YOU AND YOUR FAITH STORY

Introduction:  You the Pilgrim

	Off the south-west coast of Scotland lies the rugged island of Iona.  Sometime in the sixth century an Irish monk named Columba arrived there, beginning the process of bringing Christianity to that part of the British Isles.  From there, scores of missionaries went forth to carry the faith into present-day Scotland and England.  If you go to Iona today you can stay at the refurbished abbey.  Once a week visitors are invited to go on the pilgrimage, a walk of about eight or nine miles as the crow flies, to places of spiritual and historic importance.  But who among us is a crow?  It’s a lovely walk on a nice day, but the last time I did the pilgrimage it was raining and cold - oh my it was cold!  You learn things on a journey like that.  For instance, there are times when you can safely turn back but if you pass those you must press on to the next point before the option arises again.  Or that a pilgrimage is not just about the destination but the fellowship along the way.  Perhaps the only thing that keeps you going is the fact that you’ve set yourself a task and you’re determined to complete it.  But, most important, you learn the value of companions: support to one another and the entire community.

	My companions were people I had never met before that day.  There was Malcolm, an oil dealer and geophysicist, who had just committed his life to ministry.  Melissa, a teenager seeking direction for her life.  Tomas, Sean, Liz, Betty and Andrew, a staff team from a social justice agency in Belfast, seeking refreshment and renewal for their work of healing and reconciliation.  Kitty, in her wheelchair, for whom the pilgrimage was so important that this group (who had been strangers twenty-four hours previous) took turns carrying her up and down rain-slicked hills.  Alec, who had been on the pilgrimage before and had to be carried off by emergency responders and now, and age seventy-six, was determined to complete it.  A strange lot of people, so different in background, ability and expectation with little in common in the ordinary way of considering the world.  Not the companions I might have chosen but the ones given by God.

	There is a simple premise underlying this brief book: you have a faith story that is important.  You may never have been told that before.  Nonetheless it is true.  There’s a good chance that you’ve never been shown how to tell that story.  You may feel intimidated or turned off by folk who “share faith” in easy, self-confident and sometimes glib ways.  Perhaps you imagine that your life is not important enough or dramatic enough to be the basis for a story anyone cares about.  I’m sorry to be blunt but: you’re wrong.  Your silence does no one any good: not you, or your neighbour or friend, or God[endnoteRef:1].  It’s not true to who you are.  As the ancient Christian wrote: “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give a reason for the hope that is in you - but do so with gentleness and respect.” (1 Peter 3:15-16).  The purpose of this book is four-fold: [1:  The term “God” is one of those words that may lead to more confusion than clarity, and a lot less light than heat!  Part of the problem is that most people who use the word God have certain meanings associated with it.  But my meanings may well be different than yours.  Because of a whole host of influences “God” may be a positive term to you and a negative one to someone else.  When I say “God” you might think of an old, white male figure sitting on a cloud throwing thunderbolts or pulling strings - which is about as far away as anything could be from what I have in mind!  So it might be safer to avoid all use of the word - except in a book about our faith stories than doesn’t work.  So when you read “God” here - unless I clarify it in some way - I invite you to think of it in the most positive of ways.  You might want to substitute a term like “the Holy” or “the Ground of All Being” or “Eternal Truth” or whatever term you prefer for that which is beyond our knowing and control and yet is involved (in ways we can never fully encompass or describe) in all Creation - including you and me.] 

	1. To help you clarify your faith and express that faith;
	2. To think about the language you can use to express your faith;
	3. To think about the everyday reality of your relationship to God and Jesus Christ; and
	4. To consider ways in which you could feel more comfortable and confident in 			expressing these deep truths in conversation with others.

I promise you that there are some things this book will not do:
	1. It will not presume to give you one right answer for your deep questions - those 		answers are for you to find;
	2. It will not give you a sure-fire formula to convert your unbelieving friends or co-		workers - no technique can replace your honest and respectful relationships;
	3. It will not bolster the assumption that anyone who differs from you is wrong or, even 		worse, eternally condemned.  It may even open you to the joyful risk of learning from 		others because I believe that the Spirit can speak to us from many places -  including the 		most unexpected.
	
	The underlying metaphor for this book is the pilgrimage.  That may sound like a churchy word that has very little to do with the day to day of paying the bills, going to work, tending relationships and experiencing both joy and heartache.   We may associate the term with journeys to special places or famous journeys.  The Camino de Santiago in Spain is perhaps the most famous spiritual walk, but there is actually an International Symposium for Pilgrimage Studies that gathers scholars and walkers from around the world who both study and participate in this form of devotional activity.[endnoteRef:2] Cathedrals at Lourdes and Chartres (to name only two) are famous for the pilgrims they draw.  For Moslems the great pilgrimage is the haj - a journey to the birthplace of the Prophet which each devout Moslem, whose circumstances allow, is expected to undertake once in a lifetime.   In some traditional societies there is the practice of the “spirit quest”.  However, I would extend the concept of pilgrimage to other places to which people flock - such as Graceland or Green Gables.  If you have ever been there you’ve seen the busloads of awestruck travellers, filled with wonder at actually being on this special turf.  Sometimes there are family pilgrimages, where the next generation is taken “back home” to see the roots from which the family sprang.  There can also be mental pilgrimages: those times you may recall when you spent five minutes labouring over a single sentence in a book and you’d swear you could feel your head expanding as the new knowledge moved in.  Then there are situational pilgrimages when we volunteer to go outside our comfort zone and help in a new space: perhaps in another country or more locally in a soup kitchen, shelter or prison.  From that very brief list it is probably obvious that pilgrimage can take many forms.   [2:  See: http://www.wm.edu/sites/pilgrimage/annualsymposium/  accessed March 30, 2016.] 


	From time to time in the book you’ll run across these conversation boxes.  They are an invitation to pause and reflect - and perhaps jot some notes or even more in a journal.  A journal is a great tool to take on any sort of pilgrimage. Think about the last 24 hours.  Were there any moments that seemed special to you?
What was it that made the moment special?
If I pushed you, what would you say was different about that moment compared to the rest of your day?




	All travelers are not the same.  Who are you?  A vagabond has no home; a fugitive is running away from home; a stranger is someone who is away from their home.  A pilgrim is on her or his way back home, although that journey to their true location might take them to some unfamiliar places along the way.  So, who are you?  The pilgrim recognizes that the direction is not always clear and we may need to try a road for a time before we are convinced that it;s the right one.  We need to read, and talk and watch, and listen widely before we find our proper location - which is merely the starting spot for the next stage of travel.

	Since we’re going to be travelling together for a bit you might want to know a bit about your companion.  If not, you can skip this section without hurting my feelings in the least.  What are the factors important in my journey at the present?  I am married to a wonderful wife who works in the health care field.  I am the proud father of two young adult daughters - who continue to teach me about the wonders of the creation even as they did when they were younger.  I grew up in the church and after spending some years away from it, I came back, was trained and ordained.  The focus of my working life is an active suburban congregation where I learn new things each day about the infinite ways in which people can experience and appreciate the presence of God and the number of ways in which people can feel hurt, abandoned or betrayed by God or their faith community.  I am convinced, because of number of life experiences, that there is a God who wishes to be in relationship with you and me; a relationship that involves communication.  That relationship asks of us the time and attention to look and to listen.  Listen in events as rare as a sunrise on a mountain lake or the tragic death of a close friend.  Through ordinary events such as walking to the car in the morning or picking up the kids from daycare.  God doesn’t set up those things, the good and bad, the tragic and triumphant but God will communicate with us through them.  But the listening is something we have to do for ourselves.  There is very little that ticks me off more than someone trying to interpret authoritatively the events in someone else’s life!  The best we can do is offer suggestions, gleaned from our own experiences of the journey, and share those humbly and gently.  If anything this book is an invitation to listen to your life. “See it for the fathomless mystery that it is.  In the boredom and pain of it no less than in the excitement and gladness of it, touch, taste, smell, hear, speak your way into the holy and hidden heart of your life because, in the last analysis, all the moments are key moments and life itself is grace.”[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Frederick Buechner, Listening to Your Life: Daily Meditations, with Frederick Buechner, San Francisco, Harper Collins, 1992, pg 2.] 


	Years ago an older, rural church leader said something to me I’ve never forgotten. 
I imagine the last time anyone asked me about my faith was back in confirmation class.  Now and then my kids asked questions but I never thought my answers were very good.  After all, what do I know?  The minister has all that training. I don’t have the words.  Sometimes I don’t even understand what I read in our denominational magazine.  I guess I’ve got a faith but no one has ever asked me about it.”

	That’s a depressingly familiar story.  Maybe it’s yours.  Jesus  of Nazareth once asked: “Who do people say I am?”  His followers gave him a variety of answers.  That’s a divisive question because you can count up the number of people who give a particular response and decide who’s right and wrong.  Then he asked: “Who do you say I am?”[endnoteRef:4] That’s a confession question because no amount of wriggling avoids a personal answer.  This book arises from the conviction that we need to move from reciting others’ answers to framing our own. [4:  Matthew 16:13 and Mark 8:27.] 


	In this book I use faith, spirituality and religion in fairly specific ways.  I’m not claiming they are the only ways or the right ways!  But if we’re going to understand one another, it helps to be clear.
	Faith:  trust or confidence in something or someone;
	Religion: a system of beliefs that is codified or coordinated and expressed through 		communities of people such as churches, synagogues, mosques and so on;
	Spirituality: relating to the human spirit or soul, usually in the form of convictions about 		life and truth and so on. 
Did you notice what isn’t there?  Belief.  The problem with the term belief -- although it’s a perfectly good word -- is that many modern folk associate it with particular types of head-knowledge.  People are sometimes said to believe if they can recite specific passages, or agree to certain propositions, or sign onto a particular statement.  The problem with belief is that it is possible for us to do all of those things and not place our trust in them.[endnoteRef:5]  On this pilgrimage we’re interested in faith, because that’s the story in you that has the potential to change life all around you.  [5:   Five frogs were sitting on a log.  Four decided to jump off.  How many frogs were sitting on the log?  Answer: Five.  Deciding to do something and doing it are very different!  Taken from the signature line of an acquaintance’s email.] 
What is the most important thing to you about your faith?  Can you make a list of all the things/people you have faith in? (I hope it’s a long list!)
At times of trouble, doubt or difficulty, what story, saying or song comes to mind to give you hope?
What do you know about the faith of a person close to you? (It could be a family member, co-worker or friend)
When was the last time you remembering sharing faith with a friend?  How did that go?


	One final thought: just as on that pilgrimage on Iona that began this chapter, so too in most of our pilgrimages (whatever form they take) companions are a true gift.  Someone who can hear our new insights, share our fears and our joys, and help us up if we stumble or fall can make the journey much richer.  So, as we start, I encourage you to think of someone else -- or a group of people -- to share this pilgrimage. 



YOU AND YOUR FAITH STORY

You the Theologian

	As I sit down to write this chapter the news is filled with accounts of another terrorist attack in a European capital.  Once more there are the growing lists of casualties - men, women and children - who were going about their own lives, joyful or sorrowful, purposeful or mundane, lonely or bathed in community.  Once again the talking heads are doing their best to explain the reasons for the carnage.  Once again the politicians are weighing in - some to urge calm, some to leverage the events into greater support for their policies of fear towards the unnamed  but threatening and mysterious “other”.  Once again some folk will use the events as evidence, on the one hand, that there is no God or, on the other hand, that this is what happens when people believe in God.  Once again, ordinary people of faith struggle to make sense of human heartbreak in a world view that includes God.

	Consider your reaction to the following phrases and sentences:
	“. . .  the end of all our exploring will be to arrive, where we started, and know the place , for the first time.”  T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding".
	“The gospel never comes to us hanging in the air.  The gospel comes to us in the situation in which we live, struggle, and respond to God.  We have to apply the power of this word to the situation in which we live.”  South African Church Leader, Allan Boesak, addressing the World Council of Churches, 1993.
	“Unless we live our lives into our text, we leave God out.”  West German theologian Dorothee Soelle before the World Council of Churches in Vancouver, 1993.
	“Theology is the reflection of believers on what is God’s purpose for us in and through Jesus.  The church alone is not the source of theology, but it also comes from (i) contemporary human experience; and, (ii) tradition and experience.  These must be in mutually critical correlation.  Neither superior nor inferior, they must work together.  Faith enlightens life while life enlightens faith.”  European theologian Edward Schillebeeckx. 
	“In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God . . . and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”  John 1:1

	Each of these excerpts speaks about what theology  is.  What strikes me about them is the degree to which they move theology from something that is “out there” - done by professionals in particular settings - and into the place where you and I live each day.  Directly or indirectly they speak of the importance of life in the process of theology.  And it is a process; a back and forth or journey, rather than an arrival once and for all.  In the journey of this book you and I are engaged in theology - trying to speak plainly about the realities we have already grasped (or been grasped by) through faith.

	The roots of the word “theology” are found in two Greek words: theos (God) and logos (word).  Theology is the activity of speaking about God - who God is, God’s actions in creation, and God’s relationships with people.  We might think of it as a conversation along the way as we go on our pilgrimage.  Certainly there are people -- called theologians -- who often bring special skills and study to this task.  We can learn a great deal from them.  But the truth is, most of us engage in theology from time to time and it’s more a matter of committing to the conversation than possessing specific knowledge.

	This illustration may help you start to think about theological conversation.  Recall the last time you went for a walk with friends.  Now, contrast that with the last parade you saw.  What were the differences?  Parades have a leader, someone setting the beat and pace.  Marching in a parade involves keeping in step.  In a walk with friends the pace varies; there will be times of laughter and shouting; there will be times of gentle sharing and quiet reflection.  Some will walk faster, some slower; so there will be times when the group pauses to let someone catch up or tie up a lace, or remove a stone.

	For most of us, theology is more like going on a walk than marching in a parade.  We progress at different speeds at different times.  Sometimes we have to pause to assimilate what we’ve learned.  Just like a walk, you can do the work in this book on your own, but you may find it more rewarding and pleasant in the company of others.

	Doing theology means exploring our faith.  As T. S. Eliot suggests, we may well return over and over again to the same questions.  There’s a very good reason why religious discussions strike us as being circular!  But each time we do, we will see those questions in a new light, because we are different.  Experience and learning have shaped and changed us - consciously or not.  Imagine a spiral (our faith journey) and through the midst of it a straight line (a particular issue or life questions).  As we come to different points on the spiral we re-encounter the same question but we do so from different perspectives and angles.  So it is an exploration - a journey where the precise destination may not be clear.  We may consult various guides along the way, but ultimately the journey is ours.

	This book is about words for faith and some people wonder about the necessity for those.  They speak of faith being shown in actions.  Well and good - I would never suggest that we substitute “talking the talk” for “walking the walk.”  But it isn’t that simple.  From time to time we may be asked why we’re acting in certain ways.  Sometimes we may want to offer some insight or aid to a friend who is struggling.  Even before that, though, the work of putting our faith into words helps us grow and recognize how we have been impacted.

	Theology is also necessary because the gospel comes to us in the way it does.  After all, Jesus did not speak about international terrorism or global warming or identity theft.  But even more to the point, despite the efforts of some to misuse it as a rule book, Jesus did not leave us one of those - so we have to figure out his meaning in relation to the struggles and triumphs, the joys and sorrows of our own everyday living.  Most of us who call ourselves people of faith or Jesus-followers are doing that anyway - when we do it consciously it’s theology.

	Theology is necessary because of what the community of faith is.  If your community is anything like mine it is a long way from a group of likeminded and identical robots!  Instead, we are a fellowship of unique and precious individuals, originating in different places, of different chronological age, drawn to various facets of the tasks which Jesus left us.  Most of us, at some level, want to be true to his call.  But true living is neither thoughtless nor careless.  Theology can jolt us awake and stir us from familiar patterns, increasing our awareness of what we have done and left undone.  

	Theology is conversation.  Conversations take many forms with many people.  The conversation may have pauses (perplexed, anxious, puzzled).  Unlike a speech which continues towards a pre-determined end with a pre-established set of words, conversation often involves waiting - for God, for our conversation partners, and even for ourselves.  That’s why there is so much emphasis in this book about telling stories.  Our words about God arise from stories - the stories in the bible, the stories of our community, the stories of the world around us, your story, and my story.  Instead of taking one story and making it the only story or the normative story we want to gather many different particles into a new whole that we can own.  A theological story is about God and people.

What does it look like?  Let me suggest some examples:
	- a child asks “did God make a caterpillar just like God made me?”
	- a teenager storms out of the house shouting “Don’t talk about God loving me when you 		don’t!”
	- someone asks, “how can I believe in a just and loving God when I see starvation in 		Africa, brutal violence in the Middle East, and persecution in so many places?”
Whether or not they know it, all those people are doing theology.  They are asking theological questions and offering theological observations in word and deed.  One way in which we do theology is as we live our faith, acting alone or in company with others -- questioning, answering, acting.

	Here’s a second way we do theology.
	- a church group struggles with the decision to paint the church nursery or give to 			missions;
	- a worship team wrestles over several meetings about appropriate language for prayers 		and hymns;
	- a group of congregations meeting together, debates with great heat, acting to protest 		the opening of a quarry that some say will threaten the local water table;
	- a national body tries to respond to a report advocating boycott of products produced in 		the occupied West Bank by Israeli-owned companies.
These are official bodies of the church.  Every denomination has them by different names.  They have responsibilities and often seek to balance scripture, reason, tradition and experience_ in a deliberate way as they seek to reach answers.[endnoteRef:6]  This is a second way of doing theology -- as responsible groups work at, question and seek to sort out, a theological position that leads to actions for the whole community of faith. [6:   Those four terms are often referred to a the “Wesleyan Quadrilateral” which we’ll explore in a few pages.] 


	Here’s a third set of examples
	- a theologian sits at her desk struggling to condense and summarize 2,000 of Christian 		practice around baptism into guidance for you and me;
	- a national committee of twelve people try to work out a policy for the church on the 		challenging question of physician assisted dying;
	- the national decision-making body reads, discusses and finally adopts new liturgical 		resources for congregational use.
These are people, often labelled “experts”, undertaking theology on behalf of the rest of us.  They are employing specialized gifts, interest and training to look back into our past practices, analyze our current situation, and challenge us with new understandings of faith.  It’s important to remember that while this is often what comes to mind when “theology” is mentioned, it is far from the only way in which we share words about God.

Exercise #1 - The Faith Life Line
	One of the simplest places to begin doing theology is with our own lives.  It may be the story that we know best.  Telling the story in the way suggested here invites us to pay attention to where we may have encountered God and not been aware of it.  On a piece of paper draw a horizontal line.  Now, divide the line into equal sections of five or ten years.  List the significant highs or lows you experienced at that time.  Remember, this is your life line so you determine what is significant.  Here’s a random fictional example

10		15		20		25		30		35		40
					   marriage  				2nd child
gift of pet	     high      university
		     school				     1st child			 current job
____________________________________________________________________________

	move to 	death of		       psychological		job loss
           new home   beloved relative			breakdown


	This individual has had the sort of life journey that many can identify with - emotional highs and lows.  Depending on the person some of those could have been reversed.  They recall the move to a new home as negative but high school was a good time in their life.  In another person’s life, those events could spark a reverse response.  So, after you have noted the various highs and lows of your life journey take a few moments and ask yourself: “Why do those events have those associations for me?”  “What -- very specifically -- makes them high or low?”  “Who was present that helped or hindered me at those times?”  

	When you recall those events in detail do you remember any sense that more was going on than you can really account for?  That “more” could take many different forms.  Perhaps there was a feeling of safety or security in a difficult time that really had no logical basis but, nonetheless, was quite real.  Or maybe one of those people you identified showed up at just the right moment for no discernible reason.  Could it be that, in the intervening years you’ve grown into an awareness that, in the midst of terribly difficult circumstances, there were gifts that you didn’t perceive at the time?  Did you survive an event in a fashion for which there was no logical explanation - people may even have called it a miracle?

	Those can all be indicators of the presence of the Divine.  Many people associate God’s presence with what insurance contracts calls “acts of God”: essentially events for which no other explanation is possible!  While those do occur, the greater truth is that the Holy often works in and through people and processes which seem altogether normal and natural. Except there is often a little something else.  The person who appears as they are needed; the resource that comes available at just the right time; the strength that we find when we thought we were finished; the insight that we gain, either instantly or over a span of time, that recasts our experience in a new light.  To the attitude of faith those can be evidence of the Holy.  Recall that we defined faith as “trust or confidence in something or someone.”  That’s what these may be for you - not evidence to withstand scientific testing but truth that is deep, real, and life-changing.

	For many people this can be a very emotionally challenging exercise.  It may call to mind a multitude of different feelings that you may want to share with your pilgrimage companion(s) or someone you trust. 
Can you identify a time – perhaps recently – when you felt the undefinable presence that you had faith was holy?
How did you know what you knew?  What were the feelings, sensations, awareness?
Have you ever shared that experience with anyone?  Can you try doing that?
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