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Introduction 

Since beginning my own spiritual journey and preparation for ministry, I have 

come to this insight: being a solitary traveler on my own spiritual path gets lonely after 

awhile. There 1s a time for solitude, yes, but also a time to stop at the inns along the way 

for company, rest, renewal, the sharing of stories, and the seeking of advice about the 

road ahead. If we are just questing, then perhaps support groups are not so necessary. 

But if we are serving in communities — however we define our community, be it the 

church, where we work, where we volunteer, and so on — we must be grounded in 

community. And we must be able to draw upon all the sources of sacred wisdom that 

inform our ministry. Peer groups can address the need for community, including support 

and nurture, and group theological reflection can address the need to be connected to our 

sacred sources. 

My first encounter with such a ministry peer group occurred during a yearlong 

residency in Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE). Twice a week, in addition to other 

activities, our group used a theological reflection framework to organize and focus the 

presentation of a ministerial event for review. In that setting, theological reflection was 

used not only to reveal how God was present in the event, but also to tease out all the 

threads of a story, including those threads which the minister brought to the event and 

threads that might have been hidden at the time. Theological reflection was teaching us 

to look deeper into our own experiences of ministry, particularly those experiences that 

troubled us or puzzled us. The group process of reflecting together was teaching us how 

to invite feedback in an open and non-defensive way and how to offer feedback and 

compassionate support to one another, even when — especially when — we disagreed with  
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a particular approach or position. The goal was insight, which usually led to a renewed 

enthusiasm for one’s ministry. Insight could occur at several points in the process, such 

as at the time the event was occurring, while writing the event up for presentation, during 

the group reflection process, and afterwards, as one reflected further on the group’s 

insights. 

Since completing CPE over a year ago, I have not participated in a ministry peer 

group, and I have felt the lack keenly. I have come to realize that for my own self-care 

and growth as a minister, I need a peer group where I can take my ministry for review 

and feedback and where I can be encouraged and supported. I miss the group theological 

reflection framework, for the discipline it called for, for the insights it led to, for the 

validation of ministry that flowed from it, and for the simple joy of being together with 

other ministers. Seeking to recreate something like that experience within my current 

situation has become a primary focus for me. 

My own church community does not currently provide any formal structure for 

ongoing ministerial support, education, or accountability. However, shortly after I began 

to think about how to address my own needs for ongoing support, the question of “who is 

a minister in The Church Within and what is their role?” surfaced among the board of 

directors, who formed a committee to address these issues of support, accountability and 

continuing education for ministers. Ministerial support and supervision in its entirety 

was obviously too large to be tackled by a pastoral project. However, organizing a group 

of ministers into a peer group and using theological reflection as a framework for 

attending to and sharing our various ministries would be a doable and appropriate 

pastoral project, with potential benefits not only to myself, but to my larger faith  
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community. I proposed my project to be part of the response to the larger question posed 

by the board’s committee. Thus, this project represents the intersection of two needs: my 

own personal need to be part of an ongoing peer support group utilizing theological 

reflection and the need of my faith community to find ways of engaging and supporting 

its ministers. 

 



Chapter 1: Providing Support to Ministers; A Modest Proposal 

Support for Ministers — why does it matter? 

In order to cultivate wholeness in others, ministers must also cultivate wholeness 

within themselves. This is a dominant theme in the insightful book, Cultivating 

Wholeness, by Margaret Kornfeld. She devotes a whole chapter specifically to the task of 

tending to self, and it is clear that self-care has many components and tasks. Some of the 

needs for self-care can be addressed in the privacy of our own devotions and personal 

decisions, and some need to be addressed in some type of communal setting. One type 

of community setting that Kornfeld touches upon is the clergy support group/ministry 

peer group. Such groups can do several things to address self-care. They can provide 

support and encouragement while at the same time challenging you to continued personal 

and spiritual growth. They can function as a source of consultation, peer review, and 

feedback on your ministry. They can provide an opportunity for authentic community 

which, following Kornfeld’s definition, means a place where you can be vulnerable, 

where you can learn that conflict is not dangerous, where you can learn to love yourself 

and from that to love others. 

Many studies suggest that a lack of clergy support leads to clergy burnout. 

Kornfeld explores burnout in her chapter on self-care. In addition to her recommendation 

that ministers participate in some type of peer group, she also notes the importance of 

having other eyes review your work (284). A study by the Alban Institute, the Carlisle 

Project, noted the correlation between clergy health and congregational health and  
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asserted that clergy health could be improved by support systems (Oswald 33). Clearly, 

clergy support is related to clergy effectiveness. 

Yet, many churches lack effective ongoing ministerial support. It is not unique to 

my faith community, The Church Within. Judging from a very brief literature review, the 

problem seems to cut across denominational lines and occurs even in those 

denominations with strong judicatory structures. The Carlisle Project identified several 

obstacles to effective clergy support groups, including that clergy are often trained to 

function as “lone rangers” (Oswald 34). Clergy are trained to see themselves as the one 

who gives help and direction, not as the one who needs it. Participating in a support 

group with any depth at all would likely at some point reveal a minister’s weaknesses. It 

takes time and skill to create the type of community that engenders trust. Thus, for many 

ministers — who are already stretched for time — it is easier to avoid support groups than 

to risk participation. It also seems that support groups tend to degenerate into “bitch and 

brag” sessions, which can quickly alienate members. The “check in” process, a 

component of many groups in which members share what has been going on in their lives 

since the last meeting, can easily consume the bulk of the group’s time and energy. 

These are all factors that get in the way of ministers making long-term commitments to 

participate in peer support groups. 

To sum up, individual ministers must take responsibility for self-care if they are to 

avoid burnout and be effective ministers within their communities. A critical component 

of self-care is the participation in some type of ministry peer-group that is geared towards 

providing support for and feedback on one’s ministry. This component is often neglected 

for a variety of reasons noted above, a phenomena that cuts across the various religious  
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institutions. Introducing this concept to my own faith community would require careful 

preparation. 

The situation at my faith community, The Church Within 

Like many churches, The Church Within (TCW) currently lacks organizational 

mechanisms for providing effective support and continuing education to its ministers. 

Some background on the church and its ministers will be helpful for understanding how 

the project proposes to address the need for support. 

The Ministers of The Church Within are diverse in many ways. Since its 

founding in the early 1990’s, TCW has conducted four ministerial training classes and 

has ordained 39 ministers. In addition, it has formally recognized the ordination of 

eleven ministers (including myself) who were ordained in other denominations. Twenty- 

eight are women and twenty-two are men. Two are African-American males. One 

minister uses a wheelchair. Three are deaf. Eighteen are married (ten are married to one 

another, that is, there are five sets of couples in the minister’s roster) and quite a few 

more have been married (at least seven). Several identify as gay or lesbian. All are in 

their middle to late adult years; six are retired or semi-retired. All but two have other 

careers, and most of those careers represent the various professions — teachers, lawyers, 

social workers, chaplains, entertainers, health care workers, not-for-profit professionals, 

data processing, and business administrators. The group is highly educated; I count at 

least three Ph.D.’s, two J.D.’s, nine Master’s, and several bachelor degrees, and since I do 

not know everyone’s background in detail, there could be more. Several faith traditions 

are represented. The founding pastor is an ex-Catholic nun. One of the ministers is an  
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ex-Catholic priest and several others are ex-Catholics. Other traditions represented 

include Episcopal, Lutheran, Church of God (Anderson), United Methodist, Baptist, 

Pentecostal, Christian Science, Brigade of Light, and Unity. 

In 2001, the founding pastor left rather abruptly. For a while, the council of 

ministers attempted to fill the vacancy by taking turns preaching and stepping up to fill 

other roles. Some hoped that this arrangement would continue, as it gave more of the 

ministers an opportunity to serve in the pulpit. But the congregation as a whole did not 

accept this approach and wanted an identified spiritual leader. After about a year, the 

Board of Directors chose to offer the position to one of the group of ordained ministers 

acknowledged by the church, Rev. Yvonne Brandenburg, who had been trained and had 

previously served as a United Methodist minister. This transition led to a diminished role 

for the council of ministers. This group, which used to meet fairly regularly, has not met 

in the last couple of years. As of this writing, fewer than half are currently associated 

with TCW, let alone actively participate. 

In part because of this situation, the board of directors was prompted to consider 

the question of “who is a minister in The Church Within and what is their role?” The 

board formed a committed to address several concerns, including those of ministerial 

accountability, continuing education, and ongoing support. I intended my pastoral 

project, with its components of peer support groups and theological reflection to be part 

of the response to the larger question posed by this committee. 

As noted above, the majority of ministers at TCW entered ministerial studies in 

the middle adult years (age 30-60), and in most cases, they did not give up their original 

careers. For many, if not all, ministry was truly a matter of the heart, not a way to make a  
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living. It was seen as both a path of service and a path of personal growth. Tending to 

ones own spiritual path has always been a foundational tenet of The Church Within. 

Members are encouraged to look for and find God’s presence in their daily lives. Many 

engage in an informal kind of theological reflection, which we refer to as “sharing a 

miracle.” Doing theological reflection in a group context and according to a prescribed 

process will be a new experience for most of the ministers. 

Support of ministry in light of scripture 

We usually think of Jesus calling the twelve in the terms of a teacher calling forth 

a group of students. What we tend to overlook is that in addition to the twelve, Jesus 

surrounded himself with people who were supportive of his ministry. And in the Gospel 

of John, Jesus does end up calling his disciples “friends”, which does begin to approach 

something like a peer support group. Continuing with this analogy, one could say that 

the group discourse relied heavily on something that looked quite a bit like what we 

today term “theological reflection”. For example, to me, many of the stories and parables 

of Jesus function as miniature theological reflections. They either spring from the 

experience at hand or they are stories about ministry events in which God’s presence is 

revealed in a new and different way that leads to insight — both for those within the story 

and for us who are listening in on the story. 

In an analogous way, by reflecting on another person’s presentation of a ministry 

event — as well as my own — I can become attuned in new ways to recognizing God’s 

presence in the world, and learn something about my own ministry in the process. When 

this process is done as a group it brings to bear the gifts and wisdom of each member to  
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shed additional light on the particular event, revealing additional insights and even 

surprise. 

Plan of action for a pastoral response 

To address the need for ongoing ministerial support together with the need for 

review of and feedback on one’s ministry, this project proposed to introduce a method of 

group theological reflection to a pilot group of four to eight ministers of The Church 

Within. The specific method chosen was that by Abigail Johnson, a consultant with the 

Alban Institute, as presented in her book, Reflecting With God; Connecting Faith and 

Daily Life in Small Groups. There were several reasons for choosing her method. One, 

the Church Within had previously utilized an Alban consultant in the process of selecting 

the current minister, and so would be receptive to the guidance from this source. Two, her 

approach did not require in depth academic theological education. Three, her reflection 

outline was easy to follow and understand and provided sample probing questions to 

stimulate the reflection juices. Four, her format for introducing both the group process 

and the theological process were incorporated into the meeting structure, rather than 

utilizing a separate workshop or retreat. This would be a plus for people with busy 

schedules. Five, her format did call for a group facilitator role, but it was hoped that this 

role could be rotated among the members. A member who was not presenting during a 

particular meeting could help the group manage its time and stay on track.  
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Major components of the action plan 

Goal 1: 

Organize a pilot group of four to eight ministers of The Church Within to practice 

group theological reflection using the seven-step method presented by Abigail 
Johnson. 

Objectives: 

e Provide a process to intentionally focus on God’s action in our daily lives and 
ministry. 

Provide a process that helps us connect our daily lives and ministry to the 

many streams of sacred wisdom that flow within our larger faith community. 

Create a community in which we can be known, including our struggles and 
doubts, and receive encouragement and support. 

Create a community in which we can be challenged to continue learning and 

growing from our own experiences of ministry and from the experiences of 
each other. 

Implementation Design: 

e The initial pilot group will be chosen with the help of the planning committee. 
Selected members will be contacted in person and invited to participate. 

A brief introduction to theological reflection in general and a copy of the 
reflection outline for Johnson’s process will be handed out to each participant, 

prior to the first meeting. 

The project will utilize Johnson’s implementation format. The first two 
meetings will introduce the theological reflection process, will establish a 

group covenant, will schedule the dates and times of the remaining meetings 
and who will be presenting. Subsequent meetings will be the presenting of a 

theological reflection. The final meeting will be an evaluation of the process 
and the time together as a group. 

For the purpose of completing the project, there will be a minimum of four 
and a maximum of eight reflection meetings, depending on the frequency of 

meetings agreed upon by the planning committee. 
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Timetable for implementation 

April 30,2005 Approval of proposal 

May 17, 2005 Meet with planning committee regarding project. Go over 
proposal, etc. Schedule time to do planning committee theological reflection 

June 7, 2005 Conduct theological reflection with planning committee 

June 8, 2005 Contact proposed pilot group members 

July 18, 2005 Introduction meeting #1 

August 15,2005 Introduction meeting #2 

September 2005 Presentation meeting #1 

October 2005 Presentation meeting #2 

November 2005 Presentation meeting #3 

January 2006 Presentation meeting #4 

February 2006 Final group meeting 

April 1, 2006 Turn in completed project. 

Criteria and method for evaluation 

The proposal included just two criteria for success: 

1. The group members felt that the process helped them think about their 
ministry in a more intentional way. 

2. The group members felt that coming together as a group provided support 
for their ministry. 

Before the last meeting the participants were given an evaluation form and asked to 

complete it and bring it to the last meeting to share with the group (Appendix 13). The 

evaluation asked the group to reflect on how the group process supported them (or not), 

on what ways their own faith had been deepened or challenged, and how doing 

theological reflection had impacted their own ministry. It asked how they had grown as a 

result of participating in this group, and in what ways had they become more aware of 

God’s presence in their life and ministry. A Positive answer to any of these questions 

was deemed an indication of success.  



Chapter 2: The Project Planning Phase 

Theological Reflection and the Planning Stage 

At about the time that I approached my pastor and other church leaders about the 

possibility of doing my pastoral project under the auspices of The Church Within, 

questions and concerns about ministerial accountability and how to provide ongoing 

support and education came before the board of directors. A committee was formed to 

address these issues. From my perspective, this development seemed providential, as this 

self-selected group seemed ready-made to function in the capacity of a planning 

committee for my project. Two of the members were leaders whom I had already 

approached regarding my project and whom I had informally introduced to the basic idea 

of theological reflection. This group proved very willing to function as my planning 

committee and we set a date to meet and engage in some planning activities, using 

theological reflection to guide the next steps. The date was set for July 5. 

In preparation for this meeting, I prepared a PowerPoint presentation of Johnson’s 

seven-step framework for guiding the theological process (Appendix 1). I also prepared 

handouts of her proposed meeting schedule and agendas, from orientation meetings to the 

actual theological reflection sessions to the final group evaluation meeting (Appendix 2). 

In presenting these handouts to the planning group, I emphasized that Johnson’s approach 

was simple and easy to follow and could be implemented fairly quickly with a limited 

amount of prior “teaching” and a limited amount of reading. The beauty of Johnson’s 

approach was that it was primarily a learn-by doing methodology, one that would appeal 

to busy ministers with other career commitments.  
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However, Johnson’s process does not work for on-the-spot sessions in which no 

one has been previously assigned to prepare an event to present. To engage in 

theological reflection with my planning group, I would need a different approach, and 

decided to use one that was used in my class on Arts and Skills for Ministry, the “Life to 

Text” process from Killen and De Beer. I created a handout of this process and explained 

it to the group (Appendix 3). I asked each person to think about the theme of being 

supported or not in ministry, and to share with the group an issue or event of the past year 

in which they or someone they knew was in need of support. After a few minutes of 

reflective silence, each person shared a story with the group. 

After each person had shared their selected event, I asked the group to pick one of 

the stories to work with further. The group was moved to select Denise’s story: 

Denise agreed to officiate at a wedding for another minister who had been called 

out of town on a personal emergency. The wedding party had rented a private 

chapel for the ceremony. When Denise arrived, she casually asked the owner 

about the possibility of renting the chapel for commitment ceremonies, which 

Denise is frequently asked to perform. The owner became very agitated and 

made hostile comments about “those people.” Denise wanted to challenge her on 

her remarks, but didn’t want to create a scene that would jeopardize the wedding 

about to take place. From that point on, the owner became quite cool not only to 

Denise but to those gathered for this wedding as well (which was a wedding 

between a man and a woman). For example, when the ceremony was completed, 

the owner hurried people out the door. This resulted in many people standing 
about outside in the cold wind to say their good wishes, and so on. Because 

people had come dressed up for the wedding, many did not have proper clothing 

to be standing outside in the cold. Not only did the owner rush people out the 

door, she also hastily locked the door behind them, herself remaining inside! The 

question that emerged for Denise regarding ministry and support was twofold. 

First, she felt not supported by the owner of the chapel, who self-identified as a 

Christian but who displayed behavior that didn’t seem Christian to Denise. 

Second, Denise wondered if she herself had failed to be supportive of the 

marginalized community of gays and lesbians by not speaking up for them in this 

situation. 

Some key feelings that Denise and the group identified were: 

e feeling repelled by the woman who owned the chapel  
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feeling unwelcome to be there 

sadness for the owner 

feeling “disappointed in myself that I didn’t live my faith, that I didn’t argue 
with her” 

feeling that “I had missed an opportunity to support others” 

Some key images that Denise’s story suggested included: 

image of the woman washing her hands of the group 

image of Jesus overturning the tables in the temple 

image of the owner being hypocritical 

image of people being left outside in the cold wind 

image of doors to the chapel being locked 

The key image that the group settled on was that of magnets. Magnets of course have two 

poles, one that attracts and one that repels. But it was the repelling force of magnets that 

Denise especially emphasized. This led to the insight from A Course in Miracles that 

everything is either a call of love or a call for love. A key question that the story 

illustrated for the group was the difficulty in knowing what battles to fight when, and 

how to “fight” those battles, i.e. how to live our faith in a non-defensive way. 

When asked to comment on how this act of reflection itself spoke to the need of 

support for ministers, the participants indicated the following: 

“provides an opportunity to practice speaking what our faith is” 

functions like a “rehearsal” 

feels good to share tough situations and inner conflicts with compassionate 
peers 

had the benefit of multiple viewpoints 

The group felt that this process would definitely offer support to ministers as well as on- 

going education in the form of both reviewing and getting feedback on ones actual 

practice of ministry. 

Next I introduced Johnson’s framework both for meetings and for the theological 

reflection itself, and I pointed out the similarities and differences from the process we had  
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just engaged in. A key difference is that group members would be assigned to bring a 

written reflection to the group and present it. Johnson’s approach requires more 

discipline but also assures that each member gets a chance to present an event. The 

planning group did not object to using Johnson’s framework. From there, I began to 

discuss with the group their recommendations for how this process might be introduced 

to the ministers. I had many questions. Should I make a general announcement and 

invite any of the ministers to join, or select a few people to invite to be part of a pilot 

group, which was my preference. If a pilot group, then who among the ministers would 

the planning group recommend? Would we want to start with committed ministers or 

those who were less involved? Did Johnson’s suggested meeting structure seem correct 

or would the planning group recommend changes? Johnson recommends two initial 

meetings just to give everyone a chance to tell their story and to get used to the group 

process. Did the planning group think this was about right or too much? 

The planning group began to make initial recommendations and suggested that 

first of all, I reduce the intro sessions from two to one and that in that first session | 

present a small sample theological reflection using Johnson’s framework. Then they 

began to discuss how and who to introduce the process too. As it was obvious that a 

facilitator would be needed for each group it was also obvious that there could be just one 

group to start. The planning group voiced the idea that perhaps those who participated in 

the first group could at some point become facilitators for new groups, and in that way, 

the small groups could be multiplied to include not only the ministers but also other 

interested members of the congregation. From there it was but a short step to the 

planning group members coming to the idea that they themselves should be in the pilot  
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group, especially since they were the ones charged with exploring ways to support the 

ministers of the church. They would then, after being “trained”, lead new small groups. 

This development seemed spirit led to all those present and it was agreed that this would 

be the approach. In short, the church board committee charged with addressing 

ministerial accountability and support had become my project planning committee and 

was now to become the pilot theological reflection group. Since this committee was also 

in the process of planning a fall ministerial retreat, it was tentatively agreed that this 

process would be introduced to the ministers at that time. 

 



Chapter 3: Project Implementation 

First Meeting to Create Group Covenant and Group Schedule 

The pilot group agreed to meet on July 26 to create a group schedule and 

covenant (Appendix 5). One member was unable to attend due to a need to provide 

pastoral care to a congregation member. Prior to the meeting I had prepared a one-page 

handout, which I sent via email as well as bringing to the meeting, which focused on the 

first step of the process, selecting an event (Appendix 4). My goal was to make extra 

information available to the members, should they want it, but not to overwhelm them 

with reading material. The goal of the group was to learn the process of theological 

reflection by doing it and following the framework we had agreed to, not by my 

“teaching” it to them or by them reading about it. 

As we began the process of choosing dates when the group could meet, I became 

aware of the potential scheduling difficulties. The group did not wish to schedule any 

meetings during August, for example. From my perspective, I felt like precious time was 

slipping away. [reminded the group that I needed to complete the process by mid 

February 2006 in order to graduate. I also pointed out that since there were four 

members, we needed four group sessions. Plus, we needed one session to do the 

evaluations. The group discussed a little bit the necessity of having an evaluation 

session; couldn’t they just fill out a form and send it to me? I pointed out that Johnson’s 

format calls for the session and that the session would function as a theological reflection 

itself, but this time reflecting on how the pilot group had contributed to supporting and 

deepening their own ministry.  
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Counting backwards from mid February, sessions were setup beginning in 

September. The group agreed to meet just once per month. They also wanted to skip 

December. This meant that there would be an especially long time — over seven weeks — 

before the first and fourth session. Even three weeks between sessions seemed too long 

to me, but I could not convince the group to meet more frequently. As it turned out, 

some sessions were rescheduled due to conflicts. 

Johnson’s meeting format allows two hours per session. One person provides a 

brief devotional opening, one person presents a theological reflection, and the group uses 

the remaining time to discuss. Each session is closed with prayer, as spirit leads. 

The Group Theological Sessions 

Four theological reflection sessions were completed, with each group member 

presenting one event. The very first scheduled session generated a scheduling conflict. 

Another workshop, with a nationally known speaker, had been scheduled to take place at 

the church on the same night as our theological reflection (TR) group. One of the group 

members, David, who was employed by the conference company that was putting on the 

workshop, felt torn between a commitment to his employer (plus a desire to attend the 

workshop) and the commitment to the group, as expressed in our group covenant. I made 

unsuccessful efforts to reschedule our TR group. In the end, David honored his 

commitment to the group. This turned out to be a real test of the group covenant and the 

group’s ability to hold a member’s attention and loyalty in the face of competing 

demands. Scheduling conflicts continued to plague the group’s work throughout our time 

together.  
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Generally, members came to the sessions well prepared and ready to reflect. In 

all but the last presentation, the person presenting wrote out their reflection and brought 

copies to the group. The fourth person preferred to present their event orally, admitting 

to feeling resistance at writing it down. There was a range of detail in the presentations. 

The first person took just two pages to write out her incident. The second person took 

four pages and was willing or able to reveal a great deal more internal engagement with 

the event. In other words, it appeared that she had actually gone a good deal deeper in 

her reflection as part of the process of writing it up, which is exactly what Johnson’s 

approach 1s supposed to facilitate. There was, in fact, a significant group discussion 

about this event, as it raised images and feelings in the other group members. The third 

person presented a rather humorous story that turned out to be a kind of epiphany 

moment for the presenter, with the epiphany happening at the time of the event, not 

through the process of later reflection upon it. Still, the story was full of insight for both 

the presenter and the group members. The final presentation was well presented and also 

elicited lots of comments and feedback from the group. Copies of the theological 

reflections, with handwritten facilitator notes, are found in Appendix 12. 

Prior to each session, I prepared handouts designed to examine a specific step of 

the process in more detail. 1 tried to keep this added written material to a minimum. 

However, the second set of handouts proved quite long. One contained two sample 

incidents taken from Kinast’s book Let Ministry Teach (Appendix 6). The second was a 

verbatim from my work in CPE that I reformatted to fit the seven steps of Johnson’s 

framework (Appendix 7). Prior to the second session I sent a handout that addressed the 

second step of the process, which is naming feelings (Appendix 8). Borrowing from  
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Killen and De Beer, I shared a number of points about the role of feelings in doing 

theological reflection. I reflected on the necessity of being able to name our feelings if 

we are to grow spiritually. Rather than something to avoid or downplay, feelings are 

actually rich with meaning and guidance. The handout included a list of feeling words 

and pictures of faces with named emotions, both of which I had obtained in the class on 

Arts and Skills for Ministry (TH562). Prior to session three I sent a one-page handout on 

step three, which 1s about “Digging Deeper” (Appendix 9). In that handout I reflected on 

the role of “energy” (or anxiety) in a given situation as being a moment of great potential 

for new insight. I noted that this energy often comes as a clash of values, and that a 

challenge of ministry is to be aware of that clash as it is occurring, so that one can 

respond 1n a caring and respectful manner. Prior to the fourth session I sent a handout 

that addressed step four, which focuses on naming where God is present in the event and 

on making faith connections (Appendix 10). In that handout I reflected on both the 

challenge of making the faith connection and the necessity to resist making a connection 

too quickly, i.e. jumping to faith conclusions. I noted that with our diverse faith 

backgrounds — not only in our group but also in the congregation as a whole — we could 

not assume that everyone knew the same sacred stories. We might have to provide more 

detail when making reference to a particular story. I also pointed out that faith 

connections can be made by reference to other authors that we read, and I included two 

samples to illustrate. I wanted to encourage the group to make use of the spiritual works 

they are using in the rest of their lives. 

I do not know if the group members found these handouts to be beneficial, as 1 

did not explicitly ask about them during the sessions or in the evaluations. They were,  
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however, helpful for me in two ways: they gave me an opportunity to reflect on the 

process that I was trying to facilitate and they helped to bridge the time between sessions. 

Theological Reflection at the Ministers’ Retreat 

A retreat for the ministers of The Church Within was held on November 5, 2005. 

A key part of the program was a spiritual reflection exercise, which I was asked to 

present and facilitate. Seventeen ministers attended, including myself and the four 

members of the ministerial committee. I decided to use the “Life to Text” process that I 

had used in the planning stage, and to focus on the same theme, when in your ministry 

have you felt supported, or not supported? I prepared a handout for the ministers that 

included definitions of “theological” and “reflection” and the goals of the process, as well 

as the specific steps for the “Life to Text” process (Appendix 11). Following is an 

account of the process as it unfolded in the retreat. 

Procedure: While gathered in a large group, each attendee was given a copy of 

the “Life to Text” Process for theological reflection that was adapted from Killen 
and De Beer. I explained briefly the goals of theological reflection and how 

theological or spiritual reflection can be seen as a natural fit with the way that The 
Church Within practices “thinking about God.” 1 particularly emphasized that our 

plurality of traditions can be a fertile source for insights as we reflect together. 

The attendees were divided into four groups of three plus one facilitator, and 

given about 45 minutes to complete steps 1 — 8 of the “Life to Text” process. The 
four groups came back together and answered step 9 and 10 together. 

I chose to have four groups so that each member of the pilot group could have an 
opportunity of facilitating the process of reflection. (A key goal of the pilot 

theological reflection group was to have members go on and facilitate other 
theological reflection groups in the future). 

Insights: Following are the insights shared in this larger group: 

e You have to ask for support  
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Let go of the outcome 

Reflect back to the person how God sees them, which is that God sees 
them as whole 

Potential is always available 

Y ou must be willing to surrender to truth 

Support as first offense versus resistance as first defense 

Theme of being welcomed 

There is commonality in our experience 

Each of these insights could be unpacked further with respect to the theme of 

being supported or not supported. The insights might also serve as starting points 

for reflecting on the reversal of the question of support, that is, “How have you as 
a minister supported — or failed to support — another in their life journey?” 

Evaluation: There was insufficient time to do a formal evaluation of the process, 

but informal comments from several attendees indicated that they enjoyed 
participating in the theological reflection. Many people commented on the value 

of hearing each other’s stories and how much they learned from them. It was 

unclear at this time whether the ministers attending would embrace theological 

reflection as an ongoing process for both receiving and offering support to one 
another. 

 



Chapter 4: Project Evaluation by Participants 

At the end of the fourth and final theological reflection session, the participants 

were given an evaluation form and asked to complete it in writing and bring copies to 

share with the group at the evaluation session. An electronic copy was also emailed to 

each participant. The evaluation contained seven open-ended questions designed to elicit 

feedback relative to the objectives, which can be summarized into two: creating a group 

that offered support to ministry and utilizing a process to focus on God’s action in daily 

life and ministry. 

The evaluation session was scheduled three weeks from the last theological 

reflection session. Three members were present in person and one participated via 

telephone. Two who were present in person had written out their evaluations. The 

person on the phone had also completed the evaluation, but a copy was not available to 

the group at the time. Each person shared their thoughts with the group. In this personal 

sharing, much more was said than was written on the forms. I also completed the 

evaluation from the perspective of the facilitator and shared with the group. A copy of 

the evaluation and the written responses are found in Appendix 13. 

All of the participants indicated that the group contributed to feeling supported in 

ministry, and they named several aspects of this support: the very act of sharing ministry 

1s supportive; getting a chance to see other perspectives; getting feedback from others; 

the intimacy of the group; the honesty in the feedback; experiencing understanding and 

compassion from the other participants; seeing how “others [are] walking as I attempt to 

do”  
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When asked to comment on how the process of theological reflection helped them 

see God in ministry events and to make faith connections, everyone said that they felt 

they were already doing this anyway, and that the process did not yield any big 

revelations. One person admitted that, “sometimes I forget to look for God in situations 

[and] this process reminded me to do this.” Another person stated that the process helped 

bring organization and clarity to thinking about a situation. 

When asked to comment about what was difficult about the process, only one 

person said that the process was not difficult. Three people mentioned the difficulty in 

scheduling time to be together. Two people mentioned the resistance to having to write 

things out. They preferred to “share from the heart” in the moment. One person noted 

the difficulty in choosing a situation to present. One person in the group presented the 

same situation that they presented at the ministers retreat that took place midway in our 

months together, which suggests that perhaps that person also found it hard to select 

events to present. 

When asked to comment on how their personal goals had been met by 

participating in this project, all of the participants mentioned interacting with and getting 

to know other ministers better. One person said that the goal of helping me complete my 

project and to see if this were a process that she could endorse for other ministers of the 

church were her goals and that both were met. 

The responses to the question about using theological reflection groups to provide 

ministers with a form of supervision, support, education, or accountability were 

interesting. As noted above, all of the participants had experienced the group as being a 

source of support. All were willing to recommend the process to the other ministers of  
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the church. Two people indicated that they would be willing to lead such groups, time 

permitting. But none of the participants felt that they themselves would want to be part 

of an ongoing theological reflection group! Though none of the participants wanted to 

consider the group as a form of supervision, two people acknowledged that it might work 

as a component of ministerial accountability. However, the participants stopped short of 

even considering making the process mandatory for ministers of the church. (Recall that 

the participants in this project also comprised the board committee charged with 

addressing the issues of ministerial accountability and how to provide ongoing support 

and education of ministers). When I indicated that I would like to try and put together an 

ongoing theological reflection group, a couple of the participants cautioned me not to be 

too disappointed if no one showed up. They cited past experience with trying to offer 

educational and support group opportunities for church members, and also noted the time 

pressures that affect many, especially the ministers. 

 



Chapter 5: From Experience to Learning; Theological Reflection on the Project 

Applying Johnson’s framework to the personal theological reflection 

It seems only fitting that I should present my personal reflection on the project 

using Johnson’s seven-step framework. Step 1 is simply describing the experience, and 

so in step 1 I'll present a summary of the project from a purely factual perspective, 

without analysis or judgment about feelings or outcomes. Step 2 is about exploring the 

experience at a deeper level, in particular, about being aware of feelings both for self and 

others. So, in step 2 I’ll share how I experienced the project and what was difficult for 

me during our time together. This will be drawn from the evaluation that I shared with 

the group during the evaluation session. Step 3 is focused on analyzing the experience, 

with particular attention to what issues are at work in the experience, so in step 3 I'll 

explore what I think was happening in the group. Step 4 is about making and naming 

faith connections, so in step 4 I'll name some theological themes. Step 5 is titled 

“Naming your Discoveries” and so in step 5 I’ll present what I’ve learned and next steps. 

Step 6 asks the presenter to conclude the reflection with a prayer, so in step 6 I'll present 

a prayer that emerges for me from this project. Step 7 in Johnson’s framework is the 

actual presentation to the group, so Step 7 will be omitted. 

1. Naming the Experience: Choosing an Event on Which to Reflect 

Choose an event, a moment, a conversation, or a situation. As you recall the event, ask 

yourself: What happened? Who was involved? What did you do or say? 

This project began with one stated goal: to organize a pilot group of four to eight 

ministers from The Church Within to practice group theological reflection using the 

seven-step framework presented by Abigail Johnson. The hoped for outcomes or  
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objectives were as follows: one, to provide a process to help us see God in the events of 

daily life and ministry; two, to provide a process to connect daily life and ministry to the 

many sacred streams that inform our larger faith community; three, to create a 

community where we can be known and receive support and encouragement; and four, to 

create a community that would challenge us to continue learning and growing from our 

shared experiences of ministry. 

The planning group became the pilot group, and consisted of four ministers. Only 

one member had ever been exposed to a formal practice of theological reflection, and that 

had been many years ago when she herself went through CPE. The group agreed to meet 

four times over a seven-month period to practice group theological reflection, with 

sessions taking place in September, November, and January. Each member presented a 

reflection using Johnson’s framework. Each member participated in the evaluation 

session and offered feedback. 

The anticipated outcome from the planning group was that, once “trained” in the 

process, they would go on to start and facilitate other small groups of ministers until 

eventually all the ministers would be in peer groups doing theological reflection together 

as a way of providing support and peer feedback for one another. It was even envisioned 

that these ministerial groups might be the “seeds” for doing small reflection groups 

within the entire congregation, though that endeavor was well beyond the scope of the 

project itself. 

2. Exploring the Experience: Finding Another Layer to the Event 

Ask yourself: How did you feel? What challenged, stimulated, or disturbed you? What 

was happening for others in the situation?  
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In the very beginning of the process of deciding on what my project would be, I 

felt a lack of support from my church. The attention of the pastor and the board was on 

other pressing issues. It therefore seemed providential when the question, “Who is a 

minister of The Church Within and what is their role?” came up in the board. I was 

pleased and relieved when the committee assigned to address issues around ministerial 

accountability, support, and ongoing education agreed to function as my planning 

committee. I was thrilled when that group selected themselves to be the first pilot, and 

even more thrilled when they indicated that they would then facilitate other groups. 

Their initial enthusiasm was very gratifying and I was hopeful that this group might 

continue to meet and would become the peer group I was seeking for myself. With such 

high hopes, it was a let down to learn at the final evaluation meeting that the enthusiasm 

for the process had dimmed considerably. I was sad that the group decided that they did 

not want to continue. I felt discouraged that only two members said that they might 

facilitate other groups. In my theological reflection group sessions during CPE we were 

taught to pay attention in a given experience to those places of resistance and apparent 

failure, because those places held great potential for new learning and growth. 

Obviously, I had much to reflect on in this experience, with several “discoveries” and 

new questions emerging out of the reflection process, as noted in step 5 below. 

During our actual time together I found the group process to be affirming and 

enjoyable. I felt supported just by the fact that these busy people had given up time to 

meet with me over several months and go through the process in order to help me 

complete my degree. I felt immensely grateful for this, and expressed my gratitude to the 

group many times. I felt like a minister among peers in this group, something I had not  
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felt too often at TCW. Being asked to present the process to those attending the 

ministers’ retreat was especially affirming, as was the feedback from that event. I also 

felt supported by the opening prayers and meditations that each member in their turn 

brought to the sessions. Those offerings not only contributed to the unfolding of the 

evening but also revealed to me that each person took the process and their contribution 

seriously. 

I found three things to be difficult for me. One was the scheduling issue. Three 

out of six meetings had to be rescheduled, and it was extremely difficult to find an 

agreeable time. Secondly, I really felt that ministers should meet in peer groups more 

often than once a month in order to get really comfortable with the process of reflecting 

and in order to form group bonds. Evaluation feedback from the group did not agree with 

me on that score at all. The members felt that meeting once a month was “generous” and 

the most that could be reasonably expected from busy people. Thirdly, I worried about 

my facilitation skills. Sometimes I just wanted to jump in and be a participant in the 

discussion. Sometimes I wondered if a more experienced facilitator would have been 

able to elicit more from the participants and the discussion. The evaluation feedback 

indicated that the group was comfortable with my facilitation skill. 

3. Digging Deeper: Expanding Your Thinking 

To discover another layer of reflection, ask yourself: What do you think about the 

situation? What core values emerge as you think about this event? What values are 

different from yours? What social issues, power issues or economic issues are at work? 

The stated goal of the project was met, along with the objectives to a greater or 

lesser degree. However, given the feedback both written and oral, and given some of the 

difficulties encountered during the course of the project, such as not having presentations  
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written out and forgetting meeting times, I cannot say that the project was an unqualified 

success. It 1s very clear that the participants found the group process itself to be very 

supportive. It is also clear that they found the framework of theological reflection less so. 

Participants in general seemed to like coming together and sharing ministry events, but 

they did not feel that the theological reflection framework itself led to new ways of 

seeing God in their ministry. Two of the members exhibited a fair amount of resistance 

to the discipline of the process itself, i.e. missing meetings and not writing out their 

presentations. While most of the participants said that the process had affirmed their 

faith, none said that it challenged or deepened their faith. While I had experienced 

several “ah ha” moments in the group, none of the members pointed to any “ah ha” 

moment that had occurred for them. 

The enthusiasm with which the group began seemed to diminish over the course 

of the project. Scheduling conflicts and time pressures were partly at fault. Also, the 

participants became heavily involved in a new board project to locate and finance a new 

church facility. Still the overall feedback was quite positive and the participants 

indicated that they had enjoyed being part of the project. But words alone are not 

intended as the primary outcome of theological reflection. Action is. That criterion was 

at least partially met by the participants’ commitment to endorse the process to other 

ministers and by two participants agreeing to perhaps help lead theological reflection 

groups in the future. 

4. Making Faith Connections: Finding God at Work in This Event 

Where is God present for you in this event? Where is God present for others? Does this 

event remind you of a Scripture passage, a hymn, or other resources from your faith  
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tradition? What traditions of our church speak to this situation? Are you affirmed or 

challenged in your present actions or beliefs? 

As my time of education draws to a close, I am aware of a need within myself to 

enter into a new kind of spiritual relationship. No longer will the primary mode of 

spiritual engagement be that of student seeking to learn at the feet of a teacher. 1 yearn to 

move into a role of peer or colleague with others and to continue my spiritual formation 

by learning from shared experiences. This movement is readily discernable in the 

Gospels. Throughout the Gospel of Mark, for example, we watch the disciples fumble 

along the road to understanding. Over and over again Jesus attempts to teach them a new 

way of seeing things, and over and over they reveal by their very questions that they have 

missed the point. Often Jesus is speaking theologically but the disciples are hearing 

materialistically. The Gospels show just how difficult theological reflection can be. But 

at the end of Luke there is that wonderful story about the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13- 

35). In that story, two disciples were walking along in dialog with one another about 

their recent experience of the death of Jesus. It is obvious from the Scripture that the two 

were trying to make sense of that terrible event. As they continued in deep discussion a 

third traveler, who we know to be the risen Jesus, joined them. The new traveler joined 

in the discussion and began to illuminate for them the connection between the recent 

events and the ancient Scrifures. When they arrived at Emmaus and sat down to break 

bread together, the two disciples recognized their fellow traveler to be indeed the risen 

Lord. 

This story suggests to me a movement of faith development, a movement from 

being a student to being a colleague/peer/fellow traveler. Throughout the Gospels we  
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have seen the disciples walking about many times before. But on this road the two 

travelers are not disciples walking with their teacher; they are not rivals seeking to be 

first in the kingdom; instead they are two colleagues, two friends sharing a painful 

experience that has raised many questions for them about what they should do next. 

They are, in fact, engaged in theological reflection. The breaking of bread together is 

itself a theological theme of spiritual nourishment. As the travelers “chew” on their 

experience together, they digest its meaning. Not just the experience but also the 

discussion about the experience and the connecting to scripture becomes food for new 

insight. Theological reflection is a lot like traveling to Emmaus and at some point along 

the way being able to see the presence of God. There is a movement toward insight, to 

borrow the phrase from Killen and De Beer. The theme of the breaking of bread also 

suggest to me a community where one can be known fully for who they are and where 

one can share not only their gifts but also their experiences. Such a community is 

essential in order for people to move towards greater wholeness and maturity. The 

message to me is to not be discouraged but to continue to work where I am to build such 

a community. 

5S. Learning: Naming Your Discoveries 

To draw out what you have learned, ask yourself: What questions still linger? Were you 
challenged to change present actions or beliefs? What have you learned about yourself? 

What have you learned about God? What do you need ? What will you do now? 

I believe the project validated that the framework of theological reflection in 

small groups can provide a supportive and safe place for ministers to review their practice 

of ministry and get in touch with both their gifts and blind spots. The project did not  
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clearly demonstrate that the process works as a tool for deepening or challenging faith. 

Why might this be so? 

1. Perhaps four sessions are too few to really get in the swing of the process. 

2. Perhaps four members are too few to generate sufficient enthusiasm. 

Perhaps a different process would work better. I noticed that the “Life to Text” 

process from Killen and De Beer was enthusiastically received the two times I 

used it, in the planning session and at the ministers’ retreat, and so perhaps it 

would work better in groups with no prior experience of TR. 

Perhaps the methodology of theological reflection works best when persons are 

also engaged in some type of formal theological education. 

Perhaps a plurality of faith backgrounds and current positions actually hampers 

the process, instead of enriching it. 

With regard to point 4, Johnson positioned her approach as requiring no formal 

theological training and as being geared to all members of a congregation. Other writers 

on the topic also stress that theological reflection is the proper activity of all people of 

faith. However, there are also studies that question the utility of theological reflection 

outside the formal education sphere, at least for ministers. A study that appeared in the 

British Journal of Theological Education as recently as 2003, titled “Theological 

Reflection for the Real World: Time to Think Again,” offered this tentative conclusion: 

Thus while professional theological educators see TR as the jewel in their 

disciplinary crown, a good number of their students regard this activity as an 

irritating and inhibiting pebble in the ministerial show, to be discarded as quickly 

as possible once pre-ordination training is complete. (Pattison 127). 

The article points out that most people do engage in reflection, but not in a formal way. 

The question becomes how to best facilitate and structure the process so that people feel 

safe and free to engage in theological reflection together.  
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Regarding point 5 above, one of the assumptions I made when beginning this 

project was that the diversity of faith backgrounds and current faith journeys found in my 

church would actually enrich the process. Some authors give a nod to this idea. For 

example, Killen and De Beer state: 

Religious pluralism and interreligious dialogue may be leading us to a situation 
in the twenty-first century where increasing numbers of people will have multiple 

authoritative religious tradition sources. They will draw on all of them in their 

theological reflection. (56) 

In a more recent work on theological reflection in the information age, the Rev. Dr. 

Edward O. de Bary, who is director of the Education for Ministry Program of the School 

of Theology for the University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee, begins a chapter 

titled “Theological Reflection and the People of God” with this boldly inclusive 

statement: 

The “people of God” includes everyone — professional theologians and pious believers, 

nonbelievers and agnostics, Christians and followers of other religious affirmations. We 

all share certain things in common, among them the need for food and water, shelter, 

safety, self-fulfillment, and meaning. (33) 

None of the authors I read addressed in a sustained way what theological reflection would 

look like when done within a pluralistic group. In the fourth handout to the group, I 

addressed one of the challenges that being a pluralistic group posed — the challenge of 

making faith connections. I noted that one of the tradeoffs in having multiple sources of 

wisdom upon which to draw on is that there are likely to be fewer shared sources. We 

will not be able to say, “Oh this reminds me of the story of the lost coin” and necessarily 

expect all members of the group to know what we are talking about. We might have to 

provide more details about the story. Indeed, this challenge of shared stories was a point 

raised in the evaluation session. One thing for sure, The Church Within has the potential  
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of being a fertile place in which to explore how to think theologically as group of people 

of diverse faith. This question will be a growing edge for me as I attempt to do further 

small group theological reflection with members of my community. 

I learned several things by doing this project. One, it seems evident to me now 

that a facilitator will be necessary for small theological reflection groups, at least until 

people become more experienced with the process. Two, I have come to realize the value 

of creating a formal group covenant. This exercise has always felt a little “hokey” to me. 

It seems so obvious that we are good people and will behave properly, etc. But just 

writing these things down in a way that we can refer to takes a great deal of pressure off 

of the facilitator, I found. The covenant seemed to help the group stay on track, and to 

know when it was off track. Three, I experienced first hand how much feeling supported 

depends upon whether people show up or not. Encouraging words go only so far; it takes 

personal presence to make an activity fly. Personal presence is such an important kind of 

support. Having felt discouraged during one of the sessions where two members were 

absent, | became aware of all of the church activities that I don’t attend. My failure to 

attend translates into a failure on my part to show support to other facilitators, and calls 

for action on my part. Four, I learned that I am able to facilitate small groups, and this 

represents an area of growth for me. Five, I have deepened my appreciation for the 

ability and practice of thinking theologically. During CPE it was evident that this was a 

growing edge for me. Now, I find myself more easily sharing theological connections in 

normal conversations with colleagues. When conversation stalled during our TR 

sessions, | was frequently able as a facilitator to gently suggest possible theological 

connections for the topic at hand.  
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Where to go from here? My need to belong to a clergy peer group remains unmet 

at this point. I plan to follow up with other ministers to see if there is interest in forming 

a peer group and doing some group theological reflection. I also plan to put together a 

short workshop on theological reflection that would be open to the whole congregation. 

Finally, I plan to facilitate a spiritual book club in which we will pay special attention to 

the theological themes. My hope is that this will be an enjoyable setting for people to 

acquire and practice the skill of thinking theologically. 

6. Praying: Taking Time with God 

To conclude your reflection, write a prayer emerging from this event. 

Dear God, as I contemplate the completion of my formal theological education, I 

am filled with gratitude for all the people who have supported me along the way, for my 

family, teachers, other students, church family and especially the four people who agreed 

to work with me on this final project. I thank you, God, for all the blessings and many 

gifts you have given me. Help me to be ever more open to your loving presence 

wherever I walk. When I feel discouraged or unsure of what step to take next, let me hear 

your voice of guidance. Help me to know what is mine to do in each situation, so that I 

may serve you and my neighbor in joy and peace and confidence. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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Reflecting with God 
Connecting Faith and Daily Life in 

Small Groups 

  

  

  

+ A seven step method of theological — 
spiritual — reflection 
  

  

* By Abigail Johnson for the Alban Institute. 

        

  

  

1. Naming the Experience: Choosing 

an Event on Which to Reflect   

  

Choose an event, a moment , a conversation, 

or a situation . As you recall the event, ask 

yourself: 

+ What happened? 
* Who was involved? 

  

  

  

+ What did you do or say? 

    Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004).     

  

  

2. Exploring the Experience: Finding 

Another Layer to the Event   

  

Ask yourself: 

* How did you feel? 

+ What challenged, stimulated, or disturbed 

you? 

  

  

* What was happening for others in the 

situation? 
  

      Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004). 
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3. Digging Deeper: Expanding Your 

Thinking   

  

To discover another layer of reflection, ask yourself: 

* What do you think about the situation? 
  

* What core values emerge as you think about this 

event? 
  

= What values are different from yours? 

  + What social issues, power issues or economic 

issues are at work? 

    Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004).     

  

  

4. Making Faith Connections: Finding 

God at Work in This Event   

  

= Where is God present for you in this event? 

* Where is God present for others?   

= Does this event remind you of a Scripture 

passage, a hymn, or other resources from 

your faith tradition? 

  

  

  

Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004).       

  

  

4. Making Faith Connections: Finding 

God at Work in This Event   

  

» What traditions of our church speak to this 

situation? 
  

« Are you affirmed or challenged in your 

present actions or beliefs?   

  

      Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004). 
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5. Learning: Naming Your Discoveries 
  

  

To draw out what you have learned, ask 
yourself: 
  

~» What questions still linger? 
  « Were you challenged to change present 

actions or beliefs? 
  

    Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004). 
    
  

  

5. Learning: Naming Your Discoveries 
  

  

* What have you learned about yourself? 

» What have you learned about God? 

* What do you need ? 

* What will you do now? 

  

  

  

  

Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004).       

  

  

6. Praying: Taking Time with God 
  

  

To conclude your reflection, write a prayer 

emerging from this event. 
  

  

  

      Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004). 
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7. Presenting to the Group: Preparing 
for Group Discussion   

  
Present your written reflection to the group by 

reading it aloud. This reading will be 
followed by group discussion. As you think 
about the discussion time, how would you 

like the group to focus? 

  

  

  

  

Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004).       

  

  

7. Presenting to the Group: Preparing 

Jor Group Discussion   

  
Discussion is NOT a problem solving exercise 

but a way to extend your personal 

reflection. 
  

  Here are some suggestions to focus the group 
discussion: 
  

« Is there a question still lingering for which 

you would like group wisdom? 
      Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004). 

  

  

  

7. Presenting to the Group: Preparing 

for Group Discussion   

  
* Do you want group members to share their 

experiences with a similar situation?   

* Do you want to hear group members’ 

thoughts about further theological or 

Scripture connections? 

  

  
« Do you want to know where others see God 

at work?   

Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God, (The Alban Institute, 2004).        
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Reflecting With God Proposed Meeting Agendas 

Session 1: Introduction 

Welcome people and do icebreaker exercise or opening 

Develop a group covenant 

Describe the process 

Set dates and times of all sessions 

Set schedules of theological/spiritual reflection presentations 

Hand out “Reflecting with God” 

End with wrap-up 

Close with prayer, meditation, or poem 

Session 2: Introduction 

Open with a prayer, meditation or poem 

“Check in” with one another 

Revisit and establish group covenant 

Get to know one another: pattern of a typical day 

End with wrap-up 

Close with prayer, meditation or poem 

Subsequent Sessions: 

Theological Reflection Presentations 

Each person in the group is assigned a meeting at which he or she will present a 

theological reflection, followed by group discussion. 

Group Process Approximate Times 

Opening prayer, meditation or poem 10 minutes 

Check-in 15 minutes 

Presentation of theological reflection 15 minutes 

break 10 minutes 

Group discussion 50 minutes 

Wrap-up 10 minutes 

Closing prayer, meditation or poem 10 minutes 

Last Session: Saying Goodbye 

Evaluation of time together 

Refreshments or meal 

Closing Rituals  
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“Life to Text” Process for Theological Reflection from Killen and De Beer 

Carol Sowle’s Pastoral Project Planning Committee, July 5, 2005 

Thinking about the theme of being supported in ministry, identify an issue or 
event in the past year or so in which you or someone else was in need of 
support. 

Recall the incident in detail, making a few notes so that you can narrate it to 
our group. 

Each one shares your incident/issue in the group. 

Be careful not to interpret or make judgments about what is narrated. Group 
members should help each other to stay objective. 

Come to a consensus, as a group, to focus on one of the stories. Save the other 
stories for possible use later. 

Pick the story for: a) its importance and, b) its common meaning to all. 

As a group, assist the storyteller to recall one or two central feelings associated 

with the incident. Stay with those feelings and let them evoke images. Group 
members should also share images the story suggests to them. 

The storyteller should pick one image that best captures the feelings. Use that 
image for the remainder of the refection. 

As a group, sit with the image and explore it gently. Consider and question it 
in ways that open up new perspectives. 

e Listen for how God may be present and calling 

e Consider what existence is like from with the image 

e Notice what is broken and sorrowing in the image 

e What possibilities for newness and for healing are present or implied? 

Summarize on paper some of the key insights at this point: 

e What insight(s) is most meaningful to the storyteller? 

e What insights occur to other group members?  
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Recall the image from step 5. To what does the image take you, as a a group, 
or what does it suggest in the Christian tradition? In our culture? In our Sacred 

Scripture? Start with the storyteller, but then all brainstorm a list. 

Avoid asking why the image took you there. 

Pick one of the pieces of tradition/culture/Sacred Scripture that draws you. 
Explore that piece with the same questions that you used to explore the image 

in Step 5. 

Begin the conversation between the meanings in the image and in the 

tradition/culture/Sacred Scripture. 

What are the similarities? 

What are the differences? 

Is there a theme coming through for both of them? 

[s there a tension between them that is enlightening? 

Is there a biblical/Sacred Scripture/ACIM passage that comes to mind? 

What insights emerge for you from this conversation? 

What, specifically, are you learning from this reflection that you will take with 

you as a pastoral minister? 
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Dear reflectors, 

Our meeting last week was very fruitful and I feel anticipation for our future meetings 

together. I have been reflecting on some of the questions raised and how to provide more 
info without “dumping” a lot of verbiage on you all. Here goes... 

I’ve been reflecting on a remark Darren made to the effect that he had been thinking that 
he needed a story of a “defining moment in his ministry” to share, but then realized after 

hearing some of our events that he did, indeed, have an event to share. This brings up the 

important question of, “what kind of events are good for spiritual reflection?” 

  

Some experiences are more fruitful than others: they grab one’s attention; 
they have an impact; they hold surprises; they make a person want to discuss 

them. They are meaningful. These are the best experiences for theological 

reflection. 
-Thomas Kinast, Let Ministry Teach       

The experience selected needs to be meaningful, but the crux is that the meaning is 

sometimes hidden, or unconscious, to the person sharing the story and perhaps even to 

the group — at least, initially. Reflection often brings out the meaning. I think we all 
experienced that last week as we reflected on Denise’s story. 

Kinast gives these guidelines for selecting an experience to share: 

oe The experience should be specific — a specific encounter or event, not a type of 

event in general. For example, serving Mrs. Jones and her three children in the 

soup line last Tuesday versus a more generalized “I’ve been thinking about issues 

involved in feeding the hungry”. 

The experience should be current. 

The experience should be personal. For example, the difference between “My 
visit with Mr. Smith in the hospital before bypass surgery” and visiting sick 

people in general. 

The experience should be important. But what is important? This is the hard 
part. Kinast offers this definition: important experiences are those that suggest 

something “more” is going on, something that begs for more exploration. 

Abigail Johnson reminds us that the events we choose on which to reflect can be selected 

from our ordinary, daily lives. They don’t have to be events that we usually think of as 
ministry — that 1s, events around birth, death, marriage, baptism, visits to the sick, and so 

on — though they can be. Ministry, in fact, is broadly defined as the way we are open to 
the presence of God and the way we serve God in our ordinary lives. As an example, she 

gives a brief reflection on doing the nightly dishes! 

Hope this helps.....Next I will send out some examples and guidelines on how to write up 

your event. Until then, 

Carol ST MARY-OF-THE-WOODS COLLEGE LIBRARY 
ST MARY-OF-THE-WOODS, IN 47876  
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The following are the elements of our group covenant. These can be reviewed and 

amended at anytime by the group. Probably as part of our opening, we should be 

open to reflection on our covenant and hence, our process. 

  
  

Session | Date: Opening prayer, Presentation — 15 Closing Prayer, 
H Target/Actual | poem, meditation - minutes meditation, poem 

10 minutes 

September Darren Bev As spirit leads 

13 

October Denise Darren As spirit leads 

23 

November Judith Denise As spirit leads 

13 

January Bev Judith As spirit leads 

17,2006 

February Carol Evaluation Carol 

7, 2006 presentation by each 

  

  

  

  

              
  

Each evening we will allow two hours for our reflection, following the scheme laid out in 

Johnson’s book (page 112). The presentation is actually quite short. The time for 

discussion is the longest. 

Each person needs to write out their reflection and make copies for the group. I suggest 
sending it email and we each print our own copy. But the presenter should probably 

always bring one extra copy, just in case.  
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Following is the group schedule as it actually came to pass. 
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Session 

# 

Date: 

Target/Actual 
Opening prayer, 
poem, meditation - 

10 minutes 

Presentation — 15 

minutes 

Closing Prayer, 
meditation, poem 

  

1 September 

13 
Darren Bev As spirit leads 

  

November 

14 
Judith Denise As spirit leads 

  

November 

2} 
Denise Darren As spirit leads 

  

January 

10, 2006 
Bev Judith As spirit leads 

      January 

31,2006     Evaluation 

presentation by 

each   Carol 

  

For the October 25" meeting, only two participants were present. One forgot that they 
were to be out of town that day and the person who was to present just forgot the meeting 

totally. The remaining members decided to cancel the session. It took many emails and 

much negotiating to make up this missed session, all of which contributed to frustration 

with the process. 

  
 



Sowle 50 

Appendix 6 

Handouts — Sample Incidents 

The purpose of this document is to give you some samples of how incidents can be 
presented. You will note that these samples don’t follow our 7 step layout — and it may 

be that in your presentations you will not have all the steps. But we at least need to begin 
with the incident in order to have anything to share and discuss with the group. Here are 

two samples taken from Let Ministry Teach by Thomas Kinast. 

David’s Bicycle 
  

  

Last September I began working at Horizon Community Center for alcohol and 

drug recovery. Horizon Center is a county-funded, nonresidential Program for 
individuals, families, and the community affected by alcohol and other drug related 

problems. Working from the social model rather than the medical model, this is done 
primarily through process groups (therapy), providing information necessary for 

diagnosis, interviews and treatment, individual sessions, and community education. 

Because it 1s a county-funded program using a sliding scale method of payment, the 

Center attracts mostly lower-income people who cannot afford private treatment. 

Although my primary function at the Center is as an intern cofacilitator for two 
process groups, I spend my time between supervision and facilitating in the front room, 

answering phones and taking care of visitors. It was during this time that I met David, a 

six-year-old Filipino who had been coming to the Wednesday afternoon Children of 
Alcoholics (COA) group. 

He had been absent for the last two weeks and arrived to find that the COA group 

had ended the week before because the facilitator had unexpectedly quit the Center. The 
person who had brought David had already left an, since no one else was available, I was 

given the job of entertaining David for an hour until his uncle returned. 

David’s only question to me was “What happened to Janet?” (the facilitator who 
left). As I tried to explain, I was puzzled by his blank stare and lack of any further 
interest in that matter. I asked him about his family, but he didn’t want to talk about 

them. After running out of possible topics of conversation without much success, I found 
some paper and crayons for him and left him alone. 

Toward the end of the hour I noticed that one of the things he drew was a picture 
of a house with a bicycle in front. When I asked him if it was his house and bike, he 

replied rather matter-of-factly that it was, but that his father (who no longer lived with 
him) had come by two weeks ago and had taken the bike. That’s all he would say. 

After David left, I talked to one of the supervisors at the Center who knew him. 

She said that David’s father was an addict who had abandoned the family about a year 

ago. David’s mother is an active alcoholic/addict. When the police came looking for her 
a month ago, she jumped out the window and ran away, abandoning David. He is now 

living with an aunt and uncle. 
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A Critical Incident with Mr. Gomez 
  

  

Background: 

Mr. Gomez is a very old man. He is Filipino with no family in the United States. 
He is partly senile and is staying at the hospital because no home for the elderly will take 

him. Mr. Gomez seems to be getting worse all the time. He used to sit up and talk to me, 
but now he lies down and talks very softly and slowly. 

I didn’t make any special preparations for this visit because I always stop by and 

see him. He is dressed only in a surgical gown, which impresses me as very undignified. 

He just lies on the bed, staring off into space. I sit down next to him on a chair and take 
his hand. 

(M=minister, G=Gomez) 

M1 

Gl 
M2 
G2 

M3 
G3 
M4 

G4 

M5 
G5 
M6 

G6 
M7 

G7 
MS 

G8 
M9 

G9 

Hello, Mr. Gomez 

Hello (very feeble voice) 
How are you doing today? 

Oh, not very good. 

Why? What’s the matter? 
I don’t know. 

Are you sick? 

No, but sometimes I feel very sick. 
I’m sorry to hear that. 
Yes, so am I. 

Has your social worker been by to see you? 

No, he doesn’t come around anymore. 
You know, the reason you’ve been here so long is that the rest homes in this area 

are all filled. That’s what your social work has been working on. 
(no response) 

What do you do during the day? 
Nothing. (At this, I felt sorry for him.) 

Can you get up at all? 
I can’t walk anymore but I can sit up sometimes. I get a very bad headache when 

I sit up though. (Mr. Gomez begins to get up and it is obviously a great strain. | 

reach out to help him up. He stares blankly ahead and seems to face away for a 
minute or so, then he becomes empty and stiff. I begin to fear that he 1s dying 

right in front of me.) 
Mr. Gomez, are you all right? 
[ don’t feel good (very softly) 

Maybe you shouldn’t try that again. 

I want to stand up. I want to sit in the chair. 

Ok, but let me help you. 
(After Mr. Gomez gets settled), I hope you’re feeling better now. Do you like 

sitting here? 

Yes, I like it fine. Thanks for stopping by, and please pray for me. 
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Personal Reflection (step 2 in Johnson’s method) 

I guess my basic feeling was frustration. I felt like I was just probing in the dark. 

I have seen Mr. Gomez many times and it always seems the same. He just wastes away 

quietly and I come and talk. Perhaps that is all I can do and ought to do, just visit. He 
has no other visitors. His plight seems so sad to me, so tragic. I often wonder how he 
can stand it. 

I was also very fearful of the scene where I thought he was dying. I could only 

think at the time, What can I do? What can I be at this important moment for Mr. 

Gomez? I was scared. Ihave never seen anyone die. I held on to Mr. Gomez, making 
me feel better; I hope it made him feel better, too. 

Theological Reflection (Johnson’s step 4) 

The theological theme seems to be the question of who cares when all seems to be 
lost. Iam reminded of the story of Job; however, Job at least had some friends to talk to. 

Mr. Gomez has no one really. Except he has God, and he does pray. I think that would 

be a good topic to follow up on. Mr. Gomez, alone and in pain, with no one but the 
nurses and me. 

In a sense I think we are all alone when it comes down to the heart of the matter. 
We must stand alone with our life and our decisions on no one can take our place in that. 

But others can be with us, and the Other is the most important. It is hard to see God in 
the situation of someone like Mr. Gomez. Perhaps I am looking too hard though. 
Perhaps God is right there all along, and he only asks me to recognize his presence in the 
very visit that | have with Mr. Gomez. 
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1. Naming the Experience: Choosing an Event on Which to Reflect 
Choose an event, a moment, a conversation, or a situation. As you recall the event, ask 

yourself: What happened? Who was involved? What did you do or say? 

I am making a first visit to a woman recently admitted to hospice. She is now 
living at an Extended Care Facility (ECF). She is 90 years old, and has COPD. There 

are a lot of issues around her admittance, chief among them that the woman herself 1s 

angry about it. When I arrive at the facility, the residents are in the dining room. I don’t 
know her by sight (since this is my first visit) so I decide to visit with another of my 

patients who is also in the dining room. After about a half hour of listening to him, I 
become aware of the conversation at another table. Something the woman says makes 
me pick up my ears — I think she is Vera. So I go over to the table to check it out and 

sure enough, it is she. She is in a wheel chair, using portable oxygen, but she is very 

much alert. She eyes me with obvious curiosity. I felt like she was sizing me up. | 
introduce myself and ask if I might visit with her. She seems to want to talk with me, and 

so she suggests I walk back with her as she wheels herself back to her room, which I do. 

On the way, she sees her MD in the hall and begins to assail him with questions and 

accusations: 

1. Verbatim Account: 
P1 Hello Doctor M, I want to talk to you. 
D1 Hello Vera, how are you today. 
P2 That’s just it. I’m not as well as I could be. 1didn’t get my 

breathing treatment this morning at 7 like I normally do. Why did 

you tell hospice to stop my treatments? 
You should have gotten your treatment. I didn’t change those 

orders. 
Well, hospice started today and I didn’t. I can’t see that this 

hospice is doing me any good. 

Are you saying you didn’t get your treatment at all today? 
I had to ring the bell and ask for it myself. I always get it when I 

wake up. That’s how they wake me up. But not with hospice. 

But you did get it, it was just late? 
I didn’t get it at 7. I always got it at 7 before hospice got involved. 

I’ll check on it. 
And why did you stop my physical therapy? I need that, too. 

I didn’t stop it. It’s just ended. 
I was getting good care before you turned me over to hospice. 1 
can’t see what they’re doing for me. They won’t let me have 

physical therapy. 
I’ll check into it. 
Good. I don’t want to give up anything.  
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During this interchange I am standing to the side of Vera, who is in her wheel 
chair. Both of them look at me from time to time, almost as though appealing to me, as if 

to say “see, see what I mean?” I feel like I’m being sucked into something, and I find 

myself resisting. I notice that Vera herself is sucking for every bit of air she can; it is 
difficult for her to talk. To spend so much energy on this topic shows how important it is 
to her, I think. 

So, we go on into Vera room. She is at the far end, next to the window. Her 

roommate is a frail, skinny woman who is lying on the bed, her eyes big, and saying 

nothing. She looks like she hardly dares to move. I wonder if it is scary to be Vera’s 

roommate. The curtain is pulled between the two beds, so this part of the room is dark. 

Vera comes all the way into the room with her chair, then switches to her walker and says 
she has to go to the bathroom. She invites me to sit on the foot of her bed and wait for 
her, which I do. Ilook around the room. There are two paintings of flowers above the 

head of her bed. On the walls, and on the dresser there are several photos of people, 

presumably of family. Some look like Vera from perhaps 20 years ago. When she is 

finished in the bathroom she comes and sits in a big lazy boy chair, and switches her 
oxygen from the portable tank to the compressor in her room. She asks me to help her. 

Co Vera, I couldn’t help but admire the paintings above your bed. 
Did you paint them? 

Po No no. A friend painted them. Do you like them? They are 

cheery, aren’t they. (She sits like a queen in her easy chair, 
surveying her domain). 

Yes. They help make your room seem like a home. 
(She smiles). You said you were from hospice (I nod)...what can 
I do for you today? 

Well, I thank you for taking time to talk with me. My name is 

Carol. I am one of the chaplains at hospice. One of the goals of 

hospice is to address not only your physical needs but also your 

spiritual and emotional concerns. I wanted to meet you and learn 
how I might support you while you are in our program. 
Hmmmm. Hospice hasn’t done me any good so far. 

It sounds like you are unhappy with the program. 
(she told me again about how her breathing treatment had been 
missed and how important it was to her to have that as her wake 

up in the morning.) 

I see your point. I will let your nurse know of your concern. (I 

didn’t try to explain or make excuses). Anything else? 
Yes — I want to be put back on physical therapy. 

That surprises me — I thought the physical therapy had become 
painful for you? 

Well it had (an exasperated tone) — but that’s why I need it. It’s 
for my right arm. It has been giving me some trouble. If I don’t 

get it fixed, | won’t be able to support myself on my walker. 
I see. I'll let folks know how important physical therapy is to  
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you. 

Good. (pause) My daughter in law says to me “you’re 90 yrs 

old...stop working so hard and just enjoy your life” but I don’t 
want to change anything. 

(She reclines back in her chair, looking exhausted; she shuts her 

eyes and breaths as though trying to catch her breath. I am 
remembering my days before heart surgery and how difficult 

talking was; talking takes a lot of breath. I remember that it was 

somewhat easier to walk than to talk, though both were 
laborious.) 

Vera, it looks like it is hard for you to talk with me. 
Just give me a minute. | am embarrassed. 

(I wait a bit). You said being out of breath embarrassed you. 
[ mean it frustrates me. It isn’t painful. I just can’t breathe. 

(I wait a bit longer, hoping that she’ll breathe easier, a bit afraid 

that I am wearing her out). Vera, I’m wondering what you hope 
our program can do for you in the days ahead. 

I don’t know. I didn’t ask for it. I was getting all I needed 
before. My son signed me up. 

Why do you think he signed you up? 
[ don’t know. I’m not ready to die yet. 
You’re not ready to die. 

No. (waving her had about her room) Look at all this. I have all 
I need here. 

You like it here. 

Yes. See, | have a beautiful view. Iam able to get around by 

myself. I have some friends here that I visit. What more could I 
want? 

Well, what more could you want? 

The only thing I don’t like is my roommate. (And she proceeded 
to tell me why) But I can live with that. (pause) 

It sounds like you were satisfied with things as they were and 
don’t want hospice to change that. 
(smiles) yes. 

(I tried at this point to determine what kind of spiritual care she 
might accept. She was evasive. It seemed to me that it was 

getting harder for her to hear me. Selective hearing loss? I asked 
if she would like visits from a minister and she said “no — but 

you can come back as long as you understand how I feel about 
hospice.” I thanked her for her time. I did not offer to pray.)  
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2. Exploring the Experience: Finding Another Layer to the Event 
Ask yourself: How did you feel? What challenged, stimulated, or disturbed you? What 
was happening for others in the situation? 

I was aware that I was looking for an opportunity to see first of all if the 

avoidance of the issue of death was something that Vera did for herself or perhaps 

because she had heard from her son that hecouldn’t really face her death . Secondly, I 
was looking for an opportunity to explore Vera’s feelings about her not so far off future 
death. 

I was also aware of being caught in the middle of “stuff.” This patient had raised 

the anxiety level of a number of people — in her family, in the ECF and within hospice 
itself. At some level, all I wanted to accomplish was to complete the spiritual assessment 
form. 

I was aware of feeling sympathetic towards her with regard to her anger at being 

signed up for hospice when it wasn’t what she really wanted. I brought that with me. 
I was very aware of the power that Vera attempted to maintain over her life and 

that she tried to wield over me. I did not experience her as a spiritual person, and I 

wondered about her years of service on the Altar Guild. Perhaps that was a role of power 
within her church. Perhaps she was different when she was younger and not so much in 
decline. 

I was aware of asking myself, “what kind of person will I be when I am old and 
dependent on others for the decisions about where I live and what I wear?” 

3. Digging Deeper: Expanding Your Thinking 

To discover another layer of reflection, ask yourself: What do you think about the 
situation? What core values emerge as you think about this event? What values are 
different from yours? What social issues, power issues or economic issues are at work? 

This verbatim illustrates aspects of system dynamics. In her excellent article 

“Essential Elements of Family Systems Approaches to Pastoral Counseling”, Carolyn J. 
Bohler presents a good overview of key points. Her case examples are of families, but it 
1s important to recognize that the family is not the only “system”. A church congregation 

is a system. A work team is a system. A hospital is a system. For people living in long 
term care facilities, the personnel and the residents together form a system. When a 

pastoral care giver enters into one of those settings, they become part of that system. 

This incident illustrates three key concepts of how systems work: the concept of 
the identified patient, resistance to change, and use of triangles in communication. The 

identified patient is the one who presents with a problem. It is easy to treat the patient as 
though the problem was his/hers alone, but in family systems approaches, the problem is 
recognized as belonging to the whole system. Resistance to change has to do with the 

fact that systems attempt to maintain the status quo, even when the status quo is painful. 

The concept of triangles has to do with patterns of communication in which two people 
communicate to a third person, rather that to each other. It is important to recognize that 

a triangle might include two people and a pet, or two people and an issue. A triangle is 
any setup that makes it easy for two people to avoid direct communication with each  
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other. A triangle serves as a way of directing the flow of anxiety, that is, anxiety is 
displaced from the relationship between two people onto the third person, place, or thing. 
Triangles figure prominently in the pastoral situation presented and also illustrate how the 

pastoral caregiver can easily and quickly get triangled into the system. 

In particular, the several triangles that I see are: 
patient -> daughter-in-law -> ECF staff 

daughter-in-law -> ECF staff -> hospice 

patient -> hospice -> issue of Physical Therapy 

patient -> son and daughter-in-law -> hospice 
MD -> son and daughter-in-law -> hospice 

patient -> me -> hospice 

4. Making Faith Connections: Finding God at Work in This Event 
Where is God present for you in this event? Where is God present for others? Does this 
event remind you of a Scripture passage, a hymn, or other resources from your faith 

tradition? What traditions of our church speak to this situation? Are you affirmed or 

challenged in your present actions or beliefs? 

Me from Myself — to banish - 
Had I Art - 
Impregnable my Fortress 

Unto All Heart - 

But since Myself — assail Me - 
How have I peace 
Except by subjugating 
Consciousness? 

And since We're mutual Monarch 

How this be 

Except by Abdication - 
Me — of Me? 

- Emily Dickinson 

I felt like a diplomat in the court of a once regal and fierce queen whose kingdom 
had diminished of late, and who vehemently resisted the inevitable necessity of 

abdicating her throne. But I also recognized that her dominion was her dominion and she 
had every right to exercise her patient autonomy and choose — or not choose — to be in the 

hospice program. Hospice — like religion — should not be forced upon anyone against 
their will, even if it 1s for their own good. My frustration was that I could not advocate 
for her on that score. Instead, we both focused on the goal of making sure hospice didn’t 

take anything away from her current treatment. Physical therapy seemed to become 

symbolic of Vera’s ability to continue to reign over her life, rather than to rein in her life. 
For my part, I wanted to remain in a “chaplain” role and to companion her at the 

end of her journey in this life, rather than be the diplomat between hospice and she, or to 
be her servant, carrying messages back to hospice. I had a sense of being used, rather  
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than being useful, a sense that was confirmed for me on a second visit. In that visit she 
was polite on the surface, but seemed unable to hear me. I remarked to her “it seems to 
me that you are having a harder time hearing me than on my previous visit.” She replied, 

“Some people are harder to hear than others.” Then she gave me a look that seemed to 

say, “know what I mean?” 1 did indeed. 

5. Learning: Naming Your Discoveries 
To draw out what you have learned, ask yourself: What questions still linger? Were you 

challenged to change present actions or beliefs? What have you learned about yourself? 

What have you learned about God? What do you need ? What will you do now? 

An ongoing question for me is why do people get admitted to the hospice program 
against their will? Why should a family be able to do this? Even if Vera is old and 

confused, she still has capacity to make her own decisions. Instead of working with Vera 

to help her define her needs, people assumed that she needed hospice care. Perhaps the 
motivation for this is self-serving on some fronts. For example, I’m not sure why the 

ECF facility recommended hospice to the family, but the family physician thought it was 

because the owners of the ECF wanted to make more money by getting their own hospice 
organization involved. That made the MD angry (he told me so himself) and so he 

pushed for St. Vincent hospice (I believe the MD is a St. Vincent doc, so there are a lot of 

conflict of interests going on here). It may be that the ECF wanted to off load some of 
the patient’s care to another party. I had heard that the daughter-in-law was becoming 
demanding and difficult to deal with. Perhaps the son and daughter-in-law were eager for 

hospice care because they were anxious about Vera’s sudden decline and didn’t know 

how else to manage it. All [ know is that Vera was angry with the decision. 

6. Praying: Taking Time with God 
To conclude your reflection, write a prayer emerging from this event. 

7. Presenting to the Group: Preparing for Group Discussion 
As you think about the discussion time, how would you like the group to focus? Is there a 
question still lingering for which you would like group wisdom? Do you want group 
members to share their experiences with a similar situation? Do you want to hear group 

members’ thoughts about further theological or Scripture connections? Do you want to 
know where others see God at work?  
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Dear reflectors, 

Last time I talked about the first step of our process — narrating the experience as 

free from judgment and interpretation as possible. The second step in our process is to 
Explore the Experience at a deeper level. Johnson suggests three questions to help us 

do this: “What do you/did you feel?” “What challenged/stimulated/or disturbed you?” 
“What was happening for others in the situation?” 

Being able to name feelings is an important part of reflection. To help us in that, I 
have attached a document with some feeling words and with a chart of “faces” that 

represent feelings. When I first saw the chart and the faces, my thought was “my gosh 
there are a lot of different feelings!” Truth is, some time ago I realized that I have a lot of 

difficulty accurately naming my feelings, especially at the time they are happening. Is 

this also true for you? 

Killen and De Beer in their book, The Art of Theological Reflection, have a 

number of important points about feelings that I want to share with you. Here goes: 

Naming feelings is a spiritual discipline 

“When we enter our experience — narrate it nonjudgmentally and attentively — we find 
it saturated with feelings.” 

Feelings are clues to the meaning of our experience. 

“True feelings are intimately connected to the sensations of our bodies.” We should 
be able to answer the question, “where is this feeling located in my body?” 

“Our First World culture views feelings primarily as a problem. We are tempted to 
avoid feeling by denying our feelings; eating, drinking, or spending excessively; 

projecting our feelings onto other people or situations; or hiding from them behind 
fee-floating anxiety or guilt” (31). 

“Our feelings in any experience carry energy.... The feelings that accompany our 
experience are the carriers of unspoken, unrecognized questions, values, and wisdom 
and the key to their conceptualization.” (33) 

“No one becomes wise without learning to feel.” 

As we reflect together, we will want to help each other become aware of and name the 

feelings in the event being narrated. At the proper point in the process, we will want to 

be able to say what feelings get stirred in us as we listen to and try to enter into the event 
being shared. The feelings may well challenge what we think we should think or believe 
about a situation — and that is precisely where revelation is most free to enter in. 

So, in the days ahead you might consider practicing naming your feelings. Killen 

and De Beer suggest that when you are in a situation where you feel angry or agitated, 
pause and locate the feeling in your body and ask yourself what you are really feeling. 

Would apprehension, betrayal, disappointment or concern more accurately name your 
feeling? See you on Tuesday, 9/13 at 6pm in Von’s office. Bev will be presenting. 

Glad you all can be there. 

Carol  
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STRONG 

STRONG —-- 

MILD ~~esvenee 

devastated 

hopeless 

sorrowful 

depressed 

wounded 

hurt 

drained 

defeated 

lonely 

neglected 
isolated 

alienated 

abandoned 

regretful 

sorry 

lost 

SAD 

exhausted 

helpless 

crushed 

worthless 

uncared for 

dejected 

rejected 
humbled 

resigned 

drained 

slighted 

degraded 
deprived 

wasted 

bad 

disenchanted 

empty 

miserable 

distraught 

deserted 

grievous 

burdened 

demoralized 

condemned 

disheartened 

despised 

disappointed 
upset 

inadequate 

dismal 

deflated 

apathetic 

terrible 

unwanted 

unioved 

mournful 

pitiful 

discarded 

disgraced 

unappreciated 

discouraged 

ashamed 

distressed 

distant 

disillusioned 

disturbed 

  

  
strangled - 

furious 

seething 

enraged 

hostile 

vengeful 

ridiculed 

resentful 

disgusted 

smothered 

frustrated 

stifled 

uptight 

ANGRY 

abused 

hateful 

humiliated 

sabotaged 

betrayed 

repulsed 

offended 

infantilized 

controlled 

peeved 

annoyed 

agitated 

dismayed 

    
rebellious 

pissed off 

outraged 

fuming 

exploited 

throttled 

irritated 

exasperated 

harassed 

anguished 

deceived 

aggravated 

tolerant 

mad 

spiteful 

patronized 

vindictive 

used 

repulsed 

perturbed 

provoked 

dominated 

coerced 

cheated 

displeased 
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~~ INTENSITY 

LEVELS OF 

STRONG 

MILD swmsmeessi 

WEAK --—— 

STRONG ----t 

STRONG ---- 

MILD ~weeeesey 

excited 

elated 

exuberant 

marvelous 

justified 

resolved 

valued 

gratified 

encouraged 

optimistic 

tranquil 

content 

relaxed 

HAPPY 

ecstatic 

terrific 

jubilant 

joyful 

proud 

cheerful 

relieved 

assured 

determined 

glad 

good 

satisfied 

FEELING WORD VOCABULARY 

energized 

enthusiastic 

loved 

grateful 

appreciated 

confident 

respected 

admired 

peaceful 

hopeful 

fortunate 

thrilled 

uplifted 

accepted 

amused 

delighted 

alive 

fulfilled 

pleased 

flattered 

  

fearful 

panicky 

afraid 

shocked 

tense 

threatened 

uneasy 

defensive 

reluctant 

anxious 

impatient 

SCARED 

overwhelmed 

intimidated 
desperate 

frantic 

insecure 

skeptical 

apprehensive 

suspicious 

shy 

nervous 
unsure 

terrified 

vulnerable 

horrified 

petrified 

alarmed 

shaken 

swamped 

startled 

alarmed 

concerned 

appalled 

dread 

tormented 

guarded 

stunned 

awed 

guarded 

doubtful 

  

    
    

bewildered 

trapped 

foggy 
perplexed 

hesitant 

torn 

surprised 

unsettled 

unsure 

CONFUSED 

immobilized 

stagnant 

misunderstood 

doubt 

troubled 

disorganized 

distracted 

bothered 

undecided 

directionless 

flustered 

ambivalent 

awkward 

puzzled 

uncomfortable 

uncertain 

baffled 

constricted 
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Dear reflectors, 

Step 3 in Johnson’s process is to dig deeper into the experience. Some questions 

she asks to help us in this are: 

What do you think about the situation? 

What core values emerge as you think about this event? 

What values are different from yours? 

What social issues, power issues or economic issues are at work? 

In CPE we came to the realization that wherever there was energy in a situation, 

or arise in level of anxiety or a felt resistance, that was the place or moment of greatest 
opportunity for a breakthrough of insight. For me, the anxiety frequently happened 
around a difference in values. Usually, I went immediately into defense mode, and at that 

point I could no longer hear my own inner self, let alone really “hear” and honor what the 

other person was communicating to me. Two key challenges of ministry are to be able to 
note and name ones own values and secondly, to be able to hear and respond with respect 

and care to others who are communicating different values. We will also want to 

become more consciously aware of the larger social structures and arrangements that 
impact the event we are presenting. What is going on behind the scenes for all of those 
involved? 

As we reflect together, we will want to help one another identify and name the 
values that are at play in the story. We will want to look closely at how those values 

elicit responses from us, and what that response is. 

See you on Tuesday, 10/25 at 6pm in Von’s office. Darren will be presenting. 
Denise will open with prayer/devotion. We will end as Spirit directs, but if you feel 

moved to bring a piece of music or a poem or quote to the group, please do. 

Glad you all can be there. 
Carol 
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Dear reflectors, 

It is important to constantly remind ourselves that theological reflection is not about 
judgment or analyzing or fixing. Rather, it is about becoming aware of how God is at work in our 

daily life. This is the focus of step 4 in Johnson’s process. In this step, we seek to connect our 

daily experiences with our faith by reflecting on the event and asking questions such as the 

following: 

Where 1s God present for me in this event? 

Where might God be present for others? 

How does this event affirm — or challenge — my beliefs? 

What sacred story or theme or symbol from my church does this event 
bring to mind? 

There are two challenges for this step. The first and more obvious challenge is simply to 

find a faith connection to our event — any connection at all! The second challenge is to resist 

making the faith connection too quickly, i.e. to resist jumping to faith conclusions. 

The first challenge presupposes that we have at least some familiarity with the stories, 

tenets, and wisdom that inform our faith system, be it stories from the Christian bible, lessons 

from A Course in Miracles, poems from Rumi, Zen koans, or Native American chants, to name 

just a few examples. As Killen and de Beer recognize in their work, The Art of Theological 

Reflection, religious pluralism of the 21% century means that more people will have more than one 

tradition upon which to draw (56). This is certainly the situation of those of us at The Church 

Within. However, one tradeoff in having multiple sources is that there are likely to be fewer 

shared sources. We will not be able to say, for example, “Oh this event reminds me of the story 

of the lost coin”, and necessarily expect our audience to know what that story is about or where it 
comes from. We may have to fill in more details. 

The second challenge is almost the opposite of the first. It is to make the faith connection 

too quickly, without digging very deeply or giving it much thought. In the heat of a situation, a 

spiritual truth or story may be both comforting and useful. It may provide an anchor when we 

feel adrift or light when we need direction. For example, the affirmation “thoughts create reality” 

may be just the thing you need to get you through a difficult situation. But in the coolness of 

reflection, to offer up such pearls without first wrestling with what they mean and how they apply 
1s to make faith clichés, rather than faith connections. 

Here 1s an example of making a faith connection, taken from Joyce Rupp’s book, Dear 
Heart, Come Home. She had been talking about the need for hope during a midlife time of pain 

and loss: 

I had read the story of Noah and the flood many times but had not 

thought much about the symbolic dove that Noah sent out from the Ark 

to see if the rain had stopped. Then, one day, when I needed the gift of 

hope and a belief that the “flood” would end, I happened to be reading 

this story and saw, for the first time, what a powerful day it was for Noah 
when that bird came back with a sprig of green in its beak, telling them 

that there was a solid piece of land somewhere after all that time adrift at 
see. (Gn 8:6-12). I wrote in my journal:  
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“A small silent, pure white dove has arrived on the ledge of my life’s 

window. A dove with a thin, green sprig of an olive branch — symbol of 

the new energy in me. A feeling of starting over, freshness. Yes, the 

season of hope has overcome me and in the grayness of early February, 

my heart turns toward greening things.” (145) 

The writings of contemporary spiritual authors such as Rupp are fruitful sources for poems and 

stories for making faith connections. I especially like Edward Hays’ Psalms. Here is one from 

his book Psalms for Zero Gravity. 

The Lamp Psalm 

My God, help me come out from under my bed, 

bringing my lamp out into the night. 

In fear, I light my lamp and then 

put it and myself under my bed, 

afraid that my deeds of light 

will dangerously glow in the dark. 

Help me, O God, for fearfully I walk and work 

with my light under a bushel basket, 
afraid that those who hate the light, night’s secret police, 

will spy my light and snuff it out, 

casting me into the darkness as well. 

Help me to come out from under my bed, 

boldly holding up my light. 

Help me cast aside my bushel basket 

and let my light truly shine, 

as I thumb my nose at the dark’s secret police. 

You are a God who loves secret prayers 

and hidden acts of kindness. 

Show to me your holy secret 

of how to expose my light to the world 

in hidden deeds of light and love. 

As we reflect together, we will want to help one another identify and name the various 

sacred streams that flow through the story. We will want to look closely at how those streams 

both shape and divert the event, and our subsequent reflection. In other words, how does this 

scripture, or this sacred story, or this word of wisdom, or this prayer or this song lead to new 

insight vis-a-vis this event? 

See you on Tuesday, January 10, 2006 at 6pm in Von’s office. 

Carol  
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TCW Ministers Retreat 

November 5, 2005 

9AM -3 PM 

Agenda 

8:45-9:15 AM Gathering and sharing breakfast 

9:15-9:45 AM Centering Meditation 

e Start at 9:15 sharp 

9:45-1030 AM Introductions (w/couple of questions to answer) Judith 

e Why am I a minister? 

10:30- 11:15 AM Structured Break 

e Invitation to walk w/ or meet w/ a buddy to 
discuss: Criteria for being an active minister of 
TCW 

11:15 — Noon Share insights from the walk to full group Bev 

Noon — 1:00 PM Pitch-in Lunch All 

1:00-2:15 PM Spiritual Reflection Carol S. 

e An exercise for folks to gain awareness of the 

process 

e After overview, break into small groups 

e Overview to be no longer than 15 min. 

2:15-2:45 PM Discussion of renewal and support for active TCW Denise 

ministers 

e What do you want? 

e Accountability form shared 

2:45-3:00 PM Closing Prayer 

e [f time, everyone invited to share a thought 
around the circle...  
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“Life to Text” Process for Theological/Spiritual Reflection 
adapted from Killen and De Beer 

“Theological” — thinking about God 

“Reflection” — deliberately slowing down our habitual ways of interpreting our experiences 

Theological Reflection seeks to find God in everyday experiences. 

Goals of theological/spiritual reflection: 

To see things differently 
New insight 
Act differently 

Liberation 

Empowerment 

New meanings - surprise! 

Theological reflection involves bringing our experience into conversation with our spiritual 

tradition, done from the standpoint of exploration and being open to the Holy Spirit. 

Step 1 Thinking about the theme of being supported in ministry, identify an issue or event 

in the past year or so in which you or someone else was in need of support. 

Recall the incident in detail, making a few notes so that you can narrate it to our 
group.   

Each one shares your incident/issue in the group. 

Be careful not to interpret or make judgments about what is narrated. Group 
members should help each other to stay objective. 

Come to a consensus, as a group, to focus on one of the stories. Save the other 
stories for possible use later. 

Pick the story for: a) its importance and, b) its common meaning to all. 

As a group, assist the storyteller to recall one or two central feelings associated with 
the incident. Stay with those feelings and let them evoke images. Group members 
should also share images the story suggests to them. 

The storyteller should pick one image that best captures the feelings. Use that image 
for the remainder of the refection.  
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As a group, sit with the image and explore it gently. Consider and question it in 
ways that open up new perspectives. 

e Listen for how God may be present and calling 

e Consider what existence is like from with the image 

e Notice what is broken and sorrowing in the image 

e What possibilities for newness and for healing are present or implied? 

Summarize on paper some of the key insights at this point: 

e What insight(s) is most meaningful to the storyteller? 

e What insights occur to other group members? 

Recall the image from step 5. To what does the image take you, as a group, or what 

does it suggest in the Christian tradition? In our culture? In our Sacred Scripture? 
Start with the storyteller, but then all brainstorm a list. 

Avoid asking why the image took you there. 

Pick one of the pieces of tradition/culture/Sacred Scripture that draws you. Explore 

that piece with the same questions that you used to explore the image in Step 5. 

Begin the conversation between the meanings in the image and in the 
tradition/culture/Sacred Scripture. 

eo What are the similarities? 

eo What are the differences? 

Is there a theme coming through for both of them? 

Is there a tension between them that is enlightening? 

Is there a biblical/Sacred Scripture/ACIM passage that comes to mind? 

BREAK - then convene in larger group 

What insights emerge for you from this conversation? 

What, specifically, are you learning from this reflection that you will take with you 
as a pastoral minister? 
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Choose an event, a moment, a conversation, or a situation. 

: kr BP Epiphany... (AKA, I'm an asshole, too!) Fue bu; Sa wned 

A few weeks ago I went to the BP near the church for breakfast and coffee 
with my friend, Ben, as we were carpooling to work. I had never eaten at 
a BP before and was more than a little confused by what I found at the 
‘café’ area. There was a printed menu and some food in a steam table, but 

I wasn’t sure how this all worked so I asked the girl who was working if 1 

could order this breakfast wrap thing on the menu but without any tortilla 
wrap because I thought they could just give me the egg and cheese and 
stuff on a plate or something. As I am asking the girl about it this guy who 
seems to be on the management team (I think his name tag said assistant 
manager) comes up and very stone faced says, "what we have is right 
there.” That's it. No gesture to point out what he is talking about and a 
tone of voice that says, "quit asking for something special”. Still confused 
I just look at him blankly and say, “what?” So he points at these square 
things under the heat lamp... the sandwich wraps, I figure out, that I have 
been asking about. So I pick one up and say, “I guess this is what I will 
have and get an order of sausage from the girl who is looking at me like 
she Is about ready to hide because she is so embarrassed at how he has 
just spoken to me. I start to get peeved at this guy for being an ass to me 
and then realize, he is just unhappy because he doesn't like his job and 
realize that is how I feel too, so no worries... me too. 

This happened only a few days after I was in a one on one meeting with my 
ops manager at her behest. Evidently the admin team at TCW! had been 
discussing my seeming lack-of-love-approach to my everyday work. I 
explained some frustrations and heard back some frustrations others had 
with me. There was some discussion of how my issues were affecting my 
customer service and I was a little less than clear in my head about what 
was being described to me about them. 

At the same time I was preparing to drive up to Muncie to have a discussion 

with the deciding body at Oakwood Retreat Center about the possibility of 
moving up there and joining the community and taking over the position as 
Retreat Coordinator. 

2 Exploring the Experience: Finding another layer to the event 

The mirror of the BP Oracle... 

As soon as I had the thought in my head about this guy being in the same 

situation that I am in I immediately realized he acts just as I had been 
acting. I was behaving that same way with my customers and didn't even 
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realize it because it just seemed like the way to act considering all that 1 
was dealing with. 

- 1 was immediately aware of the challenge I was facing and falling from... I 
“realized it was time I stood up to my, habitual cr crabbiness, and chose 
something else! 

I was so excited to have such a clear picture of what had been going on that 
1 ran over to my friend Ben and told him I was an asshole and I was so 
excited to know it! 

CT £0 , 

3 Digging Deeper: 
Expanding your thinking Co-Ciesti™ sa y 

I think that this situation is great validation for how I think Spirit and prayer 
“work. I had been mulling over this possible job change for months... 1 had 

asked again and again for clarity and what I needed to do about it. As 
usual, there wasn’t a note on my bathroom mirror from “God” with the " 
answer. As with all things I had to decide as best I could. And, asallthis , J 
came to a head with the meeting at work and the soon to be meeting at a # a ni 
Oakwood the Universe responded to my whining about not knowing what ~~ &4/# 
to do with a clear image of what choice I was really making. I wasn’t really Je af 
deciding If I was going to move or stay. I was deciding if I were going to 

~£hoose to see the lessons that were being put in front of me through work Os 
“and through church and through all of my walk now or if I were going to bd + Sr 

7 start over with new faces and new situations. This decision was a no- abo 
brainer. 

What this pointed out to me is that I am very committed to walking my talk 
and that this means I have to be very attentive to what is going on. My 
attention had slipped. 

4 Making Faith Connections: Finding God at work in this event 

Well, because 1 don't have a personality kind of God, I think this is an 
interesting question for me to face. That presence that is being referred to 
is what I think animates all life, so it is everywhere. It was moving, in this 
situation, in response to my prayers and requests for clarity and that is 
what was shaped by the universe in response to my choices and questions, 

I also realize that I was that response for others who were on the receiving 
end of my asinine behavior and that everything is as it is and that I was 
serving a purpose then as well. There really is no reason to think I wasted 
time or that I wasn’t who/how I needed to be through my confusion. I was 
as Iwas and it served some bigger purpose. 
  
    

: § B 
The only liturgy that comes up is that which says we can choose peace. 1 tnrket F 

have realized I was choosing something other than peace and now I am Dia a 
choosing again. 
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I am affirmed in my present actions and beliefs as they have evolved from 
the reactionary position 1 had slipped into before all this came to light. 

5 Learning: Naming your discoveries 

I was certainly called to change some behaviors. In fact, my friend Ben 
instantly asked, "How are you going to change these behaviors” because 
he was confused as to how I might just ‘do It’ because I had identified 
them. For me it was the grasping of a miracle. My perception shifted and 
    

it was suddenly easy to change actions that had before proven difficult. I 
think it was because I suddenly knew more fully what I was dealing with. 
Before 1 was trying to change the surface actions but not really having the 
conviction that I was what needed to be different. 

6 Praying: Taking time with God 

All that is I am honored at the support I receive in response to my every 
breath. I am renewed in my recognition of the power of prayer and the 
response of miracles in my life and I walk gratefully upon the foundation of 

this knowing. And so itis! Amen 
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1. Naming The Experience: 

The Event was my retirement tea at Methodist Hospital. Iwas happy that so 

chaplaincy, housekeeping, security, administration, respiratory and physical therapy, 

maintenance, nurses, social workers, and unit secretaries. Some of these folks I have 

known for years, others I have known only a short time. All of these folks are very 

special to me. The nurses, unit secretaries and social workers from OB and Special 
Care nursery, were the biggest surprise. I had not worked in those units for almost 6 
years and I did not expect so many of them to come, since I have been assigned other 
units since that time. They spoke words of gratitude for my years of caring for their 
patients and families and for caring for them. I thanked them for their words of 
gratitude and told them I would miss them. 

Epi olf 

2. Exploring the Experience; ‘7s Ueow hod kind F rvppact yun on som, ho dito progte”   
I expected a  fow- to.come down to the tea. 1 did not expect so many. I felt honored 

grief. We ted many difficult problems o over the 18years I was in those units. As 
one nurse put it, “we have a history”. We cared about each other; they cared for 
me as much as I for them. We ministered to each other. I will certainly miss 
seeing them. And I felt the grief, the sadness of leaving behind some folks I may 
very likely not see again. But I will never forget them. 

. Digging deeper: & 

{1 
At a deeper level, the experience touched on a couple of issues for me. One-do I 
“deserve” their honor and gratitude; wasn’t I “just doing my job”; and last what do 2 
I think and feel about grief, the grief of leaving people. Accepting praise has never (2 J 

been easy for me, although I am better than I used to be, T have considered caring 
for all people a given, nothing special, just doing what I believe we have been 
called to do. Now looking at that, I have to determine is that the complete truth or 

do I have some self-esteem i issues. Dbelieve it is a combination of both. Self- 
esteem is an issue I have worked on for i and d just hes ! think 1 have it licked, 
it raises its ugly: head again. 0). beadil dd - 
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The grief is always present when I leave people behiig and move on to another 5 
phase of my life. That has happened many times before. ti < 
teaching jobs, each time 1 changed church appointments, 1 again go trough the = 
grief process. 

Maing Faith Connections: 

and show as well as tell me, that i care. _ Anytime: we let others kn: i 
we are truly SpSTAing out of the Christ Consciousness. : what you do to the least 
of these, you do to me”. And the Course tells us we are the salvation for each 
other. That salvation comes through seeing each other as the Christ- we 
collectively are the only daughter/son of God- we are one. These folks saw the 
Christ that is me and even though they might name it as 51 go I saw them: as te. 
Christ. They wd oll Rowing. > Set amen 

trouble on a one to one basis. n a large phi pI still have foclings of 
unworthiness. No that’s not quite it; it is more that there are also others 

that could also be honored. fees ayEe 
me, 3 ae Tn ee Bo 

Times it is easier than others to remember that. 1 know that I will continue to. 

study the course. Some of its’ lessons are easier to accept than others!! 

6. Mother/Father God, be with me as I continue to deal with wortligesed issues. 
Help me see that we are all one and deserving of praise. We are your only 

Child, your only Son and Daughter and we are one with you. Amen 

Sli RE RE ogi Al 

Laren ob fol PELE EAE Mon Hew » 

pala 
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Ueork Fho men — July Ane wis 1d, = 

Spiritual Ketiection Topic: 

The Experience... 

I'had an experience with a stranger in which we were trying to get to know each other. It was a 
pretty interesting conversation and I eventually asked the man how he saw himself from a 
spiritual standpoint. He asked me to define what I meant and once 1 did, he said he thought I 
sounded like Oprah. As the conversation continued, he became very committed to a number of 
long-held beliefs on his part: 

For example... 

» Only those who believe in Jesus Christ will be saved and go to Heaven. 
e Only Christians can be saved. 

* God is an angry God. 

* God eliminated different nations in the Bible which answered my challenge of “what if : 
we had grown up in Asia and never heard of Jesus?” : 

The conversation continued to be interesting and kind of humorous on my part and pretty tense 
on his part. [concluded the conversation feeling really grateful that I continued to believe in 
such a loving God and just kept thinking of “Many Paths, One God.” 

All of this is not the issue. The experience I want to discuss is what occurred afterwards. The 
next morning, we had an all day retreat at work and during a break, I shared with a several 
coworkers about the conversation. My boss was one of those I shared with. Her comment was 
something like, “Wow, I'm really amazed to hear you talk as you do considering you are a 
Minister but the good news is that despite this, we still work really well together.” I've since 
heard that she has brought this issue up again with one of the other coworkers in the original 
conversation. Ju i. pe seins Ret fin pees Paw fee of papenie LE 

tisha oO Beasrar? Vitor 

Expotage: I Suggest Tho is Ui wha wy hook Denise 1 & Letonfiin Howe {ps 2) 

How I felt? 

2 Pease Segs Fle i 

Spraitus 
  So eo 

: Te ail by the vee of the Spea 
willing to play a little with the other guy TR Seta, + 

o grateful that I have experienced all that I have tel slew 

In the 2 conversation, J felt: 
¢ much more invested because I care about Kim 

e challenged to think about what I call myself 

oO 7 ru tL eo hei Lg = Fe en a / | 7 Poles x pret ? 

Hi a i fs Gop te jue P =} - 3 
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adittle wishful sometimes that it could be so easy to just say I'm a Christian 
committed to have another conversation with Kim 
insulted to have my spiritual beliefs mixed with my work ethic and noted as “well, 
despite that, you're still a good employee” ; 

Challenges... : 
s being seen by multiple people (other friends in other situations too) who pray for me 

since they are sure that [ won’t be saved 

wanting it to be easy.. just being respected for the goodness that I generally bring to 
situations without being labeled as outside the norm 

wanting to fit in at times...or not wanting to fit in...sometimes I want an easy label and 
most of the time, I don’t : 

~ recognition that I am sometimes sheltered because of who I surround myself with and can ¢ 
begin to think that the majority are more open minded re er 

a 4 ofa getting a chip on my shoulder towards Jesus (I know this doesn’t make sense) ~~ J 

even greater clarity that if this thinking is what is termed Christian, I definitely am not 
one 

Happening to Others... ; 
* I only know one other person in the conversation who understands my beliefs and agrees 

with a more expansive view of Spirit 

Digging Deeper... 

Aw 

Sowle 75 

  
; # 

I'm very aware of how strong my beliefs are that I'm simply a spiritual being trying to be the + = 
best example of love I can be. I generally can see the how exciting it is that all of us can hold 
“our own beliefs and they all fit into one God. Often, I'm just damn grateful that the God I 
believe in is so loving vs. all the anger and pain that often gets linked with other people's sense 
of God. 

This whole thing also kicks up my disappointment and | anger at the American people as a whole 
that we allow the world to see us as people who have all the answers. ..on every level, including 
spiritual. It kicks up my feelings about missionary work or our efforts to “save” people in other 
countries. Bottom line, it provides me the opportunity to feel separated just as so many others 
experience that same feelings. 

I think this whole view of our country really is a part of it because it is very difficult to be proud 
of my country and be loyal when I have so much dissent over how we handle ourselves in the 
‘world. Sometimes, I feel like America is the antithesis of greatness and wealth when we reflect 
to the world and ourselves the worst of Ego. : 

| Finally, this also kicks my age-old lesson: judging those who judge and watching the pointing 
finger circle right back to myself. Yuck! ~~ 
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Ts 7b 
: by i : folk 

(Are | ¥ od Talil if fe Sled 

Making Faith Connections... 

God is present to me in the same way he/she always is. I see God as saying something like, 
“Hey, don’t get me confused with all this talk. Iam love, remember?” 

As far as spiritual tenants, it would be the 2 we hold so dear and mount on our walls: “All 
people are holy. Many paths, one God.” And the additional one (soon to be mounted): “Only 
Love is Real!” ie. Lot 

meani a onA e WAA S tN n 
ip ————————— dai os Pe a ie 

{_There i is a longing that w we ¢ could all pelieve in the simplicity of the Come have hope that 
“more individuals get to experience this kind of love and I truly do honor the thinking that 
“whatever it takes for you to be connected to God” is great. I just get confused when the line 
gets crossed into judgment. 

When people start judging me or others then my judgment gets kicked up about them. This is a 
family of origin issue reflecting all of the judgment especially reflected in my Mom so I know 
that much of my reaction is playing out this old pattern. ! 

The traditions of our church reflect in the acceptance of all people...especially those who cause 
us challenge. The challenge comes for me in observing someone create separation and then not 
separating even more from that individual.     5 

3 
~ Like in most things, I am both affirmed and challenged in this situation. When I get quiet and iw 
reflect on what I really want in the situation, I am affirmed by all that I’ve learned through TCW < : 
and the Course. When I'm in the middle of a judging situation, I can forget some of my beliefs S 

~ and step into feeling separate. The additional challenge comes from not then beating myself up! = : 

Naming my Discoveries... 

The big question that keeps coming up is “What's it going to take to finally let go of the 
judgment of those who ju dge?” I've invited in so much forgiveness in the relationship with my 
Mom and I'm way better in being with her. Yet, I'm still carrying this lesson onward. 
Intellectually, I know it doesn’t serve me in anyway yet it still surfaces. Not as often as in the 

past but it’s certainly not resolved to where I can just let some folks be who they are, see their 
highest being and not want to separate from them. 

When I've seen my reaction to this situation, T know that the next time Kim and I travel by car 
“together I will make sure to talk about this. I'm still in the learning about how to balance 
judgment because we walk through life assessing most everything. “Is this something [ want to 
do? Is it important to find the time to do this? Do I like this piece of clothing?”...etc. Thereisa 
part of judgment that is called forth to make wise decisions for ourselves. I’m not looking to. 

~ eliminate all judgment in my living but to find a place of peace when I observe people being 
‘condescending or judging and not react to it. How do I stay connected to my higher self, not 
react to the judgment and not try! to change i that person’s view by arguing, withdrawing, stewing 
within myself, etc. ; 

+9 i § gh: 3 Fhe mn Laer Tei, foray That wt hott, oll 
a. rok Haz . 
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I don’t know that I can say that I've learned things about God in this situation (at least the God 

outside of me). I don’t believe God is any different because of this situation...God remains the 

constant, loving presence in my life and everyone else’s life. It does provide reflection of myself 

and the reminding myself that that loving God is always within me and always awaiting my 

invitation to show up and ease any separation. 

What do I need? Well, a great, wonderful, easy rule that flashing before my eyes each time my 

judgment of people and situations gets activated. Since that cause me some new problems 

because then everyone else would see where I'm at in any given moment, I guess I'd rather 

choose to remember this situation so I can see or do differently. It’s also about forgiving myself 

when I step into the judgment. 

Prayer... 

Dear Holy Spirit, 

rie, 

I know tha 1 know that letting go of judgment occurs as I ‘more easily forgive myself 2 and ju udge o myself less.” 

Task for ask for reminders of your continued loving presence so that I can do this differently. Thank 

you for the friends who continue to show me examples of walking in peace, modeling this lesson 

in various ways. I choose peace. I choose love. Thank you for opportunities that help me look 

inward and invite me to, once again, choose differently. Thank you, God, for the non-judging 

that you do with me and all others so that I can leam this powerful wisdom. 

And, it is $0... 

Amen   
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One of the participants did not write out their theological reflection, but instead presented 
it orally, which is certainly one way that theological reflection can be successfully done. 

For the purposes of this project, I will present a synopsis here, based on my notes. In the 

interests of privacy, I have changed the names. 

1. Naming the experience 

Chris was attending a woman’s banquet held at a large downtown church. Just as the 

participants were about to fill their plates from a long table piled high with food, a 
woman came in off the street. One of the participants, who was a member of the church 

hosting this group, approached the woman and said, “Shirley, this food is not for you. It 
is for these people here.” The woman paused, then turned around and left. Another 

participant went after the woman and said “Are you hungry?” The woman answered 

“yes”. The participant came back inside, fixed a plate of food, and took it out to the 

woman. Chris didn’t do or say anything. 

2. Exploring the experience; naming feelings 

Chris felt conflicted because she didn’t speak up for this person. She was angry at the 

group for not letting this person in. But, she felt that she needed to know what the policy 
of this particular church was about how it helped people, before she said anything to the 

group. Chris recalled the many times she has sat in our church office and had to tell 
people who just walked in, or who called for food or money, that we couldn’t help them. 

Chris asked herself, “What is mine to do?” But she didn’t get a clear answer, which is 
why she is presenting this. 

3. Digging Deeper — Expanding thinking 

What social or economic issues might be at play here? Perhaps this woman has been 
helped many times before by this church, which is known for its service in the 
surrounding neighborhood. It runs a child care center for low-income families, and 

operates a food bank, for instance. 

4. Making Faith Connections 

A Course in Miracles reminds us that there is no separation; we are all one. 

From the Bible: “I was hungry and you fed me” and “As you did to the least 
of these you did to me.” 

The person who took out the food remarked to the group, “How do we know 
this wasn’t God?” 

Chris found God in the person who took out the food, and in the few people 
who said “Ok” to letting her have some food from the table.  
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5. Naming Discoveries 

Chris learned that she is not as bold and brazen as she thought she was. She kept her 

anger at the group to herself, rather than challenge them. She also realized that she might 

not know the whole story about this woman’s interaction with this church. 

Some Thoughts from the group during presentation: 

If group had been truly loving, they would have brought her in and invited her 

to join them at the table. 

The question, “Are you hungry?” is a much larger symbol/metaphor. 

Sometimes “no” can be the most loving answer. Sometimes helping isn’t 
helping. 

Was this really a justice issue? 

Would your feelings about it have been different if a couple of men had 
interrupted the banquet, instead of one woman? What about the fear factor in 
the motivations of the attendees? 

The difficulty in being a prophetic voice, and challenging others in the face of 
what appears to be “wrong” . 
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Dear reflectors, 

Evaluation is a key component of the group theological process. Because we 

have functioned as a group, it will be beneficial to share our evaluations as a group. 
Please be candid as you reflect on the following questions. We will be sharing our 

thoughts at the final group session. Anything you absolutely do not feel free sharing you 

can skip, but I will need a written copy of your evaluation for my project. (Names will be 

blacked out to protect privacy.) Do not agonize over these questions or your answers. 
Reflection is a process and insights change over time. This is meant to be a snapshot of 
where we are at this moment in time. Thanks to all of you for participating in this 

process. I hope you have been blessed in surprising ways. 

Carol 

. In what ways did the process of thinking theologically on events in your life 

affect how you see your ministry? 

Please comment on how this process, including the group presentations, 

contributed to you feeling supported as a minister. Or did it? 

Please comment on that part or parts of the process that you found difficult, 
or felt resistance in doing. 

. A key goal of theological reflection is to see where God is in the situation, and 
to make faith connections. Please comment on how this goal was met for 

you. 

Please comment on how your goals were met by this process, or how you 

were challenged by this process. What was difficult? What was easy? In 
what ways did you grow? 

Now that you have participated in a theological reflection group, would you 

consider ongoing participation as a means of receiving ministerial 
supervision? As a means of ongoing education? As a component of 

ministerial accountability? 

. Anything else you would like the group to know about your experience?  
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1. In what ways did the process of thinking theologically on events in your life 

affect how you see your ministry? 

My life and my ministry are so intertwined that I can’t really say there was a big 
difference. My ministry is very ingrained in how I think and all that I do so this process 

was an opportunity to have support from other like-minded persons of faith rather than 

any big revelation. 

2. Please comment on how this process, including the group presentations, 

contributed to you feeling supported as a minister. Or did it? 

Yes, it certainly did help support me. It allowed me the opportunity to hear other 
perspectives, hear scenarios that are similar to my walk and, most important, to know 

understanding and compassion from people of faith. 

When I presented, the process allowed me to feel closure and to be “ok” with the choices 

I had made. I also really value the thinking and honesty that was shared with me by the 

other group members. 

3. Please comment on that part or parts of the process that you found difficult, 

or felt resistance in doing. 

The only resistance that I experienced was related to trying to fit the meetings into my 
schedule. When attempting to schedule meetings around the very busy calendars of 5 

people, it meant that a couple of our meetings ended up being fairly close together. Since 
it is a challenge to get clear across town in the rush-hour traffic in time for the meetings, I 

was resistant in the scheduling. Once I was there and as I prepared my parts in the 

presentations, | felt no resistance. ..only enthusiasm. 

4. A key goal of theological reflection is to see where God is in the situation, and 

to make faith connections. Please comment on how this goal was met for 

you. 

Since I pretty much see God in everything, I don’t know that this process helped me to 

expand that thinking. Although our group was small, we had diversity of faith 

backgrounds and upbringing which helped me to see the similarities of faith...regardless 

of name. 

5. Please comment on how your goals were met by this process, or how you 
were challenged by this process. What was difficult? What was easy? In 

what ways did you grow? 

My goals were to see if this would be a process that I could enthusiastically support for 
other ministers at our church and to assist Carol in completing her school project. Both  
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goals were met. I will encourage our ministers to consider this process and am willing to 
participate or lead another group. It was also a wonderful way to get to know members 

of the group better, including Carol, so I'm very appreciative of that opportunity too! 

6. Now that you have participated in a theological reflection group, would you 

consider ongoing participation as a means of receiving ministerial 
supervision? As a means of ongoing education? As a component of 
ministerial accountability? 

No, yes, yes. [don’t think our church is set-up to have the ministerial supervision 
component similar to most churches. As far as the other two, I definitely think this 
process would work wonderfully for both. 

7. Anything else you would like the group to know about your experience? 

I am very supportive of having more groups. Our challenge will be the scheduling and 

timeframes for our ministers...including myself. When you have a faith community with 
so many ministers who have full-time jobs and many commitments, it is quite 
challenging! 
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1. In what ways did the process of thinking theologically on events in your life 
affect how you see your ministry? 

The process gave me a structure with which to guide me in thinking “theologically”. 1 
tend to do this, anyway, and now I have a structure. I have to admit that I have to revist 
the steps as my memory is not the greatest! 

2. Please comment on how this process, including the group presentations, 

contributed to you feeling supported as a minister. Or did it? 
The group presentations, showing others walking as I attempt to do, certainly supported 

me. [liked the process because it gave me a chance to have interaction and feedback on 

what I was thinking. It also gave great examples of how others were thinking about the 
same subjects and events. The intimacy of the group certainly gave the feeling of 
support. 

3. Please comment on that part or parts of the process that you found difficult, 
or felt resistance in doing. 

Obviously my greatest resistance was in writing things down. I feel much freer 
discussing it from my heart instead of from paper. I can see the advantage in writing it in 

the beginning and hopefully, as the groups continue and folks become more familiar with 
the process, writing is not necessary. 

4. A key goal of theological reflection is to see where God is in the situation, and 
to make faith connections. Please comment on how this goal was met for 
you. 

My previous t raining really emphasized this “seeing God in all” and I really try to do 
that. Idid find that being more organized could help clarify but it did not “teach” me to 

see God as I do that in most every part of my life. As for “faith connections”....if that is 
not always there, what are we?? 

S. Please comment on how your goals were met by this process, or how you 

were challenged by this process. What was difficult? What was easy? In 
what ways did you grow? 

I was challenged by having to write it out. That was difficult. It was also difficult to 
choose the “ONE” situation to present. The ease came in the discussions with the group 

as that is what is so important to me. I had no goals walking in...I hope I grew just by 
the interaction with these fellow ministers. 

6. Now that you have participated in a theological reflection group, would you 
consider ongoing participation as a means of receiving ministerial 

supervision? As a means of ongoing education? As a component of 
ministerial accountability? 

I honestly don’t know about “supervision”... have not had that for a very long time and 

don’t know if I want it..smile. Ongoing education ... this provides a great tool as does it  
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provide a tool for accountability. Small groups doing this would certainly hold each 
other accountable. 

7. Anything else you would like the group to know about your experience? 
I value their interaction and support. It was a wonderful experience hearing them discuss, 
so focusedly (is that a word??) on things theological! Thank you, Carol, for the 
experience. 
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1. In what ways did the process of thinking theologically on events in your life 
affect how you see your ministry? 

It affirmed how I see my ministry. 

2. Please comment on how this process, including the group presentations, 

contributed to you feeling supported as a minister. Or did it? 

It gave us an opportunity to see how we each do ministry and in the sharing the support is 
there. 

3. Please comment on that part or parts of the process that you found difficult, 
or felt resistance in doing. 

I didn’t find it particularly difficult. I enjoyed doing the group. 

4. A key goal of theological reflection is to see where God is in the situation, and 

to make faith connections. Please comment on how this goal was met for 
you. 

Sometimes I forget to look for God in situations. This process reminded me to do this. 

5S. Please comment on how your goals were met by this process, or how you 

were challenged by this process. What was difficult? What was easy? In 
what ways did you grow? 

It gave me an opportunity to get to know some of the ministers of this church better — that 
was my goal. 

6. Now that you have participated in a theological reflection group, would you 

consider ongoing participation as a means of receiving ministerial 
supervision? As a means of ongoing education? As a component of 

ministerial accountability? 

I think this process needs to be offered to the ministers of the church and maybe as a 

component of ministerial accountability. Time permitting I would be willing to facilitate 
a group. 

7. Anything else you would like the group to know about your experience? 

[ appreciate all the time, energy & expertise that Carol brought to the group.  
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