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“Being true to who we are means carrying our spirit like a candle in the center of our darkness.” Amen. (Mark Nepo, The Book of Awakening)

Last year at about this time we were more than half-way through the season of Epiphany.  I distinctly remember feeling like as we were taking down the Advent wreath we were putting up a purple shroud on the cross to signify the beginning of Lent.  It was, in fact, one of the shortest Epiphany seasons possible in our liturgical year.  Ash Wednesday landed on February 17th.  Just as we were celebrating the coming of light into the world on Christmas, it was time for us to move into a season of darkness.  This year we have one of the longest seasons possible for Epiphany! And I could not be happier about it.  Not only does it give us more time to think about how we will walk through Lent together, it actually allows us time to recognize and embrace the season of light, the season of Epiphany.  While it might seem strange that we celebrate a liturgical season of light during a time of such darkness  - the early morning blackness does not lend itself well to the dawning of a new day - but, that is what is so powerful about Epiphany! This is the time for us to look within ourselves to find the light.  And by  discovering that light, we have the opportunity to see how we can use it to light the darkness. So how do we begin to discover our light? 

In the Gospel of Matthew, we hear the story of Jesus calling his first disciples.   Jesus has just taken some time to retreat after emerging from the wilderness where he fasted forty days and forty nights and then was tempted by the devil.  He departs from that experience only to hear that John had been arrested.  So he withdraws to Galilee.  Now do I imagine that he withdrew to a retreat center? Perhaps received some spa treatments and filled himself with good food? No, probably not.  And yet I was  impressed with even the simple notion that Jesus withdrew.  It is such a wonderful expression of his humanity, his need to take a break and recharge.  

Of course this message is coming just weeks after we gathered here for Gabe’s ordination to the priesthood where Padre Roberto Arciniega was explicit in his charge that we need to work – trabaja, trabaja, trabaja.  And so what did your fine clergy leadership do with that charge? Well, Gabe skipped town and went to Israel for 10 days and I took a 3-day retreat.  So I was quite happy that upon my return I had the chance to reflect on Jesus taking a retreat of his own – because I’ll be honest, I was feeling a bit guilty going on a retreat after hearing Beto’s charge for us to work, work, work.  It was ringing in my ears as I drove up to Menucha in the Columbia River Gorge.  So it was perfect that when I arrived, I was handed a quote from the writings of Parker Palmer: “Self care is never a selfish act – it is simply good stewardship of the only gift I have, the gift I was put on earth to offer others.  Anytime we can listen to true self, and give it the care it requires, we do so not only for ourselves, but for the many others whose lives we touch.”

The endowment fund has sponsored eight members from St. Michael and All Angels to attend retreats put on by the Center for Courage and Renewal called the Circles of Trusts.  The focus of the retreat I attended was A Journey Toward an Undivided Life – reconnecting who you are with what you do.  The retreat was structured in a way that extended an invitation to us to enter a sacred space to explore a more genuine self.  We read various poems, reflections and stories from writers who intrigued us to listen in a way that allowed us to hear our own inner voice.  The most intentional way we were invited to listen to ourselves was very different from anything I had experienced before.  I imagined it would be a silent, personal time, but instead it was a very communal approach to discernment.  We learned about and had the chance to experience something called a Clearness Committee.  


Clearness Committees are based on an almost 400-year-old Quaker tradition of deep listening.  The committee is made up of four or five people who commit to focus on one person for two hours.  In that two hours the focus person spends just ten minutes sharing a personal conflict or dilemma they are having or a question about what steps to take next in life.  After giving brief background to the question, the floor is open for the committee to ask questions.  For ninety minutes.  Ninety minutes! The questions are formed very particularly – no one is there to fix, counsel, advise or save anyone.  The questions cannot be formed out of judgment or by need for clarity.  The questions are intended solely for the purpose of inviting the focus person to dig deeper into their own thoughts and to allow their own truths to surface.  The 90 minutes was followed by ten minutes of the committee mirroring back gestures or phrases the focus person did or said and closing with ten minutes of affirmations of the focus person.  And for the entire two hours, you are not allowed to make eye contact with anyone.  That, to me, was the most unusual request.  It seemed so distant, so isolating – and what I discovered – so perfect! 


The basis for this kind of work is the belief that each of us has an inner teacher, a voice of truth, that offers the guidance and power we need to make decisions in our lives.  By mere eye contact, we are influenced by a person’s approval, surprise, dismay, encouragement of what we are saying – never giving ourselves a chance to be influenced by our own self, by our own thoughts.  When we are given that chance, it is amazing how much light can shine on the path that we are meant to take.  


Now do I think that when Jesus withdrew he had a personal clearness committee to listen to him? No. But what was the first thing that Jesus did after he withdrew? He called together some disciples and created a community - a community that would consistently call into question the next steps on their journey.  A community that would insist on listening to the truths that lay within.  A community that would encourage the light in each individual.  The same community that gathers together here – so that we can then go out and trabaja, trabaja, trabaja. Amen. 
