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Stealing Sugar from the Castle1 
By Robert Bly 

We are poor students who stay after school to study joy. We are like those birds in the India 
mountains. I am a widow whose child is her only joy. 

The only thing I hold in my ant-like head Is the builder's plan of the castle of sugar. just to steal one 
grain of sugar is a joy! 

Like a bird, we fly out of darkness into the hall, Which is lit with singing, then fly out again. Being shut 
out of the warm hall is also a joy. 

I am a laggard, a loafer, and an idiot. But I love	To read about those who caught one glimpse Of the 
Face, and died twenty years later in joy. 

I don't mind your saying I will die soon. Even in the sound of the word soon, I hear The word you 
which begins every sentence of joy. 

"You're a thief!" the judge said. "Let's see Your hands!" I showed my callused hands in court. My 
sentence was a thousand years of joy. 

 
Introduction 
 
1. “Stealing Sugar from the Castle” was written by Robert Bly, Minnesota’s first named Poet laureate 

and someone who has shaped modern poetry in America.2 He visited First Covenant Church last 
week jogging my memory of this poem, that has one of the greatest poetic lines ever written: 
"You're a thief!" the judge said. "Let's see Your hands!" I showed my callused hands in court. My 
sentence was a thousand years of joy.”  
 
The contrast between cracked and callused hands and a thousand years of joy is brilliant--
intimating that despite hardship, thick-headedness, and even death God created us to experience 
joy in the flow of all that might happen in our lives and we are invited…no, we are dared to snatch 
a taste of that joy. 
 

                                                
1 copyright ©2005 — Robert Bly 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Bly (accessed 11-4-16) 
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This poem and that line triggered a memory of my wife Holly and her father only days before his 
passing. Holly read this poem to her father and, while very weak and so tired his eyes were closed 
most of the time, as Holly finished the poem he grinned and slowly lifted his finger as if to signal 
“again, read it again”! So she did, and he signaled again! And, again a total of at least six times, 
no doubt pondering the phrase, “I don’t mind your saying I will die soon. Even in the sound of the 
word soon, I hear the word you which begins every sentence of joy.” 

 
2. Today is the first teaching of the second segment of our teaching series titled “Why We Gather.” 

As a reminder, the six segments of “Why We Gather” corresponding to original artwork by our 
visual artists in residence are: 

 
Growing a Community Devoted to God, Neighbor, and One Another 

Choosing Personal Transformation 
Caring for Others Through Social Transformation 

 

 
 

Finding Purpose 
Creating a Beautiful Life 

Grace Filled Accountability 
 

This second segment, “Choosing Personal Transformation” will be focusing on making a 
conscious and dedicated effort to develop one’s own body, mind, and spirit as Christ followers. 
Humans have an almost instinctual impulse for self-improvement and many people seek personal 
transformation into more virtuous character over their lifetimes regardless of religious conviction.  
 
As Christians, we are compelled by the teachings of Scripture and Christian tradition to a specific 
journey of transformation toward Christ-like-ness. It was the Apostle John who said “Whoever 
claims to live in him must live as Jesus did.”3 One would think that this journey of body, mind, and 
soul would be as easy as reading the teachings and accounts of Jesus, laying the simple, bare 
and incredibly challenging truths of Jesus in front of us, and then with the help and grace of God 
and others, comparing and contrasting our lives with who Jesus is and who we are, and making 
changes over time to be like Christ. It should be that simple, right? 
 

3. The global tree of the Christian faith would indicate otherwise, by its incredibly complicated branch 
structure…  

[ONSCREEN] 
 

                                                
3 1 John 2:6. NIV. 
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…that tells us human beings as far back to the first Christians have made the journey of becoming 
like Christ a winding and sometimes confusing path like this confusing road sign! 

 
[ONSCREEN] 

 

 
 

Its almost as if Christians like to make the journey of becoming more like Christ complicated with 
some of our traditions not even making Jesus the goal, but rather guarding the theological brand 
is the goal. So, what are we to do?  
 

4. I wish I could tell you that these eight weeks ahead of us will sew everything up into a neat eight-
point plan. I can’t. And, it shouldn’t. Like the first segment where we studied the Beatitudes of 
Jesus more as lenses with which to live the Christian life than simple success formulas, this 
segment will be more about wrestling with the formational paradoxes of Jesus and the human 
condition than articulating eight simple steps for becoming like Christ.  
 
Christian spiritual formation is more about opening things up than nailing them down and leading 
with questions that truly challenge us to grow rather than giving us a list of does and don’ts that 
encourage hiding for some and legalism for others. Humans are complex sentient beings who 
think, feel, sense, and intuit that need to be respected and honored in our complexities. And, our 
existences not only interact day to day with other complicated beings across ever widening 
cultural and global connections, but on the very highest level of consciousness, we interact with a 
mysterious universe and possibly multiverse created and held together by a Creator that can be 
known in some measure, but never fully. 
 

5. So, what we are going to offer you over the eight weeks of this segment is a number of time tested 
and historical considerations for holistic transformation. We will look across the Christian tradition 
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as a whole, and the Covenant tradition in specific. These considerations will reflect on the starting 
points of our journey, sign posts of growth along the way, and high level lifelong aspirations the 
long haul.  
 

6. The Apostle Paul wrote many letters to the first Christians, and in the third chapter of his letter to 
the church in the city of Ephesus he wrote this to encourage the early Christians in their spiritual 
growth and quest to be like Christ: 

 
14 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom every family in heaven and on earth 
derives its name. 16 I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with 
power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through 
faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together 
with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of 
Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the 
measure of all the fullness of God. 
20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to 
his power that is at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 
throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 

Ephesians 3:14-21. NIV 
 

This remarkable prayer points toward several guiding principles of spiritual growth: 
 

• First, that we are made up of more than just body and mind. We are a unity of body, mind, and 
spirit (or soul) and, that our inner life is as important as our outer life. 

• Second, awakening to the presence of God within us is essential for integrating the inner and 
outer life, and grounding our existence in our belovedness.  

• Third, the ultimate outcome of the spiritual journey is union with God and embodied love. 
    
Let’s look first at the profound mystery that we are a unity of body, mind, and spirit, and how 
important our inner work is to our outer life. 
 
 
A. The Inner Life Is as Important as the Outer Life 

 
1. It was Jesus who said, “The mouth speaks what the heart is full of.”4 An ancient Hebrew poet also 

wrote the proverb “The human spirit is the lamp of the Lord that sheds light on one’s inmost 
being.”5 Throughout Scripture, “heart,” “soul,” and “spirit,” are used interchangeably and basically 
mean our inner person, or the mystical part of our consciousness that Christian theological 
tradition points out is paradoxically infused with original blessing and original sin. And, because 
we are both, we have to do inner work to sort out what is our true selves and what is our false 
selves. Because, whatever we see as “ourselves” will be what fuels what we believe and what we 
do. 

 

                                                
4 Luke 6:45 
5 Proverbs 20:27. 
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2. Christian thinker Richard Rohr points out that our false self is largely a projection of our self-
image. He writes: 

 
Your False Self is who you think you are. [Your body image, your job, your education, your 
clothes and so on. Yet,] Your thinking does not make it true. Your False Self is almost entirely 
a social construct to get you started on your life journey. It is a set of agreements between your 
childhood and your parents, your family, your neighbors, your school chums, your partner or 
spouse, and your religion. It is your “container” for your separate self.  
 
Jesus would call it your “wineskin,” which he points out usually cannot hold any new wine 
(Mark 2: 21-22). Your (false) ego container likes to stay “contained” and hates change. 
Your False Self is how you define yourself outside of love, relationship, or divine union. After 
you have spent many years laboriously building this separate self, with all its labels and 
preoccupations, you are very attached to it. And why wouldn’t you be? It’s what you know and 
it’s all you know. To move beyond it will always feel like losing or dying.6 
 

3. He goes on to explain that, in contrast to our false self, our true self is the naturally created self, 
which was given by God. And, that moving away from our false self and toward our true self 
requires some combination of letting go and dying to our false ego. Unfortunately, there is great 
struggle in this, but for those who are willing to let go and submit themselves to the dying process, 
a whole new liberation awaits.  
 
Jesus spoke to this as he neared his crucifixion. Gospel biographer John recounts: 

 
23 Jesus replied, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. 24 Very truly I tell you, 
unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it 
dies, it produces many seeds. 25 Anyone who loves their life will lose it, while anyone who 
hates their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 26 Whoever serves me must follow me; 
and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. 
 

John 12:23-26. NIV 
 

4. I have had this passage of Scripture preached and taught to me at many points in my life and 
almost every time the message to me was a blanket “shame the bad stuff in your life until you stop 
it, or else. And, simply follow Jesus.” I get it, Jesus was quoted as saying “Anyone who loves their 
life will lose it, while anyone who hates their life in this world will keep it for eternity.” However, 
given the way Jesus’ greater body of work frames grace and our belovedness, this passage is not 
about hating and shaming ourselves, but differentiating between our false self and our true self, 
and as the beloved of God, preferring our true selves and letting go of our false self, and letting it 
die a sort of death because it betrays our best selves.  
 
So, when we read these words of Jesus in John and the other Gospels, we should always insert: 
“Anyone who loves their false self will lose it, while anyone who chooses their true self over their 
false self in this world will keep it for eternal life.” 

 

                                                
6 Richard Rohr. Adapted from Immortal Diamond: The Search for Our True Self, pp. 36-37 
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5. At this point you might be wondering, “how can I know the difference between my false self and 
true self?” That is a question that deserves a longer answer in future teachings, but one clue that 
our false selves are at work are the propping up of facades such as… 

 
• The “I’m better than most” facade 
• The “I’m worse than others” facade 
• The “I don’t care” façade 
• The “I will care so much about other people’s problems that I don’t have to deal with my 

own” façade. 
• The “I’m self-sufficient” façade 
• The “I am completely reliant upon others” façade. 
• The “I’m very important” facade 
• The “I’m not important at all” facade 

 
I could go on, but I think that you get the point. And, so it is important to remember that if we give 
our false selves the microphone of our soul, it can do a lot of damage to ourselves, our 
relationships, and our work life! So, it is critically important to do inner work in order to discern our 
true self and move toward that in grace filled movements. Such pursuit of our true selves typically 
has unique and customized starting points called spiritual awakenings, which I am going to talk 
about next. 

 
B. Spiritual Awakenings Are God’s Launching Pads 
 
1. Spiritual awakenings are God’s launching pads to making movements away from our false selves 

toward our true selves. There are dozens of examples in Scripture before and after Christ, and 
countless examples of Christ followers over the last 2,000 years. In scripture, just to name a few, 
we see: 

 
• Jacob wrestling with an angel 
• Joseph encountering dreams 
• Moses experiencing God in a burning bush 
• Debra hearing God’s call of feminine leadership in a patriarchal world 
• David being filled with God’s Spirit while making music 
• Most of the Hebrew prophets seeing dramatic visions 
• Pre-resurrection Jesus as a young man being descended upon by the Spirit at his baptism 
• Paul being struck blind and hearing the voice of the resurrected Christ 
• Lydia, already a God fearer, being compelled to believe more specifically in God as 

Emmanuel, God with us as Christ. 
 

There are many more. And, over the last 2,000 years, billions of Christ followers have had spiritual 
awakenings as well in billions of ways which were beautifully creative launch pads that pulled 
people out of their typically defended false self-construct and compelled them toward their true 
selves, or as the Apostle Paul said “new creation selves.”7 I love what Christian author Thomas 
Merton said about spiritual awakenings and their connection to conversion to Christ. He said this: 

                                                
7 2 Corinthians 5:17. 
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“[conversion is a person making] ready for the Christ, whose smile—like lightning—sets free the 
song of everlasting glory that now sleeps, in your paper flesh—like dynamite.”8 
 
That speaks so joyfully to our belovedness in God even before we know and experience our 
belovedness in God.  
 

2. Not all Christians see spiritual awakening in such generous terms, though. Because, just as the 
tree of Christian religion reveals the complexity of Christian thought, so do Christian traditions hold 
diverse opinions about how spiritual awakenings are to occur, what they mean, and whether or not 
they should be instrumentalized for individual and church growth.  
 
One would think it wise to remain free from trying to bolt down spiritual awakening into a program 
or a few easy steps. After all, the Spirit of God operates more like the wind or Minnesota weather 
than computer software applications that follow command when you push this or that button. Like 
Minnesota weather, even in the 21st century and with phenomenal predictors, we are often 
reminded that we are merely watching what is happening, not actually predicting what is going to 
happen.  

 
3. Yet, some Christian traditions go a step beyond nurturing communities of faith where people can 

encounter God in the many creative ways God works and sadly encourage shame based coercive 
proselytization strategies. I have come to refer to this as transactional verses transformational 
spiritualty and, “Decision Theology” is one informal movement of the 19th and 20th century that has 
taken transactional spirituality to the extreme.9  

 
On one level, Decision Theology was not intended to be harmful. Many in the American Church 
were seeking to simply capture the fervor of the early American revivals where millions of people 
had awakenings and conversions to Christ, particularly on the frontier lands. Decision theology 
has been emphasized most recently in the 20th century with the Billy Graham crusades and others 
like them. These gatherings, on one level, were experiences that encouraged people to consider 
who Jesus is and begin a spiritual journey with Christ. And, there are authentic stories of people 
who were awakened to a life long journey of growth toward their true selves at events such as 
these.  

 
4. However, many Christian leaders have, and many more are now bringing critique to the formulaic 

side of the crusade experiences. First, because the name “crusade” was a poor choice of terms 
originally given to the bloodshed, missteps, and betrayal of the Gospel by the Western Christian 
Church when it was wedded to European monarchs in the middle ages. A second critique is that 
awakening or conversion to Christ was largely framed by threat of hell rather than invitation to 
belovedness. A third problem many have is with the crusade promise that that if you prayed a 
sinner’s prayer and accepted Christ, that you were “in”. Mission accomplished. 

 
5. Christian spiritual formation simply doesn’t work that way. At least, not healthfully. In my own 

experience I have come to reflect on my personal journey of spiritual growth that included some 
brushes with decision theology. Interestingly, my first spiritual awakening to the presence of God 
in me was as a child laying on the grass and looking up at the sky on a cloudless day, and for the 
first time speaking to God and listening to God with a wondrous sense of God’s imminence or 

                                                
8 Thomas Merton as quoted by Richard Rohr in “Near Occasions of Grace”, p. 7 
9 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_theology (accesses 11-5-16) 
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nearness to me. My religious upbringing had given me a container and even some ways to think 
about God as a 7 year old, but my experience laying on the grass felt bigger and more real than 
all of that. 

 
I am grateful for especially my parents telling me about Jesus in words and through the way they 
lived their compassionate and grace filled lives. I was compelled to do the same. And, as I grew 
up I watched with curiosity the way Christianity travels the path of popular religion and how 
decision theology became a marketing powerhouse for Evangelical Christianity in particular. It was 
so simple and easy and it seemed effective. “Accept Christ. Begin attending a church with people 
just like you. Believe the Bible. And, invite your friends and neighbors to do the same.” 
 

6. My personal discomfort with this formula (and churches that are built on it) has grown significantly 
over the years. Largely, because it was so easy for me to feel very comfortable with what I now 
know is my false self: esteemed church pastor, important leader and popular figure. In the formula 
world it was easy for me to take care of my petty sins, defend my false self, and completely avoid 
the deeper journey toward my true self.  
 
I admit, without quick formulas for spiritual growth, on most days I feel that I am imperfectly 
stumbling along my path and in a constant state of being uncomfortable. I imbibe my false self all 
of the time. And yet, I am beginning to learn the freedom of my true self that isn’t attached to 
esteem and power and is pleased to just be fully present with people and offer my energies to 
Christ’s way of moving in our world which is generous and life giving. 
 

Conclusion 
 
1. What about you? Where do you land in this conversation about choosing personal and spiritual 

transformation? I have two concluding encouragements for all of us:  
 

First, spiritual awakening to Christ and even further spiritual awakenings to any number of things 
that God wants us to have vision for, can take shape in an array of experiences and can happen 
at the most unusual times. So, we should be careful to not limit God’s creative reach into our lives 
even as it is the practice of Christians to creatively invite one another to begin and go on spiritual 
journey. 2,000 years of church history, 500 years of protestant thinkers, and the spirit of our 
church’s tradition challenge us to consider intentional invitation an important part of our community 
as well.  
 
In this space we frame invitation to awakening and spiritual growth in safe space and around the 
sacraments including communion and baptism. The sacraments are the times in the rhythm of our 
communal life that we, from the front, invite people to consider beginning a journey, or affirming 
the journey that we are already on. 

 
2. More important than method, though, is process and the ways we encourage one another, like 

Paul encouraged the church in Ephesus, to stay on our journey of personal transformation. After 
all, spiritual awakening is merely God’s creative introduction to the human soul’s movement 
toward our true selves and to Christ. The journey actually takes place over a lifetime and requires 
that we constantly (Jesus said “daily”) choose to walk the difficult but joyful path of spiritual 
growth. A path that has spiritual growth markers along the way.  
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3. To that end, the weeks ahead will include exploration of the following spiritual formation topics: 
 

The inward and outward journey 
The first and second half of life 

The path of descent 
The false self 

Non-dual thinking 
Addictions 

Life balance 
 
4. Second, and finally, spiritual formation should not be an anxious process. It will require a patient 

trust in God and God in us to, as Robert Bly wrote, dare to “snatch sugar from the castle.” And, 
things may get very difficult as we get honest about our pain and wrestle with our paradoxes, but 
in the end, because of the width, the length, the height and the depth of the love of Christ, it 
should be less like doing push-ups and more like Bly’s bird flying freely and joyfully in and out of 
the hall. Its about being free to love and being loved wherever you are! 
 

5. The closing prayer of my sermon points in this direction and encourages us with words for the 
long haul. This is a prayer written by the 19th century Jesuit priest and philosopher Pierre Teilhard 
de Chardin.  

 
Patient Trust   
a Prayer of Teilhard de Chardin 
 
Above all, trust in the slow work of God. 
We are quite naturally impatient in everything 
to reach the end without delay. 
We should like to skip the intermediate stages. 
We are impatient of being on the way to something 
unknown, something new. 
And yet it is the law of all progress 
that it is made by passing through 
some stages of instability— 
and that it may take a very long time. 
And so I think it is with you; 
your ideas mature gradually—let them grow, 
let them shape themselves, without undue haste. 
Don’t try to force them on, 
as though you could be today what time 
(that is to say, grace and circumstances 
acting on your own good will) 
will make of you tomorrow. 
Only God could say what this new spirit 
gradually forming within you will be. 
Give Our Lord the benefit of believing 
that his hand is leading you, 
and accept the anxiety of feeling yourself 
in suspense and incomplete. 
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Benediction 

 
As our week now begins, may we consider what is our false self and our true self and remember the 
words of Paul who prayed: (please read with me) 
 

20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to 
his power that is at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 
throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 

Ephesians 3:14-21. NIV 
Go in peace! 


