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Abstract
This project contains an action research impact study that developed a
retreat for first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years
of ministry. The retreat intended for these pastors to have a meaningful
experience of humility during three primary retreat components: 1) a ritual
where personal titles, roles, successes, accomplishments, ordinations, and
worldly gains were removed; 2) large-group sessions with activities
designed to develop self-awareness; and 3) small-group sessions based on
“Circle of Trust Touchstones.”1 Contributing to the field of practical
theology, this project includes intensive qualitative research regarding the
impact of the three components on retreat participants. The project also
includes an articulation of the ways in which the action research affected the
spiritual formation of the researcher.

Parker Palmer, Circle of Trust Touchstones, http://www.couragerenewal.org/touchstones/. Accessed
10.31.2018
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Chapter 1: Descriptive-Empirical
Introduction
During year two through year four of my pastorate, I participated in a continuing
education opportunity called a Journey Group through Western Theological Seminary. As
a group, we were invited by older pastors to ask questions that I had never heard:
“Who is this ministry really about?”
“What is it about me that is contributing to the pain of this situation?”1
“What does my criticism of other people tell me about the ways that I despise
myself?”
These new questions needed time for exploration, and for me, they needed the
support and friendship of ministry colleagues. It was also significant during this early
ministry season to have older ministers model their own inner struggle to answer these
questions.
I had grown up in the church, had been steeped in the stories of the Bible, and
because I had understood myself to be a Christian, I had always considered myself a
humble2 follower of Jesus. From childhood, my sole vocational aspiration was to be a
pastor or missionary. It came as quite a surprise to me in my third year of full-time
ministry when I felt burned out and disillusioned. I wondered if I still wanted to be a
pastor and if I had ever even known God at all. Thankfully, during this early season of

1 Asked

to me by Dr. Kyle Small during “The Soul of Leadership Journey Group,” 2013-2015.

2I

understood humility to be an embodiment of rural virtues: “the rural as sincere, reliable, trustworthy,
authentic, and (quite literally) ‘down to earth’.” (Finney et al. 2004:2). Bock, B., and S. Shortall, Rural
Gender Relations : Issues and Case Studies (CABI, 2006.) ProQuest Ebook Central, http://
ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/westernsem-ebooks/detail.action?docID=361043.
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ministry, older ministers intervened and invited me to join them in following Jesus as a
part of the Journey Group. With the support of that Journey Group, I began to entertain
the idea that maybe my desire to become a pastor was an attempt to meet my own
unacknowledged needs for friendship, praise, and love.
The Journey Group started a significant process in my spiritual life. With the
guidance and modeling of older saints in retreat environments, utilizing resources and
activities that cultivated self-awareness, I began the process of telling my stories—stories
which I had felt deeply ashamed to tell. Within this season, I also felt encouraged to feel
my own feelings. I was able to express joy and sadness without receiving shame from the
other members of the group. The Journey Group sparked a hunger within me for more—a
deeper and more vibrant experience with my own feelings, stories, and love.
When the Journey Group ended, my spiritual journey shifted and eventually
transitioned into this D.Min work. As a part of a Learning Unit on male spirituality, I
attended two retreats: The Illuman retreat in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and the Men’s
Rites of Passage retreat in Sandstone, Minnesota. During these retreats I experienced the
power of ritual, which could redefine a time, place, and participant, affirming new value
and behavior. Equally important, it was also at these retreats when I experienced smallgroup environments based on the “Circle of Trust Touchstones.” 3 In a three-day retreat, I
felt a bond with those men that I had never felt. I wept with them as we told one another
some of our most emotional stories. It felt deeply liberating to tell my stories and to hear
the stories of other men in those two retreat environments.
Parker Palmer, Circle of Trust Touchstones, http://www.couragerenewal.org/touchstones/. Accessed
10.31.2018
3
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Personal Interest
My interest in humility and male spirituality arose from two essential experiences.
First, my parents divorced when I was twelve, and I cared emotionally and physically for
my mother and sister. I neglected my own emotional pain and needs, instead believing
that I was being humble by caring for the needs of others. The first question that animates
this project is: What is humility? Second, when I began my pastoral ministry, I felt the
temptation to compete, alienate myself from others, and climb an ecclesial ladder. During
those first few years of ministry, I experienced immense loneliness and bitterness.
Gratefully, older and wiser friends intervened in my life, modeled humility for me, and
encouraged me to keep company with them as we followed Jesus together. The second
question that animates this project is: What pathways or rituals toward humility were
shared with me in my first five years of ministry, and how can I share those with a
younger generation of pastors in a meaningful way?
As I began to explore these questions, other questions quickly arose. What
specific practices and experiences were meaningful to me, and what ends did they serve?
Were those practices and experiences meaningful to me alone, or were they transferable
to other pastors in similar circumstances? What is a Christian understanding of humility?
How did humility contribute to meaningful practices and experiences in my first five
years of ministry? With this project, I sought clarity surrounding these questions, but I
also sought to convert questions into action by hosting a retreat for first-call, rural,
Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years of ministry to practice the virtue of
humility.

!3

Slowly, over the course of the project, more detailed questions emerged. What are
biblically and theologically informed definitions of humility? What makes ministry in the
rural Midwest unique? Why are the first five years of ministry unique and vital for longterm pastoral success? How can pastors share vulnerably with one another while
simultaneously functioning as members of a Classis, and thereby, as their judicatory?4
What pathways or rituals exist for a man to practice a biblically and theologically
informed definition of humility with other men? Further questions evolved. How do you
define “Midwest”? How do you define “rural”? How do you define “pathway” and
“ritual”? How do you define “male”? Are there unique opportunities and challenges for
males to face in cultivating humility?
As a young man who embodies this demographic, it is also true that I have grown
up in rural Iowa. One of the recurring questions of discernment relevant to this project
has been: “Is this understanding of humility, the perspective of rural life, Midwestern
sociology, or pastoral identity true for others, or is this just my experience?” Throughout
this work, I have been mindful to differentiate my own experience from the experiences
of others.
Finally, this project was birthed in gratitude. I am grateful for those older pastors
who reached out to me, who shared their inner emotional life and encouraged me in my
first five years of ministry.

The Reformed Church in America, The Book of Church Order (New York: Reformed Church Press,
2017), 1.II.2. sec. 2.
4
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Overview
At the time of this writing, I am a first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastor who
has completed his first five years of ministry. The purpose of this project was to develop
and host a meaningful retreat focused on practicing the virtue of humility for first-call,
rural, Midwestern, male5 pastors in their first five years of ministry. This project
contributes to the field of Practical Theology, which according to Osmer, “is deeply
contextual. It thinks in terms of interconnections, relationships, and systems.”6 This
project utilized action research to create a three-day retreat of spiritual formation focused
on practicing the Christian virtue of humility.
The retreat included:
1. Dwelling in the word7 with Philippians 2:1-138 during morning devotions.
2. Five participatory large-group sessions exploring the intersections of psychology, the
life of Moses in Exodus 1-3, and the participants’ own spiritual stories.
3. Five small-group sessions for participants to share spiritual stories with one another,
related to the themes of the large-group sessions. During these small groups,
participants practiced the “Circle of Trust Touchstones.”9

5

This project uses the gender-specific pronoun of “he” because, unless otherwise noted, this project was
specifically created to address the issues of male participants.
Richard Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdman’s
Publishing Company, 2008), 17.
6

7

These steps were quoted directly from https://churchmissionsociety.org/resources/dwelling-word
Accessed 1.30.2019
Unless otherwise indicated, all scripture is quoted from The HarperCollins Study Bible: New Revised
Standard Version, ed. Harold W. Attridge (San Francisco: HarperOne, 1989)
8

Parker Palmer, “Circle of Trust Touchstones,” http://www.couragerenewal.org/touchstones/ accessed
10.31.2018
9
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4. Day two afternoon recreation or rest.
5. Day three fasting and time alone in the wilderness.
6. Elder pastors who modeled humility by sharing spiritual stories of vulnerability with
the younger pastors.
7. Various pedagogical components including music, images, poetry, interactive
activities, journaling, and personal reflection.
Definitions
The following are my definitions of terms that are germane to this project.
Pathway: Ways of thinking, acting, and interacting that we receive from the saints who
have come before us.
Ritual: A communal act of expressing the deepest level of values.10 According to Victor
Turner, rituals are "marked by three phases: separation, margin, and aggregation.”11
Separation: “comprises symbolic behavior signifying the detachment of the
individual or group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure, from
a set of cultural conditions, or both.”12
Margin (liminal period): a state of being where “the characteristics of the ritual
subject are ambiguous.”13

Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Lewis Henry Morgan Lectures), (Taylor
and Francis: Kindle Edition, 2017), pg. 6.
10

11

ibid, 94.

12

ibid, 94.

13

ibid, 94.
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Aggregation: the ritual participant is restored to the role and status previously
held, but now with new “customary norms and ethical standards”14 bestowed by
the elders of the community.
Spiritual Formation: Throughout this project, I will borrow the definition of Ruth Haley
Barton, who describes spiritual formation this way: “Spiritual transformation (formation)
is the process by which Christ is formed in us for the glory of God, for the abundance of
our own lives and for the sake of others.”15
Humility: This project borrows from Gordon Fee's work on humility. Fee describes
humility as “a uniquely Christian virtue, which, like the message of a crucified Messiah,
stands in utter contradiction to the values of the Greco-Roman world, which generally
considered humility not a virtue, but a shortcoming."16 Concerning how humility is
embodied in the Christian life, Fee writes, “It has to do with a proper estimation of
oneself, the stance of the creature before the Creator, utterly dependent and trusting. Here
one is well aware both of one’s weaknesses and of one’s glory (we are in God’s image,
after all) but makes neither too much nor too little of either.” 17 Three pathways to a
posture of humility guide the purposes of this project:
1. A meaningful ritual in which retreat participants can embody the words “whatever
gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.”18 This ritual

14

Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, 95.

15

Ruth Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership (Illinois: IVP Books, 2008), 15-16.

16

Gordon Fee, Philippians (Illinois: IVP Academic, 1999), 88.

17

ibid, 88.

18

Phil. 3:7
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symbolizes the releasing of the values of the world, instead embracing the values of
the crucified Messiah.
2. Pedagogical activities to cultivate self-knowledge. If a person is to increase in a
“proper estimation of oneself . . . well aware of one’s weaknesses and of one’s
glory”19 then they may benefit from activities that foster self-knowledge. Teresa of
Avila described this pathway to humility when she wrote, “Self-knowledge is so
important that I do not care how high you are raised up to the heavens, I never want
you to cease cultivating it. As long as we are on this earth, nothing is more essential
than humility. Enter the room of self-knowledge . . . This is the path.”20
3. Small group time to reflect on the pedagogical activities, with discussion guidelines
based on “Circle of Trust Touchstones.”21 The "Circle of Trust Touchstones" are a
pathway to humility because they affirm a “proper estimation of oneself,” by
practicing “no fixing, saving, advising, or correcting.”22 We are not the Lord of
others, that is the Father.23 We are not the savior of others, that is Jesus.24 We are not
the teacher of others, that is the Holy Spirit.25

19

Fee, Philippians, 88.

20

Mirabai Starr trans., St. Teresa of Avila: The Interior Castle (New York: Riverhead Books, 2004), 46.

21

Parker Palmer, “Circle of Trust Touchstones,” http://www.couragerenewal.org/touchstones/ accessed
10.31.2018
22

ibid.

23

"I am the LORD, the God of all flesh” Jer. 32:27

24

"The Father has sent his Son as the Savior of the world.” 1 John 4:14

“But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything,
and remind you of all that I have said to you.” John 14:26
25
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First Call: The first ordained position one receives with the vocational title of “pastor.”
The pastors of this project all have graduated from a seminary.
Rural: A place categorized by low population density. Counties with “fewer than 50,000
and/or no urban core.”26
Midwest: The states of North and South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Minnesota, Iowa,
Wisconsin, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, and Ohio.27
Male: “Male is an expression of . . . biological and physiological characteristics,” 28
including the expression of external male sex organs.29
Man: An expression of gender identity.30 In America, male identity is sought “principally
through differentiation and through power.”31
Research Paradigm
This project is grounded in a critical social theory research paradigm because it
intends to “critique and transform society, providing guidance to emancipatory
movements and praxis.”32 The retreat plans to critique rural, Midwestern scripts of what it
Cornelia Butler Flora, Rural Communities: Legacy & Change (Avalon Publishing: Kindle Edition, 2016),
pg. 11.
26

Philip Barlow, Mark Silk eds. Religion and Public Life in the Midwest: America’s Common
Denominator? (California: AltaMira Press: 2004), 24.
27

28

https://web.archive.org/web/20170130022356/http://apps.who.int/gender/whatisgender/en/ (accessed
5.31.2018).
29

David G. Myers, Psychology (United States: Worth Publishers, 2005), 90.

30

“Gender…is the complex interrelationship between an individual’s sex (gender biology), one’s internal
sense of self as male, female, both or neither (gender identity) as well as one’s outward presentations
and behaviours (gender expression) related to that perception.” Justin Healey ed., Sexual Orientation and
Gender Identity (ProQuest Ebook Central: The Spinney Press, 2014.) http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/
westernsem-ebooks/detail.action?docID=1756107.
Created from westernsem-ebooks on 2018-05-30 07:49:13.
31

Gershen Kaufman, Shame: The Power of Caring (Vermont: Schenkman Books, Inc., 1992), 207.

32

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 77.
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means to be a man and pastor, and instead offer pathways for these pastors to grow in the
way of Jesus, i.e. humility. Providing pathways to humility in a ritual environment, this
retreat contributed to the emancipation of these pastors from the idols of competition,
worldly success, and independence. Theologically, the retreat sought to offer an
experience of “eschatological hope” 33 regarding the identity and pastoral relationships of
those pastors who attended.
Field of Practical Theology
This project contributes to the field of practical theology and was guided by
Richard Osmer’s “four tasks of practical theological interpretation”:

• The descriptive-empirical task. Gathering information that helps us discern
•
•
•

patterns and dynamic in particular episodes, situations, or contexts.
The interpretive task. Drawing on theories of the arts and sciences to better
understand and explain why these patterns and dynamics are occurring.
The normative task. Using theological concepts to interpret particular episodes,
situations, or contexts, constructing ethical norms to guide our responses, and
learning from “good practice.”
The pragmatic task. Determining strategies of action that will influence
situations in ways that are desirable and entering into a reflective conversation
with the “talk back” emerging when they are enacted.34

Chapters 1-4 of this project are an extrapolation of Osmer’s four tasks.
Chapter 1, the descriptive-empirical task, is built upon the question: “What is
going on?”35 This chapter describes the purpose and methodology of the project, and

33

“whenever we turn our lives to the highest and best there for us is the Christ.” Martin Luther King, Jr.
“The Christian Pertinence of Eschatological Hope,” Christian Theology for Today (Chester, PA), February
15, 1950,
http://okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/Vol01Scans/
268_29Nov1949-15Feb1950_The%20Christian%20Patinence%20of%20Eschatolo.pdf
34

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 4.

35

ibid, 14.
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provides a detailed explanation of the population that was engaged, the methods of
inquiry utilized, and the means of gathering, analyzing, and storing the data.
Chapter 2, the interpretive task, asks the question: “Why is this going on?” 36 The
interpretive task is concerned with the researcher identifying “the important issues . . .
and draw[ing] on theories that allow her to understand these issues.”37 This chapter
surveys the nature of humility and what it means to have a “proper estimation of
oneself.”38 This chapter also provides background regarding the cultural conditions and
denominational realities that contributed to the ritual aspect of the retreat.
Chapter 3, the normative task, asks the question: “What ought to be going on?”39
Theologically, the normative task is the task of discernment, which Osmer describes as
“the activity of seeking God’s guidance amid the circumstances, events, and decisions of
life.”40 This chapter engages scripture, saints from Church history, and modern
theologians in describing some of the means by which humility can be practiced in the
communion of saints.
Chapter 4, the pragmatic task, asks the question: “How might we respond?” 41 This
chapter focuses on the work of “forming and enacting strategies of action that influence
events in ways that are desirable.”42 This chapter includes a three-day retreat curriculum
36

ibid, 14.

37

ibid, 80.

38

Fee, Philippians, 88.

39

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 14.

40

ibid, 14.

41

ibid, 14.

42

ibid, 176.
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designed for first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years of ministry.
Also included in this chapter is a companion reader with artifacts from the retreat as well
as descriptions of rational relative to the various retreat components.
Research Method
This project developed a retreat curriculum by utilizing action research, a research
method utilized “by practitioners to solve their own problems and to improve their
professional practice.”43 Action researchers Greenwood and Levin define action research
as “social research carried out by a team that encompasses a professional action
researcher and the members of an organization, community, or network (‘stakeholders’)
who are seeking to improve the participants’ situation. AR promotes broad participation
in the research process and supports action leading to a more just, sustainable, or
satisfying situation for the stakeholders.”44 During the formation of this project, I sought
to embody this task. The epistemological assumptions of action research also align with
my own assumptions as a researcher, “First, that naturalistic settings are best studied and
researched by those participants experiencing the problem; second, that behavior is
highly influenced by the naturalistic surroundings in which it occurs: and third, that
qualitative methodologies are perhaps best suited for researching naturalistic settings.”45
As an action research project, this work affirms the following epistemic premise:
Reality is interconnected, dynamic, and multivariate and always more complex
than the theories and methods that we have at our disposal. AR does not privilege
43

James McKenan, Curriculum Action Research (Ireland: Kogan Page Limited, 1996.), vi.

Davydd Greenwood and Morten Levin, Introduction to Action Research 2nd Edition (Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publications, 2007), 3.
44

45

McKenan, Curriculum Action Research, 5.
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abstract knowledge over action-oriented knowledge. In AR, knowing how is more
important than knowing that, even though knowing that has its place in orienting
knowing how.46
With this premise as a guide, this project prioritized knowing “how” to host a meaningful
retreat focused on the virtue of humility for first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastors in
their first five years of ministry. If I was to know how to host such a retreat, it was
essential that I consult the fields of psychology, biblical studies, theological
anthropology, sociology, male spirituality, adult pedagogy, action research, and retreat
planning. This project utilized action research to develop a three-day retreat of spiritual
formation, hereafter known as Into the Wilderness: A Three Day Journey for Men, or just
“the retreat.”
In order for research to be action research, it must contain elements of action,
research, and participation— “if any one of the three is absent, then it is not AR.” 47
During the creation and implementation of this retreat, I practiced Greenwood and
Levin’s values of action, research, and participation:
1. Action. AR is participatory because AR aims to alter the initial situation of the
group, organization, or community in the direction of a more self-managing,
liberated, and sustainable state. What is defined as a liberated state varies from
one practitioner to another. Some use AR to create a kind of liberation through
greater self-realization.
2. Research. We believe in research, in the power and value of knowledge,
theories, models, methods, and analysis. We believe that AR is one of the most
powerful ways to generate new research knowledge.
3. Participation. We believe in participation, placing a strong value on democracy
and control over one’s own life situations. AR involves trained social researchers
46

Greenwood and Levin, Introduction to Action Research 2nd Edition, 3.

47

ibid, 6.

!13

Retreat Design:
Draft 1

Evaluate and
Redesign
Review by Advisor

Retreat Design:
Draft 2 —Test
Panel

Review by Test Panel

Retreat Design:
Draft 3 — Host Full
Retreat

Evaluate and
Redesign

Evaluate and
Redesign

Review by Retreat Participants

Retreat Design:
Draft 4 —Published
Retreat Curriculum

who serve as facilitators and teachers of members of local communities or
organizations. Because these people together establish the AR agenda, generate
the knowledge necessary to transform the situation, and put the results to work,
AR is a participatory process in which everyone involved takes some
responsibility. 48

48

ibid, 6-7.

!14

This project 1) created a retreat (action), hosting an event that previously did not
exist; 2) includes qualitative research regarding the effect of the retreat; and 3) involved
participation as a test panel, retreat participants, and I contributed in generating the final
retreat curriculum. The retreat included three pathways to humility, which from a
Christian spiritual perspective, led to greater liberation and self-realization. 49
The developmental process of creating the retreat occurred in evolutionary cycles
of “action design, action, evaluation of the action and redesign of the hypothesis,
interpretations, and actions.”50 Above is a diagram of the cycles that formed this retreat.
Who Was Involved
I began generating the retreat by engaging in the work of informal attending,
which Richard Osmer writes, “includes our openness to the beauty and tragedy we
encounter day by day.” 51 I asked myself, “What experiences of humility were meaningful
in my first five years of ministry?” and, “How can I share those experiences in a
meaningful way with others?” I wrote a draft of the retreat and sent it to my advisor, Rev.
Dr. Pam Bush, for review. She provided guidance and suggestions, which led to a
revision of the curriculum. After revising the curriculum, I hosted the large-group
sessions for a test panel.
The second group of research participants included five rural Midwestern pastors
who had ministered for ten years or more. They served as a test panel in the summer of

49 As

a Christian, growing in “proper estimation of oneself, aware of one’s weaknesses and glory” (Fee),
leads to greater liberation and self-realization.
50

Greenwood and Levin, Introduction to Action Research 2nd Edition, 54.

51

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 37.
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2018 and tested all of the large-group sessions of the retreat, then provided feedback by
participating in a focus group discussion. The test panel’s focus group questions were the
CIQ questions.52 During the large-group sessions and focus groups, I took field notes of
the participants’ responses. I used the field notes to make revisions to the curriculum, and
then the field notes were destroyed.
The third group of research participants included six first-call, rural, Midwestern,
male pastors in their first five years of ministry who attended Into the Wilderness: A
Three Day Journey for Men in September 2018. These retreat participants filled out
anonymous CIQ’s53 at the end of each day, as well as an anonymous retreat evaluation at
the end of the full retreat. Finally, they all participated in a one-on-one semi-structured
phone interview54 two months after the retreat. The phone interviews were digitally
recorded using iMusic, transcribed by www.rev.com/transcription, and coded by me.
The pastors who participated in this project were under no compulsion to attend
the test panel or the full retreat. The only barrier to those who attended the full retreat was
the time required and a fifty dollar registration fee. I, the researcher, was positioned as an
insider in collaboration with other insiders.55 I was not in any ecclesial position of
authority over any of the retreat participants. During the process of creating, hosting, and
evaluating the effects of the retreat I viewed myself as a peer with and for my peers in
ministry.
Stephen Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2013),
136.
52

53

ibid, 136.

54

See APPENDIX Into the Wilderness: Phone Interview Questionnaire.

55

Kathryn Herr, The Action Research Dissertation (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2015), 41.
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Research Data
Data Collected

Data Source

When Collected

Used Formally for
Research

Written Feedback and
Phone call

Rev. Dr. Pam Bush,
D.Min Advisor

Spring 2018

No

Focus Group

Five Person Test Panel Summer 2018
of older pastors

No

CIQ

Six Retreat
Participants

Fall 2018

Yes

Retreat Evaluation

Six Retreat
Participants

Fall 2018

Yes

Semi-structured Phone
Interview

Six Retreat
Participants

Fall 2018

Yes

Defining the Research
As a first call, rural, Midwestern, male pastor who has completed his first five
years of ministry, I experience the problem personally, have addressed the problem within
its wider contextual community, and was able to utilize qualitative methods in the field.
An action research impact study aided the effectiveness of the retreat, as the retreat was
honed through the process of action, feedback, and revision.
Osmer describes qualitative research that “seeks to understand the actions and
practices in which individuals and groups engage in everyday life and the meanings they
ascribe to their experience.” 56 As a project utilizing qualitative research, this project is
innately intensive, “in which the field being investigated is very narrow but is studied in

56

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 49.
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great depth.”57 It was fitting to utilize an intensive qualitative approach to research as the
group of retreat participants included six men whom I hoped would share their
experience of the retreat in great depth.
Using intensive qualitative research, this project will present research relevant to
the following four questions:
1. Was the Grounding Ritual a meaningful58 pathway to humility?
2. Were the large-group sessions, which were designed to cultivate selfknowledge, a meaningful pathway to humility?
3. Were the small group sessions, based on “Circle of Trust Touchstones,”59 a
meaningful pathway to humility?
4. How did I as a researcher grow in humility during this process?
As action research utilizing qualitative research methods, the majority of research
shared in this project will be in the form of narratives. This is appropriate, as “narratives
are indeed central to AR. A great deal is at stake in understanding the stories of individual
cases in ways that can and should have powerful general effects. Telling stories is not in
contradiction to doing social science. It is fundamental to it.”60 Chapter 5 will present
research regarding the impact of the retreat, and will include narratives relating to the
three pathways to humility. Following the research presented on the three pathways, I
57

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 50.
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will present a personal reflection regarding the effect of this project on me. Personal
reflections aid the validity of this project because “AR processes aim to create learning
both for the involved problem owners and for the professional researcher.”61
Data Collection and Storage
Before the test panel or the full retreat began, I obtained informed consent from
all participants.62 During the test panel and the full retreat, I engaged with the participants
as facilitator and mutual participant. At the end of each day, and during free times, I took
field notes of my feelings, observations, and interpretations of the participants— both
their engagement with the content and with one another.
To encourage vulnerability among retreat participants, there was no video or
audio recording of any portion of the retreat experience. Photos were taken during the
retreat to serve as artifacts and are shared here with the consent of the participants.
Hard copies of the CIQ’s, evaluation forms, surveys, interview field notes, and
retreat field notes were converted into electronic copies and coded. The hard copies of the
CIQ’s, surveys, and evaluation forms will be kept until May of 2020 when they will be
destroyed. Audio recordings of the phone interviews will also be kept until May of 2020
when they will be destroyed. Electronic copies of coded CIQ’s, surveys, evaluation
forms, phone interview transcripts, and retreat field notes are saved using password
protection on my computer hard-drive, an external hard-drive, and on a cloud storage
service. Electronic copies of coded material will be kept indefinitely.
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Limits of the Project
This project sought to create an environment where the participants and I could
experience a meaningful retreat of spiritual formation particularly focused on cultivating
the virtue of humility. Considering the virtue of humility in the full scope of the biblical
narrative, Christian tradition, and modern psychology would be beyond the possibilities
of this project. However, the three pathways of the retreat were designed from a distinctly
Christian worldview, incorporating scripture, Christian tradition, and modern psychology
when possible.
Regarding the spiritual formation of the pastors who participated, this project was
limited in its ability to cultivate the virtue of humility. As a Christian from the Reformed
tradition, I believe in “the perseverance of the saints,” 63 but not the earthly perfection of
the saints. As such, this project sought to contribute to the formation of humility in
pastors but does not presume to develop perfect humility. Finally, there may be many
pathways to experience humility, but this project focuses on three.
The retreat was hosted for first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastors in their first
five years of ministry, however, the content of the retreat may have a broader field of
application than the demographic for which the retreat was designed. All the first-call
pastors who attended were between the ages of 25-32, so it is possible that the retreat was
meaningful to them in ways that would not be as meaningful to a first-call pastor in his
forties or older. All the first-call pastors who attended the retreat also minister in the
Reformed Church in America, so the research was limited to that context. Men were
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exclusively invited to participate in the retreat, but that does not mean that women could
not find meaning in various portions of this retreat.
Theological Premise
As a pastor and researcher, I bring certain assumptions and beliefs into this work.
I have spent the entirety of my life within the Reformed Church in America, a
denomination in the Reformed theological tradition. As such, when I refer to God, I am
referring to the Triune God, understood as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The particular
theological assumptions that shaped this project are as follows:
First, I believe, along with Augustine, that the grace of God is “prevenient . . .
operative . . . [and] cooperative.”64 I assume that the souls of the pastors who attend the
retreat have been prepared for conversion and have been brought to conversion by “a
purely divine process.”65 As such, I hosted the retreat with a theological assumption that
God is working in and with the pastors in a mode of cooperative grace, where “God now
collaborates with the renewed human will in achieving regeneration and growth in
holiness.”66 Therefore, I did not assume that God would miraculously intervene in the
spiritual formation of these pastors, nor did I assume that spiritual formation was entirely
the responsibility of the pastors themselves. In this way, I understood God to be
cooperating in the sanctification and regeneration of these pastors. Likewise, I also
believed that the pastors who participated in the retreat had a will that was seeking and
yearning to grow in regeneration and holiness.
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Second, I believe with Galileo, quoting Tertullian, that “God is known first
through Nature, and then again, more particularly, by doctrine; by Nature in His works,
and by doctrine in His revealed word.”67 I believe that God reveals God's self through
science and the natural world; as such this project was strongly influenced by the work of
psychologists and medical doctors. Yet God “makes himself known more clearly and
fully to us by his holy and divine word; that is to say, as far as is necessary for us to know
in this life, to his glory and our salvation.”68 Therefore, one of the premises of this project
is that the arts, sciences, and the natural world have great truth to teach us about the
nature of ourselves as human beings, as well as about God.
Third, I believe that “Christianity is not a verbal religion, but is experiential; it
centers upon a transformative encounter of the believer with the risen Christ.”69 It is my
belief that human beings can encounter Christ in the gifts of the natural world, which was
made through Christ and is sustained by the Holy Spirit. We can also experience Christ in
the words of the Bible,70 in the sharing of physical and spiritual gifts of the saints,71 in the
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper,72 and in prayer.73
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As a pastor in the Calvinist tradition, I also value the theological notion of God’s
accommodation. By accommodation, I mean that “God adjusts himself to the capacities
of the human mind and heart. God paints a portrait of himself which we are capable of
understanding.”74 The theological notion of God’s accommodation to humanity informs
my pedagogical underpinnings, as I sought to accommodate the needs, feelings, and
engagement of the retreat participants. While I created a detailed retreat schedule and
curriculum, during the experience of the retreat there was no plan or schedule that was
too important that it couldn’t change to accommodate the needs of the retreat participants.
Finally, John Calvin wrote that “nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say,
true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves,”75
with which I wholeheartedly agree. This project and retreat experience were designed on
the premise that if I and my colleague pastors grew more in the knowledge of ourselves,
then we would also grow in the knowledge of God; likewise, if we grew more in the
knowledge of God, then we would also grow in knowledge about ourselves. I have
sought to hold these two experiences of knowledge in unity throughout this project.
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Chapter 2 - Interpretive
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to answer the question: “Why is this going on?”1
More specifically, why did I develop and host this retreat for these pastors? One of my
core beliefs as a Christian is that “faith, hope, and love abide.”2 That belief brought me to
convergence with action research because “to be an action researcher is to believe that
other, better situations are possible than those currently existing.”3 When I began my
pastorate I was invited by older pastors to 1) experience a ritual; 2) participate in selfawareness activities; and 3) utilize “Circle of Trust Touchstones” 4 in retreat
environments. Looking at the transitions of younger first-call, rural, Midwestern, male
pastors in their first five years of ministry, I did not see similar experiences being offered
to those pastors. My experience regarding the importance of these pathways to humility,
combined with my desire to serve younger pastors, compelled me to action.
The purpose of the interpretive task, according to Osmer, is to “interpret episodes,
situations, and contexts in three interrelated ways: 1) recognition of the relevant
particulars of specific events and circumstances; 2) discernment of the moral ends at
stake; 3) determination of the most effective means to achieve these ends in light of the
constraints and possibilities of a particular time and place.”5 First, this chapter combines
1
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experience and theory6 to provide a roadmap to answer the questions: why is humility a
worthy virtue to practice as a first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastor in his first five
years of ministry? And why do the three pathways of the retreat invite humility? Second,
this chapter offers guidance for an effective means of engagement to experience
pathways to humility. Third, this chapter describes some of the moral ends at stake if
pathways to humility are not practiced.
The Problem with Humility
Humility is the word that began this project, as I wondered, “What is humility?”
In the Christian life, humility is a virtue worthy of pursuit. As Jesus taught, “All who
exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.”7
Likewise, both Peter and James affirmed that “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to
the humble.”8 Understanding humility is important as a Christian, but living and
experiencing it is paramount.
Oftentimes, humility is understood as “false modesty or being meek and mild,”9
neither of which embodies the full life and ministry of Jesus. Jesus was not full of false
modesty, but was “filled with the power of the Holy Spirit.”10 He was not timid or
without a will when he said, “I lay down my life in order to take it up again. No one takes
it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have
6
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power to take it up again.”11 Nor was Jesus particularly mild-mannered when he called
out hypocrites.12 If Jesus is "gentle and humble in heart,”13 then his humility
fundamentally includes a fullness of the power of the Holy Spirit and a recognition of his
own will.
Humility, if understood as “false modesty or being meek and mild,”14 has rightly
been called a “suspect virtue.” 15 When disciples of Jesus believe that they should
“[discount] one’s own will and desires, [submit] to one’s superiors under difficult or
unjust circumstances, and embrac[e] the suffering this brings,”16 they do not affirm their
power or will. Instead, they become complicit to perpetual injustice and abuse. This is not
the heart of Jesus—this is not humility.
There has got to be more to humility. Thankfully, as Gordon Fee describes
humility, there is much more to the virtue. In Fee’s understanding, there is a paradox
inherent to the virtue. It involves being “aware both of one’s weaknesses and of one’s
glory (we are in God’s image, after all) but makes neither too much nor too little of
either.”17 From a distinctly Christian perspective, humility acknowledges that we are at
the same time mortal and dependent upon the Creator of all life,18 yet we are charged
11
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with meaningful work19 and filled with inherent dignity.20 At the core of our human
nature is a paradox: we are dirt filled with spirit21—the “quintessence of dust.” 22
Notions of humility that are faulty will lead a person to identify too strongly with
one end of the paradox or the other. Here, when the paradox of human life is ignored, a
person can identify too strongly with either their weaknesses or their glory. Humility
holds both together at the same time—weakness and glory in union.
Maintaining a “proper estimation of oneself” 23 involves a certain level of balance
between identifying with our weakness and glory—a balance that none of us walks with
perfection. Due to our limitation in maintaining this balance, humility is not so much a
goal to achieve, but a pursuit worthy of the perpetual intentions of our hearts. If humility
is comprised of a balance between awareness regarding our weakness and our glory, then
a humble person is a person who does not obsess about one or the other. But this is easier
said than done.
Between Depression and Grandiosity
If Fee’s definition of humility is accurate, then there are two poles at the ends of a
spectrum where the human person does not practice a “proper estimation of oneself.”24 In
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these polar opposites, a person would, in fact, make too much of one’s weaknesses or of
one’s glory. Using the psychological language of Alice Miller, on the one hand is
depression,25 where one experiences “emptiness, futility, fear of impoverishment, and
loneliness.”26 In this state of depression, it is as if a person identifies only with dirt,
weakness, and inadequacy. In this spiritual state, a person perceives themselves to be
worth less than an image bearer of God, making too little of their power, dignity, and
glory.
On the other hand is grandiosity, where one “admires himself, for his qualities—
his beauty, cleverness, talents—and for his success and achievements.”27 Here, in a
spiritual state of grandiosity, a person identifies too strongly with their glory, strength,
and independence. In this spiritual state, a person makes too little of their human
limitations, their dependency on God, and their dependency on other people. Both
spiritual postures of depression and grandiosity stray from humility, “a proper estimation
of oneself.”28 Both depression and grandiosity stray from the humble way of Jesus.
Humility
Depression

Grandiosity

With regard to a spiritual state of depression, where a person views themselves as
less than an image bearer of God, Jesus said, “I do not call you servants any longer,

This project utilizes Alice Miller’s use of the word “depression,” but does not intend to describe or
prescribe clinical conditions of depression.
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because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you
friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my
Father.”29 Regarding a spiritual posture of grandiosity, Jesus said, “You know that the
rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. It will
not be so among you; but whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant.” 30
Both a spiritual disposition of depression and a spiritual disposition of grandiosity are
contrary to the life and teaching of Jesus. There is another commonality between these
states of depression and grandiosity—they are both rooted in the human experience of
shame.
From Shame to Humility
Gershen Kaufman defines shame as “feel[ing] seen in a painfully diminished
sense.”31 Shame occurs when a person experiences “the very essence or heart of the self
as wanting.”32 If humility is a proper estimation of oneself, then it lies somewhere
between spiritual states of depression and grandiosity. The person who perceives
themselves as less than a divine image bearer compares themselves to others and
perpetually finds themselves coming up short. According to Kaufman, “inferiority is
always rooted in shame.”33 Likewise, the person who perceives themselves with a sense
of grandiosity experiences “the very essence or heart of the self as wanting,” 34 because
29
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they are “dependent from admiration from others.”35 A person in a spiritual state of
grandiosity feels as though they only have worth or value if they are admired and praised
by others.
Spiritual dispositions of depression and grandiosity are forged through
experiences of shame where a person felt “seen in a painfully diminished sense.”36 In
these experiences of shame, it is as if the person lost an essential part of themselves. Alice
Miller describes these spiritual dispositions of depression and grandiosity as two sides of
a medal that can be described as the ‘false self.’” 37 Anchored in dispositions of
depression or grandiosity, a person is not free to be humble, down to earth, or “well
aware both of one’s weaknesses and of one’s glory” 38 because their weaknesses or glory
were shamed in a way that began to give shape to their sense of identity.
Shame is “central to the human experience,” 39 as we each are born, raised, and
live in complex webs of human relationships. Within these relationships, shame is
inevitable. We can experience shame in any of our human relationships when “our most
basic expectations of a significant other are suddenly exposed as wrong.” 40 Shame can be
experienced at any stage of life, but it originates “interpersonally, primarily in significant
relationships."41 As such, shame can be experienced as children in relation to caretakers,
35

Miller, The Drama of the Gifted Child, 36.

36

Kaufman, Shame: The Power of Caring, 9.

37

Miller, The Drama of the Gifted Child, 37.

38

Fee, Philippians, 88.

39

Kaufman, Shame: The Power of Caring, 7.

40

ibid, 14.

41

ibid, 8.

!30

as teens in relation to peers, as adults in relation to the cultural narratives in which we
live and work, and in many other significant relationships.
This is where shame’s connection to humility can be seen quite clearly, as “what
happens interpersonally becomes the model for how we treat and relate to ourselves
internally.” 42 The ways that we experienced shame in our various relationships—our
parents, our peers, our cultures, or others—it is these experiences of shame that inform
and eschew a “proper estimation”43 of ourselves. It is through shame that we heard the
message that our weaknesses were unacceptable, so a disposition of grandiosity was
assumed as a denial of our weakness. It is through shame that we heard the message that
our glory and dignity were unacceptable, so a disposition of depression was assumed as a
denial of our glory and dignity. If humility lies between weakness and glory, then it is
shame that hinders the development44 of Christian humility because shame causes a
person to make too much of either their weakness or their glory.45 With unresolved
shame, a person is unable to live in the paradox of humility where they can be both weak
and glorious at the same time.
Since shame hinders the development of Christian humility by causing a person to
identify too much with their weakness or their glory, the themes of the large-group retreat
sessions were crafted to address participants’ experiences of shame. Due to the fact that
each of us has been touched by shame in our most significant relationships, it is nothing
42
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to be taken lightly. Yet because of shame’s power, it also holds some of our greatest
promise in the giving and receiving of grace. Daniel Siegel, M.D., describes the power of
addressing the shame of our lives when he writes, “The most challenging moments in our
lives can become opportunities to deepen our self-understanding and our connections
with others.”46 Addressing shame in our own lives and sharing those experiences with
others holds great power and opportunity for the formation of humility. Yet beyond the
pastor’s interpersonal experiences of shame, the pastors of this study are also in a
relationship with the cultures and environments in which they live and minister. These
environments can also bestow shame and hinder humility.
Rural Midwestern Ministry
Human beings are fundamentally shaped and influenced by the environments in
which we live. While we are not merely the product of our culture and environment, there
are “properties and conditions of the social and physical environments that foster or
undermine development.”47 Or, in other words, our environment does not make us, but it
greatly contributes to the ways that we are shaped as we grow. This notion was expanded
by Urie Bronfenbrenner in his “ecological system” theory, which is depicted on the
following page.48 While Bronfenbrenner’s work related to the formation of children, it is
also true that environments give shape and meaning to adults, like the young men of this
study. Neuroscientist Daniel Siegel describes the ways that human beings are shaped this
46
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way: “Relationships are the way we share energy and information flow, and it is this
sharing that shapes, in part, how the flow is regulated. Our minds are created within
relationships—including the one we have with ourselves.”49 The young men of this study
are being shaped by their relationship to national dominant beliefs and ideologies, local
industry, religious settings, and so on. To that end, what environmental factors are
relevant to the formation of the pastors in this study?
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Every year young men and women 50 leave seminary and begin pastoral ministry
in the rural Midwestern United States. These ecosystems and mesosystems are rural
Midwestern communities and parishes. Within these towns and churches, men and
women are not treated as equals. “Societies and most social groups, including
communities, rank households and household members hierarchically. Some individuals
and families have more prestige, power, or wealth than others.”51 So how is the young
male pastor viewed and treated as he begins ministry in the rural Midwest?
Due to the function and symbolism of their ecclesial office, young male pastors
are automatically viewed as leaders and authorities within their communities. They are
males in a patriarchal milieu, where women’s work is considered “as having less value
than men’s work.”52 They are Christian leaders in communities historically settled by
Christians,53 professionals in communities that thrive on manual labor,54 and ordained
persons in the midst of laity. Elderly parishioners may even refer to this young pastor as
50
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domini!55 If societies form hierarchies, then the first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastor
is in a place of highly elevated social status. Such a lofty position of social status can
affect the young pastor, as “we are profoundly social creatures; our lives consist of
finding our place within the community of human beings.”56 How can a newly ordained
male pastor be formed in the virtue of humility and develop a “proper estimation of
[him]self” while he is saturated in macro-, exo-, and microsystem narratives which
elevate his gender, religion, education, and profession?
Given the high praise, social status, and responsibility associated with his
vocational identity, the “properties and conditions of the social . . . environments”57 do
not automatically contribute to the spiritual formation of a young pastor who develops “a
proper estimation of [him]self.”58 Within this environment, the pastors of this study were
also in a significant season of vocational formation— their first pastoral call.
First Call
The pastors who participated in this study were all first-call pastors who were still
navigating the transition from seminary to their local parish. This season of vocational
life is worthy of intentional focus. L. Gregory Jones and Susan Pendleton Jones describe
the significance of this vocational season in the following way:
[N]ew pastors in contemporary American culture often discover a profound sense
of loneliness in their first parishes. They have gone from an educational setting
where they had close friends and fellow-travelers through school to professional
Means, “owner, lord, master,” http://www.latin-dictionary.net/definition/18402/dominus-domini
(accessed 5.21.2018).
55

56

Bessel Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score (New York: Penguin Books, 2014), 110.

57

Rogoff, The Cultural Nature of Human Development, 45.

58

Fee, Philippians, 88.

!35

settings that are often in rural or isolated places where social networks are more
difficult to sustain. Ironically, the transition into full-time ministry is precisely
when friendships of accountability and support are especially important.59
This project hosted a retreat for these first-call pastors as a means of encouragement and
connection for them in this early season of vocational formation. Other seasoned pastors
reached out to me in my first five years of ministry, and this retreat was my effort to
continue sharing that gift of friendship and vocational support with the next generation of
pastors. Again, L. Gregory Jones and Susan Pendleton Jones affirm that “seasoned
pastors can and should be more intentional in reaching out and taking responsibility for
mentoring new generations of pastors into the crafts of ministry.”60
The first five years of ministry were an important vocational season in which to
invite these pastors to attend a retreat of spiritual formation. James Small describes the
significance of this season when he writes, “The first five years of parish ministry set an
entire ministry. The habits, the inclinations, the dispositions, the way of understanding
vocation is set in those first five years, and it lasts.”61 If humility is a virtue worthy of
intentional development, then this tender season of spiritual and vocational formation was
an appropriate moment to focus on the practice of humility.
Denominational Considerations
There was one primary denominational issue pertinent to the shaping of the ritual
aspect of the retreat. Within the Reformed Church in America, when a new pastor is
59 Allan
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installed in a Classis, the pastor becomes a member of that Classis. The Classis functions
as “an assembly and judicatory consisting of all the enrolled ministers of that body”62
who “shall exercise a general superintendence over its enrolled ministers.”63 As of this
writing, the nature of discipline within the Reformed Church in America is largely
punitive64 rather than restorative. 65 If a young pastor is going to grow in humility and
increase his self-knowledge, he needs relationships and environments where he can
expose his experiences of shame. When he is able to talk about his experiences of shame,
then he may begin to experience healing. “When however we are becomes good enough
do we ever become really free to be our best.”66 If a young, first-call pastor is going to
feel free to bring his shame, then he will benefit from a ritual environment where his
identity as a member of a Classis and their punitive judicatory can be set aside.
A Means of Engagement
Shame keeps us in hiding, afraid to be seen by others. If we can grow deeper in
self-knowledge and recognize our own experiences of shame, then we can move away
from spiritual dispositions of inferiority and grandiosity, instead embodying more vibrant
expressions of humility. This moves us closer toward our true selves, wherein the vibrant
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paradox of our human nature can be embraced. In my first five years of ministry, it was
meaningful for me to experience the pathways to humility in a retreat environment with
peers as well as elder pastors. Trusting my own experiences, I discerned that it could be
meaningful to other first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years of
ministry to practice pathways to humility in a retreat setting.
According to Emile Griffin, a “retreat offers the chance for a fresh start in the
spiritual life.”67 While these pastors may experience outside voices of praise and elevated
social status, they may also feel spiritual dispositions of depression and grandiosity. One
way to experience a fresh start—a place to express “the deepest level of values”68 —
would be a retreat focused on practicing humility. This would especially be the case in
the first five years of ministry while their identity as ministers is being formed. Retreating
with other first-call pastors would be beneficial because while “the spiritual journey is
joyful; it should not be made alone.” While there is time for solitude in the spiritual life,
Griffin’s words also are true. “We need others to help us understand how we are growing,
people who understand the spiritual terrain.”69 Not presuming to know the spiritual
terrain of the pastorate or the virtue of humility fully, four other pastors with decades of
experience were invited to share their own stories of shame and humility.
During the retreat, we practiced the three pathways to humility. The pathways
included a ritual experience where the pastors were invited to join me in symbolically
removing their worldly gains of “personal titles, roles, successes, degrees,
67
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accomplishments, and ordinations.”70 These gains, while good in themselves, can serve to
feed our grandiosity. Then we entered the “liminal period” of the retreat by marking
ourselves with the sign of the cross from the baptismal waters, from which we receive our
true identity as beloved children of the covenant. With our ordinations ritually set aside,
the intention was that retreat participants could feel free to engage self-knowledge and
their experiences of shame without fear of retribution from others. This was key since
“when someone deeply valued risks his own exposure to become vulnerable and openly
acknowledges his imperfect humanness . . . we are carried beyond shame.” 71 Finally,
participants were invited to practice the “Circle of Trust Touchstones 72” which served as
guidelines for the group to embody humility as they shared and listened to the spiritual
stories of one another.
There are other retreats for men that these pastors could attend, but they would
not have the same effect. The values of various men’s retreats cover a broad spectrum.
There is strongermen.org,73 where men are invited to a retreat complete with rock bands,
monster trucks, chainsaw carving, cage fighting, and Mark Driscoll. Then there is
illuman.org,74 which invites men of all faith traditions to practice being “better, more
authentic men.” I don’t imagine strongermen.org cultivating an environment of humility
and vulnerability. I have, however, attended two retreats connected with illuman.org.
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While “Circle of Trust Touchstones” 75 were practiced in small group settings and elder
teachers shared their experiences with others, the rituals and pedagogical activities of the
illuman.org retreats left me feeling alienated and confused. As at that time there was not a
retreat experience where pastors were invited to experience a meaningful ritual, utilize
pedagogical activities to cultivate self-knowledge, and practice “Circle of Trust
Touchstones,”76 I felt it could be beneficial to create one.
Moral Ends
It is fair to ask: “So what?” What would happen if this retreat had not been
hosted? What would happen if these pastors did not experience a meaningful ritual,
engage pedagogical activities to invite self-knowledge, and practice “Circle of Trust
Touchstones?”77 The simple answer is: Nothing. Young men would continue to leave
seminary with unacknowledged experiences of shame. They would continue to enter rural
parishes where they are immersed in praise and social elevation. They would continue to
form their vocational disposition as domini without older pastors modeling humility.
Some of the impetus of action research is to inquire “into the causes of behavior
and intervene directly to promote morally desirable behavior in the research subjects.” 78
The moral ends of this project are open for discussion. Did this retreat address causes and
behavior that were relevant to these pastors? And did this retreat promote desirable
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behavior in the research subjects? Readers are invited to draw their own conclusions
regarding the effect of this retreat following Chapter 5.
As it is now, within the Reformed Church in America, first-call, rural,
Midwestern, male pastors would continue to begin ministry in the rural Midwest where
they would continue to meet monthly in pastor network groups, which one retreat
participant described as follows:
When I meet with the other pastors every month it's more of a formal check-in,
it's more of hey, what are you doing? What are you doing for advent? Pulling
different ideas from each other and just kind of a basic check-in. I don't think it's
as vulnerable as we were at the retreat. Yeah, I don't know. You still have to have a
filter, I feel like you still have to have a filter. I think I'm pretty vulnerable when I
say things at those meetings but how can I be? Can I say that, "Hey, I don't know
if I want to be a pastor anymore." To my Classis leader. I don't know. I don't really
feel comfortable saying that. Just different struggles like that. It's a different
space.
While these pastor networks serve an important function by providing a “formal
check-in,” there is a level of vulnerability that appears to be missing. It is unlikely that a
pastor will grow in greater self-awareness in an environment in which “you still have to
have a filter.”
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Chapter 3 - Normative
Introduction
The core question that drives this chapter is “What ought to be going on?”1
regarding the spiritual formation of humility for these pastors in a retreat environment.
According to Richard Osmer, the theological work of the normative task is that of
prophetic discernment. He describes prophetic discernment as “the task of listening to
this Word and interpreting it in ways that address particular social conditions, events, and
decisions before congregations today.”2 The outcome of this prophetic discernment
should be “good practice.”3 In the case of this project, the “good practice” should be the
practice of humility exercised in a retreat environment for first-call, rural, Midwestern,
male pastors in their first five years of ministry. This chapter will expound on themes of
humility from scripture, Christian tradition, and contemporary theologians.
First-call pastors, who are forming their vocational identity, should experience
opportunities for spiritual formation where they can practice pathways to humility
together. These pathways to humility should affirm the paradox inherent to their human
identity. Pastors should be affirmed as made in the image of God,4 while also invited “not
to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober
judgment.”5 It would also benefit these pastors to participate in activities designed to
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address experiences of shame, as shame distorts one’s perception of oneself. Finally, it
would benefit the participants to practice “Circle of Trust Touchstones,” 6 which embodies
humility by regarding “others as better than yourselves.”7
Theological Images of Humility
Old Testament
[Genesis 1:26]
One of the primary theological images that guided this project comes from
Genesis 1:26, where “God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our
likeness.’” It is significant that the first expression of humanity’s divine purpose is that
we are to be made in the image of God. Any notion regarding humility in oneself or
others must begin at this sacred place: we are first and foremost divine image bearers—
imago dei.
However, what does it mean to be made in the image of God? The question may
best remain a mystery pursued in fellowship. While the notion of the image of God has
prompted much discussion over the centuries, for the purposes of this project three
primary foci emerge. First, human beings are made (hDcDo), implying that our origin of
being made comes from outside of ourselves—we are dependent. Just like the rest of
creation, we do not have a say in the matter of the origin of our species, nor do we have a
say in the matter of the particular locations, parents, or circumstances into which we are
born. In this way, we share much in common with the rest of the created order: our
Parker Palmer, “Circle of Trust Touchstones,” http://www.couragerenewal.org/touchstones/ accessed
10.31.2018
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species broadly, and our lives as individuals, find our origin in the desire and will of
elohim.
Second, human beings are made in the image (MRlRx) of elohim. The nature of our
creatureliness is derived in and from the image of elohim. I understand image and
likeness with Irenaeus, who “distinguishes between image and likeness. Adam never lost
his image. His likeness, his similarity to God, is what was lost through Adam’s sin.”8 In
this way, I understand the image of God to fundamentally include expressions of love and
belonging.9 Love is fundamental to my image of God, for “God is love.10” Belonging is
fundamental to the image of God because Trinitarian theology affirms that God exists in
perpetual perichoresis, or divine “proceeding around.”11 Each member of the Trinity
belongs in the presence of the others.
Third, and finally, the divine elohim discloses a plurality, rather than individual
identity. “Let us,” is the divine and plural disclosure of the creator. Again, Trinitarian
theology affirms “that the one God exists in three Persons and one substance: Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit.”12 The implication of this is that God’s action in the world is always an
interaction involving a relationship with another person. If human beings are made in
God’s image, then we are made to be in a relationship with God and with one another. If
8
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our likeness to God has been lost in the fall, then we will only regain our likeness to God
by sharing in the communion, or fellowship, of saints.
Made in the image of God for perfect communion, fellowship, and equality, “the
man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed.”13 The experience of shame
keeps us from returning to the likeness of God, as shame is not original to being made in
the image of God. Fellowship with one another, a sense of love and belonging, nakedness
and feeling no shame—these are part of what it means to return to God’s likeness.
[Exodus 1-3 and Numbers 12:3]
A central story that informs the nature of this project is the story of Moses in the
first three chapters of the book of Exodus. Moses was a man who grew up surrounded by
the cultural values of Egypt, wrestled with his identity as a Hebrew man raised by
Egyptians, experienced his propensity toward violence, received support from Jethro, and
met the Lord on the Mountain. If a young pastor seeks to grow in humility, then learning
from the life of Moses is an appropriate place to begin. The author of Numbers writes that
“the man Moses was very humble, more so than anyone else on the face of the earth.”14
Moses grew into a man of humility, “aware both of one’s weaknesses and of one’s
glory.”15 If a pastor seeks to grow in humility, then following in Moses’s footsteps and
learning from the similarities of his life is fitting.
Ruth Haley Barton describes the life of Moses “as a window into the different
aspects of leadership in which we might learn to seek God and allow God to strengthen
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us to provide spiritual leadership to others.”16 Moses’s life is a story filled with spiritual
windows into which we can look to see more clearly our world and experiences. The
author of Exodus describes the following details regarding the life of Moses:
1) He was born into a world defined by male competition,17 fear,18 and
violence.19
2) He experienced wounding at an early age. 20
3) He grew up with some confusion of identity between Egyptian and Hebrew.21
4) In early adulthood, he experienced an outburst of repressed emotion. 22
5) He went through a season of spiritual alienation. 23
6) He received a new sense of purpose and ministry from the Lord at the
burning bush.24
A Christian leader could benefit by reading Exodus 1-3, but “if the Christian story
is drama, then ethics, the embodiment of that story, is appropriately regarded as
16
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performance.”25 It could be beneficial to learn from Exodus 1-3 by embodying the drama
and themes of the story in artistic and creative ways. If humility and self-knowledge are
connected, as St. Teresa affirms, then utilizing art to explore the convergence of Moses’s
narrative with the narratives of the retreat participants would be advantageous. Artistic
expression would be beneficial because “art is a mode of knowledge . . . specifically
knowledge of self.”26
New Testament
[Matthew 11:29]
Jesus shouted to the crowd, “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and
my burden is light.”27 In a cultural milieu that elevates the social status of pastors, the
church needs male leaders who embody gentleness and humility. Ruth Haley-Barton
describes the situation:
Many pastors are expected to function like CEOs of large corporations. They are
expected to be strategic thinkers and planners. They are expected to be good
managers. They are expected to preach sermons that are culturally relevant and
contribute expertise and innovative ideas regarding production and programming.
They are expected to lead fundraisers and capital campaigns. They are expected to
be skilled at interpersonal relating but also to command the attention of large
crowds. Such expectations generate many places of paradox that will respond to
nothing less than the tough, resourceful, savvy, resilient soul that was so hard to
coax out in the first place! The only way to begin facing these challenges is to
keep seeking tenaciously after God through spiritual disciplines that keep us
grounded in the presence of God at the center of our being.28
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The church needs male pastors who take time out of their schedules to “come to [Jesus],”
and set aside our tasks and burdens. Instead of carrying heavy burdens, these pastors
should take intentional time to learn from, and practice, the way of Jesus.
In Matthew 11, Jesus describes the state of his own heart as being “gentle and
humble,” and the word he uses for humility is tapeino/w. James Strong defines the word
to be “of bringing to the ground, making level, reducing to a plain, as in Luke 3:5.”29 The
image of a plain is telling; a plain is a place where there are no lofty mountains, neither
are there great valleys or canyons—nothing too high, and nothing too low. Humility in
this sense is a heart in which spiritually elevated states of grandiosity, arrogance, and
pride are perpetually rejected. Likewise, spiritually lowered states of depression,
worthlessness, and disempowerment are also continually rejected. It seems in Matthew 11
that Jesus understood himself to be on equal ground with everyone whom he met. Some
were viewed as lowly, despised, and diseased—Jesus lifted them up and healed them.30
Others also viewed themselves as having more significant social status, wealth, and
education than some—Jesus rebuked the Pharisees and taught his disciples to humble
themselves.31 Jesus, it would seem, embraced the freedom “to be ‘average.’”32
[Philippians 2:3-8]
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At the beginning of Philippians 2:3-8, which transitions into the Christ Hymn, the
church sings that Jesus Christ participated in voluntary self-emptying and refused to use
his divine form as an excuse to exploit others:
Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as
better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the
interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who,
though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something
to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in
human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became
obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.33
If Jesus modeled what it is to be humble (brought to the ground, made level, reduced to a
plain) in heart, Paul instructs the church to also be humble in mind. For Paul, the model
for how we practice being humble in mind comes from the self-emptying of Jesus.
Gordon Fee describes the purpose of this self-emptying as follows: “This is how divine
love manifests itself in its most characteristic and profuse expression. Christ entered our
history not as kyrios (“Lord”), a name he acquires at his vindication . . . , but as doulos
(“slave”) . . . , a person without advantages, rights or privileges, but in servanthood to
all.”34
According to Paul, this mind of Jesus should be the same mind in Jesus’s disciples
—a mind willing to empty “himself out for the sake of others and to do so by taking the
role of a slave.”35 In this way, genuine humility of the mind is not so much about one’s
willingness to serve others, because a person can serve others and still view themselves
as superior to others. Instead, genuine expressions of humility address “the attitude that
33
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lies behind serving.”36 According to Susan Wood, genuine expressions of Christ-like
humility are marked by “Christian mutuality,”37 which serves with others, not to others.
Because we are so prone to be motivated out of selfish ambition or conceit, genuine
expressions of humility must remain “vigilant of the subtle distortions and deviations that
are always lurking in their enactments of Christ’s mindset.” 38
Humility in Christian Tradition
In Christian history, many saints have practiced and taught the virtue of humility
as they sought to follow Jesus faithfully within the competing values of their cultural
milieu. St. Teresa of Avila claimed at the end of The Interior Castle that “[God] is a great
lover of humility.”39 John Calvin also valued humility, writing, “That man is truly humble
who neither claims any personal merit in the sight of God, nor proudly despises brethren,
or aims at being thought superior to them, but reckons it enough that he is one of the
members of Christ, and desires nothing more than that the Head alone should be
exalted.”40 To these saints we now turn to get a more enfleshed picture of what humility
meant to them and how they practiced self-knowledge as a pathway to humility in their
lives and ministries.
Teresa of Avila
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The first dwelling of St. Teresa’s Interior Castle is described as “the room of selfknowledge,”41 which Teresa describes as a pathway to humility.42 As a means to spur her
readers into this room, Teresa wrote, “We must live alert to unconsciousness, friends, and
pray to God to protect us against it.”43 It is through self-knowledge that we are humbled
because by it we become aware of what had previously been unconscious. During
meaningful experiences of self-knowledge, one’s “estimation of oneself”44 changes
suddenly. We are revealed to be more or less than we had previously estimated. Like a
light turned on in a dark room, we suddenly see what everyone else has seen all along.
This usually causes our spiritual eyes to hurt as we adjust to seeing ourselves in a new
light. The purpose of self-knowledge is to be nearer to the heart of Jesus, whereby in
“glimpsing his greatness, we recognize our own powerlessness; gazing upon his purity,
we notice where we are impure; pondering his humility, we see how far from humble we
are.”45 Jesus, and a love for him, is the aim and purpose of humility.
When comparing herself in a lowly way to others, Teresa writes that the outcome
is fear. We never measure up, are never good enough, and experience ourselves as a
constant disappointment to ourselves and others—we experience a sense of inadequacy
and shame. However, this is not humility, as Teresa describes, “[We] confuse these fears
with humility. These fears arise from not knowing ourselves. Fear distorts knowledge of
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self. What we should really be afraid of is obsessing over ourselves and never getting free
of ourselves!”46 This is the difference between people who confuse fear and shame with
humility. If the self is a “wholeness that transcends consciousness,”47 then anyone who
obsesses over themselves or identifies strongly with one part of themselves is blind to the
reality that there are parts of the self that exist beyond what is conscious. Teresa’s
understanding of humility suggests that fear, and I would add shame, get in the way of
self-knowledge because they cause a person to obsess about small parts of themselves.
The work of growing in self-knowledge must include naming our experiences of fear and
shame, so that those experiences no longer control us from unconscious places within
ourselves.
How does Teresa propose one grow in humility? First and foremost, she affirms
that humility “is a virtue that should be avidly pursued by deliberative practice.” 48
Growing in self-knowledge and living alert to unconsciousness are not tasks that occur
automatically—they take intentionality. When describing the kind of environment in
which to practice humility, she writes, “And so I say, my friends, let us set our eyes on
Christ, our good, and on his saints. That is where we will learn true humility. Then our
understanding will be enhanced. Then self-knowledge will not make us timid and
cowardly.”49 Intentional time spent with Christ while trusting that God desires our good
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in the presence of God’s saints—this is the type of environment in which to learn
humility.
John Calvin
John Calvin also wrote about humility relating it to self-knowledge. Calvin began
his Institutes of the Christian Religion saying, “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is
to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of
ourselves.”50 One of the great gifts of this statement is the implication that both
knowledge of God and knowledge of ourselves must consist simultaneously for the
knowledge to be “true and sound wisdom.” Calvin’s statement implies that knowledge of
God and knowledge of self cannot exist autonomously in Christian spirituality. In this
way, Calvin suggests that it is impossible to know God as an abstract idea or concept
because true knowledge of God is linked with true knowledge of oneself. Likewise, true
knowledge of oneself does not produce wisdom if that self-knowledge is not married to a
deeper knowledge and love of God.
Calvin also provides helpful guidance in practicing humility with others when he
writes, “[A] man is truly humble who neither claims any personal merit in the sight of
God, nor proudly despises brethren, or aims at being thought superior to them, but
reckons it enough that he is one of the members of Christ, and desires nothing more than
that the Head alone should be exalted.”51 In this passage, Calvin suggests that one’s
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merit52 has no personal claim in the sight of God. Paul the Apostle affirms this in 2
Corinthians 3:5, "Not that we are competent of ourselves to claim anything as coming
from us; our competence is from God.”53 Likewise, claiming personal merit may lead to
despising brothers and sisters in the faith and believing oneself to be superior to others,
which would not express humility. A person who seeks humility, therefore, should seek to
rid themselves of thoughts that put others down. Likewise, a person seeking true humility
should seek to rid themselves of feelings of superiority to others. We are, according to
Calvin, all God’s equally beloved children.
Humility in Contemporary Theologians
Humility is also a virtue of current interest and importance. Johann Baptist Metz,
Ruth Haley-Barton, and Gerald May write about humility from diverse modern
perspectives. Johann Baptist Metz is a German Catholic theologian, Ruth Haley-Barton is
a protestant contemplative and consultant, and Gerald May, was a protestant
contemplative and medical doctor specializing in the psychology of addictions until his
death in 2005.
Johann Baptist Metz
Humility as a Christian virtue is modeled first and foremost on the person of
Jesus. Metz writes, “to become human means to become ‘poor,’ to have nothing that one
might brag about before God. To become human means to have no support and no power,
save the enthusiasm and commitment of one’s own heart. Becoming human involves
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proclaiming the poverty of the human spirit in the face of the total claims of a
transcendent God.”54 It can be tempting to define ourselves with regard to our successes,
our accomplishments, and the things that we have gained in this life. Yet Baptist Metz
describes the work of becoming truly human as in fact quite the opposite. Humility, or the
process of becoming truly human, is an act of letting go of all that we might brag about.
Instead of proclaiming our successes, Baptist Metz invites us to proclaim and celebrate
the poverty contained in our spirits.
Ruth Haley-Barton
Ruth Haley-Barton, in her book Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership,
narrates her own spiritual journey in leadership as it coalesced with the life of Moses as a
leader. Humility, although not explicitly stated as a value or aim of the book, is present
throughout as she explores the life of Moses, who was “very humble, more so than
anyone else on the face of the earth.”55
Perhaps one of the most important contributions of Strengthening the Soul of Your
Leadership is the way in which Haley-Barton models humility in her writing. She doesn’t
claim to have all the answers, nor does she present an easy how-to guide for ministry
leadership. Instead, she offers her experiences and stories, when appropriate, and she
does so with vulnerability and appropriate transparency. She writes:
I have interacted with the story of Moses because this is where I was able to find
myself in the biblical story when I came closest to giving up on ministry and
leadership. During that dark time, Moses taught me how to pray, how to stay
Johann Baptist Metz, Poverty of Spirit (New York: Paulist Press, Kindle Edition, 1998), Kindle Locations
55-57.
54

55

Num. 12:3
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faithful, how to wait, how to lead and how to let go when it was time. I don’t
think I would still be here doing what I’m doing if it were not for his story.56
In addition to personal stories, Haley-Barton also includes scripture, poetry, provocative
questions, and practices as invitations to spiritual transformation.
Gerald May
Dr. May described how, as a young medical doctor, he had “been trying to
command the very process of healing.”57 While externally he was serving his patients, in
his own spirit he wanted to be in control. At a more personal level, he confessed,
“Secretly, I wanted to learn how to ‘do it’ [have a spiritual experience] to people as part
of their therapy. Even more secretly, I wanted to have those kinds of experiences once
again myself.”58 Gerald May’s transparency regarding his external work and his internal
motivations reveal the discontinuity that can exist for so many of us in the healing
professions. With courageous vulnerability, Dr. May acknowledged, “I did become
slightly more humble, through a growing appreciation of what I could and could not do to
help myself or anyone else.”59 Reflecting on his ability to help himself and others served
as a means of growing in humility. While Dr. May’s self-reflective journey has much to
teach, he also taught about the nature of addiction.
Addiction, according to Dr. May, “is a state of compulsion, obsession, or
preoccupation that enslaves a person’s will and desire.”60 Addiction is not something that
56

Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership, 18.

57

Gerald May, Addiction and Grace (New York: Harper One, 1991), 6.

58

ibid, 7.

59

ibid, 11.

60

ibid, 14.
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only certain people struggle with, in the form of drugs or alcohol. Rather, addiction is a
universal human experience. Dr. May writes:
I am not being flippant when I say that all of us suffer from addiction. Nor am I
reducing the meaning of addiction. I mean in all truth that the psychological,
neurological, and spiritual dynamics of full-fledged addiction are actively at work
within every human being. The same processes that are responsible for addiction
to alcohol and narcotics are also responsible for addiction to ideas, work,
relationships, power, moods, fantasies, and an endless variety of other things. We
are all addicts in every sense of the word.61
This notion of addiction as a universal human experience describes, in medical terms,
how each of us has lost the likeness of God. Our true self exists in the image of God, but
our addictions enslave our will and desire, thus distorting our likeness to God. Addiction,
to use Teresa’s words, is what happens when we are “obsessing over ourselves.”62 Even
more to the point, Dr. May wrote, “We become addicted to our self-images, our cellular
representations of self.”63
Due to the severity of our addictions, human beings are eternally in need of the
grace of God. As Dr. May writes, “Addiction can be, and often is, the thing that brings us
to our knees.”64 These addictions are the prerequisite to grace, which “enables humility
within us by empowering our realization that our efforts are insufficient by themselves.”65
Addictions cannot be overcome by the strength of willpower because the will is of a
person who has been enslaved by the addictive pattern. The only hope for our addictions

61

May, Addiction and Grace, 3.
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ibid, 47.
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ibid, 170.
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ibid, 20.
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ibid, 140-141.
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must come from outside of ourselves—our deliverance is always grace. In spite of our
addictions, human beings are filled with “humble dignity.”66 In awareness of our “humble
dignity,” we are invited to “confront our addictions as honestly as possible,” and “claim
responsibility for the choices we make, and we can turn to God.” 67
Conclusion
Engaging the scriptures and authors of this Normative Task guided the belief that
the three pathways toward humility were faithful modes of “good practice” 68 for the
pastors of this study.
The Grounding Ritual intended to serve as “a communal act of expressing the
deepest level of values.69” The values expressed were that we would symbolically remove
“any personal merit in the sight of God, nor proudly despise brethren, or aim at being
thought superior to them.”70 Instead, we would participate in the retreat time and place
grounded in our baptismal identities as beloved sons of God and children of the covenant
—created in God’s image. The Grounding Ritual served a dual purpose: setting aside
claims for grandiosity, and affirming inherent worth and dignity. This intended to
establish a retreat environment in which participants could lay claim to neither

66

May, Addiction and Grace, 140.

67

ibid, 140.

68

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 152.

69

Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, 6.
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John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries Vol XVI (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2003), 333.
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grandiosity nor inferiority—rather they would enter the liminal period 71 of the retreat
without being able to make too much of either their weakness or their glory.72
Pedagogical activities were designed by me to cultivate self-knowledge so that we
could practice living “alert to unconsciousness.”73 In particular, the pedagogical activities
sought to invite deeper self-knowledge related to gender shame scripts in the American
context, childhood relational pain, addictive patterns, spiritual dark nights of the soul, and
encounters with the Lord.
“Circle of Trust Touchstones”74 provided guidance for our small groups to
practice what it means to “in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of
you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.”75 “Circle of Trust
Touchstones,” when practiced in a small group environment, allowed each man to
embrace his spiritual poverty and accept what “[he] could and could not do to help
[him]self or anyone else.” 76

The liminal period began following the Grounding Ritual, as we made the sign of the cross on our
foreheads. The liminal period ended following communion when we had the dust placed back on our
foreheads.
71

72

Fee, Philippians, 88.
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Teresa of Avila, The Interior Castle, trans. Mirabai Starr (New York, NY: Riverhead Books, 2003), 43.

74

Parker Palmer, “Circle of Trust Touchstones,” http://www.couragerenewal.org/touchstones/ accessed
10.31.2018
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May, Addiction and Grace, 11.
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Chapter 4 - Pragmatic
Introduction
The goal of this project was to develop and host a spiritual formation retreat
focused on the virtue of humility. According to Osmer, the Pragmatic Task focuses on
“forming and enacting strategies of action that influence events in ways that are
desirable.”1 Within this larger task, a practical theologian asks the question, “How might
we respond?”2 The process of retreat development, the retreat that I hosted, and the
curriculum presented in this chapter are my answers to this question.
The Pragmatic Task of practical theology, according to Osmer, should include
three forms of leadership:
1) Task Competence: Performing well the leadership tasks of a role in an
organization.
2) Transactional Leadership: Influencing others through a process of trade-offs.
3) Transforming Leadership: Leading an organization through a process of ‘deep
change' in its identity, mission, culture, and operating procedures.3
The curriculum for Into the Wilderness: A Three Day Journey for Men should
model task competence in preparing and hosting the retreat. The Descriptions of Rational
and Artifacts4 and Growth of the Researcher 5 describe the transactional nature of the

1

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 176.

2

ibid, 14.

3

ibid, 178.

4

See pg. 133.

5

See pg. 205.
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retreat process. And, finally, Chapter 5 provides detailed interview excerpts describing
the “deep change”6 experienced by retreat participants.
This chapter is separated into two sections:
1. The most recently revised curriculum for Into the Wilderness: A Three DayJourney
for Men.
2. A companion reader, Descriptions of Rational and Artifacts, which contains photo
artifacts from the retreat, as well as descriptions of the rationale behind certain
choices.

6

Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction, 177.
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“Into the Wilderness: A Three Day Journey for Men”
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Introduction and Grounding Ritual
1.Welcome
2. Personal Introduction
3. Words of Guidance
4. Group Introductions
5. Retreat Overview
6. The D.Min Project
7. Grounding Ritual

1 min
5 min
4 min
10 min
15 min
15 min
5 min

Total

55 min

Materials needed: retreat packets, (which include Retreat Schedule, Housekeeping, Map
of Inspiration Hills, Tribal Group Guidelines, Rules for Tribal Groups, Retreat Covenant,
Informed Consent for Research Form), hand broom, dustpan, mason jar with lid,
baptismal font with water, wooden baptismal holder, name tags, and markers.
… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … …

Welcome (1 Min.)
Welcome to “Into the Wilderness: A Three Day Journey for Men.” I am Brett John Vander
Berg, and for the past seven years, I have served as the pastor of First Reformed Church
in Aplington, Iowa (population 1,100). It is such a gift to see all of you, some of you for
the first time, and others as a refreshing reminder of our continued friendship.
Personal Introduction (5 Min.)
I grew up on the million dollar corner between Sioux Center and Orange City. I went to
Sioux Center High School, Northwestern College, got married to my wonderful wife
Jaimi, and then moved to Holland, Michigan to begin seminary at Western. After
Western, we took a call to Aplington, Iowa, where we continue to live and minister.
Over the past seven years I have felt moments of joy and fullness: The birth of my
children, baptizing kids at church, taking high school students to the Rocky Mountains,
and discovering my own preaching voice. However, I have also felt moments of anger,
sadness, and the feeling of being alone: Confronting an elder who sexually assaulted two
church members, serving as Classis President when I canceled someone’s contract and
counseled other pastors through transitions, and the feeling of burning out three years ago
(I went to a hermitage alone for three days).
You have been invited to this retreat because you minister in a small, Midwestern town,
and are relatively new to pastoral ministry.
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You know something of what it is to function as a preacher, priest of visitation,
Sunday school teacher, catechism teacher, social service provider, mission trip
coordinator, and neighbor to the senior citizen who calls you at 11 p.m. for a ride
to the hospital.
You know that driving to a therapist or counselor can be a long drive, and now
seminary professors and friends are miles away. I also trust that you feel, as I do,
that in the midst of serving and ministering to others, your own soul needs a
time and place when you can listen to the Word of the Lord as well as your own
life.
I invited you to this retreat hoping that together we could listen to God and to our own
lives together. Welcome.
Words of Guidance (4 Min.)
There are a few guiding words that I would like to offer.
The first item is that each of you has a full copy of everything that is planned to be done
and said at this retreat. This serves three purposes: First, you don’t need to take too many
notes because all that I have planned is right here. Second, if you experience anything
significant at this retreat that you would like to bring back to your network groups or your
congregations, you have all the information that you need in the retreat folder. Third,
during some of our large group sessions, there will be quotes and images for reflection. I
printed all those quotes and image boards out and put them in a binder titled, “Quotes and
Image Boards,” so that you may peruse them during free time if you like.
The second thing that I need to share is that this retreat is based on my own experience. I
participated in a continuing education group through Western Seminary called “The Soul
of Leadership.” I also participated in two men’s retreats designed by the Center for
Action and Contemplation. This retreat was created by adapting various components
experienced at those other retreats. As the one facilitating the retreat, I will only ask you
to do things that I have done personally.
Finally, this retreat is an artistic expression that flows from my heart. The music, images,
quotes, and activities all reflect something of me. I offer this retreat, and its various
components, as a gift to you; if something connects with you, praise God. If something
does not connect, that’s fine as well.
Group Introductions (10 Min.)
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A retreat marks a significant experience in the journey of a soul. God has already been
doing something meaningful to bring you to this place. Trust the process of this retreat,
even if you don’t always understand it. Trust one another, even if you feel like you don’t
naturally “like” the way someone says or does something. Finally, trust the Holy Spirit at
work inside you.
It is my hope and intention that we will spend some time this weekend sharing a good
deal about our lives and souls. I don’t know about you, but I need to ease into that work.
To begin, can we spend some time getting acquainted with one another? What four things
should we tell the group about ourselves?
(Write the four things on the marker board, then begin by introducing myself.)
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…

…

Retreat Overview (15 Min.)
Now that we are a bit more familiar with one another, I want to share a bit more about the
retreat that I have planned—a big overview.
This retreat, “Into the Wilderness: A Three Day Journey for Men” is based on the first
three chapters of the book of Exodus and will explore the life of Moses as God prepared
him to lead the people of Israel out of slavery and into the freedom of the promised land.
As the facilitator of this retreat, I come to the retreat with specific plans, teachings, goals,
and experiences to share. However, you have come to the retreat with your own
experiences, hopes, goals, and creative energy. This is wonderful. As we go through the
retreat, if you feel the need to amend a plan or proposal, please speak up so that we can
consider the suggestion as a group. Anything here (in the curriculum) can change if it
feels right to the group.
At the end of each day, I will invite you to anonymously fill out a Critical Incident
Questionnaire,1 which will help me understand what content connected and what did not.
Do you have any questions so far?
Next, let’s go over the Retreat Schedule.
(Go over the Retreat Schedule.)
One of the components of the retreat is the large-group sessions, which will include all of
us. The large-group sessions will also conclude with one of our Elder Teachers sharing a
1

Stephen Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults (San Francisco, Jossey-Bass: 2013), 136.
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story of humility and vulnerability from their own life. I have invited Elder 1, Elder 3,
Elder 4, and Elder 5 to serve as our Elder Teachers. Each of them has been a ministry
leader in a rural environment and has also shared personal stories of humility and
vulnerability with me. I am grateful for them, and I am humbled that they were willing to
join us at the retreat and share some of the stories of their lives with us.
The large-group sessions will be followed by small-group sessions called “Tribal
Groups,” which I will explain more in a bit.
We also have time in the evenings for fire or board games. There is also time on Friday
afternoon for sabbath and recreation time. Finally, there is a portion of Wilderness time
on Saturday afternoon, which I will explain more in a bit.
Any questions about the schedule so far?
Next, I invite you to take out the Housekeeping handout.
(Go over Housekeeping.)
Any questions about the Housekeeping items?
(Go over Map of Inspiration Hills.)
Any questions about the Camp?
(Go over Tribal Group Practices.)
(Go over Guidelines for Tribal Groups.)
Do you have any Questions about the Tribal Groups? We will practice them in a moment.
(Go over Into the Wilderness: Retreat Covenant.)
As you consider the nature of this retreat, please take out your Into the Wilderness:
Retreat Covenant from the retreat fFolder. This covenant is offered as a means to
provide us with shared expectations that can be clear and beneficial to everyone. I have
provided a retreat covenant, which reads as follows: (Read Into the Wilderness: Retreat
Covenant.)
Are there any changes you would like to make to the covenant?
…

…

…

…

…

…

…
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…

…

…

…

…

If you agree to the amended Into the Wilderness: Retreat Covenant, please sign it and I
will collect them.
Thank you.
The D. Min Project (15 Min.)
Finally, this retreat is the byproduct of my D.Min program at Western Theological
Seminary, which I have been working on for the past two and a half years under Chuck
DeGroat. My learning units have covered themes of Humility/Vulnerability, Male
Spirituality, Midwestern Sociology, and Retreat Planning.
The purpose of this retreat is to create a ritual environment where we as first-call, rural,
Midwestern, male pastors in our first few years of ministry can practice pathways of
Christian humility together. I hope that our time together results in us experiencing deep
levels of emotional intimacy with one another. I also hope that we may grow in
understanding more of our own stories—the joy and the pain, the brokenness, and the
glory. It is also my hope that we experience a weekend of eschatological hope, where we
live something of heaven on earth.
Because I am hosting this retreat as a part of my D.Min project, I wanted to make it as
cheap as possible for you. Some generous donors from rural churches have made this
retreat very affordable because they value you and your work. We will have an
opportunity at the end of the retreat to write some thank you notes to them. I also request
that, as a gift to me and my research project, you participate in this retreat as a research
subject.
At this time, please take out the Informed Consent for Research handout from your
retreat packet.
(Go over Informed Consent for Research with retreat participants.)
Do you have any questions for clarification?
If you feel you can agree to the consent form, I invite you to sign it now.
Grounding Ritual (5 Min.)
Ministry leader Ruth Haley-Barton writes the following:
The discipline of solitude is a key discipline for all those who seek after God. It
is the primary place where the leader’s soul is strengthened. However, a leader’s
journey into solitude and silence has particular challenges. One of the reasons
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solitude is so challenging for leaders is that the activities and experiences
associated with leadership can be very addicting. The idea that I can do
something about this, that, or the other thing feeds something in us that is
voracious in its appetite. That something is the ego or the false self, which over
time identifies itself and shores itself up with external accomplishments and
achievements, roles and titles, power and prestige. Leadership roles, by their
very nature, give a lot of fodder to the ego. To remove ourselves, even for a time,
from the very arena where we are receiving so much of our identity can be
difficult if not impossible for leaders, no matter how much mental assent we give
to the idea.2
Friends, you are all pastors or ministry leaders, but at this retreat, I invite you to share in
the intentions of the heart, spoken of by Paul the Apostle when he wrote in Philippians
3:7-8, “Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.
More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing
Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them
as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ.”3
I invite you to practice this during our time at this retreat by joining me in symbolically
and ritually removing your personal titles, roles, successes, accomplishments,
ordinations, and worldly gains until Sunday morning (or until you leave). It is my
intention that by ritually removing these titles, roles, successes, accomplishments,
ordinations, and worldly gains, we can participate in this retreat with less judgment,
competition, and evaluation. Instead, we will be able to participate in this retreat in our
relationship to one another simply as “brother,”4 and in relationship to Almighty God as
“beloved son.”5
If you join me in sharing this intention to set aside personal titles, roles, successes,
accomplishments, ordinations, and worldly gains during this retreat time and place, then
please make your way outside, and form a circle standing together around the baptismal
font.
… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … …
(Outside, once everyone is in a circle around the baptismal font; raising my hand)

Ruth Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry
(Illinois, IVP: 2008), 31.
2

3

Phil. 3:7-8

4

1 Th. 1:4 “For we know, brothers and sisters beloved by God, that he has chosen you…”

5

Ephesians 5:1 “be imitators of God, as beloved children…"
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“In sure and certain hope
of the resurrection to eternal life,
through our Lord Jesus Christ,
we commend to Almighty God our personal titles, roles, successes, accomplishments,
ordinations, and worldly gains,
and we commit them to the ground,
earth to earth
ashes to ashes,
dust to dust.6
Until we receive them again
on Sunday morning.”
Friends, I invite you to symbolize the death of all our gains—during this retreat time and
place—by sweeping them off our person and returning them to the dust. Like so…
(Take dust broom, sweeping off my body, gathering up the dust beneath me into the jar.)
(Hand broom and dustpan to next man.)
(At the conclusion of sweeping)
Having ritually regarded all those gains as a loss, we will keep them safely in this mason
jar until we receive our titles, roles, successes, accomplishments, ordinations, and worldly
gains back at the conclusion of the retreat.
Having swept off all that we once thought gain, I invite you to remember your baptism,
where you were sealed as a covenant child of God. This is our foundational identity—
God’s covenant children. We are brothers one to another. We are God’s beloved sons.
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Amen.
(Touch baptismal water, making the sign of the cross as we head back inside.)
Let’s take a short break (10-15 minutes) until 2 p.m. Then you are invited to gather in the
Eagle Crest Lodge as we practice Dwelling in the Word together using Philippians
2:1-13. Please bring your Bibles.

6 Adapted

from Worship the Lord, (Reformed Church Press: 2005), 137.
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Dwelling in the Word
1. We invite the Holy Spirit in prayer to open our ears, hearts, and minds.
2. We listen to a passage of scripture read out loud and notice where our attention is
drawn—a verse, phrase, or single word.
3. We then remain in silence for a minute or two, staying with the place in the passage
that stood out for us.
4. We each find a person in the group whom we might call “a reasonably friendly-looking
stranger.”
5. We listen to that person as he says what he heard in the passage in a particular verse,
phrase, or even single word. He may mention something he’d never heard before,
something odd or something comforting, or something about which he’d like to
ask a Bible scholar.
6. Listen well, because your job will be to report to the rest of the group (in fours, sixes,
or the whole group) what your partner has said, not what you yourself said. Some
people may even take notes to help them focus and remember. You introduce your
partner by name to the group and share what you heard him say; each one takes
his turn when he is ready to speak.
7. If there is time, a conversation develops around what God is saying to us today from
the themes arising in the whole group.
8. Afterward, spend some time reflecting on what you noticed and what God might be up
to among you through this practice.7

These steps were quoted directly from https://churchmissionsociety.org/resources/dwelling-word
Accessed 1.30.2019
7
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1. “What Makes a Real Man?”
1. Welcome
2. Scripture
3. Whiteboard
4. Images/Music/Reflection
5. Newsprint Dialogue
6. Issues and Fears
7. Elder Testimony
8. Honoring
9.Conclusion
Total

1 min
3 min
5 min
9 min
20 min
5 min
15 min
5 min
1 min
64 min

Materials needed: whiteboard/markers, Image Board #1, Quote Sheets #1, music,
washable markers, big newsprint, smaller newsprint, and masking tape.

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

Welcome Silence (1 Min.)
Welcome. Before we begin our first session, let’s take a minute to be present to this
moment, this place, and these people. Being present is the hardest place to be.
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
Before we hear the scripture, I invite you to consider this question: “What made a real
man in Pharaoh’s Egypt?” (Repeat)
Scripture: Exodus 1 (3 Min.)
These are the names of the sons of Israel who came to Egypt with Jacob, each
with his household: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, and
Benjamin, Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher. The total number of people born to
Jacob was seventy. Joseph was already in Egypt. Then Joseph died, and all his
brothers, and that whole generation. But the Israelites were fruitful and prolific;
they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with
them.
Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. He said to
his people, “Look, the Israelite people are more numerous and more powerful
than we. Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, or they will increase and, in the
event of war, join our enemies and fight against us and escape from the land.”
Therefore they set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor. They
built supply cities, Pithom and Rameses, for Pharaoh. But the more they were
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oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread, so that the Egyptians came to
dread the Israelites. The Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on the
Israelites, and made their lives bitter with hard service in mortar and brick and in
every kind of field labor. They were ruthless in all the tasks that they imposed on
them.
The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named
Shiphrah and the other Puah, “When you act as midwives to the Hebrew women,
and see them on the birthstool, if it is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, she shall
live.” But the midwives feared God; they did not do as the king of Egypt
commanded them, but they let the boys live. So the king of Egypt summoned the
midwives and said to them, “Why have you done this, and allowed the boys to
live?” The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not like
the Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife
comes to them.” So God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied
and became very strong. And because the midwives feared God, he gave them
families. Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, “Every boy that is born to the
Hebrews you shall throw into the Nile, but you shall let every girl live.”8
Whiteboard (5 Min.)
Question: “What made a real man in Pharaoh’s Egypt?”
(Write words or phrases on the whiteboard.)

Reflection Question: “What makes a real man today?”
As you consider the question, I’ll play about nine minutes of music. While the songs play,
feel free to get up, wander around, and take time to read the quotes,9 consider the images,
or sit and reflect on your own life. “What makes a real man today?” This is a descriptive
question, asking what is, not what you think the answer should be.
Images/Music/Reflection (9 Min.)
(Songs: “16 Tons” by Tennessee Earnie Ford10 and “Simple Man” by Lynyrd Skynyrd11 )
8

Exodus 1:1-21

9

Quote sheets contain the contents of each session’s relevant quotes section.

Tennessee Ernie Ford. 1955. “Sixteen Tons” Written by Merle Travis. Lyrics © Warner/Chappell Music,
Inc. 1955. Accessed using Spotify Music.
10

Lynyrd Skynyrd. 1973. “Simple Man” written by Gary Rossington and Ron Van Zant. lyrics © Universal
Music Publishing Group, BMG Rights Management. 1973. Accessed using Spotify Music.
11
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(Image Board #1 and Relevant Quote Sheets #112 )
(After music)
“What makes a real man today?”
“Newsprint Dialogue”13 (20 Min.)
As a group, I’d like to continue exploring that question, “What makes a real man today?”
Again, this is merely an exercise in naming what is, not what we believe it should be. I
invite you all, whenever you are ready, to take a marker and write down a word, phrase,
or picture reflection to the question on the newsprint. They will be seen by the whole
group.
(After seven minutes)
Now that you have completed your newsprints addressing the question, “what makes a
real man today?,” let’s take a look at the responses.
(Once they are hung up)
Next, feel free to take one marker and walk around the room, marking either the original
newsprint or using the adjacent newsprint:
• Ask questions on the newsprint.
• Seek clarification for anything that is unclear.
• Make comments about responses that you find helpful or confusing.
• Comment on contradictions or omissions that you observe.
(After seven minutes/after reflections are written)
Given what you see, what comment or phrase sticks out to you?
(Receive responses)
If you could give a one word or phrase response to our descriptions of “what makes a real
man today,” what would your one word or phrase response be?
Thank you for participating so fully.

12

See pages 140-145.

13

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 140-142.
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Issues and Fears (5 Min.)
With these expectations of what it means to be a man today, what are some of the issues
and fears that men experience?
(Write them down on smaller newsprint.)
Do you identify with any of these? We will get a chance to explore those a bit deeper in
our Tribal Groups.
Elder Testimony (15 Min.)
Next, we have the honor of welcoming [Elder 1], who is one of our Elder Teachers for
“Into the Wilderness.” He will reflect on messages he received as a young man about
what makes a real man. In what ways did he try to live into those expectations? And,
what hope has he come to experience in light of those experiences?14
(Elder introduction and testimony)
Honoring (5 Min.)
Let’s take a moment of silence to honor this man and this portion of his story that he
shared with us.
If you would like to honor this brother “in humility regarding others as better than
yourselves,”15 then take a moment to consider how this brother did, said, or responded in
a way that was more holy or more mature than you would have.
You could say something like: “[Elder 1], I honor you.” Then say what you desire to say.
Conclusion (1 Min.)
This concludes our first session: “What makes a real man?”
Thank you for participating.

Elder Teachers conclude their testimony time by expressing hope, as suggested in Brookfield, Powerful
Techniques for Teaching Adults, 180.
14

15

Philippians 3:2
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Tribal Group Discussion Questions #1
What is one of your favorite movies? Why?
What are some of your hobbies?
What messages of “being a man” did you hear growing up?
Regarding “what it means to be a man today,” what is one issue or fear that you
experience?
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2. “What Early Losses Shaped You?”
1. Welcome
2. Scripture
3. Whiteboard
4. Images/Music/Reflection
5. Flat Stanley Activity
6. Elder Testimony
7. Honoring
8.Conclusion
Total

1 min
3 min
5 min
10 min
25 min
15 min
5 min
1 min
65 min

Materials needed: whiteboard/markers, Image Board #2, Quote Sheets #2, music, Flat
Stanley template, markers, crayons, scissors, Critical Incident Questionnaire.16
… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … …
Welcome Silence (1 Min.)
Before we begin our session, let’s take a minute to be present to this moment, this place,
and these people.
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…

Before we hear the scripture, I invite you to consider this question: “What early losses/
early pain shaped Moses?”
Scripture: Exodus 2:1-10 (3 Min.)
Now a man from the house of Levi went and married a Levite woman. The
woman conceived and bore a son; and when she saw that he was a fine baby, she
hid him three months. When she could hide him no longer she got a papyrus
basket for him, and plastered it with bitumen and pitch; she put the child in it and
placed it among the reeds on the bank of the river. His sister stood at a distance, to
see what would happen to him.
The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe at the river, while her
attendants walked beside the river. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent
her maid to bring it. When she opened it, she saw the child. He was crying, and
she took pity on him, “This must be one of the Hebrews’ children,” she said. Then
his sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and get you a nurse from the
Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?” Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Yes.”
16

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 135-139.
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So the girl went and called the child’s mother. Pharaoh’s daughter said to her,
“Take this child and nurse it for me, and I will give you your wages.” So the
woman took the child and nursed it. When the child grew up, she brought him to
Pharaoh’s daughter, and she took him as her son. She named him Moses,
“because,” she said, “I drew him out of the water.”17
Whiteboard (5 Min.)
Question: “What early losses/early pain shaped Moses?”
(Write words or phrases on the whiteboard.)

Images/Music/Reflection (9 Min.)
“What early losses/early pain shaped you?”
As you consider the question, I’m going to play about nine minutes of music. While the
songs play, take time to read the quotes, consider the images, or sit and reflect on your
own life. “What early losses or early pain shaped you?”
(Songs: “Still Fighting It” by Ben Folds18 and “Landslide” by The Smashing Pumpkins19)
(Image Board #2 and Relevant Quote Sheets #220 )
(After music)
“What early losses/early pain shaped you?”
Flat Stanley21 (25 Min.)
This past spring, my second-grade nephew sent a letter to my boys. Inside the letter was a
paper cut-out of a boy named Flat Stanley. My kids were invited to take Flat Stanley with
17

(Exodus 2:1-3)

Ben Folds, “Still Fighting It,” Lyrics © Warner/Chappell Music, Inc, BMG Rights Management US,
LLC. Released 4.9.2002, Los Angeles, CA. Accessed using Spotify Music.
18

19

The Smashing Pumpkins, “Landslide” Written by Stevie Nicks. Published by Cobalt Music Ltd. Released
3.22.1994, Hollywood, CA. Accessed using Spotify Music.
20

See pages 150-155.

This activity was adapted from “The Flat Stanley Project,” by Dale Hubert. http://
www.flatstanleyproject.com/default.html. Flat Stanley image was taken from https://www.pinterest.com/
pin/334533078541294394/ (accessed, 8.27.2018).
21
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them wherever they went, to share their life and adventures with Flat Stanley. After a few
weeks, they were invited to write a letter back to my nephew about all the fun things that
they had done with Flat Stanley. The kids had a great time with the activity, and it was
fun to have that little paper boy join us in our daily life. However, after a few weeks, we
had to mail Flat Stanley back to my nephew so he could share Stanley with his class.
That project gave me an idea.
This evening I would like to introduce you all to a friend of mine; his name is “Flat
Brett.” He is the little boy that I carry with me wherever I go. He is me!
He has natural ability, interests, and joys. He is beloved by God. He is filled with life,
soul, and courage—known fully by God. (Go over side 1. 22)
Yet he has also experienced pain and loss. Some of it the effects of being born into a
broken world. Some of it the effects of being born to broken parents and a broken family.
Some of it a mystery—again, known only to God. (Go over side 2.23)
I have here a template of Flat Stanley (in my case, Flat Brett). I have markers, crayons,
paper, and scissors. For the next twenty-five minutes, you are invited to create your own
“Flat You,” a representation of your childhood self.
Simple steps:
1. Cut out your Flat Stanley.
2. Give some personal detail to yourself.
3. Indicate in some way (words or symbols)
• On one side, your childhood joys, interests, hopes, and moments of knowing you
were loved;
• On the other side, your childhood pain, brokenness, and loss.
Use words/images/symbols—whatever works for you to give meaning to your “Flat
You.”
When you are done, keep your “Flat You” safe and near to you during the rest of the
retreat until I give you further instruction.
Ruth Haley Barton writes, “When asked what motivates them to lead, authentic leaders
say they find their motivation through understanding their own stories. Their stories

22

See Brett’s Flat Stanley (Joy side), page 157.

23

See Brett’s Flat Stanley (Pain side), page 158.
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enable them to know who they are and to stay focused on their True North.”24
We have about twenty-five minutes for this project, so take time to reflect as you create.
There are craft supplies, and I’ll play some music. Enjoy.
(After twenty-three minutes)
Take about one more minute to finish your Flat Stanleys, then find your seats.
(After one minute)
Before we hear from our Elder Teacher this evening, let’s take a minute of silence to
honor our own lives and the work that we have just done in expressing our lives.
(After one minute)
We will get a chance in our Tribal Groups to share a bit more about our Flat Selves.
Elder Testimony (15 Min.)
Right now, we have the honor of welcoming [Elder 2], who is one of our Elder Teachers
for “Into the Wilderness.” He will reflect on an experience of pain or loss in his
childhood. What were the effects of that loss on him? What pathways toward hope has he
experienced?25
(Elder introduction and testimony)
Honoring (5 Min.)
Let’s take a moment of silence to honor this man and this portion of his story that he
shared with us.
If you would like to honor this brother “in humility regarding others as better than
yourselves,”26 then take a moment to consider how this brother did, said, or responded in
a way that was more holy or more mature than you would have.

24

Ruth Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry
(Illinois, IVP: 2008), 75.
Stephen Brookfield writes that when story is used for educational purposes, “the story should contain
some element of hope.” Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 180.
25

26

Philippians 3:2
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You could say something like: “[Elder 2], I honor you.” Then say what you desire to say.
Conclusion (1 Min.)
This concludes our second session: “What early losses shaped you?”
Thank you for participating.
Tribal Groups begin at 8:00 p.m.

Tribal Group Discussion Questions #2 (Evening)
When you were a little boy, what did you want to be when you grew up? Why?
Tell about a joy from your “Flat You.”
Tell about a loss or pain from your “Flat You.”
Please fill out a Critical Incident Questionnaire.27

27

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 135-139.
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3. “What Addictions Do You Wrestle With?”
1. Silence
2. Scripture
3. Whiteboard
4. Teaching
5. Images/Music/Reflection
6. Sandman
7. Elder Testimony
8. Honoring
9.Conclusion
Total

1 min
3 min
3 min
8 min
11 min
25 min
15 min
5 min
1 min
75 min

Materials needed: whiteboard/markers, Image Board #3, Quote Sheets #3, music,
sandbox, sand, 16 masks, glue, markers, crayons, men’s magazines, scissors.
…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

Welcome Silence (1 Min.)
Before we begin our session, I invite you to take a minute to be present to this moment,
this place, and these people.
…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

Yesterday we made a “Flat You,” a physical representation of our childhood joys and
pains.
Our scripture this session begins with an important detail, “One day, after Moses had
grown up…” He is no longer a child and is now a grown man.
Now as a grown man, we see new glimpses into the heart and soul of Moses. Moses’s
inner life is in turmoil, and one day he bursts out in a rage, killing an Egyptian.
As we hear this story, I invite you to consider this question: “If you were Moses’s pastor,
what questions would you have for him after killing the Egyptian?”
Scripture: Exodus 2:11-15 (3 Min.)
One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to his people and saw
their forced labor. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsfolk. He
looked this way and that, and seeing no one he killed the Egyptian and hid him in
the sand. When he went out the next day, he saw two Hebrews fighting; and he
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said to the one who was in the wrong, “Why do you strike your fellow Hebrew?”
He answered, “Who made you a ruler and judge over us? Do you mean to kill me
as you killed the Egyptian?” Then Moses was afraid and thought, “Surely the
thing is known.” When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill Moses. But Moses
fled from Pharaoh.28
Whiteboard (3 Min.)
Question for reflection: “If you were Moses’s pastor, what questions would you ask
Moses?”
(Write responses on the whiteboard.)
Teaching (8 Min.)
At some point in our early adulthood, we may begin to notice patterns of addictions. We
may come to the realization that the coping mechanisms we developed in childhood to
address the pain of our lives continue to manifest as addictions well into adulthood.
Those addictions and coping mechanisms did not just magically disappear because we
grew older, got a new job, or got married.
When I was in middle school, I told myself, “When you get to high school, then you will
stop playing video games so much [three hours a day] and stop using pornography
because you will be so busy hanging out with your friends—then life will really begin!”
When I was in high school, I told myself, “When you get to college, then you will stop
playing video games so much [three hours a day] and stop using porn because you will be
so busy studying important things—then life will really begin!”
When I was in college, I told myself, "When you get to seminary, then you will stop
playing video games so much [three hours a day] and stop using porn because you will be
so busy studying and working in a church—then life will really begin!”
When I was in seminary, I told myself, “When you get into the pastorate, then you will
stop playing video games so much [three hours a day] and stop using porn because you
will be so busy studying and working in a church—then life will really begin!”
Then I entered the pastorate…and a few months in, I realized that I could stay home and
play video games for part of the day and nobody seemed to know or care. I could still use
porn and cope with my inner loneliness.

28

Exodus 2:11-15
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Well then my wife and I discovered that we were pregnant, and we began to prepare for
our first son to be born. After a few weeks of playing video games during the middle of
the day, I had a heart to heart with myself: “Brett: are these the values that you want to
show to your children? Video-games and pornography?”
Ruth Haley Barton writes:
While it is tempting to sit back and make smug judgments about a leader whose
foibles have become very public, let us be quick to acknowledge that none of us
are immune to the results of being born as a tender self, needing to find ways to
protect ourselves from the wounding elements in our environment. Some of us are
just better at hiding it than others! But we are no longer children. As adults on the
spiritual journey, we have a responsibility to name and claim those ineffectual and
destructive patterns as our own, as one step toward the repatterning that must take
place if we are to live into the love, trust, and courage that God is inviting us to.
Even though our coping mechanisms and sin patterns may be more subtle than the
ones described here, they are just as detrimental.29
Each of us left childhood with needs that went unmet and expectations that went
unfulfilled.
We looked at our culture, which placed certain expectations upon us about what it meant
to be a man. We experienced our childhood, which was ripe with particular pain and joy.
And we unconsciously chose to fashion a mask—a means of self-protection. “If this is
what the world expects of me [cultural values/shame scripts], and this is how I am going
to be treated [Flat Me], then this [mask] is what I will show the world!” 30
We grew into adulthood and began to fashion a mask for ourselves. The way we want
other people to see us.
Thomas Golden puts it this way,“The persona is the part of us that acts as our mask. It is
the presenting front that we want people to see, that for many males in our culture shows
us as competent individuals who are independent and strong. This is not the real self, but
only a part of ourselves. It is the part that says 'image is everything.’"31
While it is true that I am an addict to video games and pornography, I am also addicted to
my mask: my persona and public image.
29

Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry, 49.

30 Adapted

from David Whyte, What to Remember When Waking: The Disciplines of Everyday Life, Audio
Book Narrated by David Whyte.Released April 14, 2010, Sounds True Publishing.
Thomas Golden, Swallowed by a Snake: The Gift of the Masculine Side of Healing (G H Publishing,
LLC:1996. Kindle Edition), 50-51.
31

!84

Medical doctor Gerald May writes:
I am not being flippant when I say that all of us suffer from addiction. Nor am I
reducing the meaning of addiction. I mean in all truth that the psychological,
neurological, and spiritual dynamics of full-fledged addiction are actively at work
within every human being. The same processes that are responsible for addiction
to alcohol and narcotics are also responsible for addiction to ideas, work,
relationships, power, moods, fantasies, and an endless variety of other things. We
are all addicts in every sense of the word.32
We want others to see us as being worthy, powerful, lovable, smart, beautiful, competent,
creative, and independent—you fill in the blank. While it worked to survive childhood,
clinging to our mask only perpetuates our spiritual slavery in adulthood.
Paul Laurence Dunbar expressed the slavery of masks in his poem, “We Wear the
Mask”:33
We wear the mask that grins and lies,
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—
This debt we pay to human guile;
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties.
Why should the world be over-wise,
In counting all our tears and sighs?
Nay, let them only see us, while
We wear the mask.
We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries
To thee from tortured souls arise.
We sing, but oh the clay is vile
Beneath our feet, and long the mile;
But let the world dream otherwise,
We wear the mask!
While we are busy showing the world our masks, underneath our performance festers the
cost of our self-betrayal—tortured souls.

32

Gerald May, Addiction and Grace (New York, Harper One: 1988), 3.

Paul Laurence Dunbar, “We Wear the Mask.” from The Complete Poems of Paul Laurence Dunbar (New
York: Dodd, Mead and Company.) Accessed 8.27.2018, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44203/
we-wear-the-mask
33
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Addictions, patterns of blame, using and abusing others, hiding—shame.
Images/Music/Reflection (11 Min.)
“What addictions do you wrestle with?”
As you consider the question, I’m going to play about eleven minutes of music. While the
songs play, take time to read the quotes, consider the images, or sit and reflect on your
own life. “What addictions do you wrestle with?”
(Songs: “Jumper” by Third Eye Blind,34 “Hurt” performed by Johnny Cash,35 “Sound of
Silence” by Simon and Garfunkel36)
(Image Board #3 and Relevant Quote Sheets #337 )
(After music)
Sandman (25 Min.)
As we consider the question, “What addictions do you wrestle with?” our activity in this
session invites you back to the sands of Ancient Egypt. You are invited to follow in
Moses’s footsteps and allow your addictions and persona patterns to be expressed. For
Moses they erupted in a rage—he killed an Egyptian and buried him in the sand. Then, he
ran away at the first sign of conflict.
Hopefully, our exercise will be less violent. But you are invited to symbolize Moses’s
actions: Express your outbursts, patterns, and addictions…and bury a man in the sand.
More specifically, we are going to make a mask that represents our addictions and our
attempts to control the world around us. We can experience addictions to “possessions,
power, and human relationships.”38
(Handout of Attraction and Aversion Addictions39)
34

Third Eye Blind, “Jumper,” released August 14, 1998, Elektra Records, Accessed using Spotify Music.

35

Johnny Cash, “Hurt,” Written by Trent Reznor, released March, 2003, American - Lost Highway
Records, Accessed using Spotify Music.
Simon and Garfunkel, “The Sound of Silence,” Recorded March 10, 1964, Columbia Records, Accessed
using Spotify Music.
36

37

See pages 162-165.

38

May, Addiction and Grace, 32.

39

May, Addiction and Grace, 38-39.

!86

Some of my addictions are 40
Attractions: anger, attractiveness, being right, coffee, competence, computer
games, family (Jaimi/boys), jealousy, knowledge, memories, money, power,
responsibility, sex, the stock market.

40

See Brett’s Mask, page 162.
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Aversions: anger, being alone, being discounted, boredom, conflict, dependence,
people of different sex.

I depicted attraction addictions using the outside of the mask because I want others to see
me that way. Likewise, I placed aversion addictions on the inside of my mask because I
am afraid of them and feel shame in relation to them.
When you have crafted your mask, decorated with symbols, pictures, images, and/or
words that represent your addictions and persona, I invite you to come up to the sand and
place the man in the sand, like so. (Demonstrate) These are the “ineffectual and
destructive patterns” and addictions, which “as adults on the spiritual journey, we have a
responsibility to name and claim . . . as our own, as one step toward the repatterning that
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must take place if we are to live into the love, trust, and courage that God is inviting us
to.”41
While we work on this project, I will play some worship music from United Pursuit.42 We
have twenty-five minutes, and I’ll let you know when we have five minutes left.
—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

What was this experience like for you?
Testimony (15 Min.)
Next, we have the honor of welcoming [Elder 3], who is one of our Elder Teachers for
“Into the Wilderness.” He will reflect on addictions and coping patterns he developed in
his journey into adulthood. How has his mask hurt himself or those he loves? In what
ways has he found some health and healing?
(Elder introduction and testimony)
Honoring (5 Min.)
Let’s take a moment of silence to honor this man and this portion of his story that he
shared with us.
If you would like to honor this brother “in humility regarding others as better than
yourselves,”43 then take a moment to consider how this brother did, said, or responded in
a way that was more holy or more mature than you would have.
You could say something like: “[Elder 3], I honor you.” Then say what you desire to say.

Conclusion
This concludes our third session: “What addictions do you wrestle with?” Right now we
move directly to Tribal Groups. After Tribal Groups, we have journalling/sabbath time,
followed by lunch and then an afternoon of recreation.

41

Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry, 49.

United Pursuit, “Head to Heart,” “Simple Gospel,” “Let it Happen,” “Since Your Love,” and “Hidden,”
recorded 2015, United Pursuit Music and Capitol CMG Genesis, Accessed Using Spotify Music.
42

43

Philippians 3:2
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Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.
Tribal Group Discussion Questions #3
What part of your mask is most comfortable for you to talk about?
What is a part of your mask that is more difficult for you to talk about?
Tell a story about a time when your devotion to your mask hurt yourself or someone else.
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4. “In What Ways Am I an Alien?”
1. Welcome
2. Scripture
3. Whiteboard
3. Teaching
4. Images/Music/Reflection
5. Newsprint Dialogue
6. Male Journey Handout
7. Elder Testimony
8. Honoring
9.Conclusion
Total

1 min
3 min
3 min
3 min
9 min
20 min
10 min
15 min
5 min
1 min
70 min

Materials needed: whiteboard/markers, Image Board #4, Quote Sheets #4, Enigma
Mirror, music, big newsprint, markers, Male Spiritual Journey Map, Critical Incident
Questionnaire.
…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

Welcome Silence (1 Min.)
Before we begin our session, let’s take a minute to be present to this moment, this place,
and these people.
…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

Our story this afternoon begins with Moses leaving everything that was once familiar to
him and traveling to an alien land.
As you hear the story, I invite you to consider this question: “In what ways was Moses an
alien?”
Scripture: Exodus 2:15b-25 (3 Min.)
But Moses fled from Pharaoh. He settled in the land of Midian, and sat down by a
well. The priest of Midian had seven daughters. They came to draw water, and
filled the troughs to water their father’s flock. But some shepherds came and
drove them away. Moses got up and came to their defense and watered their flock.
When they returned to their father Reuel, he said, “How is it that you have come
back so soon today?” They said, “An Egyptian helped us against the shepherds;
he even drew water for us and watered the flock.” He said to his daughters,
“Where is he? Why did you leave the man? Invite him to break bread.” Moses
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agreed to stay with the man, and he gave Moses his daughter Zipporah in
marriage. She bore a son, and he named him Gershom; for he said, “I have been
an alien residing in a foreign land.” After a long time the king of Egypt died. The
Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their cry
for help rose up to God. God heard their groaning, and God remembered his
covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God looked upon the Israelites, and
God took notice of them.44
Whiteboard (3 Min.)
Question for reflection: “In what ways was Moses an alien?”
(Write responses on the whiteboard.)
Teaching (3 Min.)
Ruth Haley Barton writes:
The Scriptures go into further detail by telling us that he [Moses] sat down by a
well. The well has long been a metaphor for the soul, the hidden riches and depths
of the human person. In Jungian psychology, water is an image of the hidden
world, a symbol of the unconscious containing life that is invisible and yet
contains wrecks and treasures for the finding. In the spiritual writings of Teresa of
Avila, water represents not only the depths of the human person but also the deep
interior presence of God.45
I wonder what it was like for Moses to sit at the Well of Midian
• with the life that he once knew left behind him.
• with no promise of a future, family, or significance.
I wonder if Moses felt something like what Dante described in the Divine Comedy:
“In the middle of my life, I awoke in a dark wood, where the true way was wholly lost to
me.”46

44

Exodus 2:15b-25

45

Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry, 41.

Dante’s Divine Comedy Canto 1 - quoted in David Whyte, What to Remember When Waking: The
Disciplines of Everyday Life, Audio Book Narrated by David Whyte.Released April 14, 2010, Sounds True
Publishing.
46
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I wonder, as Moses entered adulthood, if he experienced something of a dark night of the
soul,47 a putting off of the old self,48 a waking up in a dark wood?
About three years into my pastorate, I hated my job. This came as a something of a
surprise to me because ever since I was a young boy, I had told everyone that I wanted to
be a pastor or missionary when I grew up.
And yet three years in, I didn’t want to preach, I didn’t want to pray, I didn’t want to visit
parishioners. I wasn’t sure that I ever knew who God even was—I was a mystery to
myself.
I began to feel what Paul the Apostle wrote in 1 Corinthians 13:12: “For now we see in a
mirror, dimly,” or e˙n ai˙ni÷gmati.49
Enigma is defined as a “person of puzzling or contradictory character” 50
One of the symbols for this next session is this mirror—the Enigma Mirror. 51
Do you ever look in the mirror and feel like you see a puzzle or a contradiction?
Again, Ruth Haley Barton writes, “Moses sits down by a real well, yes, but the well can
be seen as a metaphor for his own depths and the depths of God. In settling down by the
depths of his own soul he begins to be in touch with something more honest and
substantive than the patterns that produced his angry outburst. Almost immediately—and
without Moses even being aware of it—solitude begins to do its good work.” 52
Images/Music/Reflection (9 Min.)
At this moment in your life in general, I invite you to consider the question: “In what
ways am I an alien?”

The experience can be described as, “All the pretty images and concepts of God that it once cherished
have vanished or have turned into unpleasant and frightening distortions. God is nowhere to be found. The
words of prayers return in a hollow echo from the walls of this dead cave.” Thomas Merton, New Seeds of
Contemplation (Kentucky: A New Direction Book, 1961), 237.
47

48

Eph. 4:22 “You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old self, corrupted and deluded..”

Nestle-Aland, New Testament in Greek, Ed. Barbara and Kurt Aland (Stuttgart, Deutsche
Bibelgesellschaft: 1993) Accessed using OakTree Softward, Inc, 2009. Version 4.0.
49

50

https://www.dictionary.com/browse/enigma?s=t accessed 8.29.2018.

51

See page 169.

52

Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry, 41.
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While some music plays, please feel free to take and hold your “Flat You,” observe your
mask, read the quotes, look into the Enigma Mirror, consider the images, or simply sit
and reflect on your life.
At this moment in your life in general, “In what ways am I an alien?”
(Songs: “Hallelujah” performed by Rufus Wainwright 53 and “Help Me Believe” by
Strahan54)
(Image Board #4 and Relevant Quote Sheets #455 )
(After music)
“In what ways am I an alien?”
“Newsprint Dialogue56” (20 Min.)
Our activity for this session is another Newsprint Dialogue, but this time with a few
changes.
I’ll write a question in a circle at the center of the board.
When you feel that you should write a response to the question on the board, feel free to
get up (one at a time) and write your response to the question. Please also say your
comment or question out loud for the group.
As we go, you may also
• Write responses to what others have written.
• Pose questions about comments already posted.
• Draw lines between responses on different parts of the board that seem to
connect.
• Draw lines between responses on the board that seem to be in stark contrast.
Question: “In what ways am I an alien?”

Rufus Wainwright, “Hallelujah,” Written by Leanard Cohen, released on Shrek: Original Motion Picture
Score, December 4, 2001, By Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC. Accessed using Spotify Music.
53

54

Strahan Coleman,“Help Me Believe,” released June 17, 2016, on Out of Exile, Accessed using Spotify
Music.
55

See pages 170-173.

56

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 140-142.
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Whenever you feel ready, feel free to get up and write something in response to the
original question or to subsequent comments that are posted.
(After a suitably long silence)
In a short word or phrase, what here resonates with you in this season of life?
Male Spiritual Journey Handout (10 Min.)
Two years ago I went to a men’s retreat in New Mexico where I received the following
map. It is a map of the Male Spiritual Journey.
(Distribute The Male Spiritual Journey Handout.57)
(Read the handout aloud.)
This map is a gift for you in your own spiritual formation. It has benefited me; may it
benefit you as well.

Elder Testimony (15 Min.)
Next, we have the honor of welcoming [Elder 4], who is one of our Elder Teachers for
“Into the Wilderness.” He will reflect on his journey in the pastorate, an experience of
alienation or dark night of the soul, and how he began to discover new hope.
(Elder introduction and testimony)
Honoring (5 Min.)
Let’s take a moment of silence to honor this man and this portion of his story that he
shared with us.
If you would like to honor this brother “in humility regarding others as better than
yourselves,”58 then take a moment to consider how this brother did, said, or responded in
a way that was more holy or more mature than you would have.
You could say something like: “[Elder 4], I honor you.” Then say what you desire to say.

Chuck DeGroat, “The Spiritual Journey to Maturity,” adopted from Richard Rohr, From Wild Man to
Wise Man, (Cincinnati: St. Anthony Messenger Press, 2005.)
57

58

Philippians 3:2
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Conclusion
This concludes our fourth session: “In what ways am I an alien?”
Before we go to our Tribal Groups, tomorrow’s schedule is notably different. To begin,
you are invited to fast from tomorrow’s breakfast and lunch. If fasting is problematic for
you, there are snacks available. I will explain a bit more about tomorrow’s schedule
during our morning session, but this is a heads-up that you are invited to fast tomorrow.
Now you are invited to your Tribal Group, which will meet for the next hour, followed by
evening community time.
Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.

Tribal Group Discussion Questions #4
Tell a story involving something that you are not very good at.
Have you ever experienced something like a dark night of the soul? What was it like?
Where on the Male Spiritual Journey Map would you place yourself today? Why?
Please fill out a Critical Incident Questionnaire.
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5. “What Happens on Holy Ground?”
1. Silence
2. Scripture
3. Whiteboard
3. Images/Music/Reflection
4. Small Groups
5. Elder Testimony
6. Honoring
7. Teaching
8.Conclusion
9. Wilderness Time Explained
Total

1 min
5 min
5 min
11 min
20 min
15 min
5 min
3 min
1 min
10 min
76 min

Materials needed: whiteboard/markers, music, Image Board #5, Quote Sheets #5.
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
Welcome Silence (1 Min.)
Before we begin our session, let’s take a minute to be present to this moment, this place,
and these people.
…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

During this session, I invite you to reflect on this question: “What happens at a place of
holy ground?”
Scripture: Exodus 3:1-15 (5 Min.)
Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he
led his flock beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.
There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; he
looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. Then Moses said, “I
must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned
up.” When the LORD saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out
of the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And he said, “Here I am.” Then he said, “Come no
closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are
standing is holy ground.” He said further, “I am the God of your father, the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he
was afraid to look at God.59

59

Exodus 3:1-15
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Whiteboard (5 Min.)
Our question was, “What happens at a place of holy ground?” What did you hear, see, or
feel?
(Write responses on the whiteboard.)
Images/Music/Reflection (11 Min.)
“When have you stood on holy ground?”
Moments of holiness are a gift, which eclipse our attempts at control.
As you consider this question, I’ll play about eleven minutes of music. While the songs
play, take time to read the quotes, consider the images, or sit and reflect on your own life.
“When have you stood on holy ground?”
(Songs: “Vapor” by The Liturgists60 and “Simple Gospel” by United Pursuit61)
(Image Board #5 and Relevant Quote Sheets #562 )
(After music)
“When have you stood on holy ground?”
These are powerful and transformative moments in our lives, so I would like to honor
their weight.
Small Groups (20 Min.)
Let’s take twenty minutes, in four groups of about three men.
Share with the small group an experience in your life when you stood on holy ground.
Who was there? What happened? What did you feel? In what ways were you changed?
(Twenty minutes)
Elder Testimony (15 Min.)
60

The Liturgists, “Vapor,” released June 7, 2014, Las Angeles, CA, Accessed using Spotify Music.

61

United Pursuit, “Simple Gospel,” released August 7, 2015, Nashville, TN, Accessed using Spotify Music.

62

See pages 176-178.
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Next, we have the honor of welcoming [Elder 5], who is one of our Elder Teachers for
“Into the Wilderness.” He will share a bit about a time when he experienced a spiritual
wilderness. How did he sense God calling to him personally during that time? What were
the implications of God’s call on his own sense of calling and vocation?
(Elder introduction and testimony)
Honoring (5 Min.)
Let’s take a moment of silence to honor this man and this portion of his story that he
shared with us.
If you would like to honor this brother “in humility regarding others as better than
yourselves,”63 then take a moment to consider how this brother did, said, or responded in
a way that was more holy or more mature than you would have.
You could say something like: “[Elder 5], I honor you.” Then say what you desire to say.

Teaching (3 Min.)
I don’t know about you, but these holy ground moments in my life tend to reveal some of
the values, relationships, and experiences that are most sacred. They whisper to us about
the deep callings in our lives.
Ruth Haley Barton describes our calling or vocation, and its relationship to our
childhood. She puts it this way:
Our calling is woven into the very fabric of our being as we have been created by
God, and it encompasses everything that makes us who we are: our genetics,
innate orientations and capacities, our personality, heredity, and life-shaping
experiences, and the time and place into which we were born. "Vocation does not
come from a voice ‘out there’ calling me to be something I am not. It comes from
a voice ‘in here’ calling me to be the person I was born to be, to fulfill the original
selfhood given to me at birth by God."
But this is not as easy as it sounds. By the time we even know that there is
such a thing as a true or authentic self, the false self has already taken over to the
extent that it is hard to tell what is false and what is true. Over time a great gulf
has developed between who we really are and the designs and plans that the ego
has for us. It can be a very complicated matter to untangle all the threads.
63

Philippians 3:2
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But if we are willing to pay attention, we can catch glimpses of the true
self by noticing what brings deep gladness and a sense of meaning to our
existence. Some of the best hints about who we really are come from memories of
unguarded moments in childhood and youth, moments when we were caught up
in the essence of being rather than driven by self-conscious doing and performing.
If we are able to look back on our childhood self with curiosity and attention, we
may remember moments when we were completely and unreservedly ourselves
and wonder what those mean for us today.64
This afternoon’s Wilderness Time will be an opportunity for us to be still and listen to
God’s Spirit, who has been moving in and through our lives.
Conclusion
This concludes our morning session: “What happens on holy ground?”
Next, we will go to our Tribal Groups, followed by the whole afternoon of Wilderness
Time.
Before you leave from here, I want to explain our Wilderness Time.
Wilderness Time Explained (10 Min.)
This afternoon we have an opportunity to settle into the holy ground of our own lives
during our Wilderness Time. From noon until 4:00 p.m., you are invited to go and fashion
this Wilderness Time in ways that your soul needs.
When I did an exercise like this last summer, we were invited to go and find a place oin
the camp and create a circle in the earth about six feet in diameter. Then we were invited
to stay in that circle for the Wilderness Time. During the Wilderness Time, we were given
handouts with reflection questions. I have provided a Wilderness Time Handout and
Wilderness Time Reflection Questions as aids to your Wilderness Time. However, it is
your time; use it as you need.
If you do decide to stay in one place during the Wilderness Time and you begin to feel
anxious and desire to run away from your circle, you may consider asking yourself, “If I
run away, what feeling would I be running away from experiencing?”
Any questions?

Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry,
77-78.
64
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Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.

Tribal Group Discussion Questions #5
What are you wondering about this morning?
What are you feeling this morning?
What has been your experience with fasting in the past?
What has been your experience with solitude in the past?
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6. Saturday Evening Feast
1. Welcome
2. Baptismal Remembrance Ceremony
Total

2 min
20 min
22 min

Materials needed: baptismal bowl, stand, Enigma Mirror, participant’s Flat Stanley,
participant’s masks.
…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

Welcome (2 Min.)
Welcome back, everyone! Before we enter into the Eagle Crest Lodge, I invite you to join
together in a circle.
(Stand in a circle around baptismal font.)
I trust that your Wilderness Time was significant for you.
We each may wonder, “who am I?”
Am I what our culture says that I should be?
Am I the product of my childhood?
Am I my addictions and personality?
Am I only a mystery?
Or am I something else entirely?
Our brother from the communion of saints, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, asked these same
questions in his poem, “Who am I?” He wrote,
Who am I? They often tell me
I stepped from my cell’s confinement
Calmly, cheerfully, firmly,
Like a Squire from his country house.
Who am I? They often tell me
I used to speak to my warders
Freely and friendly and clearly,
As though it were mine to command.
Who am I? They also tell me
I bore the days of misfortune
Equably, smilingly, proudly,
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like one accustomed to win.
Am I then really that which other men tell of?
Or am I only what I myself know of myself?
Restless and longing and sick, like a bird in a cage,
Struggling for breath, as though hands were compressing my throat,
Yearning for colors, for flowers, for the voices of birds,
Thirsting for words of kindness, for neighborliness,
Tossing in expectations of great events,
Powerlessly trembling for friends at an infinite distance,
Weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at making,
Faint, and ready to say farewell to it all.
Who am I? This or the Other?
Am I one person today and tomorrow another?
Am I both at once? A hypocrite before others,
And before myself a contemptible woebegone weakling?
Or is something within me still like a beaten army
Fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved?
Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine.
Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine!65
(Repeat) “Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine!”
Baptismal Remembrance Ceremony (20 Min.)
In the midst of the voices that try to tell us who and whose we are, our fundamental
identity is signed and sealed upon us in baptism.
Paul the Apostle wrote in Romans 8:14-17, “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are
children of God. For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you
have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, 'Abba! Father!' it is that very Spirit
bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs,
heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ.”
As a communion of saints, I was hopeful that we could aid one another in remembering
this truth.
One at a time, I invite each man to stand in the center of the circle, facing the Enigma
Mirror. We will clip your Flat You and your mask next to the mirror. Get some water, and
65

http://www.dbonhoeffer.org/who-was-db2.htm accessed 8.29.2018
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make the sign of the cross if you feel comfortable. Then we will ask your full name. You
may state your full name. Then we, who are gathered around you, will lay our hands upon
your shoulders, look at your face, and speak these words:
[Name],
child of the covenant.
for you Jesus Christ came into the world,
for you he died,
and for you he conquered death.
All this he did for you little one,
though you know so little of it as of yet.
We love because God first loved us.66
Once everyone has received this gift of remembering his baptismal identity, we will join
together inside for a feast of celebration.
(After the Baptismal Remembrance Ceremony)
As beloved children of God, hear the word of Isaiah the prophet:
Ho, everyone who thirsts,
come to the waters;
and you that have no money,
come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk
without money and without price.
Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread,
and your labor for that which does not satisfy?
Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good,
and delight yourselves in rich food.
Having remembered our baptismal identities, I invite you to join me inside to enjoy a
feast of celebration.
(After eating)
Friends, our next session begins at 7:00 p.m. at Lookout Point. (See your map.) You will
need to bring your camping chair, whatever clothes you need for warmth, and bug spray
if you desire. Let’s plan to leave here at 6:45 p.m.

66 Adapted

from Worship the Lord, (Reformed Church Press: 2005), 31.
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7. Elder Panel (2 Hours)
1. Welcome
2. Elder Stories
Total

2 min
118 min
120 min

Materials needed: matches, lighter fluid, wood.
…
…
…
…
…
…
…

…

…

…

…

…

Welcome
Welcome.
Tonight’s gathering is an opportunity to enjoy the fire, some snacks, and the wisdom of
our Elder Teachers.
You are invited to find a seat around the fire, grab some snacks, and then we will begin
our panel time.
The Desert Fathers said “that staying in a cell is half [of monastic observance], and to see
the elders the other half."67
To get us started, Elder Teachers, how have you found spiritual vitality for the long haul
of life and ministry?
(7-9 p.m. will be an unstructured panel discussion led by our Elder Teachers.)

Ernest Kurtz, Katherine Ketcham, The Spirituality of Imperfection: Storytelling and the Search for
Meaning (Random House Publishing Group, Kindle Edition:1992), location 4772.
67
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8. Sunday Morning
1. Tribal Groups
2. Closing Worship
Total

60 min
60 min
120 min

Materials needed: communion set, bread, juice, cards of gratitude for donors, pens, jar
with dust.
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
…
Tribal Group Discussion Questions #6
What word of gratitude would you like to share with one another in your Tribal Group?
What was a gift that you received during this retreat?
What is your joy as you return to your home and vocation?

Sunday Morning Closing Worship (1 Hour)
Votum
Our help is in the name of the Lord,
who made heaven and earth.
Amen.
Sentences
John 4:24: “God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and
truth.”
Salutation
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Amen.
Hymn - “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty”68
Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of creation!
O my soul, praise Him, for He is thy health and salvation!
All ye who hear, Now to His temple draw near;
Retreat participants sang along with Don Moen, “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty,” Hymns of Hope, Don
Moon Records, released May 1, 2014. Accessed using Spotify Music on September 30, 2018.
68
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Join me in glad adoration!
Praise to the Lord, who doth prosper thy work and defend thee;
Surely His goodness and mercy here daily attend thee.
Ponder anew what the Almighty can do,
If with His love He befriend thee.
Praise to the Lord! O let all that is in me adore Him!
All that hath life and breath, come now with praises before Him!
Let the Amen sound from His people again:
Gladly for aye we adore Him.69
Prayer of Confession
Let us pray,
Have mercy upon us, O God,
according to your steadfast love;
according to your abundant mercies,
blot out our transgressions.
Almighty God, we confess to you that we have sought our identity and worth in the
world’s values of what it means to be a man.
Lord, have mercy upon us.
Almighty God, we confess to you that we have wounds from our youth that we have
not allowed you to heal. So too, we have gifts and passions that have been lying
dormant.
Lord, have mercy upon us.
Almighty God, we confess to you that we have many addictions to which we turn,
rather than turn to you. For the addictions that we show to others and for the
addictions which we hide from others,
Lord, have mercy upon us.
Almighty God, we confess to you that we have betrayed the mystery of our existence
and replaced it with certainty. We have been quick to speak and slow to listen.

Joachim Neander, “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty” (No. 24) in Worship His Majesty, trans. by
Catherine Winkworth (Alexandria, IN: Gaither Music Company, 1987.)
69
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Lord, have mercy upon us.
Almighty God, you are with us always, yet too often we ignore your presence, filling
our minds with anxious thoughts and our calendars with our own agendas.
Lord, have mercy upon us.
Together we pray,
Create in us a clean heart, O God,
and put a new and right spirit within us.
Cast us not away from your presence,
and take not your Holy Spirit from us.
Restore to us the joy of your salvation,
and uphold us with a willing spirit.
Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
Assurance of Pardon
“Jesus answered them, ‘Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to
sin. The slave does not have a permanent place in the household; the son has a place
there forever. So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.’” 70
The Law of God
Hear what our Lord Jesus Christ says:
“‘You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart,
and with all your soul,
and with all your mind.'
This is the greatest and first commandment.
And a second is like it:
'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.'
On these two commandments
hang all the law and the prophets.”71
Prayer of Illumination - Elder 3
Scripture Lesson - Exodus 3:7-15
Then the LORD said, “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I
have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their sufferings,
and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out
of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey, to the
70

John 8:34-36

71

Matthew 22:37-40
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country of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and
the Jebusites. The cry of the Israelites has now come to me; I have also seen how the
Egyptians oppress them. So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the
Israelites, out of Egypt.” But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go to
Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” He said, “I will be with you; and this
shall be the sign for you that it is I who sent you: when you have brought the people
out of Egypt, you shall worship God on this mountain.”
But Moses said to God, “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your
ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say
to them?” God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.” He said further, “Thus you shall
say to the Israelites, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” God also said to Moses, “Thus you
shall say to the Israelites, ‘The LORD, the God of your ancestors, the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’:
This is my name forever,
and this my title for all generations.72
Scripture Reflection - Elder 3
Prayer of Blessing - Elder 3
Confession of Faith
I believe in God, the Father almighty,
maker of heaven and earth;
And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord;
who was conceived by the Holy Ghost,
born of the Virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, dead, and buried.
He descended into hell.
The third day he rose again from the dead.
He ascended into heaven,
and sitteth on the right hand of God the Father almighty.
From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Ghost,
the holy catholic Church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,
72

Exodus 3:7-15
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and the life everlasting, Amen.
Peace
Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one
body.
The peace of Christ be with you.
And also with you.
Offering
As an offering, I invite you to offer words of gratitude on the three cards following
our worship. These cards will be sent to the donors whose generosity has made this
retreat possible.
Doxology - “Praise God, From Whom All Blessings Flow”
Praise God, from whom all blessings flow;
Praise Him, all creatures here below;
Praise Him above, ye heavenly host;
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen.73
Meaning of the Sacrament
Invitation
Communion Prayer
Communion
(Following the words of Institution, the retreat leader will say:)
This morning we will worship by intinction. Each of you is invited to come forward
one at a time, where two of our Elder Teachers will offer the elements to you by
name. After you have received the bread and juice, come to stand in front of me. I
will have the dust that contains all of our titles, roles, successes, accomplishments,
and ordinations. I will make the sign of the cross on your forehead as you receive
these gifts back to use in service to the world. Come forward one at a time to receive
the elements, receive the dust, and return to your seat; then the next person comes
forward.
(While making the sign of the cross, the retreat leader will say:)
Thomas Ken, “Praise God, From Whom All Blessings Flow” (No. 109) in Worship His Majesty
(Alexandria, IN: Gaither Music Company, 1987.)
73
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“Receive your titles, roles, successes, accomplishments, and ordination for the
blessing of the world. Remember that you are dust and to dust you will return.”
Thanksgiving after Communion
Brothers,
since the Lord has now fed us at his Table,
let us praise God’s holy name with heartfelt thanksgiving!
Bless the Lord, O my soul,
and all that is within me, bless his holy name.
Bless the Lord, O my soul,
and do not forget all his benefits—
who forgives all your iniquity,
who heals all your diseases,
who redeems your life from the Pit,
who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy.
The Lord is merciful and gracious,
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.
He does not deal with us according to our sins.
nor repay us according to our iniquities.
For as the heavens are high above the earth,
so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him;
as far as the east is from the west,
so far does he remove our transgressions from us.
As a father has compassion for his children,
so the Lord has compassion for those who fear him,
who did not spare his own Son,
but gave him up for us all,
and will also give us all things with him.
Therefore shall my mouth and heart show forth the praise of the Lord,
from this time forth forevermore. Amen.
Intercession
Let us pray.
We praise and thank you, O Lord,
that you have fed us at your Table.
Grateful for your gifts and mindful of the communion of your saints,
we offer to you our prayers for all people.
God of compassion,
we remember before you
the poor and the afflicted,
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the sick and the dying,
prisoners and all who are lonely,
the victims of war, injustice, and inhumanity,
and all others who suffer from whatever their sufferings may be called.
(Silence)
O Lord of Providence,
who holds the destiny of the nations in your hand,
we pray for our country.
Inspire the hearts and minds of our leaders
that they, together with all our nation,
may first seek your kingdom and righteousness
so that order, liberty, and peace may dwell with your people.
(Silence)
O God the Creator,
we pray for all nations and peoples.
Take away the mistrust and lack of understanding
that divide your creatures;
increase in us the recognition that we are all your children.
(Silence)
O Savior God,
look upon your church in its struggle upon the earth.
Have mercy on its weakness,
bring to an end its unhappy divisions,
and scatter its fears.
Look also upon the ministry of your church.
Increase its courage, strengthen its faith,
and inspire its witness to all people,
even to the ends of the earth.
(Silence)
Author of grace and God of love,
send your Holy Spirit’s blessing to your children here present.
Keep our hearts and thoughts in Jesus Christ, your Son, our only Savior,
who has taught us to pray:
Our Father, who art in heaven,
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hallowed by thy name,
thy kingdom come,
thy will be done,
on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
as we forgive our debtors.
And lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom,
and the power, and the glory,
forever. Amen.
Hymn - “Be Thou My Vision”74
Be thou my Vision, O Lord of my heart,
Nought be all else to me, save that Thou art—
Thou my best thought, by day or by night,
Waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light.
Riches I heed not, nor man’s empty praise,
Thou mine inheritance, now and always:
Thou and Thou only, first in my heart,
High King of heaven, my Treasure Thou art.
High King of heaven, my victory won,
May I reach heaven’s joys, O bright heaven’s Sun!
Heart of my own heart, whatever befall,
Still be my Vision, O Ruler of all.75
Benediction
The Grace of the Lord Jesus Christ
and the love of God
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.
Amen!76

74

Retreat participants sang along with Don Moen, “Be Thou My Vision,” Hymns of Hope, Don Moon
Records, released May 1, 2014. Accessed using Spotify Music on September 30, 2018.
“Be Thou My Vision” (No. 395) in Worship His Majesty, tr. by Mary Byryn (Alexandria, Indiana:
Gaither Music Company, 1987.)
75

76

Worship service adapted from Worship the Lord, (Reformed Church Press: 2005), 1-17.
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Retreat Appendix
1. Retreat Schedule
2. Retreat Housekeeping
3. Map of Inspiration Hills
4. Tribal Group Practices
5. Guidelines for Tribal Groups
6. Retreat Covenant
7. Informed Consent for Research
8. Wilderness Time Handout
9. Wilderness Time Reflections
10. Critical Incident Questionnaire
11. Evaluation Form
12. Phone Interview Questionnaire
13. Retreat Cost Overview
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Thursday
Morning

Friday

Saturday

8:00

Dwelling in the Word Dwelling in the Word Dwelling in the Word

8:30

Breakfast

FAST / Sabbath /
Journalling

Breakfast and Pack

Session 3: “What
Addictions Do You
Wrestle With?”

Session 5: “What
Happens on Holy
Ground?”

Tribal Group 6 & CIQ

9:00
9:30
10:00
10:30
11:00

Afternoon

Tribal Group 3

Tribal Group 5

Morning Worship /
Communion

11:30

Goodbyes

12:00 Cars show up. People Lunch
unpack and find
12:30 lodging.

Lunch Available

1:00 Opening: Welcome, Sabbath / Recreation
Introductions,
Schedule, Covenant,
Informed Consent.
1:30 Grounding Ritual

Depart

Wilderness Time

2:00 Dwelling in the Word
2:30
3:00 Session 1: “What
Makes a Real Man?”
3:30
4:00

Remember Baptism

4:30 Tribal Group 1

Feast

5:00
Evening

Sunday

5:30 Supper

Supper

6:00
6:30 Session 2: “What
Early Losses Shaped
7:00 You?”

Session 4: “In What
Ways Am I an Alien?”

7:30
8:00 Tribal Group 2/ CIQ

Travel to Lookout
Point
Elder Panel at
Lookout Point. CIQ

Tribal Group 4 / CIQ

8:30
9:00 Community Time/
Fire / Board Games
9:30

Community Time/
Fire / Board Games
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Community Time/
Fire / Board Games

Into the Wilderness: Housekeeping
•

This is a spiritual retreat; please do what you need to disconnect from the
distractions of the world back home. Needs arise, but let’s commit to limited
phone use. (Leave in the car? Leave in a community place? Only use during
evening community time?)

•

Please be prompt in arriving at all Tribal Group meetings, large-group sessions,
and worship. Come prepared with what you need for those times.

•

Bring to Tribal Groups: camping chair, water bottle, retreat binder, and whatever
will help you be present and comfortable.

•

Meals, dwelling in the word, and sabbath times are gifts for you to receive as you
need. Dwelling in the word will start promptly at 8:00 a.m.

•

At the end of each day, you will be asked to anonymously fill out a Critical
Incident Questionnaire. I will use these to evaluate the effect of the retreat as we
go.

•

Please be respectful of the staff and other camp guests. We want to leave the camp
and lodge as we found it.

•

Saturday evening there is a feast. Food orders will be taken before Friday
evening. Please see the menu and write down your order. It is free for you, so
please order exactly what you would like. Sunday morning there will be worship
with communion. This has been approved by the Classis of Pleasant Prairie.
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Into the Wilderness: Tribal Group Practices
At various times during Into the Wilderness, you are invited to meet in a small-group
setting. These groups are called Tribal Groups. These are not therapy groups nor meant
for counseling, but rather a circle of men who seek to share and listen to the wisdom of
the lives of one another.
Each Tribal Group session will
Sit in a circle, all on the same level.
Have centering items (rug, candle, matches, talking stick).
Begin with someone lighting the candle.
A volunteer reads aloud the four intentions77 at each gathering.
1. Speak from the heart.
2. Listen from the heart. (Not the brain.)
3. Be lean of expression.
4. Be spontaneous.
The talking stick represents the respect due to a man who is sharing from the tenderness
of his own heart. When you are ready to share, pick up the talking stick, share what you
need to share, and then place the talking stick back on the mat.
After a man has shared, all are encouraged to say, “Amen.”
This does not mean that you agree with what you heard, but that you heard it.
Tribal Groups end with a prayer or benediction.
The candle is extinguished.

These intentions have been adapted from “Rules for Home Groups,” a document received at Men’s Rites
of Passage, June 2017, Sandstone, MN.
77
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Into the Wilderness: Guidelines for Tribal Groups78
Give and receive welcome. People learn best in hospitable spaces. In this circle we
support each other’s learning by giving and receiving hospitality.
Be present as fully as possible. Be here with your doubts, fears, and failings as well as
your convictions, joys, and successes; be here with your listening as well as your
speaking.
What is offered in the circle is by invitation, not demand. This is not a “share or die”
event! Do whatever your soul calls for, and know that you do it with our support. Your
soul knows your needs better than we do.
Speak your truth in ways that respect other people’s truth. Our views of reality may
differ, but speaking one’s truth in a circle of trust does not mean interpreting, correcting,
or debating what others say. Speak from your center to the center of the circle—using “I”
statements—trusting people to do their own sifting and winnowing.
No fixing, saving, advising, or correcting each other. This is one of the hardest
guidelines for those of us who like to “help.” But it is vital to welcoming the soul and to
making space for the inner teacher.
Learn to respond to others with honest, open questions. Do not respond with counsel or
corrections. Using honest, open questions helps us “hear each other into deeper speech.”

The Guidelines for Tribal Group were quoted directly from Parker Palmer, “Circle of Trust Touchstones,”
http://www.couragerenewal.org/touchstones/ accessed 10.31.2018.
78
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When the going gets rough, turn to wonder. Turn from reaction and judgment to wonder
and compassionate inquiry. Ask yourself, “I wonder why they feel or think this way?” or
“I wonder what my reaction teaches me about myself?” Set aside judgment to listen to
others—and to yourself—more deeply.
Attend to your own inner teacher. We learn from others, of course. But as we explore
poems, stories, questions, and silence in a circle of trust, we have a special opportunity to
learn from within. So pay close attention to your own reactions and responses—your
most important teacher.
Trust and learn from the silence. Silence is a gift in our noisy world, and a way of
knowing in itself. Treat silence as a member of the group. After someone has spoken, take
time to reflect without immediately filling the space with words.
Observe deep confidentiality. Safety is built when we can trust that our words and stories
will remain with the people with whom we choose to share, and are not repeated to others
without our permission.
Know that it’s possible to leave the circle with whatever it was that you needed when you
arrived, and that the seeds planted here can keep growing in the days ahead.
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Into the Wilderness: Retreat Covenant79
In order to support the meaningful spiritual work of this retreat for myself and others,
I promise to
1. Maintain a spirit of brotherly cooperation and strict confidentiality regarding the
content of all personal disclosures.
2. Participate with the best of my emotional and spiritual presence.
3. Be on time at the beginning of each activity.
4. Respect the right of others to express their opinions and feelings, regardless of my
reaction to them.
5. Communicate with the retreat leader should a severe obstacle arise.
6. Avoid the temptation to control or fix the issues of others.
7. Not communicate by telephone or electronic device unless at a time agreed upon by
the group.
8. Never leave the property or the retreat without conferring with the retreat leader.

Signed __________________________________

This document has been adapted from “Rules for Home Groups,” a document received at Men’s Rites of
Passage, June 2017, Sandstone, MN.
79
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Into the Wilderness: Informed Consent for Research
Abstract
You have been invited to a retreat to cultivate the virtue of humility for first-call, rural,
Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years of ministry. You were invited to
participate in the retreat because you are a pastor who fits the aforementioned
demographic. This retreat has been created as a component in fulfilling part of the
requirements of the D.Min degree for Rev. Brett J. Vander Berg. In addition to the
creation of the retreat, there is also a research component to fulfilling the requirements of
the D.Min degree. I, Brett J. Vander Berg, will conduct the research as part of the
requirements in fulfilling the D.Min project at Western Theological Seminary. My
advisor is Dr. Chuck DeGroat, professor of pastoral care and counseling at Western
Theological Seminary.
The Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to test the effectiveness of a three day retreat of spiritual
formation that offers pathways and rituals to humility for first-call, rural, Midwestern,
male pastors in their first five years of ministry.
Procedures
If you agree to participate in the study, no names or distinguishing features will be
reported in any of the data. Information will be gathered using four primary methods:
At the retreat:
• Handwritten Critical Incident Questionnaires80 and handwritten Retreat
Evaluations
Two months following the retreat:
• Typed essay questionnaires and phone interviews
Typed essay questionnaires should take a half hour to complete and should be sent
electronically to me. Phone interviews will take a half hour, and will be recorded,
transcribed, and coded.
Risks of Participation in the Study
I am, and hope to remain, a colleague and friend. I will maintain strict confidence with
the data that is shared with me, but by signing this form, you are consenting to trust me
with any personal disclosures.
Benefits of Participation in the Study
Participation in this study will afford you an opportunity to further your reflection on
what it means to be humble, a male, and a pastor. You will also have the opportunity to
give input regarding the benefit of this retreat. Your participation will contribute to the
80

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 136.
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future formation of first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years of
ministry. Upon completion of this research, each retreat participant will receive a copy of
the final report, as well as a summary of the data.
Confidentiality
All documents containing relevant data of this study will be kept confidential. If portions
of research are reported, they will not include information that will identify you. All hard
copies of data, as well as phone interview recordings, will be destroyed in May 2020.
Electronic copies of all research will be kept indefinitely but will be coded to maintain
confidentiality. I will attempt to maintain confidentiality throughout the research process.
However, anonymity cannot be guaranteed due to the small number of retreat
participants.
Voluntary Nature of the Study
Your agreement to participate in this study is entirely voluntary. At any point, you can
choose to withdraw from participating in the study while continuing to experience the
retreat.
Contact Information
I, Brett J. Vander Berg, will be the sole researcher conducting this study. You may contact
me with any questions or concerns about this research process.
My email address is brettvanderberg@gmail.com.
My cell phone number is 712-314-2172.
Questions
Do you have any questions for clarification?
Statement of Consent
I have read the terms and conditions listed above and have received answers to all of my
questions. I consent to the use of my direct quotes to be shared anonymously in the
published thesis document. I consent to participate in this study.
Signature:
Printed Name:
Date:
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Into the Wilderness: Wilderness Time Handout 81
Bring only the clothes you need to stay warm, water, a watch, a journal, and a writing
utensil. Don’t bring any books to read (not even a Bible).
Trust the Spirit’s guiding to find a place on the property of Inspiration Hills Camp and
Conference Center. Find a place that is secluded enough that you don’t directly see other
retreat participants.
Form a place for yourself about six feet in diameter. Use sticks or grass or whatever to
make a circle around yourself.
Consecrate the time, the earth beneath you, the place around you, and your own life to
God. Ask God to reveal himself to you.
Take your “Flat You” and your mask. Feel them, remember them, grieve them, and show
them compassion.
Take time to consider what has been significant to you so far during this retreat, your
ministry, and your life.
You may also take a handout of “The Five Things We Cannot Change: And the Happiness
We Find by Embracing Them,” by David Richo.
Follow the emotions and prompting of your own spirit.
If you feel the urge to run away, pause and ask yourself, “If I ran away right now, what
feeling would I be running away from? When in my own life have I felt that feeling
before?”
Meet outside the Eagle Crest Lodge at 4:00 p.m.

81

This document is based on illuman.org, Men’s Rites of Passage, Day Four, 2017.
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Into the Wilderness: Wilderness Time Reflections
1. Everything changes and ends.
“The first given of life is that changes and endings are inevitable for any person,
relationship, enthusiasm, or thing. Nothing is perfect, permanently satisfying, or
permanently anything. Everything falls apart in time. Every beginning leads to a finale.
Built into all experiences, persons, places, and things is a lifespan. Our relationships pass
through phases, from romance through struggle to commitment. Then they end with death
or separation. Our interest in hobbies or careers passes over a bell-shaped curve of rising
interest, cresting, and decline. Our bodies age. Our possessions deteriorate. Our memories
wane.”82

2. Things do not always go according to plan.
“We make plans expecting to be in control of what will happen. Perhaps we fear natural
happenings, things turning out contrary to our wishes. We are challenged by life’s 'mind
of its own' to let go of having things come out our way. This is about control. We may act
with precision, and self-discipline, expecting the world to follow suit and grant us our
reward.Perfect discipline, or perfect control, is the best way to miss out on the joy of life.
The unruly givens of life are permissions not to be perfect. We can flow into the natural
chaos of life, so untidy, so unpredictable, or we can try to order life fully by making
careful plans.”83

3. Life is not always fair.
“Life is not always fair, and neither are people, ourselves included. Sometimes we are
taken advantage of. Sometimes we do all the right things and wind up losing. Sometimes
we act cautiously and are nonetheless hurt. Others may be generous to us, and yet we take
advantage of their kindness. Or we may act with good intentions toward others, and yet
our efforts go unappreciated or are misinterpreted. The third given challenges our ability
to grieve for the losses associated with unfairness. This is our psychological work. It also
challenges us not to retaliate against those who have hurt us. This is our spiritual practice.
Both these together equal an unconditional yes to the unalterable law that things are not
always fair: You win some; you lose some.”84
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David Richo, The Five Things We Cannot Change: And the Happiness We Find by Embracing Them
(Shambhala. Kindle Edition), 3.
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ibid, 20-21.
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ibid, 34.
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4. Pain is part of life.
“A given of life is that there is a cost to everything, and suffering is part of that cost.
Another way of stating this truth . . . is that pain is not punishment, and pleasure is not
reward. They are simply features of any existence. We suffer physically, psychologically,
and spiritually and we grow in those same ways. Suffering seems to be an ingredient of
growth during every phase and on every threshold of our development. Yet suffering is
not a device used by some power in the sky to make us grow. It is not a trip to the
woodshed. It is not imposed but rather built into the very nature of change, another
mystery that the ego keeps dismissing."85

5. People are not loving and loyal all the time.
“Sometimes people keep their promises, and sometimes they do not. Sometimes people
love us loyally and faithfully, even unconditionally. Sometimes they hate, reject,
abandon, or betray us. An adult has learned to take all this in stride. We feel the pain, but
it does not devastate or destabilize us. We receive love with openness and appreciation.
We receive loyalty with gratitude. We handle betrayal with the strength we gained from
our psychological work. We let go of retaliation and act with compassion thanks to our
spiritual practices. We do not want to be so strongly affected by what others do that we
lose our own ability to love, which is all that matters to us now.” 86

85

Richo, The Five Things We Cannot Change: And the Happiness We Find by Embracing Them, 47-48.
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ibid, 65-66.
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Into the Wilderness: Critical Incident Questionnaire 87

1. At what moment today did you feel most engaged with what was happening?

2. At what moment today did you feel most distanced from what was happening?

3. What action that anyone (facilitator or participant) took today did you find most
helpful?

4. What action that anyone took today did you find most puzzling?

5. What about the retreat today surprised you the most? (This could be about your own
reactions to what went on, something that someone did, or anything else that occurs.)

87
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Into the Wilderness: Evaluation Form
Please provide your suggestions regarding the following:
1. Should this portion of the retreat carry into future retreats?
Absolutely, Yes, Maybe, No, Absolutely not
2. What comments/suggestions would you like to make about this element?
Grounding Ritual (where titles, degrees, and positions were removed)
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Meeting at Inspiration Hills
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Dwelling in the Word
Absolutely - Yes -

No - Absolutely not

Maybe -

Images, Music, and Quotes for Reflection
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Exodus 1-3 Reflection
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Large Group Activities (newsprint/Flat Stanley/masks)
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Elder Teachers
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Tribal Groups
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Sabbath Time
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Recreation and Fun
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Wilderness Time
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Fasting
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not
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Feast
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Elder Panel
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Closing Worship
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Did you share an emotionally vulnerable story during the retreat?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Would you have been as emotionally vulnerable if women were present?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Did you experience feelings of relational intimacy with your peers?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Did you experience feelings of relational intimacy with the Elder Teachers?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Was a retreat of spiritual formation important for you as a first-call pastor?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not

What else do you wish would have been included?

What other suggestions do you have that will help improve the experience of participants
in the future?

How was your overall experience?
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Into the Wilderness: Phone Interview Questionnaire
This interview is one part of the requirements in fulfilling the Doctorate of
Ministry program at Western Theological Seminary.
It consists of a series of questions dealing with your view of yourself and your
approach to ministry. Please consider each question as an invitation to express
yourself as honestly as you can, not as a demand for one particular kind of answer
that may seem more "right" than another.
Sometimes a word or two will be all you want to say in response to a question.
Sometimes you will need several sentences to answer. It is up to you to judge how
much needs to be said. Several questions direct me to ask follow-up questions or
for a fuller explanation. Your responses to these questions may be as brief as you
wish.
Throughout the interview you may hear several questions that seem to relate to
the same issue. This is to help get a clearer picture of where you stand, not to see
whether you are consistent.
You will also notice changes of subject matter between one question and another.
I will read the questions as they are written and I can repeat any question you
wish to hear again. I am asked not to define any words or interpret meanings. You
should feel free to go back and add to previous answers any time you want.
Whatever you say during this interview will be confidential. It will be used only
by coding your answers. Please do not discuss these questions with anyone who
has not taken the interview. 88
This interview will be recorded, then coded to provide confidentiality. The recording will
be deleted in May of 2020, and the coded interview script will be kept indefinitely.
Unless you have any questions, I will begin the interview.

The introduction to the phone interview was taken from Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A MultiMethods Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry Theses (Oregon: WIPF & STOCK, 2011), 109-110.
88

!131

“What was a high point of the retreat for you?”
“What was going on in you that made that a high point?”
“How did you experience the Grounding Ritual at the beginning the retreat?”
“Did you experience humility in others at the retreat? In what ways?”
“Did you experience humility in your own spirit at the retreat? In what ways?”
“Did the elder teachers model humility? In what ways?”
“Did any retreat content or structure aid you in experiencing humility? In what
ways?”
“Did you find yourself feeling any resistance at some point in the retreat?”
“What was it in you that resisted that experience?”
“Did you have any surprising experiences during the retreat?”
“What was it like for you to intentionally practice regarding others as better than
yourself?”
“What was it like for you to experience Sabbath and recreation?”
“What was it like for you to experience the fasting and Wilderness Time?”
“If you could change something about the retreat, what would you change?”
“What could you imagine this retreat becoming, going forward?”

!132

Retreat Costs
Eleven men attended the retreat, which broke down to about $330 per person.
Item
lodging/meals

Cost
$3038.00

Retreat Snacks/
Drinks

$284.95

Retreat Craft
Supplies

$120.61 crayons, glue,
pens, scissors,
foam board, paper,
binders, journals

Retreat Props

$155.15 rugs, candles,
sandbox, mats,
mirror, paint, pails

Retreat Total

$3598.71
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Artifacts and Descriptions of Rational
Pre-retreat Reflections
The day the retreat began, two men called and told me that they would be unable
to attend the retreat. “One man called, sounding very sad and troubled. His wife [name
redacted] was out of depression meds and he sounded afraid for her. He could no longer
come and sounded very sad about that. I offered to pray for him and [his wife]. He
seemed grateful. I told him we would miss him and that we would all pray for him and
[his wife].”89
“One man didn’t show up. I texted and he plans to come early on Friday.”90 This
participant also did not end up joining us, texting that he wanted to take some time at
home to rest during the weekend instead of attending the retreat.

89

Field Notes 9.27.2018

90

Field Notes 9.27.2018
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I felt angry and hurt as the retreat began, knowing that two out of eight
participants were not going to join us. However, I also felt hopeful and resolved with the
intention to give my full spirit and presence to the men who attended, even if there were
two fewer than the number for which I had planned and paid.
Before the retreat officially started, men put their things in their rooms, gathered
in a large gathering room, and made informal introductions.
Introduction and Grounding Ritual
The retreat began when I gathered the participants in our primary meeting room.
This is where we held our large-group sessions, Saturday feast, and closing worship. The
room was also used in recreation time and after-hours time for board games and snacks.
We gathered in a circle as equals.

Personal Introduction
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I knew two of the six participants as friends, but only knew the other four
participants as acquaintances through my phone conversations inviting them to the
retreat.
Words of Guidance
It felt important to me as we began the retreat to share with participants as much
information as would be helpful for them to be present to the retreat experience and one
another. Because this retreat was a culmination of many of my own experiences as a
retreat leader, I wanted to honor those past experiences by naming some of the ways that
they formed me and the content of the retreat. It also felt imperative that I only invite
participants to do things at the retreat that I had done. Finally, the retreat was an artistic
expression of my own life and spiritual journey, so I could only offer it as a gift from my
life and experience.
Retreat Overview
This portion involved sharing a lot of information so that we could all begin the
retreat with a shared sense of expectations and direction.
Grounding Ritual
After the overview, the retreat officially began with a Grounding Ritual. We
gathered in a circle standing around the baptismal font. This ritual began the “margin”
portion of a ritual, involving the “symbolic behavior signifying the detachment of the
individual or group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure, from a set of
cultural conditions, or from both.”91 It was my intention that beginning the retreat with

91

Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, 94.
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this Grounding Ritual would set a tone for the spirit of the retreat that would be devoid of
the spiritual pride that can be associated with personal titles, roles, successes,
accomplishments, ordinations, and worldly gains. After the ritual removing of gains, my
hope was that we would be more willing to be emotionally vulnerable with one another
because we would be less tempted to be in a state of competition and comparison with
one another, which could result in measuring our gains against one another.
Holding something of a funeral for our worldly gains seemed appropriate because
“flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the
imperishable.”92
After we had each swept off our gains and gathered them into the mason jar,
participants were invited to remember their baptismal identity in Christ.
Dwelling in the Word

92

1 Cor. 15:50
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Dwelling in the Word93 was an appropriate practice each day, as dwelling in the
Word involves listening to the opinions of others and sharing those with the group. It
actively practices what it means to say, “In humility regard others as better than
yourselves.”94 We meditated on Philippians 2:1-13 during our time of dwelling. This
scripture provided a vivid description of the humility of Jesus for our reflection.
Session and Tribal Group 1
Welcome
Each session began with a welcome and a time of silence for us to practice being
present to the place, the people, and our own selves. According to Jane Vennard, “Silence
experienced with others for a common purpose makes connections and creates bonds that
grow into community.” 95
Scripture/Whiteboard Reflection
Following the silence, I wrote the question, “What made a real man in Pharaoh’s
Egypt?” for our consideration. Of course, we have no personal experience of ancient
Egyptian gender expectations. However, asking the question invited participants to
consider what it means to be a “real man” in their mind and then apply that meaning to
the story of Exodus 1. This gave the participants an opportunity to identify gender shame
scripts without directly naming the ways that they have felt the effects of those shame
scripts. The men’s responses can be seen on the following page.

93

These steps were quoted directly from https://churchmissionsociety.org/resources/dwelling-word
Accessed 1.30.2019.
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Phil. 2:3
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Jane Vennard, Be Still (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 85-86.
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Reflection Question/Images/Music/Quote Sheets
This portion of the session intended to provide an experience where men could
reflect deeply on the shame scripts that had affected them. To do this, I asked them to
reflect on the question, “What does it mean to be a real man today?” While participants
reflected, I played the two songs, had the image board set up for viewing, and had the
quote sheets laid out. Music, images, and quotes were incorporated into each session of
the retreat because, as Herbert Marcuse wrote, “Art subverts the dominant consciousness,
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the ordinary experience.” 96 The images, songs, and quotes were chosen to artistically
express some of what it means to be a man in America.

Image Board

Quote Sheets
on Table

The quotes on the quote sheets appeared with three quotes on a sheet of black paper, as
follows:
“Once we reach the age of thirty, success has nothing to teach us. Success is fun and
rewarding, but we don't learn anything new from it. It's not a bad friend; it's just a lousy
teacher. The only thing that can teach us, that can get through to us and profoundly
change us, is suffering, failure, loss and wounds.”97
“Early in life, you may have learned that it is not legitimate to: Show your real feelings;
Give and receive openly; Ask for things directly; Tell your opinions; Take care of your
own interests; Say No to what you do not want; Act as if you deserved abundance. These
96

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 187.

Ryan Thomas Neace, Feb 2, 2015. “Father Richard Rohr: Interviews with Spiritual Heroes.” Accessed
9.12.2018. http://ryanthomasneace.com/2015/02/02/father-richard-rohr-interviews-with-spiritual-heroes/
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are injunctions against having power, and to the extent that we have internalized them,
we have disabled ourselves and limited our adult capacities. Our journey to wholeness
begins from just such a wounded place.”98
“What does my own culture offer as a validation of manhood? The driver’s license at
sixteen; freedom at eighteen to join the army, attend pornographic movies, and to buy
cigarettes and beer. The message is clear: Becoming a man means operating a powerful
machine, killing other men, masturbating, destroying your lungs, and getting drunk.”99
“A man without his feminine soul is easily described. His personality will move toward
the outer world of things, and his head will be his control tower. He will build, explain,
use, fix, manipulate, legislate, order, and play with whatever he bothers to touch, but he
will not really touch it at all—for he does not know the inside of things. He has no
subtlety, imagination, ability to harmonize, or live with paradox or mystery. He engineers
reality instead of living it.”100
“Men should therefore search for identity principally through differentiation and through
power. Men should also compete, succeed, be independent, be self-sufficient, and men
should in addition engage in adversarial contests.” 101
“What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculty! In form,
in moving, how express and admirable! In action how like an angel! In apprehension how
like a god! The beauty of the world! The paragon of animals! And yet, to me, what is this
quintessence of dust? Man delights not me.”102
“Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.
98

David Richo, How to Be an Adult: A Handbook on Psychological And Spiritual Integration (Paulist
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And being found in human form,
he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross.”103
“By the sweat of your face
you shall eat bread
until you return to the ground,
for out of it you were taken;
you are dust,
and to dust you shall return.”104
“O LORD, our Sovereign,
how majestic is your name in all the earth!
You have set your glory above the heavens.
Out of the mouths of babes and infants
you have founded a bulwark because of your foes,
to silence the enemy and the avenger.
When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars that you have established;
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them?
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
and crowned them with glory and honor.
You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;
you have put all things under their feet,
all sheep and oxen,
and also the beasts of the field,
the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,
whatever passes along the paths of the seas.
O LORD, our Sovereign,
how majestic is your name in all the earth!”105
“Sixteen Tons” 106
Some people say a man is made outta mud
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Philippians 2:5-8
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Genesis 3:19
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Psalm 8

A poor man's made outta muscle and
blood

Tennessee Ernie Ford. 1955. “Sixteen Tons” Written by Merle Travis. lyrics © Warner/Chappell Music,
Inc. 1955.
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Muscle and blood and skin and bones
A mind that's a-weak and a back that's
strong

I was born one mornin', it was drizzlin'
rain
Fightin' and trouble are my middle name
I was raised in the canebrake by an ol'
mama lion
Can't no-a high-toned woman make me
walk the line

You load sixteen tons, what do you get?
Another day older and deeper in debt
Saint Peter don't you call me 'cause I can't
go
I owe my soul to the company store

You load sixteen tons, what do you get?
Another day older and deeper in debt
Saint Peter don't you call me 'cause I can't
go
I owe my soul to the company store

I was born one mornin' when the sun
didn't shine
I picked up my shovel and I walked to the
mine
I loaded sixteen tons of number nine coal
And the straw boss said "Well, a-bless my
soul”

If you see me comin', better step aside
A lotta men didn't, a lotta men died
One fist of iron, the other of steel
If the right one don't a-get you, then the
left one will

You load sixteen tons, what do you get?
Another day older and deeper in debt
Saint Peter don't you call me 'cause I can't
go
I owe my soul to the company store

You load sixteen tons, what do you get?
Another day older and deeper in debt
Saint Peter don't you call me 'cause I can't
go
I owe my soul to the company store

“Simple Man”107
Mama told me when I was young
"Come sit beside me, my only son
And listen closely to what I say
And if you do this it'll help you some
sunny day”

Oh, be something you love and
understand
Baby be a simple kind of man
Oh, won't you do this for me, son, if you
can”

"Oh, take your time, don't live too fast
Troubles will come and they will pass
You'll find a woman and you'll find love
And don't forget, son, there is someone up
above”

"Forget your lust for the rich man's gold
All that you need is in your soul
And you can do this, oh baby, if you try
All that I want for you, my son, is to be
satisfied”

"And be a simple kind of man

"And be a simple kind of man

Lynyrd Skynyrd. 1973. “Simple Man” written by Gary Rossington and Ron Van Zant. lyrics ©
Universal Music Publishing Group, BMG Rights Management. 1973.
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Oh, be something you love and
understand
Baby be a simple kind of man
Oh, won't you do this for me, son, if you
can”

"And be a simple kind of man
Oh, be something you love and
understand
Baby be a simple kind of man
Oh, won't you do this for me, son, if you
can”

Oh yes, I will
"Boy, don't you worry, you'll find yourself
Follow your heart and nothing else
And you can do this, oh baby, if you try
All that I want for you, my son, is to be
satisfied”

108
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Baby, be a simple, really simple man
Oh, be something you love and
understand
Baby, be a simple, kind of simple man
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Newsprint Dialogue
Newsprint Dialogue was used “to share small group deliberations in a manner that

engages all members of a wider community.”112 It also allowed participants to engage
shame scripts associated with “what it means to be a real man,” but to engage the
question internally, only expressing their answer in writing or drawing. Newsprint
Dialogue also “uses both silent and visual modalities, thus making it congenial to
students . . . who learn in a visual rather than in an auditory way.”113

Issues and Fears
Inviting the participants to consider the responses of the Newsprint Dialogue and
then verbally articulate “what issues and fears men face today,” allowed the participants
to potentially name their own issues and fears, still with a sense of anonymity because

Herb Ritts Foundation, “Christopher Reeve (Side View), Hollywood 1996,” photograph, accessed
September 17, 2018, http://www.herbritts.com/#/archive/photo/christopher-reeve-side-viewhollywood-1996/
110

111

Michelangelo, David, 1501-4, Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence. Photo accessed September 17, 2018,
http://www.accademia.org/explore-museum/artworks/michelangelos-david/
112

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 140.

113

ibid, 142.

!145

their answers could be about someone else’s issues and fears. As participants shared, I
wrote down their responses on a large piece of paper on the wall.
Elder Testimony
Each session included an Elder Teacher who was invited to share for about fifteen
minutes regarding the convergence of their lives with the themes of that session. Before
the retreat began, I invited these older pastors because they had shared a humbling
personal story of vulnerability, loss, or weakness with me.
Stephen Brookfield describes “three pedagogic uses for story” as, “to help
students learn a difficult idea or practice, to build credibility in the face of resistance, and
to vary classroom tempo.” 114 Humility was what I hoped the younger pastors would
experience. Humility is a virtue worthy of a lifetime of practice and, because it is
difficult, I wanted to have older pastors model humility by telling a personal story.
Second, because the Elder Teachers would be participating members in the Tribal
Groups, it was beneficial for the Elder Teachers to establish some credibility with the
younger pastors. Finally, hearing a story at the end of the session was a helpful way to
break up the tempo.
Within the ritual environment that was established in the Grounding Ritual, the
Elder Testimony served as a key to this liminal experience. All of the Elder Teachers were
older pastors, and two of them were denominational staff. The Elder Teachers were
invited to share stories of vulnerability, loss, or weakness during the “liminal period” of
the retreat. During this liminal period, the pastor “passes through a cultural realm that

114Brookfield,

Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 167.
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has few of the attributes of the past or coming state.” 115 Elder pastors sharing humbling
stories during this liminal phase could result in the younger pastors putting on these new
“customary norms and ethical standards,” or humility, which was modeled by the older
pastors.
Finally, Elder Teachers were invited to conclude their stories with an element of
hope. Stephen Brookfield explains, “Even as we tell stories of defeat, despair, and
demoralization, what we should take from them at the very least are lessons of how to
avoid these things happening so disastrously in the future.”116
Honoring/Conclusion
Gershen Kaufman writes, “Cultural scripts become additional sources of shame.
Through shame, culture shapes personality.”117 In this session, by naming the ways that
the Elder Teacher experienced shame scripts and tried to live into those shame scripts, the
elder modeled the ways that his culture shaped his personality. However, hearing the
Elder Teacher’s story wasn’t enough—we needed to honor the Elder Teacher’s story.
Again, Kaufman writes, “What we need in our culture is to honor shame, and thereby
redeem it.”118
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It was my hope that by inviting the younger pastors to verbally honor the older
pastor’s story, they would practice humility, regarding “others as better than
yourselves.”119
Tribal Group 1

Tribal Group 1 was designed to give retreat participants a chance to bond more
closely with a small group of fellow retreat participants. It started with two questions to
serve as icebreakers so that participants could feel a bit more comfortable with one
another. The third question invited participants to name a personal shame script, the
“messages of ‘being a man’ that they heard growing up.” Finally, the fourth question,
“What is one issue or fear that you experience?” invited participants to share a vulnerable
story with the group about how they experience the effects of those shame scripts today.
Session and Tribal Group 2
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Scripture/Whiteboard Reflection
Ruth Haley Barton describes Moses’s childhood this way:
Moses’s early childhood experiences were quite traumatic by any standard. He
was born into an environment that was highly unsafe and volatile for children. He
was abandoned by his mother, even though it was for the best of reasons. He was
then reunited with his birth family only to be returned to his adoptive family later
on. He was raised in a pagan environment that was fundamentally different from
the environment in which he had spent his early years, an environment that
prohibited him from living and worshipping with his family and his fellow
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Hebrews according to the traditions of his own heritage. He lived between two
worlds and yet was not fully at home in either place. 120

Inviting the pastors to describe Moses’s early losses allowed them an opportunity
to name the losses experienced by someone else.
Reflection Question/Images/Music/Quote Sheets
The following music, images, and quotes were chosen because they expressed
something about the nature of grief and loss. The musical artists were also popular when
retreat participants were children or adolescents, possibly connecting the participants
with memories from that earlier season of life.

“In what is described as depression and experienced as emptiness, futility, fear of
impoverishment, and loneliness can usually be recognized as the tragic loss of the self in
childhood, manifested as the total alienation from the self in the adult.” 121
“If you are a man and you are able to cry, consider yourself blessed. If you can cry, and
have someone near you who can comfortably honor and contain that, consider yourself
twice blessed.”122
“Jonathan lies slain upon your high places.
I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan;
greatly beloved were you to me;
your love to me was wonderful,
passing the love of women.
How the mighty have fallen,
and the weapons of war perished!”123
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“We arrive in this world with birthright gifts—then we spend the first half of our lives
abandoning them or letting others disabuse us of them. As young people, we are
surrounded by expectations that may have little to do with who we really are,
expectations held by people who are not trying to discern our selfhood but to fit us into
slots. In families, schools, workplaces, places, and religious communities, we are trained
away from true self toward images of acceptability; under social pressures like racism
and sexism our original shape is deformed beyond recognition; and we ourselves, driven
by fear, too often betray true self to gain the approval of others.”124
“We try so hard to get from others what once we missed. What was missed can never be
made up for, only mourned and let go of.” 125
“As we become more attentive to our environments through the eyes of the soul, we
might notice tension between what the spiritual life requires and what it takes to be (or at
least appear!) successful in the current cultural milieu.”126
“He made it all the way to the finish line of his life in leadership not because he knew
how to think about leadership and conceptualize it in clever ways. He lasted because he
allowed his leadership challenges to catalyze and draw him into a level of reliance on
God that he might not have pursued had it not been for his great need for God which he
experienced most profoundly in the crucible of leadership. He literally had no place else
to go!”127
“Tenderness contains an element of sadness. It is not the sadness of feeling sorry for
yourself or feeling deprived, but it is a natural situation of fullness. You feel so full and
rich, as if you were about to shed tears. Your eyes are full of tears, and the moment you
blink, the tears will spill out of your eyes and roll down your cheeks. In order to be a
good warrior, one has to feel this sad and tender heart. If a person does not feel alone and
sad he cannot be a warrior at all.”128
“Men frequently will enter a grieving process with the same energy they have found
successful in dealing with other types of problems. For many men, this is a process of
saying 'I can handle this, I’ll push my way through this, I’m powerful enough.' We have a
certain pride in our physical strength, and sometimes generalize this strength to the
emotional realms. We try the active and powerful methods of problem solving we may
124
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have used with other problems, and it doesn’t seem to put a dent in the grief. We try the
next day and get the same result. We try and try and the grief seems unaffected. Then
comes the sense of helplessness and powerlessness. Not only are we powerless in the face
of death, we also now are seemingly powerless in the face of this thing called grief. No
one has told us that this might last a long time. This sense of powerlessness is one of the
most difficult aspects of grief for men. It conflicts with our sense of mastery and power.
Grief is a problem without a solution, and this is extremely frustrating for men who value
their problem-solving capacities.”129
“Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had
met him. The Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up
quickly and go out. They followed her because they thought that she was going to the
tomb to weep there. When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet
and said to him, 'Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.' When
Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly
disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He said, 'Where have you laid him?' They said to
him, 'Lord, come and see.' Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, 'See how he loved
him!' But some of them said, 'Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have
kept this man from dying?’”130

“Still Fighting It”131

And everybody does
It's so weird to be back here
Let me tell you what
The years go on and
We're still fighting it
We're still fighting it

Good morning, son
I am a bird
Wearing a brown polyester shirt
You want a Coke?
Maybe some fries?
The roast beef combo's only nine ninetyfive
But it's okay
You don't have to pay
I've got all the change

And you're so much like me
I'm sorry
Good morning, son
Twenty years from now
Maybe we'll both sit down
And have a few beers
And I can tell

Everybody knows
It hurts to grow up
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You 'bout today
And how I picked you up
And everything changed
It was pain
Sunny days and rain
I knew you'd feel the same things

(Good morning, son)
(Good morning, son)

Everybody knows
It sucks to grow up
And everybody does
It's so weird to be back here
Let me tell you what
The years go on and
We're still fighting it
We're still fighting it

Everybody knows
It hurts to grow up
And everybody does
It's so weird to be back here
Let me tell you what
The years go on and
We're still fighting it
We're still fighting it, oh
We're still fighting it
We're still fighting it

It was pain
Sunny days and rain
I knew you'd feel the same things

You'll try and try
And one day you'll fly
Away from me

And you're so much like me
I'm sorry

Good morning, son
(Good morning, son)
I am a bird
“Landslide”132
I took my love, I took it down
Climbed a mountain and I turned around
And I saw my reflection in the snow covered hills
'Til the landslide brought me down
Oh, mirror in the sky, what is love?
Can the child within my heart rise above?
Can I sail through the changin' ocean tides?
Can I handle the seasons of my life?
Mmm
Well, I've been 'fraid of changin'
'Cause I've built my life around you
But time makes you bolder
The Smashing Pumpkins, “Landslide” Written by Stevie Nicks. Published by Cobalt Music Ltd.
Released 3.22.1994, Hollywood, CA.
132
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Even children get older
And I'm gettin' older, too
Well, I've been 'fraid of changin'
'Cause I've built my life around you
But time makes you bolder
Even children get older
And I'm gettin' older, too
I'm gettin' older, too
Ah, take my love, take it down
Oh, climb a mountain and turn around
And if you see my reflection in the snow covered hills
Well, the landslide will bring it down
And if you see my reflection in the snow covered hills
Well, the landslide will bring it down
Oh, the landslide will bring it down
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Flat Stanley
Flat Stanley was chosen as an exercise because “the aesthetic dimension of life
contained spontaneous, non-rational, and emotional elements of our being that are
potentially radical.”138 I invited participants to artistically depict themselves as children,
with joys, interests, hopes, and moments of knowing they were loved on one side and
depicting childhood pain, brokenness, and loss on the other side. The purpose of this
exercise was to practice naming the reality of their childhood. Alice Miller describes the
significance of this work as follows:
Our access to the true self is possible only when we no longer have to be afraid of
the intense emotional world of early childhood. Once we have experienced and
become familiar with this world, it is no longer strange and threatening. We no
longer need to keep it hidden behind the prison walls of illusion. We know now
how and what caused our pain, and it is exactly this knowledge that gives us
freedom at last from the old pain.139
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If it is true that “the person who names ‘reality’ becomes the source of control,”140
then naming their own childhood joys and wounds would enable participants to name
more of their own reality and continue to gain a sense of control over the narrative of
their own lives.
This exercise was essential in providing an opportunity to reach a bit closer to the
true self, as “in order to become whole we must try, in a long process, to discover our
own personal truth, a truth that may cause pain before giving us a new sphere of
freedom.”141 The truth that Alice Miller speaks is “the emotional discovery of the truth
about the unique history of our childhood.”142 Part of humility is embracing the givenness
of life, and the reality that each of us has inherent gifts. However, we also have each
received wounding, which “done to us during our childhood cannot be undone, since we
cannot change anything in our past. We can, however, change ourselves.”143 If part of
humility is embracing our weaknesses and our glory, then it is beneficial to name those
weaknesses and glory in our most formative experiences as children.
While this Flat Stanley exercise in no way assumes that this portion of the retreat
would fully provide healing for a participant’s childhood wounds and reveal fully the
“true self,” this activity did provide an environment and modeling for naming our
childhood joys and pain. The Flat Stanley also served as an artifact that the participants
could take home for further reflection and psychological work if they desired.
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Before inviting participants to create their own Flat Stanley, I also showed them
my Flat Brett as a means of modeling for them what types of stories they could depict
and the various artistic ways that they could express themselves.

During the creation of the Flat Stanleys, I played fives songs by the Smashing
Pumpkins, a band that was popular in the early and mid-1990s. Their songs portray
themes of childhood joy and pain.
Once participants had worked on their Flat Selves for about twenty-five minutes, I
invited them to take a minute of silence to honor the work that they had done in naming
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their childhood joys and pains. These expressions of childhood could potentially hold
portrayals of abuse and trauma, and so taking time to honor the men’s courage to engage
their own story was appropriate.
Elder Testimony
Inviting an Elder Teacher to share a story of pain or loss in his childhood, the
effects of that loss, and the hope that he has come to experience was a way of modeling
the vulnerability that participants were invited to emulate in their Tribal Groups.
Tribal Group 2
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These tribal group discussion questions began with a playful question that could
connect participants with memories of their childhood. The second question, to tell about
a joy from their Flat Selves, intended to provide an environment in which, as Ruth Haley
Barton describes:
We can catch glimpses of the true self by noticing what brings deep gladness and
a sense of meaning to our existence. Some of the best hints about who we really
are come from memories of unguarded moments in childhood and youth,
moments when we were caught up in the essence of being rather than driven by
self-conscious doing and performing. If we are able to look back on our childhood
self with curiosity and attention, we may remember moments when we were
completely and unreservedly ourselves and wonder what those mean for us
today.144
Session and Tribal Group 3
Scripture/Whiteboard Reflection
Ruth Haley Barton describes the connection between Moses’s childhood and his
act of killing an Egyptian in this way: “It appears that one of Moses’s coping mechanisms
was to repress his anger since he had nowhere to go with it. But he also used that anger to
‘power up’ in relation to others and to control situations that seemed out of control. One
day his anger—anger that had probably been building up for quite a long time—got the
best of him and everything exploded.”145 Moses had a lot of repressed emotion, and
“something that has been repressed does not really go away; it remains within us, skirting
the edges of our consciousness.”146
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Inviting participants to ask questions of Moses provided an opportunity for the
participants to explore the ways that Moses’s repressed inner life had come bursting out.
Teaching
Repressed emotion prevents us from living into our true self because “joy and
grief are brothers . . . If you deny your grief, you limit your joy; if you deny your joy, you
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limit your grief.”147 If we cannot experience our full emotional lives, then we are not
living freely, not living as our true selves. 148
If we are not living as our true selves, “we can see our freedom impaired, we
should consider the presence of addiction.” I define addiction with Gerald May’s
definition: “A state of compulsion, obsession, or preoccupation that enslaves a person’s
will and desire.”149 Beginning to talk about our personal addictions can be a vulnerable
process. As a disciple of Jesus and action researcher, I could not “make demands of local
stakeholders that I was not willing to make”150 of myself. To do this with integrity, I told
them about some of my addictive patterns depicted on my mask.
One of the ways that we experience addiction is in the way that we understand
ourselves and present ourselves to others. Gerald May puts it this way: “If we look at the
makeup of our self-representation systems, it is obvious that they are intimately
associated with our addictions.”151 And again, “We all define ourselves according to our
addictions.”152 Another way to speak about the ways we define ourselves is our persona.
Thomas Golden defines the persona as “the part of us that acts as our mask. It is the
presenting front that we want people to see.” 153 The mask on the following page depicts
my persona.
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Reflection Question/Images/Music/Quote Sheets
The songs, images, and quotes for this session all had to do broadly with themes
of addiction. The quote sheets contained the following quotes:

“What we repress in ourselves, we will project onto the neighbor and try to destroy
there.”154
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"The Shadow is the archetype of the unconscious that represents the feared, denied,
unaddressed, forbidden, and excluded parts of ourselves. Joseph Campbell calls the
Shadow 'the inconvenient or resisted psychic powers that we have not dared to integrate.'
We project these powers [characteristics] onto others of our same-sex and react strongly
to them.”155
“The negative Shadow is composed of our own unacceptable and disowned defects that
we strongly condemn in others. What we are unconscious of in ourselves, we become
emphatically conscious of in others.”156
“The positive Shadow is composed of the good qualities hidden in us that we strongly
admire or envy in others. We consciously respect in them what we inwardly disavow in
ourselves. 'In every work of genius, we can recognize our own rejected thoughts. They
come back to us with a certain alienated majesty' [Emerson].”157
“The love and the pain of the present are directly connected to the love and the pain of
the past. Once we acknowledge the continuity of our condition, we clearly see our
personal work.”158
“The denial of chronic feeling states is a dangerous thing and leaves people in perpetual
states of needing to live a lie. This living a lie has big effects on our psyche. It cuts us off
from the world around us and limits our capacity to relate to others. If we are busy in
maintaining a false image, we will not be able to be in the present tense, for we will
always be jumping ahead and preparing for the next contingency. 'To thine own self be
true' is an important maxim.”159
“It is addiction that creates other gods for us. Because of our addictions, we will always
be storing up treasures somewhere other than heaven, and these treasures will kidnap our
hearts and souls and strength. Because of our addictions, we simply cannot—on our own
—keep the great commandments. Most of us have tried, again and again, and failed.
Some of us have even recognized that these commandments are really our own deepest
desires. We have tried to dedicate our lives to them, but still we fail. I think our failure is
necessary, for it is in failure and helplessness that we can most honestly and completely
turn to grace. Grace is our only hope for dealing with addiction, the only power that can

155

Richo, How to Be an Adult: A Handbook on Psychological And Spiritual Integration, locations
1246-1248.
156

ibid, locations 1248-1249.

157

ibid, locations1250-1252.

158

ibid, locations 269-270.

159

Golden, Swallowed by a Snake: The Gift of the Masculine Side of Healing, 57.

!163

truly vanquish its destructiveness. Grace is the inventible advocate of freedom and the
absolute expression of perfect love.” 160
“Betrayal, abandonment, rejection, disappointment, humiliation, isolation, etc. are not
feelings but beliefs. Each of these judgments keeps us caught in our story and blinded to
the bare fact of loss. Each is a subtle form of blame. Each assuages, coddles, and justifies
our bruised ego. Each distracts us from the true feelings of grief. Grievances dislocate
grief work. Anger without blame completes it.”161
“The language of the first half of the male life journey is the language of ascent, the
earnest and necessary idealism that characterizes all healthy young men. It is a heroic
language of winning, succeeding, triumphing over ego and obstacles. Without such vision
and effort, men remain cowering in a small and powerless world. The man has to climb in
the beginning, or he cannot test his mettle, find his best self, say no to his false self or
triumph over egocentricity. But this same task of ascent becomes dangerous in the second
half of a man’s life.1 It becomes disguised egocentricity, climbing at all costs, misusing
power, using ideology and principles to avoid relationship—what Saint Paul calls law
instead of Spirit in his letter to the Galatians. Thus we see that all great spiritual teachers,
like Jesus himself, seem to have two sets of teachings: one for the early multitudes and
another for the mature disciples (e.g., Matthew 13:10–12; 1 Corinthians 3:1–3; Hebrews
5:12–14)."162
“A leader is a person who must take special responsibility for what’s going on inside himor herself, inside his or her consciousness, lest the act of leadership create more harm
than good.”163
“Like so many of us as leaders, Moses’ natural gifting was at the mercy of his unresolved
past and the unexamined emotional patterns that drove him.”164
“Only those who have faced their own dark side can be trusted to lead others toward the
Light. This is where true spiritual leadership begins. Everything that comes before is
something else.”165
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Sandman
The sandman exercise served to invite participants to depict their addictions with
an aesthetic dimension. They were invited to portray the attraction addictions of their
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persona on the outside of the mask and their aversion addictions on the inside. Or, to put
it another way, the outside was to depict the way they want others to see them. The inside
of the mask was for them to name the ways that they feel shame and hide from others.
During the creation of the masks I played the following songs from the band
United Pursuit: “Head to Heart,” “Simple Gospel,” “Let it Happen,” “Since Your Love,”
and “Hidden.” The songs were chosen because they emphasize letting go of that which is
not our true self.
When participants were done fashioning their masks, they were invited to place
the mask in the sand face up. This served a symbolic purpose. Moses’s repressed
emotions, expressed in his addiction to control, burst out in anger and killed an Egyptian.
In the same way, our repressed emotions, expressed in our addictions, will burst out to
harm ourselves or others. Ruth Haley Barton describes a Christian leader as “a person
who must take special responsibility for what’s going on inside him- or herself, inside his

!166

or her consciousness, lest the act of leadership create more harm than good.”171 In this
way, this exercise hoped to aid these pastors as leaders by naming and owning their
addictions.
With the Sandman exercise in combination with Flat Stanley, I hoped to provide
participants with a means to begin connecting some of the experiences of childhood pain
to their current experiences of addiction.
Tribal Group 3
Asking participants to share something that is “most comfortable” and “more
difficult” allowed them to choose how vulnerable they wanted to be with their group.
Inviting participants to share a story of a time when their devotion to their mask hurt
themselves or someone else invited them to feel the pain of their own lives, particularly
as their lives relate to addiction.
Session and Tribal Group 4
Scripture/Whiteboard Reflection
The question, “In what ways was Moses an alien?” was prompted by Moses’s
statement in Exodus 2:22, where Moses named his son Gershom, “for he said, ‘I have
been an alien residing in a foreign land.’”
Teaching
During this teaching section, I told a story about a season of my own life where I
felt like an alien. The intention was to model what it looks like to ask questions about
oneself. The masks of session three are formed in an attempt to define ourselves for other
Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry, 38.
attributed to Parker Palmer, “Leading From Within.”
171
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people. The “alien” theme of this session is an invitation to consider the questions of
one’s own identity once some of the masks of addiction have been identified.
Questions have great power to shape our true self. As Rainer Maria Rilke
suggests, “Have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and to try to love the
questions themselves as if they were locked rooms or books written in a very foreign
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language. Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you now, because
you would not be able to live them.”172
Reflection Question/Images/Music/Quote Sheets

Asking participants to reflect on the question, "In what ways am I an alien?” felt
like asking a very open-ended question. I wasn’t sure how or if the men would have any

172

Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet (Lexington, KY: 2016), letter 4, paragraph 2.

!169

meaningful responses, but I felt the question was worth asking. The songs were chosen
because they are songs that express themes of struggle, weakness, and emotional depth.
The well and bread photos were chosen because they depict a part of Exodus 2:15b-25.
The dark wood was chosen as an image of Dante’s lines from the Divine Comedy. The
photos of Abba Anthony and the pilgrims represent people who are on journeys. The
quotes on the quote sheets appeared as follows:
“But when the time comes to enter the darkness in which we are naked and helpless and
alone; in which we see the insufficiency of our greatest strength and the hollowness of
our strongest virtues; in which we have nothing of our own to rely on, and nothing in our
nature to support us, and nothing in the world to guide us or give us light—then we find
out whether or not we live by faith.
It is in this darkness, where there is nothing left in us that can please or comfort
our own minds, when we seem to be useless and worthy of all contempt, when we seem
to have failed, when we seem to be destroyed and devoured, it is then that the deep and
secret selfishness that is too close for us to identify is stripped away from our souls. It is
in this darkness that we find true liberty. It is in this abandonment that we are made
strong. This is the night which empties us and makes us pure.”173
“Brother, be on your guard; pay attention to yourself.”174
“‘This is who I am. The experience of living as an alien in a foreign land is what has
shaped me.' Finally he had come home to himself. All of us have need of this kind of
homecoming in which we claim our experiences as our own and acknowledge the ways
they have shaped us. Then we are in a position to take responsibility for ourselves rather
than being driven by our unconscious patterns of manipulating and controlling reality . . .
Taking responsibility for oneself may well be more demanding than taking responsibility
for a congregation or an organization! Whether it happens early or late, it is crucial to our
capacity to lead spiritually.” 175
“For males the thrust of maturing to manhood is in the direction of 'separation and
individuation,’"176
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“We, however, are challenged and questioned from the depths of our boundless spirit.
Being is entrusted to us as a summons, which we are each to accept and consciously
acknowledge. We are never simply a being that is 'there' and 'ready-made,' just for the
asking. From the very start we are something that can Be, a being who must win selfhood
and decide what it is to be. We must fully become what we are—a human being. To
become human through the exercise of our freedom—that is the law of our Being.”177
“Men perceive relationship itself as a threat to our masculine identity out of a primal need
to individuate from the mother.”178
“Hallelujah”179
I've heard there was a secret chord

And from your lips she drew the
Hallelujah

That David played, and it pleased the
Lord

Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah

But you don't really care for music, do
you?
It goes like this
The fourth, the fifth
The minor fall, the major lift
The baffled king composing Hallelujah

Maybe I've been here before
I know this room, I've walked this floor
I used to live alone before I knew you
I've seen your flag on the marble arch
Love is not a victory march
It's a cold and it's a broken Hallelujah

Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah

Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah

Your faith was strong but you needed
proof
You saw her bathing on the roof
Her beauty and the moonlight overthrew
you
She tied you to a kitchen chair
She broke your throne, she cut your hair

There was a time you'd let me know
What's real and going on below
But now you never show it to me do you?
And remember when I moved in you?
The holy dark was moving too
And every breath we drew was Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah
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Hallelujah, Hallelujah

It's not somebody who's seen the light
It's a cold and its a broken Hallelujah

Maybe there's a God above
And all I ever learned from love
Was how to shoot at someone who
outdrew you
It's not a cry you can hear at night

Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah

“Help Me Believe”180
Whisper in my ear
That I am not asleep
Tell me a story that I recognize
Would you touch my face
And help me believe
That the stories that I know for myself
Are not lies

And I have seen your face as I lay on the
floor
And I have cried
And I have sought
Like a beggar in my soul
Like a beggar in the world just to find you
Lord

Cause I have seen
Heavens doors open to me
I have shook to the bones

Cause Lord I believe help me believe
Lord I can see but I still can’t see clearly
Lord I believe would you help me believe
Cause I want it so bad
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Newsprint Dialogue
The Newsprint Dialogue activity in this session is the same format as that in
Session 1.

Male Spiritual Journey Handout
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Thomas Golden writes, "When a man feels lost, he looks for a map.”186 The map
included in this retreat shows the general terrain leading toward spiritual and
psychological maturity.
Conclusion
The conclusion of this session included an invitation to fast on Saturday,
recognizing that it was optional. Informing them of the fasting option gave them time to
consider how they would participate on Saturday.
Tribal Group 4
We feel alien when we aren’t very good at doing something, like we don’t belong.
Inviting participants to tell a story of something that they aren’t very good at was a light
way to begin talking about their inability and weakness. Asking participants to tell about
a potential “dark nNight of the soul,” was an invitation to participants to share some of
their more painful and meaningful stories with one another. Asking “Where on the Male
Spiritual Journey Map would you place yourself today? Why?” sought to invite the men
to simply name where they were at in their journey. This allowed the younger pastors and
Elder Teachers to see that they are not “bad” because they are less mature, nor are the
Elder Teachers “good” because they are farther along. Recognizing where one is, and
seeing that other people’s journey looks different, is a humbling experience because one
recognizes the meaninglessness of comparing oneself to others. On the journey to
spiritual maturity, we are all on the same team.
Session and Tribal Group 5
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Scripture/Whiteboard Reflection
Inviting participants to consider “What happens on holy ground?” was an exercise
designed so that participants could begin to identify the possibilities of such an
experience for their own lives.

Reflection Question/Images/Music/Quote Sheets
Inviting participants to remember when they have had experiences of being on
holy ground in the past intended to connect their own personal narrative to the experience
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that Moses had in Exodus 3. The music was chosen to express themes of the holiness and
simplicity of God and our experience of God. The images of Moses and Mt. Sinai were
chosen because they depict part of Exodus 3. The image of Christ in the center was
chosen because I believe that the life of Jesus fully embodies the answer to the question,
"What happens on holy ground?” The eclipse was chosen because “Moses hid his face,
for he was afraid to look at God”187 in the same way that the moon hides the face of the
sun during an eclipse. An image of bison was chosen because Moses was a shepherd of a
flock; in rural North America, the North American bison represents the history of this
land and its people. They are also incredibly large animals and make a man feel very
small by comparison. The following quotes were included on the quote sheets:
“Solitude and silence, in particular, enable us to experience a place of authenticity within
and to invite God to meet us there. In solitude we are rescued from relentless human
striving to solve the challenges of ministry through intellectual achievements and hard
work, so that we can experience the life of the Spirit guiding toward that true way that
lies between one polarity and another. In silence we give up control and allow God to be
God in our life rather than being a thought in our head or an illustration in a sermon. In
that place of our seeking we listen for the still, small voice of God telling us who we
really are and what is real from a spiritual point of view. Then we are not quite so
enslaved by the demands and expectations of life in leadership.” 188
“The discipline of solitude is a key discipline for all those who seek after God. It is the
primary place where the leader’s soul is strengthened. However, a leader’s journey into
solitude and silence has particular challenges. One of the reasons solitude is so
challenging for leaders is that the activities and experiences associated with leadership
can be very addicting. The idea that I can do something about this, that, or the other thing
feeds something in us that is voracious in its appetite. That something is the ego or the
false self, which, over time, identifies itself and shores itself up with external
accomplishments and achievements, roles and titles, power and prestige. Leadership
roles, by their very nature, give a lot of fodder to the ego. To remove ourselves, even for a
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time, from the very arena where we are receiving so much of our identity can be difficult
if not impossible for leaders, no matter how much mental assent we give to the idea.” 189
“Leadership, even at its best, is terribly demanding, and it is crucial that we argue out our
ambivalence about our calling to leadership openly with God so that it doesn’t leak out
and create uncertainty in those we are serving.”190
“In meditation we get in touch with that place in ourselves where we are perfect without
having to do anything.”191
“Some men have perhaps become hermits with the thought that sanctity could only be
attained by escape from other men. But the only justification for a life of deliberate
solitude is the conviction that it will help you to love not only God but also other men. If
you go into the desert merely to get away from people you dislike, you will find neither
peace nor solitude; you will only isolate yourself with a tribe of devils.”192
“An Elder said: ‘Just as a tree which is continually transplanted cannot bear fruit, so the
monk who moves from place to place cannot produce virtue.’” 193
“We may even think that feelings and, in particular, our feelings, are annoying
encumbrances and inappropriate for a man. But let us not surrender our lives! Let us find
the spontaneity and joy of life inside ourselves. Then not only will we live our lives more
abundantly, but we will enable others to live, perhaps for the first time in their lives.”194
“If you are a man and you are able to cry, consider yourself blessed. If you can cry, and
have someone near you who can comfortably honor and contain that, consider yourself
twice blessed.”195
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“Teach us to care and not to care, Teach us to sit still even among these rocks, Our peace
in His will, And even among these rocks.”196
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This small-group time was designed partially to break up the flow of the structure
and give retreat participants a bit of time to share spiritual stories with others who were
not in their tribal groups. I invited participants to share what they felt was an invitation to
connect with their own emotions because “emotion is central to learning, not something
added to it or something that interrupts it.”202
Teaching
Through his encounter with the Lord in Exodus 3, Moses was given a new
perspective of himself and his task in the world. This short teaching session intended to
share Ruth Haley-Barton’s words and invite participants into a time of stillness and
solitude.
Wilderness Time Explained
Participants were invited to experience Wilderness Time, where they could
experience the limitations of food, social connection, and place. Fasting from food,
according to Dallas Willard, “confirms our utter dependence upon God by finding in him
a source of sustenance beyond food.”203 Experiencing solitude is a “chance to detach
from the opinions of others, to forgive some people who have made you angry, to come
to grips with the way other people are getting in the way of your relationship with
God.”204 Participants were invited to take their masks or their Flat Selves along as a
visual aid for reflection. Participants were also given the Wilderness Time Handout and
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the Wilderness Time Reflections as aids to their reflection. The handouts were given as
options should participants choose to use them for spiritual reflection.
Tribal Group 5
There had been a lot of content shared with participants until this point in the
retreat. Inviting participants to share their wonderings and feelings allowed for them to
process how their spirit was doing as they had now been at the retreat for nearly two
days. Inviting participants to describe their experiences of fasting and solitude in the past
intended to allow those with more experience to share what that was like, and for those
with less experience to hear some of what fasting and solitude could look and feel like.
Change of Plans
Something significant happened in my own life on Saturday morning—my stepmother called me and told me that my dad had a heart attack. As providence would have
it, being at the retreat center meant that I was only a half-hour away from the hospital
where they life-flighted my dad. I informed the men at the retreat of my family’s situation
on Saturday morning and asked if they would mind if we changed plans and I did not
participate in the Wilderness Time along with them. I spent the Reflection Question/
Images/Music/Quote Sheets portion of Session 5 weeping in the retreat room as the other
men engaged the tools of reflection. Following Session 5, the men surrounded me, prayed
for me and my dad, and laid hands on me. They gladly encouraged me to go and be with
my family in the hospital. My father had a few stents put in and has since made a full
recovery.
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This experience was an invitation for me to connect with my dad and be with him
in a time of need; it was also an invitation for me to be flexible with the retreat content. I
designed a rather elaborate retreat, but on Saturday morning I needed to change my plans.
When I had finished visiting my father in the hospital, I stopped in Sioux Falls,
South Dakota, to pick up food for the feast. When I returned to the retreat center, all the
men were in our main meeting room snacking, talking, and laughing after their afternoon
in various places on the camp.
My intention for Session 6 was to have the food delivered before Session 6 began.
Then, I would meet each person in the entryway of the lodge when they returned from
Wilderness Time. I would leave Wilderness Time early so that I could set up our meeting
room for the feast and Baptismal Remembrance Ceremony, having everything prepared
when the men arrived back from their Wilderness Time. The plan was to lead the
Baptismal Remembrance Ceremony in the common area where we entered the main
lodge, and then after the Baptismal Remembrance Ceremony move into the room where
the feast was set up and waiting for them.
When I returned from visiting my father, it felt like the men were in an upbeat
mood and they were vocal about how hungry they were. Some were talking about their
travel plans the next day. Some were beginning to set up a large community table for us
to eat at. The mood and activity of the room told me that my plan needed to change, so I
decided to skip the Baptismal Remembrance Ceremony and go right into the feast.
Feast
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While setting up for the feast, I learned that a few of the men were going to leave
on Sunday morning very early and would miss the closing worship if we had closing
worship on Sunday Morning at 10:30 a.m. I asked the group if they would feel
comfortable officially wrapping up the retreat Saturday evening instead with closing
worship Saturday evening after the feast. They agreed that would work well, so that is
what we did.
During the feast time, I shared the poem from Dietrich Bonhoeffer entitled “Who
am I?” Following the feast, I invited all the participants to reflect on the questions from
the Sunday morning Tribal Group discussion questions. Following our group discussion,
we transitioned to our closing worship.
Closing Worship
The liturgy for closing worship was from “Worship the Lord,”205 the worship
leadership book for the Reformed Church in America, in which we are all members.
Exodus 3:7-15 was chosen as the meditation text because it was the next part of the
Moses narrative; it also includes God’s sending of Moses. I invited Elder 4 to speak a
scripture reflection for us because he is a leader in our denomination.
Communion was offered toward the end of the worship service. Each man came
up one at a time, where Elder 4 offered the bread and juice to each participant by name.
Then I held the previously collected dust and put the dust back on each participant,
saying, “Receive your titles, roles, successes, accomplishments, and ordination for the
blessing of the world. Remember that you are dust and to dust you will return.” This was
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designed to be an act of Aggregation, where the ritual participant is restored to the role
and status previously held, but now with new “customary norms and ethical standards” 206
bestowed by the elders of the community. It was my hope that retreat participants would
have a meaningful experience of humility during the course of the retreat so that putting
those titles, roles, and other accomplishments back on at the end of the retreat would
function to redefine what it means to be a minister from domini status to deeper places of
humility.
Sunday Morning
In the end, some participants drove home on Saturday evening, and two
participants stayed at the camp with me until early Sunday afternoon. We talked about
our lives, our ministries, and our families, and they were very willing to help me pick up
all the retreat supplies as well as clean our meeting room.
Conclusion
In the end, the retreat concluded without completing some of the components that
I had planned. However, the changes that were made felt appropriate to the circumstances
and mood; they were also affirmed by other retreat participants. If I were to host the
retreat again, I would include Saturday afternoon and Sunday morning’s content as
written.
One change that I would make if I were to host the retreat again would be to host
it on Monday through Thursday so that more ministers would be able to attend. I was
hopeful that participants would take the Sunday off and not have it counted as vacation or
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continuing education. However, this was not realistic for some retreat participants, and
the timing of the retreat may have hindered others from desiring to participate.
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Chapter 5: Researching the Impact of the Retreat
Introduction
This project utilized action research to host a three-day retreat of spiritual
formation for first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years of
ministry. Fundamental to this inquiry is to evaluate the credibility of the project using the
best practices of action research. Introduction to Action Research1 provides direction
regarding such credibility.
With Greenwood and Levin as guides, I understand credibility to mean “the
arguments and processes necessary for having someone trust research results.”2
Credibility comes in two forms: “First, there is knowledge that has internal credibility to
the group generating it.”3 Then, second, is external credibility, or “knowledge capable of
convincing someone who did not participate in the inquiry that the results are
believable.”4 Therefore, the primary way to gauge the credibility of the retreat for
cultivating humility is by asking the participants of the retreat. Then, secondarily, readers
are asked to consider whether or not the narratives of the participants are compelling
enough to demonstrate that the retreat was an effective means for these pastors to practice
humility. Because this project was a retreat hosted with the intention that participants
share spiritual stories with one another, the narratives of the participants are central to the
research. This is fitting because “narratives are indeed central to AR. A great deal is at
1
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stake in understanding the stories of individual cases in ways that can and should have
powerful general effects. Telling stories is not in contradiction to doing social science. It
is fundamental to it.”5
In evaluating the effectiveness of an action research study, it needs to pass three
primary tests. First, the workability test. Did “the actions taken in the AR process result
in a solution to the problem?”6 Second, the sense-making test. “How can the outcome
be integrated in a meaning construction process that creates new knowledge?”7 Third, the
transcontextual credibility test. Can the learning that was generated at the retreat transfer
into other contexts? “Meanings created in one context are examined for their credibility
in another situation through a conscious reflection on similarities and differences between
contextual features and historical factors.”8
This chapter will present interview narratives relevant to the following four
questions. 1) Was the Grounding Ritual a meaningful9 pathway to humility? 2) Were the
large-group sessions for cultivating self-knowledge, a meaningful pathway to humility?
3) Were the small-group sessions based on the “Circle of Trust Touchstones” a
meaningful pathway to humility? 4) How did I as a researcher grow in humility during
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this process?10 Each of these questions will be considered in light of the workability,
sense-making, and transcontextual credibility tests.
Grounding Ritual
Was the Grounding Ritual workable, did it generate sense-making, and did it
contain a meaningful degree of transcontextual credibility? In the phone interview two
months after the retreat, participants were asked, “What was your experience of the
Grounding Ritual at the beginning of the retreat?”
Participant 1 described his experience of the Grounding Ritual this way:
I mean, initially, having not been involved in many ritual-type things, it felt a little
bit silly, but even by the time we sat down for the first group session, I found it to
be kind of cathartic. I don't know. It increased the safety of the space in a way that
I didn't expect, and so by the time I left and we did the reverse it was like, “I don't
want to pick my titles and all that stuff back up. Can I just leave them in the jar?”
At the retreat, regarding the Grounding Ritual, Participant 2 said,
Maybe it’s the sweeping off our gains, but this morning I woke up with all kinds
of thoughts. When I walk into a room, I am the most important person in the
room. And my people tell me that I am the most important. I hear in the scripture
today an invitation to re-imagine my identity. 11
Participant 2 described his experience in the phone interview as follows:
I found [the Grounding Ritual] profoundly important and I was a little distracted
that not everyone was there when we did it. I was a little distracted by the
invitation to dust off our ordination. Particularly that word had me sort of chewing
mentally for awhile. If that was okay. If I agreed with that. It triggered my
evaluative brain. I came, I think, to a place of acceptance. That wasn't the truest
thing about me for that retreat. That was a point of humbling and I think the ego
had to be quieted. I think it was the right word in the end for me to engage the
10 According

to Greenwood and Levin, “AR processes aim to create learning both for the involved problem
owners and for the professional researchers,” Greenwood and Levin, Introduction to Action Research 2nd
Edition, 92.
11
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retreat well. I found that to be deeply meaningful for me. Then the counterpoint at
the end of picking it back up was really vital.
Participant 3 described his experience this way:
I thought the Grounding Ritual was really relevant. It helped center us onto what
we were doing, as well as figuring out exactly what the tone of this retreat was
going to be. To lay aside everything that we brought with us, as well as
recognizing that we are all kind of equal in this space, and then recognizing how
we can move forward with each other. But I thought it was super beneficial for me
to ground myself in that space, to let everything else go, and then move forward
throughout that weekend.
Participant 4 described his experience as follows:
I really appreciated the way you worded the Grounding Ritual in that we were
invited to give ourselves and to give our earthly things back, and that when we
can remove those—when we were invited to remove those things—we brought
our real, true, God-created presence to that retreat. It was just that reminder and
that invitation, and the reminder and the invitation that you were going to provide
that safe space for us to do that, to provide that safe and open space so that [we
could] enter into [ourselves] with [our] God-created true self, and that it was
going to be embraced and accepted as it was. Yeah, it was a good introduction to
the retreat.
Participant 5 described his experience of the Grounding Ritual this way:
I thought the Grounding Ritual was good. I thought it was a good way to just be
reminded that it doesn't really matter who you are. It matters that you’re Christ's
own and it doesn't really matter what achievements you have done or where you
came from or how much money you have. What really matters is that you're just a
child of God, and that's a good reminder to . I thought it was good to start off that
way.
Participant 6 described his experience this way:
I thought it was helpful to have that moment where [you said], “Hey, we're all
going to lay down everything that separates us in this moment,” because there was
a wide variety of people there, and some pretty accomplished people, and some
pretty fresh people like myself. So, I experienced that as a freeing moment to
conscientiously leave behind some of those identifiers that we often carry. I think
what we were asked to lay down and brush off can get in the way of a true
identity as well. So it's nice to be able to lay that down.
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When asked at the conclusion of the retreat, “Should this portion of the retreat
carry into future retreats?” retreat participants responded to the “Grounding Ritual, where
titles, degrees, and positions were removed,” as follows:
IIII
II

Absolutely
Yes
Maybe
No
Absolutely Not

A participant wrote the following on his evaluation form:
The combination of the funeral liturgy, baptismal font, and dust were creative as
they were rich symbolically. Tying those strands of theological concepts cemented
the retreat in God and set the foundation for the rest of the retreat.
On CIQ’s, participants described the Grounding Ritual as “helpful,” “good,"
“relevant," “important,” “cathartic,” “humbling,” and “a freeing moment.”
During the Grounding Ritual, two retreat participants were standing on top of
landscaping rocks and so could not sweep up dust with the broom and dustpan. They
improvised and picked up little rocks and put them in the jar. Two other participants also
improvised, taking out their billfolds and brushing them off.
Participant 2 described what it was like to reclaim his gains, saying,
I didn't receive them like grasping for safety. It wasn't like when my kids get hurt
or scared and they have these little security blanket animals; it's almost as if they
need them and they grasp them and clutch them to themselves and that's security.
The picture I have in my head right now—that's not how I received back my
gains. I wasn't taking them back from a position of anxiety or emptiness or low
self-esteem. I was sort of grateful to have them back in right order. In right
relationship with them. That I don't need them to be [Participant 2]. I am
[Participant 2] and have them as a gift or [I’m] a steward of these things that are
not proper to me, but are placed in my hands. They don't define me, but they are
for me for others. And I think that's how I left the retreat. I think there was a
freedom and a gratitude in my spirit about that.

!189

The responses of the six participants suggest that the Grounding Ritual was a
meaningful experience, and functioned as a pathway to humility. Regarding sensemaking, the participants’ responses to the Grounding Ritual suggest that this ritual was
effectively used in a retreat environment to establish the values of the retreat experience.
Finally, I would suggest the following transcontextual credibility: I developed a ritual,
invited others to share in it with me, modeled the way by undergoing it first, and believed
that it had meaning in that time and place. If I can create a meaningful ritual like that,
certainly there are other retreat environments where retreat leaders could create different
rituals to establish the values of their retreat environment.
Large-Group Sessions to Cultivate Self-Knowledge
Were the large-group activities to cultivate self-knowledge workable? To put it
another way, did they contribute to a meaningful experience of growing in selfknowledge (a pathway to humility)? What new knowledge did these activities generate?
Did the large-group sessions contain a meaningful degree of transcontextual credibility?
When asked, “Did you experience humility in your own spirit at the retreat?” the
following narratives were shared:
At the retreat, Participant 1 shared with the group:
It’s really nice to know that Flat Stanley has two sides. It can be really easy to
reflect only on the joyless side. But I begin to see that there is more to me. 12
Participant 1 and I shared the following conversation in a telephone interview.
Brett VB:

12

[Participant 1], what was a high point of the retreat for you?
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Participant 1: Honestly it's hard for me to pinpoint one thing. The elements that worked
together really well for me were the activities, especially crafting the—I'm
gonna forget the name for it, but the blank little figure that's supposed to
represent you.
Brett VB:

Flat Stanley.

Participant 1: Yes. Combining that with the mask project and then the quotes that you
had for us to read and reflect on. The combination of those things, I don't
know why but they just helped me reflect on myself well. And I guess if I
had to [say] a highlight, it would be that those crafts and the quotes and
music that you chose helped put me in a self-reflective space.
Later in the interview, when asked, “Would you say you experienced humility at
the retreat?” Participant 1 responded:
Participant 1: Personally I think my experience of humility has come in the follow up to
the retreat. I could pinpoint at the retreat some of the emotional things that
I needed to go after, and because it was safe for me to explore and
pinpoint those things at the retreat, I was able to then come away from it
and go, “I feel safe enough now to go and pursue a counselor.” To do some
therapy and really go after those. And personally, the personal experience
of humility for me came that way.
Brett VB:

Thanks for sharing that, [Participant 1]. I heard you say that you could
pinpoint an emotional experience at the retreat that you wanted to go
further into and talk with a counselor about. Can you describe what that
emotional experience was for you at the retreat, or what that revelation
was?

Participant 1: I don't know what emotion exactly it was. I remember I read a quote that
you had from Alice Miller, and just talking about the wounds that we
experience as a child and how those go with us over time and the quote
[felt] like, “Wow, you just described me.” And the recognition that if I
want to grow up and I want to be happy with my life—not in the sense of
controlling my circumstances or to be happy with what [I] want to be
given—I need to address those wounds, even if I can't yet identify the
wounds exactly.
I bought the book that the quote was from and I read through that,
and then thought, “I need to sit with somebody longer term to go after
these things.” I'm not sure if I can identify a specific feeling aside from
maybe a little bit of grief. Because I don't know if this experience would
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hold true for you, but as an Enneagram Five, one of the things that I really
pride myself on is knowing myself. I've always felt like I was more selfaware than the other people around me, and there was a certain sense in
reading that quote where I started to grieve, because I thought to myself,
“This lady never met me and she just revealed something to me that I
didn't know.”And I think I maybe was grieving some of the arrogance in
thinking that I knew myself so well.
During free time, Participant 2 and I shared the following conversation.
Participant 2: I went to the Wilderness Time with my Flat Stanley and my mask. As I sat
where I was, I noticed something. There were books on my mask. My
office is full of books, even though I never really read them. I want people
to see me as smart and competent. Then I looked at my "Flat Me" and saw
a book in my hand on the pain/loss side. I remembered that I hated reading
as a kid. I wasn’t very good at it before fourth grade and my teachers made
me work harder with extra assignments to try and increase my reading
level. I realized when I was a kid that I read to get grades and affirmation.
Now, as a pastor, I have all these books, but my office doesn’t feel like
“me,” my authentic self.
Brett VB:

What would your authentic self feel like?

Participant 2: I don’t know right now, but I want to find out!
Participant 2 and I shared the following conversation in a telephone interview.
Brett VB:

[Participant 2], what was a high point of the retreat for you?

Participant 2: I think for me the high point was the aesthetic. Maybe aesthetic is a vague
word, but I think the fact that you intentionally structured time for creative
expression or for a visual or experiential kind of encounter with the
material was really helpful for me.
Brett VB:

Participant 2, what was going on in you that made the aesthetic
dimensions of the retreat a high point as you came to the retreat?

Participant 2: I came in weary and disconnected from myself. I think the aesthetic piece
engaged a part of me that usually runs silent or is not engaged in most of
my life. I value creativity. I value art and artfulness. I value aesthetics. I
think having that presented that to me and being invited to explore this
material that way woke up that sort of sleeping part of me in a way that
was really refreshing and really helpful. [It was helpful to have] learning
integrated in a new way and a fresh way.
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Later in the interview, when asked, “Would you say you experienced humility at
the retreat?” Participant 2 responded,
Participant 2: Yes. Like I said, I came in [to the retreat] weary and I would even say
depressed. I think I've been wrestling with a kind of low-grade back
burner kind of depression for the last year. I would say I was ready to be
humbled. I think the way that I found humility was not at all coerced or
manipulative. It wasn't a shame thing. There was no condemnation. I think
there was an invitation for me to choose humility every day and to engage
from a position of need. To honestly admit my neediness was really safe
somehow at the retreat.
Brett VB:

What's changed in those five years that brought you to a place of feeling
weary and depressed?

Participant 2: I think loneliness. I think the isolation of being the pastor and being in a
small town—I think that was more challenging than I knew. I also think I
had some unhealthy rhythms, have maybe still—present tense—some
unhealthy rhythms about work that enforced that and keep me isolated. I
think that number one is loneliness. I think that's probably the key factor
there.
When asked, “Did this retreat aid you in any way in self-awareness?” Participant
2 responded,
In the past, the self-discovery or self-diagnosing things I've participated in have
felt invasive. The Enneagram process for me was really challenging because the
learning that happened was so abrupt and so challenging of all the things that I
thought I was and thought I valued. That process was really hurtful in the end,
more than helpful over the short term. This process differed because the work we
did was so steeped in compassion. I would say there was so much grace in the
room during all of our conversations about addiction or self-worth or wounding.
All those conversations were held in such a way that I felt cared for and welcome
during the entire process—that made the self-discovery or the self-work softer.
Still clear and surprising in some ways, but softer. There was a gentleness.
Participant 3 and I shared the following conversation in a telephone interview.
Brett VB:

[Participant 3], what was the high point of the retreat for you?
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Participant 3: I appreciated meeting together and doing our large-group content. I feel
like that was a high point, specifically doing the hands-on experiences to
tie everything that we were talking about together.
Brett VB:

Great. So what was going on in you in your own spirit and your inner life
that made those large-group experiences meaningful?

Participant 3: I think it really brought to life and made concrete some of my own
personal and past experiences—present experiences, as well. For an
instance, the mask experience was really beneficial to me, as I've always
felt more prone to wearing “masks," and doing the Flat Stanley
experience, as well. Both of those tied in together were beneficial [in]
helping me figure out some of my own past experiences, as well as my
present situation.
At the retreat, Participant 4 said the following:
I’m afraid to face criticism. But if I don’t face criticism with vulnerability, I won’t
grow . . . the mask experience that you put together . . . you begin to believe that
this [the mask] is who I am.13
When asked, “What was a high point of the retreat for you?” Participant 4
responded,
The high point of the retreat [was], first of all, open dialogue—the conversations
we had as a group—and then being able to express that artistically with the pen or
with the markers and the big sheet of paper. So kind of [the] big group stuff, and
then listening to the elders. I think [those were] the highlights.
When asked, “Would you say that you experienced humility during the retreat?”
Participant 4 shared the following regarding the large group sessions:
When I think of the humility piece, I think about that exercise we did with the
masks, and sort of taking that mask as a way of looking in a mirror at [myself]
and trying to see who it was that I was trying to create, and that a lot of the things
I was trying to create were to sort of appease somebody else, if that makes sense,
or to please somebody else. [The result was] that the mask I was wearing wasn't
me, but it was for somebody else, and so [it was humbling] bringing myself to
accept the true person behind the mask and accepting the person that didn't need
the mask.
13
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When asked in the telephone interview, “What was a high point of the retreat for
you?” Participant 5 responded,
I think the high point of the retreat for me was doing the crafts. At first I thought it
was the silliest part of the retreat, but I think for me it was a tangible way for me
to reflect upon what music was being played or do something crafty to think about
areas of vulnerability, areas of shame, and high points and low points in our lives.
So I think that was, for me, the highest and most significant point of the retreat.
Participant 5 and I shared the following conversation in a telephone interview.
Brett VB:

Participant 5, would you say that you experienced humility during the
retreat?

Participant 5: Yeah, I think for me the retreat was a deep dive into the areas of my life
that I don't want to talk about always. Just again, honest. So it was very
humbling to get honest with some parts of my story and some parts of my
past that I don't want to talk about. But I think we realized more that those
areas that we don't talk about are going to come out anyway in our
ministry. So we have to talk about them. So it was pretty humbling.
Brett VB:

[Participant 5], I heard you say it was humbling to get honest with your
story and your past. Was there a moment at the retreat where that
happened?

Participant 5: Yeah, I think when we were making the masks for a craft session. I forget
what we were talking about—the different masks we put on. Actually, it
was the little characters we made. We talked about the good experiences
we had in our past and also some of the negative aspects of ourselves. I
think it was the Flat Bill or Flat Stanley. So for me it was just a really
simple but easy way to reflect upon some highlights in my life but also
some areas that are particularly shameful or I hide behind. Different things
like that.
Participant 6 described his experience with the large group activities as follows:
The times when we would walk around writing on the sheets of paper [chalk talk].
For me it was easier through the writing and then making our masks [to show]
some of the sides of ourselves, or of myself, that I often don't show to others. And
it was easier for me to do that in those written moments and in the tribal groups.
That was also when we would further unpack [parts of ourself], but it started with
writing for me.
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Later, when describing how he grew in self-awareness, Participant 6 stated,
I liked the masks, and having that different medium of getting at “where are you
hiding,” “what are you putting forward that's maybe not entirely authentic.” tThat
was helpful for me. It's less formal than taking an Enneagram test or a MyersBriggs or anything like that, but I think it leaves room to be more wholistic too.
With regards to the large-group sessions, when asked if a portion of the retreat
should carry into future retreats, the responses were as follows:
5. Images, Music, and Quotes for Reflection
IIII
Absolutely
II
Yes
Maybe
No
Absolutely Not
Notes:
“The quotes, music, and images helped set the stage for what we were about to
do. With a time limit and crowded spaces to read the quotes, it was hard to digest
every quote, lyric, or image.”
“An unexpectedly impactful element.”
6. Exodus 1-3 Reflection
IIIII Absolutely
Yes
I
Maybe
No
Absolutely Not
Notes:
“Again, these were good, and helpful, but other passages can be used for similar
effect.”
“The Exodus Reflections grounded our conversation and gave a biblical basis for
where we were headed. I was surprised each time with the questions and
responses given.”
“The framework hit home for my spiritual condition.”
7. Large Group Activities (Newsprint/Flat Stanley/Masks)
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IIIIII

Absolutely
Yes
Maybe
No
Absolutely Not

Notes:
“The creativity of this exercise spoke to me in a way I haven’t thought about in
a while. Having a concrete representation of my brokenness helped make the truth of the
story real.”
“These were the MOST ENGAGING part for me!”
Given the CIQ responses of the participants, evaluations, and interviews, the
research suggests that the participants had a meaningful experience of growing in selfknowledge during the large-group portions of the retreat. The images, music, and quotes
were appreciated by the participants, even if there was some initial surprise or skepticism.
There was a suggestion that those portions felt a bit hurried. The research suggests that
the large-group activities, particularly the Newsprint Dialogue, Flat Stanley, and the
masks were the most meaningful experiences at the retreat. One suggestion regarding the
transcontextual credibility of these large-group sessions is that artistic modes of selfexpression were meaningful ways for these men to connect to their own story in
surprising ways.
Tribal Group Sessions
Were the Tribal Group sessions, based on “Circle of Trust Touchstones,”
workable, did they generate sense-making, and did they contain a meaningful degree of
transcontextual credibility? Regarding their small-group experiences, participants gave
the following responses:
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When asked, “Would you say that you experienced humility during the retreat?”
Participant 1 responded:
I think so. In the group dynamic I think we experienced it, and one of the ways I
think it was most helpful [was how] you had our elders share some of the pains
that they've been through, and whether they express those as their own missteps
or things that were done to them. It was an experience that you don't often get to
have. Older men sharing what has been humiliating, or their own experiences of
letting some of their own,—to use a Thomas Keating phrase—some of their false
selves fall off. I think I experienced humility in their wiliness to share from the
wealth of their experiences.
Following Tribal Group Session 3, Participant 1 created the artwork on the
following page. I asked if I could share it with the whole group at the retreat and he
agreed. During the phone interview we shared the following conversation.
Brett VB:

[Participant 1], you drew a picture for me. Would you say that that picture
describes some of your experience at the retreat?

Participant 1: Yeah. I got a little hooked on that image when we started talking about
Moses and asking the question of “what did it mean to be a man in
Pharaoh's Egypt?” And what did it mean to be a man in this experience?
And of course you start thinking about what does it mean to be a man to
us? And as we listened to each other talk and started to put our crafts
together, and just investigating my own feelings with all the good that
came from my love of superheroes growing up, there was also that sense
that what it means to be a man is to be more than human. And with that
mentality also comes a barrier to actually being fully human, because
you're always trying to be more than you are, and so you can't be what you
are.
And for me when I was putting that picture together and just
holding that cape over the garbage can there was this certain element of
grief in it. Because [I] always wanted to be this super thing that could
overcome everything on [my] own, but the realization that that's actually
preventing [me] from being everything that [I] really [am] was sad, but
also good.
Brett VB:

You quoted Thomas Keating earlier, [Participant 1].
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Participant 1: Oh yeah.
Brett VB:

And you used the phrase “your true self.” Do you feel like through this
retreat you experienced more of your true self?
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Participant 1: I think that at the retreat I experienced some of my true self, but more
important to me was the experience of an increased desire to let the other
stuff fall away and really become my true self. The desire became great
enough at the retreat to pursue it following the retreat and in a long term
way.
When asked, “Did you experience humility in anyone else during the retreat?”
Participant 2 responded,
Yes. I think there was a surprising amount of eager participation in that work of
embracing humility and embracing learning, more than I expected from a group
of pastors—especially young pastors. It was refreshing. I would say probably
among the more seasoned pastors I sensed it more than maybe some of the
younger, right-out-of-seminary ones. I would say I definitely felt and engaged my
humility in you, Brett, during the process.
When asked, “Is it fair to say that you received a gift of humility from other
people?” Participant 3 described his experience in the Tribal Groups as follows:
I think everyone was willing to come and be open and honest and authentic, and
that led the way for everyone in turn to be open and honest and authentic with
their own stories—their own scars—and in doing so led to mutual gifting of
humility.
I felt like, first, none of the Elder Teachers seemed like they had all the answers or
were unwilling to accept someone else's story or someone else's life experience,
and that allowed the Elder Teachers to come alongside the younger students and
walk the journey together, rather than as someone who has everything figured out.
It really put things into perspective to say, "As a younger person, I will recognize
that as an older person, I do not need to have everything figured out and that the
best way to share my experiences is to walk alongside each other.”
When asked, “Was there anything that surprised you during the retreat?”
Participant 3 responded regarding the Tribal Group sessions as follows:
I think for me, one of the things that did surprise me was one thing that came up
again that hadn't come up for a long time—my own personal struggle with food
and how those images are really something that affect me deeply; how to be
healthy about food and weight, whereas I am tempted to punish myself for these
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things. That was something that surprised me during one of our tribal sessions
was that this came up again.
When asked, “Did you experience humility in someone else at the retreat?”
Participant 4 described his experience as follows:
I definitely think in our small group time there was an aspect of people, in their
humility, bringing things forward and talking about some of the things going on in
their life in ministry, but I definitely experienced humility in the elders and their
stories. They were very open and honest with how they grew from their lives’
circumstances and situations, and they were very humble. They were very open
about their humility, I guess.
Participant 4 went on to describe the significance of one of the stories told by an
Elder Teacher. When asked, “Did you have any surprising experiences during the
retreat?” Participant 4 and I shared the following conversation.
Participant 4: The first surprising thing that comes to mind is just the stories that we
heard, and I think specifically of one of the elders that I had known for a
while. Now, I hadn't known him super well, but I was incredibly surprised
by his story, somebody who was a good leader in the church, leader in the
denomination, and him being really honest about his story. That was really
surprising to me, that he was, first of all, willing to share that and open
himself up in that way, but [also] how he has grown from that, too.
Participant 4: I think as he was sharing his story, he was talking about how for him,
leadership was a huge focus. He's been reading all the books. He's been
doing all the things, but that had just led him down the wrong path, and
that really spoke to me during the retreat, as I had been taking that path of
reading all the leadership books and doing the leadership things—the
culture, the church engagement, stuff like that—and how he had already
gone down that path. So, it was kind of a revelation, or kind of teaching
me what's important in pastoral ministry.
Brett VB:

That's helpful, [Participant 4]. Thanks. Is it fair to say that the Elder
Teacher that you're talking about shared a vulnerable story?

Participant 4: Yeah, of course.
Brett VB:

Do you view that Elder Teacher now as more or less significant of a
leader?
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Participant 4: More significant. Yeah.
When asked, “How was the time you spent in your Tribal Group?” Participant 5
described his experience as follows:
I liked my Tribal Group a lot. I thought we were smaller than the usual group, but
I thought we could just open up and share exactly what we're dealing with, or
what we're struggling with, or what we were going through without any shame
attached to it. I appreciated the different sharing, the different things we talked
about. How we could just get honest and share exactly what was on our hearts and
things from our past and not have to worry about it leaking out, or not having to
worry about “can I say this” or “can I not say this.” So it was good.
When asked, “Did you find that those guidelines (‘Circle of Trust Touchstones’)
aided you in listening to each other?” Participant 5 commented,
Yeah, I think it just allowed us to not try to fix each other. [The “Circle of Trust
Touchstones”] allowed us to share, gave us adequate time, and I recall that we
weren't supposed to comment on what other people said, or if we did it was
maybe asking clarifying questions. But it wasn't like trying to counsel them or
have them counsel us. I think that aided us—aided me.
When asked, “Did you experience humility during the retreat?” Participant 6
described his experience as follows:
I experienced humility on the part of the older gentlemen who came to share and
be vulnerable, and poured into their time and experience according to my life.
That was a very humble act in my opinion. They were willing to be present with
us in that space. They also participated in the Grounding Ritual, again, referring
back to that answer of how that, in a way, put us all on that same footing, and that
was a big gift.
When asked, “Did anything surprising happen to you during the retreat?”
Participant 6 and I shared the following conversation in a telephone interview.
Participant 6: Yes. At some point either in Tribal Groups or just to [Elder 3] personally I
had shared that I hadn't cried in quite a few years. Later during the retreat
one of the older fellows was sharing, and after that [Elder 3] came up to
me and said "You were crying!" And I said, "I was?" and he said "Yeah,
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your face was. There were no tears but you were crying. I could see that.”
And for me that was a surprise and a perspective shift that maybe there
didn't need to be tears for one to be crying, in a sense.
Brett VB:

Do you remember that moment when [Elder 3] described that you were
crying and an elder teacher was sharing?

Participant 6: Do I remember who was sharing?
Brett VB:

Yeah

Participant 6: You were, Brett.
Brett VB:

What was it about the story you heard that caused a surprising movement
in you?

Participant 6: Boy, I don't know what specifically, and I don't know when exactly [Elder
3] said that. I think I was just following along and feeling some of the pain
and resonating with that in the story. I think it had to do with more father/
son relations than anything else, probably my own included.
While the participants expressed that they did experience humility in the other
participants, the Elder Teachers, and myself, it is also true that two participants described
how they struggled to have a meaningful experience of humility and vulnerability with
two Elder Teachers. One retreat participant reflected, “I wondered how when you have
your Synod leader there . . . when you have someone like that there, it's like, how real
could you get? How honest could you be? There's a level of honesty that's okay but is it
okay to show up fully, and what would people respond with?” Another participant
described the following sense:
The elder teachers seemed to me to have the ... I don't think it's inauthenticity and
I don't think it's ego. But there was something about the way they showed up that
is very much what I have experienced from older, more seasoned, experienced
pastors, that is difficult for me to be completely vulnerable with. They get there,
but it takes a while. And they have a way of showing up that seems false to me. I
feel a kind of posturing or pretending. And it might be that I'm projecting, but I
feel a distance somehow with the older generation of pastors in their fifties-plus.
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And I don't know if it's a generational thing. I don't know if it was a training thing
in that period. I don't know if it's the experience of ministry. It seems to me that
they have a way of showing up that they're “on.” They're in a role. “I'm here as
the pastor.” Or “I'm here as the expert.” Maybe it's the expert thing that I'm hitting
on. But it's something that makes me show up inauthentically, too. It evokes a
kind of pretending in me, that I'm now a theologian. I say that with a voice
because it's a character. I'm showing up as a character. I'm not showing up as
[Name].
With regard to the Tribal Groups, when asked, “Should this portion of the retreat
carry into future retreats?” retreat participants responded,
8. Elder Teachers
III
Absolutely
III
Yes
Maybe
No
Absolutely Not
Notes:
“The Elder Teachers were great and I appreciated their willingness to participate
in the activities with us. The short time they had to speak made their presence
more as people who learn with us.”
“I found the participation of these men to be a mixed blessing.”
9. Tribal Groups
IIII
Absolutely
II
Yes
Maybe
No
Absolutely Not
Notes:
“The Tribal Groups helped express our own experiences with the topic. I was glad
to know the stories of the two others in my group, but wondered how the others
were processing the information.”
“Important learning, if sometimes challenging to engage.”
These perceptions regarding two of the Elder Teachers led me to wonder: If I had
provided more detailed guidance to the Elder Teachers before they attended the retreat,
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would they have modeled humility more effectively? If I did not invite any
denominational staff, would retreat participants have shown up with greater authenticity
and vulnerability? And finally, I wondered: If the Grounding Ritual was a meaningful
experience, it still wasn’t able to fully remove the perception of titles and roles for all
participants at all times in this retreat environment.
Did the Tribal Groups contribute to a meaningful experience of humility for the
participants? The research suggests that they did. The majority of participants found their
Tribal Group to be a meaningful experience. However, there was a sense of resistance
articulated by two participants. One participant felt resistant when he sensed that an Elder
Teacher was present with a sense of posturing. Likewise, resistance was experienced with
the denominational staff present. What new knowledge can we conclude from this? The
research suggests that the Tribal Groups were meaningful, but the disposition of the Elder
Teachers had a great effect on the younger pastors. If this Tribal Group experience was
meaningful to younger pastors but some of the younger pastors felt resistant in the
presence of the denominational staff, then one observation is that some young pastors felt
resistant sharing their meaningful experiences with the denominational staff present. Is
this desirable? What can be done to change this? Whether or not this question can be
answered is beyond the work of this project, however, it feels significant to ask.
The Tribal Groups were a meaningful experience for these pastors, however, the
perception (or lack thereof) of humility in Elder Teachers was significant to the pastor’s
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experience of these groups. The “Circle of Trust Touchstones” were beneficial guidelines
for the groups but may not have been followed by all.
Growth of the Researcher
If it is true that “the most powerful action research studies are those in which the
researchers recount a spiraling change in their own and their participants’
understandings,”14 then I feel compelled to include an account of my own evolutionary
growth during the work of this project. When I began the D.Min program I did so with
two unspoken objectives: 1) to create a retreat that would humble other young pastors,
and 2) to understand the nature of humility itself biblically and theologically.
These beginning goals were not bad, but slowly, over the course of the learning
units, I outgrew them. If Gordon Fee is right and humility has to “do with a proper
estimation of oneself . . . utterly dependent and trusting . . . well aware both of one’s
weaknesses and of one’s glory,” 15 then the D.Min process became an invitation for me to
embody a more proper estimation of myself. This happened—largely by surprise—and
often through the influence, modeling, and guidance of others.
During the course of the learning units, I began to slowly feel the joy and pain of
my own life. Journaling helped me express stories and feelings that I had not felt free to
share. Participating in the men’s retreats gave me glimpses into the potentiality that men
can share vibrant and intimate emotional lives with one another. Developing friendships

Kathryn Herr and Very L. Anderson, The Action Research Dissertation (United States: SAGE
Publications, 2015), 69.
14

15

Fee, Philippians, 88.
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with Roger Perkins, Chuck DeGroat, and Curt Bush gave me support and encouragement
that the inner, emotional work that I was doing was important.
Below, again, is the graph depicting the action research cycles that I went through
to create this retreat. Some of my key learnings are as follows:
Retreat Design:
Draft 1

Evaluate and
Redesign
Review by Advisor

Retreat Design:
Draft 2 —Test Panel

Review by Test Panel

Retreat Design:
Draft 3 — Host Full
Retreat

Evaluate and
Redesign

Evaluate and
Redesign

Review by Retreat Participants
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Retreat Design:
Draft 4 —Published
Retreat Curriculum

Following the Review by Advisor stage of the process, I received helpful
feedback from Dr. Pam Bush, who encouraged me to gain greater clarity regarding the
details of hosting the retreat (location, cost, supplies, etc.). Once I began to solidify more
details, I realized just how much work would go into creating and hosting a retreat. This
was a season when I grew in my own sense of self-confidence, trusting that I could do
what needed to be done to host the retreat. Dr. Bush also inquired into the tone of the
retreat curriculum. In the first draft, I used phrases like, “we will,” and “you will,” with a
rather bossy tone. Following Dr. Bush’s feedback, I redesigned the retreat with greater
logistical detail. I also amended the tone of the retreat from a bossy voice into an
invitational voice, acknowledging that participants did not have to participate, and just
because an experience had been meaningful to me did not require it be meaningful to
others. This felt like important growth in humility, acknowledging that a proper
estimation of myself could not force others to have a meaningful experience.
The next key learning for me came during my D.Min intensive in May of 2018.
At that time, I had a full retreat designed, but had not yet hosted it for the test panel. I was
talking about the retreat with Dr. Kyle Small and describing how I would position myself
as an outside observer during the retreat. I intended to host the retreat and lead the
sessions, but not participate in the small groups or other activities. I remember Dr. Small
asking me, “How does that research method model humility?” The question hit home,
and I realized that I couldn’t ask others to do something that I wasn’t going to do with
them.
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Another key learning occurred during the May 2018 D.Min intensive when Dr.
Small suggested that my retreat sounded like an action research project. When he
described the evolutionary nature of action research, I hinted to him that I wasn’t
interested because I was hoping that the retreat could be a “one-hit wonder.” By that I
mean that I was hoping that I could go from the retreat draft straight to the full hosted
retreat with no test panel involved. Dr. Small asked how the project would have integrity
unless it went through the cyclical revision processes of AR. I reluctantly agreed and
began planning the test panel.
During the Summer 2018 test panel, two key learnings arose for me. The first
happened when I invited participants to depict their childhood joy and pain in the Flat
Stanley activity. One participant created an artistic portrayal of a terrified child with
blood and a stick. Presumably, he had been abused as a child. I learned in that experience
the sacredness of what I was asking people to do by depicting their childhood
experiences. Because our stories are so sacred and can be places of such deep wounding,
I felt that any sharing that happened in the Tribal Groups should be up to the discretion of
the participants. So rather than direct participants to “tell about the most painful part of
your childhood,” I invited participants to decide how much to share by inviting them to
“tell about a joy or pain from your Flat You.” I also felt it was essential to take a time of
silence after the activity to honor the work that the men had done.
The second key learning that arose for me during the test panel was when I was
hosting the large-group sessions for the test panel. I read the quote from Ruth HaleyBarton:
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Our calling is woven into the very fabric of our being as we have been created by
God, and it encompasses everything that makes us who we are: our genetics,
innate orientations and capacities, our personality, heredity, and life-shaping
experiences, and the time and place into which we were born. "Vocation does not
come from a voice ‘out there’ calling me to be something I am not. It comes from
a voice ‘in here’ calling me to be the person I was born to be, to fulfill the original
selfhood given to me at birth by God."
But this is not as easy as it sounds. By the time we even know that there is
such a thing as a true or authentic self, the false self has already taken over to the
extent that it is hard to tell what is false and what is true. Over time a great gulf
has developed between who we really are and the designs and plans that the ego
has for us. It can be a very complicated matter to untangle all the threads.
But if we are willing to pay attention, we can catch glimpses of the true
self by noticing what brings deep gladness and a sense of meaning to our
existence. Some of the best hints about who we really are come from memories of
unguarded moments in childhood and youth, moments when we were caught up
in the essence of being rather than driven by self-conscious doing and performing.
If we are able to look back on our childhood self with curiosity and attention, we
may remember moments when we were completely and unreservedly ourselves
and wonder what those mean for us today.16

As I read these words with my local pastor colleagues in the test panel, tears began to fall
and I choked up. I realized in that moment that I was doing something that was an
expression of my true self. Creating, teaching, and a sense of playfulness—these were
expressions of my childhood joy which were resonating deeply with me in that moment.
As a result, I intend to continue creating, teaching, and playfully engaging others.
Hosting the full retreat was a profoundly spiritual experience for me, but not in
the ways that I had planned. As planned, the retreat curriculum is rather elaborate in
design, and many of my hopes and intentions with the design of the retreat came to
fruition—the Grounding Ritual, large-group sessions, and Tribal Groups were meaningful

Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Finding God in the Crucible of Ministry,
77-78.
16
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components for the participants. Even in light of my best efforts and planning, however,
the most significant things that happened within me came by surprise.
When I came to the retreat, one Elder Teacher was already at the camp. He was
delighted to see me and offered to help unload all the supplies from my car. Then he
offered to help set up inside the lodge. Then he offered to get retreat packets ready. His
willingness to help prepare and set up for the retreat showed me the love and support that
others had for me and for the project. It also suggests to me that men want to help make
the spaces that give them meaning. I saw this theme again at the end of the retreat when
three men were eagerly seeking to shovel the sand from Session 3 back into the buckets.
As the retreat began, I was also surprised by the mixture of my own emotions.
Anger that one person chose not to come. Sadness that another person could not come
due to family issues. I also felt fear—the fear of meeting some new people, and the fear
of feeling rejection if someone didn’t connect with what was happening. Yet I also felt a
sense of calm resolve—believing that the content was meaningful for me. In hindsight, I
learned that I can feel multiple feelings at once, and I can also trust the Holy Spirit’s
leading.
Perhaps the most surprising learning for me came as a result of my dad’s heart
attack. The men at the retreat were so supportive and encouraging to have me go and be
with my dad. This required me to let go of my plans and flexibly alter the retreat schedule
and content. Yet, in light of the changes, it all felt right. Because I was at the camp I was
only forty minutes from the hospital where he was taken. When I arrived, we spent only
fifteen minutes together before he went in for his procedure. When he got out of his
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procedure, we spent another fifteen minutes together, at which time I left and went to
pick up food so that I could get back to the camp in time for dinner. When I returned to
the retreat, I told the men, “I made a lot of plans for this retreat, but someone else is
writing the story.” On one level, this experience taught me to make solid plans but remain
flexible. On another level, I learned something else. As the nurses wheeled my dad to the
operating room, I kissed him on the forehead. He whispered, “I love you, bud.” And,
looking into his eyes, I knew it was true.
Following the full retreat, I’ve noticed my own propensity to dismiss my work as
“not that important,” diminishing myself. My advisor asked me in January, “How does it
feel to know you had such an impact on these guys?” and my first thought was“It wasn’t
that big of a deal; I could have done more.” More? This retreat was a substantial endeavor
involving three years of reading, counseling, planning, and coordinating. In one sense,
I’m learning to appreciate and celebrate my work. Yet more than that, I’m learning that
when I show up in heart, mind, and body, powerful transformation happens in myself and
others. More important than the planning, the curriculum, and the head-knowledge is the
reality that I brought my most genuine self to be present with ten other men for three
days.

In the end, when asked, “How was your overall experience?” participants responded,
Thank you for putting your humanity into this retreat. It has helped me remember
there is still some of my own to discover and that this “un-caping” is doable,
good, and worthwhile. This was the only men’s retreat I’ve ever been to that felt
worth the time.
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Excellent. Significant. Poignant. Right on time. This was a beginning of
something new for me, I hope.
I think this experience was extremely formative and spiritually beneficial for my
current and future ministry. This is an experience that I would recommend to
anyone!
This was amazing! Thanks for all your hard work, Brett!
Very good! I loved the deep dive into myself, my story, and my health.
Fantastic. You did a superb job, Brett!
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
Validity
As an action research project, specific questions for quality must be asked if this
is to be a valid action research project.
Is the action research:
• Explicit in developing a praxis of relational-participation?
• Guided by reflexive concern for practical outcomes?
• Inclusive of a plurality of knowing?
• Ensuring conceptual-theoretical integrity?
• Embracing ways of knowing beyond the intellect?
• Intentionally choosing appropriate research methods?
• Worthy of the term significant?
• Emerging toward a new and enduring infrastructure?1
The creation of this retreat has been a process that has continually grown in
participation. It started with my curiosity regarding humility, and over time, morphed into
an experience that involved five of my local colleagues, six first-call pastors, four older
pastors, and other advisors. Two of the older pastors who attended the full retreat even
drove twelve hours to attend the retreat. The participatory nature of this retreat surprised
me. Even after the retreat was over, men wanted to help clean up the sand and help me
pack my car with the supplies. What began as “my” project, ended feeling like “our”
project and work.
I hope that participants experienced me being reflexive during the retreat, as I
asked participants to speak up if anything was confusing or not connecting for them so
that we could amend our plans. Participants each described a meaningful account of

Bradbury H., & Reason, P. “Conclusion: Broadening the bandwidth of validity: Issues and choice-points
for improving the quality of action research." In P. Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), Handbook of Action
Research (London: Sage, 2001), 454.
1
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growing in self-knowledge, which was the desired practical outcome of this retreat. The
large-group sessions utilized crafts, music, images, quotes, and personal stories to
accommodate a plurality of knowing.
Chapters One-Three of this project provide a conceptual-theoretical framework
that bolstered the integrity of the retreat. This project embraced ways of knowing that
went beyond the intellect, as seen in the images, music, quotes, and crafts. One retreat
participant created artwork during free time to share with the group. Another participant
cried for the first time in years—an emotional “knowing.”
Intensive qualitative research was an appropriate means of evaluation, as this
project included six men and sought to create a meaningful retreat for their spiritual
formation.
Was this retreat significant? As a pastor and researcher, I weep with gratitude for
the many friends and advisors who participated in and gave guidance to this retreat. It
was significant to me, as I was frequently confronted with my own dispositions of
depression and grandiosity. There were many moments during this project when I
wondered if this retreat would matter at all, only to talk about it with other pastors who
continually affirmed its significance. Likewise, there were many moments when I had
grandiose notions that I could fully understand humility and then apply that knowledge to
fix or change other pastors. Developing, testing, hosting, evaluating, and writing this
project has been a pathway to humility for me, as I have continually learned more about
myself and the gifts of others.
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I trust that the narratives shared in Chapter 5 describe a retreat experience that
was worthy of the term “significant,” yet I offer one final narrative from a retreat
participant.
Early in our phone interview, Participant 2 described his annual congregational
meeting, where he said that this year he “led our annual meeting from a place of
authenticity and vulnerability. Normally I show up pretty anxious.” As a follow up to his
comment, I asked, “Would you say that you brought some of what you experienced at the
retreat into that congregational meeting?” He responded,
Maybe not by intent. But I would say certainly that has been a key sort of
Ebenezer for me over the last couple of months, and certainly at the meeting, too.
A kind of rock of health as I've sort of taken back for myself my calling and my
ordination as a freedom and a gift. And looked at my future as a pastor here as an
invitation to step into something as [Participant 2], as this beloved child of God
first, and all the other stuff second—as a gift and not as need. And I think when I
showed up at that meeting, that was definitely in my spirit. That I'm enough. That
I'm held and that I am worthy, regardless of what I say or do, regardless of how I
lead. That was in my soul during that whole thing. If there's a result, I think I am
at a point of embracing my own belovedness and worthiness. But I have more
empathy, I have more compassion for myself than I have had for a while, if ever.
Implications and Suggestions
One of the questions that I wrestle with following this retreat is: What now? Now
that these first-call pastors participated in the retreat, I cannot offer it the same way again
for them. So what will the retreat become? Thankfully, the retreat participants have
helped provide some direction in answering this question. Participants suggested the
following: 1) This retreat could function as a model for Classes who could adapt the
content for their purposes and invite first-call pastors and more experienced pastors to the
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retreat together. 2) One of the older pastors suggested at the retreat that this retreat should
be incorporated into a seminary curriculum. 3) A few other retreat participants suggested
that we could have a reunion of retreat participants where we attend a conference, share
some small-group time, enjoy worship and sabbath, and experience fun and recreation
with one another. 4) One participant wished that he could bring lay people to the retreat,
as he felt they would benefit from the experience as well. I feel that by amending the
retreat curriculum, that could certainly be a possibility.
My perspective aligns with many of the retreat participants’ suggestions. I also
believe that this retreat curriculum could be altered into a men’s curriculum for pastors
and lay people to engage in their own time and place.
Creating, hosting, and evaluating this retreat has been a significant experience of
learning for me. It was humbling to undergo the AR cycles of design, review, evaluation,
and redesign. However challenging these cycles may have been, they taught me not to
hold my own ideas and plans too firmly, to stay flexible, and to invite others into the
process of creating and critiquing my work. Because creating, hosting, and evaluating
this retreat has been so impactful for me, I wonder about the effectiveness of inviting
other pastors into a continuing education group whose purpose would be to explore what
it means to create, host, and evaluate a retreat of their own. Would such a continuing
education group of pastors provide fellowship with other pastors, while developing
tangible products to offer to the local church? My hunch is that it would. Action research
practices could be employed to guide other pastors as they create, develop, host, and
evaluate retreats with the leaders in their contexts.
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Lingering Questions
One of my questions is whether or not it was essential for each of these pastors to
be from the rural Midwest. What would have happened if the participants came from a
variety of contexts? I wonder if they would grow in empathy for others in different
ministry contexts, but then would they lose an ability to identify as intimately with one
another’s challenges?
When I began this project, I intended to create a retreat that would be a sort of
program for others to attend. Now that the retreat has gone through the cycles of revision,
I see that the participants shaped the retreat in some of the most meaningful ways. I
wonder if denominational staff could utilize action research as a means of aiding local
shareholders to create meaningful solutions to their own problems? Or could
denominational staff use action research principles to aid the validity and integrity of
their own initiatives?
As it was, I hosted the retreat as a first-call pastor with and for other first-call
pastors. Hosting this retreat was not part of my job description, nor was I in any
professional position of oversight over any of the participants. I wonder if the retreat
participants would be as willing to bring a spirit of vulnerability if I were a
denominational staff person or if I worked in higher education? Or would the perception
of a hierarchy cause participants to feel defensive and resist being vulnerable?
There are many helpful tools to aid people in self-knowledge, Myers Briggs,
Strengths Finder, and the Enneagram, to name a few. I wonder: how can those tools be
paired with the narrative-based activities of this retreat?
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Finally, many of the questions and exercises of Into the Wilderness: A Three Day
Journey for Men seem as though they could be easily adapted to serve as a retreat for
women. I wonder if this retreat were adapted for women, by women, and hosted by
women, would they find it to be a meaningful experience as well?
Words of Gratitude
During the final phone interviews, a participant asked me, “Brett, did you get as
much as you gave in this process?” Reflecting on this question was such a delight for me!
I certainly gave much in forming, implementing, and evaluating this retreat. Yet the gains
have been immense. During the process of creating and hosting this retreat, I experienced
the following:
• Support from friends, family, and church members who encouraged, donated
financially, and even drove twelve hours to participate in the retreat.
• A sense of my own courage, creativity, and vision, as I dreamed, designed, and hosted
a retreat that had not been done before.
• A deeper friendship and collegiality with peers in my Classis, Regional Synod, and
D.Min cohort.
• A deeper sense of self-love and trust, as my research in creating this retreat brought me
to New Mexico, Northern Minnesota, and Holland, Michigan. During those travels, I
met many new people and encountered teachings that were new to me.
• A renewed sense of vocation as a pastor and teacher.
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What conclusion can I make about the retreat experience itself? Humility
continues as the work of a lifetime—it is never finished. I, like the other participants, left
the retreat with artifacts of a Flat Me and a mask depicting my addictions. I keep them
hanging up in my church office. These physical artifacts serve as reminders to practice
self-compassion. One participant described how he has continued to engage these
artifacts, “The mask I've pulled out several times and just sort of sat with it as a way to be
compassionate toward myself—to practice empathy with me.” Following his guidance, I
have done the same.
Finally, I am grateful to my wife Jaimi, who supported and encouraged me in this
work. I am grateful to my advisor Chuck DeGroat for his integrity and encouragement.
Likewise, I am grateful to Kyle Small, Pam Bush, Jason Lief, Ben Conner, Roger
Perkins, Curt Bush, Sarah Naber Samson, Kevin Eastway, and Brian Telzerow for their
guidance and friendship on the journey. Thanks to my dear friends Matt and Tracey
Hulstein, for their support and commendable editorial work. Thanks especially to the men
who participated in the various stages of the retreat formation; your tender hearts and
willing spirits have been such a gift to me.
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Appendices
Into the Wilderness: Critical Incident Questionnaire 2

1. At what moment today did you feel most engaged with what was happening?

2. At what moment today did you feel most distanced from what was happening?

3. What action that anyone (facilitator or participant) took today did you find most
helpful?

4. What action that anyone took today did you find most puzzling?

5. What about the retreat today surprised you the most? (This could be about your own
reactions to what went on, something that someone did, or anything else that occurs.)

2

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 136.
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Into the Wilderness: Evaluation Form

Please provide your suggestions regarding the following:
1. Should this portion of the retreat carry into future retreats?
Absolutely, Yes, Maybe, No, Absolutely not
2. What comments/suggestions would you like to make about this element?
Grounding Ritual (where titles, degrees, and positions were removed)
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Meeting at Inspiration Hills
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Dwelling in the Word
Absolutely - Yes -

No - Absolutely not

Maybe -

Images, Music, and Quotes for Reflection
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Exodus 1-3 Reflection
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Large Group Activities (newsprint/Flat Stanley/masks)
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Elder Teachers
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Tribal Groups
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Sabbath Time
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Recreation and Fun
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Wilderness Time
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Fasting
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not
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Feast
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Elder Panel
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Closing Worship
Absolutely - Yes -

Maybe -

No - Absolutely not

Did you share an emotionally vulnerable story during the retreat?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Would you have been as emotionally vulnerable if women were present?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Did you experience feelings of relational intimacy with your peers?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Did you experience feelings of relational intimacy with the Elder Teachers?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not
Was a retreat of spiritual formation important for you as a first-call pastor?
Absolutely - Yes - Maybe - No - Absolutely not

What else do you wish would have been included?

What other suggestions do you have that will help improve the experience of participants
in the future?

How was your overall experience?
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Into the Wilderness: Phone Interview Questionnaire

This interview is one part of the requirements in fulfilling the Doctorate of
Ministry program at Western Theological Seminary:
It consists of a series of questions dealing with your view of yourself and
your approach to ministry. Please consider each question as an invitation to
express yourself as honestly as you can, not as a demand for one particular kind of
answer that may seem more "right" than another.
Sometimes a word or two will be all you want to say in response to a
question. Sometimes you will need several sentences to answer. It is up to you to
judge how much needs to be said. Several questions direct me to ask follow-up
questions or for a fuller explanation. Your responses to these may be as brief as
you wish.
Throughout the interview you may hear several questions that seem to
relate to the same issue. This is to help get a clearer picture of where you stand,
not to see whether you are consistent.
You will also notice changes of subject matter between one question and
another.
I will read the questions as they are written and I can repeat any question
you wish to hear again. I am asked not to define any words or interpret meanings.
You should feel free to go back and add to previous answers any time you want.
Whatever you say during this interview will be confidential. It will be
used only when coding your answers. Please do not discuss these questions with
anyone who has not taken the interview.3
This interview will be recorded, then coded to provide confidentiality. The recording will
be deleted in May of 2020, and the coded interview script will be kept indefinitely.
Unless you have any questions, I will begin the interview.

Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry Theses
(Oregon: WIPF & STOCK, 2011), 109-110.
3
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“What was a high point of the retreat for you?”
“What was going on in you that made that a high point?”
“How did you experience the Grounding Ritual at the beginning the retreat?”
“Did you experience humility in others at the retreat? In what ways?”
“Did you experience humility in your own spirit at the retreat? In what ways?”
“Did the Elder Teachers model humility? In what ways?”
“Did any retreat content or structure aid you in experiencing humility? In what
ways?”
“Did you find yourself feeling any resistance at some point in the retreat?”
“What was it in you that resisted that experience?”
“Did you have any surprising experiences during the retreat?”
“What was it like for you to intentionally practice regarding others as better than
yourself?”
“What was it like for you to experience Sabbath and recreation?”
“What was it like for you to experience the fasting and Wilderness Time?”
“If you could change something about the retreat, what would you change?”
“What could you imagine this retreat becoming, going forward?”
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Into the Wilderness: Informed Consent for Research

Abstract
You have been invited to a retreat to cultivate the virtue of humility for first-call, rural,
Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years of ministry. You were invited to
participate in the retreat because you are a pastor who fits the aforementioned
demographic. This retreat has been created as a component in fulfilling part of the
requirements of the D.Min degree for Rev. Brett J. Vander Berg. In addition to the
creation of the retreat, there is also a research component to fulfilling the requirements of
the D.Min degree. I, Brett J. Vander Berg, will conduct the research as part of the
requirements in fulfilling the D.Min project at Western Theological Seminary. My
advisor is Dr. Chuck DeGroat, professor of pastoral care and counseling at Western
Theological Seminary.
The Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to test the effectiveness of a three day retreat of spiritual
formation that offers pathways and rituals to humility for first-call, rural, Midwestern,
male pastors in their first five years of ministry.
Procedures
If you agree to participate in the study, no names or distinguishing features will be
reported in any of the data. Information will be gathered using four primary methods:
At the retreat:
• Handwritten Critical Incident Questionnaires4 and handwritten Retreat
Evaluations
Two months following the retreat:
• Typed essay questionnaires and phone interviews
Typed essay questionnaires should take a half hour to complete and should be sent
electronically to me. Phone interviews will take a half hour, and will be recorded,
transcribed, and coded.
Risks of Participation in the Study
I am, and hope to remain, a colleague and friend. I will maintain strict confidence with
the data that is shared with me, but by signing this form, you are consenting to trust me
with any personal disclosures.
Benefits of Participation in the Study
Participation in this study will afford you an opportunity to further your reflection on
what it means to be humble, a male, and a pastor. You will also have the opportunity to
4

Brookfield, Powerful Techniques for Teaching Adults, 136.

!226

give input regarding the benefit of this retreat. Your participation will contribute to the
future formation of first-call, rural, Midwestern, male pastors in their first five years of
ministry. Upon completion of this research, each retreat participant will receive a copy of
the final report, as well as a summary of the data.
Confidentiality
All documents containing relevant data of this study will be kept confidential. If portions
of research are reported, they will not include information that will identify you. All hard
copies of data, as well as phone interview recordings, will be destroyed in May 2020.
Electronic copies of all research will be kept indefinitely but will be coded to maintain
confidentiality. I will attempt to maintain confidentiality throughout the research process.
However, anonymity cannot be guaranteed due to the small number of retreat
participants.
Voluntary Nature of the Study
Your agreement to participate in this study is entirely voluntary. At any point, you can
choose to withdraw from participating in the study while continuing to experience the
retreat.
Contact Information
I, Brett J. Vander Berg, will be the sole researcher conducting this study. You may contact
me with any questions or concerns about this research process.
My email address is brettvanderberg@gmail.com.
My cell phone number is 712-314-2172.
Questions
Do you have any questions for clarification?
Statement of Consent
I have read the terms and conditions listed above and have received answers to all of my
questions. I consent to the use of my direct quotes to be shared anonymously in the
published thesis document. I consent to participate in this study.
Signature:
Printed Name:
Date:
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