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I enjoy sharing my passion for God’s power in my life. Combined with the energy of the Holy Spirit and the love of Jesus Christ, God’s power washes through me like a continual baptism. When I am able to step outside of myself and listen to my words, I can better appreciate the passion of faith that I express to others, especially strangers.

During the airplane trip home from Luther Seminary’s January Term, I sat next to a man and his wife. The husband started the typical travelers’ conversation by asking me, “So, where are you from? What brought you to Minnesota?” I explained that I had just completed an intensive school term at seminary - taking two classes in two weeks. The man was curious about seminary, so I elaborated. Our conversation lasted well over an hour and focused on his questions about the centrality of faith in Jesus for Christian life. During our talk, the wife listened intently but did not join in. I later learned that she did not share the same Christ-centered faith as her husband.

This encounter is a microcosm of the larger world. I often have opportunities to share portions of my faith journey with others. Often, these situations occur in explicitly religious settings or context. However, sometimes these situations occur in the secular world. In religious or Christian contexts, the expectations are for me to speak directly about God and Jesus. In fact, the expectation is that I have a special connection, or calling, to “preach the Gospel” and to bring a spiritual component to almost any discussion. Ironically, those same expectations can also exist in public, secular settings. However, not all people share those expectations, nor do they necessarily welcome hearing “God-talk.” So, how should a pastor-in-training handle these challenging situations?

Because sharing one’s faith journey can be viewed as a teaching moment, I referred to Parker Palmer’s descriptions of two types of teaching. I refer to one as the Socratic method. In between the object of knowledge and the students lies the expert, or teacher. The teacher is expected to pour out their knowledge in a single direction, downward onto the students. Palmer’s second paradigm of teaching is the Community of Truth. In this method, the subject is surrounded by knowers who all interact with the subject and interact with each other.

In some religious contexts, such as the Sunday morning sermon, pastors often use the Socratic method of teaching their lessons. Unfortunately, there is rarely enough time to develop a dialogue between the pastor and the disciples during the sermon. The Community of Truth dialogues often occur during Bible studies and education times. In secular contexts, pastors who use the Socratic method of teaching moments like sermons run the risk of turning off or offending listeners. References to “God” touch each person differently; consequently people react differently - and unexpectedly. 

In my experience, invoking “God” while outside of church is a risky business. Both strangers and friends have expressed strong, negative reactions when I have used this three-letter word. Therefore, I have learned to ease gradually during discussions into the subject of religion. It is necessary for me to “check the temperature” of the students or knowers and evaluate whether we can safely interact and create a community of truth that allows asking and answering questions about God.
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In addition, when I have been asked to give a public and shared acknowledgment of God’s power, such as during public invocations, I need to acknowledge that those same risks are present. Here is an example of an invocation prayer that I gave to an arena of sports fans in 2009.
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Maker of all Creation -

We give you praise and honor. You bring us together through the spirits of sport and community. You bless us with the courage to compete - and the courage to stand proudly.

We give you thanks. We thank you for the beauty of your creation - for glorious skies and warm sun. We thank you for our strength and health - that they help us to do your will. We give thanks for the loves and friendships that we share and renew once again. We also thank you for those whom we have lost - that their memory and their love endure in our hearts.

We humbly ask that you protect us from harm. Keep us safe as we take part in the joy that you have shared with us. Walk with us as we live our lives boldly - and help us to share your love - and your peace - with each other - through your mighty power.

We ask this in all humility. 

Amen.

Rather than use the word “God,” I intentionally substituted “Maker of all Creation.” Instead of mentioning the “Holy” Spirit, I made reference to “the spirits of sport and community.” And rather than close the prayer by invoking the name of Jesus, I changed the ending to “we ask this in all humility.” It is interesting to note that I was never asked to give a “prayer” at this event. My words were described by others as an “invocation.” In order to avoid creating anxiety, I used that same phrase in my email and discussions.

While I have experienced the power, energy, and love that emanates from a Triune God, I have learned to sometimes bring up the subject either gradually, or to avoid direct references to God. As an agnostic friend reminded me, “He’s your Lord and God. He’s not my Lord and God.” If I insisted to her otherwise, our relationship might become severely strained. And that could damage the interaction in our community of truth.
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