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			Advance Praise for 
“The Power of With”

			Reading The Power of With: Transformative 4-Letter Words and Other Reflections feels like sitting down for a meaningful conversation with Walt—a colleague and friend whose wisdom has shaped the way I think about life and well-being. Walt has a rare gift for making profound ideas approachable, and his reflections on questioning, language, and even mortality invite readers to pause and live life with greater intention. Through our work together on wellness initiatives at Baylor Law School, I’ve seen his deep care for others, and that same heart and thoughtfulness shine through every page. This book is insightful, practical, and beautifully written—a resource I’ll return to often and recommend to anyone seeking to live fully and purposefully.

			Katherine Sims

			Director of Student Affairs

			Baylor Law School

			Waco, Texas

			My friend, Walt Shelton, has truly outdone himself with his new book, The Power of With.

			Walt is a fantastic speaker, and now he’s poured his wisdom into this incredible book, making deep topics about faith and life easier to understand. He sets up a creative framework using simple, powerful four-letter words like “Care” and “Pray” as starting points for exploring big, important ideas. The chapters are short and highly readable—perfect for devotional or when you just have a few minutes. I love that Walt keeps an encouraging, wise tone while balancing his professional background in religion and law with his own personal experiences. If you’re looking to live a more focused, fearless, and balanced life, this book is an inspiring must-read.

			I highly recommend picking up The Power of With, and also check out his other works, too: The Daily Practice of Life and Authentic Living in All Seasons. Together, these books help provide a deeper, more honest understanding of your connection to God and everyone around you.

			Buck Cole

			Author of Blue Boy: Lessons from a Life in Uniform

			Historify.com

			Austin, Texas

			Professor Walt Shelton’s wisdom shines through in this practical letter to readers. His universal messages are full of joy and active hope. This discussion weaves religion, spirituality, and daily living to inspire readers to show up for the world at their best—whatever that may be. Professor Shelton encourages readers to live with the inevitable struggles that life brings and to learn and relearn that while our world changes us, we can also effect change in our world. I had the pleasure of being taught by Professor Shelton at Baylor Law School and was privileged to have him supervise my third-year environmental law research paper.

			Maya Rigley, J.D.

			Hales & Sellers, PLLC 

			Dallas, Texas

			I came to know Walt Shelton first through his regular columns on faith in the local newspaper. Noting that we shared both an academic profession and a similar perspective, I was grateful to find a kindred spirit who encouraged me in my own writing. In his latest book, Walt shares a practical guide to the faith journey, leading through different seasons of the year and of life itself, while emphasizing his own daily experience and sharing the honest questions it yields. That kind of vulnerability brings its own credibility for a writer, who through the deeply personal can paradoxically appeal to the universal struggles that we all share. In a time when so much of religion has been hijacked by false prophets of prosperity, rigid fundamentalism, and sectarian political power, I’m thankful for voices like Walt and his welcome to deeper discipleship.

			Stephen D. Reese, Ph.D.

			Jesse H. Jones Professor of Journalism & Media

			University of Texas at Austin

			Author of Hope for the Thinking Christian: Seeking a Path of Faith through Everyday Life and Words of Hope: Seeking a Path of Faith in a Divided World (Smyth & Helwys)
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			Preface

			Regardless of faith tradition or lack thereof, if your objective is to live a meaningful daily life, then I wrote this book for you. I am Christian by upbringing and intended practice. My perspective on several faith questions and issues has changed and continues to change over my lifetime. By changed, I mean expanded and progressed. I hope that is the case. I do not expect to find “all the answers,” if there is such a thing. Sometimes I might not want any answers. For me, it may be enough to just sit and try to grow with the question or issue. Questions increase in number over time and enhance the quality of my journey through life. Grappling with questions should impact the way we live. It is important to our growth. What is the value of our existence without such thrashing?

			Inquiry, often the outgrowth of doubt, leads to growth. Doubt gets a bad rap in many religious circles. Some people might consider doubt the opposite of faith. That might be true if faith were synonymous with certainty. It is not. In my opinion, the proposition of faith even implying certainly is absurd. Yet, some people thrive on absolutism (their own or someone’s they swallow) and imposing it on others. 

			Faith for me represents discipline and progression in meaningful, active living. Few things are certain other than some basic priorities in daily life related to how we treat others and ourselves. I always want my priority to be simplicity, not to be confused with ease, of daily practicing life rooted in love. As St. Paul so aptly expresses: “The only thing that counts is faith made effective through love” (Gal. 5:6).

			I was raised in a theologically conservative church. Let’s call it quasi-fundamentalist but with a fortunate emphasis (at least sometimes) on love, family, and personal learning. It allowed some limited inquiry, yet with a well-defined fence around it. Now I find it much more comfortable to ponder with unlimited inquisitiveness, exploration, and contemplation.

			More significant and lasting than my childhood church, I grew up in a diverse Christian extended family. We were Baptist, Episcopalian, and Catholic. In 1960s East Texas, my friends, that was “diverse” and inclusive! My parents lived their faith and had no judgmental attitudes. They welcomed questions about life and faith and had no problem teaching me the often-applicable, valuable answer: “I don’t know.” 

			Frequently, it is good not to “know” in an arrogant sense of correctness, or worse yet, act as we do and put down others who think differently. Instead, it is helpful to continually contemplate faith-related issues that can lead to God’s peaceful comfort without any assurance or hint of “the answers” to all our questions. The only thing we must “know” is how to treat people. That is experiential, not doctrinal. Doing, meaning actively loving and caring for others and ourselves, is always the one true answer. Truth is in how we live, not the particulars of what we believe.

			I intensely studied religion and deeply scrutinized my own faith journey, convictions, and priorities at the University of Texas under the guise of a history degree (practically a religion degree) and then in graduate school in the Department of Religion at Baylor University. At the time, the department was the target of judgment from ultra-conservatives because of its academic, inclusive, inquiring, and progressive outlook on learning and thinking. Imagine that: learning, thinking, and expanding our horizons at school! God gave each of us a brain for a purpose: to use it. Like many other aspects of our lives, our mind is a “use it or lose it” proposition. Learning is the root of acquiring wisdom.

			This is especially true when we add and focus serious attention on what we truly glean from our life experiences and circumstances. Paying attention to and reflecting on our own lives, and observing the experiences of others, make for quite the “classroom” for life and provides us a fountain for wisdom.

			My formative time in liberal arts study at the University of Texas and religious education and inquiry in graduate school were the start of a lifelong continuing search and journey with significant perspective changes. Like all aspects of our lives, this was by choice, and with increasingly more questions than answers about theological matters.

			Amid prayerful, meditative, and observant searching with attention to experiences, I have a peaceful comfort about a few things. How we consistently live is more important than what we “believe” or affirm by some creed. Religious doctrine has some purpose for many of us, but never at the expense of how we live and treat others. Authentic religions, and simple decent humanity, provide a consistent core within us where we prioritize active expressions of love, empathy, gentleness, peace, compassion, and the pursuit of justice for all people in need.

			Regarding God, I realize and respect that some prefer alternative terminology, such as spirit, some type of life force beyond and/or within us, or other. I also know that for some, “naming” is important. I respect that, but it is not crucial for me. He or she, just God, or some other term carries the day for some and alienates others. I use God and often utilize he by habit, so please be patient with me as you read if you have a different preference.

			Yes, I know God is spirit and not like us. Yet, it is difficult to break free of some habitual anthropomorphic language. Conceptual language often helps me. God is spirit within and around us all. Yet, visualizing God as my friend guides, calms, and encourages me in countless ways each day. This includes wanting to be the best of friends to others and myself. I think this is a key reason Christianity is my faith home. Conceiving of God as a human friend, companion, teacher, and role model is a bright light that I can relate to each day.

			That said, we should be careful with anthropomorphic expressions about God. One of the Ten Commandments is not to make an idol or a “graven image” of God (Ex. 20:4). In Nine Essential Things I’ve Learned About Life (Anchor Books 2016), Rabbi Harold Kushner insightfully interprets this to mean that we should not “portray God as a thing” or a human or an animal. Further, “God is not a person like us . . . but God is real in a very different way than you and I are real.”

			I agree wholeheartedly with one key exception in the first century CE. In my Christian tradition, God assumed human form in the life and teachings of Jesus. He was a human being, a real man, a Jewish Rabbi in a particular time and culture. Yet, God is spirit (the closest thing that fits) and not like us in some of our experiences with God now. Further, women and men are created equally in God’s image (Gen. 1:27).

			Importantly, one of God’s primary characteristics, emphasized in my book, is that God is “with” us. That is one powerful four-letter word: WITH. With is so important that I made it the title of my book. Readers might wonder why the “With” chapter is the sixth chapter of Part I, which focuses on seven important four-letter words as key examples. It should be chapter one, correct? Maybe, yet I want to more than imply that God is amid all good things in a way that also prominently involves us and our choices and actions. God is with us during all times and seasons of our lives. Thus, the chapter titled “With” fits within and is connected to the whole.

			God is not human but is closely knit in and to us as humans. What better reminder of that than Jesus in my tradition. God as a human being in time and context, just as we all live in particular times and contexts. That notion comforts me. It makes God seem closer to us and fully able to feel and experience all that we do. God is truly with us as we feel and do, especially when we allow ourselves to experience God’s comforting, friendly presence.

			I have developed certain convictions about God through living, paying attention, and observing (as well as studying) people and events for sixty-nine years (as of this writing, and hopefully still counting for a long time). I must highlight living, awareness, and observation to my list of convictions. Prayerful meditation, study of scripture and religious writings, teachers and mentors, and favorite books and authors are all key ingredients for my religious and meaningful life principles. Life experience and what I consider the priorities of how Jesus lived and what he taught are my primary personal filters for authenticity. 

			Returning to my “with” theme, I strongly believe that God is primarily “with” us, now and always, on our life journey. I mean walking beside us (so closely that God is “in” us as we are in God’s image), like the very best of friends, deeply experiencing our joys and sorrows. I will have a lot more to say about this reality of “God with us” throughout this book because it is of utmost importance. God enables us with courage and recognition and utilization of our talents, opportunities, and choices. God does not control everything.

			For example, God does not control the weather, illness or good health, accidents, death, sorrow, or other life circumstances. God is about companionship, not castigating people by authority or control.

			Does God ever control anything in a day-to-day, cause-and-effect manner? Only God knows. Yet, my experience and observation lead me to think of God primarily as an influencer, comforter, enabler, and intuitive partner. We are the ones who control most everything with our free will choices. Our choices are often responses to circumstances which vary and change (sometimes unexpectedly) in our lives. Our chosen response actions should be rooted in God’s priorities and partnership, which are grounded in love.

			This book reveals that Rabbi Kushner is among my favorite authors. He, as well as other favorite authors and mentors, speaks to me. In his Nine Essential Things (noted above), Kushner observes: “The truth is, life is unfair, and we would do well to come to terms with that fact.” Additionally, “The task of religion is not to teach us to bow our heads and accept God’s inscrutable will. It is to help us find the resources to live meaningfully . . . even in a world where people don’t often get what they deserve.”

			Many proclaim that “God is all-powerful,” or has a so-called “inscrutable will,” which is misleading. It tends to imply that God controls every detail of every day in everyone’s life all over the world. If that is true, then I will hand in my believing-in-God card. God cries with us during and following a child’s death, a terminal illness diagnosis, and weather atrocities rather than punishing us (or those who disagree with us!) with such suffering. Anyone who pays some level of attention to the variables of living understands that life is indeed not fair. What happens in life is sometimes arbitrary or heartbreaking. Is fairness even relevant in life? Absolutely! God expects us to be champions of fairness, especially for the oppressed. That is what we call the active pursuit of justice, which is among the highest practical expressions of love in the responsive choices we make to daily circumstances.

			Speaking of expectations, I am certain God wants us to respond habitually to our one gift of life with intention, commitment, and hard work. He calls on us to live with high character and the sincerest daily acts of kindness and love for one another and ourselves. I am a proponent of personal well-being and attending to the well-being of all others. After all, God made everyone in God’s image. This was “very good” from the beginning, as Genesis 1 tells us. It continues to be very good ever since then, now, and into the future.

			

			I strongly believe that the way we act in our daily lives should be in responsive gratitude to God’s gift of life and love. God in turn intends us to be a gift of life and love for others and ourselves. This intersects with what many refer to as “humanism,” which is an unfortunately politically charged word. (What isn’t political and polarizing these days?) Some have the audacity to chastise humanism in the name of Christianity as godless. That is absurd. If God had any issue with humanism, then why in my Christian tradition did God choose a human Jewish rabbi to teach and show us God’s way in how Jesus lived and what he taught?

			I hope this brief Preface gives you some insight into my perspective as you start to read the book. My book has two parts. They are similar in the sense that the chapters are relatively short. Readers can approach the book as daily readings (devotional style, we might call it) or in chunks.

			Part I is gamelike, using a structure of transforming four-letter words from vehicles of hate and tribalism to mechanisms of unity and reminding us how we should live. No question, our current divided and demonizing “us–them” culture needs radical change. So why not invent a game that, taken seriously, can be a basis to transform the way we go about daily living? Part II is a collection of additional practical reflections.

			Readers will notice recurring themes and emphases throughout. This is intentional. Much of my writing is based on personal experiences, so many chapters are “memoirlike.” I invite you to use your own life experiences, observations, and reflections in the same way. They are a rich source of learning, which can be applied as you move forward in your life journey, and without self-judgment or shame for the past. That is what true change is all about. The old-style biblical term for this is repentance. This is akin to hitting a “reset” button in how we live to the extreme that we “turn around” to follow a different, narrower ethical path. If you are like me, we often must hit the button and “restart” in a forward-looking manner informed by the past. Daily is a good plan.

			Let’s remember that God is with us always, however you wish to conceptualize it. God can help inform what we learn and apply from experience and contemplation in walking with us and helping with our insight. God just requires us to use our eyes, attention span, brain, and reflective capacity to learn and then exercise our freedom of choice to make changes in how we live.

			One final note on my references to sources. I note above that Rabbi Harold Kushner is among my favorite authors. He, as well as other favorite authors and mentors, speak to me in many and diverse ways. I refer to
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