: Crossroads Publishing 

Company, 1992), page 79. 
93 Morton Kelsey, Adventure Inward: Christian Growth Through Personal Journal Writing (Minneapolis, 
MN: Augsburg Publishing House, 1 980), page 46. 
94 A popular method for journal writing that steers clear of religion is described by Ira Progoff in At a 
Journal Workshop: The basis text and guide for using the Intensive Journal (New York : Dialogue 
House Library, 1 975). 
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and your place in it. It is seldom possible to discover what you believe until you write it 

down. It is next to impossible to analyze or criticize what are merely thoughts in your 

head. It is much easier to look objectively at your beliefs once they have been written 

down in black and white. "95 

Sometimes when I shared journal entries with Dan, we talked about how I could 

be sure that my religious experiences were genuine, and not mental fabrications. Modern 

people often dismiss the belief that God interacts with human beings. 96 Opposition to 

religious belief comes from several directions including analytic philosophy, psychology 

and sociology of knowledge. Many believe all experience is purely a subjective matter. 

Reformed theology teaches to compare one's religious experience to the teaching of 

Scripture. Confirmation of the validity of Christian faith is found, according to Reformed 

theology, through the witness of the Holy Spirit to an individual's heart.97 

Journal writing can be a time to give attention to issues of peace and justice, as 

well as prayer. Since spiritual growth bears fruit in acts of peace and justice, journal 

writing can be a time to accumulate a record of such acts and thereby demonstrate 

growth. The apostle James wrote that there cannot be faith without works.98 Experiences 

of serving others is an integral component of spiritual direction. 99 

Dan encouraged me to give attention to underlying matters when I described 

something in my journal. Two people who do the same thing may operate with widely 

95 Kelsey, page 47. 
96 William A Barry, Spiritual Direction and the Encounter With God (New York: Paulist Press, 1 992), 
page 8. 
97 The Belgic Confession, article 5 ,  as publishing in Liturgy and Psalms, Gerrit T. Vander Lugt, ed. (New 
York : The Board of Education of the Reformed Church in America, 1 969), page 434. 
98 James 2: 1 7. 
99 Dyckman and Carroll, page 3. 
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differing motives. 100 In journal writing, it is more fruitful to give attention to motive rather 

than outcome. Through focusing on the motive that underlies behavior, a person can 

become better aware of the relationship between behavior and belief Dan encouraged me 

to consider how my awareness of God guided my motives for behavior. Was there 

consistency, or inconsistency, between how I experience God and the motives underlying 

my behavior, or inconsistency, Dan asked. 

Journal writing permits a person to make use of the passing of time. Important 

decisions must be given sufficient time. 101 It is through the passing of time that the voice 

of God becomes clear, values are clarified, and a good decision is made. Journal writing, 

as an activity that is done on a regular basis, can provide the clarity that comes only 

though the passing of days. 

In addition to seeing a spiritual director on a regular basis and writing in a journal, 

Dan encouraged me to go on retreats. I accepted Dan's suggestion by attending a seven

day, directed retreat at Blue Cloud Abbey in South Dakota. Later I returned to the Abbey 

for an Ash Wednesday retreat. Blue Cloud Abbey is a community of 3 8 Benedictine 

monks located near Milbank, South Dakota, and is named in honor of a Native American 

chief who offered land for use by the monks. 

Founded in 1 959, Blue Cloud Abbey began with a commitment to Native 

American people. For several decades the monks have provided educational and spiritual 

ministry with people of the Yankton and Crow Creek reservations in South Dakota, the 

Fort Totten and Turtle Mountain reservations in North Dakota and the Kekchi Indians of 

Guatemala. The monks also provide space for retreats. Their retreat house has space for 

1 00 Morneau, page 79. 
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35 people. Food is produced, in part, from their farm, garden and bee hives. Their retreat 

director is trained in spiritual direction and is a clinical member in the American 

Association of Marriage and Family Therapists. 

The monks at Blue Cloud Abbey practice the rule of Benedict ofNursia, Italy, 

who lived from 480 to 547. 102 Prayer is their primary focus of activity. Morning prayer 

begins at 6 :45 AM. Eucharist and Day Prayer is held at 1 1 :  30 AM. Evening Prayer 

takes place at 5 :00 P.M. The final, community prayer of the day, Vigils, begins at 7 :30  

P .M.  Retreatants are invited to join the monks for prayer, Eucharist and meals. Some 

meals are held in silence, others include conversations at tables. 

It may sound odd that a Reformed pastor visited a Benedictine monastery for the 

purposes of retreat and spiritual direction, however there are reasons why Blue Cloud 

Abbey was an excellent selection for me. Benedictines have their basis in the Bible. It is 

said that ''Benedict was as fluent in biblical quotation as any proof-texting evangelical in 

our own day, and while some of his scriptural references in support of this or that 

regulation are strained, he at least believed that Scripture is where you should look to find 

out what you ought to do."103 The Benedictines also made me feel welcome by their 

genuine hospitality. It is said that they seek to welcome a visit as if the visitor is Christ. 

Therefore care is given to matters of private sleeping accommodations, meals, snacks, as 

well as orientation to the daily liturgies. 

1 01 Pierre Wolff, Discernment (Liguori, MO: Triumph Books, 1 993), page 3 .  
1 02 The rule of Benedict, and commentary on the rule, can be read in RB 1980: the Rule of St. Benedict: in 
Latin with English Notes, Timothy Fry, editor (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1 98 1). 
1 03 Patrick Henry, "Rule of Benedict: Charter for Ecumenism," Mid-Stream, volume 32, number 1 
(January, 1 993), page 6 1 .  
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During my seven-day retreat, I joined the monks for the four daily offices of prayer 

and meals. I met with a spiritual director for an hour each day. The rest of my time was 

spent mostly in silence, praying, reading, contemplating and walking. As a result of our 

conversations, my spiritual director suggested several books which I read while on retreat. 

I wrote numerous pages of journal entries during times of contemplation. 

During my Ash Wednesday retreat, I again joined the monks for prayer and meals. 

I also met with my spiritual director and spent time praying, reading, contemplating and 

walking. The monks welcomed me back to the Abbey for my second visit as though I was 

an old friend. 



CHAPTER 3 

AN ANALYSIS OF HOW THE EXPERIENCE OF RECEIVING 

SPIRITUAL DIRECTION IS USEFUL IN PREACHING 
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There are four reasons why the experience of receiving spiritual direction is useful 

in preaching. First, receiving spiritual direction strengthened the basis on which I preach 

sermons-I grew in awareness and knowledge of God. I have been preaching sermons as 

an ordained minister for more than 14  years. As the years have gone by, I have learned 

that my preaching, in order to have integrity, must be rooted in holy encounters. 

Sermons are different than lectures. Preaching is not the same as teaching. 

Sermons are a proclamation of what God has done and a prediction of what God will do 

again. Thus the experience of receiving spiritual direction provided intensified awareness 

of encounters with God and analyses of those encounters that deepened the foundation on 

which I stand to preach. 

The following sermon, titled "Why Did They Feel Good to See Jesus Leave?" is an 

example of a sermon that grew from a deepened awareness and knowledge of God. The 

sermon emerged, in part, from a conversation with my spiritual director. I said to my 

director that I was impressed with a person who had talked about married people who 

were living chaste lives. "That is a refreshingly new way to talk about chastity," I said. 

My director asked for clarification and, as always, wondered what God might be saying to 

me in this experience. I talked about how I was impressed with the association of sexual 

behavior with moral purity. "I hadn't actually thought of using the word chaste to 



describe marital sexual behavior," I admitted. "What other theological words are related 

to your new thoughts?" my director asked. ''Maybe holy," I answered. 
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We talked about the meaning of holiness, that it comes from the Hebrew word 

tvi1R, (qadosh), and has to do with being separate from that which is profane. Then I 

made a connection between the ascension of Jesus and the holiness of the human body. I 

asked, ''Doesn't the bodily ascension of Jesus mean that our bodies, including our 

sexuality, can be holy?" My director said, "I think you're on to something." Later, when 

the liturgical year was approaching the ascension of Jesus, I recalled my conversation in 

spiritual direction and used it in a sermon point on why we feel good about Jesus' 

ascension to God "in the flesh."  

The Ascension Sunday sermon "Why Did They Feel Good to See Jesus Leave?" 

uses the Scripture texts Acts 1 :  1 - 1 1 and Luke 24:44-53 .  In the first sentence of the 

sermon I have in mind my experience of spiritual direction and the issue of feeling good 

about out bodies, which prompts the question: Why did Jesus' friends feel good when he 

said goodbye? I proceed from that introductory question by highlighting the resurrection 

appearances that occurred during the 40 day period from Easter to Ascension day. 

Next in the sermon I mention two key phrases, "he was lifted up" and "a cloud hid 

him from their view," and provide an explanation of the phrases. Then I return to the 

question why the disciples felt good about Jesus departure. In order to provide 

contemporary comparisons, I give two illustrations. The first illustration features a local 

boy who excels in hockey, becomes a professional athlete, and thereby helps people in his 

home town feel good about themselves because of his success in hockey. The second 

illustration features two local people who lived in Brookings all their lives until they 
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retired and began spending winters in Arizona. One day in Arizona, they have an 

encounter with another couple from Brookings. They do not know the other couple 

personally but immediately feel "close" to them because they share the powerful bond of 

being from the same hometown. At the conclusion of the second illustration, I explain 

that we feel good about Jesus' ascension because he went to the place of God in the same 

type of flesh that we possess. 

The sermon proceeds with a suggestion that members of the congregation pinch 

themselves. That unorthodox suggestion is intended to bring home the present truth of 

our fleshly existence. Pinching ourselves causes pain. Other experiences leave us feeling 

good. There is a wide range of feelings that we experience in our bodies. I point out that, 

when Jesus ascended to heaven "in the flesh" he was in a body something like our bodies. 

In order to make the connection between bodies and holiness, next I mention 

Isaiah's vision of heaven and the seraphs who sing about God's  holiness. I explain that 

holiness means separation from all that is profane or unholy. Then I make the conclusion 

that Jesus' bodily ascension to heaven proves that our bodies can be holy. 

Before concluding the sermon, I mention references to the ascension in the 

Heidelberg Catechism. Finally I say a few words about Peelers, a new Brookings bar that 

features erotic dancing. The ascension of Jesus reveals that there is nothing wrong with 

erotic dancing, I say, unless it is disassociated with chastity, which was the insight I 

received through receiving spiritual direction. 

Second, I increased in awareness of myself through spiritual direction in a way that 

is useful for preaching. Self-awareness helps a preacher to be alert to what topics he or 



she covers and what topics are avoided. It is sometimes said that a preacher has five 

sermons that he or she preaches repeatedly in various forms. If it is true that preachers 

favor certain topics and omit others, then self-awareness can help a preacher to press 

beyond the five-sermon limit. 

4 1  

Keeping a journal helps me to become more self-aware. Through regularly 

writing in my journal, I think through issues that I would have left alone if it were not for 

the discipline of writing. I take my journal with me when I meet with my spiritual 

director. My director helps me to become even more self-aware by pointing out what I 

overlooked in pondering a specific matter. The process of writing in a journal and 

speaking with a spiritual director alerts me to what influences me, and what does not, to 

what I focus on, and what I avoid, and to patterns in my thinking and behavior. 

One week, the Old Testament lectionary passage was the story of Ahab, Jezebel 

and Naboth according to 1 Kings 2 1 :  1 - 1 4. The Gospel lectionary passage was the story 

of Jesus being anointed by an unnamed woman during a dinner party in Luke 7: 3 6 - 8: 3 .  I 

read the lectionary passages, consulted some Bible commentaries, then spent time in 

contemplative prayer. My thoughts focused on Ahab, and that which influenced him, as 

well as what influences he resisted. I pondered the role of early childhood influences 

through religious education, family influences, and people in the community who are 

influential . As I thought about Ahab, I recalled an experience I had in Disneyland with 

another minister. The Disneyland experience had to do with a desire to act out 

destructively and an accompanying, stronger influence to rein in that desire. 

As I wrote a sermon on the lectionary texts, I integrated thoughts from my time of 

contemplative prayer into the manuscript. The sermon "What Holds You Back From 
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Crossing the Line?" begins with the Disneyland story and question of what restrains us 

from acting destructively. After recounting the Disneyland experience, I ask the 

congregation to personalize the question. Then I refer to the Scripture lesson that 

mentions King Ahab, Naboth and Queen Jezebel. I point out that Ahab was unwilling to 

take Naboth's vineyard on his own. My speculation regarding where Ahab learned his 

boundaries came directly out of becoming more self aware through contemplation and 

spiritual direction. I say a few words about learning boundaries from a religious teacher, 

relative and individual from the local community. 

Next I speculate on influences that break down our boundaries, which also came 

directly out of my experience of becoming more self aware through contemplation and 

spiritual direction. I point out the role Zezebel played in the theft ofNaboth's vineyard. 

Then I tell the congregation that Jezebel is alive today in the person who tempts them to 

cross the line. I illustrate the process of being tempted by another person by referring to 

Terry Nichols' relationship to Timothy Mc Vey and the Oklahoma City bombing. 

I continue my speculation regarding Ahab by isolating two additional factors that 

influenced his wrong decision. The first is that Ahab did not cross the line until he put 

Naboth out of his mind. The second is that Ahab also left the Lord out of his thinking 

before he crossed the line. 
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A note of grace enters the sermon when I tum to the Gospel lesson. The Gospel 

lesson features Jesus' attendance at a dinner party and the extravagant anointing given by 

an unnamed woman. I conclude the sermon by saying that the unnamed woman, who is 

considered to have lived a sinful past, illustrates the forgiveness that is found in Jesus even 

after we cross the line. My personal awareness of grace and forgiveness, which was given 
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increased clarity through the process of spiritual direction, certainly helped me to 

understand with greater focus the meaning of lectionary lessons for the day. For the sake 

of privacy, I will not provide precise information from my personal experience of 

direction. Instead, I trust that the reader recognizes that receiving spiritual direction can 

bring new light to shine on the lessons of Scripture. 

Third, spiritual direction provided anecdotal experiences that can be used as 

illustrations for sermons. Sermon illustrations can shed light on a theme. Church 

members often cite illustrations as the most memorable part of a sermon. I find it helpful 

to illustrate my sermons. Since my time in spiritual direction included much contemplation 

and journal writing, I accumulated many experiences that can be used as a resource for 

illustrations. 

An experience from Blue Cloud Abbey is used as an illustration in a sermon. One 

evening at the Abbey, after the final prayer liturgy of the day, I went for a walk alone. It 

was a dark night. There was no moon visible in the sky and light from the stars was 

obscured by low-hanging clouds. The temperature outside was approximately freezing, so 

I put on gloves and a hat and zipped up my winter coat. For my walk, I traveled along an 

Abbey path that was illuminated by yard lights. The surface of the path was gravel, which 

crunched loudly under my feet in the quiet, cold-air night. I walked to the point where the 

yard light ended and deep darkness began as result of a grove of trees. I was inclined to 

return to my warm room in the Abbey, but instead decided to walk into the darkness to 

find out what I could discover. I proceeded, was eventually surprised by a bounding dog 

and gradually discerned light in the midst of darkness. Later I spent time in prayer 



pondering the meaning of that walk. Some of the notes from that prayer are included in 

the sermon "Thanksgiving Is a Deliberate Decision." 
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The sermon features the theme of thanksgiving and uses the texts Ephesians 5 :  1 5-

20 and Luke 1 7 : 1 1 - 1 9. I begin the sermon by retelling the Gospel narration of 1 0  lepers 

who were healed, one of whom returned to thank Jesus. I point out that it is easy to be 

thankful when all is going well. The point is illustrated with a story about college students 

in Florida during spring break. Next I point out that the Pilgrims were thankful before 

things were going well, thereby reversing the normal order of first experiencing something 

good and second giving thanks. 

Next I point out that the 1 0  lepers might have felt they deserved to be healed due 

to contracting their disease unexpectedly. I speculate that they might not have been 

surprised to be healed because they assumed they deserved healing. I suggest that 

surprise is an important factor in feeling thankful. I tell about two people who get caught 

in the rain in downtown Brookings and their differing reactions to a rainbow in order to 

illustrate the point about surprise. Then I ask the congregation to apply the point about 

being surprised to their family life and sources of income. The final illustration features 

my experience at Blue Cloud Abbey when I took a walk in the dark and was surprised by a 

dog. The use of an experience that I had during a spiritual retreat provided a way for me 

to illustrate a sermon point and to make a third type of use of spiritual direction in 

preaching. 

Fourth, spiritual direction was helpful for preaching through gaining knowledge 

that can be used in sermons. That knowledge came from reading and talking with others 



who are theologically trained. Blue Cloud Abbey provided an environment for me that 

was conducive to reading and discussing the material that I read. There is a community 

library that is open to retreat participants. Plus some monks share their personal books 

with those on retreat. 
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The sermon titled "What Advice Would You Give to Leah?" uses knowledge that 

I gained while visiting Blue Cloud Abbey. The specific content has to do with abortion. 

Abortion is an issue that includes biblical exegesis, theology and history. I read several 

books and articles on the subject of abortion while I visited Blue Cloud Abbey. After 

taking notes on the readings, I talked with some of the monks about the subject. They 

gave me their reaction to what I read, sometimes disagreeing with what was written and 

other times supporting and clarifying the published work. 

The sermon begins with reference to the miracle of turning water into wine. I 

mention that the miracle follows a desperate situation in which the success of a wedding 

and reception is on the verge of collapse until Jesus provided more wine. Next I ask 

whether the desperate situation of an unwanted pregnancy can turn out well, too. 

I tell about the true story of Leah, a pregnant teenager, and her request for advice. 

Before disclosing what advice I gave to Leah, I ask the congregation to consider the 

issues. I mention Scripture passages and points of theology that relate to the issue. I also 

give some of the history of the practice of abortion. Then I share the advice I gave to 

Leah. 

I conclude the sermon by giving three points. The points came to me as a result of 

reading, talking with acquaintances at Blue Cloud Abbey, and pondering my experience. 

The points are: 1 .  Tolerance for ambiguity; 2. Forgiveness and repentance; 3 .  Being pro-



life consistently from onset to conclusion of life through supporting programs that assist 

people of every age. 
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The process of receiving spiritual direction provided me with added knowledge 

that can be used in sermons. As a pastor, I usually have several books that I am in the 

process of reading. The experience of spiritual direction helped me to take my personal 

reading to a new level by talking with others about what I had found, considering their 

comments, reading additional literature suggested by them, and using my new knowledge 

as a resource for preaching. 
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CHAPTER 4 

SERMON EXAMPLES THAT INTEGRATE THE FINDINGS 

Why Did They Feel Good to See Jesus Leave? 

Ascension Sunday Acts 1 . 1 - 1 1 Luke 24.44-53 

Why did Jesus' friends feel good when he said goodbye? When Jesus rose from 

the grave, he appeared to many people. The first direct appearance was to Mary. Mary 

must have felt terrific. "This is great, but," she must have thought, "when will Jesus have 

to say goodbye?" Luke says Jesus' appearances lasted for 40 days. During those 40 days, 

each of his friends may have wondered, ''Which appearance will be Jesus' last?" 

The resurrection developments were as follows: 

1 .  Early on a Sunday, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to the tomb to anoint 
Jesus' body with spices. They were using their grief constructively. Apparently, since 
they couldn't sleep, which everyone else would have been doing at that time of day, 
they went to confront their troubles directly. They went to where Jesus was buried. 
There at the tomb all drowsiness vanished from their eyes when they found the stone 
door rolled away and Jesus' body missing. Later, in retrospect, they were to see the 
empty tomb as an indication of Jesus' resurrection, but at the time they were simply 
confused. 

2 .  The women ran back to find some of their male friends and told what they had seen. 
Peter and John decided they would go to see for themselves. Lo and behold, they 
found that the women were right. Peter and John later had to eat their words about 
not believing what the women had said, but of course that wasn't the first time men 

disbelieved women, and were wrong. John and Peter looked around inside the tomb 
for a while then left, leaving Mary alone in the garden. There Jesus made a direct 
appearance to her. 

3 .  On that same Sunday, two men were walking on a rural stretch of road. As they 
walked, they talked about Jesus. As they talked about Jesus, a stranger joined them. 
It was Jesus, but they didn't recognize him until he gave them some bread. 

4. On the evening of that Sunday, 1 0  of the disciples were together in the Upper Room. 
Judas was not with them; he was already dead from suicide. Thomas was not with 
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them either, for some unknown reason. Perhaps Thomas preferred to grieve alone. 
Even though the door was locked, Jesus appeared in the room and said, "Peace be 
with you." 

5. One week later, the 1 1  disciples were together again in the Upper Room. This time 
Thomas was with them. Again Jesus appeared and said, "Peace be with you." And 
Thomas had a chance to test if Jesus was indeed alive. 

6. Later, one day at daybreak, seven of the disciples were fishing at the Sea of Galilee. 
Jesus appeared to them on the shore, ate with them, and talked for a short time. 

7. Sometime later, the 1 1  disciples were on a mountain in Galilee and Jesus appeared 
agam. 

8. Sometime later still, Jesus appeared to more than 500 people. 

9. After appearing to the 500, Jesus visited James. 

1 0. Finally, after a period of 40 days after the first visit to Mary, Jesus led the disciples to 
the Mount of Olives at Bethany. There Jesus said to wait in Jerusalem for the Holy Spirit. 
As he was talking, Jesus was taken up from their eyes. A cloud hid him from view. They 
strained their eyes to see, but he was gone. Jesus vanished into midair, which they knew 
meant he had gone to heaven. 

Jesus' ascension is described with two key phrases. He was lifted up. And a cloud 

hid him from their view. We naturally want to know what that means. We want to know 

what exactly happened to Jesus on that Ascension Day. In order to understand what 

happened, we need comparisons. 

In the ancient world, people believed that heaven was up and hell was down. They 

had a three-tiered cosmology: heaven, earth and hell. The fact that they saw Jesus go up 

fit that cosmology well; they understood that Jesus went up into heaven. 

In our time, we think differently. We don't think of getting to heaven by rocketing 

far up into the sky. Neither do we think that we will find hell by digging deeply into the 

earth. We think of heaven and hell as another realm. Even though the first disciples didn't 

think like we do now, what they saw fits our way of thinking. They saw a cloud hide 
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Jesus from their sight. That means, as they were watching Jesus, he gradually faded from 

view. In "Star Trek" terms, we could say he was dematerialized. There on the Mount of 

Olives, Jesus stepped out of the sphere of earth and into the sphere of heaven. On the 

Mount of Olives, Jesus stepped through a passageway to a new dimension, the dimension 

of heaven. 

Jesus appeared on and off after the resurrection for 40 days. Why was his final 

goodbye a positive experience? They had just said goodbye to the person they loved more 

than anyone else in the world. Why did they feel good? 

Some comparisons might help us understand. 

Think of the woman who comes from West River to see her daughter graduate 

from the state university. Her daughter is receiving a degree in engineering and will begin 

a job that pays more in two months than the mother earns all year. She is a single mother, 

works in a restaurant, and cleans houses for additional income. She relies on tips at the 

restaurant to pay her health insurance premiums. She doesn't own her own home and her 

car is nothing to brag about. She sits in the audience during commencement exercises and 

sees her daughter receive a diploma. Spontaneously she lets loose with the words, "That's 

my girl !" In that setting, does she not express something that the disciples felt when they 

saw Jesus, one of them, ascending in the flesh to heaven? 

Think of another comparison: This is the story of a local boy with a talent for 

playing hockey. First people hear that he is good at the sport. Various people mention on 

various occasions, "That boy has a gift for playing hockey." Next, people go to the rink 

to see him play. There people see with their own eyes that he is good and will go far. 

Eventually, the boy goes on to college and stars on an NCAA Division 1 team. The local 
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paper covers his games. After college, he lands a contract with a professional team. 

Again the local paper covers his games. As the years go by, his star status soars but he 

continues to come back to his hometown. When in town, he speaks at the Kiwanis club. 

He visits the local schools. He buys his car from a local dealer. Then it's  back to the city, 

where he is a National Hockey League superstar. Even though his team is far from his 

hometown, his games are given major coverage in the local newspaper. Why are people 

interested in him? Because he is one of them. And insofar as he is one of them and has 

gone far in the world of superstar sports, in a way he has taken his hometown with him. 

His hometown's interest in such a hockey player gives insight into why we feel so good 

about the Ascension. 

Another comparison might be helpful. There are people in Brookings who travel 

to Arizona during the winter. Some of those people who travel to Arizona have lived in 

the Brookings area all their lives. After living here for so long, they know a lot of people. 

And they recognize and are familiar with even more people than they know on a first

name basis. Then, shortly after Thanksgiving Day, they drive down to Phoenix, where 

they will stay for three months. There they settle into an efficiency apartment. They visit 

a Reformed Church and they are made to feel welcome and at home. They locate a 

grocery store to buy food. They spend time down by the swimming pool of their 

apartment building and they get to know a few people. Then one day they see two 

familiar faces. They see a couple from Brookings in their complex. They know the 

couple's names, but have never talked to them before. Even though both couples have 

lived all their lives in the Brookings area before that winter, they do not know each other 

personally. However, there in a distant place, when they see each other, they rush toward 
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one another like old friends. They talk. They go out to eat together. They visit in each 

other's apartments. Why do they hit it off so well in Phoenix? They hit it off well because 

both couples are from Brookings. They share a common background. They have come 

from the same place, and even though they were not personally acquainted in Brookings, 

the fact that they are from the same hometown is a powerful bond. 

Why, then, do we feel so good about the ascension of Jesus? We feel good about 

Jesus' ascension because he was one of us. Jesus was resurrected IN THE FLESH. And 

IN THE FLESH, he ascended to God in heaven. He is now one of us, in the heavenly 

realm with God. Think of what that does for us. 

It is at this time in the sermon that I would like you to pinch yourself Seriously. 

There is an important point at stake. We know of no other experience as human beings 

than our experience in these bodies. Our bodies are made of bones and internal parts, all 

of which is covered by flesh. Flesh has feeling. When I pinch my skin, I feel it. When you 

pinch your skin, you feel it. Don't pinch yourself too hard. Don't make a bruise and say 

the minister told you to hurt yourself Instead, when you pinch yourself, think of Jesus. 

The resurrected Jesus was recognized by his friends because of his body. In fact, he 

proved to Thomas who he was by the still-visible wounds that had been made in his body 

before he died. Jesus' ascension into heaven gives us a powerfully good feeling because it 

means heaven is open to people in the flesh, like us. 

There is a man who struggles with the desires of his body. He is a sincere 

Christian man who wants to please God in every way. At the same time, he is painfully 

aware of the appetites and drives of his flesh. He loves to eat. He takes tremendous 

delight in eating a large dinner. He enjoys fruits and vegetables and breads and meats. He 
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enjoys cakes and pies and ice creams and chocolates. He also likes to sleep. He takes 

tremendous delight in taking a nap in his favorite chair after eating a large dinner. In 

addition, he likes to golf He takes high delight in walking onto the golf course, feeling 

the sun on his face, and exercising his muscles as he swings a golf club. Sometimes this 

sincere Christian man wonders what God thinks of the desires and appetites of his body. 

He admits to himself, "I am an earthy guy." But what does God think, he wonders. Then 

he goes to church on Ascension Sunday and hears an answer. Jesus ascended to heaven 

IN THE FLESH, which means our flesh, with its desires and appetites, is forever 

redeemed ! 

In the book of Isaiah, we read of the prophet's vision of heaven. (Isaiah 6: 1 -3)  

Isaiah saw the Lord seated, high and exalted, on a throne. Above and around the Lord 

were seraphs, angelic beings. The seraphs sang, ''Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty!" 

The word holy has a distinct and precise meaning. Have you ever tried to explain the 

meaning of the word holy? What does it mean to be holy? 

A child with a peanut butter sandwich can explain the word holy. Let's say that 

there is a child who loves peanut butter. His favorite food in all the world is an open

faced peanut butter sandwich. If he is given the choice in what he eats for a meal, it is not 

a hamburger, not pizza> not steak nor anything else, but an open-faced peanut butter 

sandwich. Imagine that the boy is at Poinsette Lake. Mom and Dad are making 

sandwiches out of fixings from a brown paper bag. Dad opens the peanut butter jar, digs 

in the knife, and prepares a sandwich just as his son likes it. The open-faced sandwich is 

handed to the son, who is paying half of his attention to his father, and the other half of his 

attention to a jet skier on the lake. The handoff is botched. The peanut butter sandwich 
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bobbles and falls, face down, on the sand. Quickly the boy scoops it up and assesses the 

damage. The peanut butter is now caked with sand-a total loss. To a boy who loves 

nothing more than an open-faced peanut butter sandwich, that which he holds in his hand 

with sand on it is UNHOLY. The dropped sandwich provides a definition of that which is 

NOT holy. 

In the Bible, the meaning of holy is that which is SEP ARA TE from all that is 

profane. Holiness means being distinct from, separate from, the unholy. Thus when 

Isaiah heard the seraphs sing about the holiness of God, he knew what that meant - God is 

distanced from un-holiness. 

Now consider why we can feel good about knowing Jesus ascended to heaven. 

The message of Jesus' ascension IN THE FLESH into heaven is that our bodies are 

proven to be holy. The Ascension exposes a false distinction between the body and spirit. 

It is not correct to believe that the body is bad while the spirit is good. When Jesus 

stepped into heaven in the flesh, he redeemed our bodies. 

Long ago, there was a prince who believed the Reformed Church could help his 

province through the instability of the time. The prince's name was Frederick III . He 

ruled the most influential province of Germany at the time, known as the Palatinate. The 

time was the mid- 1 500s. Because of his religious convictions, Prince Frederick asked the 

local pastors to write a new standard for the faith. Two people rose to the occasion. 

They were Ursinus, a local professor, and Olivianus, a local pastor. They wrote a 

catechism and it was named after the city in which they lived, Heidelberg. In the 

Heidelberg Catechism, they raised a question about how the Ascension benefits us. The 
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answer they give is that Jesus' ascension demonstrates that human flesh can go to where 

God is. The benefit of the Ascension is in showing us that God accepts us in the flesh. 

There are two more benefits, Olivianus and Ursinas said . The Ascension also 

assures us that Jesus will plead with God for us. Jesus is one of us. He can't forget us. 

As one of us, in the presence of God, Jesus is our advocate. Finally, the Ascension 

benefits us in one more way. From the place of God, Jesus sends his spirit to us on Earth. 

That is the message of Pentecost, which we will celebrate next Sunday. 

In closing, it might be helpful to say something again about Peelers. Peelers is the 

new local bar that features naked dancing. Our Christian faith is practical; it has to do with 

how we live and how we see the world around us. Why is it that Christians are opposed 

to Peelers? Why do I urge you to vote in favor of a referendum that would establish a 

new city ordinance banning Peelers and places like it? 

Christians are opposed to Peelers because it degrades the wonderful bodies that we 

have. As the dancers dance, they make public something that should be intimate. They 

expose parts of themselves that should be private. And in the process of their dancing, 

those who watch them have feelings aroused that are meant to be reserved for marriage. 

Peelers is bad, not because it has to do with bodies, nakedness and sensuality, each 

of which is good. Peelers is bad because it misuses that which is good. This much must 

be made clear in the Peelers controversy: Christians are not opposed to Peelers because 

of the subject matter. Dancing, nakedness and sexuality are good gifts of God. They are 

something to celebrate. The Ascension of Jesus proves that they are something to be 

enjoyed, even in heaven. 
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What Holds You Back from Crossing the Line? 

I Kings 2 1 :  1 - 1 4, Luke 7 :36 - 8 :3  

Ten years ago, a woman in the church where I was pastor encouraged me to 

retrace the route of Dutch immigrants from the Netherlands to the United States. She 

said, ''Why not travel their same route in reverse? You could begin in Manhattan, travel 

across the Atlantic, and end in Leiden, at the same church where Dutch pioneers 

worshipped before leaving for the journey." Then she said, "I'll pay your expenses," and 

I said, "I'll do it." Some time passed, complications arose, and the trip didn't take place. 

Instead of retracing the route of Dutch immigrants, the woman encouraged me to 

travel to the Crystal Cathedral and meet with Robert Schuller! Once again I said, "I'll do 

it." So on a snowy January day in New York, I flew to Los Angeles, where upon landing 

I found the temperature to be in the 80s, and I attended a conference with Robert Schuller 

at the Crystal Cathedral. After several days of conferencing, another minister and I 

decided to take the afternoon off and visit Disneyland. At the time, it seemed right that 

we should be in the Crystal Cathedral in the morning and Disney's Fantasyland in the 

afternoon. We rode some rides. We walked the Main Street. Then we stopped at a shop 

that specialized in crystal representations of Disney characters. There were dozens of 

glass shelves with row upon row of delicate handmade items. Outside the store there was 

the noise of Main Street but inside the shop it was quiet. The hush seemed an appropriate 

setting for considering so many beautiful, expensive items. After several minutes of 

walking around the shop, my colleague whispered something to me that is the reason for 

telling this story today. He said, "I feel like shouting out loud and knocking down all 
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these shelves of crystal ornaments. I feel an impulse to trash the entire store," he said. I 

looked into his eyes and saw fire. He did not trash the store. Something held him back 

from acting out the notion that surged through his mind. We left the store and continued 

the Disneyland experience, and I was left pondering, "what held back my friend from 

crossing the line?" 

Let's personalize the question: What holds you back from crossing the line? 

That is a question that emerges from our readings for today. King Ahab wanted 

Naboth's field, but something held him back. It is described in the first book of Kings as 

an incident involving a vineyard in the city of Zezreel. The king of the Northern Kingdom 

had a palace in Samaria, the capital city. But he also kept a home in Jezreel . Perhaps 

King Ahab spent his summers in Jezreel, and perhaps the highlight of his summers was 

feasting on fresh produce from the garden. King Ahab said to Naboth, "Let me have your 

vineyard for a vegetable garden; I'll trade you for it land that is even better than your 

vineyard, or I 'll pay you whatever it is worth." King Ahab wanted the land, and it is easy 

to imagine how his mouth watered over the idea of eating fresh food that grew on 

Naboth's land. There would be sweet peas that he could eat fresh off the vine. He could 

pull a carrot out of the ground, rub the dirt off on his shirt, and crunch away. Large red 

tomatoes would ripen just a few feet from his sitting room, and in the midst of a busy day, 

he could take a jar of seasoning, step out to the garden, shake out some herbs and snack 

on fresh tomatoes, warmed on the vine from the mid-day sun. Ahab, king of the Northern 

Kingdom, wanted that land, but something held him back from crossing the line. 

It is helpful to consider what holds any of us back from doing wrong. What we 

are talking about is boundaries. We are familiar with boundaries. There are boundaries 
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around the homes where we live, lines of demarcation where our property ends and the 

neighbors' property begins. There are boundaries for our car, places where it is proper to 

drive and where it is not. Ethically speaking, boundaries mark the difference between 

behavior that is good and upright and behavior that is destructive and detrimental in some 

way to us, or to others. 

Where do these ethical boundaries come from? Who puts them in place for us? 

Who draws the line that, when we cross it, we are so acutely aware? 

Ahab learned his boundaries from someone. Like other people in his generation, 

Ahab grew up going to the temple. He had a religious education teacher of some sort. 

Perhaps Ahab had a religious mentor who stood out head and shoulders above the other 

formative influences in his life. As a result, when Ahab was an adolescent and thought 

about doing something, like stealing tomatoes from a garden, the face of his mentor came 

to mind. Perhaps one evening, Ahab and his teen-age friends felt like looking for trouble. 

Consider how they could have walked up and down the streets of Jerusalem, saying things 

like "there's never anything to do in this town." Perhaps they went down by the water and 

threw stones. Later, when they were hungry, someone may have said, "Let's go pilfer a 

garden." So they ran through private backyards, looking for fresh produce, and when they 

came across tomato vines heavy with ripe fruit, Ahab may have been struck with the 

memory of his religious mentor. Some of the boundaries that hold us back come from 

religious mentors. Perhaps there is someone from your home church who stands out right 

now as you consider how you learned boundaries during your youth. 

Ahab also had parents and grandparents. Often there is one person who stands out 

in a family. For Ahab, it may have been a grandmother. It may be that when Ahab was 
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going to school and doing his homework, he would work diligently in order to please his 

grandma. When grades were handed out, and Ahab went home to show how he had done, 

it may have been a certain grandma to whom he was most pleased to show his report card. 

It may be that Ahab loved to sit down in the sitting room of the home where he grew up 

and hear his grandmother say, "Ahab, let's take a look at your report card." Then she 

would oooh and aaah at Ahab's grades, and he would feel his hard work was worth the 

effort. Some of the boundaries that hold us back come from someone in our families. 

Perhaps there is someone from your family who stands out right now as you consider how 

you learned the boundaries for living. 

Ahab grew up in a religious community, in a family, and in a city. In that city, 

certain people made an impression on him. There were people who, for Ahab, became the 

embodiment of success. As Ahab grew up, he saw people. There were people like the 

cobbler who made shoes. There were people who grew crops. There were people who 

raised livestock. One or more of those people stood out as ethical influences to Ahab. 

Some of the boundaries that hold us back come from people we have known in the cities 

or towns where we live. Perhaps someone from the place where you grew up stands out 

now. 

God uses many types of building material to fence us in-church mentors, family 

members and people in the community. There are also fence busters. 

Jezebel was married to Ahab. She saw her husband moping over the vineyard that 

he didn't have and said, "Is this how you act as king of Israel?" Jezebel was a fence 

buster. She knew how to get Ahab to cross the line. Jezebel was different from her 
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husband. Somehow she had arrived at her place in life without the ethical boundaries that 

Ahab lived with. It is helpful to ponder Jezebel, because she is still alive today! 

Jezebel is alive today in the person who urges you to cross the line. You know 

who she is. You may even be able to recall her face right now, although she probably 

goes by a different name. Jezebel for you is the person who sat with you and said, 

''What's holding you back? Don't be such a prude. Go ahead. Live it up." 

Jezebel sounded like a good wife, but she wasn't. She said to Ahab, "Cheer up. 

Eat something. I'll get you what you want." On the surface of things, she sounded like 

she was interested in Ahab's well-being, but in actuality, Jezebel was only operating from 

her own twisted frame of reference. Thus it is vital for us to recognize that those who are 

like Jezebel for us are not interested in our well-being. Those who are like Jezebel for us 

push us to cross the line for all the wrong reasons. 

Awhile ago, a man named Timothy McVey carried an enormous grudge. He was 

outraged at the United States government for the deaths of David Koresh and others in 

the religious commune in Waco, Texas. Timothy McVey conceived a plan to bomb the 

federal building in Oklahoma City. Timothy McVey's plan succeeded, probably on a 

larger scale than he had let himself imagine. Subsequently he has been found guilty of 

several crimes and federal prosecutors believe he did not act alone. Prosecutors believe 

his accomplice was Terry Nichols. Timothy McVey and Terry Nicols are not the same 

person. They have different values. They operate within different boundaries. A court 

has found Terry Nichols to share guilt in the Oklahoma City bombing, but not guilt in the 

same way as Timothy McVey. The court has concluded that Terry is not guilty of 

premeditated murder. They say he did not set out to kill hundreds of innocent victims. 
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The court implies that Terry Nichol's friendship with Timothy McVey pushed him over a 

line that he did not want to cross. 

The story of Ahab and Jezebel gives insight into the influence of Timothy Mc Vey 

on Terry Nichols, and into those who influence our lives. What was Ahab's mistake? We 

could say that Ahab's mistake was to be vulnerable to his friend. He was married to her. 

He knew her well. He knew her sense of ethical boundaries and how they differed with his 

sense of what was right and wrong. Ahab took the wrong fork in the road when he let 

himself believe Jezebel, when she said, "Cheer up, eat and I'll get you what you want." 

We can read the stories of our sacred Scriptures on many levels. One way to read 

the story of Ahab is to see where he acted wrong. He acted in union with his wife's plan 

to kill Naboth, and that was wrong. Another way to read the story of Ahab is to pay 

attention to his inner workings. Good behavior has to do not only with how we act but 

what goes on within. Perhaps our inner workings are more important that our actual 

behavior, because it is inside of us that sin begins. I wonder what Ahab thought when his 

wife proposed a plan to steal Naboth's  land? We don't know what he thought then, but 

we can be reasonably sure about what he thought after Naboth was killed. Ahab must 

have asked himself, "Why did I let an innocent man be killed, rather than do what I know 

is right?" 

Naboth, the owner of the vineyard, is the innocent victim in this story. How sad it 

is to consider his love for the land that his family had managed for generations. How 

tragic it is to realize that he was cheated out of that love by the most powerful family in 

the kingdom, and then was killed to be kept silent about the crime. 
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Why was Naboth intent o n  keeping the land? Why did he not accept the king's 

offer for better land somewhere else, or a fair payment in cash, that would permit him to 

use the money as he wished? Why did Naboth dig in his heals against such a powerful 

suitor, the king? The answer is that Naboth was acting on a higher authority. He believed 

that the land had been given to his family by God. Naboth, like all faithful people in Israel 

at the time, believed that the land belonged to God, and that God had given his family an 

everlasting lease to care for the land. Naboth believed that exact parcel of land had been 

allotted to him, thus no other land would do. Even though the king offered Naboth land 

that was more productive, Naboth was not interested. For to Naboth, it was his calling in 

life to care for that unique piece of property. Naboth knew that on a warm summer day, 

when he stretched out his body on the earth and felt the warmth of the soil, he was in 

touch with the Divine who had created him out of the soil of the earth. Naboth knew that 

he planted and he watered, but it was God who gave the growth. Naboth knew about soil. 

He would bend down and pick up a handful of dirt, feel it with his fingers, and let it pour 

though his hand. For Naboth, God was just as real as the dirt that he touched with his 

hands. 

But Ahab overlooked such matters and let himself cross the line. As I 

contemplated this sacred story, I became aware of two issues. First, Ahab did not cross 

the line until he put Naboth out of his mind. I don't know how well Ahab knew Naboth, 

but I am sure that Ahab knew Naboth's  type. Ahab knew what it would mean to take his 

land. Thus, for Ahab to be able to cross the line, he had to put Naboth out of his mind. 
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The implications of this point for us are far-reaching. We are like Ahab insofar as 

before we will cross the line, we must put out of our minds the reminders of the 

boundaries that we live by. 

Think about what there is in your home that reminds you of the holy boundaries 

that you live within. There may be family members who are like anchors for you. There 

may be art, or a cross on the wall, that is an anchor that keeps you within the boundaries. 

In order to cross the line, you must put out of your mind those reminders. 

Think of what this means for public life in our secularized society. Our public 

schools are officially non-sectarian. There are no crosses or other religious artworks hung 

in the class rooms. Is there any wonder why there is a growing concern about violence in 

schools where there is a secular void of the symbols that remind us of our faith? Some 

disturbing things are taking place in schools. Do you think there is a connection between 

the lack of Christian symbolism in schools and the lack of restraint for out-of-line 

behavior? 

There is a second issue that comes to mind from the sacred story of Ahab. It is the 

issue that appears by carefully comparing the words of Naboth and Ahab. When Ahab 

asked N aboth to sell his land, he answered, "The Lord forbid that I should give you the 

inheritance of my fathers." Compare that to what Ahab said to his wife, the wife who had 

such influence over him. His wife asked Ahab why he was upset. Ahab answered that 

Naboth said he will not give me the vineyard. Precisely speaking, that is not what Naboth 

said to Ahab. Naboth did not say he would not give it up. He said the Lord forbids that 

he give it up. Thus there is a second point that we see in the sacred story of Ahab. The 

second point is that Ahab crossed the line when he left the Lord out of his thinking. 
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When we read quickly about Ahab, we can overlook the difference between what 

Naboth said and what Ahab reported to his wife that Naboth said. A vital message is in 

the difference. When Ahab left the Lord out of his thinking, he cleared the way to cross 

the line, and he left us with a challenge. The writer of the first book of Kings pleads with 

us who read his work not to repeat the error of Ahab. 

You may be troubled with where we end the reading from the first book of Kings 

for today. It ends on a sad note. It is troubling to me to end the reading there. The Old 

Testament reading for today leaves us with a sense of loss, of heaviness, of failure. The 

good news comes from the Gospel reading for today. 

In the Gospel, we read that Jesus was invited to a dinner party. His host acted 

somewhat indifferently toward Jesus and there is some question about the host's motives 

for inviting Jesus into his home. There was no indifference, however, expressed by an 

unnamed woman who appeared to shower Jesus with love. The unnamed woman is 

described as someone who lived a sinful life. When she appeared at the dinner party, she 

fell down behind Jesus and cried, then wiped his feet with her tears. She used her hair to 

dry Jesus' feet, then poured on him perfumed oil. Jesus said she acted with such loving 

expression because she was aware of the magnitude of her forgiveness. 

What could she have done to be so grateful? It is traditionally assumed that she 

was a prostitute and that her sin was sexual immorality. If that were the case, and Jesus 

revealed to her the unreserved grace of God, surely she would be thankful. 

Perhaps prostitution was not in her past, but rather her sin was more like that of 

Zacchaus. Perhaps she had grown rich on a political and economic system that let her 

take advantage of people who had to pay her exorbitant fees or wind up in jail . Perhaps 
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she had lived high at the expense of others and there, in Jesus presence, she became aware 

of her regrettable life and found mercy. 

On the other hand, perhaps her sin was like that of Mary Magdalene, who also 

followed Jesus. Mary had been possessed by seven demons. Possession by seven demons 

means she had committed all manner of atrocities. Mary of Magdalene had lived a 

despicable life. She could have made Jezebel blush. Perhaps the unnamed woman had 

been like Mary, and found in Jesus healing. 

We don't know many details of the life of the woman who anointed Jesus' feet, 

and this lack of detail may be to our advantage. The fact that we don't know much about 

her lets us read into her behavior the details of our lives. We can see something of 

ourselves in her, insofar as she had a sinful past, found forgiveness through Jesus, and was 

profoundly grateful. 

Today there is significance in the fact that we have read, in the same sitting, the 

two sacred stories of Ahab and the unnamed woman. The story of Ahab ends in loss and 

heaviness. He crossed the line. Naboth died. The story ended. But then we read the 

story of the unnamed woman. She lived a sinful past. She found a new start. And she 

was overwhelmed with thankfulness. When we read these two sacred stories together, 

this is what we hear. Sometimes, like Ahab, we cross the line and we do wrong. Even 

so, like the unnamed woman, we also find that when we have crossed the line, Jesus is 

there to rebuild our lives. 



Thanksgiving Is a Deliberate Decision 

Ephesians 5 :  1 5-20 Luke 1 7: 1 1 - 1 9  
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Long ago, there were 1 0  men who had one thing in common-a horrible disease. 

Their disease was worse than the worst disease we know now, which I would say is 

AIDS .  AIDS is horrible, no doubt, but those 1 0  men of long ago had leprosy. It was 

believed that normal, healthy people could catch leprosy easily. You know how AIDS is 

passed from one person to another. Leprosy, on the other hand, was passed not only by 

contact. It was believed leprosy could be passed through the air. Thus those 1 0  men with 

leprosy were ostracized. They were required to live apart from everyone else. Stay away, 

they were told. Don't touch us. Don't even breath on us, people told them. 

One day, those 1 0  miserable men saw Jesus. They knew Jesus by reputation. 

What stood out to them was his reputation to heal . So with loud voices they shouted, 

"Jesus, master, have pity on us." They did not run up to Jesus. They kept their distance. 

But they made enough noise that Jesus surely heard them. 

"Go, show yourselves to the priests," Jesus said. The priests were designated as 

public health officials. Only a priest could pronounce a leper healed and once again 

permitted to return to society. As the 1 0  lepers headed to a priest, they were healed. 

They were healed of their leprosy, that is. They were physically healed.  

One of the 10 distinguished himself from the others. When he saw that he was 

healed, he came back. Still talking in a loud voice, he praised God. Then he threw himself 

at Jesus' feet and thanked him. Jesus said, "Rise and go; your faith has made you well." 

That one man was different from the others. All 1 0  were healed. But only the one, a 

Samaritan, returned to thank Jesus. 
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The Samaritan's experience reveals something about gratitude. Gratitude is not 

based on what we have. All 1 0  had new health. Gratitude is based on how we see. The 

Samaritan saw things differently and was thankful. 

It is easy to be thankful when all is going well. Fall has been glorious in Brookings 

this year. There was day after day of warm, sunny weather. I have been told that people 

were out in their boats later than usual this fall . People who go fishing went through more 

bait than usual. They went down to their favorite streams and lakes later into October 

than usual. It's easy to be thankful when things are going well. 

College students, I 've observed, know this well . There is a trend among college 

students who labor under the burden of research papers and exams in a snowy climate like 

ours to get away to a sunny place sometime in early spring. While snow still stands on 

campus, college students like to spend a week down South. When I was a college 

student, which may seem like the dark ages to those of you who are college students now, 

I was enough enlightened to know a good invitation when I heard one. I was invited to 

join a group traveling to Daytona Beach, Florida, for a week in March. I accepted the 

invitation. We were a group of guys and gals who found thanksgiving to God easily 

flowing off our lips in the 80-degree weather of Florida. A week before, when I was still 

on campus, I found that my need to sleep in the morning was increasing, despite my grade 

in first-hour Spanish class. But in Florida, I felt little need to sleep. I was up and jogging 

on the beach long before Dr. Garcia was thinking about parsing verbs. Some of us 

suffered sunburns in Daytona Beach, but that did not hamper our attitude. We were 

Christians from the Midwest thankful to be in Florida while snow piles still ruled back 

home on campus. 
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Don't you agree that it is easy to be thankful when all is well? Unless you are 

gratitude-impaired, you probably agree. It is easy to be thankful when good times prevail 

because of the sequence. The sequence is as follows: first there are good times, second 

we become thankful. On this Sunday before Thanksgiving, I want to affirm thankfulness 

that arises out of good times. Today is a day to be aware of our good times and as a 

result, be thankful. 

However, can the sequence be reversed? Look at what we find via the Pilgrims. 

In the year 1 620, the Rev. John Robinson organized a trip to America. King James 1 of 

England had made life miserable for them. Worship according to the Anglican rite, or face 

the gallows, James decreed. The Rev. Robinson and his congregation were Calvinists. 

They were willing to submit to the king unless his demands contradicted the will of God. 

James 1 ,  they believed, crossed that line. So the Rev. Robinson preached separation and 

the congregation moved to the Netherlands, eventually settling in Leiden. Yet they longed 

to live and worship where English was spoken. Eventually, the Virginia Company, in 

America, agreed to permit the congregation to settle on its land. Unfortunately, a majority 

of the congregation decided against making the move. The Rev. Robinson stayed in 

Leiden. Nevertheless, in mid-September, 1 02 people who would be dubbed by history as 

the Pilgrims set sale from Delfthave, in the Netherlands, for the Virginia shore. For eight 

weeks they traveled stormy seas on a boat that was small enough to fit into this room. 

The Mayflower was only 1 00 feet long, and some say it' s  a wonder they kept their religion 

under those trying circumstances. At one point during the voyage, a major support beam 

in the hold cracked. Their food and water supplies ran short. Finally, they landed, off

course in Massachusetts. 
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There is a good reason why Massachusetts is not a popular destination for 

snowbirds. When people go away to find warm weather and sunny skies during 

November, they avoid Massachusetts. There was no welcoming party for the Pilgrims. 

No Hy-Vee supermarket. No Mills Management temporary housing. They gathered what 

they could for food. They made homes out of mud and sod. The winter was harsh. 

Approximately 50 percent of the people died the first year. In the spring, the sailors 

returned to England but the Pilgrims remained. Native Americans taught them how to live 

off the land. Then in the fall, the Pilgrims made a deliberate decision. They would hold a 

three-day thanksgiving feast. The first Thanksgiving in America was not based on what 

they had, which was little; it was based on how they saw their lives. 

The Pilgrims reversed the usual sequence of thanksgiving. The usual sequence is 

first to have good times and second to be thankful. The pilgrims first gave thanks. Second 

they experienced good times. Their perspective on what makes for good times became a 

foundation of strength for the founding of our nation. 

Today may you find redemption for your bad times. Paul wrote to the church in 

Ephesus to give thanks in every situation. Paul did not mean to give thanks FOR every 

problem. He advised to give thanks IN THE CONTEXT of every problem. Paul advised 

to use both sequences I have mentioned. 

According to our Gospel reading, one of the 1 0  lepers gave thanks. He was in the 

midst of a horrible ordeal. What do we know about that man? We don't know his name. 

He was simply called a Samaritan. We know something about his disease. I already 

compared it to AIDS. It was a horrible disease. The Greek word AETipoa referred to a 

variety of serious skin diseases. Some were relatively minor, such as ringworm or 
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psoriasis. I call them relatively minor, but remember medicine at the time of Jesus was not 

what it is now. In 1 87 1 ,  a medical researcher by the name of Hansen discovered a fungus 

that is at the root of more serious forms of leprosy. The start of the more serious forms of 

leprosy is difficult to detect . First symptoms might be pain in the limbs and joints. An 

eruptive stage follows in which blotches appear and disappear on the surface of the skin. 

If the fungus is left untreated, the next stage is horrible. Lumps may form in the skin of 

the face and tissues may thicken so that the carrier takes on a lion-like appearance. Then 

the mucus membranes of the nose and throat can degenerate. Fingers and toes can 

literally fall off. The macabre physical appearance of people with fully developed leprosy 

may be one of the reasons why they were banned to live in separate villages. Thus when 

Jesus passed nearby, the 1 0  lepers did not run up to him directly but shouted from a 

distance. 

The question is: Why did nine of the men NOT stop to thank Jesus? Their reason 

may have been simple and straightforward. They may have felt no thanks was due. 

Perhaps they believed they deserved to be healed and thus, when healing finally occurred, 

they felt no compulsion to thank the healer. We know they went through a lot with their 

disease. What we don't know is what kind of people they were before contracting 

leprosy. Maybe each of the nine were upright and outstanding citizens. Maybe they were 

innocent victims of their disease. Maybe each of the nine, and their extended families, 

woke up each morning and asked, 'How did this happen to us?' Maybe they did nothing 

to deserve the horror that had fallen on them. Thus, when they were healed, they may 

have felt lingering bitterness of their ordeal, and were relieved but not thankful. Perhaps 
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in the bottom of their hearts they believed that if they thanked Jesus, they would implicitly 

admit they did not deserve to be healed. 

Thus we see another factor in the sequence of thankfulness. It is to be surprised. 

The one leper was surprised by his healing and as an expression of pleasant surprise, he 

thanked Jesus. 

Last summer, there was a day of part clouds, part sunshine. At approximately 1 2  

noon, a small dark cloud sent down a quick spray of rain. The rain fell but so did the sun 

shine. Both were competing for dominance of the day, rain and sunshine. The result was 

a glorious rainbow. Rainbows are remarkable things because they bring together 

strangers. At approximately 1 2  noon, while the rain and sun were both sending down 

their best, a young man, perhaps a new university student, was walking downtown. When 

he saw the rainbow, do you know what he did? He stopped strangers on the sidewalk, 

pointed up and said, ''Look, a rainbow." I don't know if that man frequently talks to 

strangers. Most people on the sidewalks of downtown Brookings do not stop strangers to 

point out something. But there was something about the rainbow that stood out to the 

man. I think it was the element of surprise. Surprise is a valuable feature in being 

thankful. 

Now, let's say that the young man stopped an older man in a worsted wool 

business suit to say, ''Look at the rainbow." The older fellow might have replied "There is 

nothing surprising about that rainbow. It's all a matter of predictable atmospheric 

conditions. The sky is partly cloudy. The sun continues to shine while a lone, dark cloud 

drops a little rain." The older man could conclude, "It's no big deal ." 
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That seems to be the difference between the one leper and the other nine. The nine 

took their healing as a matter-of-fact result of calling out to Jesus, the healer. It was 

predictable that they would be healed. The only question was when. The one, on the 

other hand, let himself be surprised. 

I would like to encourage you to let surprise flow freely through your lives for the 

sake of nurturing holy thankfulness for all that God gives. 

Children, when mom or dad makes a meal for you, don't gobble it down like it's 

your due. Be surprised at the love and care that goes into daily meals. Savor the food 

prepared by your parents. Taste the love. 

Parents, when your children clean their room and perform their chores, let yourself 

be pleasantly surprised and thankful. I know they are supposed to do their fair share 

around the house. But a lot of families are breaking apart in the world today. Your family 

is less likely to break apart when you accept the growing independence of your children 

and are therefore genuinely surprised and thankful when they cooperate with you. 

Employees, when you receive a paycheck, be surprised. I have a friend who 

graduated from high school and received a union job. For the past 1 6  years, he worked 

faithfully for the company and was paid well. Longevity in employment isn't what it used 

to be, you know. Not long ago, his union accepted compromise in their contract, which 

meant my friend took a $ 1 0,000 reduction in pay per year. How did he react? His 

reaction impressed me. He said, "I am glad to have a job. Not everyone works full time 

like I do; I feel privileged with what I have," he said. 

Those of you who are retired, like current employees, let yourself be surprised by 

your monthly income, your pension checks. I know Social Security is not keeping pace 
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with the cost of living. But the system is still giving you money each month. You can 

take that money like the nine lepers, who were probably unhappy people, or you can 

receive it like the one who was surprised. 

Those 1 0  lepers in the Gospel reading reveal a lot about thankfulness. They show 

us, first, that thankfulness is not a matter of what we have, it is a matter of how we see 

what we have. They show us, second, that thankfulness has to do with being surprised. 

They show us one more matter. When the one leper saw that he was healed, he praised 

God in a loud voice then returned to Jesus and threw himself at Jesus' feet and thanked 

him. 

The order of words is important in the Bible. Each word was carefully chosen and 

has been faithfully handed down from one generation to another for hundreds of years. 

Notice this final point about the one leper. Thanking Jesus came at the end of returning to 

Jesus, praising God, and throwing himself at Jesus' feet. The third point revealed here 

about thankfulness is the process of our cooperation. 

When I was at Blue Cloud Abbey for a week of prayer and contemplation, one of 

the themes that came back to me repeatedly was "don't hold back; Edward, don't hold 

back." That was a theme I carried with me during the four offices of prayer held each day. 

Late one evening after the prayer called vigils, I was restless and not yet ready for sleep, 

so I decided to go for a walk. It was cold outside and dark. The sky was overcast. There 

was no light from the moon or stars. I walked to the edge of light that was given by the 

yard lights at the Abbey, then remembered the theme, "don't hold back." I took a few 

steps into the silent darkness and could see nothing. It was black all around me. Yet I 
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remembered the theme "don't hold back" and decided to cooperate. I walked carefully 

into the abyss, still not knowing what I was facing, but I could tell I was still on the road. 

From a distance I heard a noise. The sound drew closer. It was an animal. The 

sound was a sort of a "gallump, gallump" noise. An animal was running toward me. I 

wondered what sort of animal prowls the South Dakota prairie, makes a "gallump" noise, 

and runs toward a guy on a gravel road? Soon I found out. It was a friendly dog with a 

wet tongue. It was Frank, the Abbey dog, who not only came to give me company but 

became my guide dog. I continued to walk and received help from two other sources. 

Eventually, my eyes adjusted to the darkness and gave me enough vision to know where 

the road ended and the ditch began. Also, when I rounded the curve of the county 

blacktop on which I was walking, I saw the illuminated sign at the other entrance for Blue 

Cloud Abbey. For me, it was a fruitful experience. I pushed myself not to hold back. I 

cooperated with what God seemed to be leading me to. As a result of my cooperation, I 

had three forms of help : Frank the dog, my adjustment in eyesight and the illuminated 

Abbey sign. At the end of the walk, I was filled with a groundswell of thankfulness. 

When Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem, he encountered 1 0  men with a horrible 

disease. He healed them. One of the 1 0  returned to talk to Jesus. That one in 10  reveals 

something - the sequence of thankfulness. We don't know his name. But for what God 

reveals to us through him we can say, "Thanks be to God." 
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What Advice Would You Give to Leah? 

Psalm 1 30 John 2 :  1 - 1 1 

Jesus turned water into wine, gallons and gallons of it. And it was good wine, too, 

said the master of ceremonies, not like something inexpensive bought in a box. The 

miracle at the wedding in Cana of Galilee is one of the most popular in the Bible, but 

perhaps for the wrong reasons. The miracle of turning water into wine is not an excuse 

for Christians to drink a lot. It is a message of hope for a difficult situation. Surely the 

wedding had been carefully planned. The bride and groom had high hopes pinned on that 

day. Everyone was dressed in their best, then, faux pas, horrors, red-faced 

embarrassment-the wine ran out. The groom punched the wall, the bride began to cry, 

but Jesus gave a miracle. 

Today is Right to Life Sunday, as your bulletin insert shows. The question is, 

what hope does the Gospel offer for the difficult situation of unwanted pregnancy? 

Pregnancy, like a wedding party, is usually a joyful time. Pregnancy usually follows the 

blessed sequence of love, marriage, sex and (gift of God !)  pregnancy. 

But what about unwanted pregnancy? What about when the father wants to punch 

the wall and the mother wants to cry, or vice versa, when it is discovered that she is 

pregnant. What about when she wants to punch the wall and he wants to cry, what then? 

Is there hope-not just platitudes and guilt-driven advice, but honest-to-goodness hope? 

This is the day for me to tell you about Leah. It is an important story for me to tell 

but from the start I want to say that I have changed some of the details to protect Leah's 

identity. She wants some anonymity from her past, yet at the same time, she wants others 
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to learn from her experience, like she has. It was Leah's mom who made first contact 

with me. 

One day, in the hallway outside the church sanctuary, Leah's mom whispered a 

question, ''Leah is pregnant; what shall we do?" Leah was a high school student at the 

time. She said she loved her boyfriend but they were not ready for marriage, not yet 

anyway. Her boyfriend was a little older than Leah, and he talked valiantly about getting a 

job and supporting a family but, frankly, he still had a lot of maturing to do. "What should 

we do?" Leah's mom asked me. Right there in the church, on a Sunday morning after 

worship . I was surprised, to say the least. I'll tell you what I said later, and what Leah 

did, but first let me put the question to you. 

What advice would you give to Leah? Don't let her down with a simple, one

sentence answer. Help her unpack the issues related to her problem. Help her to see all 

that God wants to say in her situation. 

Perhaps two familiar Scripture passages come to mind as you think about what to 

say to Leah. First there is the passage about being created in the image of God in Genesis 

1 .  We are created in God's image said the Genesis writer. That has always been 

understood to mean that human beings are the most important feature of creation. Second, 

there is the passage about how God knew Jeremiah before he was knit together in his 

mother's womb. Before he was born, God set him apart, we read in Jeremiah 1 .  Those 

are helpful passages to keep in mind as you consider what to say to Leah. 

Yet the reason why abortion has been such a long-standing controversy is because 

it is clear that God is both pro-life, and at the same time, pro-choice. God is pro-life. We 

are created in the image of God. We are valued by God even before birth. Our bodies are 
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temples of the Holy Spirit. God is pro-life, but at the same time, God is pro-choice. From 

the very beginning, God gave freedom to choose how we would be. Adam and Eve were 

given the choice to eat of the fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden, or not. The 

Hebrews were given the option to choose whom they would serve. After the 

Commandments were revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai, all God's  people were free to 

choose how they would live. For reasons known best to God, God has always protected 

the freedom of choice. From what we know through God's self-revelation, God would 

not have it any other way. Reformed theology has always said this is one of the most 

important tenets of our faith. God gives us free will. Thus while on the one hand we see 

that God is pro-life, on the other hand we see that God requires us to make hard decisions 

for ourselves. God will not decide for us. God is pro-choice. 

Before giving Leah advice, it is important to know some of the church history in 

regard to abortion. Christianity developed in a violent and crude world. About 1 50 years 

after Jesus' life, Christians decided they had to speak up about the practice of infanticide. 

At that time, many people thought of babies as livestock - cute and adorable when born 

but mostly a matter of cost/ benefit analysis. At that time, there were plenty of female 

babies but a shortage of males. Thus many female babies were left to die exposed to the 

elements. With the cost of food and the relatively limited value of female children in mind, 

death by exposure was considered the pragmatic thing to do. At that time, there was a 

wise and articulate Christian named Tertullian, who spoke up. "God wants all babies to 

live," he said. "A person who is ever going to be a person is one already," he said. 

Therefore Tertullian said not to treat newborn babies as commodities. 
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Several hundred years passed and the practice of killing newborns largely ended. 

Then the church faced a new issue. What value does God put on unborn children? A 

wise and articulate Christian named Thomas Aquinas gave an answer. An unborn child 

does not become a person until it is "ensouled" or animated. Aquinas may have taken this 

idea from women's experience. There is a time when a woman who is pregnant first feels 

the movement of her baby, which is called quickening. The idea of quickening seems to be 

behind Aquinas' idea of when life begins. The church, for the most part, accepted 

Aquinas' view. Thus from the Middle Ages until recent times, it was believed in the 

church that abortion in the early time of pregnancy is not the taking of a life. 

These recent times, however, have shown that Aquinas' view is unsatisfactory. 

There is human life early in pregnancy. Medical science has marched ahead and even a 

baby that weighs I pound can be helped along to develop a full and normal life. Thus in 

our day and age we have to differ with Aquinas and say early abortion is the taking of a 

life. 

The United States Supreme Court stayed with Aquinas' way of thinking. Almost 

exactly 25 years ago, on January 22, 1 973, the U .S .  Supreme Court, in the now famous 

Roe vs. Wade case, gave permission for abortions. Justice Blackmun, sounding like 

Aquinas, wrote for the majority and said, "The term 'person' does not include the 

unborn." Then the court went on to divide pregnancy into trimesters, each with differing 

values. It said during the first trimester the unborn has little value, during the second 

trimester the unborn has some value, and during the third trimester the unborn has 

considerable value. 
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With that background in mind, what advice would you give to Leah? 

This is what I said, "Even though the courts say you may abort your baby, I 

encourage you to choose life." I said, "God will bless you and your child, even if you 

give her up for adoption." On the day I talked to Leah, if I had read the miracle of Jesus 

turning gallons of water into wine and saving the wedding party, I would have pointed out 

that God makes good out of every situation. 

That's what I wanted Leah to hear. More importantly, that's what I wanted Leah 

to believe deep in her heart . I wanted her to choose life as a mature expression of her 

personal faith in God. 

One week later, I had not one shock, but two. First, when I saw Leah again, I 

asked, "How are you doing?" She said, "I had an abortion." She explained, ''My mom 

made me." ''We just went to the clinic and had it done," she said. I could tell she was 

deeply sad. Then there was a second shock, which made the first hit me with added force. 

A woman asked to see me. She was professionally dressed and introduced herself as a 

bank manager. She said her husband was an attorney. Then she said they had struggled 

for years with infertility. "In your church, if ever there is a woman with an unwanted 

pregnancy," she said, "please ask her to consider talking with me and my husband about 

an open adoption." I couldn't believe the tragic timing. If only Leah had waited. 

As a result of my experience with Leah, I want to share with you three lessons. 

First, there is the lesson of tolerance for ambiguity. Leah, or probably more precisely 

Leah's mom, wanted a solution to her problem fast. She wanted things settled quickly and 

a rapid return to what was normal . A quick solution to an unwanted pregnancy is 

impossible, of course, and thus we learn how important it is to be able to tolerate a 
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difficult situation. Think of what could have happened if Leah and her mother had waited 

just one more week. They could have met the couple interested in adoption. They could 

have saved the life of the baby. They could have blessed the life of an infertile couple. 

One of the worst things we can do in the midst of a problem is to force a 

premature decision. It takes courage to live with uncertainty. But remember what 

Reformed theology tells us about God-God is a great God, a sovereign God, who can 

turn any situation around. 

Second, Leah raises the issue of forgiveness and acceptance. Isn't it true that Leah 

could be forgiven of her sin just like any other sin and any other sinner? And isn't it true 

that the other members of the church need to welcome Leah as a forgiven woman and 

permit her to have a fresh start just like any other member? 

Perhaps it is important for you to know what Leah was like before her pregnancy. 

She was a happy, joyful person. She embraced life. She got the most out of it. Then 

everything changed and in the midst of her serious dilemma, she was truly sorry. She was 

sorry that she was unmarried and pregnant. She was sorry that she had disappointed her 

mother. She was sorry that she had caused God to grieve. 

Scripture teaches that there is more rejoicing in heaven over one sinful person who 

confesses than over 99 who don't need to confess. Since there is joy in the realm of God 

over Leah's confession, how should the rest of the church react? Woe on us if we act 

miserly when angels rejoice. Let us wipe our brows and be glad over how great is God. 

Let us encourage Leah to become her happy, joyful self again and let's join her. 

Third, Leah's experience can open our eyes to the overlooked issue. The 

overlooked issue is how to be pro-life not just for the unborn, but for all of life. How 
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ironic it is to talk up the sanctity of the unborn, and then talk down nutrition programs for 

pregnant women and food stamps and other social service programs. 

People at the time of Tertullian let female babies die of exposure to the elements. 

Today we let females earn only about three quarters of the wages earned by men in similar 

jobs. Today we permit millions of children to live in absolute poverty. Today we are 

experiencing a widening gap between those who are wealthy and those who are falling 

farther and farther behind. 

Those are some lessons to learn from Leah. Now let me redirect your thought to 

where we began, with Jesus and his disciples and Jesus' mother, at a wedding party, when 

the wine ran out. There have been various interpretations of what actually happened. 

Some suggest that what really happened is that when the wine ran out, Jesus said, ''Why 

not drink the water from the stone jars?" Then the master of ceremonies, getting into the 

spirit of the joke, tasted the water and said, "This is the best wine of all ." Much later, 

when people re-told the story, someone misunderstood the joke about water and spread 

news of a miracle. 

I think you'll agree, that's not a satisfying way to interpret the story. It' s not 

satisfying because it doesn't fit with the details. John recorded it as a miracle. The 

disciples, who were not Gumbies, were there and deepened their faith on account of it. 

And perhaps most important of all, the miracle is believable because God continues to give 

those kinds of miracles. In the midst of despair, God surprises us. When the fun turns 

into a bust, God brings out new wine. The message was true for the wedding party in 

Cana, it was true for Leah, and is true for all of us who believe: Even in the worst of 

situations, God brings hope. 



--
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