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Pentecost 13

17 So | tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the
Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. 18 They are darkened in their
understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in
them due to the hardening of their hearts. 1 Having lost all sensitivity, they have
given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, and
they are full of greed.

20 That, however, is not the way of life you learned 21 when you heard about Christ
and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. 22 You were
taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being
corrupted by its deceitful desires; 23to be made new in the attitude of your

minds: 24 and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and
holiness.

Michael Luenig; The Prayer Tree

God help us

If our world should grow dark;

And there is no way of seeing or knowing.
Grant us courage and trust

To touch and be touched

To find our way onwards

By feeling.

Amen



Week 2: Find our way by Feeling
What does it mean to live in the kingdom of God Now?

As | continue to reflect on this question, tonight I'd like to explore what it might mean “to find
our way by feeling” as Leunig suggests.

But first I'd like to spend a little time with the reading from Ephesians. Paul is exhorting the
believers not to live like the Gentiles, or “unbelievers” do, in the “futility of their thinking”. He
goes on to describe darkened understanding and ignorance due to hardness of heart. It
seems clear to me that Paul is describing a perception, indeed a participation in the life of
God that involves both mind and heart. When sensitivity is lost, all that is left is sensuality
and greed.

In the next few verses Paul encourages a different way of life demonstrated for us in the life
of Jesus. The believers are encouraged to put off the old self which is corrupted by “deceitful
desires” and be made new in “the attitude of their minds”. | suspect that these two
exhortations have often been reduced to “get rid of desire” and “have correct thinking”. |
suggest that we may have metaphorically “thrown the baby out with the bathwater”. This has
resulted in generations of Christians in the Western world cultivating a spirituality/theology
that is rational, objective and intellectually defensible.

I'll return to this in a little while but firstly | want to explore the richness of the invitation in
Ephesians 4;17-20. I've rewritten these verses using the opposite language, that is, rather
than the negative, I've reworded it in the positive.

So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must live as Jesus did, in the
effectiveness of your thinking. May your understanding be enlightened and may you
abide in the life of God because of the awareness that is in you due to the softening
of your hearts. Nurturing sensitivity, rather than sensuality, you no longer need to

indulge in every kind of impurity or be full of greed.

This gives me a greater sense of what Paul is trying to impart here; effective
thinking, enlightened understanding, awareness due to soft hearts and nurturing
sensitivity. Returning to my earlier point, we have done well with effective thinking
and enlightened understanding but are we missing the second two exhortations

related to awareness due to soft hearts and nurtured sensitivity.



As we look at the world around us, isn’t it a world filled with sensuality and most
especially filled with greed. Insatiable appetites for power, money, land, possessions,
earth’s resources, no matter who or what is damaged or destroyed in the process. A
world devoid of sensitivity where the care of the most vulnerable in our society is
reduced to an algorithm which produced the inhumanity of such things as Robodebt

and currently aged care/NDIS assessment.

What are we to do? And here | turn to Leunig.
God help us
If our world should grow dark;
And there is no way of seeing or knowing.
Grant us courage and trust
To touch and be touched
To find our way onwards

By feeling.

So, the next consideration I'd like to explore regarding the question of ‘what does it
mean to live in the Kingdom of God now?’ is a restoration of feelings as a trusted
part of our lives. The thing about feelings is that they are messy, chaotic,
unpredictable, inconvenient, sometimes irrational which is why they are often
considered suspect. However, feelings also elevate the human spirit, inspire,
deepen, awaken the ‘more’ of the human experience. To live a life devoid of feelings

is to deny ourselves a precious part of being human as well as opening to the divine.

Let’s listen to Joan Chittister from her book; There is a Season. This book is a
reflection on Ecclesiastes 3:1-11 and these words come from the section; A Time to
Embrace.
We call the intention to destroy the human race “resolve” and a desire to
negotiate forever in order to protect it “soft”. It is a pitiable dilemma. We are at
the unhappy pass in the human condition when being human is the only thing

that does not fit us for life.



We are a misguided people indeed. The question is why? The answer is that
rationalism is irrational. We have thought our way into oblivion when what we
really need is to feel our way into a new world order.

In caring more for our systems than our hearts, we delay the development of
humanity to such a point that we may never really have time to become
human at all before we manage to destroy our rational selves in one final and
glorious burst of technological irrationality.

The spirituality of embrace depends on our willingness to put down the
trappings of false intellectualism, of rationalism, of patriarchy so that both men
and women alike can draw on their emotions without shame and be directed
by their noblest feelings without fear.

The time to embrace is now, before autonomy destroys community and leaves

us less human at the end of our evolutionary process than when we began.!

These are prophetic and sobering words, given that Chittister wrote this book in
1995. Her words are uncannily similar to Leunig’s; “what we really need is to feel our

way into a new world order.”

So how do we actually do this? For so long we have been schooled to put our
feelings aside, not to be swayed by feelings and there is that verse in Jeremiah 17:9
“the heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked”. If we are really
honest with ourselves, we know that there is some truth in this verse but it's not the

full story. Our feelings provide us with important information and carry great energy.

Just a small clarification, | have been using “feelings” and “heart” interchangeably
here. “Heart” encompasses all the ways of knowing that come from our feelings,
emotions, body wisdom, intuition and imagination. My sense is that all these faculties

need to be engaged as we feel our way into the future.

As someone who forms spiritual directors, | teach people how to work with feelings. |

use a simple 4 step process of; name the feeling, feel the feeling, care for the feeling

1 Joan Chittister- There is a Season: A time to Embrace, Orbis Books 1995, 78-80



listening to its story and then notice what wisdom the feeling has for you. Suffice to
say here is that we need to spend time with our feelings, recognise our knee-jerk
reactions, discovers what’s underneath that, bring the information offered by our
feelings into the bigger conversations of our lives and the life of the world. It’s like

moving from black and white to colour.

Feelings provide us with information about what’s important to us, what hurts us,
what’s unjust, where our growth points are and where the sore spots are inside us.
We hold these parts or places within ourselves with compassion, listen to them and
then discern the next right step. I'm not suggesting that we are tossed to and fro by
feelings but that we engage with them in order to have all our facilities available to us
as we participate in the big issues of life and God. As Leunig says this takes

“courage and trust”.

Finally, I'd like to look at this from a wider perspective. Chittister uses the phrase “a
new world order”. What might this look like. Let’s hear what Philip Carter has to say
about this in Ordinary Heaven.
What we have been witnessing over the past few decades is a shift towards a
new consciousness, where we are valuing once more a retrieval of the
mystical elements of Christianity. ... This consciousness, old yet new, is
marked by an interior conversion of the heart, an awakening of the
contemplative spirit, a radical vulnerability and openness to transcendental
reality, and a realisation that truth is apprehended not by the mind but by the
heart.
All this raises the question of “what is true?” In many ways we distrust our
subjectivity, reducing it to the private zone of feelings and intuition. By
identifying objectively with tangible things “out there”, the real is often equated
with the visible, and the invisible (including God, the Divine, Spirit) becomes
unbelievable. The paradox is true, though — genuine objectivity is the fruit of
authentic subjectivity.
The theological truths we speak of are not ends in themselves; they are
evocative rather than explanatory, and whatever they might communicate to

us, mere communication is not the goal. The goal is communion.



Our knowledge of God is always going to be relational; it will therefore be
experienced from the inside out.2
Carter is suggesting here that there is a shift underway towards an new/old
consciousness. A core part of this shift is actually the restoration of feelings as an
important part of our discernment process whereby we apprehend truth/God. We

here at Benedictus are very much part of this new consciousness.

For so long we have used an evidenced-based approach to discern “What is true?”
but now we can’t believe our own eyes, our thinking can be manipulated without us
hardly knowing it. We need a different way — the way of the heart. We need to search
deep within ourselves for the subtle shifts that take place which indicate a movement
of the Spirit within, a sensing of a way forward, an opening to mystery and an
experience of communion. This is the new way. It's scary and risky AND where life is

to be found Now.

| finish with Leunig’s prayer;
God help us
If our world should grow dark;
And there is no way of seeing or knowing.
Grant us courage and trust
To touch and be touched
To find our way onwards
By feeling.

Amen

2 Philip Carter, Ordinary Heaven, SDI Press 2024, 84-86



