


In solitude, we turn our 
face toward the God 
who so loves this world. 
J A N J O H N S O N 

Stepping 
Back T> v \ Betore 

Speaking 
Out 

T 
he tears w e l l e d up i n m y eyes as the conversa t ion con­

t inued . I felt angry, sad, and hur t . I d idn ' t k n o w w h a t to 

do. I d idn ' t w a n t to cause confl ict or h u r t re la t ionships , 

bu t at the same t i m e I h a d m o r e to say. M y h u s b a n d 

caught m y eye f r o m b e h i n d the sofa w h e r e the o ther 

people sat. H e s m i l e d k i n d l y at me and nodded toward 

the door. I understood. I t w o u l d be best i f I left the room 

because I w a s gett ing upset. I d idn ' t w a n t to l a sh out i n 

anger or say th ings I ' d regret. 

T h i s o c c u r r e d at a w e e k e n d w i t h our s m a l l group 

f r o m c h u r c h m a n y y e a r s ago. T h e y w e r e t a l k i n g 
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n e g a t i v e l y a b o u t s o m e p e o p l e I k n e w . I ' d i n i t i a l l y 

t r i ed to speak up for t h e m but d id not feel heard . A s I 

s tood outs ide i n the da rk on the cabin 's balcony, I c r i e d 

i n f rus t ra t ion . 

W e each face s i t ua t i ons l i k e t h i s i n w h i c h w e feel 

caught be tween a rock and a h a r d place. W h e n w e care 

deep ly about people o r i s sues or c i r c u m s t a n c e s , w e 

s t ruggle because w e w a n t so d e s p e r a t e l y for o t h e r s 

to u n d e r s t a n d and sha re o u r v i e w p o i n t . B u t because 

speak ing the t r u t h i n love can be so cha l lenging ( E p h . 

4:15), w e tend to e i the r speak t r u t h w i t h ha r shness or 

say n o t h i n g i n s o - c a l l e d " love . " M y e x p e r i e n c e tha t 

n igh t l ong ago p l a n t e d w i t h i n me a des i re to e x p l a i n 

impor tan t things c a l m l y and c lea r ly w h e n I believe God 

is d i r ec t ing me to speak up. 

S T E P P I N G B A C K 

Over the years I 've l ea rned that becoming a person w h o 

s tands up for people and issues w i s e l y and effectively 

begins w i t h s tepping back. W i t h o u t t imes of ref lect ion 

i n w h i c h w e in terac t w i t h God in quietness, con templa­

t ion, and soli tude, we m a y unconsc ious ly at tack people. 

B u t by t ak ing t ime and finding space to be w i t h God , w e 

can process vo lcan ic thoughts and emot ions and begin 

to more c l ea r l y see the w a y fo rward . W a l k i n g through 

this process enables us to move f rom a desperate needi-

ness to speak out into imag in ing w h a t G o d w a n t s i n the 

s i tua t ion and h o w w e might pa r tne r w i t h G o d i n that . 

Soak ing i n God's peace provides c l a r i t y and empowers 

o u r w o r d s and ac t ions to be red i rec ted in to an unpre ­

tent ious , loving, even hea l ing pass ion. 

A r h y t h m o f c o n t e m p l a t i o n a n d a c t i o n m a k e s i t 

poss ib le to l i ve l i fe f r o m the v e r y cen te r of ou r se lves 

w h e r e J e s u s dwel l s . H e h i m s e l f p rac t iced th i s r h y t h m . 

A f t e r t e a c h i n g a n d f eed ing a m a s s i v e c r o w d , J e s u s 

w i t h d r e w in to so l i tude to p r a y ( J o h n 6:1-15); w e see 

th i s habi t i n m a n y o ther passages, i n c l u d i n g M a t t h e w 

14:13 ,26:36-46; M a r k 6:31; and L u k e 5:16,6:12. D u r i n g 

at least one of these frequent retreats, Jesus in ter rupted 

h i s s ec lus ion to move q u i c k l y into ac t ion w h e n he w a s 

asked ( M a r k 1:35-39) . 

S u c h t imes of so l i tude and s i lence are not t u r n i n g 

our back to the w o r l d and i ts needs but t u r n i n g our face 

t o w a r d God . W e r e t u r n more equipped to pa r tne r w i t h 

God , w h o so loves th is w o r l d . 

A H E A R T E X A M 

I n these t imes of ref lect ion, G o d often shows us what ' s 

i n o u r h e a r t : p e r h a p s t h a t w e w e r e h o p i n g to g a i n 

" p o i n t s " for o u r s e l v e s o r to c o n t r o l o t h e r s . S u c h a 

r e v e l a t i o n c a n s tun us as w e begin to see h o w preoc­

cup ied w e are w i t h resu l t s or h o w accus tomed w e m a y 

be to a n at t i tude of se l f -congratula t ion. 

T h i s s o r t o f " h e a r t e x a m " c a n be t r i c k y because 

self-decept ion is so easy. W e are l i k e l y to e i ther accuse 

ourse lves i n a s p i r i t o f s c rupu lo s i t y or give ourse lves 

a pass. A c l ea r hea r i ng of God's hear t r equ i res a t rus t 

that G o d t r u l y is for us and is careful not to te l l us more 

t h a n w e can handle at any given momen t . T h e n , as w e 

ref lec t w i t h a l i s t e n i n g a n d p r a y e r f u l m i n d s e t , G o d 

suppl ies S p i r i t - d r e n c h e d c l a r i t y about ourse lves and 

the s i tua t ion before us. 

F o r example , as a r ecover ing k n o w - i t - a l l , I ' m often 

self-r ighteous. L i k e E l i j a h on h i s w a y to M o u n t Horeb , 

I m a y t h i n k , I'm the only one who gets this! (1 K i n g s 

19:10,14) . T h e sad t r u t h is tha t I s o m e t i m e s feel I ' m 

bet ter t h a n others or that it 's a l l up to me. T h a t sort o f 

grandios i ty poisons not on ly our o w n souls but also any 

conversa t ion w e m a y have w i t h others . T h e y k n o w our 

e loquent response is more about our hav ing to be r ight 

t h a n w a n t i n g j u s t i c e to be done. 

T h e s e sor ts o f conv ic t ing nudges f rom God are not 

scoldings—they are more l ike conversa t ions w i t h J e s u s 

w h i l e s i t t i n g o n a p a r k b e n c h together. J e s u s le ts us 

u n l o a d (as the p s a l m i s t d id i n those r a n t i n g psa lms , 

such as P s a l m 69 or 109) before he lp ing us remember , 

as W a l t e r B r u e g g e m a n n notes , t ha t p r o p h e t s offer 

bo th c l a r i t y and hope. T h i s m e a n s that not on ly does 

t r u t h need to be s ta ted tac t fu l ly , bu t i t a lso needs to 

be d r e n c h e d i n confidence i n God's ab i l i t y to r edeem 

any s i tua t ion . A n d that r edempt ion often occurs more 

smoo th ly w h e n w e have cu l t iva ted a hear t o f fairness , 

humi l i t y , and generosi ty. 

Often, i n t imes of sol i tude and s i lence , God opens 

our hear t t oward the v e r y people w e w a n t to confront . 

W e begin to see t h e i r b rokenness , t h e i r earnes tness , 

and even the i r i n n e r goodness. G o d changes our per­

spect ive: I t ' s often as i f w e are no longer s i t t ing across 

the table f rom t h e m i n opposi t ion but as i f w e si t on the 

same side as a f r iend . 

A S K I N G G O D Q U E S T I O N S 

T a k i n g t i m e to i n t e r a c t w i t h G o d w h e n w e des i r e to 

speak out also p rov ides space for us to ask G o d w h a t 

o u r n e x t s tep m i g h t be. A c t i v i s m w i t h o u t r e f l ec t ion 

can resu l t i n w a l k i n g through eve ry door that appears 

to be open. I n the quiet , w e can explore i f an oppor tu­

n i t y is t r u l y God's i n v i t a t i o n or i f it m a y be one more 

t empta t ion to assume w e shoulder the burdens of the 

w o r l d . W h e n w e act p r i m a r i l y on impulse , w e end up 

r u n n i n g on empty and then excus ing ourselves because 
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for the other person's best and persever ing i n love even 

i f the other pe r son rejects w h a t y o u say. 

Soaking in God's peace 
provides clarity and 
empowers our words and 
actions to be redirected into 
an unpretentious, loving, 
even healing passion. 

at least w e got the job done. E v e n t u a l l y , t r y i n g to meet 

too m a n y needs f rom too m a n y people leaves us b r i t ­

tle and crabby, sapped of spontane i ty and playfulness . 

C o m p a s s i o n fa t igue i s i n e v i t a b l e b e c a u s e h u m a n s 

w e r e n ' t bu i l t to r u n on our o w n power but on the c o m ­

pan ionsh ip and guidance of God . 

W i t h some r u m i n a t i o n , w e ga in a m o r e ob jec t ive 

f r ame of m i n d . T h e n we ' r e free to a sk G o d p r a c t i c a l 

ques t ions about o u r s i t u a t i o n , espec ia l ly , What do I 

need to know?Th\s k i n d of openness is c ruc ia l . Too often 

w e l i m i t ou r i n q u i r y w i t h G o d to Should I or shouldn't 

I speak up? B u t s i tua t ions are u s u a l l y m o r e n u a n c e d 

t h a n that . G o d often shows me that, yes, th is is indeed 

the door for me to w a l k through—but i n a m u c h differ­

en t w a y t h a n I ant ic ipated . Pe rhaps I need to pay more 

a t ten t ion to the people w a l k i n g w i t h me, po in t ing out 

t h e i r progress . Because I c a n be in tense , G o d u s u a l l y 

nudges me to l ighten up! D r a w i n g away in to i n t i m a c y 

a n d c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h G o d shapes us i n t o hea l thy , 

who le persons w h o are eager and competent to par tner 

w i t h w h a t G o d is doing. 

S t epp ing back w i t h G o d th i s w a y also a l lows us to 

in t e rac t w i t h G o d about t i m i n g , w h i c h is c r u c i a l . T h e 

w r i t e r o f P r o v e r b s says i n one ve r se to "not a n s w e r a 

fool accord ing to h i s fo l ly" but i n the next to "answer a 

fool accord ing to h i s fo l ly" (Prov . 2 6 : 4 - 5 ) . Some t imes 

people are i n a space to hea r us; o ther t imes they are 

not . H o w do w e k n o w ? B y s l o w i n g d o w n a n d p a y i n g 

a t t en t ion to the Sp i r i t . I f w e w o n ' t be heard , exe r t i ng 

our energy i n speaking up u sua l l y wea r s the other per­

son out ins tead of persuading them. 

Somet imes i t helps to exper imen t w i t h speaking the 

t r u t h i n love. C a l l i t "put t ing on Chr i s t , " i f y o u w i l l , by 

p raye r fu l ly r ehea r s ing w h a t needs to be sa id but w i t h 

pa t ience a n d k indnes s , w i t h o u t be ing rude or pushy, 

w i t h o u t i n s i s t i ng on y o u r o w n way, w i t h o u t be ing eas­

i l y i r r i t a ted . T h i s comes f rom an i n w a r d state of hoping 

P A U S I N G M I D S T R E A M 

T h e r e are t imes w e can't move forward u n t i l we've t ru ly 

owned up to our anger or our smar t e r - than - thou a t t i ­

tude. N o w and then I get upset w i t h a c l ien t at the cen­

ter for the homeless whe re I volunteer . Perhaps they 've 

insu l ted someone, but I ' m too appalled or l i v i d to speak 

up i n a k i n d yet firm way. I need a good dose of sol i tude 

and s i lence , but there i sn ' t t ime . So I re t reat to the r e l ­

a t ive sol i tude of a s ta l l o f our women ' s r e s t room to ask 

G o d w h a t I need to k n o w about m y s e l f and about that 

c l ient . Maybe I ' m t ak ing the i r c o m m e n t too persona l ly 

because i t b r ings up past feelings of be ing w a l k e d on, 

u n d e r e s t i m a t e d , or ove r looked . I need to r e m e m b e r 

that a l though I ' m j u s t doing laundry, I ' m also there as a 

healer. No one l ikes a h a r s h healer. T h i s sort of momen t 

alone m a y b e brief, but G o d can meet us there. I f we ' re 

p rac t i ced at ref lect ion, it 's possible to do it th is way. 

M i d s t r e a m ref lect ion m a y also require another per­

son's input—a safe, t r u s t w o r t h y person . T h e d i rec to r 

of the S a m a r i t a n C e n t e r w h e r e I vo lun tee r is th i s k i n d 

of person . So at t imes , I un load and she nods. She's felt 

the resen tment , the sense of in jus t ice we 've a l l felt at 

t imes . I ' ve seen h e r s t and up i n c i t y c o u n c i l meet ings 

and say tough things w i t h gentle, grace-f i l led pass ion. 

W a t c h i n g someone w h o l ives th is i n front of us shows 

us the beauty of h o w it c a n be done. She has been th is 

for me—and I hope I ' m becoming that for others. 

T H E W O R K O F T H E S P I R I T 

W h e n w e approach people after h a v i n g been i n close 

i n t e r ac t ion w i t h J e sus , the Sp i r i t gives us the capaci ty 

and energy to speak w i t h a r ight hear t of generosi ty and 

t ru thfu lness . The re ' s a sense of Tightness felt on both 

sides. We ' re not t r y i n g to prove ourselves, and the other 

pe r son k n o w s it . O u r se l f -wor th i sn ' t on the l ine , so w e 

can accept w h a t e v e r response w e get. 

A s w e par t i c ipa te i n that r h y t h m of ref lect ion and 

ac t ion , w e no longer get so w o r n out because the Sp i r i t 

provides the energy. W e can finally speak up w i t h that 

r a r e l y seen m i x t u r e of s e r en i t y and pass ion. T h e n w e 

exha le i n s u r r e n d e r and t rus t , k n o w i n g that w e have 

p a r t n e r e d w i t h G o d regard less o f w h a t the ou tcome 

m a y b e . I t is never j u s t up to us. C T 
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