
Promises

So we had a few miles between South Dakota and Illinois, a few miles to chat about this and that 
and the other thing.   We covered quite the gamut, but at some point in our drive, Dad said, “So. 
[Actually it was more like this, as he has a voice as big as Grand Canyon] So you’re presenting at 
this Illinois assembly. What do you think about that?  You feeling pretty good about it?” 

“You know, Dad,” I said, “You know, I was. I was feeling good about it.  But then, in this flurry of 
assemblies all over creation in these last few weekends, I started to notice this hashtag trend, all 
these hashtags associated with all sorts of goings-on at each of them.” 

Course, then I had to explain to him what a hashtag is; that poundsign thingy right before a word 
or phrase, as in #csisassembly2014. These hashtags are used on, say, Facebook, or Twitter, to draw 
attention whatever the word or phrase is, right? It’s like a file folder title, a tag, or a landmark, so 
that others can find what you want them to know.

Now, some hashtags are pretty straightforward, as in the #csisassembly. Not boring, mind you, but 
straight to the point and business-like. 

Other hashtags, I said to Dad, are straight to the point while, um, making a point. As in, 
“#keynotespeaker #can’tbishopscrosiersdoubleasstagehooks,” or “#omgomg” or 
“#keynoteronagainsuddenlylooksgoodforgolf.”

I’m aiming for an uppermidwestern hashtag, I said to him, something more like 
#wasnteeatonbutcouldhavebeenworse.”

So here we then are: my presentations, your hashtags. Let’s begin #promisesprayerpentecost

Alliteration pleases me.

One could note that clearly, I’m pretty easy to please, and in fact, that is true.  But still and even so, 
alliteration is elegant, and not only because of common first sounds!  Alliteration works because 
the words themselves have something innately to do with each other.

Promises, prayer, and pentecost has it all.  Corresponding consonants and content!

Here’s my point: promises, prayer, and Pentecost are not only three perfectly plaited….terms 
(shoot!) but they are ideal assembly motifs. They are words that remind, ground, and send. And 
being that this is a corporate gathering of people who have a common identity, even if you all 
don’t get together on regular common turf, it’s an ideal moment to do just that: remind you of 
who you are, ground you in that identity, and send you forth until you gather again. 

I get to have three sessions with you, and it takes little imagination to figure out that I’ll divvy up 
the hours according to these themes. 

#promises

A person who trusts in a promise is a hope-r.

You hope, if you trust in a promise.

That’s what you do.
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We don’t think of it often in that way, but that’s what a promise does: throw us into a life of hope.  
Martin Buber says that if you commit to a promise, you throw yourself ahead of yourself. I like to 
think of it that way; think of marriage. I also like to think of it in just the opposite way: the future 
throws itself into the present. You, and the present, are now changed, because you place your hope 
in something that hasn’t come fully to pass.

You also place your hope and trust in the promiser; that is, you’re betting that the promiser is 
worthy of trust, because then you have a better idea of whether the promise is worthy of your trust.

It’s interesting that the word “promise” comes from two Latin words, “pro-” meaning before, and 
“mittere,” namely to put or to send.  Mittere is, interestingly, the same root for the word “mission.”

Huh.

The gist of the original Latin etymology is that a promise is a statement about something before it’s 
so, and the sense is that it will, eventually, do just that: come to be.  

Now, that’s interesting.

It’s interesting, because again, it is as if there is a word from the future, threading itself through 
time, finding its way back to the present to say, “Hey. Guess what. So this is going to happen.”

Once a promise is made, you don’t just sit on it.

A promise changes things; you, the context, your next step.

I often talked to college students about the idea of promises this way: They are at a party, they see 
someone they’d like to meet, this “someone” comes over, they chat, sparks fly, and then the party’s 
over.  “So,” says the someone, “so….do you mind if I call you tomorrow, say, around 4:00?”  “Ah, 
sure,” the be-crushed student says.  “Sure, I’ll try to be around then.”

And then, ‘round about 2:30, they rearrange everything in their lives so that they do not risk 
missing the 4:00 call.

That’s the so-what of a promise.

A promise is a word about the future, injected into our present, that changes our present.  It 
changes who we are, where we are, what we do.  A promise is a life-altering not-yet happened 
happening.

Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann is of the mind that Israel’s experience of God is built 
primarily around promises, particularly promises around Land.  Now, he doesn’t see Land as only 
about a specific place, though it can certainly be about place.  Brueggemann sees the theme of 
Land also as a symbol, as a symbol for wholeness, and safety, and peace, and security, and freedom.

With this sense in mind, Brueggemann looks to Israel’s experience with Abraham, and Moses, and 
the Babylonian exile, and sees that Israel is always sojourning, always making its way to the promised 
land.

But sometimes, says Brueggemann, they wander.  They don’t sojourn, they just. cluelessly. wander. 
about.
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It’s probably not coincidental that there are far more hit tunes about wanderers than sojourners.  
I’m A Wanderer, I Wonder as I Wander, and so forth.  

But if you look at Israel’s experience of wandering, you see that it is yoked to a lack of faith, a lack 
of safety, and a lack of resources to get them out of their wandering pickle. 

They are so necessarily bent on basic survival, they can’t even dream of moving forward, they can’t 
dream of doing anything but finding the way and the will to live this moment.

This sounds a bit like Maslov’s hierarchy.  It is a luxury befitting only the privileged to have the 
time to pull out a map, study it, and make a way there. Scenic route, anyone? Let’s follow the green 
dots along the highway line toward our destination!

Nice, but nope. 

That is no wanderer’s life.

(Attitude counts for a lot here too, I realized, as we may have inadvertently wandered when we were 
trying to sojourn.   At one point, Dad looked back at Karl and Else and said, “So your great-
grandma, my mama, she always said that if we hadn’t taken that wrong turn we’d never have seen 
what we’re seeing!”)

In fact, even the origin of the word ‘wander’ means to roam about aimlessly.

Think of times when you’ve been lost.

Think of times when you haven’t been able to find food or a hotel room for you and/or your 
family as you’ve been on the way.

Think of times in your life when you have not known what your next step should be but you know 
beyond a doubt that you need to take one.

Think of times when all that you believed to be true suddenly was gone.

Think of times when you have been alone, and all you can hear is the echo of your own voice.

Think of times when, even corporately, this has been true.  Companies flounder. Congregations 
flounder. Synods flounder.

In each of these times, all you can afford, or bear, to think about is what happens in this next 
moment to survive.

It is these sorts of moments that Brueggemann says these gorgeous words: “Faith is precisely for 
exiles who remember the Land but see no way to it.” (The Land 9). 

Faith is precisely for exiles who remember the Land but see no way to it.

Faith is trust in a promise, is hope in something unseen, not yet fully realized, but toward which we 
look and out of which, in the meantime, we place our words and deeds in anticipation.

It is for this reason, of course, that the Hebrew people have been called People of the Promise.

In fact, Jews and Christians both are people of a promise; a promise of something beyond the 
present tense, and the present sense.
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But here’s where it gets interesting...again.

What, exactly, is the promise, and who is making it?

Or, ordered better, who is making the promise and what is it?

When we speak of the promise of God, we need to figure out who we mean by God.  

You might think that this is a red herring, but it isn’t.

It’s a critical point.  

It’s perhaps the critical point.

Figuring out who is the one giving the promise gives you an awfully good idea of whether you 
should bother giving the promise itself any time at all.

Who do we mean by God?

For it’s not like we don’t have options.

We’ve got lots of options.

Luther said that God is that in whom or in which we place our ultimate trust: not our penultimate 
trust, now.  Penultimate trust is mistakingly trusting something that doesn’t deserve it.  We might be 
confused, we might not even care that we are confused, because what ever it is that is wanting our 
trust catches our attention, and, on occasion, our trust. We either don’t understand or we don’t 
care.

We trust the penultimate as if it is the ultimate.

For example, some time back I was on the phone in an animated conversation.  At some point, I 
got up from my chair to walk around during the discussion.  My husband, seeing the chair being 
obviously un-sat upon, made the wrong assumption that it wasn’t being actively used.  And so he 
took it.  Away.  And I didn’t notice.  

So I returned to my chair that wasn’t there, and so engrossed was I in my chat, I sat...down on the 
floor.  

I trusted in something that wasn’t there for me when I needed it.

I have also learned that my children are easily my God.  Everything that I do is for them. But I have 
also learned that they are mortal.  They could die, they could grow up, they could move away.  

In every case, when I trust them ultimately to define me, if and when they are no longer there, my 
trust is left broken and so am I.  

You see, things get complicated when you trust in the penultimate.

But the ultimate is the thing, or the being, that is the highest, the supreme, the greatest, the 
essential thing to trust, and which deserves our trust.

Whether we trust the ultimate, or something as if it were the ultimate, it is our God.
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The point, here, is that we as a group are gathered in this moment and we as a group identify 
ourselves as Christians and we as a group say that we trust in God and that is all well and good but 
what do we mean by it?

Allow me to offer a definition:

God is the one who is revealed by Jesus, this Jesus who came from a long line of both kings and 
misfits and outsiders and ne’er do-wells and righteous folk.

This Jesus, although the creed blows right by it, spent his active ministry serving, healing, 
welcoming, sharing, feeding, teaching, forgiving; he stepped across lines, he stepped on toes, and 
he liked to eat and drink and tell candid truths and mysterious tales.

And then he was killed, precisely because he insisted on solidarity with the losers, the forsaken, the 
hopeless, the wanderers.

And then he was raised from the dead.

And that’s when people began saying, “Wait a minute, wait a minute.  This guy is the Christ!  This 
guy is God incarnate! This guy is the Messiah!”

And then they started to flip through their memories and collected stories of Jesus of Nazareth, 
and suddenly everything looked different to them.

Everything that they thought they had seen was a distraction from what they’d missed.

And they realized that if they were right, if Jesus were indeed God-with-us, and if they said that they 
were followers of God, then that would surely imply--no, mean--that they were to be followers of 
Jesus and go and do likewise.

God’s agenda was Jesus’ agenda is our agenda.

In all things.

“Shoot,” they thought. 

“Shoot,” we think. Shoot because in-between the healing and the feeding and the rising there was 
this piece of dying.

Yep.  There is that.

For death is also a promise in the Christian tradition.

We can trust the promise that we will all die. 

When I preached at my then-little-girl’s baptism, I confessed that I really wasn’t so sure about this 
whole baptism notion.

I wasn’t so sure about the baptism because I didn’t like either the promises I would have to make 
or the implications of them.

Somehow baptism does this sneaky thing about promising death and then claiming that that is 
good news.

I still have a hard time with this truth, even though I know it to be truth.
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See, baptism initiates a promise, a covenant that God stands by God’s people.  

Even during and after death.

“Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, Jesus as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”

It’s this bit that someone who is about to be baptized, or someone, oh, say, like a parent of a child 
about to be baptized, has to cling to.  

This promise is that Jesus did not stay dead, that Jesus’ death was not final, and our deaths will not 
be final.  

That sounds good, except what parent in his or her right mind wants to commit a child to that sort 
of life, a faithful life where death is a promised reality?

In fact, the word goes, the more faithful you are the more dying in the name of Jesus you get to do.

No wonder numbers are dropping! Come, be a Christian, be baptized, and die! 

In fact, of course, while many children are conceived thanks to a choice of the parents wanting to 
bring new life into the world, what most parents don’t think about, or don’t want to think about, 
is that they are not only choosing to gift life, but to gift death. 

For everything will die.

Not more than six months after Else’s baptism, now about ten years ago, I learned that.  I’d 
finished my dissertation on suffering and God, and we were coming home in exactly one month, 
and a car hit my late husband and my toddler son Karl as they were crossing a street. 

My husband died. 

Karl didn’t.

But he did sustain a traumatic brain injury.

We all sustained traumatic injury to our sense of family, of reality, of self, of vocation.

It initiated a deep occasion of extended wandering.

No ability to think of a goal, a destination, only a desire to get through the day. 

Through this terribleness, I learned that death is real.  I learned that it wasn’t just a theory, wasn’t 
just a rumor.

Nope. 

It was true.

You could trust it.

It was a promise to be trusted.

But I learned something else, too. 

I learned that trusting in death as if it were a promise worthy of our ultimate trust gives death 
another win.
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And that ticked me off.

And it was at that point that I realized that although that promise of death was real, it was 
penultimate. It was not ultimate. It was not the highest, the supreme, the greatest, the essential 
thing to trust.

Life was.

This is, on occasion, hard to believe.  Death’s promises are pretty persuasive.  Moreover, death 
seems to paradoxically “live up” to its promises.  We can touch the reality of an empty chair, or, 
when membership tanks, empty pews.  We can feel illness, and tears, and we can hear angry words 
and know their sting.  

I come from South Dakota, as you may know; the land of O.E. Rolvaag Giants of the Earth.  My 
paternal grandparents from Denmark settled there, my father was raised there, and once I began to 
serve in a tiny town of three streets and 130 people when every one was home for the day and once 
I began to know the people, and to hear their stories, it didn’t take long to realize that reading the 
book would help to understand who they were.  Isolation, winter, disease, capricious weather all 
shaped a terrible much about Rolvaag’s pioneer people, and a terrible much about my people.

One thing that was a constant was church.

So 2009 and following wasn’t much fun for us either.

There was death. 

Stewardship dropped down.

Ministries were cut.

Positions were cut.

Congregations left.

It was easy to trust the death that was clearly all around us, a death that was all the more painful 
and shocking because in our Upper Midwestern parts, it hit the one thing that had, by and large, 
remained insulated from decline.

Church.

So for a time, we languished, we stewed, we suffered, we were wandering in the wilderness.  

We weren’t even sojourners. We weren’t sure what our destination was: reconciliation? 
reunification? separation? 

The theme of life and then sudden and/or absurd and/or surprising and/or unfair loss is 
everywhere: addiction, divorce, mental illness, chronic illness, deceit, passive aggression...and all 
are forms of a wildnernessy, wandering-aimlessly death.

Death is real.

That’s a promise.

Death is real.
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And life is real-er.

That’s a promise. 

I’d like to begin by teaching you a German word.

The word is ordinary, common, familiar.  It’s used countless times every day by every single 
German.  

It’s used to amplify, correct, and stall, as in “um.”

It is all of four letters long: D-O-C-H.  

And it has come to define my family, and, I’m here to make the case, discipleship.

Here are two examples of what it means: 

When Karl, Else, and I were conveniently in Savannah, GA in January, the weather in South 
Dakota was brutally cold. Crazy cold. -50 degrees cold. Karl and I talk about how there is ‘cold,‘ 
and then there’s ‘dang cold,‘ and then there’s ‘adult language cold.‘  South Dakota enjoyed the 
latter.  Schools were shut down, pipes broke, and people were tossing hot water into the cold air to 
see what would happen because we have a low fun threshold in SD, especially when it’s adult 
language cold.

Had I, from GA, called my father, who is relatively fluent in German, and who then happened to 
be freezing his keister in Sioux Falls, had I called him and said, “So it’s a bit nippy up there,” he 
would have said, “DOCH, it’s more than nippy!” Had I said, however, “So, I hear it’s right balmy 
up there these days,” he would have said, annoyed and with chattering teeth, DOCH DOCH 
DOCH!

See, Doch means, depending on how you use it, and how many times you use it, anywhere between 
an “I think you’re wrong,” to a, well, an adult-language I think you’re wrong.

Second example: after the accident, Karl was not supposed to live.  And then, when it was 
determined that he would live, it was told to me that he would not ever respond in but the barest 
of ways to the most simplest of stimuli. And then it was said that he might be able to 
communicate, but would never walk again, and never talk again, and never make mischief again.

Karl, when the doctors told me such things, what did I say to them? 

Doch.

In the adult language sort of way.

DOCH has become our family motto, our way of being in the world.  DOCH has become, thanks 
to Karl’s and Else’s strength and courage and good humor, and therefore wisdom, what I have 
come to call, “the art of joyful defiance.”

It is our familial protest against death in all of its forms. It is our rejection of that which inflicts 
pain and grief, and our embrace of that which promises, which offers, which stewards life.

In fact, recently we had to get a new van to accommodate Karl’s new power chair, and his growing 
size.  Although it is silver, and we call it our Enterprise, and whenever we leave on long trips, Karl 
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will often say, “Engage,” I decided for the first time ever to splurge on a vanity plate.  Our vanity 
plate, the one that marks this van that takes us all over, this “us” that includes the boy who should 
not have lived, is DOCH!

You can see the Enterprise in the parking lot, even.  

It is probably worth noting that on Facebook, I was so proud and ridiculously happy about my new 
license plates that I made a profile picture of me with them, one above and one below my 
extremely grinning face.  It was great, I thought, until a woman, a friend in “real life” and on FB, 
stopped me in Hy-Vee.  She pulled me aside and whispered, “Anna….I was trolling on your page 
the other day, and I saw this new picture….um…..can you please help me understand why you put 
some weird spelling of “douche” on your plates?”  ACH!  “NO!” I screeched!  “DOCH DOCH 
DOCH DOCH!”

See, everything that we Christians are about is grounded in this crazy promise that although death 
is real, life is real-er.

I’m not talking about some “Keep on the Sunny Side Of Life” Pollyannaish faith.

I’m talking Holy Saturday.

I’m talking about this daily tension that we all know--in the biblical sense!--this intimate knowledge 
of death: its actuality, its constant looming reality, and this trust in the promise that life comes out 
of it. 

Easter is this wild and loud DOCH to death, it’s the announcement that now that you know that 
death is real and life is real-er, there is more to do with your lives than preserve them.

Easter imbues us with the courage to ask in which ways we bow to death, are beholden to death, 
are shaped by death.  Then Easter imbues us with the courage to abandon the ways of the fearful, 
the tired, the wanderers, and become sojourners, moving toward the promised land, the land 
promised by the Promiser.

This is good congregational and synodical fodder, it seems to me.  For what are we if not gathered 
be-Promised people? What are we if not be-Promised people in motion?  What are we if not 
spreaders of the Promise? 

But here’s a key point, one I do not want us to miss.  

All too often in history, we Christians have simply waited for the promise to come, equating the 
promise with getting into heaven.  

The only reason to be a Christian is not to get into heaven.

Promises alone don’t feed, don’t heal, don’t comfort, don’t rail.

As people of the promise, we are called to be the incarnate promise: embodying the promise that 
life wins.  

So, congregationally, synodically, where is there death, death of any and every sort? Where is there 
fear and loneliness and hopelessness and anger and resentment and illness and exhaustion?
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Go there.  Be there.  Make known the Promise and the Promiser there.  For the point of this 
promise is that we know the promise.  We might wait for it in its fulness, but not by twidling 
thumbs.  We rearrange our lives to shape them toward the promise.  We anticipate the promise by 
participating in it.  We become tellers, enactors, stewards of the promise.

Finally, as I was preparing for this gathering, I read a book called Finding God Among our Neighbors: 
An Interfaith Systematic Theology.  It’s written by a professor at Gettysburg Seminary named Kristin 
Johnston Largen.

She’s quite terrific, and so’s her book.

In it, she draws upon other religious traditions, like Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, to 
highlight and expand Christian ways of thinking about God and our life in God.

I was so struck by a long passage in which she stops to explore Islam’s Ninety-Nine Names of God. 
These names come from the Qur’an, their holy book, which regularly speaks about the “many 
beautiful names of God,” or “To God belong the attributes most beautiful.” 

They are stunning.

I’m going to read them now, 99 names, names that are found in the Islamic Holy Book, but which 
reveal to us the expansive sense of who the Promiser is.

The Last, The First, The Just, The Effacer of Sins, The Most High, The Omniscient, The Tremendous, The 
Eminent, The Absolute Cause, The Raiser of the Dead, the Everlasting, The Producer, The Doer of God, The 
All-Seeing, He Who Expands, The Hidden, The Punisher, The Lord of Majesty and Generosity, The Opener, 
He Who Is Full of Forgiveness, The All-Forgiving, The Rich, The Guide, The All-Preserver, The Arbitrator, 
The Wise, The Indulgent, The Praised, The Truth, The Reckoner, The Living, The Compeller, The Majestic, 
The Uniter, The Great, The Generous, The Totally Aware, The Abaser, The Creator, The Benevolent, The 
Magnificent, The All-Glorious, The King, The King of Absolute Sovereignty, The Protector, The Firm, The 
Postponer, The Beginner, He Who Humbles, The Enricher, The Guardian, The Knower of Each Separate 
Thing, The Life-Giver, The Restorer, The Honorer, The Answerer of Prayers, The Faithful, The Slayer, The 
Avenger, The Promoter, The Nourisher, The Equitable, The All-Determiner, The Fashioner, The Proud, The 
Exalted, He Who Benefits, Light, He Who Contracts, The All-Powerful, The Dominator, The Strong, The 
Self-Existing, The Holy, The Exalter, The Merciful, The Infinitely Good, The All-Observant, The Right in 
Guidance, The All-Pitying, The Provider, The Patient, The Flawless, The Eternal,  The All-Hearing, The 
Universal Witness, The Grateful, The Ever-Relenting, The Loving-Kind, The Bestower, The Unique, The 
Resourceful, The Trustee, The Ruler, The Patron, The Inheritor, The Vast, The Manifest.

So beautiful.

All revelations of the wideness and depth of the Promiser, and the Promise, and the People of the 
Promise, the promise that death is real.  Life is real-er.

#freedtotrustthepromise #promisersarepeopleinmissionofthepromise

Prayer

#prayer 

#Iamalousypray-er.  
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Never been good at it.  Positively awful about it, really. I’ve gone to workshops, spiritual directors, 
and, paradoxically, I’ve even tried praying about it, trying to improve my pray-er aptitude.

Didn’t work.  Sometimes I wonder if I’m worse now than I was before.

Partly, it’s because I get lost in thought during the actual prayer. 

I really do.  

I’ve gone into so many other thought-lands that I can’t find my map back, let alone my way back.  
I’m wandering, not sojourning. 

Truth is, sometimes I actually forget that I was praying.

In seminary, we all had to take a personality inventory called the Myers-Briggs.  Some of you might 
be familiar with it.  I came out (then) as an ENFP.  One day, a classmate brought in a Prayer Profile 
based on the Myers-Briggs Eval.  Under ENFP, the little cartoon had a stick person earnestly trying 
to pray, and the thought bubble went something like this: “Dear God, thank you for...Look!   A 
bird!”

And it still goes like that.  “Dear God, thank you for all that you have given our family: love, a 
home, food….wait: we so need groceries.  Where’s my list?” And so it goes.

So naturally, I was so very glad that Bishop Roth asked me to speak on prayer, as if I’m equipped to 
do that. 

It’s not only that I’m relentlessly distracted, these reasons why I am not very good at prayer.

For a long time, I have been just plain old bothered by the notion of prayer.

I don’t like the sense that is so often attached with prayer, namely the idea that it is possible to call 
God’s attention to something that God might otherwise have missed, or that we can and should 
beg God to act or not, and if we do it earnestly or often or loudly enough, and get a large enough 
chorus, then we up our odds.

It seems to appeal to the paradigm of Greek gods, these powerful beings who didn’t mind 
groveling so much.

But our God isn’t Zeus.

The idea doesn’t even play out so consistently: Murray story

Joseph Sittler, known in these parts, gets to my irritation with his telling of this wonderful 
experience he had, one that has become known as the Parking Space Finding Jesus:

Once at a church where I was interim pastor for a year, there was a woman really hooked 
on the “me and Jesus” movement, and she used prayer as a kind of personal lubricant to 
everything she wanted.  She worked at a hospital in Chicago, and she used to tell me, 
“Every morning when I drive from my house to the hospital, I pray to Jesus that he will 
find me a parking spot. And you know, pastor, he always does.” I kept asking myself, “What 
kind of God-relationship is built on this parking-space-finding Jesus that will sustain this 
woman in profound deprivation and tragedy? Is it enough?”
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One Sunday morning I said to her, “Emma, suppose there is another woman driving in the 
second lane on the highway taking a sick child to the hospital, and you drive right in to the 
parking space that Jesus found for you, and this woman who is frantic with a sick child 
can’t find a space.  How about her?”

“She didn’t pray hard enough,” was her retort.

That really stumped me.  So I tried to think of how to correct her, but she was immune to 
argument.

Well, finally I found one, and I am sinfully proud of it; I think it was a straight gift.  The 
next time I saw her I said, “You know this speech you give me about Jesus finding you a 
parking space, Emma.  What do you suppose Mary was praying about jogging along that 
donkey on her way to Bethlehem?” Emma never mentioned the topic again.  If Mary 
couldn’t find a parking space in which to have a baby, particularly that baby, then there 
must be something wrong with the parking-space-finding Jesus.” (Gravity and Grace, 26-27)

That’s it.  There’s the bulk of the rub for me.  Does God really care whether we have the best 
parking space? Whether we cross the street here or here? Whether the Minnesota Twins win? 
Well….

And moreover, again and again in scripture, God is revealed to have a bent--no, a compulsion--
toward healing, and sustenance, and peace.  It’s God’s essence. It seems remarkably strange that we 
should have to remind God of who God inherently is.  

But still and even so, I can’t ignore prayer.  There it is. It stares me in the face every day.  It’s a long-
standing part of religious life and, well, Jesus even gave The Prayer. 

Were it not for a theological view called process thought I’d be in even more complete disarray 
about prayer.

Process thought emphasizes that every split nano-second moment is built on prior split-nano-
second moments; nanoseconds which appear to be on the surface unrelated, but are, in fact, very 
much so.  So, for example, we are gathered here in Springfield, because our parents/grandparents/
great-grandparents and so forth met, and made descendants, not least of all us.  Or because you all 
some time back decided that Bishop Roth ought to be your bishop, and he and I met in Savannah 
Georgia where I had been asked to speak, and (I hope rightly) he thought I wouldn’t offer too 
much heresy here.  You didn’t know that I existed before yesterday, and I didn’t know you existed 
before yesterday, but moments that at the moment would have appeared to be unrelated well, 
aren’t.  Moments converged, and here we are.

You see how this applies in every other moment; to some degree it states the obvious, but it also 
highlights the oft-hidden: all things are interrelated.  Everything and everyone is bound together.

First thing.

Second thing:

Another element of process theology teaches this: In every moment, God throws out a lure, a 
possibility for God’s agenda to come to pass if we catch the lure.  
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Jesus is the shepherd, we are the sheep; God is the angler, we are the, um, angled.  Same thing.

So a few things here: Process theology throws up its hackles at the idea that God has a “Plan.”  It 
doesn’t like the idea of God’s plan because it is chock full of all sorts of hidden traps. 

For starters, humans would have no choice in life--we are nothing bought pawns in God’s strategic 
plan.  We might think that the choice is ours, but we are really playing scripted parts.

Or, a different slice on it, I can’t tell you how many people come to me at OMG because they are 
afraid that they aren’t following God’s plan, or they’ve missed God’s plan, or they can’t for the life 
of them figure out what God’s plan is. They are nearing despair because they fear that God wants 
them to be doing A and they are running along oblivious to A and are doing Q, and wow is God 
ticked about that. 

Another pitfall: if one believes that everything that happens according to God’s plan, both glorious 
celebrations and devastating tragedies and unimaginable horrors belong to it, and anything else 
along that spectrum.    It isn’t only that God is present in every circumstance: God caused them. 

Instead, process theology likes the idea of God’s agenda.  That is, God has a vision, a vision that is 
in keeping with God’s essence.  

Our job isn’t to look for some rigid plan, but to participate in God’s agenda.

Anybody who has ever been in any meeting knows that the time will go only as well as the crafter 
and facilitator of the agenda. 

In this instance, we are thrown back to ask who or what our God is. For my money, I return to my 
conviction that Christians throw our allegiance to a God of life, and as such, we are stewards of 
life, ambassadors of life.

So, back to this lure.

In every nano-moment, this God of life, this God of the Promise, throws out a lure.  Sometimes we 
are swimming along and we catch it, and that is powerfully great stuff, and we are led into the next 
moment, where God calls us forth with another lure.

Orrrrrrrr, we don’t catch it.  God swears in a way that only a divine being can, and then, in the 
moment that always follows, there is a new lure to be cast and, perhaps, caught.

Regardless, in either scenario, God is making do with what we have before us.  The possibilities 
might change, or narrow, or expand, but regardless, God is calling us forth to take part in the 
agenda, the vision, that God has for that given moment. 

That also means, as an aside, that in every moment there is redemption.  God takes every moment 
into God, claims it, and makes something new.  That doesn’t mean, by the way, that all things are 
happy; it means that given what we have in every moment, on the basis of the moments that have 
come before it, God is active, making new.

Dori from Nemo would love process thought: Just keep swimming, just keep swimming….

So, as it concerns prayer, a few things happen to help me think in a new way about prayer.
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First, process theology invites us to be far more mindful of God, far more attuned to God, because 
we don’t want to miss the lure.  If we are open to God, in communion, so to speak, with God, 
then we are more aware of God’s agenda.

More aware of God’s agenda, we are more able to participate in it.  

That’s nifty: the point, you see, isn’t that we are manipulating God.  It is that we are listening to 
God, in tune with God. The channel, that is, is open.

But it also does another thing, process thought does.  If I, all the way on the South Dakota prairie, 
am aware that there are needs, joys, sadnesses here, all the way in Springfield, then when I pray, 
our moments are connected.  I hold you in prayer, specifically petitioning God on behalf of your 
concerns, and as a result, I am centered both in God and in you, and can then be open and 
inspired to participate in God’s agenda thinks to my mindfulness in prayer with God.

There are ways to do this, to be mindful, even for people like me.  

A few years ago, I was invited to speak at a theological conference for the Central States Synod 
(parts of Missouri and Kansas).  There I met Dave Mareske.  Dave is director of the Hollis Retreat 
Center, just outside of Kansas City, on the Kansas side of things.  Since then, he and I have been 
OMG-ing over Skype, investigating the Christian tradition of hospitality, and how it might relate to 
Hollis.  So when I realized that, on our way here with a slight detour to see my dearest friend in St. 
Louis, we could stop in at Hollis, I sent him a note.  Maybe we could actually visit in person rather 
than in cyber space? Maybe he had a place for us to stay on the way? “Yep,” he said, “there’s room 
here! Come stay!” 

And so we did.  Karl and Else and Dad and I drove up on a winding, single-lane road to Hollis 
Retreat Center.  It is beautiful there. Nestled in the woods just outside of the city, Hollis offers 
spaces large and small for retreats of many people, or just of one.  I highly encourage you to look 
them up.

And there, at Hollis, I saw my first labyrinth.  I’m no stranger to the idea of a labyrinth, but I’d 
never seen one.

So I asked him about it.  I asked him, in clunky language, how it worked.  

Dave told story after story of those who have walked the labyrinth.  Two caught my imagination.  
One had to do with a woman, a year after 9-11, still fraught with anger and resentment about this 
ridiculously violent act.  On the anniversary of 9-11, Hollis held a memorial, an event dedicated to 
peace.  She came, and the labyrinth was there, and although she said that her anger would burn 
and never go out, she set foot on that labyrinth, and she walked that labyrinth, and when, 40 
minutes later, she walked off of its path, she told Dave that her anger had ceased.  She had 
communed with something greater, had lingered in her anger and found it met with peace.

On another occasion, a group of people with ADHD used Hollis’ facilities for retreat.  The 
labyrinth was a cornerstone of their time together: the slow pace, the concentration necessary to 
notice the path, and use the bricks as touchstones, and the time for stopping, aided these Look A 
Bird cousins of mine to breathe in, and out, and listen and feel a presence of peace, of grounding, 
of calm.

Rev. Dr. Anna Madsen, Keynotes for the Central/Southern Illinois Synod Assembly, June 5-7, 2014.

14



Walter Brueggemann writes about weariness.  His analysis, and I think he’s right, is that our society 
is generally exhausted.  Weary.  

He doesn’t think that we are collectively tired because we are working too heard.  He says, “Rather, 
I submit, living a life that is against the grain of our true creatureliness, living a ministry that is 
against the grain of our true vocation, being placed in a false position so that our day-to-day 
operation requires us to contradict what we know best about ourselves and what we love most 
about our life as children of God.  Exhaustion comes from the demand that we be, in some 
measure, other than we truly are; such an alienation requires too much energy to 
navigate.” (Mandate to Difference, 42).

And then he goes on to talk about the ways we are exhausted, and try to keep going to get one 
more meeting, pastoral call, positive job review, published article, passed white glove test when the 
in-laws come, text, FB exchange, date.

Then we’ll rest.

But we don’t.

We don’t, Brueggemann suggests, because we don’t trust God’s abundance.  We don’t trust that we 
are, in fact, justified. We need to prove that we got this one. 

So elsewhere, he, and so many other mentors of the faith, speak about sabbath.  They speak about 
the critical need for rest. For breath taking (which is, by the way, for those of you non-English 
majors, called “foreshadowing.” Think of tomorrow’s Pentecost presentation.)

We are so busy, you see.

Listen to these terrific lyrics to a tune called “Busy Busy Busy.” It’s written by Sandra Boynton, and 
as a word to the wise, for you parents of young children who no more Raffi can take, check out her 
children’s albums, including Philadelphia Chickens.  This tune is sung by Kevin Kline:

We’re very very busy
And we’ve got a lot to do
And we haven’t got a minute
To explain it all to you
For on Sunday Monday Tuesday
There are people we must see
And on Wednesday Thursday Friday
We’re as busy as can be
With our most important meetings
And our most important calls
And we have to do so many things
And post them on the walls…

We have to hurry far away
And then we hurry near
And we have to hurry everywhere
And be both there and here
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And we have to send out messages
By e-mail, phone, and fax
And we’re talking every minute
And we really can’t relax
And we think there is a reason
To be running neck-and-neck
And it must be quite important
But we don’t have time to check.
And if not, well….what the heck?

Who’s got time to pray with this schedule?

And who doesn’t either have, or know someone who has, this schedule?

Martin Luther said something to the effect of “I have so much to do today that I'm going to need 
to spend three hours in prayer in order to be able to get it all done.” 

Sounds good.

It also sounds unrealistic.

One of my favorite stories post-accident is this one: 

A year and a half or so after the accident, I was venting via email, and not just a bit, to a good 
friend and colleague down the hall about my sudden deeply tough situation, not least of all 
because of the logistics of being a single mother of a precocious then-three year old and a special 
needs then-five year old, also as a then-tenure track professor.  I’d recently moved to a new 
community, had no deep friendships, was suddenly a first-time home-buyer forced to undergo a 
remodel to make the house handicapped accessible and who was living therefore a nomadic life 
imposing on friend and foe alike for temporary housing for a period of seven weeks, and who was, 
in a few words, overwhelmed and exhausted in body, mind, and spirit, losing herself in the swirl of 
it all, with nary a moment even to sit and grieve.  My friend had this to offer--with full sincerity and 
presence:  “Just recall the scripture:” wrote he, “‘Be still, and know that I am God.’”  

Oh, was I pissed.

I pursed my lips and briskly typed back (I’m sure he heard the email down the hall before he 
received it), “I will be still, IF God preps for classes, grades papers, creates books and journals in my 
name, writes bills, fills out forms, ensures that I find worthy care-givers, transfers Karl to his 
countless therapies, brings and picks up Else-girl to school, pushes a wheelchair and a grocery cart 
to get food for my family, plays with both, does the dishes, laundry, and pick-up, and brings the car 
in for an oil change, and as an indulgent bonus, finds me time to sit with a cup of coffee to 
breathe!  THEN I’ll be still!”  

There are people who really are too exhausted, too busy, too overwhelmed to pray.  Believe me, I 
have, on more than one occasion, changed the sense of the Mealtime prayer with a bit of sincere 
exasperation: “Come Lord Jesus. BE MY GUEST!”
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But there are others of us who do have the time, and the inclination, to pray.  And it is easy to 
underestimate the power of their prayer.  

Just last night, we collectively prayed the Lord’s Prayer: Our Father, Who art in heaven, hallowed 
be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our 
daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us 
not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the 
glory.  Amen.  

Do you notice how connected heaven and earth are in this prayer? God is in heaven, holy be God’s 
name, but we await it here, so that what God’s got going on in heaven will also be going on here.

And then we get to the nitty gritty of life: Temptation. Hunger. Sinfulness. Forgiveness. And a 
reminder that although we think we have kingdoms going on here, and power, and glory, really 
what we’re hoping for is that God’s  kingdom shows up. Thine be the kingdom, and the power, and 
the glory.

Prayer, you see, is about connection to God, and action with God’s people.  It’s about reminding 
ourselves about the gap between our kingdoms and God’s.  It’s about reminding ourselves of who 
God is to whom we pray and in whose name we act.

Frederick Buechner has a famous little quote about vocation.  I mostly like it.  It goes like this, 
changed just enough so that there isn’t a dangling preposition, because once an English major, 
always an English major.  “Vocation, namely the place to which God calls you, is where your deep 
gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.” 

“Vocation, namely the place to which God calls you, is where your deep gladness and the world’s 
deep hunger meet.”

Now, what I don’t like about this line is that it isn’t always about gladness. #crucifixionnotfun.

But if you push that to the side, and get to the point he’s trying to make, there’s much there.

This quote has been well used to help individuals think about their own vocations.

But I’ve started to invite congregations to think of it as a springboard for congregational vocations.

What, in your congregations, gives you joy?  What, in your congregations, gives you gladness? 

Write those down.  Gather people together and think and think and think about what sources of 
deep satisfaction are in your specific community.  Think, if you will, about gifts of the Spirit.  
What and where are they where you are?

Then think about the needs in your immediate context.  I stress immediate, because it is too 
tempting to be all things to all people.  So just as it is worthy of consideration about what gifts are 
specific to your congregation, it is also worthy of consideration about what needs are specific to 
your community.

Here I’m envisioning even something that could be broadly ecumenical. 

Think, obviously, of the people who are poor, or ill, or alone! But think also of those who love art. 
Those who love political activism.  Those who are crazy wealthy and too busy and may need meals 
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too to keep their sanity.  Those who build. Those who write. These people and people like them 
have needs.  They need balm. And community. And help. And hope. Not just promised balm and 
community and help and hope.  Not just prayed-about balm and community and help and hope. 
Nope. Real stuff.  

If you were to do something like that in your contexts, or if, like me, you are a really bad prayer, let 
me give you one tip I’ve learned that was helpful, one take-away about how to pray from a Prayer 
workshop where I didn’t accidentally nap as I was trying to learn to pray.  

One settles in with a piece of paper and a pen.

And then one begins by writing out a petition to God, beginning with your name, followed by a 
colon, followed by the petition.

And then one waits. One waits to hear what God’s response might be.

And then one writes it down, as in “God:”

That sort of prayer takes the process and the result seriously.  Putting words to God’s name, in 
God’s name, is an act of faith and trust.  

Were that to be done, individually or collectively, to discern how God perceives gladnesses, 
hungers, or to raise laments, or petitions, or thanks, or questions, were that to be done, and then 
enacted, well, then you might convince me that maybe, just maybe that bird I keep seeing? Maybe 
it’s a holy one after all. 

#letusprayafterall

Pentecost

The Holy Spirit isn’t safe.

Several weeks ago in church, a small child wandered up to the children’s sermon with a grin and a 
helmet on.  My husband laughed and leaned in to remind me of this quote by Annie Dillard:

Why do people in church seem like cheerful, brainless tourists on a packaged tour of the 
Absolute? … Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we blithely invoke? Or, 
as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it? The churches are children playing on the 
floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT to kill a Sunday morning. It is 
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madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be wearing crash 
helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our 
pews. For the sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the waking God may 
draw us to where we can never return. Teaching a Stone to Talk: Expeditions and Encounters 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1982), pp. 40-41.

The Holy Spirit isn’t safe.

Look around in any given worship, and see how little we grasp the power of God.  The word for 
power in Greek is dunamis, which happens to be where we get the word dynamite.

The power of God, the dynamite of God!

God blows things up!

Jesus is risen, for God’s sake. Dead things come alive!  Even spring after brutal South Dakota winter 
amazes me.  How is it possible that that perineal, well, perineals after that!

But dead structures, dead ways, dead habits, dead traditions, dead patterns, dead fear...the Holy 
Spirit is here to explode with life these dead corners of being, and I acknowledge that that is, on 
occasion, hard to believe. 

That there will be debris is not.

Another way of looking at the personality and, well, ways of the Holy Spirit is the Celtic image of a 
Goose.  Look it up online.

My husband tells the story of a ride he took on a bike trail in which he encountered a goose.  

For long enough down the trail for Reynold to remember, this Holy/Unholy Goose nipped at his 
kiester, and the faster that he went, the faster that goose, well, goosed him until he got where she 
wanted him to go.

The Holy Spirit isn’t safe.

“Come, Holy Spirit,” we say and pray, but jeepers, are you sure about that? Are you prepared for 
that?

Think about it. First thing that the Spirit did, on Pentecost? Get the disciples into trouble.  Made 
other folks think that they were drunk.

Don’t play with matches, we say.

And yet...we, even with children in the room, we pray for the Holy Spirit.  

Holy playing with matches, Batman. 

Igniting a fire you can’t control?  

A fire you aren’t expecting?

Of course, the Holy Spirit would never burn down our structures, we fool ourselves into thinking.  
Just those bad ones.
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Of course, the Holy Spirit would never blow away our ways of having done things, we lull ourselves 
into believing. Just blow away the riff raff chaff.

Come Holy Spirit. Just come, staying, of course, in a respectable, predictable, controllable way.

There’s a wonderful movie that was made several years ago.  It’s called the Whale Rider.  How they 
filmed this thing I will never know, but the cinematography is genius, and gorgeous, and 
breathtaking, as is the tale. It’s Netflixable.

If you don’t like spoilers, go take a coffee/restroom break, because they will be coming fast and 
furious.

The movie tells the story of a Maori tribe in New Zealand.  Their tradition is based on Paikea, the 
Whale Rider, the man who rode a whale to bring his people to this land. 

Their entire culture--not just their religious beliefs, but their entire culture--was based on Paikea’s 
presence then and now.  

Except that the culture, and the belief system, was dying. Apathy, forgetfulness, and a mocking of 
the old ways as trivial, irrelevant, quaint even, had settled in.  

Nobody cared, except for the grandfather, the patriarch, the embodied religious center of the 
community.  

He cared a lot.

And he expected that the whole community care too.  

Most of all, he expected that his eldest son and religious heir cared. This son’s wife, then, became 
pregnant.  She was carrying new hope. But at the time of her birth, though two babies were born, 
one, the son, died. 

So did the mama.

The girl lived.

In despair, her husband named the daughter Paikea, the very name that was to have been bestowed 
upon the dead boy as a blessing and a calling.

The grandfather was enraged. It was blasphemy, what his son had done. He plead, he ordered that 
the son change his mind. 

The son wouldn’t budge on his decision.

But he did move away.

The story then jumps about 12 years.  Paikea, now raised by her grandparents, was the joy of her 
grandfather’s heart.  He loved her not least of all because she loved the stories he told about her 
namesake Paikea, and about the traditions of their people, and because she was open to having 
them shape her, change her, to be her center. She was a ready audience, and, in fact, the only real 
audience anymore.

But when she started to take these lessons, these lessons imbued with courage and identity and 
community, when she started to take these lessons and apply them in new ways, according to these 
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new days, and when she started to reframe Paikea’s legacy as her own destiny, the grandfather spat 
her out.

But the girl kept coming back.

Again and again he rejected her.  And again, rejected but defiant and hurt and sure, Paikea kept 
coming back, again and again.

She knew, just knew, that although it didn’t fit the formula, she, a young girl, named Paikea, was 
destined to be healer and leader of her people.

I’m not going to tell you how, but I will tell you that by the end of the film, the community was 
more itself than it had been in decades.  It was more deeply rooted in its history, more clearly 
aware of its present, and more joyful in its expectation of its future because they had the courage--a 
courage born out of tremendous risk and tragedy--to be made new.

The grandfather had wanted his tradition to come alive again.

He prayed.

Initially, he didn’t at all get what he wanted.

And he was mad.

But finally, even he was made new.

~~~~~~~~

My Old Testament professor told us that we have only gotten one thing right: be fruitful and 
multiply.  We’ve done that, with great enjoyment and predictability, and….now we are populated 
beyond our means.

Then, that word was necessary.

But now?

Would that same commandment be uttered today?

So along that same line, the UCC has this wonderful motto that I wish we had thought of first: 
Why do you put a period where God has put a comma?  God is still speaking!

Yes! God is still speaking! God speaks new things to new times! 

And it’s biblical!  “You have heard it said...but now I say to you,” says Jesus.

 And, in fact, we pray to God to do just that! Speak to us Lord that we may speak!

But what God up and does that, and we hear the unexpected?

When Else was tiny-er, like about 3 or 4, we were readying to go to church.

Else, however, was dawdling.

Pretty soon, despite all sorts of attempts to get her moving, it became clear that either she needed 
to step it into gear, or we’d miss church.

So I told her that very thing.
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And Else began to cry.  “But Mama,” she sobbed, “I wanted to see Jesus!”

So I said to her, I said, “Elsegirl, if you get going, and we get to church, we will see Jesus.  But you 
ought to be prepared, once we run into Jesus, for Jesus to say something like this to you: ‘Else, dear 
one, I love you so much.  I love you so much that I gave you a mama who loves you so much.  She 
loves you so much she only wants the best for you.  So when she tells you to do something, here’s 
what I want you to do: Listen to your mama!’” 

Else’s face curled up into a frown, and she said, “I don’t wanna hear Jesus say that!”

What happens when we don’t like what we hear? Brueggemann knows that we don’t want to hear 
what God has to say.

He speaks often about how we have a version of our history and our present that we like to tell.

It’s a bit like fish stories, but with far more power, and some of it insidious.

Let’s be honest.  We like power.  We like to be in power.  And when we speak about the way things 
were, back then, those golden days, we tend to refer to times when we felt unquestionably safe, and 
unquestionably in control.  That’s the way it should be.

But it is really only our version of how things were and should be.

The Holy Spirit, however, is subversive.

The Holy Spirit is a sub-version, a version that courses under the dominant version.

And the Holy Spirit wants to subvert it.  

Think: Magnificat. 

And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for 
he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all 
generations will call me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy 
is his name. His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. He has 
shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He 
has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled 
the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant 
Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to 
Abraham and to his descendants forever.”

Think whites being in the minority soon.  Think younger generations wanting fewer church 
buildings and more servanthood. Think environmentalists and scientists telling us that no, really, 
climate change is coming to a town near you.  Think women presiding bishops, and synodical 
bishops, and, lo these forty years or so ago, women pastors.  Think lesbians like my cousin just last 
night, getting married in a church and having it be legally recognized. Think of women having 
finally gotten the right to vote, back in the day.  Think of people of color having finally gotten the 
right to vote, back in the day.  (The Holy Spirit is still working on the Metric System in the US) 

The point, is, when you speak of Holy Spirit, think unexpected, unwieldy, sometimes unwelcome 
dunamis.
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My late husband had no small amount of mischief in him.  One year at seminary, we were 
responsible for providing the bread for communion.  There was a really really good restaurant 
called Tapatio’s in Columbus then, and they made a really terrific jalapeno bread.  

Such a long line of really surprised mouths!  They got their bread, and they got an unexpected jolt 
of fire.  And thankfully, we didn’t get kicked out of seminary.

The Holy Spirit is surprise, is unpredictable, is unruly, is wild, and maybe even offensive.

It’s interesting to note that the word for inspire comes from the Latin word “to inflame:” 
inspirare.
This word, in turn, comes from the word spirare, which means to breathe.

The Latin here is a translation of the original Greek word for breath, wind, spirit, namely pneuma.

When you have no inspiration, and/or no ability to spirare, when you have no pneuma, you die.  

Simple as that.  

I heard a marvelous story here from a man, a man born in Nebraska, but who grew up in the Black 
Hills of SD.  He gave me permission to tell this tale of his healing as a young boy from asthma. I 
may not have all the details right, because I was so struck by him and this tale that my emotions 
overcame my detail-registering abilities, which anyway are about as good as my praying abilities.  I 
hope he forgives me if I mistell his story, but I also hope that I got the essence of it right.

He was about to expire, to breathe out his last, because his asthma was so bad.  

His father was having none of that, no more of a boy suffering from lack of breath, from hospital 
stays, from pneumonia.

So he heard rumors of how the Black Hills have healing in them, healing for people who struggle 
to breathe.  

So on one day, when his boy was gasping yet again, his father had had enough.  That day, he threw 
bags and his son and himself and he drove from Nebraska to the Hills. That very day.

Because when your son is about to die, you do whatever is necessary to have life breathed into him 
again. 

You even move.

You change everything you thought to be true so that life courses through that body again, at great 
risk, at great grief, but in great expectation that the possibility of life is worth it all. 

Six weeks later, the kid, thanks to the risk and the trust of the father to leave death and find life, 
rode down the driveway to his dad.  Months after that he won State Track Meets.

Such a story of dunamis.

I know, we all know, that parts of the church are dying.  

Yep.

We also know that death is real, but that life is real-er.  
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We know that there is fear: fear about budgets, fear about change, fear about newness, fear about 
conflict, fear about anything that isn’t as we expected it would be.

I find it helpful to note that in Luke, lots of people said that we should not be afraid.  They did 
not say that there weren’t things to be afraid of.

The point of this word, “Do not be afraid,” is the full knowledge that if we make our decisions 
based on fear--even well-grounded fear--rather than faith, on worry rather than hope, then we’ve 
already ceded death the win. 

We’ve taken our own breath.

There’s another word I want you to know.  It’s the Greek word soteria.  It means health, healing, 
and wholeness.  

It’s translated, however, as salvation.

All too often, the world “salvation” has come to mean what you get, or don’t, if you die: think “Are 
You Saved?”

What the questioner means is usually more in keeping with “Have you accepted Jesus Christ as 
Your Lord and Savior and are you going to heaven or hell?”

But what it means biblically is, “Are you well?”

Well people are breathing just fine, thank you.

But unwell people, unwell people have their breathing routes constricted.

Daughter Else just came off a bout, a completely unexpected, atypical, first ever nasty bout of 
pneumonia. Pneumonia, the word that is, comes from the Latin word for lungs.

Now, here I want to pause for a moment: I want us to think about the word Spirit. 

There are all sorts of spirits: school spirit, Christmas spirit, mob spirit, community spirit, spooky 
spirit, and so forth.  The adjective, the word before spirit, clarifies what sort of spirit we’re talking 
about.  And so it would make no sense, for example, to have your school spirit on when hanging 
ornaments on your Christmas tree.  You see? 

The word “Holy” defines the kind of spirit Jesus has in mind.  It’s the Holy Spirit, the set apart 
Spirit, the hallowed Spirit.

Holy Spirit is concrete...as concrete as something on fire and windy and nebulous can be.

It brings new life, life defined by kindness, and love, and forgiveness, and mercy, and feeding the 
poor, and clothing the naked, and healing the sick, and visiting the prisoners, and welcoming the 
strangers, the foreigners, the exiles.  

For these people are not well.

And, lucky for them, we Christians are called to be ambassadors of wellness, of newness, of 
subversiveness, of tenderness, of restoration, of hospitality, of love, of life.  
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We are called to be ambassadors of shalom. This word stems from the Hebrew word meaning to be 
in good health.  

Soteria.

Decades ago, my father wrote a sermon that still has traction. 

It was so moving, that an artist in the congregation created from it a lithograph, a lithograph lifting 
some of the words of his text.  

Shalom is a word that is broad in the extreme.  It has to do with wholeness, with fulfillment.

Shalom paints a vision of the way things will one day be with all hands helping.

Shalom knows of a lion lying down with a lamb, of the thirsty having drink, hungry having food, 
naked being clothed.

Shalom knows of swords being beaten into plowshares, of justice and freedom.

Shalom knows of strangers being welcomed, the sick and imprisoned being visited.

Shalom knows of sorrow and tears disappearing and death being no more.

Shalom has as its agenda liberation and reconciliation.

Shalom has has its agenda love, hope and renewal.

Shalom has as its agenda drought and famine.

Shalom has as its agenda war and hatred.

Shalom has as its agenda prejudice and oppression.

Shalom has as its agenda sickness and suffering.

We are not bound by our own lives, our own deaths, but live within the great parenthesis of Shalom.

Shalom is the shape of the future, the vision of that to which a mysterious power summons us all here 
and now, in the role of servant, in bringing and establishing justice and freedom, grace and peace. 

Here and now, in this moment, the Spirit is here, the wild, unexpected, unruly, sometimes 
unwelcome, dynamic, dynamite power, drawing us in, sending us out to be tellers of the Promise, 
Prayers of the People, and Pentecost Ambassadors of Shalom.
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