July 2021

Dear Friends in the Journey,
By the time you’re reading this, we will have already celebrated July 4th – during which we celebrate our national independence day.  While it is certainly a time to celebrate and remember our history, we have also been encouraged to remember that the history that most of us learned is really only partial history (or history told from a particular vantage point).  I always love to balance whatever I do on the 4th with a reading of Frederick Douglass’ “What to the Slave is the 4th of July?” which was a speech given right here in Rochester.  I would encourage everyone to read the speech if you haven’t already.[footnoteRef:1]  It’s a powerful reminder for us to look around the world today and assume that similar dynamics are happening and that the work of liberation is never done.  The “freedoms” that are celebrated by such a holiday are not shared equally. [1:  https://nmaahc.si.edu/blog-post/nations-story-%E2%80%9Cwhat-slave-fourth-july%E2%80%9D] 

In addition to thinking about the holiday, I have been thinking about taking risks.  Recently my parents moved from Manchester, NH to Rochester, NY – leaving behind familiarity and friend networks – to be closer to family due to some health concerns and facing some of the challenges of aging.  This was not an easy process, and, according to psychologists, ranks relatively high among some of life’s more stressful events.  I am glad that they are on the other side of it, and, I am happy to say, seem to be settling in quite well.  I have such deep respect for them in deciding to engage this move.  It was A LOT of work for them and required substantial risks (for example, they had not personally seen the space that they would be living in before they saw it).  But they took the leap of faith.
As part of the ritual of letting go of the house, my brother, Marc, wrote and incredible poem for the occasion based on Genesis 12.  Here’s a small excerpt from it: 
Leave All This...and I Shall Bless You

Yahweh said to Abram, “Leave your country, your kindred and your father’s house for a country which I shall show you…
Leave your great Victorian home sitting prominently on an important Manchester corner.
Leave its granite retaining walls and its granite steps.
Leave the horse chestnut which grew up with your children and the birdfeeder hanging from it.
Leave its front porch with decaying wrought-iron railings and its plastic porch chairs, its heavy front door and the banging metal mail slot.

Marc then takes us on an imaginative tour through the rest of the house – naming all of the things that must be “left behind”.  The poem ends with “Leave all this, because I have revealed to you that it is time, and I shall make you a great nation. I shall bless you and make your name famous. You are to be a blessing. Amen.” 
Oftentimes in the spiritual life, in order to receive a blessing and be a blessing, we must take a risk and let go of what we know and have grown accustomed to.  And in the spiritual life, age, personal circumstance and other particularities don’t seem to change this reality too much.
That’s what we will reflet on in these guidelines.
I also write with hopes that your summer is going well.  I know that this summer is a very different experience for most of us from last year when our nation was more immersed in the COVID crisis.  And while I know that we’re not “out of the woods,” I do know that many more social gatherings and in-person connections are possible this year.  On this independence day, let’s remain mindful of, grateful for and celebrating our interdependence!
Blessings,
Mike Boucher
michaelcboucher@netscape.net

I.  Fire-Starter Questions
1.  What’s one “risk” you have taken that felt like it truly was a risk and stretched you (or tested your faith)?  Why did you decide to take the risk?
2.  Who is someone who has taken a risk that you admire?  What is it that you admire about their choice(s)?
3.  How well do you do when things change?  Do you usually initiate the change or do outside forces?

II.  Some Scripture Passages for Reflection
Genesis 12: 1 – 6
God told Abram: “Leave your country, your family, and your father’s home for a land that I will show you.  I’ll make you a great nation and bless you. I’ll make you famous; you’ll be a blessing.  So Abram left just as God said, and Lot left with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he left Haran. Abram took his wife Sarai and his nephew Lot with him, along with all the possessions and people they had gotten in Haran, and set out for the land of Canaan…
Proverbs 3: 5-6
Trust God from the bottom of your heart; don’t try to figure out everything on your own. Listen for God’s voice in everything you do, everywhere you go; God’s the one who will keep you on track. Don’t assume that you know it all.
Mark 1: 16 – 18
Passing along the beach of Lake Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew net-fishing. Fishing was their regular work. Jesus said to them, “Come with me. I’ll make a new kind of fisherman out of you. I’ll show you how to catch people instead of perch and bass.” They didn’t ask questions. They dropped their nets and followed.  A dozen yards or so down the beach, he saw the brothers James and John, Zebedee’s sons. They were in the boat, mending their fishnets. Right off, he made the same offer. Immediately, they left their father Zebedee, the boat, and the hired hands, and followed.

III.  Some Questions for Reflection
1.  What do you think it took for Abram to do what he did?  What do you think it was like for his loved ones?  What connections do you make between this story and your faith life?
2.  What from this passage resonates for you?  Does it fit with your experience?
3.  How do you understand this story and what it might suggest about responding to God’s call?

IV.  Commentary
As I mentioned in the introduction, I have been thinking a lot about risk-taking lately, in part, because of my mom and dad’s move.  But there’s a lot more to this idea for me.
I think about the risks we might take to give someone a second chance (or third or fourth) or love them again…
I think about people deciding to leave or take a job based on meaning/values – even if it means a loss in other arenas…
I think about people who decide to remain in a situation or relationship even though leaving might be easier…
I think about people who take risks with their money or time to support people or causes that are new, untested or emerging…
And I am guessing that you could add many more scenarios.
When I think of the faith life, I often think about the passage from Isaiah 43:19 where God says, “See, I am doing something new!  Now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?”  The only constant is change.
Which means if we keep responding in the ways that make us most comfortable or that we are accustomed to, we might miss something fundamental.
I also often think about the stories from the dinner table of famous biblical characters.  For example, what did Abram say to Sarai and the rest of his family that night that God spoke to him?  How did he introduce THAT topic!  Or I wonder what Simon and Andrew told their partners and extended families about how they decided to quit their jobs and follow an itinerant preacher who says he’s the son of God…
There’s also a line from the passage from Mark that just floors me (translation from The Message).  “They didn’t ask any questions.”  What?  No questions?  You’ve got to be kidding me!
And yet scripture tends to show us – time and time again – that a lot of the stories of people who played significant roles in faith history took pretty significant leaps of faith with little to no information and reassurance.
Which leads me back to the passage from Proverbs which, if arranged into a slightly different form, could read:
Trust God
Don’t try to figure out everything out
[And] don’t assume you know
Listen for God’s voice
In everything
[And] everywhere you go
God will keep you on track

This element of trust seems so crucial as does the ability to listen deeply to the urgings of the spirit which will keep us on track.  But this, perhaps, assumes that we want to remain on God’s track and not on our own.  I know in my own faith journey, I think I keep trying to micromanage God’s work to accommodate my life and schedule and convenience.  I tell God, “I am open to whatever you have for me as long as it fits in to a time slot that works!”
But the God of our scriptures does not seem that concerned about our calendars, convenience or clocks.
As many of you know, I love the poet David Whyte, and he has a brilliant poem (which you have probably heard me quote before) called Revelation Must be Terrible.  Here’s most of it:
Revelation must be
terrible with no time left
to say goodbye.

Imagine that moment
staring at the still waters
with only the brief tremor

of your body to say
you are leaving everything
and everyone you know behind…

When you open your eyes to the world
you are on your own for
the first time. …

As if you were meant to be exactly
where you are…

As if your place in the world mattered…
Knowing that it takes only
that one, terrible
word to make the circle complete,

revelation must be terrible
knowing you can
never hide your voice again.


Faith itself is a risk, and the faith life invites into deeper and deeper trust in a God who has told us that we are loved and cared for more than we can imagine.  And this same God invites us to love and care for others in a corresponding way.  In order to do that we will necessarily need to take risks, in part, because we know that the world is not structured in this way.  WE have not structured it in this way.

The God we meet over and over again keeps luring us out of our zone of comfort and safety so that we might be stretched to do more and be more than we imagined that we might be and do.  That we might be blessed and then be a blessing to others.  That we might be free and free others.  And none of this will likely happen without risk.

Quite a few years ago, I came across a short teaching story from Joan Chittister.  She tells the story of a retreatant who came to the monastery seeking enlightenment.  The seeker was disappointed with the “results” of the retreat and went and complained to the retreat master.  The seeker said, “Hey, I was here for a week of meditation, prayer, fasting and chanting and yet my time here bore no fruit…”  The retreat leader calmy said, “Perhaps you lacked the courage to shake the tree…”

Maybe this month or in the upcoming months we shake the trees a bit.

V.  Action Step

One action I will take as a result of reading these reflections is…
