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A number of years ago while preparing for ministry I completed something called Clinical Pastoral Education or CPE.  CPE is the supervised practice of pastoral counseling in a chaplaincy setting.    I served as a chaplain on the intensive care unit of a hospital in western Massachusetts.   I had a rather small CPE group.  There were only four of us.  Three of us were very similar in our general theology and worldview even though we came from different religious backgrounds.  Our fourth companion was on the polar opposite end of the spectrum from the three of us theologically, politically, socially, culturally – even his diet was different.   My fellow CPE students were a woman from the United Church of Christ who taught yoga and practiced reiki and a Sufi, who lived not with us in the CPE dorm down the street from the hospital, but a few miles away at the Abode of the Message. The Abode is the primary residential community of the Sufi Order International. The Abode “is dedicated to honoring the unity, truth and wisdom of all the world’s religious traditions.”
   Rounding out our group was another man preparing for ministry in the United Church of Christ, to give you a sense of just how far apart we were, he insisted that God never be referred to as anything but He, because God is in fact a Male and that gay people could not go to heaven.  He proudly displayed a George Bush bumper sticker on his vehicle.  He carried a big, thick, black leather bound Bible everywhere, even into patients rooms, whether they were Christian or not.  One of these things is not like the other…

One weekend evening when I was not on-call, I accompanied my Sufi friend to a big dinner at the Abode of the Message.  A Sufi elder from New Zealand named Halima McEwan was in town to lead a workshop at the Abode. She was going to lead prayers and hold a discussion after dinner.  She was a regal woman with long, flowing white hair, and after dinner we sat down to prayers and then she held court.   She asked for questions. People offered up problems from their lives or spiritual issues they were dealing with and she responded.  I don’t remember any of the specifics because my Sufi friend and I decided to offer up the trouble we were having with our Bible-toting classmate.  We explained how every conversation with him became a theological or political argument.  How we tried so hard to include him for the first couple of weeks of CPE in social events outside of class, and how he seemed to spurn us, look down on us, how he seem to try and impose his worldview and theology on everyone, including us and his patients…and well you get the idea.  We weren’t getting along with this guy and we offered it up to see what insights Halima McEwan might have.   

She paused for a long minute and looked at both of us, deeply, right in our eyes, first my friend, as he was the one who verbalized our question and then in mine.  I’ll never forget what she said to us:

You know, you can’t force enlightenment on some one.

I heard her words and I thought I heard her ideas, but I wondered as the years have passed if I really did.  Smug, minister in training that I was, thought I had it all figured out.  Of course, of course there is no way this huge, black leather Bible thumper is going to have enlightenment forced on him.  Why were trying so hard? Why were we so upset at our failure to connect?  Now I realize that she, wise woman Sufi Elder that she is, was probably talking to us, to me.  I was the unenlightened one that couldn’t have his eyes forced opened.   This interpretation of her words seems more real to me now, reflecting back on what she said next.


“Stop worrying so much about what he is like and concentrate on how you treat him; how you react to him; how you deal with your reactions to him. He probably won’t change much, ( wait for it, wait for it….) but you can.”

You can’t force enlightenment on anyone.  You can hold the candle up, blaze a torch that illumines the entire path, but all we need is the light that brightens the road in front of our feet for the next step.  


Compassion means “to suffer with.”  In that small interaction with Sufi Elder Halima McEwan I began to stop criticizing my Big Bible carrying classmate, and began instead to suffer with him, to have compassion for him, to realize that I was as much in the dark as he was and couldn’t see him just as he couldn’t see me.  The darkness was the same, and I needed compassion to overcome it. I stumbled along the dimly lit way.  My  way was to be found in my ability to suffer with, to understand that enlightenment can’t be forced upon him or me or any of us and that’s why we need to be compassionate with each other and with ourselves.


If you’re anything like me, you beat up on yourself for not living up to some spiritual or moral ideal, you “work” on yourself.  Interesting term, isn’t it – work, all this work we do on ourselves and for ourselves?  As if, if we try hard enough, do the right things, our spirit, our soul, our deep personhood will improve, get better – because obviously it’s sick and inferior the way it is and we can by force of will, change it .  John O’ Donohue in his work Anam Cara: A Book of Celtic Wisdom, puts it this way:

“Too often people try to change their lives by using the will as a kind of hammer to beat their life into proper shape. The intellect identifies the goal of the program, and the will accordingly forces the life into that shape. This way of approaching the sacredness of one's own presence is externalistic and violent. It brings you falsely outside yourself, and you can spend years lost in the wilderness of your own mechanical, spiritual programs. You can perish in a famine of your own making (pg 57)." 
BUT… O’Donohue says,

“If you work with a different rhythm, you come easily and naturally home to yourself. Your soul knows the geography of your destiny. Your soul alone has the map of yourself, thus you can trust this indirect, oblique side of yourself.  If you do, it will take you where you need to go, but more important it will teach you a kindness of rhythm in your journey (pg 57-58).

Many spiritual directors have given this advice for a long, long time.  Jesus offers this advice in my favorite scripture verse, The Gospel of Thomas, saying 70:


“If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”


Parker Palmer gets at the same idea in one of the books we’ll be using for the Wellspring program this year, Let Your Life Speak, in which he discusses vocation.  Your soul knows when you are on the wrong path he says and it won’t stand for it.  He suggests the deepest vocational question is not “What ought I to do with my life?” It is the more elemental “Who am I?” What is my nature?”   The way I understand him, the quest is not what is the meaning of life? But what is the meaning of my life?  And more importantly, not what gives meaning to my life, but who am I  when I feel alive with meaning?


Palmer discusses his use of the Quaker tradition of the Clearness Committee to help him find his vocation.   A Clearness Committee is four or five people a person gathers to help him or her discern what is in his or her soul or a to make a decision.  All they do is listen and ask the person open-ended questions, allowing space for the person’s inner voice to be heard.  


To serve on a Clarity Committee is a sublime act of compassion, of suffering with another.  It is a great act of presence and witness, offering no advice, but helping another person bear their own burden and hear their own answer.   To serve as a mirror for another person is a holy and sacred act, perhaps the deepest and most profound act of friendship there is.


We think of friendship actively. It is a doing relationship. We go out with our friends, we play poker with our friends, we go shopping with our friends, we have a beer or coffee with our friends, we go to the movies with our friends.  But like anything of human depth, friendship is about being as much as doing.  


Listen to the lyrics of Carol King’s song You’ve got a Friend, made famous by James Taylor:

When you’re down and troubled
And you need a helping hand
And nothing,  O nothing is going right.
Close your eyes and think of me
And soon I will be there
To brighten up even your darkest nights.

The speaker in this lyric will run, come knocking, but once he arrives he never promises to do anything but be present:

Winter, spring, summer or fall, 

All you’ve got to do is call

And I’ll be there.

Friends are just there. Present. Companion and compassion have the same root that means “with.”  We all know there is enough suffering in the world. I can only imagine what some of you thought upon hearing or seeing the title for this week’s service. Suffering With.  Geez, isn’t there enough suffering? I have enough pain and suffering in life, you probably thought. I know. We all do. Pain and suffering is all relative, from torture and starvation to the devastation of divorce and job loss and depression, there isn’t a place in the world or an economic situation or any race, class, or religion that is free from what the Buddha called dukkha and what is translated as suffering when English speakers talk about Buddhism. Life is suffering.  Life is Dukkha, but just saying suffering doesn’t quite cut it. It’s such a downer, no? But life is full of Dookie – you have to forgive me, we recently saw Green Day.  Life is full of Dookie – anguish, anxiety, a not quite rightness that I don’t want to be feeling right now, you know, Dookie. This is life. Dookie happens. BUT… 

 Suffering doesn’t have to be word loaded with anxiety.  We know it’s out there. It is just a pile of dookie.  
In  Let Your Life Speak, Parker Palmer says that although inner work is a deeply personal matter, it is not necessarily a private matter: 
Inner work can be helped along in community. Indeed doing inner work together is a vital counterpoint to doing it alone. Left to our own devices, we may delude ourselves in ways that others can help us correct. But how a community offers help is a critical question (pg 92).

How do we do this? Interestingly we do it best by doing it least.  Back to the Quakers’ Clearness Committee. The Clearness Committee developed in Quaker tradition because Quakers have no ordained clergy, no pastors, no ministers.  Who is going to be there to suffer with, to be compassionate, to be companion on the journey when someone in the community needs support, help making a decision? Ministers of a persons own choosing, gathered for a specific purpose.  Yet, I call your attention again to how the Clearness Committee works - No advice is given, the committee members do not tell a person what choice to make, they do not ask leading questions, such as, “So how angry did you feel when that happened?”  These are the type of questions that presuppose the questioners already knows what is best for you.  Instead all the Clearness Committee does is ask open questions. The questions depend on the particular circumstance and reason the person has gathered a committee, but real open-ended questions have no right or wrong answer. They can only be answered by the individual to whom they are addressed. Some examples (from a website for spiritual directors):

· What does your most successful future look like?

· What matters most to you?

· What do you feel like when your soul is at peace?

· How did it feel when that happened?  

· Have you had other life experiences where something similar occurred?  

· Is there an image or a picture that would describe this experience for you? 

· In your quietest moments, what comes to your mind about how God might be responding to you in this part of your life?

When we help each other, suffer with each other, in the way of the clearness committee, it is a method of letting a person’s soul speak.  Parker Palmer elsewhere takes this a step further in what he terms a Circle of Trust, where there is no cross talk at all, where a group of people just listen to each other.  He calls this being alone together. 

It is a natural inclination to be advice givers.  It’s in our nature, especially for guys for some reason, to always want to fix things.  This is how we suffer with, have compassion, or be companions or friends -  we want to remedy the situation. And conversely, when something’s going on with us, we want someone to fix it, or we want to fix it or get it fixed.  We tend to forget about the Dookie, the anguish, the need to turn and face the suffering of the world and the suffering within ourselves.  Instead of treating it as the enemy to always be defeated, perhaps it is a teacher that may have a valuable lesson for us to learn about the world or about ourselves.

Perhaps, if we have courage, alone, together or alone together, compassionately we can face the anguish, or suffering, use friends and resources to do the inner work that allows us to surface and be our true selves, whole and free in this world, and emerge, dare I say it – a  bit more enlightened.
� http://abodeprograms.org/programs/about-Abode
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