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Chapter Six

Engaging in Theological Reflection
Matthew Floding

Want to get better at something? Do reflection. That’s how a basketball
player improves her three-point shot and an actor improves delivering his
lines. They take the shot or speak the lines, reflect on technique and how they
mentally and physically executed the performance, and go back and practice.
This works even better with a mentor.

Ministry requires it all: ali that you are and all that yvou’ve leamed. You
become a new kind of person. It takes everything to minister with authentic-
ity, integrity, and faithfulness. By authenticity I mean putting away the
fagade, any false self in order to minister as God made and gifted you, witk a
deep sense of self-awareness and humility. Integrity is about theory and
practice connecting coherently withic you. It means you are becoming, by
God’s grace, a more integrated person and that your story and your practice
of ministry have integrity with the capital “T™ tradition, church catholic. At
the same time, you're aware that you minister within a small “t” tradition.
Yours could be the freshest expression of church at the local microbrewery
or a historic church with a plaque on the pulpit that says, “Received from
Holland, 1656, Cost Complete with Hour Glass, 25 Beaver Skins.”! Whatev-
er your tradition, you want to minister faithfilly within it. I named “humil-
ity”” because as my tradition has it, we're “reformed and always reforming.”

Theological reflection is a uge compenent of this. The point of theologi-
cal reflection is that it actually helps you discover more of who you are; how
precious and meaning-full the Tradition is; and the joy of ministering to,
with, and receiving from the Christians you journey witk. For example, I
can’t say at the Table, “Grant that being joined together in Jesus, may
we .. .” or at a graveside, “In our sure and certain hope of the resurrection to
eternal life through Jesus Christ . . .” without the feeling of being swept up,
with my people, in the great river of God’s life in Christ by the Spirnt.
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36 Matthew Floding
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTICON WITHIN FIELD EDUCATION

Yes, there is a technical definition, and it merits exploration. Within a field
education placement, theological reflection is “reflection uporn lived, embod-
ied experience in ministry that seeks to make sense of practice and form
reflectors in habits for competent ministry.”?

In your field education placement you’ll have experiences that both un-
settle and enliven you. Rule of thumb: where there’s energy, press the pause
button and reflect. Your body and your mind are calling you to pay attention.
These kinds of experiences in ministry deserve as close a read as any text-
book. Most of your shared reflection time will be with your supervisor-
mentor and with peers. Working pastors know the richness of refiecting with
a colleague or a regular peer reflection group on ministry experiences.?

Vulnerability is critical. You don’t bave to look good in the story. 1t’s like
the sign on our church’s playground: “Play at your owa risk.” Take the risk!

Making sensc of your experience in order to foster authentic ministry
with integrity that is faithful—if not perfect—will involve a process that
looks something like 2 Venn diagram. This gets at the Trinitarian complexity
of ministry. Your experience (one circle: caming what happened, how others
may have experienced the event, sorting out your feelings and capturing
irages that come to mind) enters into a deep conversation with the Tradftion
(second circle: scripture, theology, history, and liturgy) with an attentiveness
to God who is at work throughout and bigger than the situation (rectangle).
However large the overlap, there will be untidy areas outside the integrative
center. That's real ministry.
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There are many theological reflection methods. In field education you’ll
be introduced to some of these. Your supervisor-mentor expects to engage in
reflective supervision with you.4 You can try out different methods of theo-
logiczl reflection appropriate to the event that prompts it. 5 Most approaches
expand on basic inductive method: What?, So what?, Now what?¢ That may
feel a bit clinical. My counsel is to invite the Spirit’s counsel and correction
and begin by accurately describing what happened in its context. Your reflec-
tion partner(s) will be invaluable for drawing out pertinent information that
escaped you. Explore the question, “Why did this happen?” Imagine how
others involved may have felt and experienced the event. One word of cau-
tion: human beings and congregations are not formulaic, but deep mysteries
that make all of cur wonderings tentative.

Other kinds of questions get at the intersection of the Venn dizgram from
the other circle. How does scripture speak to this kind of event? Where might
it be situated in the grand narrative of scripture? What biblical images come
to mind? What theological themes intersect with this experience? What is at
stake theologically? I you reflect with clergy from other traditions, altema-
tive, interesting, and helpfizl questions will surface.

WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?

What does it look like? Great question! I think we can discern formation
resulting from reflection at work in characters in the Bible. I'm writing just
after Pentecost Sunday, so this example comes to mind. Jesus promised the
coming Comforter and told the disciples to wait in Jerusalem. They were
gathering daily for their upper room prayers and reflections with the women
leaders, including Mary, the mother of Jesus. When the wind of the Spirit
blew into Jerusalem znd into their lives, someone from the crowd asked,
“What does this mean?” Peter, who undoubtedly reflected on his amazing
reclamation, reconciliation, and restoration by the resurrected Jesus, claimed
his commission to feed and tend Christ’s sheep.

Peter interprets their shared experience by connecting it to a scriptural
text from the prophet Joel. In the last days it will be, God declares, that “I
will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and daughters shall
prophesy” (Joel 2:28). He even connects it skillfully with covenant promises
made to David and Israel. Ultimately, Peter’s serrnon prompts the crowd to
ask another theological question, “What should we do?” (Acts 2:37). Peter
doesn’t miss a beat, but calls upon the crowd to respond to the new covenant
by repenting and being baptized in the name of Jesus the Christ. He assures
them that they will receive the promise of forgiveness of sins and the gift of
the Holy Spirit.7
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Okay, granted, you’re not a biblical character, but the same Spirit is at
work in you. Formation for ministry is stiil the result.

Kathryn lives in Friendship House.® It’s a residential ministerial forrma-
tion opportunity in which three seminarians and a person with an intellectual
disability practice intentional Christian community with other similarly ar-
ranged apartments.

Kathryn was completely disarmed by the unconditional love she experi-
enced from her roommate, Jill. When Kathryn moved ‘In she assumed she
would be “ministering to” Jili. It turned out to be not the opposite, but as she
describes it, “something far better, a mutuality that gave life.”

Kathryr began searching for pastoral positions during her senior year.
She discerned one in particular that might be a good fit. She applied. She was
given an opportunity to interview with the search committee over the phone.
They liked what they heard and invited ker for an in-person interview. Kath-
ryn asked Jill to accompany her to the interview. She informed the search
committee that her apartment-mate would be accompanying her. It surprised
the search commiitee, but they too were disarmed by Jill, and she became
part of the interview process! Kathryn later confided that this was part of her
discernment process. “Living with Jil! and doing our reflection time together
as an apartment has so deepened my understanding of the Kingdom of God
that I want to serve where removing barriers to full participation in church
will not be zn issue.” Kathryn was extended a call; she said “yes” to God’s
vision for the church and world and “yes” to that congregation.

Practice theological reflectiorn: consistently, and over time it will form you
in fajth and form you for ministry.

YOU'RE NOT THE ULTIMATE GOAL

But here’s the thing. You’re not the ultimate goal of theological reflection.
Your participation in the ministry of Jesus for the sake of your congregation
(or nonprofit community) and for the world so loved by God is. In other
words, your reflective practice will be used by God to fashion a reflective
people who themselves are being transformed. Evidence of this is a mark of
sustained and patient pastoral engagement and the transforming work of the
Spirit.

I was speaking with a pastor friend who shared a story of this kind of
reflective transformation, This pastor had patiently led the congregation to
discern that frequent Communion was encouraged by Jesus, grounded in the
early church’s practice seen in scripture and faithful to their own theological
tradition.

Weekly Communion became the practice of the congregation. Any
change takes time to get used to, but for the most part this new practice was

Engaging in Theological Reflection 39

well received by the congregation. Not by everyone, of course. The pastor
heard about this, too. . ‘

The steady rhythm of Eucharistic hospitality, patient liturgical catechefsm
by the pastor, and the unexpected gifts that came with frequent Communion
stirred up something. One day the pastor received a letter from a person who
had been less than enthusiastic about the change.

It seems that the change of practice had unsettled the person’s church
routine. To his credit, and no doubt the Spirit’s, the man engaged more
deeply with his weekly experience, scripture, and his own theological con-
victions. He reflected on his personal transformation:®

First, 2lmost every Sunday, sitting where I do, as people go to the Table, I can
look forward, or across, and see men and women I know; people who are
suffering, carrying burdens, visible or invisible; and I can silemtly pray for
them, as | know some of them do for me.

Jesus took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it to the
disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.™

Other mornings, ] am desperate, hoping there will be some m_agic in the cup,
willing to crawl on my knees to the Table . . . to say, “I believe; Lord help

Thou mine unbelief. . . .”
Or to be reminded, we are one in the Lord, those folks I revere and those I

secretly shake my head at “from a great height”; 21l belong to Christ, not to
me. His blood covers them just as effectively as it does me. . .. Ea«::h we§k the
world erases that from the blackboard of my heart; at the Table Chuist patiently

writes it back.

Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them saying, “Drink
From it, all of you, for this is the blood of the covenant, which is poured out

Jfor many for the forgiveness of sins.”

And I am old. I now read the obituaries every day, and too often, there is a
colleague; my latest sun is sinking fast, my race is nearly run; 1 cringe at W!:at
lies ahead, I fear the darkness. But, each and every Sunday, I hear, stretching
all the way back to my childhood, the voice of the pastor, the words of t.he
‘Word: For as often as you eat this bread, and drink this cup, you do proclaim
the Lord’s death, until He cometh. It matters.

For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes.
The author closed with an apology: “Sorry. Not well put intp words.”

Your commitment to theological reflection matters; not just for your sake,
but for theirs.
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

1. Can you recall and describe an experience in which your reflection
brought about personal change?

2. What biblical stories and theological themes are woven into the core
of your identity?
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Chapter Seven

Engaging in Sustaining
Spiritual Practices

Deborah K. Davis

After seventeen years as a hospital chaplain I experienced a powerful sense
of compassion fatigue. My ministry was caring for those who were suffering;
responding to crises; and being present for patients, doctors, nurses, and the
staff. T was well placed as the person who brought calm into stressful situa-
tions; acceptance in the face of judgment; honest hope when confronted with
wishfizl thinking; and a safe place for people to confess their problems,
failures, hopes, and dreams. I was the mother of three energetic sons, a wife,
the moderator of the presbytery, and an on-call chaplain twenty-four hours/
seven days a week. I was doing everything I loved, and T was totally, abso-
lutely, burnt out. I was empty. There was no living water left in my well.

To address my compassion fatigue I enrolled in 2 weellong seminar in
spiritnal direction. I imagined I would spend this week multitasking: gstting
some time away from the pressures of my life, receiving training that would
enhance my work as a chaplain, and beginning a book I was contemplating
on chaplaincy. So much more happened!

As T slowed down to pray, meditate upon seripture, sit in silence, and

| receive spiritual nourishment, the Holy Spirit began to revive me. I drank

deeply from the well of a variety of spiritual practices that invited me to a
closer relationship with God. During my quiet times my thoughts, which
usually focused on problem solving and list making, were replaced by a new
ability to listen for the voice of God guiding me. 1 was given my life back by

‘being introduced to the concept of developing spiritual practices in my life

that would reconnect me to God, the true source of living water.
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