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Personal Introduction — Welcome!

It’s easy to fear you’ve fallen off the religious journey. It’s easy to assume you aren’t spiritual as you don’t fit into organised religion. It’s easy to see the spiritual journey as no longer relevant. Others’ ideas of the journey can mess with our heads.

I usually followed the ‘right’ moves in the Christian church I was raised in. Frequently I feared I’d left the ‘right’ path and was wandering lazy meadows like the truant Little Red Engine of my childhood story book. I often felt, like the Little Red Engine, that I’d disobeyed the injunction to, ‘Stay on the rails no matter what!’

Other friends have long since given up on church. Even in my childhood there was little social need to be a church member anymore. Saying you went to church brought you more embarrassed, incredulous looks than respect or admiration. Church was no longer what everyone did on a Sunday. It didn’t mean much to others. Saying I was a Presbyterian minister was a conversation stopper.

This cultural change was starkly illustrated six years ago on my first Maundy Thursday in a new inner-city parish. At 6.45pm I was at the front of the church setting up an intimate space with candles, stones, and a bowl for footwashing later. I’d sourced reflective music and planned lots of silence among carefully written words. As I’d nearly finished my preparations, a group gathered at the other end of the church. New to the parish, I was surprised how many there were and how young, expecting more grey heads.

Then a local member led half the group down the aisle and through an internal door to the church’s conference centre behind. The young attendees were NOT coming to my mindfully meditative Maundy Thursday commemoration. No. They’d enrolled online (sight unseen) for a six-week mindfulness course beginning that evening in a hired conference room. Google maps had led them to the street address but had not distinguished church and centre.

What a symbol, I thought then and have done many times since, of what is going on for church, younger generations and the search for soul. They and we participated that evening in much the same meditative quality of activity in the same building but within very different contexts. The mindfulness group trusted an unknown secular instructor more than an established church and minister. For them, church history and ‘baggage’ obscures any deeply satisfying spirituality available within. It is not that they are not looking, but that they are looking in a different place.

Because I was around church and spiritually minded people, I kept being reminded that there is an inner spiritual journey to negotiate. I’ve found however, that it is wider and freer than I was taught. To my utter relief, I’ve learned I am always on that journey simply by virtue of being human. To be human, I discovered, is to be spiritual. Hence the title of this book. Wherever you are, you too are on the journey, (doing it your way, I hope.)

It is easy to lose sight of our inner convictions as we stumble, fall, pick ourselves up, and deal with critical fellow-travellers. It is not easy to seek new directions, through mists of disillusionment and disenchantment.

In my experience, as I need resources, they come into my life. I hope it will be the same for you. In this novel you have come across part of Hope’s journey. Not all of it may suit you right now. Here, though, are ideas and metaphors which may help with the questions buzzing round your head. These conversations seek to support re-enchantment of your journey. To help you move into post-critical thinking. I hope the book helps you understand the reasons for the changes in your thinking, and in other people’s. I hope too that you will learn how important it is that we do change.

Imagine you and I are sitting in a coffee shop with our favourite beverage in front of us. Here are, in novel form, significant encounters. They have their origins in different conversations I’ve had with a variety of seeking human beings who were wrestling with questions, doubts and scepticism.

I bring to the table, as virtual conversation partners, some authors who helped me understand what is going on for us when we begin this phase of faith and stumble our way through it. I’m personally indebted to their courage. They’ve put out into the world their innermost thoughts on journeying through this still poorly mapped landscape. There are a few metaphors of my own in here too, images that came to me as I strove to show clearly what was going on for other seekers.

• • •

Enjoy the realisation that you are not alone.

Others have trod this way before you.

Others tread this way with you.

As you walk honestly in your truth, others will be able to follow in your footsteps.

We are a band of contemporary pilgrims, sisters and brothers and others together making the most significant pilgrimage of our lives.

There is a journey.

You are on it.

With us.

Susan Jones


1 — Faith is a series of stages, not a destination

The growl of the coffee grinder and hiss of steam from the espresso machine fills the air. The smell of freshly brewed coffee tantalises my nostrils. The Cup is my favourite coffee shop, just across from the church. The young gen Xers, and Y’s with whom I work call it my second office. Exploring new ideas fits this bustling urban atmosphere. They seem to work here better than in the holiness of the Gothic-revival inner-city church across the busy street.

I remember Guy, a young accountant whom I met for coffee one day. He told me he was getting more courageous at accepting and living out his gay identity. But he found as he did, that his religious satisfaction sank. We drew rough graphs of his life experience on paper napkins at the table. They crossed and twisted apart to show that, as he came out more and more, and felt more at home in his identity, his church connections soured. I knew this didn’t have to be the case. I knew he could be clear about his identity at the same time as owning and enjoying his spirituality. The religion offered in his suburban church and others like it, however, is not compatible with his reality and authentic orientation. I remember he took with him the crumpled, coffee-cup ringed napkin on which I’d scribbled, illustrating our discussion. So had many of my coffee-and-conversation partners before and since.

Hope is my companion in trim flat whites this afternoon, her straight black hair shining in the sunlight slanting through the coffee shop window, deep blue eyes animated beneath her heavy fringe. She is straight, in her early thirties, and is considering applying for ordination as a minister of our denomination. She isn’t entirely sure what this will involve her needing to believe. She’s just told me that of late, she is not as certain as before of some beliefs she had as a child and adolescent. As a preacher’s kid she lived under her father’s at first evangelical, then later, very liberal preaching. What is the truth?

As I listened to her story, I thought of my own religious experience. When I was younger, I wouldn’t have known what label to put on my home church. Later, I used the term evangelical. Then I came to see my local church was fundamentalist. Life and faith were presented as black and white. In our local congregation we were expected to know what side we were on. We certainly knew it was vital to stay on that ‘right’ side to be acceptable within that community.

Even as a teenager, I noticed huge effort expended on getting people to ‘make a decision for Jesus Christ.’ Then more effort to get them to follow up with baptism (believers, immersion) and church membership. Looking back it seems like a farm with different paddocks. Everyone was urged to jump the fence into the ‘saved’ paddock. After you’d made that effort, though, it seemed grazing in that paddock was enough for the rest of your life (if you were morally good all the time).

It wasn’t that the New Zealand Baptist church didn’t believe in adult education. It did. Our local church ran ‘All Age Sunday School’ (copied from the American Baptists). An hour before morning worship, everyone could be in classes organised for their age group. Classes, however, did not encourage the type of questioning that allows our faith to evolve. We just learned more about the faith we already had and how to keep on living moral lives, being ‘good.’1

Our family had lively conversations after Sunday morning church at our dinner table. These taught me you don’t necessarily have to agree with everything the minister says. As minister succeeded minister, I also learned different clergy present the Gospel in a variety of ways. Even as a teenager, I noticed the quality is variable!

I wonder whether, being a preacher’s kid, Hope didn’t have that liberty. In her home, the minister carved the Sunday roast each week. She wouldn’t have observed a variety of ministers, from whom to learn about difference.

Hope finished her story of her journey through faith and church thus far. She sat absently stirring her flat white, looking at me expectantly. I wondered where to start.

“Your journey is like mine,” I said, “with a few differences. It wasn’t until I did academic theology as a ministry candidate, that I really started to question. There I discovered the ‘facts’ of faith I’d learned in Baptist all-age classes are actually only a few of many possible theories or approaches to belief. It isn’t ‘one-way fits all.’”

Now I stirred my coffee absently.

“When I learned those varying approaches, it wasn’t easy. I had moments of panic. They’ve now faded, but then, they were frightening. I’d been carefully brought up to deride what we called backsliders.” I grinned, “A good Baptist girl knew it was Not a Good Thing to be One of Those.”

Hope grinned. “Yes, I remember that categorising of people. There were those who really thought they had got being a Christian just right and judged others as just ‘playing’ at church. A bit arrogant, really.”

I drew a paper napkin towards me and fumbled for a pen in my handbag. Why could I never put the pen away in the same pocket.

“One panic attack I do remember involved the Bible. I was studying the Gospel of Mark in a university undergraduate paper taught at a distance. We were two hours’ drive from the university. We connected by audio with microphones in those pre-Zoom days. For homework one day, we were asked to look at a particular chapter of the Gospel. The task was to see what sections it could be divided into. Then we were to speculate why the editor arranged the sections that way.”

I looked at Hope. “Internally, I went into panic mode. ‘Editor?’ My Baptist soul protested! Was the lecturer suggesting someone had been ‘messing about’ with The Bible? I said nothing, too scared to let my panic show. I remember the strong feeling that if the Bible is a jigsaw, it was falling apart before my eyes. It was a horrible moment. But, I went home and did the homework like the goody-two-shoes that I was.”

I drew three oblongs one after the other on the napkin. “I found the chapter did have three sections; three different stories told by Jesus to three different groups of people.”

Hope nodded as she looked at the napkin where I wrote in the boxes, ‘Pharisees,’ ‘man born blind’ and ‘disciples.’

“It was only then I realised what I’d unconsciously been assuming. I’d assumed the three stories in the chapter happened chronologically. I assumed it was almost like first, Jesus telling a story in the morning. Then he told one in the afternoon. Then, I also assumed, the chapter ended with what he said in the evening. I could see these three sections easily enough. I didn’t get why these stories had been put together like this. And that’s assuming I was going to admit the existence of an editor. For me, the jury was out still on that issue!”

I glanced at Hope. She was absorbed.

“I found the answer in the next teleconference. I was still keeping quiet about my sense of panic. We were told Mark’s Gospel is made up of several story ‘sandwiches.’ The ‘bread’ stories which come first and last might be of cynics or sceptics or opponents of Jesus. The ‘filling’ of that sandwich is a story of someone who understood Jesus’ message. Like this one here,” I said, pointing at the boxes on the napkin.

I drew three more boxes in a row, writing in them this time ‘Gentiles,’ ‘unbelieving disciples’ and ‘a group of women.’

“Or in another chapter, the ‘bread’ of the sandwich might be stories about people who ‘got’ what Jesus was saying and doing. They are sandwiched around a story of someone or a group who was faithless or unbelieving. We are invited to notice that the people who ‘got’ Jesus were those formerly outcast or ignored. Lepers, women, blind men, or Gentiles seemed to ‘hear’ what Jesus was teaching. Orthodox followers or clergy didn’t seem to understand him as well.”

“That makes sense,” murmured Hope, almost under her breath.

“Sitting there, my panic subsided. I realised these stories being positioned like this taught me more. More than a simple chronological list would have done. This way, something was highlighted which I might otherwise have missed. I remember I felt that the two-dimensional jigsaw Bible was falling apart. With this new information it was as if the Bible was re-forming in three dimensions before my eyes. Now I had more than the content of the story and all its interactions. I had more than my speculation as to what Jesus or the Gospel writers were meaning by the story. Now, as well, there was the effect of the placing of the story. The stories are ‘conversing’ with each other, like the walls in a freshly painted room reflect light and colour from each other.”

We smiled at each other. “So, the panic could subside?” Hope asked.

“Yes,” I replied, “it did. Though, there were other moments. I knew at the back of my mind that when I accepted a new idea, it would affect other long-held ideas down the track. Those moments weren’t easy. They were shocking and traumatic. Looking back, however, those critical moments are helpful corners I turned. Round seemingly blind corners we find new landscapes. It took me a while to trust that discovery.”

“It helps to know other people have these moments, I thought I was the only one,” said Hope.

I nodded, sipping my cooling flat white. “One thing which helped me was discovering an intellectually respectable theory about stages in faith during my ministry training. When I trained as a teacher, I learned about Piaget’s2 theory of human development which goes in stages, so I understood the idea of a ‘stage theory.’ That meant I got the idea behind James Fowler’s3 theory of faith development. At first, the academic terms for the stages didn’t help, but at least I got the broad concept. It was a great relief to understand that my own personal spiritual life is a path which I can travel on, out of the narrow fundamentalist ‘paddock’ of my youth.”

I reached for another napkin and started drawing a series of six boxes linked together in line. “Later writers have simplified the language and the stages. M. Scott Peck4 writes about four stages, different from Fowler’s six. Marcus Borg5 and Thomas Moore6 streamline it down to three though they use different names for the stages. They’re probably the easiest to follow, but I now use Fowler’s six stages.”

I drew four columns alongside the six boxes, each with names at the top: Fowler, M Scott Peck, Borg and Moore.

Hope moved her head to look at the napkin, tracing the series of boxes with her finger. “Where do you think I am?” she asked.

“Let me describe them and you can work out for yourself where you think you are at for the moment,” I replied. I pointed at the first row of boxes.

“We tend to begin our spiritual journey and our life journey in a fairy tale-fantastical kind of mode. The Easter Bunny, Santa Claus and some nursery fairy tales7 fit into this mode of thinking. Borg describes us as ‘uncritical’ about what we are thinking and reading. Moore says that we live in an ‘enchanted’ world at this stage.”

[image: ]

I pointed to the first three rows of the line of boxes, shading them in, grinning at Hope as I did so.

“You just have to see a little boy in a spider man costume at the supermarket, or his slightly bigger sister in a tutu and princess tiara, to know they are in an enchanted place in their heads, far removed from the reality of boring grocery shopping!”

Hope laughed, “I used to think I was Cinderella!”

“Exactly, you’ve got it,” I said. “There comes a day or a moment or a year when we begin to find this enchanted paradise is not what it seemed before. It might take a pandemic for us to question the omnipotence of God, or a science lesson where the theory of evolution leaves no room for the Creator God you’ve been taught about.”

“Whatever that first jolt is, Borg says that’s the moment when we begin to think critically. Moore says that’s when we become ‘disenchanted’ with the fantasy world which is so bright and sparkling when we’re young.”

I move my pen to the fourth line of boxes and write in ‘disenchantment’ and ‘critical thinking’ under the headings for Borg and Moore.

“This is a difficult time to navigate. Some call it a mid-life crisis. My panic attack over the jigsaw of the Bible was one of those moments. We eagerly learn new things in science. We travel the world, discovering other religions have similar ideas to Christianity. As we do that, we don’t always notice we’ve lost our innocence. We just begin thinking differently about the world and God and ourselves.”

“Then the shock comes. We realise how much of what we’ve previously valued doesn’t fit with new understandings.”

“This moment can come like a bombshell. A close friend might change her mind about her faith. Or a spiritual mentor might fail us. It can be devastating. If you are actively worshipping in a conventional or conservative congregation, having these thoughts can leave you feeling alone and an outcast.”

Hope nods. My pen moves back to the Fowler column of boxes and to Fowler’s name for his third stage, named ‘conventional.’

“Many conventional churches are not interested in questioning. Particularly questions which go beyond a certain line. That line is drawn differently in different congregations.”

“Alan Jamieson is a New Zealand sociologist and senior pastor. He discovered that often clergy do not want to accompany their parishioners on this questioning journey. They know it has the potential for their members to leave the church or, (worse still!), disrupt it. His A Churchless Faith has interviews with people who have left the church. He uses Fowler’s stages as a framework to analyse what was going on for them. You’d probably find his book interesting. Some interviewees reported their minister just avoided them. Other ministers actively stated, ‘you’re on your own with that kind of thinking.’”

Hope shifted in her seat. “I know my dad is pretty dismissive now of people who still think the way he used to think. He gets a little reactionary about it. That’s why I don’t think I can ask him about this kind of stuff,” she muttered.

“No. That’s the stage he’s at. People behave according to their reactions to the stage they are in. There should be no shaming about entering this period of questioning, whatever you call it. It might be Borg’s ‘critical thinking,’ Moore’s ‘disenchantment,’ Fowler’s ‘individuative/reflective’ stage, Scott Peck’s ‘sceptic/individual.’” My pen jumps across the row of columns. “Different names, but the same stage. This stage is vital if we are to grow in our faith. We need it to develop a spirituality adequate for 21st century adult life.”

“I find it helpful to think of it as an invitation to mature in thinking and so ‘grow up.’ Sometimes, people who cut free of the church at this stage act like adolescents. They revel in lying in bed on a Sunday morning instead of sitting in that hard pew. Or they might begin to do things previously forbidden by the churches they attended. It’s rather like teenagers testing their parents, only in this case the ‘parent’ is the church.”

“So, what can people do about these bombshell moments at this stage?” asked Hope. “I think I need another cup of coffee. Same again for you?”

“Please.”

I watched her as she went to the counter. She seemed lighter somehow than the young woman who’d come to me, brow creased and face serious. I remember how it helped me to understand there is a process broader than my own life which is known and described. It helps to realise it isn’t just my own badness, rebellion or even a mental breakdown.

Hope returned. “What can people do when they get disenchanted?” she asked again.

“There’s more than one possibility. Two, I think are tragic,” I replied.

“First, the questioner may stop asking questions. They might repress their doubts and developing thoughts so they can remain an acceptable member of a congregation. Or they might keep quiet to remain a compliant member of the clergy. They then tend to develop a stilted, ‘fake’ spirituality which is easily picked up by others. The questioner, of course, thinks they are hiding their struggle.”

I shifted in my chair. “If they’re clergy, their sermons become dry, boring and irrelevant. If the frustrated questioner is a lay person, they may become an irregular church attender. Or, funnily enough, they may become an ardent rule follower, insisting that the ‘Right’ thing is always done. They hope that will keep their own uncomfortable question at bay.”

“The other tragic possibility, is that the person who becomes disenchanted, finds no support in their church and leaves. Alan Jamieson’s A Churchless Faith follows people like that. You probably know people who have done that?”

Hope nods quietly, her face shadowed. “My brother. My English teacher at school
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