
Why We Gather “The Inward and Outward Journey”  © 2016 Dan Collison  Page 1 

WHY WE GATHER 
Choosing Spiritual Transformation 

 
“The Inward and Outward Journey” 

(John 17:18) 
 

Dan Collison  
November 13, 2016 

 
Dramatic Poetry Reading 
 
THE LABYRINTH SOUL 
By Shelly Barsuhn 
 
 
Maybe the soul is a 
rain-droughted prairie 
a café in the desert long out of coffee 
a cabin standing empty in a forest 
gorgeous and fragrant with pine. 
Take your pick 
 
Or a labyrinth. 
 
Yes, that’s it, 
circuitous halls 
faded to beige 
and oddly hushed. 
Listen now  
to the faint tap-tap-tapping. 
Will someone get that please? 
 
Imagine finding curiosity 
courage 
or plain, bald desire 
to answer the Unknowable (or so you thought). 
 
Opening the door a crack 
lets golden vapor seep into corners 
ringing deadened nerves awake. 
Imagine God’s hand sweeping grit off countertops 
pushing open mysterious doors 
that stretch into endless expanse. 
Imagine the taste of oranges 
a breeze like warm breath pulling you forward 
and a ballroom. 
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With gleaming floor underfoot 
chandeliers overhead 
and music in your ears 
step into the labyrinth soul. 
Let the dancing begin. 
 
Introduction 
 
1. It is a regular practice of the First Covenant community to use poetry in our worship services 

because it opens up conversations and helps us sit with the quandaries and paradoxes of life, 
faith, and the human experience. Rather than simply making one perfunctory point, poetry also 
creates a field of meaning that takes us in many directions at once, such as Robert Frost’ poem 
“The Road Not Taken” 

 
“The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost 

 
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And sorry I could not travel both 
And be one traveler, long I stood 
And looked down one as far as I could 
To where it bent in the undergrowth; 
 
Then took the other, as just as fair, 
And having perhaps the better claim, 
Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 
Though as for that the passing there 
Had worn them really about the same, 
 
And both that morning equally lay 
In leaves no step had trodden black. 
Oh, I kept the first for another day! 
Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 
I doubted if I should ever come back. 
 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Somewhere ages and ages hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 

 
This poem has been popularly interpreted to emphasize rugged individualism based upon the last 
three lines: “Two roads diverges in a wood, and I—I took the one less traveled by, and that has 
made all the difference.” The Poetry Foundation points out that in a more careful reading of the 
entire poem one can see Robert Frost’ larger intent, that he often needed to explain, and that this 
poem is about not about stark choices made in the material world-in an autumn stand of birches-
but from the mind’s ability to mold the past into a particular story.  
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Frost has been quoted saying, “The artist has a lover’s quarrel with the world”…and “My 
poems…are all set to trip the reader head foremost into the boundless.” And, in this poem the last 
stanza frames the two roads with a “sigh” because both roads are less travelled, and no matter 
what road we choose we will likely wish we took the other. The deeper invitation here, and that 
which defines our existence, is the act of assigning meaning to the roads we take, more than 
assuming an inherent significance of the roads themselves.1  

 
2. This is a timely invitation on the heels of a tumultuous conclusion to the American political election 

cycle and a helpful introduction to the second week of an eight week set of teachings that are 
looking at Christian spiritual formation. Last week we talked about the dynamics of spiritual 
formation generally, and spiritual awakening in specific. This week we are going to focus on the 
larger framework and pathways of spiritual formation that are both profoundly simple and 
surprisingly complex if for no other reason because human beings are both simple and complex.  
 
In this effort, I seek to create a renewed imagination for spiritual growth and a meaningful 
container for all that we are wrestling with in this moment in time. As a reminder, last week I 
described the groundwork of spiritual formation in a few key points: 

 
• 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, spiritual formation is the lifelong movement away from our false self (our projections, our 

over-identification with things, our personal baggage that we pick up or that which gets thrown 
on us) and toward our true self (the naturally created self, which was given by God and which 
Jesus talked about as “new wineskins” and the Apostle Paul as the “new creations”). And, the 
ultimate outcome of the spiritual journey is union with God and embodied love. 

 
• Finally, for Christ followers Jesus, his teachings, ethics, and formational pathway offers us a 

primary model to imitate and embody.  
 
3. Christians are familiar with the “Great Commission” (Go into all the world) and the “Great 

Commandment” (Love God and neighbor).There is a third “great” in the New Testament that is 
often overlooked. John 17:18 is considered the “Great Call”. Jesus was praying to God saying: 

 
“[Father] As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.” 

(John 17:18) 
 

The Greek word for the adverb “As” is “Kathos”, which means ‘according to’. So, Jesus was 
praying that God sends his disciples into the world according to, or in the same way that he was 
sent. This means that we are invited to consider the many invitations that Jesus himself opened 
up on his formational pathway of his life from birth to childhood, to young adult, to baptism, to 
desert experience, through multiple experiences in his itinerate ministry, to the passion week and 
ultimately through the resurrection.  

                                                
1 https://www.poetryfoundation.org/resources/learning/core-poems/detail/44272#guide (accessed 11-12-16) 
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4. We benchmark and imitate Jesus less in the interest of propagating this or that Christian religious 

movement and more in the interest of becoming transformed people of God. We seek to be 
transformed people who, while moving toward our best selves, love God and neighbor with a 
fierce resiliency that binds the ongoing wounds of society, bends the moral arc of the universe 
toward justice, and benevolently spreads wide the message of God’s grace like the indiscriminate 
seed sower of Jesus’ parables on the kingdom of God. 

 
5. Over twenty centuries of time many brilliant Christ followers have embraced the imitation of Jesus 

as a formational model. And, they have proposed everything from simple to complex formational 
systems. These approaches, like the two roads of Robert Frost’ poem “The Road Not Taken,” are 
diverse pathways to help Christians be spiritually formed. And, the Christian movement keeps 
creating new pathways because none of these is complete or an end unto itself, and like a camera 
taking pictures of something from different viewing angles, each model gives us some needed 
aspect of what it means to be transformed into embodied love over our lifetimes. 
 

Let’s wander together through a gallery of different visualizations of the Christian Spiritual Formation 
journey. 
 
A. Classical Spiritual Disciplines 

 
First, one viewing angle is to simply follow a balanced diet of the classic spiritual disciplines: 
 

 
INWARD DISCIPLINES 

Meditation 
Prayer 
Fasting 
Study 

 
OUTWARD DISCIPLINES 

Simplicity 
Solitude 

Submission 
Service 

 
CORPORATE DISCIPLINES 

Confession 
Worship 

Guidance 
Celebration 

 
Christian author Richard Foster has reinvigorated these in modern times. In his book “Celebration of 
Discipline” he wrote: 
 

“A farmer is helpless to grow grain; all they can do is provide the right conditions for the 
growing of grain….This is the way it is with the Spiritual Disciplines - they are a way of sowing 
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to the Spirit... By themselves the Spiritual Disciplines can do nothing; they can only get us to 
the place where something can be done.”2  

 
Next angle--the monastic approach to formation. 
 
B. The Monastic Life 

 
Monastic spiritual traditions are as ancient as the Rule of St. Benedict3 in the Roman Catholic 
tradition or new monasticism4 in the Protestant tradition. New monasticism has common 
characteristics such as… 
 

VALUES 
• Thoughtful, prayerful, and contemplative lives 
• Communal life (expressed in a variety of ways depending on the community) 
• A focus on hospitality 
• Practical engagement with the poor 

 
"TWELVE MARKS"  

• Relocation to the "abandoned places of Empire" [at the margins of society] 
• Sharing economic resources with fellow community members and the needy among us 
• Hospitality to the stranger 
• Lament for racial divisions within the church and our communities combined with the 

active pursuit of a just reconciliation 
• Humble submission to Christ’s body, the Church 
• Intentional formation in the way of Christ and the rule of the community along the lines 

of the old novitiate 
• Nurturing common life among members of an intentional community 
• Support for celibate singles alongside monogamous married couples and their children 
• Geographical proximity to community members who share a common rule of life 
• Care for the plot of God’s earth given to us along with support of our local economies 
• Peacemaking in the midst of violence and conflict resolution within communities along 

the lines of Matthew 18 
• Commitment to a disciplined contemplative life 

 
The idea of the monastic life is principle based living like Jesus that leads to integrated and vital 
spirituality. 
 
The next angle, stage theory.  
 
C. Stage Development of Faith 
 
Stage theory is another way to explore spiritual growth based upon such human developmental 
models as Lawrence Kohlberg’s six stages of moral development5 and Erik Erickson’s six stages of 
psychological development: 
                                                
2 https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/36065.Richard_J_Foster (accessed 11-12-16) 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rule_of_Saint_Benedict (accessed 11-12-16) 
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Monasticism (accessed 11-12-16) 
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These stage theories have been developed into specifically faith bases stage theories of 
development by Christians such as James Fowler’s, Richard Rohr, and Janet Hagberg and Robert 
Guelich6, which I will show as an example:

                                                                                                                                                                               
5 http://www.psychologycharts.com/kohlberg-stages-of-moral-development.html (accessed 11-11-16) 
6 Hagberg and Guelich book: The Critical Journey: Stages of Life of Faith 
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Janet Hagberg and Robert Guelich 
 

Stage 1: The Recognition of God 
 
Stage 2: The Life of Discipleship 
 
Stage 3: The Productive Life 
 
Stage 4: The Journey Inward 
 
THE WALL 
 
Stage 5: The Journey Outward  
 
Stage 6: The Life of Love 

 
The notion here is that if we give ourselves to spiritual formation as a critical journey there are 
increasing stages of growth. First, spiritual awakening to God. Second, working on being a 
disciple of Christ. Then, being productive in things such as service to others. In Stage 4 we realize 
that the inward journey is as important as the outer journey.  
 
Then THE WALL. We hit the wall when we realize that there are parts of the world, and parts of us 
that can’t be changed. They can only be held. The corollary to the life of Jesus is the desert 
experience where he fasted for 40 days, was tempted by Satan, and in the end learned reliance 
and trust in a servant frame over self-sufficiency, power over, and a monarchical frame. And, 
likewise our only way through the wall is through letting go, the path of descent, and acceptance 
of grace and trust that even our suffering can deepen our character and soul space. And because 
this in between stage can cause tremendous questioning of God and the meaning of life, some 
call this in between stage the “Dark Night of the Soul.”  
 
The, Stage 5, the journey outward is our outer life more grounded and enlighten by the grace-filled 
movements of Christ. We no longer need to pursue success in the traditional sense of its 
meaning, nor do we need the applause of others to know we are on the path. Stage 6, in the end 
and as stated before, is where we live lives of embodied love on a day to day basis. 

 
Those are the six stages of what Janet Hagberg and Robert Guelich call “The Critical Journey” 
 
Next snapshot, Pietism. 
 
D. Pietism 
 
1. First Covenant Church is linked to the Covenant tradition that goes all the way back to the 1600s 

and a formational practice called “Pietism.” John Phelan, a modern Covenant scholar points out7 
that, as a movement, Pietism was born out of the bloody conflict of the “Thirty Years War” 
between Catholics and Protestant from 1618 to 1684.8 This conflict was as much about monarchal 

                                                
7 covenantcompanion.com/2015/08/05/why-i-am-still-a-pietist/ (accessed 11-12-16) 
8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirty_Years%27_War (accessed 11-12-16) 
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power as religious theological disputations, but one key outcome was the rise of a collective 
skeptical consciousness that could not square brutality with the name of Christ. (sound familiar?)  
 

2. Philip Jakob Spener, born in the midst of the war, came to insist that a life of practical Christianity 
was more important than the constant engagement in “theological disputation.” Spener and his 
followers promoted small group Bible studies, the development of lay ministry, simple direct 
preaching, and a refusal to engage in theological knife fighting.  

 
3. John Weborg, another well-known modern Covenant theologian frames pietism in the following 

terms: 
 

“Pietists want to shorten the distance between appearance and reality, between external and 
internal, between faith believed and the “believing” faith…Faith, hope and love are not just 
what one has; they are also what one is in relation to others.”9 

 
At this point I need to call out a major difference between the pietistic tradition and the holiness 
tradition in regards to spiritual formation. And, friends, I am sorry if you came here today expecting 
a short three-point devotional sermon. I promise to not be long, but I just can’t restrain myself 
setting a banquet table in front of us on this important topic! And, because people look at the Bible 
and arrive at very different conclusion as to how it is to guide our lives, some conversations 
require digging into the layers and sorting out that which is most life giving and like Christ, the 
center point of our faith. 
 

4. The holiness tradition is this long held pattern of teaching that urges Christians to grow toward 
moral perfection. On a continuum, there are some who say you can achieve moral perfection this 
side of death and there are others who say you can never be perfect, but you simply need to try 
for all of your life anyway because God will love you more, the more perfect you are. Keep 
“running the race” is the creedo. And, at either end of the holiness theology continuum, perfection 
and performance against certain theological frameworks about God and the human experience 
are required.  
 
The problems here are many. At the risk of generalizing, the first would be the sense that you are 
being asked to live in a doom loop hamster wheel of never meeting God’s expectations nor one 
another’s approval. The second is that holiness framed in these terms (because holiness can be 
framed in different terms than this! Like, holiness is about intimacy with God, not moral 
perfectionism) makes an implicit commitment of the spiritual formation pathway to a meritocracy-
reward-and-punishment-based understanding of God’s relationship to the creation.  

 
The Covenant and pietistic formational practice walks a different path. The pietistic experience 
emphasizes the spiritual path in quite generous terms that include a commitment to reading 
Scripture in community to discern its meaning for our lives, expecting to encounter God’s real 
presence in our devotional experiences, letting our love for God move us to holistic mission in our 
world, and seeing connection to one another as a critically important aspect of spiritual vitality. 

 
5. I find myself warmed to the invitations of pietism if for no other reason than I can’t make sense, 

and need help living as a Christ follower, in our fractured and tribal world. Pietism with its brushes 

                                                
9 John Weborg, “Pietism: a Question of Meaning and Vocation” 
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of Christian mysticism, sees the false self as equal to the “separate self,” and encourages us to 
see union with God, and wild love for our neighbor, not private perfection, as the goal.  
 
This is the Jesus way and probably why Jesus taught that the greatest two commandments on 
which all others hang is loving God and loving neighbor. Connectedness and inter-dependence 
are the formational standard and probably why, in Jesus’ ministry, he was constantly inviting 
people in and toward belonging. He would heal someone, and tell them to report to the local 
priests so they could return to the community. He would point out hypocrisy to hold the legalists at 
bay because legalists are always looking for ways to kick people out of community.  
 
He saw sin as its own punishment and admonished people to sin less to avoid its corrosive effects 
on their lives. And, here is the kicker about Pietism that’s captured nicely in a famous quote by 
artist Leonard Cohen who passed away this week: “There is a crack in everything, that’s how the 
light gets in.”10 With great irony, in Christ, it is darkness, failure, relapse, woundedness and death 
that are our primary teachers because they more intensely invite us toward inter-dependence with 
God and one another.  

 
Conclusion 
 
1. Whew. That is a lot to take in, almost like an over planned Thanksgiving dinner. And, I only have 

three more models to go! Just kidding! I whole heartedly encourage you to jump into the wonderful 
worlds of stage development, historic spiritual disciplines, modern monastic lifestyles, and pietism. 
These formational pathways really do help us to walk our path toward our true selves and the 
embodiment of love.  
 
You may be sitting here this morning, though, and looking for more practical advice as to how to 
deal with your anger over the election and the boiling points taking place in our society right now. I 
am going to conclude by making a direct connection between the inward and outward journey and 
some possible practical applications for us to consider for the week ahead. In order to pull this off, 
I need to briefly walk us through a helpful metaphor that I first learned about from the thoughtful 
Christian author Parker Palmer in his book A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey Toward an 
Undivided Life.11 
 

2. The ushers are now going to pass out a small strip of paper that looks like this. (holding up the 
strip of paper) 

 
[ONSCREEN] 

 

 
 

                                                
10 https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/l/leonard_cohen.html (accessed 11-12-16) 
11 Quotes in the next section taken from Parker J. Palmer. A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey Toward an Undivided Life 
(Kindle Location 447-534). Kindle Edition. 
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“This strip of paper-one end held in each hand, stretched out left to right at eye level, the flat 
surface facing you—represents the wall of separation we erect as we depart childhood en route to 
becoming adolescents and adults. Some children, sadly, need this wall at home. Others do not 
need it until they get to school. But sooner or later, everyone needs a wall for the same reason: to 
protect our inward vulnerabilities against external threats. As it starts to dawn on us that the world 
is a dangerous place, we wall off the most fragile parts of ourselves-beliefs we hold, dimensions of 
our own identities-in hopes of protecting them, sometimes against great odds.” 
 
Staying or hiding behind the wall has consequences: our inner light cannot illuminate the work we 
do in the world, the light that is in the world can get back to us, and those close to us become 
wary of the gap between how we present ourselves to the world and who we really are. 
 

3. Most people find the walled life incredibly divided and unsatisfactory and out of yearning to find 
our center we turn the wall into a circle. 
 

[ONSCREEN] 
 

 
 
 
We are reaching for our centered self where our inner truth is a plumb line for the choices we 
make about our lives, the work we do, the friends we have, the church we attend. The shadow 
side of this circle is that it is both protective and exclusive at the same time. We get centered, but 
we also continue to wall out others and reality.  
 

4. Which, if we are to stay on the journey of transformation and leading an undivided life between the 
inward and outward aspects of our being, requires us to awaken to one more step toward true 
reality.  

[OSNCREEN] 

 
 

Take the ends of the strip, give one end a half-twist, and then rejoin the ends. You have just 
created a remarkable form called a “Möbius strip.”12 Quoting Parker Palmer: 

 
“Holding the strip together with the fingers of one hand, use a finger on the other hand to trace 
what seems to be the outside surface of that strip: suddenly and seamlessly you find yourself 
on what seems to be the inside of the strip. Continue to trace what seems to be the inside 

                                                
12 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M%C3%B6bius_strip (accessed 11-12-16) 
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surface of the strip: suddenly and seamlessly you find yourself on what seems to be the 
outside of the strip. I have to keep repeating "what seems to be" because there is no "inside" 
and "outside" on the Mobius strip-the two apparent sides keep co-creating each other.  
 
The mechanics of the Mobius strip are mysterious, but its message is clear: whatever is inside 
us continually flows outward to help form, or deform, the world-and whatever is outside us 
continually flows inward to help form, or deform, our lives. The Mobius strip is like life itself. 
here, ultimately, there is only one reality.” 

 
5. The inward and outward life are connected whether we like it or not and we have two key 

questions to keep in front of always:  
 

• “What are we sending from within ourselves out into the world, and what impact is it have 
‘out there’?”  

• “What is the world sending back at us, and what impact is it having “in here”?  
 

While living these questions we have the power to choose, moment by moment, between that 
which gives life and that which deals death. 

 
6. This past week we have taken in a whole lot of divided self and death. I have heard from friends, 

terrible stories. One was a Muslim music student walking to her music lesson and having a man 
grab her hijab and physically yanked it, saying “take that off, we are in Trump’s America now.” 
Murals and signs are being defaced, threats against LGBTQ, and incredible hate. The fact that we 
ingested it cannot be denied. But, what do we do with it? How do we, in the Jesus way, absorb the 
blow and not strike back with equal intent to do harm? Because, if we follow the logic Möbius strip, 
that is the natural thing to do.  
 
Choosing life expects something different.  

 
7. Choosing life is like the intent of the safety pin movement13 that recently began in Europe when 

rage was leveled against refugees and immigrants as backlash from when Great Britain voted to 
leave the European Union. People put simple safety pins on their clothing to message “I wear a 
safety pin to show that immigrants, refugees, and anyone else threatened by the current 
movement of hate and fear can know that I am a safe person and will do all I can to combat 
xenophobia, racism, homophobia, sexism, and ableism.  

 
8. Choosing life is like David Treuer, an Objibwe author from Minnesota, who wrote “a letter to all my 

friends” saying: 
 

Please message me. Please message me if you’re an immigrant, LGBT, Muslim, or Jewish. 
Message me if you’re Mexican-American, African-American, or Asian. If you come from 
Southeast Asia please message me. If you’re Pakistani, Jamaican, Dominican, Colombian, 
Puerto Rican, French, Russian, Serbian, or Brazilian. 
 
If you’re a woman and you’re scared about what America has always been, has become, or is 
becoming, please reach out. If you’re a man and you’re scared, please reach out. If you fall 

                                                
13 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/safety-pin-trump-brexit_us_58251b53e4b0c4b63b0c11a9 (accessed 11-12-16) 
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somewhere in between, the offer still stands. If you have children and you’re worried about 
sending them off to school please let me know. 
 
And if you’re poor and white and feel the country and the system has screwed you over 
(because it has); if you’re scared and lonely and feel alone and vulnerable; if you feel this 
country, this whole system, hasn’t served you, hasn’t honored its trust with you, my door is 
open. 
 
If you voted for Trump, don’t unfriend me on Facebook. I don’t want that. Message me instead. 
Come over instead. 
 
I will cook. I will clean. I’ll even help you do your laundry. We will talk. We’ll laugh. You can 
relax here. You are safe here. You won’t be judged. You can be you. I don’t know how else to 
say it, but this isn’t a house of hatred. 
 
A few words about the house rules. 

 
And, then he goes on about the framework for having dialogue and connection despite difference. 
This is ingesting conflict and sending out love to not only those with shared values, but those 
across the spectrum 
 

9. Safety pins and letters. These are merely two. And, I brought some safety pins and placed them 
up front if that is something that you are drawn to, and I have placed a yellow legal pad next to the 
safety pins that you can write more ideas for our community to consider. Or, email them to me in 
the week to come if you need to go.  
 

Let us not go today, though, without being fully awake to the reality that the inward and outward life 
are dynamically connected whether we like it or not and that a primary goal of spiritual formation is to 
help us lead an undivided life that chooses, moment by moment, between that which gives life and 
that which deals death.  
 
Prayer 
 
God of the real, help us to live our day to day lives fully awake to all that is coming at us and all that is 
going out of us. Grant us grace for the moments we lash out at others because of unhealed pain. 
Give us power to endure that which we cannot change. And, give us hope for the long run. 
 
In Jesus Name.  
 
Amen. 
 
 
Benediction 

 
As the new week begins, let’s conclude by praying a famous prayer of Saint Frances that is hand 
crafted for life on the Möbius strip: 
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Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace. Where there is hatred, let me sow love; where there is 
injury, pardon; where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness, 
light; where there is sadness, joy. 
 
O, Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console; to be understood 
as to understand; to be loved as to love; For it is in giving that we receive; it is in pardoning that we 
are pardoned; it is in dying that we are born again to eternal life. 
 
Go in peace.  
 
Amen. 
 


