
can our congregation become a 
studio of love?

what if we risked everything?





imagine a yoga studio - 

- no mats 
- no floor space 
- only desks 
- a piano or organ or stage with a band 
- songs about downward dog, mountain, 
etc. 
- a lecture 
- photographs line the walls



imagine a potter’s studio - 

- no wheel, no clay 
- comfortable chairs in rows 
- large screen at front 
- popcorn, soda, other snacks 
- quotes about pottery on walls 
- handout with documentaries about 
famous potters



imagine a basketball camp - 

- no full or half courts 
- no baskets 
- no balls 
- cheerleaders 
- tablets with thousands of games loaded 
- recliners 
- discussion groups on physics of jump 
shots, greatest dribbler ever, etc.



what would you conclude?



imagine you’re an alien entering 
a church building on earth for 

the first time … 

what would the space tell you?



What is the one greatest 
commandment? 

“You shall have the correct 
beliefs system!” 

(not)



What is the one greatest 
commandment? 

Love … 

and the second is equally 
important …



Jesus 

Paul

John

James



a story about learning how to love
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a story about learning how to love 

invitation 
exposure to models 
experience 
relationships 
reflection 
more challenging experience 
training 
celebration/consecration 

repetition



What would the curriculum be 
for a studio of love?



Love 101: 

neighbor 

stranger 

outsider/outcast 

enemy 



Love 201: 

self 

not selfish 

not self-hating 



Love 301: 

the earth 

all creation 

for neighbors & self 

for God’s sake 



Love 401: 

God 



People who are learning to love their neighbors, themselves and the 
earth will not find it hard to learn to love God, because God will not be 
for them a doctrine or theory separate from or inconsistent with what 
they already love. Rather, in their experience of love for neighbor, self 
and creation, they will already have experienced God, because, as 
Richard Rohr says, ‘God is an event of communion.’11 They will 
already have come, as the Quakers say, to love and reverence ‘that of 
God in every one’. So in Love 401, people learn to recognize and love 
the familiar light they see radiant in everything they already love. They 
learn to inhabit God as the loving reality in which they ‘live and move 
and have their being’, the all-encompassing ‘event of communion’ in 
which they have experienced countless events of communion. Each 
experience of love itself, they will realize, has been an experience of 
God, for, as John said in the New Testament, ‘Love is from God; 
everyone who loves is born of God and knows God … for God is love’ 
(1 John 4:7–8).



Yes, loving a distant and theoretical God who must be 
approached through complex belief systems can indeed be tough – 
even exhausting, mentally and emotionally. But loving the God 
who is experienced in love for neighbor, self and creation comes 
as naturally as breathing. A character from Dostoevsky’s The 
Brothers Karamazov captures it perfectly:



Love all of God’s creation, both the whole of it 
and every grain of sand. Love every leaf, every 
ray of God’s light. Love animals, love plants, 
love each thing. If you love each thing, you will 
perceive the mystery of God in things. Once 
you have perceived it, you will begin tirelessly 
to perceive more and more of it every day. And 
you will come at last to love the whole world 
with an entire, universal love.



creation people

self

God

know

knowlove

love

LOVE 
CYCLE

know

love

know
love

Love can only begin from knowing God, as love comes from God. As we live out the mandate of loving others, self and creation,  
we must continue to know, in order to love better. This is a cycle, not a linear process. As we go through the outer circle, we are  
learning to love God. It is ONLY through loving people, self and creation that we are able to love God in a real way. As you continue 
to go through the love cycle, the breadth and depth of your capacity to love increases.







Where would I begin? 

1. Research to set educational objectives: 

- what skills/capacities? 

- what habits? 

- what inner environment? 

- what practices? 

- what vocabulary/terminology?



Where would I begin? 

2. Research to determine proper heuristics: 

- what experiences? 

- what learning environments? 

- what social learning context? 

- what kind of leaders/teachers/docents/models? 

- what evaluation, reflection, feedback?



Where would I begin? 

3. Develop scope and sequence: 

- by age 

- rites of passage/critical milestones 

- celebration of competencies 

- regularity & intensity 

- studio time, homework



Where would I begin? 

4. Redeploy staff 

- critical role of modeling/ positive mimesis 

- relational meetings: needs assessment, 
catechesis, just-in-time training 

- site visits (work, home, neighborhood, politics) 

- therapeutic interventions 

- professional development at all levels



Where would I begin? 

5. Re-align physical assets & infrastructure 

- Flexible studio/workshop space - role play, 
interaction, practice sessions 

- Recruiting family dinner tables & front yards 

- Wilderness 

- Projects 

- Minimalist infrastructure



Where would I begin? 

6. Reimagine recruitment 

- every member a talent scout 

- every member a trainer 

- to way of life, not system of beliefs



Where would I begin? 

7.  Open source everything 

- trans-denominational 

- multi-faith 

- academy, 



a prayer from the Corrymeela Community in Ireland 
a prayer in times of change (1/3) 

God of Yesterday, 
we knew you then; 
your promises; your words; 
your walking among us. 
But yesterday is gone. 
And so, today, we are in need of change. 
Change and change us. 
Help us see life now 
not through yesterday’s stories alone, 
but also through today’s.  
Amen.



God of Endings, 
What we thought would not have end 
Has ended. 
And we find ourselves here 
wondering where we are 
and how we got here 
and where to go from here. 
Be with us, here, at the end. 
Help us to place our feet on this ground, 
help us lick our wounds, 
help us look up and around.  
Help us believe the story of today 
because you know all 
about the endings of today. 
And you are not afraid. 
Amen.



Changing God, 
You changed your mind. 
And we, too, change our minds 
about you. 
We want to change  
toward 
the better. 
Change with us 
because we know  
you want to. 
Amen.





can we align everything 
for faith formation?

a call to adventure



Making theHouse Ready for the Lord 
Mary Oliver 

Dear Lord, I have swept and I have washed but 
Still nothing is as shining as it should be 

for you.  Under the sink, for example, is an 
uproar of mice—it is the season of their 

many children.  What shall I do?  And under the eaves 
and through the walls the squirrels 

have gnawed their ragged entrances—but it is the season 
when they need shelter, so what shall I do?  And 

the raccoon limps into the kitchen and opens the cupboard 
while the dog snores, the cat hugs the pillow; 

what shall I do?  Beautiful is the new snow falling 
in the yard and the fox who is staring boldly 

up the path, to the door.  And still I believe you will 
come, Lord: you will, when I speak to the fox 

the sparrow, the lost dog, the shivering sea-goose, know 
that really I am speaking to you whenever I say, 

as I do all morning and afternoon:  Come in, Come in.



come in. come in. 

a heart of spiritual receptivity … the 
gateway to faith formation.



ps from last night 

on the importance of research 
seminary partnerships 

theses and dissertations













which adventure?
the adventure of denial, repetition, & routine 
the adventure of nostalgia, blame, & resentment 
the adventure of surrender, aging, & extinction 



which adventure?
the adventure of denial, repetition, & routine 
the adventure of nostalgia, blame, & resentment 
the adventure of surrender, aging, & extinction 
the adventure of honesty, opportunity, & creativity 



the adventure of honesty: the future will differ 
significantly from the past and present. And that’s OK. 

the adventure of opportunity: if things were going 
better, we’d change less. do we love our wineskins or 
our wine? (things have to get bad enough before they 
can get better.) 

the adventure of creativity: what if God is creating 
something new in and through us? what if we are 
God’s creative partners? what if God is more in the 
future (beckoning us forward) and present 
(empowering, guiding, inspiring) than in the past 
(frowning, scolding, threatening)? 

if that sounds scary …



Paul Tournier, “The Adventure of Living” 

We live for adventure. 







Why do I love this? 
alligators, lightning, sunburn, sweat, mosquitoes, 
getting lost, expense, exertion, failure, mistakes 
… no pay! 



Paul Tournier, “The Adventure of Living” 

We live for adventure. 

A love of facing fear … 
A love of risking failure … 



G.K. Chesterton, “An adventure is only an 
inconvenience rightly considered. An 
inconvenience is only an adventure wrongly 
considered.”



Adventure happens in the experience of being in 
between-between the time we leave home and 
arrive at our destination; between the time we 
leave adolescence and arrive at adulthood; 
between the time we leave doubt and arrive at 
faith. It is like the time when a trapeze artist lets 
go the bars and hangs in midair, ready to catch 
another support: it is a time of danger, of 
expectation, of uncertainty, of excitement, or 
extraordinary aliveness. 

Where there is no longer any opportunity for 
doubt, there is no longer any opportunity for faith 
either.



What are you in between? 
personally? 

congregationally?



Here … 

this time 
this place 

is an opportunity for a grand adventure.





alignment
a key ingredient in spiritual formation
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gospel

spiritual  
experience
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meaning



benedictionssermon

invocations

confessions of sin

creeds

prayers

instrumental music

songs

announcementseucharistic 
liturgy

celebration 
ritual/practice - bonding to meaning

readings

litanies



practice

ritual

celebration 
ritual/practice - bonding to meaning

liturgy



community 
belonging to the community of meaning

recreation

pastoral care

fellowship

mutual care

welcome



training mentoring

education
formation

formation 
more deeply embodying meaning



budget

governance

fundraising

volunteer care

communications

administry 
organizing to live the meaning

planning
job descriptions

management



compassion

justice

vocation

mission 
the meaning bearing fruit

recruitment



professional 
eval/development

seminary/ 
training

leadership 
equipped to build communities who embody the meaning

mentoring/modeling

building multi-faith alliances

“talent scouts”
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multi-congregational 
alignment

creating a movement of aligned spiritual formation





Working	in	our	tribes

PCUSA UCC UMC Episcopal
Chris:an	
Church	
DoC

ELCA

Historic Black,
Ethnic/
 Immigrant,
Progressive
Roman
 Catholic,
Progressive 
Evangelical,
etc.



nostalgic

PCUSA UCC UMC Episcopal
Chris:an	
Church	
DoC

ELCA

Historic Black,
Ethnic/
 Immigrant,
Progressive
Roman
 Catholic,
Progressive 
Evangelical,
etc.

just	&	generous

eggshell

holding	tension



PCUSA UCC UMC Episcopal
Chris:an	
Church	
DoC

ELCA

Historic Black,
Ethnic/
 Immigrant,
Progressive
Roman
 Catholic,
Progressive 
Evangelical,
etc.

A		NOSTALGIC,	REGRESSIVE	MOVEMENT



Working	across	our	tribes

PCUSA UCC UMC Episcopal
Chris:an	
Church	
DoC

ELCA

Historic Black,
Ethnic/
 Immigrant,
Progressive
Roman
 Catholic,
Progressive 
Evangelical,
etc.A	VITAL	SPIRITUAL	MOVEMENT	FOR	JUST	AND	GENEROUS	CHRISTIAN	FAITH?



How	can	we	build	both	intra-	and	
inter-church	alignment?

PCUSA UCC UMC
Episcop

al

Chris:a
n	

Church	
DoC

ELCA

Historic 
Black,
Ethnic/
 
Immigrant,
Progressiv

A	VITAL	SPIRITUAL	MOVEMENT



Every song 

Every sermon 

Every prayer 

Every class 

Every program 

Every mission trip 

Every announcement 

Every class & small group 

Every award

Every architectural/design decision 

Every budget 

Every retreat 

Every book recommendation 

Every outreach program 

Every alliance 

Every social media post 

Every staff hire 

Every staff development experience



The success of an organization depends on its ability to align 
its members around its message, mission, values, and goals. 
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creation people

self

God

know

knowlove

love

LOVE 
CYCLE

know

love

know
love

Love can only begin from knowing God, as love comes from God. As we live out the mandate of loving others, self and creation,  
we must continue to know, in order to love better. This is a cycle, not a linear process. As we go through the outer circle, we are  
learning to love God. It is ONLY through loving people, self and creation that we are able to love God in a real way. As you continue 
to go through the love cycle, the breadth and depth of your capacity to love increases.



THE GREAT
SPIRITUAL
M I G R AT I ON



Making theHouse Ready for the Lord 
Mary Oliver 

Dear Lord, I have swept and I have washed but 
Still nothing is as shining as it should be 

for you.  Under the sink, for example, is an 
uproar of mice—it is the season of their 

many children.  What shall I do?  And under the eaves 
and through the walls the squirrels 

have gnawed their ragged entrances—but it is the season 
when they need shelter, so what shall I do?  And 

the raccoon limps into the kitchen and opens the cupboard 
while the dog snores, the cat hugs the pillow; 

what shall I do?  Beautiful is the new snow falling 
in the yard and the fox who is staring boldly 

up the path, to the door.  And still I believe you will 
come, Lord: you will, when I speak to the fox 

the sparrow, the lost dog, the shivering sea-goose, know 
that really I am speaking to you whenever I say, 

as I do all morning and afternoon:  Come in, Come in.



A Benediction for these times:
May God bless you with a restless discomfort about easy 
answers, half-truths and superficial relationships, so that you 
may seek truth boldly and love deep within your heart.

May God bless you with a holy anger toward injustice, 
oppression, and exploitation of people, so that you may tirelessly 
work for justice, freedom, and peace among all people.

May God bless you with the gift of tears to shed with those who 
suffer from pain, rejection, starvation, or the loss of all that they 
cherish, so that you may reach out your hand to comfort them 
and transform their pain into joy.

May God bless you with enough foolishness to believe that you 
really can make a difference in this world, so that you are able, 
with God’s grace, to do what others claim cannot be done.

— A Benedictine Prayer







what do we mean 
when we say “God?”

workshop



the problem nobody* wants to talk about

* almost nobody



 
FOOTNOTE TO ALL PRAYERS 

- C. S. Lewis  
 

He whom I bow to only knows to whom I bow  
When I attempt the ineffable Name, murmuring Thou,  

And dream of Pheidian fancies and embrace in heart  
Symbols (I know) which cannot be the thing Thou art.  

Thus always, taken at their word, all prayers blaspheme  
Worshipping with frail images a folk-lore dream,  

And all men in their praying, self-deceived, address  
The coinage of their own unquiet thoughts, unless  

Thou in magnetic mercy to Thyself divert  
Our arrows, aimed unskilfully, beyond desert;  



 
 

And all men are idolators, crying unheard  
To a deaf idol, if Thou take them at their word.  

 
Take not, oh Lord, our literal sense. Lord, in Thy great,  

Unbroken speech our limping metaphor translate.  
 

--C.S.Lewis  



our concepts of God evolve.

in fact, they may be evolutionary 
adaptations, essential (so far) for our 

survival.



We have traditionalists for whom God is
Almighty Patriarch (dictator)

Absolute Controller
6-Day Creator (science denier)

Eternal Torturer

Omniscient, Omnipresent, Omnipotent, 
Immutable, Impassible



We have traditionalists for whom God is
Almighty Patriarch (dictator)

Absolute Controller
6-Day Creator (science denier)

Eternal Torturer
Selector/Gatekeeper for Salvation

Omniscient, Omnipresent, Omnipotent, 
Immutable, Impassible

We have non-traditionalists who survive by 
ambiguity & niceness.



The problem of ambiguity.

The “solution” of (a)theism
The problem with that solution.



Broadening our metaphors

apophatic
kataphatic



Richard Kearney:
Ana theism

God after atheism



John Caputo
The insistence of God



Richard Rohr
Non-Dual Mysticism

 Alternative Orthodoxy
Transcend and include

Second half of life 



From this vantage point, Christianity has nothing – absolutely 
nothing – to teach Indigenous people about how to live in a 
good way on this land.  In fact, Christians have only 
demonstrated that there is something profoundly wrong with 
the cosmology and worldview behind more than five centuries 
of carnage—carnage that has yet to even slow down.  
Christians have so much negative history and dogma to 
overcome within their own tradition, I do not believe the 
religion is even salvageable.  The world is deep in the throes of 
an ecological crisis based in Western economies of hyper-
exploitation.  The planet will not survive another 500 years of 
Christian domination. 
- Waziyatawin, PhD, 2012



Four stages
Simplicity

Complexity
Perplexity
Harmony





a prayer from the Corrymeela Community in Ireland 
prayer for a new name (1/2) 

Genesis 16:13 
God of Hagar, 
When Hagar was exiled in the desert 
she met you 
and gave you a name: 
the Living One 
Who Sees Me. 

We have walked far, 
and seen many things 
and now, 
because of what we have seen 
because of where we are going 
because of where we are 
we give this new name now.



a prayer from the Corrymeela Community in Ireland 
prayer for a new name (2/2) 

Genesis 16:13 
We do not destroy past names, 
because they have brought us here. 

We celebrate the new name 
that will bring us on. 

Because you are known by many names - 
names which bring us on. 

Amen.





re-placing spiritual 
formation

workshop



consider the outdoors in Scripture



christian faith as an indoor religion
what are the consequences?



wilderness as the first scripture
the deep tradition

the most ancient tradition



hiking as spiritual practice



camping as spiritual practice



watershed as spiritual practice
environmental address



even when we’re indoors …



As we gather in this place …



We honor the ancient inhabitants of this land, the Native 
Peoples of the Mid-Atlantic, and the good lives they 
lived here for many, many centuries: The Accohannock, 
Susquehannock, Nanticoke, Tutelo, Saponi, Powhatan 
Lenape, Assateague, Piscataway, Nause-Waiwash, and  
Pocomoke Tribes, Sub-tribes, Bands, and Nations.



We lament the injustice done to them by 
the American colonizers, and we lament all 

injustice that humans have done on this 
land in the centuries since, to this very day.



We seek to learn and cherish the unique 
story of this place - in war and peace, in 
disaster and resilience, in struggle and 
celebration, in regression and growth.

We honor the struggle of all people seeking 
justice and peace, and we seek the courage 
and wisdom to heal the wounds of the past 
and build a better future story together.



We are grateful for the beauty of this land … 
from the Atlantic beaches to the forested 
Appalachian Mountains, from the fertile 
eastern estuaries of Chesapeake Bay to the 
rolling Piedmont with its farms and cities … 
for the streams and rivers that connect one 
region to another, for all the beautiful 
creatures that inhabit them.



Oh Creator, we lament how many 
species in our region have been 
pushed to the edge of extinction - 
and we pledge to protect all of 
your precious creatures, each 
known and loved by you … 

from the dwarf wedge mussel to 
the Appalachian cave spider, 

from the ghost tiger beetle to the 
American Bumble Bee, from the 
Giant Swallowtail Butterfly to the 
Blue-faced Meadowhawk, from 

the Pearl Dace to the Tiger 
Salamander, from the bog turtle 

and the Timber rattlesnake to the 
Eastern red bat and the 

Delmarva fox squirrel.



We thank you, Living God, for the Anacostia 
watershed, our environmental address, and 
all the plants and animals with whom we 
share it as neighbors. 

We accept our responsibility to care for it, 
beginning with the nearby springs that 
create Paint Branch Creek, which runs into 
Indian Creek, which runs to the Anacostia 
River, which flows into the Potomac River 
and then into Chesapeake Bay, which 
connects us to the Atlantic Ocean and all 
the oceans of the world.



And so we pray as Jesus taught us … 
May God’s kingdom, ecosystem, beloved 
community, and revolutionary love come 
here and now in this land we share, 
And may God’s dreams come true here and 
now on earth, as in heaven. 
Amen.




