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Dan Collison  
January 29, 2017 

 
Introduction 
 
1. Today is the conclusion of the second segment of the “Why We Gather” teaching series. This 

eight-week segment has focused on our commitment to personal transformation through 
developing one’s own body, mind, and spirit. The topics have covered: 

 
Spiritual Awakening 

The Inward and Outward Journey 
First and Second Half of Life 

The Path of Descent 
The False Self 

Non-Dual Thinking 
Dressing Our Wounds 

Life Balance 
 
2. In a spirit of transparency, I must confess that over the weeks leading up to today I have been 

looking warily at today’s topic like a flashing stop sign off in the distance. I say that because 
finding “life balance”…well, let’s just say that is a “stretch” goal for me personally. It always has 
been and probably always will be given my type “A”, achiever oriented personality. For instance, 
this past week some friends posted on Facebook some lovely photos of their vacation in Cabo 
San Lucas. Many years ago my wife Holly and I were fortunate to stay in Cabo San Lucas at her 
parent’s time share condominium. So, Holly wrote, “It was so peaceful and we were so happy 
there! I would spend hours just watching the whales while Dan wrote papers for his 
doctorate…we’ve always been opposites.”  
 
To be clear, I went whale watching too! I just read a few books and wrote a few papers in the free 
time between activities. I know, I know! I am being defensive. But, I do value and love the fact that 
my wife Holly and many of you mentor me and provide kind and healthy reminders about choosing 
life balances. So, please accept this sermon as part confession and for those who are hard wired 
a little more like me, an invitation to join me in the pursuit of life balance as an important part of 
leading a life filled with meaning and purpose.  

 
3. Today’s Scripture is what I would call a core personality text for First Covenant Church. The 

setting for this brief scripture is the moment where a legalistic religious person came to Jesus 
seeking to trap him in a theological quandary framed by the question “what must I do to inherit 
eternal life.” And Jesus, in only the way Jesus can do it, reframed the conversation by answering 
this man with a question. Luke 10:25-28: 
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25 On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what 
must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
26 “What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?” 
27 He answered, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” 
28 “You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.” 

 
Luke 10:25-28. NIV 

 
4. I chose this text for today’s sermon because it provides a necessary pivot into our next segment of 

the “Why We Gather” teaching series and it speaks to a balanced sense of our whole being in love 
of God and neighbor. Our beings are a unity, and as Jesus points out, it is helpful to ponder the 
health and focus of our soul or heart, our body, and our mind as both unique aspects of our being 
in themselves and as interconnected.  
 
With that in mind, the advice many of you and many other wise people give me about life balance 
generally land in three streams of thinking: “Be Still,” “Be Present,” and “Be Available.” “Be still” in 
order to see ourselves and the world as it is, “Be present” in order to be fully alive to what our role 
is in the mix of life, and “Be available” to do specific actions that love compels us to do.   

 
As we do from time to time in our worship services, we are going to let poetry and poetic readings 
provide us language and thought to pivot into each idea starting with “Be still” first. 
 
A. Be Still 
 
“God Speaks” by Rainer Marie Rilke 
 
I am, you anxious one. Don’t you sense me, ready to break into being at your touch? My murmurings 
surround you like shadowy wings. Can’t you see me standing before you cloaked in stillness? Hasn’t 
my longing ripened in you from the beginning as fruit ripens on a branch? I am the dream you are 
dreaming. When you want to awaken, I am waiting. I grow strong in the beauty you behold. And with 
the silence of stars I enfold your cities made by time.  

--The Book of Hours I, 19 
 
1. Jesus taught us to love God with our body, soul, and mind. This is more for our sake than our 

Creator’s sake and, as demonstrated by Jesus himself, choosing to taking time to be alone and be 
still is an essential practice that helps us awaken to what is real about us and true about the world. 
And, we awaken to such by literally slowing down and stilling our body, slowing down and stilling 
our mind, and slowing down and stilling our soul. 
 
This is counter-intuitive to those of us who were instructed that solitude and prayer is a time set 
aside for us to get busy with God, laying out our prayer requests. To be clear, praying for our 
needs and the needs of others is an important and joyful part of being a Christ follower, but 
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grounding ourselves and removing unwanted and unnecessary layers of untruthfulness is what 
needs to precede and undergird all that we would pray for. 
 
What do I mean by removing layers?  
 

2. Meister Eckhart was a Dominican priest, theologian, philosopher and Christian mystic who lived 
between 1260-1328 AD. And, by saying Christian “mystic” I mean someone in the long lineage of 
Christian women and men who consider the experience of God equal to and informing of our 
knowledge of God.1 The Covenant tradition of pietism and experiencing God in prayer, Scripture 
and gatherings has many correlations.  
 
Eckhart’s work was vast, but in regards to “being still” he once wrote, “God is not found in the soul 
by adding anything, but by the process of subtraction.” Meaning, that God and human beings are 
already bonded together and the inner work is all about removing the obstacles that we and others 
put between us and God.2 3  
 
This is a really important shift from the dualisms that exist in some Christian circles that say we 
need to earn spiritual points to prove our love of God and we need to pray exactly in this or that 
way in order for our prayers to get answered. Jesus taught that God knows all of our needs before 
we even ask for them4 and that more words are not better. Letting go, and gently removing the 
things that are blocking the flow between us and God is best. 
 

3. What does that look like? It can be any number of very simple things. My time of daily solitude and 
stillness can range from 5 minutes to an hour or longer, but on most days it is on the shorter side. 
So, one of the small things I do is take a line from Psalm 46 that says “Be still and know that I am 
God”5 and use that as a quieting technique in the spirit of the Maria Ranier Rilke poem read 
earlier. I say meditatively:  

 
Be still and know that I am God. 
Be still and know that I am. 
Be still and know. 
Be still. 
Be. 

 
4. Another thing that I have learned over the years is that solitude and stillness is not relegated to 

only a quiet room and with a candle. Both which are helpful and good, but not the only way to 
experience stillness because stillness is as much a matter of focus as a body posture. Stillness 
can take place in many settings and including going on a walk while on a bike ride, working out at 
the gym, commuting home on a bus or in a car, and more generally, open time that we have set 
aside for leisure.  
 

                                                
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Christian_mystics (accessed 1-29-17) 
2 http://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/practices/naming-the-days/view/15347/meister-eckhart-day (accessed 1-28-17) 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meister_Eckhart (accessed 1-28-17) 
4 Matthew 6:8.  
5 Psalm 46:10. 
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20th century Christian thinker and philosopher Joseph Pieper wrote a very important book called 
Leisure: The Basis of Culture. It was published in 19486 but is more relevant now than ever before 
because this book seeks to reclaim human dignity in a culture of compulsive workaholism. And, 
Pieper points out that some of the world’s greatest discoveries have resulted from moments where 
people were disengaged from the machinery of labor. He also believed that Christian faith can be 
born only in leisure that gives space for the contemplative side of things.  
 
Short excerpts of what Pieper wrote include this: 
 

“Leisure is a form of that stillness that is necessary preparation for accepting reality: only the 
person who is still can hear, and whoever is not still, cannot hear. Such stillness is not mere 
soundlessness or a dead muteness…in leisure, there is recognition of the mysterious 
character of the world [and] not the attitude of the one who intervenes but the one who opens 
themselves; not of someone who seizes but one who lets go…”7 

 
5. This all begs us to ask the questions “when do we carve out time for stillness in our day to day 

lives? And, when we are still, what are some small ways that help us remove the layers between 
us and God, and us and our experience of reality as whole?  

 
Those are just a few thoughts on being still. Now let’s turn to, “being present.” 
 
B. Be Present 
 

THE SHIMMERING HOURS 
By Jan Richardson 

  

 
There is so much 
I want to say, 
as if the saying 
could prepare you 
for this path, 
as if there were anything 
I could offer 
that would make your way 
less circuitous, 
more smooth. 
  
Once you step out, 
you will see for yourself 
how nothing could have 
made you ready for this road 
that will take you 
from what you know 
to what you cannot perceive 

                                                
6 https://www.amazon.com/Leisure-Basis-Culture-Josef-
Pieper/dp/1586172565/ref=pd_sbs_14_t_0?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1&refRID=JZG2104H35QBCYTQ5P0G (accessed 1-
28-17) 
7 https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/10/leisure-the-basis-of-culture-josef-pieper/ (accessed 1-28-17) 
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except, perhaps, 
in your dreaming 
or as it is gives a glimpse 
in prayer. 
  
But I can tell you  
this journey is not 
about miles. 
It is not about how far 
you can walk 
or how fast. 
  
It is about what you will do 
with this moment, this star 
that blazes in your sky 
though no one else 
might see, 
  
So open your heart 
to these shimmering hours 
by which your path 
is made. 
  
Open your eyes 
to the light that shines 
on what you will need 
to see. 
  
Open your hands 
to those who go with you, 
those seen 
and those known only 
by their blessing, 
their benediction 
of the road that is 
your own. 

 
1. This excellent poem written by Jan Richardson, an author and Methodist Christian minister, really 

says almost all that needs to be said about being present. I will repeat just a few lines: 
 

But I can tell you  
this journey is not 
about miles. 
It is not about how far 
you can walk 
or how fast. 
  
It is about what you will do 
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with this moment, this star 
that blazes in your sky 
though no one else 
might see, 
  
So open your heart 
to these shimmering hours 
by which your path 
is made. 

 
These words are about being fully alive to what our role is in the mix of life. And, that the only way 
we can be fully alive is to be fully present. And, what I mean by being present is being clear 
mindedly aware of what is right in front of us, and not the myriad of thoughts that we bring into any 
moment.  
 

2. You have done it. I have done it. We are in a conversation with someone else, even looking at 
them right in the eye, and our mind is a thousand miles away, or still recalling what took place an 
hour ago, or any number of things except actually being present to the invitation that is right in 
front of us.  
 
A long time ago I was given some good coaching about being present. One simple thing was to 
simply think to myself the words “be present, be present.” Another small consideration is to just 
take notice of some small detail in the space around the conversation to help anchor the moment 
in time and space. This may seem trite, but sometimes noticing a piece of art, or appreciating a 
piece of clothing, or recognizing something that is broken or unusual can draw our senses into be 
more attentive to the moment. 

 
Being in the moment, recognizing both the presence of God and the importance of those in front 
of us is key. When all that comes together, we are fully present and then ready to go beneath the 
surface of things. 
 

3. I have fallen in love with working downtown Minneapolis over the years, and my side by side 
vocations of pastor and business leader afford me an array of unique conversations where being 
present is critically important.  Friday was a classically diverse day where I started the day at a 
downtown architectural firm in the North Loop, had a mid-day meeting with a developer in the 
Central Business District, and spent the last few hours of the day with a highly respected 
community leader and Imam in the Cedar Riverside neighborhood just across the highway trench 
from here.  
 
Imam Sharif Mohamed is the director of the Islamic Civic Society of America, leader of the Dar Al-
Hijrah Mosque on Cedar Avenue in front of the Cedar-Riverside high rise apartments, and a 
chaplain at Fairview hospital. In fact, I learned that Sharif is first Muslim hospital chaplain in the 
state of Minnesota. It was an honor to be with him. And, over 2 ½ hours we toured of the mosque 
and community center, and shared meal at the East Village Grill in Elliot Park only four blocks 
from our building. 
 
We had a delightful conversation about our mutual balancing act of holding more than one 
vocation. We talked about our faith traditions, raising our families in such busyness (he has six 
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children between the ages of 3-16). And, we talked about what it is like for him to be an American 
Citizen and Muslim in this time and when our President just signed an Executive Order banning all 
citizens from his country of origin from entering the U.S. on any visa category for the next 120 
days.8 Sharif immigrated to the United States in 1996 because of the civil war in Somalia along 
with nearly 40,000 others who call Minnesota home.  
 
Clearly this time is very difficult for him and those he loves and service. And, yet, in the 
conversation I was moved by how present he was and he told his story and throughout our entire 
time he was attentive to me as well. He had an incredibly generous way of describing common life 
across differences. 
 

4. The warm human encounter triggered a memory of an essay written by Omid Safi, Director of 
Duke University’s Islamic Studies Center in which Omid pointed out that new and yet to be 
understood technologies and the daily onslaught of emails have cast busyness over us like a 
disease.9 But, rather than prescribe specific prescriptions for curbing technology he said that we 
need to simply be more present to one another. He wrote: 

 
In many Muslim cultures, when you want to ask them how they’re doing, you ask in Arabic 
Kayf-haal-ik? (kafe-hi-lick)...or How is your haal? Haal is the transient state of one’s heart..we 
ask, “How is your heart doing at this very moment, at this breath?” When I ask, “How are you?” 
that is really what I want to know. I am not asking how many items are on your to-do list, nor 
asking how many items are in your inbox. I want to know how your heart is doing, at this very 
moment… 
 
…Tell me you remember you are still a human being, not just a human doing…Put your hand 
on my arm, look me in the eye, and connect with me for one second. Tell me something about 
your heart, and awaken my heart. Help me remember that I too am a full and complete human 
being… 

 
You get the idea. This is what Sharif modelled for me and says “rather than just saying to one 
another (like I do waaaay to often) “I am just so busy”, we can be more present by inviting more 
warmly disruptive questions. And, if “I want to know how your heart is doing” is just too much, or 
we have a big personal bubble and don’t want to have our arms touched we can be creative and 
ask such things as “so, what went well or totally bad this last week?” Anything that helps us be 
present and in the moment with our bodies, minds and souls. 

 
Be still. Be Present. And, the final stream of thought in living a balanced life is “Be Available” to do 
specific actions that love expects from us. It was American philosopher and social critic Cornel West 
who said, “Justice is what love looks like in public.”10 
 
 
 

                                                
8 https://www.theatlantic.com/news/archive/2017/01/trump-immigration-order-muslims/514844/ (accessed 1-29-17) 
9 http://onbeing.org/blog/the-disease-of-being-
busy/7023/?utm_source=On+Being+Newsletter&utm_campaign=3ebe1fa00f-
20170128_john_lewis_newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_1c66543c2f-3ebe1fa00f-
66390209&goal=0_1c66543c2f-3ebe1fa00f-66390209&mc_cid=3ebe1fa00f&mc_eid=5641a8231c (accessed 1-28-17) 
10 https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/6176.Cornel_West (accessed 1-28-17) 
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C. Be Available 
 
1. Just a word about this idea of “being available” before hearing a reading that will frame it. In 

Matthew’s recounting of Jesus’s teaching on “love God and love neighbor” he added a line that 
Luke didn’t include. He said: 
 

“All the Law and Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 
Matthew 22:40. NIV 

 
Such strong words were not spoken in a vacuum because, as we see in the parable of the Good 
Samaritan that followed this teaching in Luke’s account, loving our neighbor and being available 
for our neighbor, whomever they may be, is the real work of love. And, this is formational work! 
Loving God with all our heart, soul, and strength is sort of always relative because it is always 
framed in our minds, but the character of our relationships with our neighbors and in our common 
life in society are more real and obvious to the world.   

 
2. It is very difficult to be available to all that love demands. And, in our time, where Christians and 

Christian faith in the United States is polarized on some very basic human considerations, it is 
easy to be baffled at how we can be available to love others when there are others in our tradition 
that are the greatest obstacles to love. Case in point (and I do not have the practice of calling out 
other Christian pastors, but this feels extreme) is Franklin Graham, son of Billy Graham and 
President of the Christian relief organization named “Samaritan’s Purse,” seeing no problem with 
the White House’ plans to prevent refugees fleeing war torn Syria from entering the United States 
because, and I quote, “its not a Bible issue.”11  
 
This almost caused a primal scream from the depths of my heart, not the least of which because 
Graham’s relief organization is named after the parable of the Good Samaritan. The parable 
where Jesus went so far as to say that Christian compassion, mercy and justice must transcend 
creedal and cultural boundaries (yes, which includes modern nation state boundaries) to be the 
authentic gospel of Christ.  
 

So, how does a Christ follower find life balance in being still, being present and being available in 
times like these?  
 

THE REAL WORK 
By Wendell Berry 
 
There are, it seems, two muses: the Muse of Inspiration, who gives us inarticulate visions and 
desires, and the Muse of Realization, who returns again and again to say, ‘It is yet more 
difficult than you thought.’  
 
This is the muse of form.  
 
It may be then that form serves us best when it works as an obstruction, to baffle us and 
deflect our intended course.  
 

                                                
11 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/frankling-graham-refugees_us_5889049ce4b061cf898c6c42 (accessed 1-18-17) 
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It may be that when we no longer know what to do  
we have come to our real work, 
 
and that when we no longer know which way to go 
 we have come to our real journey. 
 
The mind that is not baffled is not employed. 
 
The impeded stream is the one that sings. 

 
3. This perspective is so important to the Christian seeking to move out into the world embodying 

Christian mission and social activism like Christ. It is important to look at the hypocrisy’s within our 
religion and the inhumanity so prevalent regardless of religion and be angry. It is essential to let 
that anger fuel an imagination for action. However, love in the way the Creator of all things frames 
love, demands that we hold our positions in such a way that we do not stop seeing the humanity 
of every other person created, even those who oppose us. 
 
The brilliance of Jesus was to have those moment where he spoke truth to power with a 
megaphone. We see this in Matthew chapter 23, an entire chapter of Jesus openly and 
systematically rebuking the religious leaders for their lack of God and piles of wickedness in the 
name of God. But, most of the time Jesus taught and debated with those who opposed him like he 
was walking in an impeded stream. Jesus largely worked the edges, spoke in parables, and 
sought to draw out the hearts of even his enemies to think anew.  

 
Conclusion 

 
Be still, be present, and be available. These are some important streams of thought for choosing a 
balanced life that is transforming to be more like Christ. And, as I confessed in the beginning, I 
struggle with balance in that I tend to focus more on “being available” than being still or being present. 
Thankfully, some of you, like my wife Holly, are intuitively drawn to “being present” and others to 
“being still.” We need one other to inform the whole picture of personal transformation. And, that is 
important because of where we are going in our next segment which is “Caring for Others Through 
Social Transformation” (Pursuing justice and beauty in the world through the creation of networks for 
good).  

 
Our topics will cover some of the most pressing matters we face today, and our themes will be framed 
by some creative programming in our worship services honoring Black History month in February and 
Women’s History Month in March. In it all, we will seek to have our outer life be fueled by our inner life 
such that the way we work on social transformation will come from a holistic sense of Christ-like 
transformation that is sustainable and life giving over the long haul. 
 
Prayer 
 
God of all, in all, and the One who invites and helps us to be still, be present and be available---cut 
through the layers of our busy lives like a skilled surgeon with a gentle hand such that we are more 
alive to who you are and what our lives are about. Jesus, show us the way of love. Holy Spirit, give us 
patience with the impeded streams of our lives as we deal with obstacle after obstacle such that in it 
all we grow deeper in our love for you and our neighbor over the long haul. In Jesus Name. Amen. 
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Benediction 
 
As our week begins may we reach for life balance by learning to be still, be present, and be available 
to do specific actions that love expects of us. 
 
 


