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Introduction 

This work is born out of self-preservation-both personal and professional . After 

a number of years of doing ministry, I found myself thinking that there has to be a better 

way, a healthier way to do this. It felt, at different times, like a matter of survival. And 

this combination between the personal and the professional is profound. I began to 

wonder why what was happening at church was affecting me so much personal ly. I 

believe it has to do with the nature of ministry. We are often dealing with ultimate 

issues-matters of life and death. And not just physical life and death, but spiritual, and 

eternal . In order to survive, then, I found myself asking some big questions of myself 

and of God. Why is this so difficult? Why am I struggling so much? Why do I keep 

getting stuck in the same place? What do I need to learn about myself and about God? 

Where do we turn for answers to questions such as these? For me, the lion's  

share of the path toward health in  ministry and l ife has run through the Doctor of 

Ministry program at Western Seminary. This path has taken twists and turns I never 

could have imagined when the journey began. 

Bef�re I began this program, I thought what I needed was more expertise

especially in the· areas of preaching and leadership. I figured I needed to learn better 

skills and then I would have a less anxious and more productive time in ministry. I do 

not deny that my skills in these areas and in every area of ministry can use refining. But 

acquiring more skill has not been the secret for me. The D.Min. program at Western 

invited me (sometimes it felt like shoved me) into a process of self-reflection. With the 

help of professors and peers, I was encouraged and able to begin an honest look at myself 
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and some of the issues in my life that were holding me back, both personally and 

professionally. As I began to walk this path, I thought that this self-discovery and 

reflection was something to get out of the way before the real work could begin. As wil l  

become evident, this was not the case. Before this became clear, however, there was 

another detour. 

About half way through my work toward this degree the congregation I was 

serving lost its building due to a fire. The entire building was destroyed. This sent us 

into a two-year period of much upheaval and great challenges as we sought to build a 

facility. Soon after the fire, it occurred to me (and my faculty advisor agreed) that this 

rebuilding process would make an excellent D.Min. project. Indeed it would have, but I 

just couldn 't make any progress toward completing the D.Min. project. The congregation 

was making progress toward rebuilding but I couldn 't match that progress toward this 

degree. Finally, again with the help of my advisor, I was able to see that this type of 

project was not what I needed. All the D.Min. work concerning the rebuilding was work 

done in hind-sight. While it was important to learn from the past, that project didn't  have 

much of a payoff for the future. It didn't help me deal with my biggest needs. So back to 

the work o\ self-discovery, which ironically, also deals with the past, but i t  does have a 

big payoff for the future. 

I am now convinced that this kind of work, this self discovery, is vitally important 

for those of us in ministry. If we don 't  do it, we can leave a wake of pain and destruction 

behind us. If we are not paying attention to our own emotional process and to God, we 

can end up hurting ourselves and the people we are trying to help. 
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There is certainly a place for working on our skills in ministry. There is also a 

place for batting around church growth principles and the like. But this has not been my 

greatest need. In fact, sometimes focusing on such issues has gotten in the way of 

dealing with some of my greatest needs. In some ways, working on preaching and 

leadership would offer a good excuse for avoiding deeper issues, such as conflict and 

pain, and why I keep getting stuck in the same place. But as is often said :  Pain is a place 

in which we live. Like any other place, we have to go through it if we want to get out of 

it. So I offer this work to my colleagues in ministry, not because I think my life is so 

important or interesting, but with the hope that it encourages others to look more 

carefully at their lives and ministry. 

And this work is no longer just about survival . Along the way I came to realize 

that is too small a goal. I no longer want to simply survive, I want to thrive; to flourish, 

to live in the fullness of joy. And ifl can 't experience the fullness of joy, at least I want 

more joy than I have experienced along the way. And doesn ' t  God want this for all of 

us? 

This\ reflection on my spiritual journey has not taken place in a vacuum. Family 

systems theory has provided me with categoties that I have found very useful in 

understanding the dynamics of my life as well as my life in the church. I was first 

introduced to family systems theory through the work of Dr. Stanley Rock, a professor I 

was privileged to have in both the M.Div. and D .Min. programs at Western Seminary. I 

had further exposure to this theory while taking a quarter of Clinical Pastoral Education. 

While in C.P .E . ,  I read Generation to Generation by Edwin Friedman. Friedman takes 
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the work of Murray Bowen concerning natural systems family therapy and applies it to 

life in church and synagogue. What follows is a summary of the categories that I have 

found useful. The reader will see in the following chapters how these categories have 

deepened my awareness of the spiritual/familial/social dynamics in my life and ministry. 

The Categories 

1. Interlocking Families 

It is amazing how what we experienced years ago can impact how we respond to 

a situation today. It is also amazing that what happens at home can impact how we 

respond to what is happening at church, and vice versa. 

The thesis of Friedman's  book, Generation to Generation is 

that all clergymen and clergywomen, irrespective of faith, are 
simultaneously involved in three distinct families whose emotional forces 
interlock: the families within the congregation, our congregations, and our 
own. Because the emotional process in all of these systems is identical, 
unresolved issues in any one of them can produce symptoms in the others, 
and increased understanding of any one creates more effective functioning 
in all three. 1 

This is a critical understanding. Often, we are not just dealing with the present situation 

we face, but unresolved issues in our own lives as well as the lives of others. For 
\ 

example, I had a parishioner who reminded me of my mother. Whenever I saw this 

woman coming toward me, I started to feel like a little boy again. I came to realize that 

obviously this wasn' t  healthy. I needed to be conscious of the fact that this woman was 

not my mother, and I needed to relate to this woman as she was rather than of whom she 

reminded me. 

1 Edwin Friedman, Generation to Generation: Fami�y Process in Church and Synagogue, (New York: 
The Gui lford Press, 1 985), 1 .  
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we insist that everyone must agree with us? Do we have room for the truth that we may 

not be that ultimate authority on every subject? 

The other challenge is to maintain a non-anxious presence. There are 

relationships where I have a much easier time being non-anxious as long as I don ' t  have 

to be present with certain people. Staying engaged and non-anxious at the same time 

requires considerable work in some cases. 

Concerning both of these categories, I find that my ability to function is directly 

related to my paying attention to my relationship with God. In other words, when I am 

aware of God's  presence and doing what I can to nurture my relationship with God 

through things like personal devotions and personal retreat days, I find I am better able to 

be non-anxious and better able to define who I am and what God is calling me to do. 

3. Over-Functioning, Triangulation, and Coaching 

Pastoral leaders, it seems to me, have a tendency to want to fix everything and 

everyone. In short, we have a tendency to over-function. We can also fall prey to the 

temptation to let others make us the "go-between" concerning conflict between others. 

There are o�portunities to help, however, if we use our positions to help bring about 

change. 

In one of his articles on family systems, Stanley Rock writes, "Here I would cal l 

attention to the special skill of 'coaching, ' which leads towards transformation. 

'Coaching' in a helping relationship of leading or eating is primarily a skil l ,  which 

requires a certain kind of 'non-anxious presence. ' The caregiver/leader brings to the 
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relationship a kind of objective empathy."4 This was modeled for me by Dr. Rock and by 

Dr. Tom Boogaart during our first D.Min. seminar. They both showed this "objective 

empathy" as we students began to identify some of our issues. 

Rock continues, "The coach works to keep from getting caught up in the triangles 

of resistance, which would get in the way of real transformation, by not doing the other 

person's work for them. The coach maintains emotional distance from the individual 

player or 'family team, '  yet remains connected to the individual or team."5 This was 

modeled for me by me C.P .E .  supervisor. We were in a large group and were processing 

something in the life of one of the students. The student began to cry-this was 

obviously a painful issue and place to be. My first reaction when I saw the tears of the 

student was to want to rush in, stop the process, and focus the attention away from this 

student. But I was not the leader of the exercise. The C.P .E. supervisor was the leader 

and he simply waited, not saying anything for a long time. The supervisor was present, 

but not anxious, and was waiting for the student to be able to continue. The supervisor 

then asked some open-ended and clarifying questions to make sure he and the student 

understood what was happening. For those interested, Rock lists an excel lent set of 

questions, �ased on the work of Ronald Richardson, which help us probe to see if we are 

over-functioning (or under-functioning for that matter).6 

Also, there is simply no substitute for having a coach or mentor or support group 

of our own as we deal with these issues. When I first began as a pastor, a group of 

pastors in the town I was serving invited me to get together once a week to study the 

4 Stanley A. Rock, When the Dream Dies: Pastoral Leadership and Congregational Conflict, Reformed 
Review, Winter, 2004-5 . 1 1 3 .  
5 Rock, 1 1 3. 
6 Rock, 1 1 3- 1 1 4. 
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lectionary passages for the week. I joined that group, but it often felt like the time we 

spent together was not very productive. I often thought that the time could have been 

better spent studying on my own. Then after a couple of years, every pastor in that group 

except for me took a call out of that community. The group vanished before my eyes. It 

didn't take long for me to realize how important that group had become to me. I missed 

very much the opportunity to study together and to have people around me doing the 

same thing I was doing. I came to appreciate how important it is to have a peer group or 

a mentor. 

Since that time, I have had some sort of support group or mentor wherever I have 

been. This means of support has looked different at different times. One mentor was not 

afraid to push me or press me to enter into territory of which I would rather stay out. 

Another mentor was far more on the encouraging side. But in all these different fom1s, 

God has been present, and this is one way my relationship with God is nurtured. 

4. Sabotage and Homeostasis 

In Stan Rock's article, he writes, "Friedman was fond of saying; 'When things 

are going w
\
ell, watch out for sabotage.' There is a kind of perversity in human nature 

which resists any change from the homeostatic inclination of the organism."7 Sabotage 

can come from without or from within. We can see it in the congregations we serve, and 

even from people who think they have our best interests at heart. 

Some of my friends were absolutely convinced that this journey toward self

awareness was actually dragging me down, not helping. Likewise, there have been 

congregational members who have disapproved of my working on this degree because 

7 Rock, 1 1 5 .  
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they could see no benefit in it-especially for the congregation. This program was only 

keeping me from doing the real work that I was supposed to do (pleasing the 

congregation). Likewise, we can sabotage ourselves. Wrong patterns of thinking, 

resistance to change, and chronic anxiety can cause us to stay where we are. Where I am 

may be a painful place, but at least it is pain I am used to. A way to get at this is to ask 

ourselves, "What is the payoff for holding on to this pain? Why would I not want to 

move toward health?" 

Here, then, is my offering to you, my program for revitalization and moving 

toward health. My goal is that this work will encourage you to do your own work toward 

health-all to the glory of God. 
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CHAPTER 1 

JACOB WRESTLES WITH GOD 

Anyone preaching a gospel of "give your heart to God and every problem will be 

solved" could not be thinking of J acob. There is no question that Jacob is chosen of God. 

The covenant promises God has made with Abraham are going to flow through Jacob. 

God had decreed this even before the twins are born. "The Lord said to her [Rebekah], 

'Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one 

people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger.'" (Genesis 

25:23). But Jacob's life is troubled. 8 Jacob experiences conflict with all kinds of 

people-his brother, Esau; his father, Isaac; his father-in-law, Laban; and most 

importantly, with God Himself. 

It is also true that Jacob's l ife is troubling to us. What do we make of this one 

who is chosen of God but stil l  such a manipulator? He plots, schemes, and cons his way 

into getting the things that God wants to give him anyway. How should we think of him? 

I simply started asking people I know the question, "What do you think about 

Jacob?" R�sponses ranged from, "I don't like him-he never gets what he deserves" to 

"I take comfort in the fact that Jacob could fall so far short so many times and sti l l  God 

could use him ." With Jacob, we get a mixed bag. Maybe that is true with all of us. 

Interesting, isn't it, that this story is even recorded for us at all. It is told without 

any flattery. Israel is the only people of their time to write history the way we find it in 

the Bible. They do so because they are convinced that God is at work in everyday 

circumstances and in the lives of ordinary people. 

8 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, Interpretation Series, (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1 982), 205 . 
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Israel's neighbors wrote down historical data-the reign of kings, 
lists of cities conquered in battle, treaty obligations, business 
transactions-but none of them wrote history, narratives in which the 
decisions of the people and the response they l ived were told in relation to 
the decisions of God and his actions. When Israel's contemporaries wrote 
about God, they wrote myths and legends-hearsay gossip about the gods, 
not true stories about persons. 

The Hebrews were the world's first historians. Because they were 
convinced that God worked among them where they were, each day, they 
believed that what they did, whether in faith or unbelief, sin or 
righteousness, obedience or rebellion, was significant. Because it was 
significant, it was capable of being narrated as a story, that is, as an 
account in which what people did had consequences and was pait of a 
structured purpose . . . .  Everything in it has a point, a meaning. Nothing is 
irrelevant. Each character, however minor, plays a part. And so the 
Hebrews wrote history of men and women created in the image of God, 
while their contemporaries wrote myths of the gods, imagined in the 
image of their neighbors. 9 

The people of the Old Testament are convinced that nothing is random or meaningless. 

They believe that God is at work. 

That's why it's worth paying attention to our stories. God is at work in our lives 

and our stories. But sometimes the l ines get blurry. Sometimes we're not so sure where 

God's will begins and ours ends. Such is the case with Jacob. We get the feeling that 

Jacob continually gets in God's way. But God is working out God's will, and God is able 

to use Jaco�' s weakness as well as his strength. 

We wonder about so much of J acob's life. Even the meaning of Jacob's name is 

disputed. A footnote in the NIV puts the name, Jacob, in the category of heel, or 

grasping the heel, carrying with it the idea of deceit or one who supplants or takes the 

place of another. "Jacob means he grasps the heel (figuratively, he deceives)."10 We 

certainly see that theme being played out in J acob's l ife. He's holding on to Esau's heel 

9 Eugene Peterson, Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work, (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1 980), 68-69. 
10 The Holy Bible, New International Version, footnote to Genesis 25 :26. 
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when he is born. It is almost as if the two are already fighting in the womb to see who 

would be the first-born. Jacob, of course, gets Esau to sell the birthright to Jacob for a 

bowl of stew. But then the question is how does Jacob receive the blessing of the elder 

son. Enter his mother, Rebekah, who hatches a wonderfully deceitful scheme. At the 

end, when Esau has lost out, he says about Jacob, "Isn 't he rightly  named Jacob, he has 

deceived me these two times." (Genesis 27:36). 

But some students of the Bible see in the name a different meaning. "Jacob, an 

existing name found elsewhere, means 'May he be at the heels '  - i .e. 'May God be your 

rearguard"'11 I take this in a positive sense. Is God watching over Jacob? He is, 

certainly, but this doesn 't keep J acob from struggling. In fact, maybe that is part of what 

leads to the struggle. Of particular interest to me in this regard is the fact that Jacob finds 

that ultimately, God is the One with whom he must deal . 

J acob's wrestling experience with God is found in the context of meeting his 

brother, Esau. Some time has passed since their last encounter, and Jacob finds out Esau 

is coming. Jacob must be thinking about Esau 's  threat to kill J acob. Following the birth-

right incident, we read, "Esau held a grudge against Jacob because of the blessing his 

father had �iven him . He said to himself, 'The days of mourning for my father are near; 

then I will kill my brother Jacob. ' "  (Genesis 27:41). However, Jacob has also received 

the promise of God, and if he isn 't remembering that, he should be. God had said, "I am 

with you and will watch over you wherever you go" (Genesis 28: 15). But Jacob is 

scared. So he plans and prays. His plan is to split up his family and possessions, so that 

if Esau attacks, perhaps part of Jacob' s  family will survive. Jacob' s  prayer is that God 

1 1  Derek Kidner, Genesis, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity 
Press, 1 967), 1 5 1 .  
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would save him (Genesis 32:9-12). Is this prayer sincere? Or is this simply more 

manipulation on the part of J acob? It is a bit difficult to tel l . But it is while he is making 

final preparations to meet Esau, that J acob wrestles with God. 

The initiative is God's. God comes to Jacob and they wrestle. "The noun from 

which the verb is built is . . .  'dust,' suggesting perhaps that when one wrestles on the 

ground he gets dirty or dusty."12 Interesting image isn't it? J acob and God rol ling 

around in the di1i. Jacob is finding out that God is real ly the One he is fighting against. 

The text tel ls us first that this is a man wrestling with Jacob, but there can be no doubt 

that it is real ly God. There is a similar pattern in Genesis-what is described first as an 

angel or a man (more specifical ly, three men in the case of God visiting Abraham) turns 

out to be God Himself. The identity of this "man" is cleared up when Jacob names the 

place Peniel, which means "the face of God."13 This wrestling is serious business, and 

God wounds Jacob's hip. Then "the man" asks for Jacob to let him go. "Not unless you 

bless me," responds Jacob .  God asks, "What is your name?" Why would God ask that? 

Doesn't God know Jacob's name? Certainly He does. God is forcing Jacob to come to 

grips with the kind of life Jacob has led.  Jacob is the deceiver, the one who supplants, the 

con-man. �ould all those memories sweep over Jacob as he speaks his own name out 

loud? Not only that, the last person to ask him his name was his father, Isaac, when 

Jacob was deceiving him concerning the birth-right. Isaac says, "Who is it? Jacob said 

to his father, 'I am Esau, your firstborn."' (Genesis 27:18-19). And even if we subscribe 

to the idea that the name J acob means "God is your rear-guard," Jacob has often not lived 

according to that truth. But here comes the grace of God. 

12  Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 18-50, The New International Commentary On the 
Old Testament, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1 995), 329. 
13 Hamilton, 336 .  
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"Your name will no longer be J acob, but Israel, because you have struggled with 

God and with men and have overcome." (Genesis 32:28). A new name, Israel .  Then 

Jacob asks God His name. He doesn't receive a reply, but he does receive a blessing, 

"Then he blessed him there." (Genesis 32:29b). A new name and a blessing, what does 

this mean? There is much disagreement about what the name, Israel, means. "The 

original meaning of Israel is much debated ('God rules'? 'God heals'? 'God judges'?."14 

Kidner states, "In itself [the name Israel] would convey the meaning 'May God strive (for 

him)', but like other names in Genesis it takes on a new colouring from its occasion, and 

commemorates Jacob's side of the struggle and his character thus revealed."15 So the 

name has to do with this struggle. The blessing is obviously a good thing, but as we 

follow the story through, this doesn't mean that the challenge is gone. Neither does this 

point to instant transformation on the part of Jacob. 

For Jacob limps away. I could be wrong, but I get the impression that this is the 

kind of l imp that is not going to get better with time. I get the impression that for the rest 

of his l ife, J acob is going to be reminded of this encounter with God every time he takes a 

step. Why would this be? Because Jacob is going to need this reminder. He leaves this 

encounter V\ith mixed results. J acob emerges broken, named, and blessed.16 This is 

victory and defeat all in one. 17 But is Jacob a new man, a changed man? Well ,  yes and 

no. Certainly this is a significant experience, but J acob stil l  doesn't know how to live as 

a recipient of God's grace. Look what happens next. 

14 Hamilton, 3 34.  
1 5  Kidner, 1 70. 
16 Kidner, 1 69 .  
17 Kidner, 1 69 .  
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J acob meets Esau. Esau shows up with his four hundred men. Jacob does his best 

to appease Esau (bribes, flattery, splitting his family in case all else fails). But incredibly, 

Esau kisses Jacob instead of kill ing him. They reconcile. And Jacob very perceptibly 

says to Esau, "For to see your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have 

received me favorably." (Genesis 33: 10b). Exactly. Jacob has seen the face of God 

(Peniel), he knows what grace looks l ike. Now he sees the same reflection in the face of 

Esau. But does he receive that grace well? Does he bask in its glow? Does he 

experience the fullness of joy? No. 

Esau invites Jacob to accompany him home. We're reconciled, let's live together. 

But Jacob replies, "My lord knows that the children are tender and that I must care for the 

ewes and cows that are nursing their young. If they are d1iven hard just one day, all the 

animals will die. So let my lord go on ahead of his servant, while I move along slowly at 

the pace of the droves before me and that of the children, until I come to my lord in Seir." 

(Genesis 33: 13-14). Sounds a little over-stated doesn't it? Then Jacob goes to Succoth 

instead of Seir, and we understand a little better. That old nature dies hard. I can 't help 

but wonder if Jacob's hip is really bothering him after he tells that story to Esau. I can 

picture a hl\ge limp as Jacob walks toward Succoth. 

Living with a limp. Reminders of our brokenness. Issues that we face that die so 

hard. Issues of control .  We give our lives to God in response to grace and then we take 

them right back. We pray for God's will to be done and then we scheme and plot and 

plan.  And then try doing ministry with that limp. I can remember having breakfast with 

a trusted friend. We had come to know each other very wel l .  We knew each other's 

issues and struggles. It was a deep and trusted relationship. It was also sometimes 

15 



frustrating, however. I remember saying to my friend, "I'm tired of talking about the 

same stuff. In fact, I'm tired of my same issues. I think I'm going to be battling them the 

rest of my life. How about you and I trade issues for a while? I'll take your issues, you 

take mine. What do you say?" Somehow, it doesn't work that way. We limp along. 

But I'm also thinking that there is a positive side to this limp. God is gracious to 

Jacob. God makes promises with no conditions attached. 

I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac. I 
will give you and your descendants the land on which you are l ying. Your 
descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to 
the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All peoples on earth 
will be blessed through you and your offspring. I am with you and will 
watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I 
wil l  not leave you until I have done what I have promised you. (Genesis 
28:13b-15). 

God appears to Jacob on more than one occasion. What defines the encounters is not 

only wrestling, but grace. "So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, 'It is because I saw 

God face to face, and yet my l ife was spared."' (Genesis 32:30). God works in Esau's 

heart so that Esau is an instrument of God's grace. J acob says to Esau, "'Ifl have found 

favor in your eyes, accept this gift from me. For to see your face is like seeing the face of 

God, now that you have received me favorably. Please accept the present that was 

\ 
brought to you, for God has been gracious to me and I have all I need."' (Genesis 33: 10). 

Wouldn't you think Jacob would remember those times, too, as he limps along? 

And God comes to us. God invites us to experience His grace-face to face. He 

gives us the Sacraments as a means of grace. God gives us the Lord's Day as a reminder 

of our dependence on Him and a reminder of His power which is greater even than death 

(resunection of Christ). We can point to special experiences when we have sensed the 
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presence of God beyond a shadow of a doubt. We remember those as well as we limp 

along. 

And yet the question is, "How do we live as those who have been encountered by 

God?" Thomas Me1ion defined sin this way: Sin is giving God a mask when what He 

asks for is a face.18 That certainly describes Jacob. That describes my l ife as well. 

Maybe yours too. Can we learn to take off the mask? 

18 Mask is a major theme in the writings of Thomas Merton. This quote is my recol lection from a sermon 
preached by Dr. Timothy Brown. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LAMENT 

For me, learning to remove the mask has to do with honesty. Honesty with God 

and with people. Appearance has always been impo1iant to me. It was to my mother and 

grandmother too. There was an image to maintain, not so much because of the need to 

keep up with the Jones', but simply because that is what you did. 

I remember an experience one Memorial Day when I was in high school . I was a 

member of the band and we marched in the Memorial Day parade. That was a big deal in 

our small town. Following the parade, many people went to the local Christian Reformed 

church for a pancake breakfast. I m arched in the parade and then went to meet my 

parents at the church. Before going to the church, I took off the jacket ofniy band 

unifonn. Under that jacket I was wearing a tattered, old T-shirt that actually belonged to 

my father when he was in college. The shirt was full of holes, but I thought it was great. 

My mother took one look at me that morning-at the church in that shirt on that day

and was mortified. I couldn't figure out why she was so upset. Appearance was 

important t� my mother. 

Then, add to the mix doing the work of ministry-more specifically, being a 

pastor. Now I can hear my dad adding his philosophy. Dad isn't so concerned about 

appearance, unless it has to do with worship and coming into God's presence. "What 

would people wear to meet the president?" Dad would ask (this was in the day when the 

president of the United Stated was respected). "Wouldn't they wear their best? God is 

much more important than the president." Indeed, God is much more important than the 
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president. And now, here I am trying to represent God to a congregation. Is that too 

strong? Am I making this job of pastoring too important? The words of a friend of mine 

ring through my ears. He was talking about the egos of pastors. He said something like, 

"Most of us have pretty big egos. Who else stands up and pretends to speak for God?" I 

remember disagreeing with my friend when he voiced that opinion, but the longer I do 

this work of ministry, the more I think he is right. 

H ere I am then, someone already concerned about my perfornrnnce (probably in a 

somewhat unhealthy way, even before ministry when it had to do with academics and 

sports), and now I'm trying to measure up to everyone's expectations (mine, others ',  and 

God's). Add to the mix that I tend to be more of a "thinker" than a "feeler." I tend to pay 

more attention to the cognitive side of things than to the emotional side of things 

(especially concerning me, personally). I also tend to be pretty even-keeled-especially 

in public. People would often comment about my level-headedness. It became a point of 

pride. So what would I do with my strong feelings? Could I express anger, frustration, 

despair? No way. Not without losing face. Not without admitting that I wasn 't so even

keeled after all .  So what would I do with those strong feelings? Most of the time, I 

would stuff\them. 

Until one night. There came a turning point for me. In a sense, I was forced to 

remove the mask, at least a little. I was auditing a class at a local seminary entitled 

"Planning a Year's Preaching." In the class were a number of seminary students and a 

few of us who were pastors . One of the arguments the professor was putting forward for 

planning your sermons in advance was that it was a time-saver in the end. Then the 

professor turned to those of us who were pastors and said, "Tell these students the kind of 
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time pressures you are under in the church." A couple of the pastors told of their 

experiences of being busy and that indeed they were looking for ways to be more 

efficient in time management. When the professor turned to me, I erupted. This was 

right before Christmas, and I let loose with a diatribe about how busy I was. The 

monologue was quite inappropriate to the occasion. When I finished, I remember 

thinking, "Where did that come from?" It was as ifl had been watching someone else 

give that speech. Needless to say, I didn't like what was happening. At the break time 

for that class, I remember the professor asking me, "Are you a little stressed lately, 

Scott?" Do you think? 

I decided I had some work to do. It was time to start paying attention to my own 

emotional process. I wasn't sure where to start, but I knew I needed to do something. I 

had to find a better way of doing ministry or I wouldn't last. Sometimes, it'felt (and stil l  

does feel) like a matter of survival . 

With the help of some good friends along the way, I found out I'm not the only 

one with a need to do this work. Marva Dawn writes about her experience. Her issues 

are a little different than mine, but the dynamics are similar. Dawn writes, "Usually in 

times when,we are frightened, we try hard to repress our feelings of fear. Attempting to 

push it under, however, can bring a volcanic explosion of panic or terror when we can no 

longer keep the lid on all that anxiety we've been struggling to keep corked."19 

I'm learning that I need healthy ways of dealing with the pain, anger, and 

frustration in my life. I'm learning that for my own good (and the good of others) I need 

to begin to remove the mask. In short, I'm learning how to lament. 

19 Marva Dawn, I 'm Lonely, Lord-How Long? Meditations on the Psalms, (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1 998), 59-60. 
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Not that everyone thinks this is a good idea. As I lay out some reasons I bel ieve it 

is important to pay attention to our own emotional and spiritual process, you need to 

know that not everyone agrees with me. 

One of the ways I started paying attention to my own emotional process was to sit 

down regularly with a trusted friend who had gifts in counseling. Another good friend of 

mine was aware that I was doing this and voiced concern. "I  think all this thinking about 

the pain in your life is just driving you down and making things worse." There were 

many times, I must admit, that I thought my friend was on to something. C .S .  Lewis 

finds himself wondering the same thing in his book, A Grief Observed. The book is 

written in response to the death of his wife, Joy (he refers to her simply as H. in the 

book). Lewis writes: 

with. 

What would H. herself think of this terrible little notebook to which I 
come back and back? Are these jottings morbid? I once read the sentence 
'I lay awake all night with toothache, thinking about toothache and about 
lying awake. ' That 's  true to l ife. Part of every misery is, so to speak, the 
misery's shadow or reflection: the fact that you don't merely suffer but 
have to keep on thinking about the fact that you suffer. I not only live 
each endless day in grief, but live each day thinking about living each day 
in grief. Do these notes merely aggravate that side of it?20 

This is an important question. I believe, however, that the pain must be dealt 

\ 
As another good friend of mine said to me, "The only way through these things 

(the pain, etc.) is through them." Lewis, somewhat grudgingly, comes to the same 

conclusion. "By writing it all down (all?-no: one thought in a hundred) I believe I get a 

little outside it."21 

Bil lman and Migliore, in their work on lament, ask some similar questions. They 

ask "whether use of prayers of lament would simply feed what has been called our 

2° C.S.  Lewis, A Grief Observed, (San Francisco: Harper, 1 961 ), 9- 1 0. 
21 Lewis, p. 1 0. 
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present 'culture of complaint. '"22 In other words, doesn' t  this make us a bunch of 

whiners? Their conclusion is "the prayer of l ament, properly understood, does not 

undermine but strengthens the sense of personal responsibility . . . "23 Lament is a way of 

dealing with our pain, and moving toward health. 

Another question they ask is, "Would not the prayer of lament simply foster a 

victimization consciousness and thus drive people further into the depths of 

powerlessness and helplessness?"24 We asked this before: doesn't this just m ake things 

worse? Their response: "In our judgment, the lament prayer does not wallow in the 

experience of powerlessness but is already the beginning of renewed agency and the 

affirmation of self -worth in the presence of God."25 

One more question: "A final question is whether the prayer of lament contradicts 

Christian belief in the resurrection of Jesus Christ and necessari ly erodes Christian joy, 

hope, and praise."26 This too is an important question and one with which I have some 

expenence. 

I was teaching a class at church on lament. One of the things I was trying to 

accomplish was to lay out the case for looking at this topic. Should we lament? Can we 

lament? W� looked at lament from many biblical perspectives, especially the Psalms. 

One man in the Class kept insisting that things are not so bad.  After all ,  he would remind 

us all, Jesus has come. The resurrection is a reality. After about three weeks of this, I 

came to realize that this man didn't want to enter into lament. 

22 Kathleen B i llman and Daniel Migliore, Rachel 's Cry, Prayer of Lament and Rebirth of Hope, (Cleveland: 
United Church Press), 1 6 .  
23 B i l lman and M igl iore, 1 7 . 
24 B i l lman and M igliore, 1 7 . 
25 B i l lman and M igliore, 1 7 . 
26 B i l lman and M igliore, 1 8- 1 9 .  
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I s  this man right? Should we not lament because of the resurrection of Jesus? 

Again, Bil lman and Migliore: 

This question seems to assume that the resurrection of the cmcified Jesus 
has removed all suffering and affliction from the world.  Such an 
assumption clearly contravenes the witness of the New Testament that the 
Christian community . . .  lives between the time of the resurrection of Christ 
and the coming consummation of all of God's  purposes . . . .  In this in
between time there is sorrow as wel l as joy, lament as well as praise.27 

Really, the balance we are striving for is to be realistic. We are not out to be 

pessimistic, nor blindly optimistic, but again, realistic. Marva Dawn speaks of work done 

by French lay theologian and sociologist Jacques Ellul which drives at the same point-

trying to be realistic. "Optimism expands the victories that God accomplishes in our 

l ives into phoniness, but pessimistic dejection ignores God's  grace and mercy and leads 

us to despair. Christian realism, Ellul proposes, balances in a healthy sense the reality of 

sin and a trusting hope in the truth of God's ultimate victory over sin and evil in all their 

forms. "28 

So the work continues-this paying attention to emotions, as well as paying 

attention to God. And it is·vital ly important work. Let me try to convince you .  It's not 

just for me personally, but also for the sake of the people I am trying to help .  

\ 
My mom died last September. She was 85 years old, but not ill at the time. She 

died very suddenly. That is the first time I lost a member of my immediate family. It 

was a new experience for me. A good friend of mine, whose father had recently died, 

described it to me as a bitter-sweet experience. That was tme for me. There were some 

wonderful gifts that came to me at that time. The promises of the gospel were never 

more real to me than they were at that time. I simply did not wonder where Mom was or 

27 Bil lman and M igl iore, 1 9 . 
28 Dawn, 59 .  
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if she was OK. That was not because Mom was a perfect person, but because I knew she 

trusted Jesus Christ. Mom never seemed to struggle with faith. Again, it wasn' t  because 

she was so good, but the sense I had was that the Bible said it and Mom believed it. I 

also became quite aware at that time of Mom's love for me and for our family. There 

were some truly wonderful moments we had shared that I could celebrate. 

But there were also some bitter and difficult things associated with Mom's death. 

Obviously, my relationship with my mother was less than perfect. There were many 

things we didn't agree on, and we were both stubborn enough not to give in. And now 

she was dead, and I was left to deal with that fact. Had I been too hard on her 

sometimes? What would it have hurt if I had not been so belligerent some times? And 

now I couldn' t  change that, or apologize for the times I did wrong. So I had some work 

to do, and I did it and am continuing to do it. 

A little over two months after Mom died, a paiishioner died very unexpectedly. 

He was much younger than my mom (61), but as I was at the hospital with that family, I 

became aware of many similarities between this situation and my mom's  death. 

Watching this family deal with this sudden loss reminded me a lot of my own family 

dealing wit� our sudden loss. I became aware of this almost immediately. I am 

convinced that because I was aware of these feelings (this situation reminding me of 

Mom's death) and also because I had been processing Mom's death (emotionally and 

spiritually), I was able to minister to this family at a difficult time. I did mention some 

things about my experience, but I believe it was in a way to help this family deal with 

their grief. In other words, I (and my expe1ience) was not the focal point-this  family in 

crisis was the focal point. But I was certainly able to identify with what they were going 
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through, and because of my self-awareness was able to help instead of be in the way. I 

believe this is what Henri Nouwen is pointing out when he says : 

Without the solitude of heart, our relationships with others easily become 
needy and greedy, sticky and clinging, dependent and sentimental, 
exploitative and parasitic, because without the solitude of heart we cannot 
experience the others as different from ourselves but only as peoJ'le who 
can be used for the fulfillment of our own, often hidden, needs.2 

Another reason to deal with the pain and trouble in our lives is in order to keep 

some sort of balance in our lives. When I 'm not paying attention to my emotions, I 

sometimes am prone to wild mood swings. Billman and Migliore speak to this in terms 

of our society. We tend to either cover up our experiences of loss and failure or we tend 

to "let it all hang out."30 That 's been true for me, personally, and in my experience it 

leads to the pendulum swinging a long way in either direction. 

The need is there, then, to do some emotional work, but why is lament important 

to this process? It's an important paii of my process because I came to realize that 

ultimately, the largest part of my struggle is with God. In that way I identify with Jacob. 

Jacob is all-consumed with meeting Esau, but then he ends up wrestling with God al l 

night. Jacob finds out there is more to this struggle than the human component. This 

leads to the\topic of lament. "The prayer of lament is nothing if not a wrestling with 

God."3 1  

I was slow i n  coming to this realization-that my struggle was ultimately with 

God. Actually, someone else had to point it out to me. Someone I respect was reading 

some things I had written about my life. He was the one to suggest that when it comes 

29 Henri Nouwen, Reaching Out: The Three Moments of the Spiritual Life, as quoted by Eugene Peterson 
in Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work, (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1 980), 5 5 .  
30 B i llman and M igliore, 1 5 .  
3 1  B il lman and M igliore, 1 50. 
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right down to it, my issues are with God. The more I thought about it, the more I decided 

he was right. 

My axe to grind with God is summed up in the question of why life has to be so 

hard. I believe God is good. I often try to do what is right. For the most part, I want to 

please God. So why is this so difficult? Why do I face these same issues over and over? 

Why doesn't God enable me to rise above all this pain and frustration? 

Eugene Peterson puts the answer in the general category of sin. 

Sin is not what is wrong with our minds; it is the catastrophic disorder in 
which we find ourselves at odds with God. This is the human condition. 
The facts of this disorder are all around and within us, but we would prefer 
to forget them. To remember them is also to remember God, and to 
remember God is to have to live strenuously, vigorously, and in love. We 
have moments when we desire to do this, but the moments don 't last long. 
We would rather play golf. We would rather take another battery of tests 
at the hospital . We would rather take another course at the university. We 
keep looking for ways to improve our lives without dealing with God. But 
we can 't do it. 32 

I , for one, would rather play golf. I want life to be as easy as possible. Again, Peterson 

sums it up: 

We live in a culture that doesn't know how to suffer. We grow up 
thinking that if we are good we won' t  suffer; or that if we raise our 
standard of living sufficiently we won 't suffer; or that if we acquire an 
eduqation we will be smart enough not to suffer. If suffering rudely 
intrudes anyway, we call for anesthesia. Anesthesia, which is most useful 
on occasions of surgery, is most harmful in matters of soul . 33 

I 've tried my share of anesthesia. Playing golf, going on vacation, buying something 

new, just to name a few. They don't  work, at least not for the long haul . Sometimes, 

they work for a little while, but then something happens and I have to face the fact that 

life hurts-there is real pain with which to deal. 

32 Eugene Peterson, Answering God, (San Francisco : Harper and Row, 1 989), 1 1 3 . 
33 Eugene Peterson, forward to When Teardrops Dance, by June Terry, (Grand Rapids, MI:  Fleming H .  
Revel l ,  1 994), 9 .  
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All this is compounded, I believe, by what I am called to do. So much of pastoral 

work deals with pain. Now I not only have to deal with my own pain, I am called to enter 

into someone else's pain besides. Peterson again is on target: 

Among other things pastoral work is a decision to deal, on the most 
personal and intimate terms, with suffering. It does not try to find ways to 
minimize suffering or ways to avoid it. It is not particularly interested in 
finding explanations for it. It is not a search after the cure for suffering. 
Pastoral work engages suffering. 34 

How can I hope to use avoidance as a coping mechanism when my daily work has to do 

with pain? If Peterson is correct that pastoral work engages suffering, then how on earth 

can I hope to avoid suffering? Even if things are relatively calm in my own life, I have 

an entire congregation to worry about. I know, I know, I need to be self-differentiated-I 

need to make sure that I take responsibility only for that which I am responsible. I cannot 

solve everyone else's problems. But just as certainly, to walk alongside other people who 

are suffering is going to stir up this struggle with God. Why doesn't He do something 

about all this? 

So, where do we go with all this? I am learning, slowly and not always surely, to 

bring this to God. Throughout my life, I think I 've been much more apt to complain to 

other peopl�. I complain to my wife that I am not happy. I complain about having to do 

things I really don 't like to do. I complain that life is hard. Indirectly, I 'm complaining 

about God, but not bringing the complaint to Him. What I am learning is that I need to 

bring the complaint to the source-to God. I am learning there are some helps in doing 

this. The Psalms, of course, are filled with prayers of lament. As we begin to read the 

Psalms, we are confronted with a world in which the writers know that ultimately, God is 

the One with whom we must deal . Obviously there are human forces at work, but God is 

34 Peterson, Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work, 93. 
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the One responsible. So when we hurt, the question is, "What are You doing, Lord?" 

"Why don't You answer me, why don 't You do something about this?" 

I am learning to pray more honestly. All kinds of persons who write about prayer 

and are serious about the practice of prayer encourage us to be honest in our prayers. The 

human tendency is to come to God the way we want to be or the way we wish we were. 

But that is not what prayer is all about. God knows what we are dealing with as well as 

where we are struggling, so why not be honest with Him? So I am trying to follow the 

example of those who write the Psalms. Or, like Jacob, I am trying to hold on for the 

blessing. But as I do this, what do I find? I find more frustration. Praying like this 

(honestly, facing our fears & issues) is also difficult. Trying to consistently come before 

God in the Word and in prayer isn't easy, either. Why not? If this is the secret-tracing 

things back to God, coming before God, addressing all this pain toward God-why 

doesn' t  He make this easier ( I  guess, instead of complaining to you, the reader, I should 

address this to God-what 's up with this God?)? 

Again, I 'm not the first to deal with these issues. Nicholas Wolterstorff has 

written in response to tragedy in his life. Wolterstorff s son, Eric, died in a mountain 

climbing aC\cident when he was 24 years old. Wolterstorff writes something that startled 

me the first time I read it, but the more I thought about it, the more I identified with it. 

He writes: 

Elements of the gospel which I had always thought would console did not. 
They did something else, something important, but not that. It did not 
console me to be reminded of the hope of resurrection. If I had forgotten 
that hope, then it would indeed have brought l ight into my life to be 
reminded of it. But I did not think of death as a bottomless pit. I did not 
grieve as one who has not hope. Yet Eric is gone, here and now he is 
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gone; now I cannot talk to him, now I cannot see him, now I cannot hug 
him, now I cannot hear of his plans for the future. That is my sorrow.35 

That 's it. My issue is not the loss of a son, but I relate to the feelings expressed. It would 

be one thing, if I gave up on God. Or if I decided to live as if God did not exist, I would 

expect to struggle. But that is not the case. It's not, certainly, like I am perfect or 

something. It ' s  not that I am trying to say I am more virtuous than others . That's not it at 

all. But when I try to do the right thing, when I try to serve God, and even try to take my 

pain to God, why doesn 't that help more than it does? The pain is stil l  usually there. 

God doesn't make things easy. Here and now I want things to be different-and they're 

not. Why not God? Jacob hangs on for the blessing, but he sti l l  has to limp away. Why? 

C.S .  Lewis also delves into this conversation. As he writes about his grief after 

the death of his wife, he deals with his relationship with God. He describes his 

experience of being welcomed with open arms by God when Lewis would approach God 

in good times. But now, in this profound time of need, what does Lewis find? A door 

slammed and bolted from the inside.36 Lewis goes on to explain that for him, the danger 

is not ceasing to believe in -God, rather the danger is coming to believe terrible things 

about Him. "The conclusion I dread is not ' So there's no God after all , '  but ' So this i s  

\ 
what God 's real ly like. Deceive yourself no longer. "'37 Likewise, for me, I don' t  plan to 

abandon God. But can I believe it when Paul says, "He who began a good work in you 

will bring it to completion in the day of Christ." (Phi l .  1 :6) . Is God at work in me? If so, 

why isn ' t  this easier? 

35 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son,  (Grand Rapids, MI :  Eerdmans, 1 987), 3 1 .  
36 C.S .  Lewis, A Grief Observed, (San Francisco, Harper Col l ins, 1 96 1 ), 6. 
37 Lewis, 6-7. 
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Could it be that the only way we keep in touch with God is by way of the 

struggle? If God did make things easy for us, would we be inclined to go our merry way 

and simply forget about Him? If the coping mechanisms that I have tried actually 

worked (for the long haul), wouldn 't I be tempted to put my trust in them instead of God? 

Lewis seems to be heading there when he talks about seeing his wife again. Will 

he be with her after he dies? And if the only way the answer is yes is to believe in God, 

is that the reason he believes? In other words, has Lewis put his wife ahead of God? 

Am I, for instance, just sidling back to God because I know that if there' s  
any road to H . ,  i t  runs through Him? But then of course I know perfectly 
well that He can ' t  be used as a road. If you're approaching Him not as the 
goal but as a road, not as the end but as a means, you're not really 
approaching Him at all . 38 

Is the struggle part of God 's  grace to me? 

Lewis hints at that when he writes: 

God has not been trying an experiment on my faith or love in order to find 
out their quality. He knew it already. It was I who didn't . In this trial He 
makes us occupy the dock, the witness box, and the bench all at once. He 
always knew that my temple was a house of cards. His only way of 
making me realize the fact was to knock it down.39 

But the questioning continues, because why is that the only way to knock it down? 

Wolterstorf{wrestles with that issue. He realizes that God suffers with us, and yet 

mystery remains. 

So suffering is down at the center of things, deep down where the meaning 
is. Suffering is the meaning of our world. For Love is the meaning. And 
Love suffers. The tears of God are the meaning of history. But mystery 
remains. Why isn ' t  Love-with-out-suffering the meaning of things? Why 
is suffering-Love the meaning? Why does God endure his suffering? 
Why does he not at once relieve his agony by relieving ours?40 

38 Lewis, 68 .  
3 9  Lewis, 52.  
4 0  Wolterstorff, 90. 
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Exactly. So many questions, so few answers. But at least we are not alone in our 

questions. The Psalms make that clear. Even Jesus tread this path-"My God, my God, 

why have you forsaken me?" (Matthew 27:46, a quote from Psalm 22: 1-a Psalm of 

lament). So in our struggle, at least we are in good company. Good company, that is, if 

we allow it. 

There is something about pain that tends to isolate us. When we are down, we 

don't want to be around other people, not even people who can help. Some time ago we 

received a phone call at our house on a Sunday morning. My mother-in-law was calling 

from Africa with the message that my father-in-law had had a fall and was being air-

l ifted out of the bush to Nairobi . "Pray! "  my mother-in-law said. Right after that we 

were cut off, so that is al l we knew about the situation. So pray we did. But also my wife 

said to me, "I don't think I want to go to church this morning." My first thought to that 

statement was that that was precisely the place we should be at a time like this. We need 

the support of the folk at our church. But later on, I started to think of times when I was 

in much pain. In those times, I don't want to be around other people. I understood. 

But the biblical way is to lament in community. So many of the Psalms of lament 

were sung �d prayed in community. The book of Lamentations is communal. When the 

people of the Bible wept, they wept with friends.4 1  "The biblical way to deal with 

suffering is to transform what is individual into something corporate."42 In some ways, 

this means making ourselves vulnerable. We must be willing to let others in on our pain. 

But when we do, significant things can happen. 

When private grief is integrated into communal lament, several things take 
place. For one thing the act of suffering develops significance. If others 

41 Peterson, Five Smooth Stones, 1 1 4. 
42 Peterson, Five Smooth Stones, 1 1 4. 
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weep with me, there must be more to the suffering than my own petty 
weakness or selfish sense of loss. When others join the sufferer, there is 
' consensual validation' that the suffering means something. The 
community votes with its tears that there is suffering that is worth weeping 
over.43 

If this is true, and it has been true in my experience, then this puts a lot of pressure 

on the community. We must do al l we can to have our communities of faith be safe 

places where c1ies are heard, where people are encouraged to come along-side, and where 

less-than-perfect people are accepted. Billman and Migliore call this giving people 

permission to grieve and protest and lament.44 This has to do not only with how people 

are treated when they are in pain and are ready to share that pain, but also with more 

formal times of worship. What kind of hymns or songs are sung in worship? If we only 

sing upbeat songs filled with nothing but praise, people sense that here is a place that 

where people don 't face their pain. Likewise, are Psalms and other passages of lament 

ever incorporated in worship? Is there witness that this, too, is part of life? 

This is also more encouragement for us to do the difficult work of paying 

attention to God and our emotional process. If we are not doing that, it is very difficult to 

receive the pain of others . Bil lman and Migliore tell the story of a friend of theirs who 

makes it a ppctice before the congregation prays to walk out into the congregation and 

take prayer requests. One Sunday a woman raised her hand and began to share her 

request. As she was speaking, she came to a point where the tears began to flow and she 

could not continue. The pastor gently said, "Take your time." The pastor simply waited 

until the woman could continue speaking. The authors conclude that the ability of that 

pastor to receive tears without undue anxiety communicated to this woman and the 

43 Peterson, Five Smooth Stones, 1 1 5 .  
44 Billman and M igl iore, 1 09- 1 1 1 .  
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community of faith that pain and loss are normal rather than unusual or problematic. He 

gave the woman and the community the permission to lament.45 

I remember doing just the opposite. We were in the middle of a wedding 

rehearsal . We rehearsed the processional which meant that the bride' s  father walked the 

bride down the aisle. When the organ stopped, and we were all standing at the front of 

the church, the bride' s  father began to weep uncontrol lably. I was fil led with anxiety and 

didn't know what to do. During the pre-marital counseling sessions with the bride and 

groom, the bride had shared some things about her father that I would rather not have 

known. As he was crying in front of me, that ' s  all I could think about. I had not 

processed well the information from the counseling session, therefore I could not respond 

in a pastoral way at the rehearsal. Upon fmiher reflection of that incident with an 

accountabil ity group, one of my friends pointed out to me that a simple statement like, 

"Giving your daughter away at her wedding is a very emotional time" would have 

diffused some of the anxiety and given the bride' s  father permission to vent his emotion. 

But the only way to grant permission to others to grieve and lament is to be in touch with 

our own emotions and pain. 

Tak�ng off the mask. This isn' t  easy, at least not for me. Lament is a big part of 

it. Not simply lament for the sake of lament. Rather, bringing to God the pain that I am 

struggling with, so that I can live in honest relationship with Him. C.S .  Lewis puts it in 

terms of his relationship with his wife, but I think of it in terms of all relationships-

human as well as with God. 

It is often thought that the dead see us. And we assume, whether 
reasonably or not, that if they see us at all they see us more clearly than 
before. Does H. now see exactly how much froth or tinsel there was in 

45 Bi llman and Migliore, 1 34 . 
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what she called, and I cal l, my love? So be it. Look your hardest, dear. I 
wouldn 't hide if l could. We didn' t  idealize each other. We tried to keep 
no secrets. You knew most of the rotten places in me already. If you now 
see anything worse, I can take it. So can you. Rebuke, explain, mock, 
forgive. For this is one of the miracles of love; it gives . . .  a power of 
seeing through its own enchantments and yet not being disenchanted.46 

What Lewis is describing is grace. God knows exactly who I am and yet He desires a 

relationship with me. God wants me to take off the mask. 

46 Lewis, 7 1 -72. 
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CHAPTER 3 

JOY 

Let me try to take the mask off a little further. When we were kids, we used a 

saying, "I come before you to stand behind you to tell you something I know nothing 

about." That' s  what this chapter feels like to me. It seems a bit of a joke for me to be 

writing about joy. I may as well be honest with you about that, for I am sure you wil l  see 

through my charade in a moment. But, maybe you wil l want to keep reading. I ' ve been 

thinking and reading a lot about joy. And I know that I am an expert in dealing with the 

topic of what joy is not. And I am excited to set down a conclusion I ' ve come to 

regarding my own life and the topic of joy. So here goes. 

In the Bible, Jacob is not very good at joy. As we saw in Chapter 1 ,  Jacob is quite 

perceptive concerning his reconciliation with his brother. Jacob says to Esau, "For to see 

your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favorably." 

(Genesis 3 3 : 1 0b) . Jacob has experienced the grace of God, but he doesn 't enjoy it. He 

limps off in another direction. All too often, I think I have done the same. 

It to�k me a long time to realize that I was operating under a poor definition of 

joy. I had heard· enough sermons to know in my head that joy is tied to a relationship 

with God. These sermons proclaimed that joy is different somehow from happiness. Joy 

is not dependent on circumstances, happiness is. I knew that with my head, but I came to 

realize that I was operating under a different definition. My definition of joy was the 

absence of pain. If I could just get rid of pain and anxiety in my life, I would experience 

joy. This led to things like l iving for vacation. Or I would daydream about retirement, 
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that then the anxiety would be gone from my life and I would experience joy. You know, 

of course, that is a sad way to live. Even vacations are not anxiety free. And what a sad 

thing to live your whole working life waiting for retirement (as if those years wil l be 

perfect) . Eugene Peterson describes me when he says, "A common but futi le strategy for 

achieving joy is trying to eliminate things that hurt: get lid of pain by numbing the nerve 

ends, get lid of inseculity by eliminating lisks, get lid of disappointments by 

depersonalizing your relationships. And then try to lighten the boredom of such a life by 

buying joy in the form of vacations and entertainment."47 

It was time, then, for a new definition of joy. Now I needed a definition not only 

for my head, but for my l iving. Other people have been helpful in this process, but for a 

long time, I still think I missed the forest for the trees. Let me share some of the journey 

and see if you agree. 

I began my search in earnest. What do Christian people say about joy? How is 

joy defined? I was quite disappointed with the answers to both of those questions. I 

couldn 't find a lot of quality resources on the topic of joy. At one point, an advisor 

suggested I ask the faculty members of our local seminary what they would suggest in 

terms of re�urces on the topics of lament and joy. I received an interesting response. 

Members of the faculty had many helpful suggestions on the topic of lament. Many of 

the titles I was familiar with-some I was not. But on the topic of joy, there were far 

fewer suggestions. Maybe I 'm not the only one with a problem when it comes to 

expeliencing joy. 

47 Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, (Downer Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1 980), 
96. 
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Likewise, I was a bit frustrated when it came to definitions of joy. Some authors 

try to define joy, but many don't. They talk a lot about joy, but never really pin down a 

definition. I did find two definitions of joy in a Leadership Journal article. Ben 

Patterson defines joy this way: "Joy is an acute and poignant sense that God is 

present."48 In the same journal, Earl Palmer defines joy as "the peace of knowing that I 

can now put my weight down and rest in Christ 's love and victory."49 The first definition 

reminds me of the sermons I have heard about joy-joy is tied to the presence of God. 

That makes sense. The second definition uses the word "peace" in the definition of joy. 

Are those two similar? This second definition sounds a lot like unconditional love. 

Okay, that sounds good, and I know it is important, but how do I experience this? 

I found myself drawn to authors writing about the experience of joy. One of the 

questions that plagued me was whether or not we can do something to appropriate joy. 

Do I not experience as much joy as I would l ike because there is some deficiency in me? 

Eugene Peterson writes about the apostle Paul and Paul ' s  experience in the book of 

Philippians. Peterson seems to equate joy and happiness here, but look past that to the 

heart of this argument. 

\ But happiness is not a word we can understand by looking it up in 
the dictionary. In fact, none of the qualities of the Christian life can be 
learned out of a book. Something more like apprenticeship is required, 
being around someone who out of years of devoted discipline shows us, 
by his or her entire behavior, what it is . . .  

When we read what Paul wrote to the Christian believers in the 
city of Philippi, we find ourselves in the company of just such a master. 
Paul doesn't tell us that we can be happy, or how to be happy. He simply 
and unmistakably is happy. None of his circumstances contribute to his 
joy: He wrote from a jai l  cell, his work was under attack by competitors, 

48 "More Oxygen to the F lame, A Conversation with Zig Ziglar and Ben Patterson," Leadership Journal, 

Fall, 1 998, 22. 
49 "More Oxygen," 36. 
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and after twenty years or so of hard traveling in the service of Jesus, he 
was tired and would have welcomed some relief. 50 

Okay, again we bump up against the fact that joy is not dependent on circumstances. 

That is why Paul can command joy-"Rejoice in the Lord always, I will say it again: 

rejoice !" (Philippians 4:4) But again, the question remains, is this gift or is there 

something we can do to appropriate or even obtain joy? 

Peterson seems to say that joy is both gift as well as there being things we can do 

to experience joy. "God is personal reality to be enjoyed. We are so created and so 

redeemed that we are capable of enjoying Him. All the movements of discipleship arrive 

at a place where joy is experienced. Every step of assent toward God develops the 

capacity to enjoy. Not only is there, increasingly, more to be enjoyed, there is steadily 

the acquired ability to enjoy it."5 1  How do we acquire this abil ity? One of the ways is by 

using the spiritual disciplines. We meet God as we pray, read the Bible, meditate, 

confess our sins, etc. But this is where I begin to run amuck. 

I wil l  gladly attest to the fact that the spiritual disciplines are important. I have 

preached sermon series dealing with the disciplines, but I often have a difficult time 

staying with the disciplines in a meaningful way. I 'm all enthused for a while, but it is 

\ 
difficult for me to stick with it. Maybe the problem is that I am not a disciplined person. 

I am disciplined, though, in some ways. It is quite an easy thing for me to go out and 

wash the car. I like driving a clean car. I like the satisfaction that comes from doing this 

job wel l .  I t is one job that I can see when it is finished. It takes some discipl ine for me, I 

suppose, but it doesn 't feel like a burden. Likewise, I l ike working at the game of golf. I 

50 Eugene Peterson, The Message: The New Testament in Contempormy Language, Introduction to 
Phil ippians, 4 1 1 .  
5 1  Peterson, Long Obedience, 1 92 .  
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l ike reading about it, trying new things with my swing. I l ike watching the pros and 

learning from what they are doing. It takes some discipline, I suppose, but it doesn't feel 

like a burden. 

I come to God, and often times carrying on the disciplines feels like a burden. 

Again, I read Peterson, 

Believers must be aware that most of the time discipline feels dull and 
dead. We're impatient if we have to wait a long time for something, 
especially in America. If we don't find instant zest in a discipline, we 
make a negative snap judgment about it. But often what we describe as 
deadness, dullness, or boredom is simply our own slow waking up. We 
just have to live through that. Simple desire for more in our Christian 
lives is sufficient evidence that the life is there. Be patient and wait. It 's 
the Spirit's work. We simply put ourselves in the way of the Spirit so He 
can work in us .  52 

I agree with much of this. I agree that this is the Spirit 's work. I want to put myself in 

His way. I am also aware that I am impatient when it comes to this kind of growth. But 

that is precisely the problem. I am tired of the dull and dead feeling. I am tired of the 

burden of trying to do the right thing. Why does this have to be so hard? So now I am 

back to the questions I explored in the chapter on lament. Now I am back to the struggle 

that I have with God. I know that God is more important than washing the car or 

improving �y golf swing. So why do I struggle so much more with God? 

It helps tb know that others share in this struggle. One no less than Henri 

Nouwen writes about his experience. In Nouwen' s  book, The Inner Voice of Love, he 

tells about a time of crisis in his l ife. Nouwen doesn' t  explain what precipitates the crisis, 

but his relationship with God seems to be at the center of it. He explains what he knows 

he must do as he wrestles with the question of whether or not God loves him. 

52 Eugene Peterson, LaVonne Neff, et a l . ,  eds., Practical Christianity, (Wheaton: Tyndale, 1 987), 3 1 0. 
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You must believe in the yes that comes back when you ask, "Do 
you love me?" You must choose this yes even when you do not 
experience it. 

You feel overwhelmed by distractions, fantasies, the disturbing 
desire to throw yourself into the world of pleasure. But you know already 
that you wil l not find there an answer to your deepest question. Nor does 
the answer lie in rehashing old events, or in guilt or shame. All of that 
makes you dissipate yourself and leave the rock on which your house is 
built. 

You have to trust the place that is solid, the place where you can 
say yes to God's  love even when you do not feel it. Right now you feel 
nothing except emptiness and the lack of strength to choose. But keep 
saying, "God loves me, and God's love is enough." You have to choose 
the solid place over and over again and return to it after every failure. 53 

Choose the solid place. Focus on God's  love. But I think I have missed the forest for the 

trees. It 's not the fault ofNouwen or Peterson, I don't think. Somehow, I 've missed 

something important until now. It was C.S. Lewis who helped me see the forest. 

Lewis writes about joy in his autobiography, Surprised by Joy. He comes at the 

topic from a different point of view. Lewis does not emphasize the connection between 

discipline and joy, rather he deals with the whole matter of desire. Lewis tells  about three 

experiences he had where he experienced the sensation of desire. But desire for what? 

He labels this desire Joy. · -

I wil l  only underline the quality common to the three experiences; it is that 
of a� unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other 
satisfaction. I call it Joy, which is here a technical term and must be 
sharply distinguished both from Happiness and from Pleasure. Joy (in my 
sense) has indeed one characteristic, and one only, in common with them; 
the fact that anyone who has experienced it will want it again. Apart from 
that, and considered only in its quality, it might almost equally well be 
called a particular kind of unhappiness or grief. But then it is a kind we 
want. I doubt whether anyone who has tasted it would ever, if both were 
in his power, exchange it for all the pleasures in the world. But then Joy is 
never in our power and pleasure often is. 54 

53 Henri Nouwen, The Inner Voice of Love, (New York: Image Doubleday, 1 996), 8 .  
54 C . S .  Lewis, Surprised by Joy, (London: Geoffrey Bies, 1 955),  23-24. 
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That is intriguing to me. Especially the connection with unhappiness and grief. I have 

had people who seem to know much more about joy than I tell me that they believe joy 

and pain are two sides of the same coin. I have often wondered how that can be. I think I 

am starting to understand. 

Peter Kreeft, a professor of philosophy, weighs in on what Lewis is writing about. 

In an article called CS. Lewis ' Argument From Desire, Kreeft says, 

The major premise of the argument is that every natural or innate desire 
in us bespeaks a corresponding real object that can satisfy the desire. The 
minor premise is that there exists in us a desire which nothing in time, 
nothing on earth, no creature, can satisfy. The conclusion is that there 
exists something outside of time, earth, and creatures which can satisfy 
this desire. This something is what people call God, and Heaven. 55 

Okay, but how does this get worked out in our lives? 

Lewis tells his story and tells  of his search for Joy. He finally gets to his 

conversion experience. Lewis eloquently describes that experience and it is surprisingly 

unemotional . He goes on to relate that this first conversion was to Theism, not to 

Christianity. But eventually Lewis comes to believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. 

At this point, as I am reading along, I expect the remaining emphasis in Lewis '  book to 

be about joy. I 'm waiting to hear how God gives him a joy like he has never experienced 

\ 
before. But that is not how Lewis ends his book. This is how Lewis ends his book: 

But what, in conclusion, of Joy? for that, after all, is what the story 
has mainly been about. To tell you the truth, the subject has lost nearly all 
interest for me since I became a Christian. I cannot, indeed, complain, 
l ike Wordsworth, that the visionary gleam has passed away. I believe (if 
the thing were at all worth recording) that the old stab, the old bitter
sweet, has come to me as often and as sharply since my conversion as at 
any time of my life whatever. But I now know that the experience, 
considered as a state of my own mind, had never had the kind of 
importance I once gave it. It was valuable only as a pointer to something 

55 Peter Kreeft, Macdonald and Tadie, eds. ,  G. K. Chesterton and CS. Lewis, The Riddle of Joy, (Grand 
Rapids, MI :  Eerdmans, 1 9 89), 250. 
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other and outer. While that other was in doubt, the pointer naturally 
loomed large in my thoughts. When we are lost in the woods the sight of 
a signpost is a great matter. He who first sees it cries, "Look ! "  The whole 
party gathers round and stares. But when we have found the road and are 
passing signposts every few miles, we shall not stop and stare. They wil l  
encourage us and we shall be grateful to the authority that set them up. 
But we shall not stop and stare, or not much; not on this road, though their 
pillars are of silver and their lettering of gold. "We would be at 
Jerusalem." 

Not, of course, that I don 't often catch myself stopping to stare at 
roadside objects of even less importance. 56 

After reading this passage a number of times-trying to figure out exactly what Lewis is 

driving at-a light went on. I take Lewis to mean that once he came into a relationship 

with God and His Son, Jesus, joy was not really very important. Before his conversion, a 

search for joy (desire for joy) was the driving force of Lewis' l ife. But once in 

relationship with God, the desire for joy took a back seat to the relationship. 

I think I have made joy too important in my life. I have fixated on that one 

signpost. I haven 't done it so much with other signposts-love, peace, or patience, but 

somehow, maybe because I sense a lack of joy in my life, I have focused on it instead of 

God. That is the secret for me, I believe-I need to keep focused on God. "But seek first 

his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well" 

(Matthew �33) .  

Joy is orie aspect of the fruit of the Spirit, but I have made i t  the goal instead of 

the by-product. I 've done that with other things too-even good things, even really good 

things. There have been times when I have cared more what people think of me than 

what God thinks of me. There have been times when I have desired the respect that 

comes from preaching a good sermon more than I have desired a relationship with Christ. 

56 Lewis, Surprised by Joy, 223-224. 
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I wonder if Jacob loved being in control of his life more than he loved God. Is that why 

he limped off in the opposite direction after being reconciled with his brother? 

What has happened at times then, is that something happens in my life to bring 

me back to the reality that God needs to be my number one priority. So I re-dedicate 

myself to prayer and Bible reading, but even here there have been times I have missed the 

forest for the trees. I think I have been doing the spiritual disciplines to seek after doing 

the right thing, instead of using them to seek after God. Or, I have used the disciplines to 

seek after joy. What I need to seek after, however, is not joy or doing the right thing, but 

God Himself. God is the forest, not joy. 

It reminds me of a paper I wrote in seminary. The class was on the life and 

theology of John Calvin. The professor was a well-known Calvin scholar. One of the 

requirements of the class was to write a paper on some aspect of Calvin 's theology. I 

decided to write on predestination. I had some questions about that doctrine and decided 

I may as well hit those questions head-on. The professor suggested the names of some 

other theologians I ought to read and include their thoughts in the paper as well .  I 

worked hard on that paper. I knew the professor was demanding and I wanted a good 

grade. Wh�n the paper came back with the grade, I was greatly disappointed. Then I 

read the comments. The professor had a couple of nice things to say about the paper-he 

thought it was well-written and that I had done a nice job of including the secondary 

sources. But he also made the comment that he wondered if I had read any of Calvin 

himself. 

Duh ! I never admitted it to anyone (how' s  that for trying to keep the mask on?), 

but the professor was exactly right. I had gotten so wrapped up in the topic and the 
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secondary sources that I never did read Calvin on the topic of predestination. I had 

missed the most important part of the assignment. 

I 'm realizing that I have often had a miss-placed emphasis when it comes to the 

most important relationship in life. I 've been seeking too much after joy, and not enough 

after God. It helps a little, I suppose, that Lewis hints at that happening from time to time 

in his own l ife. He ends his book with that phrase, "Not, of course, that I don't often 

catch myself stopping to stare at roadside markers of even less importance."57 Evidently, 

Lewis did it too. But too often, I have been captivated by the signs and markers rather 

than the journey itself. 

Not, of course, that I have missed this entirely. It is simply not true that I have 

never tasted joy. Certainly I have. As I think about it, the times I have experienced the 

most joy have been times when I have connected the good gifts of God to God Himself. 

Preaching a series on Sabbath-really being aware of God's presence-I was able to 

practice what I was preaching. Days spent in God's  creation were incredible. Thinking 

about the special people that God placed in my life was wonderful. Being thankful for 

grace-basking in it, not rushing out of God 's presence. 

Bel�en Lane writes about this from a different perspective. In an interesting 

article, Lane writes about John Calvin ' s  concept of the world as a theatre of God 's glory. 

Throughout creation, we find such variety and such incredible beauty. From grand 

mountain vistas to the delicacy of a flower. Lane argues that Calvin was quick to see that 

there is more going on in creation than first meets the eye. God's  glorious creation is not 

just for our enjoyment-though we are to enjoy it. God's  glorious creation does not just 

bring glory to God-though it does that too. God' s  glorious creation does not just offer 

57 Lewis, Surprised by Joy, 224. 
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praise to God-though it does that. There is more going on and here it is : "The theatre 

served as an apt metaphor of God's  action in sustaining the world, luring all of creation 

by delight and surprise back to its Maker."58 Lane goes on and talks much about how 

God sustains the world, but what real ly interests me is this idea of God using creation to 

lure us to Himself by delight and surprise. Is God full of surprises? Certainly. Can we 

delight in God? I want to. 

Listen to the kind of language that is used, as Lane states that "Calvin insisted that 

the enjoyment of God 's  glory is the chief end of creation. God' s  purpose in putting on 

the costumes of nature' s  beauty is to make God attractive to the ones God loves, luring 

them back in ravishing delight. The language of desire recurs again and again in Calvin's 

references to the splendor of the natural world."59 Then Lane quotes Calvin, "For in this 

world God blesses us in such a way as to give us a mere foretaste of his kindness, and by 

that taste to entice us to desire heavenly blessings with which we may be satisfied."60 

God is the One who satisfies, and I must seek Him. But I am encouraged by the fact that 

it is not all up to me. God is luring me to Himself. 

So, one day I was driving along on the way to my daughter' s  vol leyball match. It 

was a gloriq_
us afternoon-the sun was pouring in the car windows-and I love to drive. 

Louis Armstrong's "What a Beautiful World" came on the radio . 

I see trees of green . . .  red roses too 
I see ' em bloom . . .  for me and for you 
And I think to myself. . .  what a wonderful world. 

I see skies of blue . . .  clouds of white 
Bright blessed days . . .  dark sacred nights 
And I think to myself. . .  what a wonderful world. 

58 Belden Lane, The World as a Theatre of God's Glo1y, in Perspectives, Nov. ,  200 1 ,  7 .  
5 9  Lane, 9 .  
60 John Calvin, Commentaiy, I Timothy 4 :8 ,  quoted in Lane, 9 .  
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The colors of a rainbow . . .  so pretty in the sky 
Are also on the faces . . .  of people going by 
I see friends shaking hands . . .  sayin' how do you do 
They're really sayin' . . .  I love you. 

I hear babies cry . . .  I watch them grow 
They' l l  learn much more . . .  than I ' l l  ever know 
And I think to myself. . .  what a wonderful world. 

It was a great moment, and I started to wonder, do you think John Calvin would enjoy 

this song? Maybe. But I think he would change to lyrics to "And I think to 

myself. . .  what a wonderful God." 

Of course, sin has an affect on all of this. We so easily look for satisfaction in the 

cheap counterfeits instead of God (see previous discussion). And even in the good 

gifts-the glory of God's  creation, I am inclined to worship the gift instead of the giver. 

There are some things that I love to do. I love to play golf-it 's not just the challenge of 

the game and love for the game-it's also the chance to be outside in some beautiful 

settings. I also love to walk the beach with my wife and take our family out in our boat. 

I love to ski in the Rockies. When do I experience the most joy doing these things? 

When I connect what I am doing to the giver-to God. I wish I could say I do that all the 

time, but I c\_on't . Sometimes I am wrapped in my own world and miss the beauty. 

Sometimes I acknowledge the beauty, but forget to let the beauty point me (no, I should 

say lure me) to God. But I am not dull all the time. Sometimes, all I can say is, "Wow, 

God, You are great !" 

What do all of these arguments have in common? Is there a common 

denominator to Lewis, Calvin, Lane, Peterson, Palmer and Patterson? I think there is . 

The secret is not seeking joy itself, the secret is seeking God. Lane sums it up this way, 
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"Spirituality as described by Calvin is profoundly theocentric, seeking its pleasure in God 

alone. To 'glorify God and enjoy him forever, ' as the Westminster Catechism exhorts, is 

not to engage in two mutual ly exclusive activities. To glorify God is to enjoy God 

without restraint. "6 1 

61 Lane, I I .  

\ 
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CHAPTER 4 

VULNERABILITY 

As we limp along, crying out to God in pain and in joy, some important questions 

remain. One question we may agonize over is how much of our limp do we reveal to 

others. The question has to do with admitting our faults. The question also has to do 

with our relationship with God. How much do we let others in on that relationship

especially the struggle? There was a time in my life when I was unwil ling to admit to 

myself or to others that I even had a limp. I had some people who thought I was better 

than I was (at least that is what I let myself believe), and I was perfectly willing to let 

them think that. What that led to, however, was my trying to keep up the charade. I 

couldn 't be honest with people. It wore me out trying to live up to the image of 

perfection or near-perfection. That is part of what led me on this journey toward self

understanding. I needed a more realistic view of myself. 

Still, the question is a challenging one. A good friend and I were talking about 

this-being vulnerable with the people with whom we work. My friend finally asked me 

the questiol\, "What are you afraid of, that you will tell the people what they already 

know?" It was a somewhat funny, somewhat painful question. No doubt, people with 

whom I worked knew I was not perfect. In some respects, I 'm sure they could see my 

faults more clearly than I .  

This trying to hide my true self also kept me from taking risks and doing things 

that God was calling me to do. A friend and I were talking about Jacob and his limp. My 

friend remarked that the only way to hide a limp is to sit sti l l .  As soon as you start 
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walking, people are going to see the l imp. If Jacob was going to do anything, people 

would see that he bore the marks of snuggle. But what is the goal in this area of our 

lives? Is the goal that we be total ly transparent to others? Yes and no. 

It is a proper goal , I believe, to be totally transparent with God. He knows us 

better than we know ourselves. Even from a rational point of view, it simply makes no 

sense to try to hide things from God. "Where are you Adam?" God cal ls out in the 

garden, after Adam sins. Why? Because God doesn 't know where Adam is? No, rather 

it is that Adam needs to come to grips with what he has done. "Search me 0 God, and 

know my heart" the psalmist says (see Psalm 1 39:23-24). That call to action is not so 

that God would know what is inside David, rather it is a cal l  for God to show David so 

David doesn' t  deceive himself any longer. It's like being honest in prayer. It makes no 

logical sense to not be honest before God. It is a proper goal, I believe, to be totally 

transparent with God. 

Likewise, to be transparent with people whom we trust and who love us and 

whom we love can be a wonderfully freeing thing. If there are people in our lives who 

love us unconditionally-or at least close to that-by all means, let 's be transparent. I 

think again ff C.S .  Lewis and his relationship with his wife, Joy. The passage I quoted at 

the end of in Chapter 2 is marvelous. Lewis' desire to be completely transparent with his 

wife is something to celebrate. If we have people like that in our lives, let 's  give thanks 

to God and be as honest as we can. 

But it seems naive to me to think that we can be that way with everyone. This 

work is an attempt on my part to be honest and vulnerable with you. I have tried to 

reveal much of my limp to you. I have tried to pry the mask back, so you catch a glimpse 
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of who I am. I have done so because I am hoping that my story will be helpful to you. 

But I have not told you everything about me. For one thing, I doubt very much whether 

you would be all that interested. For another thing, there are some things in my life that 

are better left to deal with with a trusted friend or a trained counselor. 

An example of this is Henri Nouwen. In his book, The Inner Voice of Love, 

Nouwen writes in reaction to a personal crisis. The book is a moving piece which makes 

abundantly clear the pain that Nouwen is going through. Interestingly, however, the 

author never tel ls us what precipitates the crisis. The work is very personal, but not 

everything is shared. I have tried to do something similar-in fact, I will argue that for 

our good and the good of our people we should do something similar. 

Think about this question in a ministry context. From the pulpit, for instance, 

what is appropriate to share? Sometimes it is difficult to know where to draw the line, 

but the line must be drawn because other people get uncomfortable when we cross the 

line. Have you ever heard someone trying to use the pulpit as the place to deal with his 

or her issues? Clearly, that is  not the place. But neither do we swing the pendulum all 

the way back the other way and pretend that we have it all together. Where is the line? 

Anc\ what about when we are the ones doing the counseling? When others are 

sharing their l ife-story with us, how much of our own story do we share in return? What 

is appropriate? 

I am not at all sure that we can draw a hard and fast line. But there are some 

things that are important to remember and some principles we should keep in mind. 

In a ministry context, I am not the subject, but I am part of the process. In 

preaching, for instance, the Word of God is central . We want the Word to speak. But we 

50 



have a part to play. So we share part of ourselves in the process, but we do that in order 

to illuminate the Word. We do so in order to help get the point across. We have a 

biblical precedent to do this. Eugene Peterson writes about the Apostle Paul and times 

when Paul uses his own story to help those listening to him or reading what he is writing. 

The classic example is II Corinthians. "Paul uses the letter to share his troubles, his 

despair, his hurt. His willingness to expose himself as a weak and troubled co-Christian, 

makes the Corinthians participants with him in the life of faith."62 We do that too. In the 

process, people find out that we are human, they realize that we face challenges too. But 

that is different from trying to work out our issues in our preaching. Sometimes our 

spouse or a good friend can help us to know the difference. 

Likewise, in a counseling session, it can be helpful for the other person to know 

that we share some of the same struggles. We, too, have feet of clay. But that person 

doesn' t  have to know every detail about our struggle. I think of it this way. For a 

number of years, now, I have worked as a facilitator for a small group of seminary 

students. The purpose of the group experience is for support and accountabil ity. It is a 

place for the students to begin to deal with some of their own emotional process as well 

as deal witl\. issues of call to ministry and other ministry issues. As I said, I facilitate the 

group. Again, I 'am faced with the question of how much of my own story (and limp) do 

I share with this group. Here are some of the things I keep in mind. 

I am not to be the focus of the group. The other members of the group are the 

focus-I am there to facilitate. In my role, is it ever helpful for me to tell some of my 

story? It is. I have experiences from which the students can learn. Part of the reason I 

am asked to facilitate the groups is because of my experiences. But I try to share those 

62 Eugene Peterson, Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work, (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1 980), 80. 
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experiences in such a way that it helps the students. As I share my story, the students 

find out that I have a limp. But this is not my primary place to work out my issues-it is 

a place for the students to identify and think about some of their issues. That is not to say 

that I don't process what happens in the group, or learn from the students. I do. Once 

again, however, what I need to remember is that I am not the focus. 

This gives me a template when it comes to making decisions about how much of 

my story and limp to reveal to the people with whom I work. Will the people with whom 

I work know that I struggle with certain issues? Of course they wil l .  Do they know that 

my ultimate struggle is with God Himself? They do if they have been paying attention. 

Do they know every last thing about me? No. 

A second question is how do we keep going when we don't feel like it? When it 

seems God is far away, yet we must continue to minister to others, what may be helpful 

to remember? One thing to remember is the cross of Jesus Christ. The cross shows how 

much God is committed to us How do we continue on when life is hard? How can we be 

sure that God is trustworthy after all? 

Earlier, we looked at some of the things John Calvin had to say about how God 

intends forfreation to draw us to Himself. Creation is a grand theatre to show God's 

glory, which is meant to draw us in. But Belden Lane also inserts the cross into the 

discussion. 

But at the heart of the performance-near the end of the second act, 
perhaps-there is something easily misunderstood, if not missed 
altogether. What is set up to be the grandest display of God's  glory in the 
whole production turns out to be the enigmatic entrance of a clown, the 
death of a fool on a cross. This scene provokes nervous laughter from 
some, a degree of pity from others, but for most of the audience a strange 
sense that the play has somehow gotten off track and lost its direction. 
Yet this is the point of dramatic reversal on which everything else hinges. 

52 



In this moment, all masks are removed, all costumes taken off, and God 's  
desire revealed at last as naked and unbounded love. 63 

Then Lane quotes Calvin: "For in the cross of Christ, as in a splendid theatre, the 

incomparable goodness of God is set before the whole world. The glory of God shines, 

indeed, in all creatures on high and below, but never more brightly than in the cross, in 

which there was a wonderful change of things . . . (Comm. , John 1 3 :3 1 ) ."64 

In Jacob's  life, I am struck by the promises God makes to Jacob. Those promises 

are pure grace. But we have even more reason to continue on, even when we cry out and 

lament-we live on this side of the cross. And yet, this isn 't easy. Walter Brueggemann, 

in a realistic way captures the enigma that is Jacob. Then he asks the question of how 

that applies to those of us who come after Jacob. "What does it mean to be children and 

heirs of that man-crippled and blessed, bowed down and forgiven? More than one 

answer will be given. But all the answers must pass through the prism of the Crucified 

One. He is the one who knows fully about limping and blessing, about bowing down and 

forgiving. "65 

J im Cook writes al:,-out this in a little piece called Shared Pain and Sorrow, 

Reflections of a Secondary Sufferer. Jim and Jean Cook lost their son to cancer when 

\ 
their son was 2 1  years old following a 2 Yi year battle with cancer. He writes about that 

experience, calling himself a "secondary sufferer." Jim wasn't the primary sufferer, his 

son was. But Jim and his family walked through that experience with his son. The work 

is a moving, honest, reflection of that experience and worth reading in its entirety. Jim 

63 Belden Lane, The World as a Theatre of God 's Glo1y, in Perspectives, Nov., 200 1 ,  1 0. 
64 Quoted in Lane, I 0 .  
6 5  Brueggeman, Genesis, 273-274 . 
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lets us in on his struggle with prayer, healing, death, and ultimately, faith. He comes to 

this conclusion : 

It is not because I understand why such unspeakable things happen in a 
world where God reigns that I stand with those who believe. Why, in fact, 
was never my question, simply because I could not then and cannot now 
conceive of any explanation which would make me think that what 
happened was somehow all right. That is not to deny that some good and 
beautiful experiences came to our son and his secondary sufferers in the 
course of grief. They did come and were so moving that I never sing 
"sorrow and love flow mingled down" or "did e'er such love and sorrow 
meet" without thinking of our ordeal . That here and there, now and then, 
it was possible to trace some rainbows through the rain surely made 
holding onto God a bit easier. But what ultimately made trust in God 's  
goodness possible, in the face of so much evidence to the contrary is the 
cross. There at the center of the gospel lie mixed together the wonder of 
love, the horror of evil, and the mystery of underserved suffering and 
death. Each of these realities exceeds my grasp, but each of them is also 
an eloquent witness to the deepest of all realities for sufferers : in ways 
and for reasons beyond our knowing, God is not outside the worst that 
happens to us, but fully in it with us. To that God I cling-and by that 
God I am held-confessing with gratitude and joy that nothing in all 
creation will ever be able to separate even sufferers from the in-Christ-
J esus-love of God66 

Profound, honest words. What could I think about when I don' t  feel like preaching or 

caring for others? The cross of Jesus Christ. 

The other thing to keep in mind which may help us cut ourselves some slack and 

to keep goi\lg when we don't feel like it is what is often termed the "already, not yet." 

We do l ive on this side of the cross, but we are stil l  waiting for the final consummation. 

The Kingdom of God has not yet fully come, and we have not yet fully arrived. Thomas 

Merton sums this up well when he says, "We cannot arrive at the perfect possession of 

God in this life and that is why we are traveling and in darkness. But we already possess 

66 James Cook, Shared Pain and Sorrow, Reflections of a Secondary Sufferer, (New York: The Pi lgrim 
Press, 1 99 1 ), 1 6- 1 7. 
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Him by grace, and therefore in that sense we have aITived and are dwelling in the light. 

But oh ! How far have I to go to find You in Whom I have already anived."67 

To some, that may sound l ike nonsense, but that is often how I feel about my 

relationship with God. Sometimes it feels like darkness, sometimes it feels like dwelling 

in the light. We have far to go to find God in Whom we already live and move and have 

our being. 

We l ive within this tension. Brueggeman, once again points this out as he links 

the Jacob story with what the Apostle Paul says in Corinthians about being new creatures. 

In II Corinthians 5 :  1 7- 1 9, Paul says, "Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 

creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to 

himself through Christ and gave us the ministry ofreconciliation: that God was 

reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he 

has committed to us the message of reconci liation." (NIV) Brueggeman makes the 

fol lowing point, 

While the texts of Gen . 32-33 and II Cor. 5 : 1 6-2 1 are very different there 
are parallels. In both, the beginning is in the reconcil ing work of God. In 
both, there follows the mandate to hmizontal reconcil iation. The Pauline 
insight may help us understand the odd juxtaposition of Penu' el and Esau. 
The\l imping of Penu'el may keep us from speaking flippantly about the 
"New Being," for the New Creature may be marked by limping as a sign 
of newness (cf. I I  Cor. 4 :7- 1 2).68 

This brings us back to the limp as both positive and negative. We don 't like the 

limp, because it reminds us of our brokenness. On the other hand, the limp also reminds 

us that God cares enough to encounter us, even in our sinfulness. And the limp keeps us 

67 Thomas Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain, (New York: Garden City Books, 1 948), 4 1 9 .  
68 B rueggeman, Genesis, 273.  
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from running down the road of easy answers that don 't satisfy either ourselves or the 

people we are trying to help. 

So we l imp along, for now. But there will dawn a glorious day . . .  

\ 
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CHAPTER 5 

BLESSING 

Related to these stories (both Jacob's  and mine) is the topic of blessing. Jacob 

and Esau go to great lengths to receive the blessing from their father. Why is this so 

important to them? 

Maybe you have picked up a similar theme in my story-both having to do with 

my earthly parents as well as my Heavenly Father. What is so important about receiving 

a blessing? The answer is found in the definition of the term, "blessing." 

B lessing has everything to do with life, as opposed to cursing which has 

everything to do with death. A longer definition is offered by Walter Brueggemann. 

Blessing theology is creation theology. That is, the creation texts of the 
Old Testament affirm that God has blessed, ordained fruitfulness and well
being, bestowed on the processes of creation the capacity for well-being 
and fulfillment of its true destiny of abundance: "God blessed them, 
saying, 'Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let 
birds multiply on the eaiih ' "  (Gen. 1 :22). The "force for life" has been 
implanted by the creator into al l of creation. It is this "force for l ife" that 
constitutes the substance ofblessing.69 

This is in hannony with the entire sweep of scripture. What is God all about? He is all 
\ 

about bringing life to us. He wouldn't have to-God could call it quits after sin enters 

the world-but He doesn't . God goes to great lengths to bring life to us, in short, to bless 

us. 

There are two main implications of this matter of blessing that I would like to 

explore. The first has to do with grace and the unconditional love and acceptance of God. 

69 Walter Brueggemann, "Ministry Among: The Power of Blessing," Journal for Preachers, Easter 1 999, 
p. 2 1 .  
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The second has to do with how this impacts the way we look at mission. Both of these 

topics have implications for how we live and operate. 

Blessing as it relates to grace gets to be hicky business. On the one hand, the 

source of the blessing is God, and it is unconditional . Going back to the story of Jacob 

and Esau, before the twins are born, God says, "the older wil l  serve the younger." (Gen. 

25 :23b) During Jacob 's  l i fe, there are times when God makes promises to Jacob that are 

unconditional . 

[God said] I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the God of 
Isaac. I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are 
lying. Your descendants wil l  be like the dust of the earth, and you will 
spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All 
peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring. I am 
with you and wil l  watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you 
back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have 
promised you. (Genesis 28 : 1 3- 1 5) 

But there is also a human component to the blessing. Jacob's  father, Isaac, is the conduit 

of this blessing. Thomas Boogaart points this out when he writes, "A blessing is a 

transaction in which the resources necessary for life are passed first from God to humans 

and subsequently from one-person to another (emphasis mine) .70 

This opens up all kinds of opportunities and problems for us. This works great 

\ 
when our parents do the kinds of things which instill this meaning of blessing into our 

lives . But who among us has perfect parents? And I am amazed how sh·ong within me 

(and maybe you too) is the desire to please my parents. Many of us experience this desire 

even long after we are adults ourselves-even, perhaps, long after our parents are dead 

and gone. So how do we deal with this? 

70 Thomas Boogaart, Heaven Came Down: Biblical Stories of Spiritual Influences, (Grand Rapids: 
Reformed Church Press, 1 998), 98. 
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Once again, we need to trace all this back to God. God is the source of blessing. 

Henri Nouwen speaks of this in an interview. The context of the question is a near-death 

experience. Nouwen states: 

Being near death was a profound experience. I learned I already belong to 
God. I am beloved. Lately I have been thinking that the spiritual life is 
like this :  We are taken, we are chosen, we are blessed, we are broken, and 
we are given by God. We are all the Chosen, set aside by God. Then 
there is the blessing, the joy, where we know we are the beloved. "On you 
my joy rests." Jesus knew this. People liked and hated him, they blessed 
and rejected him. But somehow he remained in touch with the blessing. 
On us, too, God's  favor rests, and I find that crucial . Once we are in touch 
with the blessing, we can live with our brokenness in a very different 
way.7 1 

In one sense, this is ground we have covered before. But it speaks to the indispensable 

need to anchor our lives in the acceptance of God. Nouwen is referring to the times the 

Father speaks His blessing upon Jesus. This happens at the baptism of Jesus and once 

again during the transfiguration. It doesn 't seem like too strong a statement to say that 

this blessing from the Father is an important part of what enables Jesus to remain calm 

when everything around Him is in turmoil .  This blessing also is part of what gives Jesus 

to strength to do what the Father is asking Him to do-all the way to the cross. Nouwen 

continues with how important this is. 

\ 
This is the breakthrough. Many people live their brokenness under the 
curse. They don' t  think they are loved, or held safe, and so when 
suffering comes they see it as an affirmation of their worthlessness. The 
great question of ministry and the spiritual l ife is to learn to l ive our 
brokenness under the blessing and not the curse. 72 

We have seen this emphasis from Nouwen before (you must choose to believe) . What 

gets added to the discussion here is this tension between the blessing (and acceptance) 

71 Henri Nouwen, "In Touch Wi th the Blessing: An Interview with Henri Nouwen," Christian Century, 
March 24-3 1 ,  1 993 ,  320. 
72 Nouwen, "In Touch," 320. 
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that comes directly from God (you are my beloved son or daughter) and the fact that God 

has chosen that human beings (especially our parents) have a part to play in this. What 

people say about us does matter (we may like the saying, "sticks and stones may break 

my bones but words wil l never hurt me," but it certainly isn ' t  true in my life-words 

hurt ! ) .  How our parents (and others important to us) think about us does influence how 

we think about ourselves. This is the tension in which we live. 

Nouwen again, 

Ministers have to be more radical than anyone in living a 
contemplative life-which means living a life in which we trust that the 
love we need wil l be given to us by God. That is essential to the prayer 
l ife. 

On the other hand, we really need some people around us who are 
willing to support us affectionately in the name of God-to help pull us 
back to the Source. I 'm much more in need of that than some other people 
are. That's why I 'm writing these themes-because I am in touch with 
this pain. My books aren 't particularly from someone who has his act 
together. 73 

Perhaps, part of this is trusting that God not only provides His blessing 

(unconditional acceptance), but that God will also provide the right people around us to 

be conduits of His blessing. Once again, this speaks to the importance of doing the 

interior work-especially for those of us in ministry. 

\ 

The second main implication of blessing that I would like to explore has to do 

with how we look at mission. Walter Brueggeman has written a fascinating article 

entitled, Ministry Among: The Power of Blessing.74 Part of what Brueggeman deals with 

in this article is this tension we have been talking about. Blessing is this "force for l ife" 

and it comes from God, but often the way God sees fit to share it is through people. 

73 Nouwen, "In Touch," 320. 
7 4  Brueggemann, "Ministry Among," 2 1 -27. 

60 



Instead of seeing this as a negative (woe is me because now I have to depend somewhat 

on flawed human beings), it opens up tremendous possibilities in tenns of ministry. In 

the article, Brueggeman identifies two facets of blessing important to understand. One is 

that "blessing is first to be understood . . .  as a material process of new life that is intrinsic 

to creation that arises when the generative powers of creation function as God has 

intended and decreed them."75 This goes back to Brueggeman's definition of blessing 

cited earlier. "The second facet of blessing important to understand is this: while 

blessing as life-force that produces generative, productive material prosperity is intrinsic 

to life-processes themselves, blessing can be bestowed, transferred from one party to 

another in an almost palpable way."76 The author goes on to say, "Here we move into a 

mystery of life that does not admit of scientific or technical explanation. We are closer to 

a sacramental dimension of reality, whereby those who possess God 's l ife-force in 

abundance can share and distribute it among others who may be deficient in what is 

needed for life.',n 

So what, you ask. Here is the point. 

The two accents on material-intrinsic and bestowal and 
transference invite us to think about the church in North America as a 
pla'\e (community) in which God 's life-force for a viable future is 
concentrated. That concentration of God 's l ife-force may be shared with 
"Gentiles" outside the community who will be blessed. Early on I 
suggested that the power of curse is characterized by alienation, anxiety, 
and brutality . . .  . I  have in mind the power of acquisitiveness that reduces 
everything to a commodity, a pursuit of commodity that is never 
adequate, that must be pursued by every means available, stopping at 
nothing to achieve "the most." This disorder has many faces
consumerism, war on the poor, mad militarism, a fascination with 
technology, child and wife abuse, and championing of prison as social 
remedy. 

75 Brueggemann, "Ministry Among," 23 .  
76 Brueggemann, "Ministry Among," 24. 
77 Brueggemann, "Ministry Among," 24. 
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Behind all of this deep social alienation, I suspect is the anxiety 
that there is not enough, not enough for retirement, not enough for 
education, not enough for medical coverage, not enough for our children, 
not enough for our community, not enough for our nation, not enough for 
our church [sic ! ] ,  so we are endlessly under threat. The deeply felt 
scarcity all around us is a function of an atheism that denies the generosity 
of the creator and that doubts the abundance of creation. Our North 
American civic culture is cursed by a sense of scarcity in which the 
neighbor question evaporates and erstwhile neighbors are seen to be at 
best inconveniences, more likely as threats. 

In the midst of that fearful, feverish pursuit of "enough" sits the 
church, with its news, its sacraments, its priestly power to bless. The 
church-the local, organized, visible church-is a place of abundance, 
precisely because in its fidelity the church continues to count on and live 
from the endless self-giving of God the creator. Our prayers and our 
hymns and our texts all attest to the goodness and inexhaustible generosity 
of God.78 

Brueggeman is right, isn't he? Our world is based on scarcity and competition. 

There is never enough. In great contrast the Bible says, "The earth is the Lord 's, and 

everything in it" (Psalm 24: 1 ). "For every animal of the forest is mine, and the cattle on a 

thousand hills" (Psalm 50: 1 0) .  "Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than 

all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us" (Eph. 3 :20). 

Think about Jesus feeding the 5 ,000 with five loaves and two fish. Abraham and Sarah 

are left pondering the question, "Is anything too hard for the Lord?" (Gen. 1 8 : 1 4) .  To 

which the apgel Gabriel gives the answer to Mary, "For nothing is impossible with God" 

(Luke 1 : 37) .  "And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in 

Christ Jesus" (Philippians 4 : 1 9) .  

What an opportunity for ministry we have. Opportunities to be  generous-to be  a 

source of blessing to the world. Opportunities to bring life as opposed to cursing and 

death. 

78 Brueggemann, "Ministry Among," 25-26. 
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How does this work its way out practically? Let me give an example from my 

current ministry context. 

We have a need at our church for more education space to carry out our education 

program. Christian education has been a vital part of this congregation since it began 

(more than 1 50 years ago), and there are currently things we would like to do on Sunday 

mornings and Wednesday evenings that we cannot do because of a lack of classrooms. A 

couple of years ago we formed a committee which began to work on this problem. The 

committee began to work with an architect and came up with some possible solutions to 

our problem. A preliminary proposal was presented to the congregation for approval . 

This proposal called for the spending of some $60,000 for detailed plans. We would then 

come back to the congregation for a final vote on the costs and details of the project 

(projected to be around $ 1 .3 million). We made it clear that although this first vote was 

not for final approval, we would interpret a "yes" vote as a vote of confidence for the 

direction of the project and affirmation for moving in this direction. The first proposal 

passed with an affirmative vote of around 85%. 

About a year ago we went to the congregation with a final proposal . Our church 

board deci<\ed we wanted a 2/3 majority for a project this size. We voted and the vote 

was one vote shy of a 2/3 majority. Now what do we do? 

About the same time as the second vote, another idea began to spread to some 

people of the congregation. This idea had to do with the possibility of our congregation 

planting a new church in our community. This is an emphasis from our denomination 

right now, and a few influential people within our congregation latched on to the idea. So 

now we have two major issues that are circulating within our congregation. 
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Concerning the building addition, the sense of the leadership of our church is that 

we cannot simply abandon the project. We have already committed a large sum of 

money to the project. The first vote was overwhelming in terms of moving forward. So 

we have been asking the question, "What happened between the two votes?" Our 

gathering of information from the congregation has identified a number of issues. We 

probably didn't communicate with the congregation enough between the votes. We have 

some people concerned about the plan to finance the addition (financing was never 

discussed before the first vote) . We have some people who would like to see the project 

done in phases instead of all together. So we are working our way through these issues . 

At the same time, we have a growing sense among some influential members of 

our congregation that we should be investigating the possibility of planting a new church 

in our community. The main idea pushing this agenda is that there are some people 

within our community who will never be attracted to a congregation like ours (we are 

fairly traditional with an emphasis on growing deep disciples of Jesus). We sti ll need to 

be concerned about these unchurched folks, however. And maybe the best way to reach 

out to the unchurched in our community is with a new church. 

So �ow should we think, talk, and pray about these two issues? Well, 

conventional wisdom would probably say that we should pick one of these projects to 

concentrate on and see it through to some sort of conclusion. Pick the building, for 

instance, and make a decision to proceed or abandon the project. Divide and conquer. 

How else do you deal with the real world of limited resources and people? 
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But not so fast. Could the timing of these two issues be from God? Could these 

two projects be complementary, not competing? If God is calling us to proceed with 

both, can't He provide the resources for both? 

We are faced with a decision as to whether we are going to look at this from the 

viewpoint of scarcity or abundance. Do we really believe in blessing theology? Can God 

do immeasurably more than we ask or imagine or not? 

The way I am looking at these two issues now has more to do with discerning 

God's  call than how many resources we have on hand at the current time. Some people 

within our congregation see these two issues as competing ideas. If we are going to add 

on to the building, we won't have enough money to start a new church. If we are going 

to begin a new church, we won't have the space needs we currently have. Let 's  do one or 

the other. Maybe they are right, and their point of view certainly needs to be considered. 

But I 've been thinking about these issues this way. The addition to the building is 

primarily about us. We have some outreach dreams in terms of more space, but 

primarily, more space would enable us to carry out our programs in a more effective way 

(mainly for our own people) . A new church plant is definitely not for us. The whole 

project has �n mind people who are not now (and our hunch is never would be) part of 

this congregation. So if we sense that God is leading us to proceed with both projects, 

how about if we do the fund raising together? We raise funds with both projects in mind 

and we split them 50-50. And then we watch God provide. 

Now, I have to admit, I am relieved to be able to write about this before we make 

decisions on these two issues. But I am convinced that we need to operate with a mindset 

of abundance and blessing, not scarcity and cursing. 
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In a church board meeting at the church I served previously, we were having a 

discussion about supporting a certain cause. The conversation went back and forth as to 

whether or not we should give to the cause. Finally, an elder said something like this, 

"No matter what we decide about this particular cause, I would like our church to be 

thought of as a generous church." Amen. Let 's  operate with blessing in mind. 

This has implications in all kinds of areas. This is not just applicable in terms of 

monetary resources, but also in the way we treat people. How can I be a source of 

blessing to other people? There are many ways. 

It can begin in my own fami ly. I can do my part to make sure our home is a 

source of blessing, not cursing. God, help me to be a conduit  of Your blessing to my 

wife. May I encourage Susan to flourish and receive the l ife You have in store for her. 

Help me, God, to as much as possible love our daughters unconditionally. I won't always 

approve of what they do, but help me to let them know that I will love them no matter 

what happens. 

Help me, God, to do what I can to create the kind of environment at church where 

Your blessing flows freely to our church staff and beyond. May our thinking and 

dreaming a� a church not be l imited to only what we can see, but help us remember that 

You operate out of abundance, not scarcity. Release me from a spirit of fear, and pour 

out Your blessing that "the earth shall be fil led with the knowledge of the glory of the 

Lord as the waters cover the sea ! "  (Habakkuk 2 : 1 4) .  
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CHAPTER 6 

FORGIVENESS 

Before we finish, it is time for a little diversion which I think will tum out 

to be no diversion at all. I don 't need much of an excuse to include golf in anything as 

you may have picked up by now. But increasingly, I am seeing that my connection with 

the game of golf is one way to diagnose what is going on inside of me. Golf has a way of 

seeing through, a little like an x-ray, to what is broken or what is healthy deep within me. 

Likewise, golf gives me an opportunity to learn and grow. It 's like an incubator or hot

house that way. 

My dad first turned me on to some of these possibilities. My dad is someone who 

enjoys golf as much as anyone I know. At the age of 87, he is still playing,- sti ll 

practicing, sti l l trying to get better at this game. Dad made the comment one day that you 

can tell a lot about a person by playing a round of golf together. I asked Dad to explain 

what he meant. Dad said, "You get a chance to see people experience all kinds of things 

in a round of golf. Invariably, people are going to hit bad shots-how do they respond? 

There will �lso be some good shots. Do people take an opportunity to brag or rub it in 

somehow? Y mi can tell a lot about a person playing a round of golf together." I think 

Dad is right. 

I don 't know if Dad came up with that insight by himself, but since that 

conversation with my father, I have found some who have made a more formal argument 

concerning the benefit of playing this silly game. M. Scott Peck has written a book 

entitled, Golf and the Spirit. The thesis of the book is similar to Dad's point, although 
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Peck takes it farther. Not only does golf serve as a diagnostic tool for our lives, it gives 

us an opportunity to grow. Peck says, "Throughout [this book] the major theme will be 

golf as a learning experience, with enormous potential for facilitating one's spiritual 

growth."79 

Peck agrees with my father, "Yet golf is as subtle as it is demanding, and many 

have noted before me that the game is almost guaranteed to bring to the surface those 

flaws in a person 's  character that otherwise might not be visible. "80 He goes on, then, to 

point out, "Which is all to the good-at least as long as you choose to think of golf as a 

spiritual discipline. For it is only when our character flaws are out in the open that we are 

able to work on them. And such work pays off."8 1 

But let 's  not get too far ahead of ourselves. After all, golf is just a game, and it 

can be played simply as a game. Therefore, let me share two things with you in this 

chapter. First, I ' d  like to share why I like golf. Second, I 'd  like to share some of the 

things I 've learned and am learning about myself using golf as the tool . 

Things I Like About Golf 

Bei�g outside in a beautiful environment is one of the things I like about golf. 

Most of the courses I play are beautiful places-green grass, trees, birds, flowers, 

sometimes deer or a wild turkey or a big snapping turtle or whatever. I find the golf 

course a peaceful place. 

Golf is a challenge. Even the pros will tell you they haven't really mastered the 

game. It 's humbling, and hard. 

79 M. Scott Peck, Golf and the Spirit, (New York, Harmony Books, 1 999), 1 1 . 
80 Peck, 223 . 
8 1  Peck, 224. 
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I love the integrity of the game. You can go out and play it any way you want

make up rules if you want. That' s  fine. But to truly play the game, there is a set of rules 

to follow. When taken seriously, golf is about integrity. You keep your own score. You 

cal l your own penalties. In almost every other game, players and coaches see how much 

they can get away with. Basketball players often complain about the officiating. 

Football coaches scream like mad-men at the officials trying to get any advantage. Bill 

McCartney, of Promise Keepers fame, formerly coached football at the University of 

Colorado. I remember a game where the officials made a mistake and gave Colorado five 

downs instead of four. If I remember correctly, the mistake helped give Colorado the win 

in the game. I also remember McCartney being interviewed after the game and of course 

he was asked about the call .  In no way did he feel bad about what happened or suggest 

that maybe he should have argued for justice and hand the ball to the opponent after the 

fourth down play. It was a "break" and he was going to accept it. But not so in golf. 

Amateurs and professional alike routinely call penalties on themselves. And if they make 

a mistake concerning the rules, will even disqualify themselves-even if it costs them 

large amounts of money. I don ' t  know any other game where that is true-I l ike that. 

I l ikf it that there is theory as to what constitutes a good golf swing, and yet there 

are as many ways to swing as there are people who play the game. In the end, all that 

matters is how many shots to takes to get the ball in the hole. 

I like it that golf is a game. There is skil l  involved, but there is also much luck 

involved. You can hit what looks like a great shot and get a bad bounce and horrible 

result. You can also duck-hook one off the tee, hit a tree, and wind up in the middle of 

the fairway. 

69 



I like it that you can tell as soon as you hit the ball whether or not it was a good 

hit. And that matters inegardless of the result of the shot. You can have a bad result and 

stil l  feel good about a shot, and you can knock the ball in the hole and know that the shot 

wasn 't really what you had in mind. 

I like it that you can play golf with your buddies. My wife, Susan, likes it that I 

play golf with a group of men who are a good influence on me-they encourage me to be 

a better man. But sometimes, we in that same group can be brutal to each other-in a 

completely Christian way of course. You can also play golf with total strangers, and by 

the end of the round you wil l not be strangers any longer. And, you can play golf all 

alone. Sometimes I love to do that-it's peaceful, quiet, even a spiritual retreat. I also 

like it that I can play golf with people that I love most in this world-Susan and our 

daughters, my dad, my brother-you get the idea. 

Things That I ' ve Learned (and am learning) 

This section has to do with this idea of golf helping to reveal what is going on 

inside of us. I am learning that golf also gives an opportunity to work on these things and 

to grow. In, this way, paying attention to the game of golf can have value far beyond the 

golf course. Let me illustrate with three examples. 

The first example I will use concerns the topic of anger. One usually doesn ' t  have 

to look too far on a golf course to find an example of someone carried away with anger. 

Golf is a difficult game, and sometimes it makes people really mad. Some people learn 

to control this emotion and some do not. 

70 



I don ' t  remember how old I was but I do remember exactly where I was. I was 

probably about 7 or 8 years old and it was on the i11 hole. I hit a series of bad shots on 

that hole and finally hit the ball in the water. I threw my club, picked up my golf bag and 

threw it over my shoulder. I then picked up the club I had thrown and walked in a huff 

over to where my ball had gone in the water. I threw my golf bag down as hard as I 

could, just to let everyone know I was ticked off. I finished the hole, and as I was 

walking to the gth tee, my dad said very quietly, "If you act l ike that again, I 'm going to 

stop taking you to the golf course." I got the message. And I 'm glad I did. I played golf 

in college, and we had a member of the team dismissed from the team because he could 

not control his temper. He was a good player, but the coach had given him a number of 

warnings, and when the player did not control his temper, the coach finally kicked the 

player off the team. 

So I learned to control my temper-at least on the outside. I did this to please my 

dad. I also remember hearing a professional golfer say that to play your best golf, you 

needed to keep your emotions in check. Don't get too high or too low, he said. That was 

enough for me. I wanted to play my best golf, so I learned to control my temper-again 

on the outsif e. But what about on the inside? 

I can be pretty hard on myself. I hit a bad shot, and outwardly I can remain calm, 

but inwardly, I 'm seething. What to do about this? To simply stuff emotion is not a good 

thing. So here is what I am learning. M. Scott Peck gave me a way to think about this. 

Peck tells the story of playing golf all alone one afternoon. He was not playing 

very well .  He hit one particularly bad shot and let loose with a long litany of cursing

cursing himself. He says there was something startling about hearing himself say those 

7 1  



things out loud. So Peck asked himself the question of where all this self-hatred was 

coming from. His answer is enlightening. 

As soon as I asked myself the question, I knew the answer: It was from 
the depths of my narcissism. Not only did I want to look good in public, I 
wanted to look good to myself, without spot or blemish. In fact, I wanted 
to be perfect. But a mere two pages back I wrote, "I know I am not 
perfect ." True, yet here I was enraged at myself for failing to be. What 
was going on? I realized there were two parts to me: a rational, healthy 
part that knew full well I could never be perfect, and an irrational 
narcissistic pait that expected unending perfection from myself 
nonetheless. It was this latter sick and narcissistic part that gave rise to 
such intense "anger turned inward" and to depression.82 

It 's one thing, of course, to understand what is going on, but it ' s  another to do 

something about it. Peck had no idea what to do about this "anger turned inward" until 

he was playing golf one day with someone who made the statement, "You know, we have 

an expression in golf: 'One hole at a time. "' That set off an insight for Peck. 

A l ightbulb went on for me. Of course! I well knew the spiritual 
wisdom of the famed Alcoholics Anonymous saying "One day at a time." 
But I had never thought of applying it to golf. What this gentleman was 
suggesting was that I needed to put the previous hole behind me 
emotionally just as an alcoholic needs to put the previous day's-or 
week's or month' s-slip-up behind him. 

But how? How does one set aside anger at oneself? I turned the 
question around by asking myself how one puts aside anger at somebody 
else. This answer I knew: We get over such anger by forgiving the 
pers_,on. W can relinquish it only through the difficult process of 
forgiveness. Another lightbulb went on. I could put aside my anger over 
my performance on the previous hole only by forgiving myself. I had 
never before considered myself in need of self-forgiveness. 

Yet clearly I was. Somehow, by Her grace, I knew that God didn 't 
consider me to be [ w01thless] . Then what was I doing leveling such 
epithets at myself? Was I smarter than God? That smacked of arrogance. 
Of narcissism. I realized that God had no expectation that I should be a 
perfect golfer-or a perfect anything-and since She was quite willing to 
forgive me my imperfections at the game, I might have a certain 
obligation to do the same. Only my pride stood in my way . 

. . . The most important thing I have since learned is that the AA 
maxim "One day at a time," translated into golf as "One hole at a time," 

82 Peck, 224-225 .  
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needs to be further translated into "One shot at a time." Forgive yourself 
each and every bad shot-as long as you have learned what it had to teach 
you-and then get on with it, free and unencumbered. 83 

To me, all of the above is important, but most important is the last line. Forgive 

yourself each and every bad shot. How else can you live in the present moment? But the 

next part is crucial-as long as you have learned what it had to teach you. This isn't 

easy, but it is important. And it is a lesson to learn that goes way beyond the golf  course. 

Recently, I needed to learn this lesson in the area of preaching. 

I was preaching a sermon during a worship service where we were also 

celebrating the Lord' s  Supper. Just a week earlier, we had buried an 1 8  year old young 

man who had died after battling cancer for over 5 years. Our congregation had walked 

alongside this young man and his family through this grinding experience. The young 

man's death affected our congregation deeply. I decided to preach on heaven for this 

communion service. Part of it was the fact that sometimes this young man liked to think 

and talk about heaven. I decided to focus on the part of the communion liturgy that 

speaks of communion being a "foretaste of that feast of love of which we shall partake 

when His Kingdom has fully come." I also emphasized part of the communion prayer 

which calls\us to "lift up our hearts to the Lord." Somehow, in this realm of mystery, we 

catch a glimpse of what is happening in heaven. 

I pointed all this out without much reference to Scripture. But I closed the sermon 

with three readings from the book of Revelation. This was really the climax of the 

sermon. In preparing the sennon, I was conscious of the fact that I had far more 

confidence in God speaking through these passages than my words of introduction. 

Therefore, I had worked hard at the reading of these passages. The only problem was 

83 Peck, 225-226. 
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that when it came time to read those passages during the service, I couldn't see them 

clearly in my Bible. I wear contacts or glasses. I l ike to preach wearing contacts because 

I think my eye contact is better and that I can communicate better than when I wear 

glasses. The problem with that is that I am to the point of needing bi-focals. But again, I 

have been reluctant to give up wearing contacts in the pulpit. Well , that morning I started 

reading the passages and couldn 't see very well .  I knew most of the material well enough 

that I could fill in the words that I couldn' t  actually make out as I was reading. I got to a 

point, however, where I had no clue what a particular word was. I stopped reading, but 

didn' t  know what to say. Finally I threw in a word, but it wasn' t  the right word. The 

same thing happened a couple of lines later. Eventually, I made it to the end of the 

readings, but I was devastated. Here I had wanted God to be able to speak through His 

Word and it felt like I messed up a perfect ( I  choose that word of purpose) opportunity 

for that to happen. So how should I respond? 

I realized I had a lot of emotion around this experience. I felt angry, frustrated, 

and disappointed. But what to do with these emotions? On thinking about this 

experience, I thought back to Peck's insight. I came to realize that I needed to forgive 

myself. I nteded God's  forgiveness too, and it dawned on me that God could speak to 

His people even' if I messed up. I kept thinking about the need to forgive myself, but also 

the next part of Peck' s  statement-as long as I had learned the lesson this experience had 

to teach me. I decided I needed to do something about not being able to see in the pulpit. 

Either I needed the pulpit lights turned up, or some reading glasses in case I can't read 

with my contacts, or I need to wear my bi-focals. I resisted the idea of wearing the bi

focals, but my family lovingly reminded me that glasses are far less distracting in the 
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pulpit than a preacher who can't read the morning text. So, I 've been wearing glasses 

when I preach and have pretty well moved on from that experience. 

The second example I will give has to do with a topic I will call defensive 

thinking. I 've played a lot of golf in my life. Much of it has been just for fun. Some, 

however, has been competitive golf. For example, I was a member of my college golf 

team, and while I was on the t�am I came up with a theory. When I played, any score in 

the 70 ' s  was considered a good score. Even a score in the low 80's was OK, but anything 

higher would not help the team. My theory was that if I stayed away from any double

bogeys (a double-bogey is two over par on any hole) or higher, I would likely not shoot 

any higher than the low 80's .  I might make a lot of bogeys (one over par), but I knew I 

would make enough pars and an occasional birdie (one under par) to keep my score no 

higher than the low 80 's. 

This theory led me to focus on not making any big mistakes. Don't take chances, 

don't get into too much trouble. Take the conservative route. This theory kept me a 

member of the team, but I look back now and wonder what might have been. 

Wbfn I was in the i11 grade, our family took a vacation to Florida. My dad, my 

brother, and I played quite a bit of golf on that vacation. One of the courses we played 

had a par 3 hole with an island green. I put my tee shot on the green. So I needed two 

putts to par the hole. As we were walking to the island green, I asked my dad and brother 

to let me mark down 2 putts and then I would go to the next hole (without actually 

putting) . This way I would be assured of a par on this special hole. Neither Dad nor Ray 

would give me the two putts. With much fear and trembling I stood over the putt and hit 
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the bal l .  It went right in the hole for a birdie. In fact, it was the only birdie any of us had 

that entire trip . 

Had my father and brother allowed me to carry out my plan, I never would have 

experienced the birdie. I can' t  help but wonder what kind of scores I might have shot in 

college had I been more aggressive. 

Now, I try to think differently. I don't want to be so defensive. The goal is not to 

avoid anything higher than a bogey, the goal is to score as low as possible on each hole. I 

stil l  don't want to take silly risks, but now I want a positive mind-set (score low) as 

opposed to a negative mind-set (don't make worse than a bogey). 

Part of this change came out of necessity. A few years ago I started playing golf 

in a league of very good players. I shot some of the best scores I ever shot and was stil l  

getting beat al l the time. I decided I either needed to find a different league to play in or I 

needed to get better. I decided I wanted to get better. Part of that had to do with physical 

things, but much of it (maybe the majority of it at that time) had to do with how I was 

thinking on the course. Now, I try to be as positive and pro-active in my thinking as I can 

be. With two holes to play I now think, "Birdie these last two and this will be a good 

score" inste�d of "I can stil l  bogey these last two holes and have a decent round." 

Once again, this type of thinking has ramifications for other aspects of life. 

Sometimes, I have approached ministry with the idea of don't  make any stupid mistakes. 

Don't take chances, don ' t  take risks. Play it safe. Sometimes I 've tended to think in 

terms of not doing damage rather than thinking about how much good I could do (or God 

could do through me). I don' t  want to take risks just to take risks, but now I tend to 
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think, "Let's see how much we can accomplish for God" instead of "Something might go 

wrong if we try that." 

The third topic I 'd  like to address is golf as obsession. I am not proud to tel l you 

that there have been times when golf has been too important in my life. This happened, I 

think, because there was a time I used golf as an escape from stress and pain. Not in a 

healthy, hobby, sense, but in an unhealthy, have to get out there to play, spend way too 

much time thinking about it sense. 

There have been plenty of times when I have realized this and decided I needed to 

do something about it. There have been a few times when I thought I should give up the 

game. If I can' t  control this aspect of my life, if golf is getting in the way of important 

things, then the responsible thing would be to walk away from the game. I now think 

those thoughts were mis-guided. 

When I was taking a quarter of Clinical Pastoral Education, my supervisor once 

used the phrase "dry drunk." I didn't know what he meant so I asked him to explain it to 

me. He said the phrase described an alcoholic who wasn ' t  drinking alcohol at the time, 

but had not,dealt with the underlying issues involved in his or her life. I stil l  didn 't 

understand at the time, but now I think I do. And it is golf that has helped me understand. 

As I mentioned, there have been times when I have played too much golf for my 

own good and the good of those around me. When I have come to that realization, 

sometimes I have tried to cut back on the amount of time I have spent on golf. But I 

didn 't deal with the underlying issues. I remember being out for dinner with good friends 

and the conversation turned to golf. Someone, I don 't remember who, joked about how 
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much golf I play. I remember thundering that it had been over three weeks since I had 

played (I probably could have rattled off the exact number of days, maybe even hours). I 

had some things in common with a dry drunk, only my obsession was not with alcohol, 

but with golf. 

So what was going on and what am I doing about it? In some respects, all the 

interior work that I have been talking about in this paper is applicable to this topic also. I 

believe one of the reasons golf was sometimes too important was that I could "lose 

myself'' on the golf course. For a few hours, I could forget about everything that was 

causing me pain and focus on golf. Golf caused me some pain also, but somehow that 

was different. Again, the question is what am I doing about it? 

Peck speaks of this topic when he writes, "All forms of addiction may be looked 

upon as varieties of idolatry. The heroin addict makes an idol of heroin and the pleasure 

it give him. The alcoholic makes an idol of the bottle."84 In the same way, a golfer can 

make an idol of golf. Anytime we put something or someone before God, we have a 

problem. Peck then makes a simple statement, but one that I have found true. He says, 

"As long as we think that God fits somewhere into the game, and we remember to have 

no other g�d before Him or Her, we will seldom allow ourselves to let golf get out of 

perspective."85 · 

As long as God fits somewhere into the game-what does that mean? Some 

possibilities started to dawn on me when I was preaching a series of sermons on Sabbath. 

One of the main themes of that series was an awareness of God's presence. We looked at 

different suggestions authors made in connection with this awareness. Every time the 

84 Peck, 295. 
85 Peck, 295 . 
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grandfather clock chimes, use that as a reminder that we are dependent on God. When in 

the car and having to wait for a train, instead of grumbling about the inconvenience and 

cranking up the radio, why not tum the radio off and put the window down if it is a nice 

day and smell God's creation. Or if it isn't a nice day, concentrate on breathing in and 

out and remember that God gives us the breath of life. You get the idea-the possibilities 

are endless. 

I started to think about opportunities to connect God and gol f. When I 'm playing 

golf, I 'm outside in a beautiful setting. There' s  plenty of time between shots to stand 

amazed at God 's  creation-wind, sun, rain, birds. How many people get to experience 

this on a regular basis? Thank you God. Thank you, God, for good friends with whom to 

share this blessing. Thank you, God, for an ability to walk 1 8  holes of golf. Thank you, 

God, for a bond with my dad that has lasted virtually my whole life-all the memories, 

all the lessons (of golf and life), all the joy. Again, the possibilities are endless. 

Maybe it is too simplistic, this including God in golf instead of using golf as a 

way to forget about everything (even as a way to forget about God). But somehow I 

don 't think so. It seems to me that I am a recovering golf-aholic. Somehow, including 

God has m�de my relationship with golf far less needy. In fact, I 'm convinced that I have 

learned and am 'learning some valuable lessons from hitting a little white bal l, finding it, 

and hitting it again. 
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