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On Football.
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I experienced my first football game at Ole Miss not too long ago.  Buying into the national advertising campaigns and recent attempts to modernize campus symbolism, I expected to see a modern multiracial environment.  What I saw was quite the contrary... 

I arrived in The Grove to see thousands of white people celebrating their money and football with exotic drinks, expensive clothing, and the finest tailgating tents money can buy.  I stopped at my first tailgate to hear discussion of the joys of not being from Utah.  To which a young man, donning a pledge pin from a large campus fraternity, replied, “...at least they don’t have all these n******.”  Honestly, looking around, I had no idea who he was talking about.  The only persons on The Grove were members of Mississippi’s white privileged elite.  The Mississippians this young man seemed to be speaking of are unable to afford the tickets or comforts he and his buddies enjoyed.  Somewhat shaken, I continued to journey toward the stadium.  Upon gate arrival, I became more frustrated when I saw African-Americans filling most of the menial/servant tasks of cleanup and security.  I bought a program from a vendor and wasn’t surprised to see most of the players were also African-Americans.  When I got to my seat, I noticed the crowd around me was all white.  The longer I sat the more I realized where I was...the Roman Coliseum.  Mississippi’s white elites scream for blood as mostly young African-Americans place their lives on the line (see Bennie Abram) for collective white entertainment.  I left knowing, despite trite cosmetic efforts to the contrary, the historical traditions of oppression are alive and well at Ole Miss.

The entire experience made me wonder when people will get as upset about inequality as they do loosing football games.

Jeff Hood

September 30, 2011
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On Spiritual Direction
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Direction.

God is never more distant than when talk of spiritual direction arises. 

Darkness touched every crevice of the room.  We had come to have an experience with God.  This was our weekend.  Spiritual direction weekends were common in the world I grew up in.  I never wanted to go.  I never felt like anything was real.  Then, things popped off.  Light flooded the stage.  The music pounded.  I could feel my organs jiggling around inside my body.  Ricky Rufio ran on stage pumping his fists.  As all attention focused on Rufio, the entire room started to chant repeatedly, "Jesus!  Jesus!  Jesus!  Jesus!  Jesus!  Jesus!"  I can still hear it.  Before Rufio started talking, we flailed our hands wildly in praise.  Rufio pointed directly at us and declared, "You need a standing appoint me with God."  For just under an hour, we were pounded with ideas of spiritual direction.  Then, the music kicked back up.  As the guitar chords cycled repeatedly in our ears, we were called to the front.  "If you want to commit to a standing appointment, run down to this altar and declare it to God."  I did.  We all did.  We wanted a closer relationship.  We felt like we needed it.  The night began a period of searching for me.  After keeping a quiet time of prayer, scripture meditation and solitude for a few weeks, I knew that shit wasn't for me.  Scripture meditation reminded me of why I didn't read the Bible more often.  Solitude only made me feel lonely.  Quiet only made God feel more absent.  I walked away from it all.  

Spiritual direction is often spiritual destruction.  

Different theologies offer different paths.  Whatever I had wasn't working, so I decided to try something new.  "Beat your faith into submission."  I remember my spiritual director repeatedly telling me that I needed discipline.  The words always felt so violent.  I assumed that they were the words of God.  For a number of years, I tried hard.  I fasted on a regular basis.  The only thing I experienced was hunger.  I practiced rest.  I just got bored.  I tried stillness.  I lost my mind.  Eventually, I realized that none of this was about God.

There is nothing organic about traditional spiritual direction.

I walked into the room.  Candles were everywhere.  The spiritual retreat was the first time I'd tried anything dealing with spiritual direction in a very long time.  The leader of the gathering walked in.  For about an hour, she hummed.  I couldn't figure out when she was going to start/stop.  When she did, she said, "In order to listen to God, we're going to be silent for the rest of the weekend."  I knew that I was done.  Slowly, I stood up and started to make my way toward the door.  Before I could get out unnoticed, the director of the spiritual retreat looked up and questioned, "Where are you going?"  I replied, "Silence doesn't work for me.  I just don't do well with silence."  In fear that her entire retreat was going to fall apart, the woman snapped back, "Those who don't do silence...don't do God."  I knew that was it.  I left and never looked back.

Spiritual direction has always been forced.  God is not forced.  God simply is.

Spirituality is about pressing into the "isness" of God.  We are the "isness" God.  We are made in God's image.  We are spiritual.  We are enough.  We don't need more direction.  We need more being.

Being is about learning who we have always been.

There are twelve practices I think would be help in our struggle to reclaim our being.  

Movement is about refusing to be still.  

Noise is about refusing to be silent.  

Engagement is about to refusing to give in to the temptation of solitude.  

Eating is about eating correctly and refusing to fast.  

Being is about refusing to pray.  

Deconstruction is about pushing back against the idea of meditating.  

Immolation is about setting the being on fire with celebration and refusing to be caught up in external worship.  

Risk is about refusing to be chained to ideas of trust.  

Pain is about realizing that complete wellness is not possible.  

Becoming is refusing to stay where you are.  

Action is about rejecting ideas of rest.  

Pushing is about exercising spiritual force to transform the world.

God is about movement.  Our spiritual disciplines have long given us reason to stop when we should have been moving.  Spirituality can be so much more than it currently is.  Spirituality can transform the world.  What we are currently doing will not.  

Our ideas of spiritual direction shit on the marginalized and oppressed people in our world.  They don't have a damn thing to say about the transformation of our world.  Someone could use spiritual direction to avoid any and all responsibility for injustice.  God isn't present in avoidance.  Spiritual direction should be about finding God within so that one might find God without...in the marginalized and oppressed.  

Make no mistake.

We need direction.

We just need a wildly different direction.

The people of God have to know how to move.  The people of God have to know how dance.  The people of God have to run to fight injustice as if there is fire crackling under their ass.  Spiritual direction is about sharing the flame.

Calling.

The language of calling feels contrived.

I don't believe God calls people.

I believe God makes people.

"When did you first feel called by God?"  The first question at my ordination council stirred around in my head.  As I looked out at the assembled men, I realized that there was a great disconnect between them and I.  The gap wasn't one of age.  The gap was one of theology.  The assembled believed that God created a hierarchy of men to serve the church.  The language of calling had to do with maintaining control.  The language of calling had to do with homogenized thinking and being.  I resisted.  The best that I was able to come up with was, "I don't believe I was called to anything.  I believe I was created to be a minister."

I've always loved origin stories

Though I have strong suspicions concerning the language of calling, I love the language of origins.

Origins seem to be about real people with real creations in the image of God.

Comic books seem to illustrate this principle better than most.  Think about the story of Superman.  Born on the planet Krypton with amazing powers and sent to Earth as the last of his species, Superman is raised in Kansas and becomes the great savior of his new world.  I think about Spider-Man and that infamous spider bite.  The change in Bruce Wayne to become Batman after he saw his parents murdered.  Think about the Gospels.  From his actual birth in Bethlehem to his lineage to the great lines of the Word being God, the comic books that are our Gospels tell the amazing origin stories of Jesus.  The language of origin gives room to talk about special powers and the seed of God that blossom throughout our lives.  

I am not called to spiritual direction.  

I was born into it.
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Gifts.
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"Do you believe in Santa Claus?"

I remember being asked the question in third grade.  Sitting in the lunchroom before our lime green lunch trays, we all leaned in waiting for each person to respond to the speculation of the season.  Initially, Mary declared
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