LU MUNOS
FAITH & LIGHT FOR THE JOURNEY

VOL 12 : No. 2 : 2020

Relationship Paradoxes:
Engaging and Letting Go

2} Executive Director’s Corner: Moving In, Stepping Back
3} Reflections: Happiness in the Time of COVID
6} Lumunaries: Our Lives are All Connected

5} Wisdom of S’Ages: Prayer for a Failed Conversation
8} Conversations: A Matter of Rhythm and Discernment

Executive Director’s Corner

Moving In, Stepping Back

Doug Wysockey-Johnson

I

n speaking about his marriage, a
friend of mine said, “There are
certain things we have just learned
not to discuss.” He and his wife both
seem to accept that they differ on these
topics, and their energy is better spent in
other ways.
In speaking about her decision to attend
her first racial injustice rally, a friend
simply said, “It was time.”
In speaking about her decision not to
attend a racial injustice rally, an elderly
activist friend said, “My body can’t handle
it anymore.”
In speaking about his latest parenting
question, a friend said, “I’m not sure
whether to intervene or let the natural
consequences unfold.”
Relationship Paradoxes
This year at Lumunos, we are looking
at Relationship Paradoxes. A few
months ago, we explored the need for
relationships to hold both pain and play.
It was timely as COVID-19 came upon
us. Now in this Fall Issue, we explore a
second relationship tension: When do we
engage, and when do we step back? When
do we move deeper into our relationships,
to further engage a conflict, work through
an issue, or deepen our activism around a
cause? And when do we step back, take a
time out, or move toward acceptance and
letting go?
I don’t find these to be easy questions.
They call for thoughtful, reflective
discernment. To discern literally means
to separate or sift out. At Lumunos, we
believe this sifting happens in a variety

of ways—by understanding ourselves
and how we are wired, by being willing
to look at decisions in light of a broader
picture, by drawing on the wisdom of
God however we name that power greater
than ourselves. Good discernment also
includes the interests and needs of people
beyond our own self-interest.You throw
all that in one pot and it is a complicated
stew. Especially when you think of the
different kinds of relationships we have.
Whether talking about engaging an issue
with a family member, or getting more
involved politically, knowing how, or
when, or how much is tricky.

to consider. These factors can be used as
excuses to avoid important commitments,
so it is worth noting that there are always
creative ways to engage if the issue is a
priority. Figuring out how to do that
in your season of life is a part of the
discernment.

Spiritual Disciplines:
What are the spiritual disciplines that
help you to listen? What helps you to ‘go
deep,’ to remember your values or hear
the Wisdom of your spiritual tradition?
The Psalmist wrote, “in thy light, we see
light.” At their best, our spiritual practices
enable us to listen deeply and see the
light we need to help us move toward
How Do We Know?
engagement or step back in acceptance.
The famous verses in Ecclesiastes
What I learn from my own Christian
remind us that there is a time to remain
tradition is that at different times,
silent and a time to speak. But the passage
different movements can represent faithful
is a little light on detail. I don’t think there
discernment. I read stories of Jesus actively
is one simple equation for how to know,
interacting with people and the systems he
but here are a few considerations:
lived in—healing, confronting, teaching.
Our Relational Default:
And I also see Jesus stepping back—not
I am an introvert and a people pleaser.
just to rest or pray, but intentionally not
My relational default is set to not engage,
healing or confronting because there
especially when my finely tuned radar
was something more important at that
senses conflict
moment. In these
in the air. In my
actions, there is actually
discernment over
a form of prioritizing,
“At their best, our
whether to engage, I
stepping back from one
spiritual practices enable
need to be aware of
form of engagement
us to listen deeply and
my tendency to shy
so he can put his
see the light we need to
away from conflict.
best energy toward
help us move toward
Another person’s
something else.
engagement or step back
relational default
And here is
might be to say yes to
in acceptance.”
something else I learn
any and everything
from all legitimate
that comes along.
spiritual traditions. The
Then they find themselves overburdened
guiding principles for our discernment are
with too many causes and commitments.
towards love, compassion, and justice—
Whatever our relational default is, it’s
towards others and ourselves. Which tells
good to be aware of when it is operating.
me this—when all else fails, the great
commandment provides a pretty good
Season of Life:
instruction. “Love the Lord your God
What is happening in our stage of life
with all your heart, your soul and your
matters too. I am in a season of grief and
mind, and your neighbor as yourself.
mourning. That takes a certain amount
of energy, energy that is not available for
other engagements. My colleague, Becca,
has a newborn at home—that too requires
extra energy. My parents are in a season
Doug Wysockey-Johnson is the Executive Director of Lumunos.
He lives with his family in Richmond, VT, and can be reached at
of life where they have extra health issues
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doug@lumunos.org.

Reflections

Happiness in the
Time of COVID
By Erica Witsell

“Going through puberty during a pandemic is pretty tough,” my
son Clayton said to me matter-of-factly as we walked along the new
bridge that connects Topsail Island with the mainland. After months of
sheltering-in-place in our home in western North Carolina, we had come
to the coast for a much-needed change of scene. 	

I

t has been a tough three months by any measure. On
the national scale, there’s been a mismanaged pandemic,
a crumpled economy, police brutality, political protests.
Unfolding against the backdrop of these national and global
tragedies, our family has had its share of troubles of a much more
personal sort.
Days after our governor’s first “stay-at-home” order, we
discovered that four-fifths of our family was infested with lice.
(“Ah,” my husband said, “the advantages of being bald.”) After
a full day of washing bedding, our eleven-year-old washing
machine finally gave up the ghost. Don and I tied bandanas
around our faces (remember that time when you didn’t own a
face mask?) and marched into the appliance section of Home
Depot like bandits. Delivery was ten days out, but our generous
neighbors offered their machine.
“Are you even allowed to go over there?” Clayton asked
nervously, voicing my own anxiety about breaking the “stay-athome” rules.
But unless we wanted to wash our clothes in the bathtub, we
didn’t have much choice.

“It’s an essential service,” I
reassured us both, balancing a
bottle of hand sanitizer on top of
the overflowing laundry basket.
If dealing with lice during the
lockdown meant more free hours for nitpicking on the back
deck, it also contributed to my sense of unease and isolation.
I wanted to ask the school nurse if those white specks on my
daughter’s scalp were dandruff or nits. I wanted a trusted friend
to comb through my own hair and reassure me that my husband
wasn’t missing anything. Mostly, I wanted our lives— upended in
so many ways— to feel normal again.
But lice and a broken washing machine, no matter how stressful
they felt, were mere inconveniences. Just as the whole country
was shuttering its windows and closing its doors, our beloved dog,
Soča, was dying. When his back legs collapsed late one afternoon,
we rushed him to the emergency clinic. A masked technician
shooed me away from the front door. “Stay in your car!” she
scolded. We huddled in the backseat of the van until it was Soča’s
turn, watching as the other pet owners anxiously surrendered
their animal companions into the clinic’s care. Maybe the new
protocols were different for euthanasia, or perhaps our vet tech
was just being kind, but my husband was allowed to be at our
dog’s side when he died.
Continued on page 4
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Reflections: Continued from page 3
So yes, there was no doubt the quarantine had been a
challenging time for all of us. And yet I had a feeling that none of
this was what Clayton was referring to when he said that things
were tough. After all, at that moment we were walking far above
the coastal lagoon, the reeds and water below us glowing amber
in the setting sun. And even though it was impossible not to
imagine the slim strip of island disappearing to sea level rise, or to
worry about the pandemic’s trajectory when so many vacationers
around us had clearly given up on social distancing, still the
external landscape in that moment seemed pretty bright.
I turned to Clayton in concern. Navigating the ups and downs
of puberty during a time when the whole world was topsy-turvy
and ill-at-ease— that did sound tough.
“I’m sorry you’re having a rough time,” I said, laying my hand
on his shoulder.
He shrugged. “It’s not that I’m sad,” he said. “It’s just that I can
remember a time when I felt happy all the time, and it’s not like
that now.”
I nodded, although I wasn’t sure that was true; Clayton has
always had a complex emotional life. He struggles with anxiety
and compulsion, and I certainly can’t remember a time when he
was unceasingly happy. But still I take his words for what they
are: an attempt to communicate his inner turmoil, this new and
unfamiliar roiling of his moods.
How confusing it must be, not to know if he feels lonely and
isolated because of puberty or because he hasn’t seen a friend
in months? Is he irritable because his body and brain are going
through unprecedented changes, or because he’s been cooped up
at home with his annoying sisters for far too long? During all his
emotional ups and downs of these past few months, I’d blamed
the pandemic; we were all feeling out-of-sorts and alone. But
Clayton, as usual, had hit the nail on the head: puberty during a
pandemic was tough.
Clayton’s moods, whether induced by puberty or the pandemic,
have me thinking a lot about happiness. During the first
months of the quarantine, I found myself feeling a new level of
responsibility for my children’s emotional well-being. After all,
with schools closed and all activities cancelled, wasn’t our family
all they had? It reminded me a little of their toddlerhood, when
each day I would plan some activity— a picnic at the park, a visit
to the library— to keep them entertained and myself sane. Now
I racked my brain for COVID-friendly activities to fill the long,
unstructured days: hiking or charades, family art night or camping
out in the backyard. When their spirits drooped, I came home
from the grocery store with forbidden items that made them
gawk at me in surprise: What had happened to their mother?
Cans of Pringles and Kit Kat bars seemed like small lifeboats
indeed in the tidal wave of COVID disappointments my kids
were experiencing, but I was grasping at straws. If my children
couldn’t perform in Peter Pan, or go on their school trips, or visit
their grandfather to celebrate his eightieth birthday, at least they
could eat the occasional bag of Doritos or box of Lucky Charms.
And then there was the added challenge of five people living,
day-in and day-out, in the same space, all while trying to do work
and school. In the context of the quarantine, it became even more
apparent how much our individual pursuits of happiness rubbed
up against each other in often challenging ways.
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Clayton is happiest when the house is in order, every book
and plate in its place and the floor swept and mopped. But for
my daughter Dee Dee, true bliss is throwing herself wholeheartedly into her art, not sparing one iota of creative energy on
monitoring whether she’s left a scrap of fabric on the floor or
paint streaks on the kitchen table. Both end up feeling that their
efforts are underappreciated, their values maligned.
And even when no outright conflict is playing out, there’s still
that tricky problem of moods. I think most moms can relate to
the old adage that a mother is only as happy as her least happy
child. But with Clayton, overly-empathic soul that he is, the
opposite is also true. He monitors my moods like a hawk, honing
in on any slight slump in energy or moment of irritability.
“Momma, are you happy?” he’ll ask me, looking over from
where he’s tirelessly sweeping the floor. And because we’re all
together almost all the time, there’s little room for private moods.
I almost miss the old days, when I would drive to work feeling,
perhaps, a little down or anxious, and sometimes a bit lonely, too,
because no one knew that I was sad. Now my moods are closely
monitored at all times, as if my cheerfulness on any given day is
the barometer for my whole family’s happiness.
A person’s happiness, I’ve read, is largely fixed; supposedly it
changes little even with events or circumstances you’d think
would ratchet it up or down: winning the lottery, for example,
or losing a limb. Perhaps the same is true of a pandemic; despite
the anxiety, uncertainty and loss, we are fortunate to be about the
same amount of happy as we were before.
In Sylvia’s case, that’s pretty darn happy. Not only is she
content in the everyday moments of her life, she seems to live in
a perpetual state of excitement about what’s next. There’s just so
much she’s looking forward to: dying her hair purple, being old
enough to babysit, becoming a teenager, a pediatric nurse, a mom.
She’s done the math, calculating that she’ll probably live eleven
times the years she’s already been alive. She’s only one eleventh
done! “I’m so happy,” she told me recently at bedtime. “My life
just seems so long!”
A year ago, this piece would probably have ended there, with
that cute, uplifting quote from a girl who has a lot to teach
me about being sanguine. But not this year. Not now. Now it’s
impossible for me to write that line without reflecting on the
light it shines both on my own white privilege and that of my
kids. As a white mother of white children, I don’t have to fear—
as so many black and Latinx moms do— that my children’s lives
will be cut short because of an encounter with police gone
wrong. I can listen to my daughter predict her life into her
ninety-ninth year and I don’t have to worry about all the ways
systemic racism might rob her of it before she gets there. To live
free of that terrible anxiety is my privilege, when it should be—
must be— any mother’s right.

Erica Witsell is the author of the award-winning novel, Give, a story about family,
loyalty, and identity. She lives in western North Carolina with her family, where she
teaches English as a new language and writes a blog about motherhood. She loves
mountains, languages, bicycling, and dance, and her favorite time of day is “book
time,” when she piles on the couch with her three kids to read. To learn more and
check out her blog go to https://www.ericawitsell.com/

Wisdom of S’Ages

Prayer for a Failed
Conversation
By Angier Brock

T

wo years ago, I wrote about the possibility of sitting
down to talk politics with a fellow churchgoer I’m
calling Louise. Louise and I sit on opposite sides
of the aisle, both literally on Sunday mornings and
figuratively in the political arena. Sometimes she says things in
church that absolutely infuriate me. Leaving church one Sunday,
we discovered that we both had been looking for someone from
“the other side” with whom we could have a civil conversation
about our differing views. We each professed a desire to better
understand the “other.” And so we met for lunch twice, both
times for several hours.
I wish I could say our conversations yielded insights, or that
comment, including my failure to be honest with her about my
we came away friends, or that we learned, at the very least, to be
reaction to it. I now realize that neither of us brought our feelings
more respectful of each other’s positions. None of those things
to the table. We were both guarded. We tried to stick with the
happened. We didn’t hurl insults or accusatory words, and we
issues and to be polite and logical in our arguments, despite our
didn’t slap labels on one another (at least not
both having strong feelings about the topics
to each other’s face), but our conversations
we discussed, feelings that include (for me, at
lacked direction. We slid around on the
“Tamping down
least) fear, resentment, anger, disappointment,
slippery surface of issues, never reaching any
stupefaction, outrage, and grief. Tamping down
strong feelings requires
meaningful depth. Each time, I returned home
strong feelings requires enormous effort. It is
enormous effort. It is
uneasy, unable to pinpoint where our words
exhausting. And it can block true and honest
exhausting. And it can
had gone or what the point had been.
connection. No wonder our effort seemed
block true and honest
Apparently Louise felt frustration, too, for
“formal” and “stilted” to her. I suspect that by
after our second lunch, she emailed: “Perhaps
not acknowledging my feelings, I kept Louise
connection.”
we should not be going to lunch since it seems
distant, never making myself fully present to
so formal and a bit stilted.” She suggested
her, never letting her be fully present to me.
instead that we “have a glass of wine or two
And maybe that is what I needed to do. Maybe I feel so
in a cozy bar to discuss issues.” That did not sound wise to me.
wounded by “the other side” that I need distance, a layer of
I wrote back that I prefer not to mix sensitive discussions about
protection. Still, I wonder what would have happened if I had
religion or politics with alcohol. I offered instead to meet for
spoken more openly and honestly from my heart as well as my
coffee, or perhaps to try an email conversation in which we could
head—and listened closely when she did the same. I think about
focus on an issue of her choice. In her reply, she did not mention
that sometimes when I see Louise. I try to conjure in my mind
my suggestions but instead referenced her earlier one: “It seems to
words that might convey to her what is true for me—without
me that Jesus actually did mix wine with discussions of religion
making her feel dismissed or bullied, the way her words made
and politics.”
me feel. I think about these things because I would probably be
Bam. Well, maybe Jesus did mix wine with politics. Or maybe
willing to give this project another try sometime. Though not
he didn’t. Either way, I am not Jesus. Louise’s use of his name to
necessarily with Louise.
coerce me into doing something I knew wasn’t right for me felt
both dismissive and bullying. But I did not tell her that. I simply
let the matter drop. Since then, we’ve nodded to one another in
the post office parking lot and exchanged the peace in church
Angier Brock lives and writes in historic Yorktown, VA, where she retired after many
when not to do so would have been awkward. But we have not
years of teaching. Grandmother of five, she now mentors an Education for Ministry
had lunch, or coffee, or a couple of glasses of wine in a cozy bar.
(EfM) group at her church and participates in citizen science as a Virginia Master
In hindsight, I can think of several things that might have
Naturalist. She is a former Lumunos board member and Women’s Events leader, as
hobbled our project, but I will focus here on just one: the Jesus
well as current Lumunos blogger (www.lumunos.org/blog-1).
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Lumunaries

Our Lives are
All Connected
By Becca Perry-Hill
Through the years, Faith at Work/Lumunos has remained vibrant in
an ever-changing world because of the community of people who have
been part of our work.We have been blessed by these “Lumunaries”.
Lumunaries are people who embody the values of Lumunos – people
who are using their gifts and living their call; people who value authentic
relationships and continue to grow spiritually. Lumunaries are also people
who have supported Lumunos and advanced our mission in one way or
the other. In this issue, we’re featuring Charlie Branda, a former Lumunos
board member.

C

harlie Branda is the founder of a nonprofit art studio,
called Art near Sedgwick, which is dedicated to
fostering creativity and breaking down economic
and racial disparities by creating a community
dialogue through art. She lives in the Old Town neighborhood of
Chicago with her husband, Dale, and two kids, Ben (age 19) and
Abbie (age 17). Her home is on Sedgwick Street, which forms a
dividing line in a starkly segregated neighborhood, both racially
and economically. The former commercial banker opened Art on
Sedgwick in 2015 to foster an environment in which people from
both sides could come together and feel a sense of equity. The
studio provides opportunities for school children, as well as adults
to create art. Charlie is also the director of the community center
for the Marshall Field Garden Apartments, a 628-unit subsidized
housing complex and the location of the Art on Sedgwick studio.
Charlie was introduced to Lumunos (then Faith at Work) in the
early 2000’s when she and her husband Dale attended a couple’s
retreat in Washington, D.C. Though unfamiliar with Faith at
Work, they decided to take a chance on the retreat because it just
happened to land on a weekend when Dale’s parents could take
care of their young kids. Though they attended the event on a bit
of a whim, it ended up being a meaningful experience. It led to
Charlie’s further involvement with Lumunos as a board member
and sparked in her the idea that doing work in her community is
part of her call.
In July, I asked Charlie to tell us a little about her history with
Lumunos, her work with Art on Sedgwick, and the paradox
of engaging and stepping back in her life. Here is an edited
transcript of our conversation:
Becca: Tell me more about Art on Sedgwick and your mission.
Charlie: Art on Sedgwick is for all—all neighbors, whatever
income, race, and background—to have space for their voice
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to be heard and to have their
imagination influence the
neighborhood. I guess racial
healing is part of that, but I
wouldn’t say it stops there. To be
honest, this is something that I’m
really struggling with right now
because it’s important how you
say it. If you say it’s about racial
healing or just about bringing people together, then people—
especially black people—will say, “Hey, I don’t want to just get
together and smile and pretend like we’re together. I want change
to happen. I want the neighborhood, society, and the institutions
of study to recognize me as a full human.”
Our central focus is to level racial and economic disparities
through a culture of shared creative spaces and collaborative
niches. Using art as a platform for dialogue, we catalyze
connection and creative agency. We also want to create more
equity. We want to create a neighborhood that works for
everyone.
Becca: How did you become involved in Lumunos?
Charlie: I do remember that our kids were very little when
we went to that first retreat. It was near Washington, D.C. I think
there have only been two couple’s retreats. The first one was the
one we went on and the second one was in Chicago. They asked
us to help lead the second one. It was after that first retreat that
they asked Dale to be on the board, but he didn’t have the time.
Whenever I’m there [at a Lumunos event], I feel a sense of
goodness. I think in our culture there’s a lot of hierarchy and this
need to put people on levels of value. I’ve always felt like there’s
an authority structure—like some people assume the authority
and try to tell everybody else what to do, even sometimes at

voices are heard and we move the whole neighborhood forward
church. The way Lumunos works is that you listen to your own
in one way, but it doesn’t work for all the people, then we’re not
call and nobody else is going to tell you what you should be
really being the best neighborhood we can be. Everyone misses
doing. It’s this real respect for the intrinsic value and worth of
out because the people who are left out and
each person. The intrinsic sense of your own
aren’t given a voice—we’re missing their gifts.
call—trusting you to hear your own voice—I
“We’re all smart in
I’ve always sensed that Lumunos respected
think there’s goodness in that and I think our
that in people and that’s why I think they have
society needs more of it.
different ways and we
something to say at this moment.
If you look at the things around race
all have things to offer
I do think that that’s one of the things
and class and gender that are broken in our
in different ways. I
that’s a fundamental truth—our lives are
society, it’s sort of about one group claiming
feel like the Lumunos
all connected even if we don’t see it. And
superiority or power over someone else. And
approach starts with
that’s something that I have felt in my
I’ve never gotten that sense with Lumunos. It’s
this fundamental respect
neighborhood. We have this neighborhood
all about hearing the part of you that’s most
for the uniqueness
that’s very diverse where people’s lives are so
important—like what is God asking of me? Or
separated, and yet when I started talking about
what is my life asking of me given the needs of
of each person’s
finding a way to use art to build connections,
the world around me and my unique gifts and
contribution.”
people hadn’t really thought about that
the circumstances at hand?
specifically. What I’ve always wanted was to
have a way to be more connected. Our whole fabric of who we
Becca: How did Lumunos help to inspire Art on Sedgwick?
are depends on the health of everyone.
Charlie: At that very first retreat, before I really understood
Becca: What keeps you engaged in the work and how do you
what Lumunos was all about, we were asked to make a collage
find a balance? Do you ever need to step back?
together that somehow communicated or spoke to our call as a
couple. I was a little bit grumpy about this. I thought it was a little
Charlie: Yeah, so I will say that when COVID struck, it helped
bit corny and I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I felt a
me to maintain that balance. There was a part of me that, while
little anxious about it and then I found the name of my street [in
I was sad about the ways we’re all suffering, it was also a relief to
a magazine] and I pasted it in the middle of my poster board.
have a bit of a break. So maybe I am still working on that. When
I don’t know that I realized the significance at the time, but
I meet with a spiritual director or my coach, the thing they both
later whenever I would start wondering if I was doing the right
ask me is, “What are you doing to rest?”
thing, I would have that very visceral memory of cutting. I felt
the weight of the scissors in my hand cutting around the name of
So, the thing that keeps me engaged in the work is walking
my street and putting it in the middle of my call board and saying,
around in the neighborhood – it keeps me grounded in love and
“This is where I’m called to be. This is who I am.”
humility. This is especially important when
the weight of the challenges begins to feel
Becca: Can you tell me more about how
“So I keep asking
heavy. This was great advice from my spiritual
Lumunos influenced the work you’ve done
director—if you feel like you’re holding all the
with Art on Sedgwick?
myself: How can I be a
weight on your shoulders, go for a walk. It’s a
part of a larger system
reminder that the ground is holding you. So
Charlie: We’re all smart in different ways
that’s working to create
I walk and listen for the work that is mine to
and we all have things to offer in different
change? And how can I
do today. If more than three things come to
ways. I feel like the Lumunos approach
show up to do my part
mind, it’s probably more than I can do well.
starts with this fundamental respect for the
and to celebrate the part
uniqueness of each person’s contribution.
that others are doing?”
So I keep asking myself: How can I be a
Actually, this idea definitely influenced my
part of a larger system that’s working to create
thoughts for the neighborhood because Doug
change? And how can I show up to do my
[Wysockey-Johnson] would say, “Every time
part and to celebrate the part that others are doing? Which fits
one person steps forward in pursuit of their real call, the whole
beautifully with the whole message of Lumunos—that when each
world gets a little bit closer to what it’s supposed to be.” And
person is living out their call then collectively the world is getting
I started thinking about it as a neighborhood. Like if there are
better. And so, the thing that I’m really curious about is can we
some people who don’t have the opportunity to live out their
find a way to make that into a collective? How can we expand
call because the structures around them are holding them back,
that into a whole community where there’s a deep regard for each
then that’s not good. But, if as a neighborhood we could all
other and the gifts we all bring?
connect collectively—like what do we feel called to collectively
as a neighborhood? And what kind of neighborhood could we
really be if we heard the voices of everyone? If only some people’s
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Conversations

A Matter of Rhythm
and Discernment
On July 3rd, 2020 Lumunos Executive Director Doug WysockeyJohnson had an online Zoom conversation with Reverend Eugene Sutton
on race and discernment.What follows is an edited transcript of their
conversation.The recording of the full-length conversation is available
online at www.lumunos.org.
Doug: I would like to introduce you all to Eugene Sutton.
His official title is the “Right Reverend Episcopal Bishop of
Maryland,” but the more important title is that of friend. Kathryn
and I were part of a book group that Eugene put together as a
birthday present for his wife, Sonya, and we have been friends
ever since.
Eugene: Thank you, Doug, and thank you for getting my title
right. Here in the Episcopal Church we have more titles than
people. (laughing)
Doug: There are two things that I want to talk with you about
this morning, and they’re interrelated, at least in my mind. One
is race, which is not at all a new problem, but has claimed our
attention in a new way since the murder of George Floyd. The
The thing about viruses is that they need weak systems in order
second question is more general, and it has to do with how we
to do their damage. We can see that in the human body of course.
know when and how much to involve ourselves in any important
But in the virus of 1619, the virus of racism, it also attacks weak
societal need or issue. That’s more of a discernment question.
bodies. And those bodies are weakened by injustice. So, I’m very
Given the limits on our time and energy, how do we make
encouraged by what we’ve seen this year in
decisions about what we give ourselves to?
an eruption of awareness about the evils of
We’re going to get around to both questions,
racism and what that virus is doing to all of
but let’s start with race. I’m curious to know
“I have a big suspicion
us. It’s affecting all of us, and it’s bringing us
how you feel about the increased attention
that white folk and
all down.
given to racial inequality these days. Is this
black folk in this
encouraging to you? Are you cynical about it?
country—we want the
Doug: Tell me more about how this is
Does it depend on the day?
impacting
you, and what the impact is on
same thing.We want
people
like
me.
Eugene: I’m largely encouraged, especially
racial harmony, we want
in this time. This year we’ve had a viral spring
to live in peace, and
Eugene: These eruptions began at the
and a viral summer, that’s what I’ve called it.
we
want equality and
end of May when in Minneapolis, George
And that is of course dealing with the virus
justice for all.”
Floyd was laying on that pavement in the city
of COVID-19 and how it’s affecting us all. It’s
streets. And that police officer—that white
very fearsome and it’s causing us all to go crazy.
police officer—just kneeled on him, his knees
But then we’re also dealing with this other
on his neck for almost nine minutes, and he [George Floyd]
virus—I call it the virus of 1619 because 1619 is when Africans
said he couldn’t breathe and of course he died. That becomes
were first brought over to these shores as slaves. For the past 400
an image for all black and brown people all over the world. We
years we’ve been dealing with that virus of slavery, segregation,
can’t breathe and we’ve been telling you this for a long time. It’s
and racism. And it’s also making us crazy. It’s very fearsome. And
killing some of us outright, but it’s slowly killing people of color,
then you add to those two viruses the virus of anger and violence.
and we want you to get your knees off our necks. We want you
And we’re seeing an increase in all three of those viruses.
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to get your knees off, which is to say take away the yoke of racial
a larger idea. The theme for this issue of our newsletter has to
injustice, of profiling, of redlining, of segregating, of diminishing,
do with relationships. We are exploring this idea of relationship
of belittling. Take your knees off, we can’t
paradoxes or tensions, and more specifically,
breathe!
when do we step more deeply into
And remedies for that are really remedies
relationships, and when do we step back for
“Racism robs everyone
that are going to help all of us because what
one reason or another? When our kids were
of their dignity.”
does it do to a white person? This is why
born and my travel for work picked up, I had
I’m glad we have dialogue. I have a big
to step back from some things because there
suspicion that white folk and black folk in this
are only 24 hours in a day. I had to step back
country—we want the same thing. We want racial harmony, we
in terms of some of the things that were very important to me.
want to live in peace, and we want equality and justice for all. The
So, one of the things we’re trying to do is help people explore this
thing is for those in power—it’s so difficult for them to make any
topic of discernment. When do you move towards a relationship,
changes that might be perceived as diminishing their power, and
an issue, a cause? When do you need to step back?
so they won’t do the things that are necessary. But it slowly erodes
I assume that as a religious leader, you have people all the time
at their dignity. Racism robs everyone of their dignity. Of course
coming to you with very important issues. I’m guessing that quite
with black and brown people, but it robs white persons of their
often you hear, “We need your support, we need resources, we
dignity, of their humanity, and that’s corrosive.
need whatever,” and most of them are probably very important
issues. How do you discern what’s most important? How do you
Doug: When we talked about this a few weeks ago, you made
prioritize?
a comment that really struck me. I asked you about having this
conversation, and you said you would, but what you really want
Eugene: Well, one of the things that makes me an Episcopalian
is for me to talk with my white brothers and sisters. Could you
and Anglican is that we are largely Benedictine. The Book
elaborate on that?
of Common Prayer is based on a community of prayer. And
Benedictine spirituality at its base is about balance. It’s prayer and
Eugene: There is a time to have more dialogue and more
work, prayer and work. It is that time of stepping back and it’s the
conversation across the different racial and ethnic groups, and we
time of stepping forward. And so, in my personal life I’m helped
need to do that. But even more so, I want white persons to talk
by having those moments of separation where I can distance
among themselves.You know, in any organization large enough,
from my outer self and listen to my inner self in contemplation.
you’re going to have various caucuses. Women
I do centering prayer and lead workshops
are going to caucus. African Americans are
and conferences in centering prayer. And we
going to caucus. Latinos are going to caucus.
do that a lot in my diocese. I lead a group
“When it comes to race,
I have Asian-Americans in my diocese.
personally in my diocese every week at our
I want white people to
They need to get together sometimes for
cathedral on centering prayer, and we tape
have that conversation
common support and discussion about how
that for everyone. That’s the rhythm. And the
among
themselves.
to help each other. When it comes to race, I
rhythm is: rest and work, prayer and work,
want white people to have that conversation
activity and stepping back. I think for a society
Talk to your brothers
among themselves. Talk to your brothers
it’s going to be the same.
and sisters, your
and sisters, your uncles and your aunts,
But if I can make a link between
uncles and your aunts,
your grandchildren. Have those kinds of
discernment of when to act and when not to
your grandchildren.
conversations. And I’m going to give you
act and the racial issues that we were talking
Have those kinds of
permission. I’m writing the permission slip
about earlier it would be this: Generally
conversations.”
right now. I, Eugene Sutton, am giving white
speaking, those who benefit from the status
people permission to talk among themselves
quo, they are most unwilling to act and be
about race.You don’t need us to have that
more passive. Those who do not benefit from
conversation.You can do it, really you can, and it’ll do two
the status quo are always saying, “Now’s the time to act.” And
things. For one, more honesty will come out because I find that
so, in 1964 Martin Luther King Jr. wrote a book called “Why
many white people who are well-meaning are afraid to have
We Can’t Wait”. That book was written after the bombing in
the conversation. They think, “Oh I may say something that will
Birmingham in 1963 of the 16th Street Baptist Church. Four
offend,” or “I won’t say the right thing,” or “I will be exposed as
little girls were killed and many more injured, and Martin Luther
not really being woke.” But also, white people can then support
King was getting pressure from many in the black community
one another to be not only sad about racism, but to actually
saying, “Time now to act, and really turn up the heat, and let
become anti-racist. To be proactive in diminishing racism so that
our anger be expressed.” And then many white Christians were
we can all breathe.
saying to Martin Luther King, Jr., “Just wait, step back, and let
things unfold as they are.You’re pushing too hard.” And so, he
Doug: I want to broaden this out a little bit or connect it to
wrote “Why We Can’t Wait” from the Birmingham jail where he
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challenged white Christians.
idea was “If you depend on results, you’re gonna burn out. We are
So, here’s my challenge to white Christians now: Now’s the
activists because it’s the right thing to do.” Does that speak to this
time to act. Now’s the time to step up your game, and we’re
conversation?
going to do it in various ways.
I’m a big fan of Howard Thurman, the great African American
Eugene: Oh, absolutely, we’re in this for the long haul. If you
pastor and mystic. During the time of the civil rights movement
want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, take some others
he rarely talked, he rarely led marches. He was
with you. And, of course, that takes some
not out there in marches or pressing in the
time. That means you have to slow down. I
political realm. He had another way—another
also think about the serenity prayer: “God
“What things in your
contemplative way—and he supported the
grant me the serenity to accept the things I
life do you need to
movement. He supported King in the ways
cannot change, the courage to change the
accept that you cannot
that he could. Some of us march, some of us
things I can, and the wisdom to know the
change?...What things
write, some of us talk, and some of us pray.
difference.” Here’s what I did with the clergy
in your life do you know
Discernment helps us know what to do.
of my diocese a couple of weeks ago. Just on
you ought to do but you
that phrase of the prayer, I asked my clergy,
Doug: I think some of us are wired more
“What things in your life do you need to
lack the courage?”
as activists and some less so. I know that it is
accept that you personally cannot change?”
not my nature to be out in front of the protest
And then after some silence in prayer and in
lines, so I need to be aware of that. How does this show up for
conversation we went to the second. “What things in your life
you?
do you know you ought to do, but lack the courage?” And we
spent some time in prayer for that. And then the third question is,
Eugene: I’m completely behind the Black Lives Matter
“How might we pray for you for the wisdom to know what you
movement. Of course that means all lives matter, but in an era
should be doing right now?”
where policemen feel free to sit on the necks of black people,
we have to highlight that so that all of us can breathe. Well I’m
Doug: That sounds like a good exercise for us all. I appreciate
completely behind it, but I haven’t marched at all this spring
what you’re doing in the world, your call, and your friendship.
and this summer. One of the reasons is that I’m 66 years old,
Thank you.
and I’m taking care of a 95-year old mother. And I have some
other underlying health conditions because I’m a black man in
Eugene: And I appreciate you and your work always, Doug.
America, and we know that issues of blood pressure, of diabetes,
of asthma are rampant in the black community. I call it the racism
tax. It affects us health-wise, so I’m not out there. But here’s what
The Right Reverend Eugene Taylor Sutton has been Bishop of the Episcopal
I do have: I have a mouth, and I have words, and I can convene
Diocese of Maryland since June of 2008. Bishop Sutton has written about and been
people. I can initiate conversations. I talked to the governor of
recognized as a thought leader on the issues of racial reconciliation and reparations,
Maryland just two days
testifying on Capitol Hill for the establishment of a national bipartisan commission
ago, telling him about
to study and make recommendations for addressing reparations as a restitution
some of our concerns in
for the over 350 years of slavery and racial discrimination of African Americans. He
“It’s all a matter
is married to Sonya Subbayya Sutton and together they have four young adult
the
black
community
and
of rhythm and
children and stepchildren.
what we can do about
discernment. But
it. That’s what I can do.
all of us, a hundred
My grandmother was a
percent of us need to do
hundred and three years
something.”
old, and she wasn’t able to
do much.You know what
The Serenity Prayer
she did every day? Every
God, grant me the serenity to accept the
single day she prayed for just about every corner of this earth, and
she spent hours in prayer, and she raised ten sons and daughters.
things I cannot change,
And as a grandma and great grandma, she encouraged us all.
courage to change the things I can,
The ripple effect is great. So that was her part. It’s all a matter of
rhythm and discernment. But all of us, a hundred percent of us
and wisdom to know the difference.
need to do something.
—Reinhold Niebuhr

Doug: One more question. In getting ready for this
conversation, I was thinking about Thomas Merton’s “Letter to a
Young Activist”. I don’t remember exactly how it goes, but the
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In Closing

A Message of Hope:
“While my time here has now come to an end, I want you to know that in the last
days and hours of my life you inspired me.You filled me with hope about the next
chapter of the great American story when you used your power to make a difference in
our society. Millions of people motivated simply by human compassion laid down the
burdens of division. Around the country and the world you set aside race, class, age,
language and nationality to demand respect for human dignity…
Though I may not be here with you, I urge you to answer the highest calling of
your heart and stand up for what you truly believe. In my life I have done all I can
to demonstrate that the way of peace, the way of love and nonviolence is the more
excellent way. Now it is your turn to let freedom ring.
When historians pick up their pens to write the story of the 21st century, let them say
that it was your generation who laid down the heavy burdens of hate at last and that
peace finally triumphed over violence, aggression and war. So I say to you, walk with
the wind, brothers and sisters, and let the spirit of peace and the power of everlasting
love be your guide.”
—Representative John Lewis,
excerpted from the posthumously published essay,
“Together,You Can Redeem the Soul of Our Nation”, The New York Times, 30 July 2020.

Please consider
becoming a
monthly donor.
When donations come in monthly, that
helps us manage our day-to-day operations
and cash flow. It’s very easy to set-up go to the “Donate Now” button on our
website, or give us a call at 802.860.1936.
Thank You!

Lumunos Retreats
Update: Because of COVID-19, we’ve
decided to cancel in-person retreats
for the rest of the year. Instead, we’ll
have a full lineup of online “LumZoom”
events. You’ll see more information
about this via email, or you can find
out more at www.lumunos.org (If
you’re not on our email list, you can
sign up on the Lumunos website.) We
hope to see you on-line!
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We are not called to save the world,
solve all problems, and help all people.
But each of us has our own unique call,
in our families, in our
work, in our world. We
have to keep asking
God to help us see
clearly what our
call is and to give us
the strength to live out
that call with trust.
— Henri Nouwen,
Bread for the Journey
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