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AUGUST 2017
The Time It Takes

Pastor Jon, August 28, 2017

Someone asked me about the training involved for cycling in the Mt. Washington Autoroad race (as well 
as the other mountain races I enter.) I keep a detailed training log, so I did some computations for the 
year. Then I took a step back and considered the data.

I cycle less than an hour a day.

I do not mean to downplay the effort involved, but, for me, at least, it is around an hour.

From what I have read the amount of time we spend on social media averages 30+ minutes a day, not 
including movies, TV and other internet sites. I also read that when we self-report our time we 
underestimate it by 50%.

I do not advocate cycling up mountains, nor being in races. Please do not misconstrue this. I also have 
been at this for awhile. But I was really taken aback to realize how little time this is, especially given the 
benefit.

I wonder how life- transforming it would be for us to spend an hour a day on some form of exercise, 
even some kind of disengagement from the digital world... I also wonder what it is we live with that 
moves us toward those distractions that seem to absorb so much of us. One path seems so life-
enhancing and the other path can be, not always, but can be, so life-draining.

I root all of this in my faith which has given the courage to break out of old habits and live into a new 
life. Faith which has enabled me to resist some temptations. Faith which has kept my eyes on the 
vision. Faith which has helped me turn a deaf ear to naysayers and listen to the encouragers.

    Less than an hour a day.

The Race Up Mt. Washington

Pastor Jon, August 25, 2017

     Marsha and I left for Mt. Washington on a Friday morning and had a great drive through Vermont 
before cutting over to Gorham, NH.  Friday evening I met up with Jason Buelow and Amy, his wife, and 
children Calvin, Jack, Maya and Cassidy.  They usually worship at third church.  He was off and on for this 
race as he battled a knee issue all summer but decided it had healed sufficiently to give it a go.  Marsha 
was to drive us down the mountain the next day and Jason dropped off his stuff with us.  Amy was a bit 
reluctant to drive up with the kids – they actually have a warning sign for drivers – do not drive if you 
have an issue with heights.
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The weather report had been touch and go.  High winds mean the race gets cancelled as cyclists can 
be  blown off the road.  Saturday turned out to be fine – but we were socked in by fog.  You could not 
see the mountain, but they announced that we were in for a treat as above the fog the summit was 
bathed in sunshine.

     My plan was to start last but I was a bit intimidated when I saw that they would be “sweeping up” the 
riders who remained on the road at 11:30.  I decided that starting with my wave would give me extra 
time.

    My hope was to stick to my discipline -  3.1 mph, no faster. My goal was just to finish and not to stop. 
The mountain is 7.4 miles at average grade of 12% - one of the toughest climbs in the world. For me 
finishing would be a big accomplishment.

   I go up Mt. Ascutney at 3.5 mph – similar 12% grade but only half as long as Washington.  In fact, I 
went up twice in a row at that speed. Of course, you get the "break" of going down before you go up 
the second time. No break at Washington and no way to really train for it.  I figured at 3.1 mph I could 
save some energy and maybe speed up in the second half of the climb.

    A fair number of folks started after my wave and in the first mile I felt like I was at a parade watching 
people go by.  Frankly, I was stunned at how hard some guys were breathing.  How in the world could 
they keep that up?  I felt truly blessed – my heart rate was remarkably low and with the cool fog I was 
not even sweating.  How great is this!  At mile 1, the fog was disappearing and the Sun was coming 
through. One fellow had stopped – I heard him say he had done this ten times but he was dizzy.  I do 
not know what happened to him.  Dizzy is not good.

     By miles 2 and 3 the fog had burned off and the air was hot and incredibly humid.  4 or 5 guys were 
walking and others were complaining about the heat.  In the two other times I have done this – I have 
never seen people walk so soon.  I think the humidity was an issue.  By this time I was soaking wet.

    I passed a fair number of folks in those miles – all of whom had zipped by me earlier.  Of the 600 
entrants – 480 finished so I know a lot of folks did not make it.  I do not see how any of these riders 
walking so early could finish.

     In the first half of the race I tried to stay out of my easiest gear to “save it,” when needed.  My other 
discipline was keeping the heart rate low.  I go up Ascutney in the 150s.  I did not know that I could 
sustain that rate for Washington – especially with the humidity.  That humidity would dissipate over the 
tree line, but getting that far was the issue.

     The challenge I faced all the way up – was that I could not see.  The fog screwed up my glasses and 
when the fog changed I had sweat dripping over the lenses.  Those who wear glasses will get this. 
Wiping them with a wet finger was not too effective and stopping was not part of the plan.  The other 
challenge was that I almost cracked up a few times.  I am not used to reaching for the water bottle but 
knew I had to drink.  On one occasion I reached and ever so slightly moved the handlebars.  Instantly, I 
was perpendicular to the road and headed to the edge. It meant speeding up to turn quickly.  It 
happened in less than a second, but it was harrowing.  Keeping a straight line was an issue all the way 
up.  Think of balancing a bike which is standing still…. then barely moving.
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    Jason, who was ahead of me at 3.5 mph, reported seeing a woman laying on the road by her 
bike.  Another cyclist was crawling up an embankment.  Obviously, they had touched and fell.  He said to 
me, “When I saw that I said to myself, ‘Focus, focus, focus on controlling the wheel.’” At such slow 
speeds it takes a load of concentration.

   The ride was effortful but decent until around mile 4.  The grade bumps up around then and the mile 
long dirt section begins.  The dirt road is narrow and very steep.  This year there were a few gullies that 
ran down the length of the road from earlier rains.  Because of my glasses I had no idea how deep the 
gullies were.  My one thought was – don’t swerve….there is a huge drop off to one side. The clouds are 
below you at this point.

   “Steer straight, keep the speed up, avoid the gulley, hope the walkers move ... steer straight, keep 
moving…”  Behind me I heard a car coming – probably an official – which meant pulling over to the side 
to make room and just hoping I did not swerve over the side or into the car.

    At this point I had lost track of heart rate and bike speed, which meant I was in survival mode.  I will 
have to download the information from the bike computer.  I am sure my pulse was in the 150s. After a 
mile the grade eases a bit.  Jason commented – “the 8-10% sections are the easy parts!”  I had to laugh 
as those are the steepest roads around home.  Finally the grade drops to 3-4% for about 60 feet which 
was nirvana.  That changes quickly.

    The dirt ends with a stretch that goes “straight up,” or at least it seems that way, for .3 miles.  By this 
time I was ensconced in my easy gear and had to pedal quick to keep straight.  It is a trade off- pedal 
quick or shift down and go faster, but with a lot more resistance.  You have to have the strength and the 
legs to do it.

    The grade eases when the dirt ends until the major curve at mile 6.5.  I took a terrible line to the 
inside which made the grade worse.  I also forgot about the big jump in pitch on the other side.

    My first year I remember flying up that pitch and wondering why I was so fast.  Well, it dawned on me 
that the 30 mph tailwind really made it easy.  No tailwind this year.  That was a rough section and I could 
feel my heart rate go through the roof.

     The last mile or so was a solid ride – weak but making it. The road has a few jumps to it but stays 
around 8-12%.  I debated trying to go up the final 22% grade.  I did that my first year only to fall at the 
top as I could not maintain speed.  I actually train on a grade that steep but I am nowhere near as tired 
in training.  When you fall, you can break something, so I decided it was not worth the risk and opted to 
walk.  I am thinking that there are 20-30 people who end up walking that final 130 feet or so.  I am sure I 
walked it as fast as I could have cycled it.  To be honest, walking was harder than I thought it would be 
as my legs were shot by then.

    The finish is very touching.  All the folks cheer for you: fast, slow, walking, riding – no matter.  There 
is profound mutual respect.  My time was 2:31, the bottom 10% of those who finished, which is about 
right for me.  The winner was a professional rider who raced in Europe last year and just “retired.” He 
finished in 51 minutes - about a 8 mph average
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    Amongst the Clydesdales (over 190 pounds) I was among 8 guys over 60.  A lot of us old, heavy 
fellows this year!  They do an age adjustment with the clydes – if you are older, they take time off.  You 
are younger, they add time.  I was around 38 of 50.  Not bad.  Jason was a lot faster than I am, but I have 
20 years on him, so with the age adjustment we were placed right next to each other.  Give him a bit 
more training time and he will be taking a nap waiting for me next year!

    My average speed was 3.0 mph.  That was disconcerting as I had to have slowed in the second half, 
when I was hoping to speed up.  No doubt those last miles were a tad bit more stressful than my 
memory recall.  And the slowed speed would explain why keeping a straight line was such a big deal.

    The view from the peak was spectacular.  Enveloped in clouds in one moment and a clear view to 
forever in the next.   Jason said the ride up was “absolutely amazing.”  I have to admit I did not see 
a  thing on the way up because of my glasses – but the ride down was mesmerizing.

    We drove down the mountain to a delicious lunch – turkey, gravy, mashed potatoes, soda!  - all this 
stuff I never eat.  It is the one time of the year I forget about the eating plan, and I pay for it later as I am 
not used to that much fatty food.

   We were delighted to see Doug and Marianne Cox when we parked.  They stopped by to look for us 
while on vacation in the area.

     At the lunch I was called up to the stage!  I was one of the leading fund-raisers for the Tin Mountain 
Conservation Society.  They received a check for $1,300 from Faith Lutheran.  That is a testimony to our 
church and a big thanks to Walter Squires who turned in all the redeemable cans and bottle which were 
brought in to church.  The funds will support their educational programs in the school system as they 
seek to pay forward a love of nature in the next generation.

     It was a wonderful day – filled with blessings.    Next year… well, Jason is already on board for a 
second go and I have heard from another person that this race is his goal for 2018.
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JUNE 2017
All Quiet for a Time

Pastor Jon, June 5, 2017

     Last summer my wife’s (Marsha’s) mother died.  She had lived with us for 23 years.  We tended to her 
for the summer until she went to heaven.  It was the first summer we did not take vacation time.  It has 
been a long stretch.  Our church council allowed us to postpone vacation from last summer to this 
summer.  As a result, this summer, we will be away for more weeks than usual.

     For the most part we will be within a reasonable drive (90 minutes) from the church.  As usual, if we 
learn of situations, we will be returning.  We will be returning anyway to tend to matters at the house. 
We can be contacted through the church office and through email.  Although I do not have a 
smartphone for email reception, Marsha does.  When she is not around, I will check in at the library 
sporadically. I can also be texted. I do not have voicemail.

     I will not be writing for the blog until late August.  I also will not be sending out daily devotions until 
that time.  Folks who desire to receive the daily devotions should contact me or the church office.  We 
do not maintain the same list from the spring, and request that folks sign up again.  In other words, if 
you do not contact us you will not be on the list even though you were on the list previously.  The 
devotions are sent out five days a week early in the morning and, typically, they are a continuation of 
the theme of the Sunday message.

     This summer Pastor Denny Hacker will be leading worship for four weeks.  Pastor Ellen Muller will be 
leading worship for two weeks. Pastors Hacker and Muller are retired Lutheran Pastors in our 
congregation.

     What will we be doing?  I anticipate painting the cabin (maybe), helping our son with some projects (a 
lot of projects), assisting with the grandchild and second grandchild to come, cycling (The Mt. 
Washington practice ride is mid-July and the race is mid-August), and doing a lot of preparation for the 
year to come (blog, devotions, Sunday messages….)

I was away for two days this past week - the son and I constructed this massive swing set and I was 
blessed with the inspiration for this fall's message series. That was a wonderful two days!

     Although I feel at peace here, and I do not know that I will be anymore "at peace" at the cabin, I look 
forward to the time away as a period to refresh my spirits.

     Go... go when you can.
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Your Presence

Pastor Jon, June 3, 2017

    Make your presence felt.

     When we came home and opened the front door, Scout, our lab, was there at the top of the steps, 
tail wagging, ready to greet us. Take the garbage out - same thing when you came back in. Every 
morning on the way downstairs, Scout was waiting for us.  Late afternoon, Scout was there – time to be 
fed.     

    Drop something on the floor – you better pick it up quick, or Scout would grab it.  She would run 
around with it in her mouth until you offered a treat.  Then she would drop it.  We do not do such a hot 
job of training her in that regard.

    Had to block off the stairs to the second floor – or Scout would hustle herself up the stairs and grab 
something.  She made her presence felt.

    We had to have Scout put to sleep a few weeks ago.  Over 14 years of life with Scout.  And she is 
missed.

    She made herself a part of our lives. Caring about us, and giving incessant attention.   

    There is something to be said for being quiet... and something to be said for making your life felt 
by others.

Awareness and Humility

Pastor Jon, June 1, 2017

    Oh God, save me.

     I met some folks at a restaurant – no tables.  So a group of us sat at the bar.  Psychologically, I had 
prepared for this.  This is a fine, upscale restaurant but with my weight loss efforts – it is a terrible 
restaurant.  Every restaurant is a terrible restaurant.  I made sure I ate first to lessen the temptation to 
eat.

    What I failed to anticipate was the booze.  I stay away from booze.

    The guy next to us at the bar was drunk.  Loud, martinis, beer, martinis, beer.  For the life of me I 
could not figure out how he was served there, but I learned he was a regular customer.  He put the 
moves on a woman at the other end of the bar, they ended up calling the police.  All this was done 
quietly.  But he was loud and boisterous.  I could barely hear my conversation.
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     The point is this – these moments are ultra draining.  When I arrived home I was emotionally lost.  It 
is so easy then to just keep going, blast ahead with whatever is next on the agenda. And…. get slowly 
more drained.

    I have learned by trial and error and more error here than anything else – I just have to stop.  Pull 
back.  Breathe, sit for a spell.  Do nothing.  That is the only way I can stay centered when my plug gets 
pulled.

   Each of us has moments that get to us – family, work – moments that throw us off.  Recognize your 
limits and take the time to “get on track” again.  I am no superman.  I am reminded of the story of 
Jesus.  He learns John the Baptist, his friend, has been killed and goes off to be by himself.  Only a crowd 
follows him.  Disaster.  After teaching and then feeding them, he sends everyone off and they find him 
the next day alone on the mountain.  I call it getting on track again.

    So who among us is better at this than Jesus.  It takes awareness to realize when you are on the 
edge.  It takes humility to realize what you have to do next.

   Go, go when you can, but be aware when you need to stop.

MAY 2017
Stop the Chatter

Pastor Jon, May 30, 2017

    The first race of the season is behind me.  Did not finish, as I was limited by the oppressive heat I was 
not accustom to.

     Next up is the Mt. Washington ordeal in August. That is also a touch and go moment for me.

     I have ratcheted up my approach.  I have been ever so slowly gaining weight.  Now – a major weight 
loss effort.  Have to do it if I want to finish Washington.  The goal is to lose roughly 20 pounds, about 2 
pounds a week.  That is achievable.

    I have purchased a training program online.  Instead of going it by my instincts I decided to bite the 
bullet and follow a program designed by a coach.  After the first few days I can write I have never 
pushed myself like this before.  He warned me it was tough.

    One can “play at” goals.  Read about them.  Discuss them.  Dream about them.  Hope beyond all 
hope.  You get nowhere.  Sooner or later you have to face truth.

    And then you do something.
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  It calls for a steely-eyed focus. To this end I am re-committing myself to a longer meditation time as it 
keeps me at peace and gives me strength to avoid the temptations - namely laziness and certain foods.

    Take that step of honesty and do something.  Where you are may not get you to where you want to 
be.  Stop the chatter and do something.

    Go, go when you can, one day even the chatter is silenced.

  

Visions - Positive and Negative

Pastor Jon, May 28, 2017

      I am currently trying to lose weight.  One approach, which has almost always led to catastrophic 
failure, is the focus on not eating the pies.  I will avoid all pies – blueberry, cherry, coconut 
custard.  Then I will drop a pound or two.

     This sounds reasonable and ‘typical.’  I have done this for eons.  

     For a few days I do ok, but the approach has a “negative” bias.  I want to avoid something.  Invariably, 
I think about what I am trying to avoid…and, invariably, I cave.  Circumstances arise, and they always do, 
which drain my resolve.

     What is helpful comes from the words of Paul – keep your eyes on the prize.  The prize.  Where am I 
going?

      Think of it this way – do I want to avoid death, avoid illness (a negative bias)… or do I seek to 
live?  Living is the prize, that is where I want to go.  That is the positive bias.  Do I seek to avoid alcohol 
(negative bias) or do I seek to stay energized, active and be of sober mind (positive bias)?   Do I seek to 
avoid anger (negative bias) or do I seek to live at peace (positive bias)? Do I seek to avoid being gossipy 
and judgmental (negative bias) or do I seek to be a person of encouragement and affirmation (positive 
bias)?

     To go back to the weight loss issue.  Is it avoiding pies or is it cycling up the mountains a lot faster?

    Gotta keep my eyes on the prize.

     Go when you can, as far as you can. But go.
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Have a Vision

Pastor Jon, May 26, 2017

    One of the problems with setting a goal and working toward it…. is the post goal letdown.  In my case 
I worked for months for the Mt. Mitchell race.  Now it is over.  It is perilously easy to fall to pieces.

     When I set up my vision for the year I was careful to consider this.  Mitchell was one type of training –
getting ready for an 8 hour effort.  8 hours is a long time.  One cannot go “all out” that long.

     The next step is to train for the Mt. Washington climb.  That will be around 2 hours.  It calls for a 
greater focus on training at higher intensity.  The next steps are the practice ride for Washington in

mid-July…. then the Washington race in mid-August.  After mid-August I have two smaller and 
shorter races at Mt. Kearsarge in Manchester, NH and then in mid-September at Mt. Greylock in North 
Adams, Mass.

     After Greylock, I am lost this year.  It may be that I begin to get ready for the Mt. Mitchell endeavor 
beginning in October instead of waiting for January.  I do not know that I am ready to concede that 
Mitchell is too much for me quite yet.

     The point is this – the goal or vision provides direction and focus.  Without that vision, it 
becomes more difficult to stay the course.  There are simply so many “issues” that arise that drain us 
of emotional and spiritual energy such that falling back into old patterns (think: eating, other forms 
of distraction and ‘coping’) become – for me at least – overwhelmingly easy.

     We pray “lead me not into temptation….”  I do not know that God would lead us into 
temptation.  Perhaps we can re-word that to:  protect me from temptation. God does give us gifts.  If 
our vision is to unwrap the gifts, the temptations lose some of their allure.

     I have to have the vision…   The vision keeps me focused and provides a corrective of sorts so that 
the issues of the day (circumstances) do not own me.

     Have a vision rooted in your passions, and go,  go when you can.  But go.

I Am Affected

Pastor Jon, May 23, 2017

      I speak and write of the addictive quality of the internet and phones.  If you do not want to use the 
word “addictive,” I will re-phrase this.  The internet and phones have become/are irresistible parts of 
our lives.  They are rapidly becoming part of what it is to be human.  When I stand in the grocery line, I 
feel  alone, lost – so I have to consult my phone to connect with humanity and feel a part of 
something.  Same thing with driving, sitting anywhere, going to a new place.  The phone is my 
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connection, the new “I am home” now feeling.  It used to be: I work, so I am.  Now:  I have my phone, so 
I am.

      Some folks are blessed and they can limit their use.  Some of us realize the temptation to check is so 
strong we need to get rid of, maybe that is strong, we need to limit our access to the devices(s).  Like if 
you want to quit cigarettes, throw the pack out.  If you want to stop drinking, get rid of the stuff in the 
refrigerator or the cabinet.  Limit the exposure to the temptation.  Ex-drinkers do not hang out at bars.

      Sometimes I feel like a lone wolf on this, until I read about restaurants that are now Wi-Fi free.  NOT 
free Wi-Fi, but Wi-Fi free.  Leave your phone at front desk, - or wherever.

      Once we have a mindful awareness of this, the next step is akin to second-hand smoke.  Stop 
smoking – great.  Soon, you realize second-hand smoke is not so good.

      What’s my point?  I can limit my device life, but when I surrounded by a device-centric public, I am 
influenced.  I may not necessarily be tempted, but I am influenced.  The distracted way of life, the 
freneticism, the checking, --- it has an effect on my spirit as well.

    Be gentle with thyself if you are making progress.  No one of us is as strong as we might presume and 
the ways of those around us may take a toll.    

The Social Media Study

Pastor Jon, May 21, 2017

     A study done in the UK just came out – showing that social media is bad for the mental health of 
youth.  I am surmising the issue has to do with body image consciousness.  So it is the picture sites that 
are especially damaging.  Of course, as with most such studies, causation cannot be established, 
only correlation.  The danger is the usual dark hole of loneliness, anxiety, depression, etc.

      I have been writing of this kind of issue for quite some time, so none of this surprises me, nor should 
it surprise anyone who is somewhat in touch with our culture. And we are not even addressing 
the problems of our ADD culture – Attention Distracted and Divided.  We are not addressing the issue of 
the depth and authenticity of relationships or the vaporization of face to face, personal, community.

    At the same moment I will add my usual addendum that I do see the benefits of the digital 
world.  My point is that we are inclined to ignore or deny the attendant problems.

  And my issue with this recent report?  Many adults reading may nod in agreement…  and think at some 
level – applies to those youngsters… does not apply to me.  The river of denial runs deep and 
fast, sweeping us away.
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Church and Vulnerability

Pastor Jon, May 20, 2017

     When I ventured to South Carolina for the recent bike race I could not help but notice some cultural 
differences.  There were churches everywhere.  In my 75 mile drive over the course – on back country 
rural roads, I passed 15 churches.  And this was a rural area.  Seemed like there was a Baptist church at 
every intersection.

      I attended a downtown church which had a family center, educational center, chapel, main sanctuary 
– took up a whole block in the middle of the city.  Not a weed anywhere.  Special flowers all over the 
place.

     After worship I attended one of the educational hour gatherings, the one dealing with family.
We discussed, kind of discussed, parenting and motherhood.  Fairly germane stuff.  Then someone 
mentioned the need to be vulnerable.

    I asked “what does vulnerable mean?” That question was dismissed as philosophical. I got the 
message.  I was not going to push the issue, but that was, in my view, the issue.  Vulnerable relative to 
what… my ego image as superman/woman….  confessing my addictions…..  my need for distractions…. 
my worries for my children and family….  what does vulnerable mean?   

    I was a little out of sync there - the fellow in dungarees and a tee shirt in a sea of suits and ties.

The Mt. Mitchell Race

Pastor Jon, May 18, 2017

     The ride was on Monday, registration on Sunday afternoon.  Sunday in Spartanburg, SC was akin to a 
hot mid-July day in our neck of the woods.  Mid-80s, not a cloud in the sky… hot, hot Sun.  I had to walk 
around 100 yards and ended up with a sunburn.  I purchased a baseball cap to wear under my bike 
helmet.  I had brought a light long sleeve shirt to protect my arms. On Monday the temps would be over 
90.  This was a far cry from the high 70s that had been predicted.

The Start

     Close to 900 riders amassed on Main Street at 6:30 am.  750 were signed up for the 103 mile climb to 
Mt. Mitchell, the rest were signed up for the 75 mile venture to Marion. Of the 750 for Mt. 
Mitchell, 520 made it to the finish.  

     Temps at the start were a glorious 60 degrees.  By 9 am the temp had climbed to the mid 80s.  An 
hour later it was over 90.

    The route was a splendid ride on country roads.  Police were at every intersection and there were 
many water and food stops.
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     By the first stop at 30 miles I was pleased as my kidneys were still working.  When you start to get 
dehydrated the kidneys stop to keep in the fluids.  All signs were positive, although my speed was slow.

The Ticking Clock

      I suspect it was around the 40 mile mark that the sun was in full force.  I put on gloves to keep my 
hands from getting burned.  At this point I was conscious of trying to ride in whatever shade I could find, 
though there was not much of it.  I realized miles 60-75, around noon, would be rough because of the 
heat.

     By the time I came into Marion at 75 miles I was in trouble.  30 years ago I ran the Boston Marathon 
on one of those unexpectedly hot April days.  I finished, but ended up in the hospital.

     In preparation for this race I secured my hospital records from that Boston experience to see what 
had happened.  When you get dehydrated the kidneys stop working and eventually the body slows and 
stops.  If you drink too much, your salt balance gets thrown off and you end up very, very sick.  The body 
absorbs the fluids but it does not absorb enough salt....

     I contemplated stopping in Marion.  My time was about 45 minutes slower than what I had done in 
my 100 miles training rides.  The heat had zapped me, but I was churning along, so I went toward the 
Mt. Mitchell climb. I figured, at a 4% grade, I could manage.

The Surprise

     I researched this climb quite a bit.  There were sections, maybe .1 or .2 miles at 10% according to my 
research.  On Sunday I spoke with a fellow who commented about the 4-5 mile sections at 10-11% and I 
was taken aback.  I passed his comments off as exaggeration.

     The first miles of the climb were not bad.  Then the grade went up to 8%, then 10%, and I was looking 
for a break.  It could not be this bad.  I had nothing in the tank to manage this.  There was a stop around 
81 miles, but even in the shade the heat was relentless.

      Another mile and no break from the 10%.  I pulled over to re-gather but kept churning along, but no 
easing of the grade.  A half mile later around 84 miles I pulled over again. I was light headed and 
dizzy.  No more, not with 19 miles to go.

      There was another fellow in the SUV with me on the way back to Marion.  He was from Vermont.

Conclusions

       I felt great about this effort.  My training was spot on – long rides when we had warmer days in 
April, heaters blowing on me when I was training indoors, tapered back in the weeks before the race.  I 
would not have done anything differently.  I could have dropped some weight but I am not beating 
myself up over that.

      For the race, I emptied the tank.  I went as far as I could.  It was the best I could do.
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Lessons Learned

      I do not manage heat in the summer.  I can go 40-50 miles, but going up steep, long hills is a different 
world, especially in high temps. And the long steep sections of Mt. Mitchell took me by surprise.  I think 
it would take 4-6 weeks of hot weather cycling for me to adapt to those kinds of temps, and even at that 
I do not know I am capable of doing that kind of climb after 75 miles.  I may not be in my 30s any longer, 
but thinking back on my Boston marathon experience from 3 decades ago…. I do not think the good Lord 
has created this body to handle the hot temps.

      As I look back on all this, I remember seeing quite a few folks cycling down the mountain as I was 
going up. At the time I did not think you could cycle down the mountain, but now I realize they had 
turned around part way up. And they were in great shape! I saw men and women - 20s, 30s.. hanging it 
up.

     Accept, and go. Go when you can, and go as far as you can.  But go.

      

Parental Burn-out

Pastor Jon, May 15, 2017

    The article that was sent to me was about parental burn-out. Parents have so much on their plates 
they get to a breaking point. I suppose it prompts anger, lots of worry and leads to being emotionally 
withdrawn. I anticipate this does not do much for the marriage.

    And, in my view, the problem is one of our own creation.
      Who said the kids have to do all this stuff? It is "cultural" pressure. At some level my 
competitive/comparative instincts and, hence, my tethering to these cultural powers, are so ingrained I 
do not even recognize them. I tried to get at this in a blog I wrote. My old TV was fine, but everyone 
has a flat screen so .... guess what.... I end up getting one. Play it out with phones, cars, what have 
you.... I do not consciously think "I want to keep up with everyone," I just do it. It is ingrained. Everyone 
has a smartphone... even though my flip phone is fine, guess what.... I end up getting a smartphone. I 
do not consciously think of myself as keeping up with others, or fitting in. I end up with the new phone, 
because it is ‘better.’
     Why do I pay attention to such cultural pressure? I think it related to my definition of "who I am."
   And my personal observation is - why this magazine article about parental burn-out now? What is 
different today from, let us say, 15 years ago? Life was fine then, right? Well, I suspect we get swept 
along by these cultural pressures we are not even aware of.
     Phones and the internet are THE big change from a few years back.
Facebook and social media feed our comparative/competitive nature. Once again, it may not even be a 
conscious awareness on our part.
     My suspicion - deny us our phones/tablets (the vehicle or instrument of comparing) and a lot 
changes. The pressure diminishes. Furthermore, the "I am so busy" frenetic pace of life that affects us 
all, suddenly subsides a bit.
    Instead of driving and talking, texting all day, checking and checking.... guess what... I have more time 
for quiet and solitude, which are spiritually rejuvenating.
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     But, when everyone has a Facebook site, a phone, and is into the latest gadget.... that 
comparative/competitive instinct, which is a ubiquitous part of "me," takes over.

    And for all those who find support from various internet sites: some of that, I believe, is quite 
positive and helpful. Social media can provide a positive community, until our “checking” absorbs all 
that time. I often have mused, take away the gadgets and I wonder how many folks might be 
overwhelmed with “extra” time.

    And when we have that “extra time,” what do we do? We reach for the gadget.
     Hence, the issue is finding my identity "in Christ" .... that takes the edge off of the cultural pressures 
and, perhaps, gives me the strength to "let go" of the comparative games. And it is the gateway to living 
with a modicum of peace. And in peace, I become a more loving, kinder person, who, invariably, takes 
better care of myself and others.

Anxiety

Pastor Jon, May 13, 2017

    Ever get anxious?  Well, we all do!  Anxiety is a fact of life – it is the existential consequence of being.

      In most cases it ramps up our metabolism, causes panic attacks, prompts us to hyper-ventilate, really 
throws off our breathing, leads to muscle tension, neck and back pain, headaches, higher blood 
pressure, prompts us to eat more than we ought, leads us to be impatient and angry.

     Many of us love nature, vacations, camping – getting in touch with the beauty that surrounds us.  Alas 
– peace.  We love it.  Then we bemoan getting back to “normal.”  Change “normal.”

     We can live in the peace of Christ if we alter our habits.  If some things contribute to distraction and 
fast, fast living….  Eliminate them.  Why do we expose ourselves to those matters which will tweak our 
nerves….things over which we can and will do little…. And which only make us more anxious, or  - even 
worse – prompt our anger….

     Jesus said, “Daughters of Jerusalem, weep not for me, but weep for yourselves and your 
children.”  He captured the tragedy of our ways.  And it does not have to be that way.
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Crunch Time

Pastor Jon, May 11, 2017

     The May 15 “Assault on Mt. Mitchell” is a 103 mile cycling event starting in Spartanburg, SC and 
ending on top of Mt. Mitchell in NC.  Mitchell is the tallest mountain east of the Mississippi. Although 
Mt. Washington and Mt. Mitchell  are about the same height, Washington is 7.4 miles to the 
top.  Mitchell is 20 miles.   Washington’s grade is 12%, Mitchell’s is 4%.  I am in the Washington race in 
August.  I am in the Mitchell race in a few days and I am hoping that Mitchell is a lot easier.

    The issue with the Mt. Mitchell event is that you get to Mt. Mitchell after cycling 75 miles.  It is 
considered one of the most challenging long events in the US.

The Plan…

   I figure on cruising through those 75 miles to the foot of Mt. Mitchell at a comfortable pace, with low 
heart rate.  The focus: preserve energy.  On Mt. Mitchell it is find a rhythm and up, up, up. The hope is 
that I pass tons of riders on Mt. Mitchell who started too fast.

The Danger..

     I get carried away and start too fast.

The Unknown…

    With 800 cyclists there are lots of groups.  Riding in a group saves up to 30% energy as you get a 
drafting effect. If I get into the right group,  I end up at the foot of Mt. Mitchell much faster.

The History…

   The major challenge with the “Assault” is the 8-10 hours involved.  In addition it will be around 80 
degrees. My training has been almost exclusively indoors on rollers – with two electric heaters blasting 
away.  In addition, on rollers you cycle in place and do not get the cooling effect of cutting through the 
air.  Hopefully, all this pays off.   

The Goal…

   Finish.  I am not concerned about that.  You can go slower, stop, rest, etc.  I will finish.

   Finish under 9 hours.  At 15 mph (what I do 100 miles now) I am at the foot of Mt. Mitchell in 5 hours. 
I should get up Mt. Mitchell in 3-4 hours.  If I get in the right group for those first 75 miles and it is not 
too hot… maybe I push the finish closer to 8 hours.

Truth Serum…

   On most mountain races my time is twice that of the winner.  Old, fat guys do not go uphill too 
fast!  The winners are whippet thin and a lot younger!  Since the winners do Mitchell in 5 hours that 
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would put my finish time at 10 hours. The caveat is that 75 miles of this race is on the flats, where your 
weight is not as much of an anchor.  A predictor would say – 9 hours should be my finish time and be 
happy with it.  I still think I can be closer to 8.  Living into the mystery…

The Bottom-line...

   It is overwhelmingly gratifying to do the work and to finally be at this point.  I am blessed to be able to 
do this, no matter how long it takes.  Go, go when you can.

APRIL 2017
Flow Over the Upsets.... Don't Fight

Pastor Jon, April 29, 2017

    Seems that no matter how much we pray, how much we trust, how strong or weak our 
faith….  Seems that with all the meditation in the world, we get thrown off center.  It is almost a daily 
issue.

    I do not wonder we have so many substance abuse issues – the food, the drink, the spending, the 
affair.  That glass of wine at the end of the day, the indulgent meal at the end of the week - they offer 
the escape from it all.  

    Sometimes I think we thirst for that escape, any kind of reprieve will do.  But that is all it is - a
reprieve, until the drama begins again, and it begins again with us in bad shape, which only amplifies the 
desire to get away from it all.  It is snowball going downhill.

      I come back to the notion that we each have our agenda – the way we want life to unfold, whether it 
is with job, family or personal accomplishment… and when there is a hitch, some kind of speed bump, 
we get thrown off.  The upsets, until the next wall or bump.

    Life just has to unfold the way we want it to.  If, for the most part, all goes reasonably well, we adjust 
to the upsets. Sometimes we are so insistent that adjustment is too hard….  Or the bump is a thick wall 
that stops us.  Take your choice, but it happens every day.

     Go slow, the bumps will not be as jolting.  Go slow, maybe we can avoid crashing into that 
wall.  Accept the unfolding of life, stop the fighting.  Accept. Stop the fighting.

     There is much more peace when we live in the sacred presence of Christ and work on acceptance.  It 
is a spiritual movement out of ego (my agenda, my perceived needs, my desires and hopes) into an 
embrace of reality and truth.  Flow, don’t fight. Be at peace.
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Lessons Learned

Pastor Jon, April 27, 2017

    Frankly, training for this Assault on Mt. Mitchell cycling race has been more than I anticipated.  I was 
stupid.  I never considered all that was involved in getting ready for what amounts to be a 8-9 hour 
ordeal.  I do not know what I was thinking back in January!

      Since then I have been increasing the ‘long ride” of the week.  2 hours, then 3 hours, then 4 hours on 
the indoor rollers.  I realized I had to eat.  That was too long to go without eating.  

     Add in the heater blowing on me to simulate the heat in South Carolina in May.  I end up with 
puddles on the floor.  Then I became sick, which delayed the process a few weeks.

     Finally, I hit 5 hours for two weeks in a row, then the jump to 6 hours for two weeks in a row, then it 
became unusually hot and it was outdoors for 6 hours.  I had forgotten about the Sun, however. I also 
did not anticipate the difference between being on indoor rollers and riding outdoors.  Thank God we 
had that hot day.  That was a 90 mile ride.

   The next week another warm day and it was 7 hours and 100 miles including some hill repeats at the 
end – only two repeats, but at least that was something as the 20 mile climb up Mt. Mitchell is at the 
end of that race. The last time I did 100 miles on a bike was 5 years ago, so this is a whole new territory.

    I learned lot.  You have dead spots in a ride that long – times you want to quit because you are tired 
and sore.  You have to endure. This, too, will pass.  I learned that when I start slow, slow, I can finish a 
lot faster.  I have learned than even with 70 miles done I can apply the gas and up the speed and heart 
rate  – for a few miles – and still be just fine.

    I am also doing some things completely against my instincts. I am trying to get a lot more sleep. 
Sometimes that means taking a nap.  I read this helps your body recover from the toll.  I am eating much 
more protein in the form of vegan powder. I cannot digest milk proteins. I read that this helps the 
muscles repair from the efforts.  Were it not for these extended rides I would not bother.  But these long 
efforts are bruisers.  And I learned many decades ago we do not recover as we might have in our 
20s.  But we can….

    For the past years I have been focused on the Mt. Washington climb – 2 hours, but 2 hours at your 
limit. Rough.  9 hours is a completely different.  And it calls for a vastly different approach.  I am thinking 
I have one more of these long training rides to do before the race.

    God has blessed us with marvelous potential.  With a little motivation we can tap into it.  If I can do 
this at 60…. well – enuf’ written.

    Go, go when you can.
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When You Cannot Make it to the Finish Line

Pastor Jon, April 25, 2017

    When I am wasting time, idling clicking through various news, sports and cycling websites, I almost 
always check one cycling message board.  The folks who post – and there are many daily postings – are 
selling bike stuff.

    People sell bike frames, complete bikes, parts, wheel sets – you name it.  There are deals to be had 
precisely because the market is small.  The people who check this site know a lot about cycling and 
bikes.

  The posting I read a few days ago brought me up short.  A fellow is selling some very high end 
bikes.  These are quite expensive new.  I presume the fellow is wealthy and had a “thing” for 
bikes.  Think tennis player with a few rackets, a golfer with a few putters,  a fisherman with a few poles… 
Most cyclists, who put in thousands of miles a year, have more than one bike.

  He noted he was getting his affairs in order.  He did not want to leave his wife with all these bikes to 
sell.

  He received many well wishes.  As a frequent poster he was relatively “known.” Many messages were 
in denial - the "you can beat this" kind of thing.   One person wrote – his is the nightmare we all dread.

   Nightmares are in dreamland.  For him this is real. As it will be for each of us. One day the we do not 
get to the finish line, it comes to us.

  After Jesus was killed, fear kept the disciples locked up in a room.  His word to them - trust and 
go.  Fear can keep many of us locked up – afraid of failure, afraid of what other people will think, afraid 
of being criticized and judged, afraid of not having ‘enough,’ afraid of being laughed at…  afraid.

   Trust and go.  It is a not a dream. I am glad the fellow has many miles behind him.

'At the Edge' Trends in the Church

Pastor Jon, April 23, 2017

    The church guru suggested that churches consider putting together thematic podcasts for 
educational/inspirational purposes.  Persons can watch where and when they so desire.  This takes 
advantage of the “phones are everything” culture in which we live.  Go where folks are and folks are on 
their phones.

    Along these lines I see pastors having office hours at Panera’s…. meetings held at restaurants, 
discussion groups at taverns.  Go where people are.  I also do this – in my own way.
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    I teach first communion class.  I also meet individually with 4 children who are not able to attend the 
class.  Isn’t that “go where they are, according to their time schedule?”  I think so.

     What is missing with the podcast idea is the whole issue of connection, community and 
relationship. The first communion kids I meet with individually also miss out on this. I spend time with 
them, but they do not know the other children at all.  It is a part of our cultural movement toward living 
somewhat isolated.  Granted one may reach people with a podcast, but it fosters little sense of 
community. But I also must grant that if people are not going to attend a group gathering - for whatever 
reason - there is no sense of community anyway. Might as well go with the podcast. There is a positive 
and a negative here.

     I do not have many issues with meetings at restaurants. As for gatherings at taverns.... well, I know 
too many people who struggle with alcohol.  

     Meeting people where they are is a grand notion – for instance, ashes get distributed downtown or 
at a train station on Ash Wednesday. If folks are not going to attend a mass for ashes – then might as 
well go the train station route… or maybe not.  To what extent does the “faith” becomes devoid of 
meaning as our degree of participation (i.e. making the effort to go to mass) dissipates?

     And maybe therein lies the crux of the matter.  Connection, worthwhile community, relationships…
take a lot of effort.  Our culture is a culture of ease.  We desire big reward with minimum 
effort.  Granted some meaningful relationships – ending in marriage – develop online with little face-to-
face interaction.  That, however, is one on one.

    In the meantime our whole sense of togetherness and community is vaporizing when it is well 
established that we are social beings.

    Something to ponder.    

Declines in Cyclists and Runners

Pastor Jon, April 20, 2017

    I just wonder.

     Looks like bike sales – especially of higher end performance bikes, dropped significantly last 
year.  Small, local bike shops are in big trouble.  Their issues are related to internet sales.  Similar to 
most retail stores, products are cheaper via the internet so folks are not going to the local shop.  I buy 
parts from a place in Ireland.  They are much less expensive.  If there is declining demand for bikes, then 
the local shop is in trouble.

    The drop in sales for higher end bikes surprised me.  I would have expected an increase in sales as 
people gravitated out of running as their bodies broke down with age.  Evidently, that has not 
happened, at least not to the point of maintaining bike sales. I spoke with a local shop - they said the 
real issue is the decline in sales among the 20s and 30s set.
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   Interestingly, ten years ago the Mt. Washington Cycling race was “filled up” in a few hours 
after registration opened.  This year, I anticipate the race will not fill up at all.  A number of other races 
have closed.  The race I am in South Carolina will have around 800 people - half the number it used to 
have.

    Do folks not want a challenge? Is there little motivation to train? Are the people who do this stuff 
'nut cases' and folks are smarter these days? Are people exercising - or are they 'too busy,' and if 'too 
busy,' 'too busy' with what?

    I read that fewer people are entering running races.  That surprised me.

   We have declines in cycling.  We have declines in running.  And all this takes place when there is a 
health crisis in America and when there is increased awareness of the benefits of exercise.  I would have 
expected increases.

   I just wonder how much of this is related to our lack of time…. Which is related to our absorption in 
other forms of distraction which are simply easier…  movies, Netflix, internet…   Sometimes it is hard to 
break away from that. "I have no time."  I also wonder if kids do not bike as much as other things are 
more attractive…. Remember when kids were outside playing?

     I recall eons ago in my late teens - playing wiffle ball with my two young nephews. They were 8 and 
10. I do not know if I could do that in these days - they might be glued to some device... I wonder if it is 
limited to just kids however.

Every Week

Pastor Jon, April 18, 2017

      I write frequently about our attachment to social media, screens, the internet.  I see this force in my 
own life, so I do not come at this from the holy pulpit of self-righteous sanctification. When I have 
downtime I seem to gravitate to sites I check – typically, cycling, news, cycling, bikes, cycling, and spider 
solitaire.

    I am working on it.

    I gave up the cellphone.  No more of that.  I canceled out of Facebook.  I do not “do” social media.  I 
do not see these venues as inherently ‘bad.’  They are just ‘bad’ for me.

    I do not think I am alone on this.

    I think it fascinating that in our culture there is so much interest in mindfulness, yoga and forms of 
meditation.  Why now?  These are not ‘new’ discoveries; yet they have become watchwords in our 
vocabulary.
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   I think it all has to do with the way in which the screens have affected our lives.  They create for many 
of us a kind of fast mind, frenetic, distracted, attention limited, way of life; a kind of ADD culture 
(Attention Distracted, Diverted).  There is no silence, quiet or stillness.  Older folks can bemoan this with 
regard to the younger generations – like teens. Older folks have a tendency to lament the ways of 
teens.  I had a conversation with a grandmom who followed this track…. Then confessed that she, too, 
does not go out without her….  But she is better than her kids.

   You know there is an issue, however, when you see advertisements on TV lifting up dinner  - at home –
without cellphones.  I believe there is a problem when it gets to the point of ads on TV over this. And 
consider this - the ad was over phones during ... dinner.... at home!

      Last week I received an email link to an article extolling the benefits of meditation.  Two days later I 
was pulled aside and told of a Harvard Business School article about meditation and mindfulness as 
major assets to productivity and business culture.  Seems like every week either I read something myself 
or someone sends me something.

    We can read about it.  We can talk about it.  We can complain about it.  Ultimately, we have to come 
to grips with our own tendencies.  It all starts with me.    

A Mouthful

Pastor Jon, April 17, 2017

    When you bite off more than you can chew you have a mouthful.

     How long does it take an old, fat guy to cycle 103 miles up Mt. Mitchell?  Who knows.   I  was figuring 
at least 8 hours.  So I have been working to get up to 6-7 hours on the indoor rollers. The race is in the 
South Carolina heat – average temp around 83 degrees on May 15. I have been training with two 
electric heaters blowing on me.

     Then we get a record hot day up here in April. What an opportunity to go long outdoors….  What I 
forgot about is the effect of being in the Sun.  The heat is one thing – the Sun is another. The outdoor 
session was my 3rd shot at six hours on the bike.  Let me just write I am learning a lot.  Have to go 
slow.  Do not let the heart rate go over my “number” – ever.  Have to eat.  Have to stop and rest now 
and again.  I get mighty sore and tired.

     I thought I could “get away” with these long 6 hour sessions.  I think not.  Given my speed, or lack 
thereof, the race in South Carolina may take over 9 hours.  It is hard to tell how long it will take to go up 
that mountain.  In the next two-three weeks I will need to get up to 8 hours indoors.

      I think I bit off quite a bit.  These  6+ hour efforts are rough.  The race will be an exercise in 
discipline.  Do not chase faster cyclists.  Do not get all adrenalined up.  Do not decide you feel good so 
you can go faster.  Do not pass any food stops.  Do not fail to eat and drink.  Do not allow the heart rate 
to go up.  All things I am inclined to do.
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      I have a 7 hour session coming up on the rollers,  then 8 hours the following week.  This has become 
an exercise in pacing.  Then… rest up for May 15.  After a certain point of physical conditioning, so much 
of this endurance work is all in the mind. Some of that is the rah-rah keep going idea… but a lot of it is 
tapping into your wisdom.

A Take on Holy Week

Pastor Jon, April 11, 2017

     Palm Sunday we had our choir presentation of the Holy Week story during the first two services.  The 
third service was worship as usual.

   The reading for the third service was the word by Peter that he would stand with Jesus until the end 
and then the rejoinder by Jesus that Peter would deny him three times.  Peter protests – “Not 
me!!”  Then Peter proceeds to deny knowing Jesus three times.

    The second part of the reading  was the words of the criminals who were killed with Jesus.  One 
criminal derides and taunts Jesus – Save yourself and us….  The other criminal says – in effect, “Look, we 
deserve what we are getting.  Jesus was innocent.  Jesus – remember me when you come into your 
kingdom.”  Jesus responds – today you are with me in paradise.

   Here is the gist of the message.

   We want Easter – new hope, new life, acceptance.  We want resurrection!  But we do not want to deal 
with the darkness of Holy Week.  This is the deal – there is no resurrection without the crucifixion.

    In one sense we are all tempted to live in Peter’s world of denial.

     Peter could not face the reality of his own broken condition.  “No, no, no – I am committed.”  Jesus 
said – “Look you have issues.”  Peter: “No, no, no – I am all in.” Peter just cannot face truth.  He lives in 
some lala fantasy land.  It is Facebook!  How many folks on Facebook ever post:  “I am insanely jealous 
of …. I do not know if my marriage is on such solid ground…..  my child is fooling around with….”
Facebook is the world in which all is insanely well -  in one sense a world of denial – Peter’s “I will stand 
by you Jesus until the end.”

   Jesus confronts Peter with truth and Peter “can’t handle the truth” – to quote Jack Nicholson, who 
played that military General in the movie with Tom Hanks.

   Contrast this with the criminal.  One criminal embraces his broken condition – “Look, I deserve 
this.”  No denial.  All truth.  And then notice what Jesus says to the criminal – today you have paradise, 
peace, new life.  I do not know how literally I take this dialogue – and I also do not think it makes much 
difference.  The meaning and symbolism here is powerful stuff.

   The criminal faces truth.  No fantasy.  No denial.  And that facing of truth opens the door to peace.
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   Want freedom?  Want new life?  Face truth.  Face the addictions…. Face the jealousies, face the ways 
in which we escape reality (like retail therapy, alcohol, food, video games, the screen way of life…)  Wow 
– that is hard stuff, painful.  It is painful to face my broken condition – but that is the path to freedom 
and new life.  Gotta deal with Holy Week darkness, Holy Week brokenness. It is a lot easier to paper 
over that and live in Peter’s world of denial – “I am 'all that,' committed, look at my wonderful life!”

  Want changes, new life – well --- face truth and reality, drop the fantasy games and presentations and 
escapism.  It means being vulnerable, admitting that I am not “all that” and my life is not “all that.” Hard
stuff, but the other side of facing the  darkness (of Holy Week) is the promise that morning will come.

   We do not get to Easter without going through Holy Week.  It is another way of saying – want sobriety 
and peace – face the addiction….  Want better relationships – face the issues… Drop the denial and 
fantasies.

  Want meaningful forgiveness? Face the truth of my responsibility for the way I live. Otherwise - I live 
in a superficial shell game.

Holy Week to Easter

Pastor Jon, April 7, 2017

  Holy Week begins this week with Palm Sunday.

   The Holy Week to Easter transition is intriguing.  What speaks to me is the movement from death to 
life. At Easter the disciples experienced Christ as present with them.  From one perspective folks can 
interpret this as a resuscitation.  I am not drawn to that view.

   The resurrected Christ was not so easily recognized, if at all.  A resuscitated Jesus would be 
recognized.  In one instance Christ comes through a wall.  He suddenly disappears.  This does not seem 
like a resuscitation.  The bottom-line from my perspective is that the disciples had a sense of Christ 
among them.  Consider it the mystery of faith.  May of us see Christ in the lives of those around us.

   At a more dogmatic level  Holy Week to Easter is the movement from the human force of death (they 
killed Jesus) to God’s power of life – Christ appears.

    Easter is popular.  Holy Week, not so much. I have a hard time facing the reality of darkness, death, 
and the powers that drag me down. I like to hear about new life and hope with God. Forget Holy 
Week.  Give me Easter.

  I like the possibility of sobriety – but I have to face my addiction. I like the possibility of relationships, 
but I have to face my fixation on screens. I like the idea of forgiveness - but I need face my failures. I like 
the possibility of health – but I have to face my habits which drain me of health.  I do not think ‘new life’ 
works unless I face where I am at.

Holy Week.
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Reapers All

Pastor Jon, April 5, 2017

    Since January I have been ramping up my training for the May and August cycling races.  Each week I 
added a little more time on the indoor rollers.  I had a blip for two weeks with sickness, but that may not 
have been all bad as it gave my body some time to recover.

    Now, I am up to 6 hours on the rollers with a vision to hit 8 hours by the end of April.  That is a long 
time – all day.  Each morning I take my pulse.  If it is too high I know I have to give myself more time to 
recover from previous efforts. Morning heart rate is a good “tell.”     

   I plan my week around that long session.  I have been reading all about nutrition and hydration.  That 
long session day is critical as it readies me for the 8-10 hour effort in May in South Carolina.  I feel most 
blessed to have discovered Youtube documentaries.  6 hours is a long time just pedaling looking at a 
wall!

   All this training is indoors.  I cannot go outdoors in the cold for that length of time without getting the 
shivers.  In addition, South Carolina in May will be hot, so I train with electric heaters blowing on me.
Hopefully, all this pans out.  In any event I will have done all that I know how to do.

   Once a week, if the temps hit 50 degrees, I get outside for hill repeats.  I figure those repeats keep me 
accustom to hills.  The repeats are on a 8% grade – steeper than what I will deal with on Mt. Mitchell in 
May.  That effort will be over 20 miles around 4-5% – I cannot come remotely close to that around here, 
but, hopefully, the .4 mile hill at 8% is worth something.

     It is gratifying to see the progress.  And those weeks ramp up the intensity to keep at it for this final 
critical stretch.  “Don’t blow it.”

     I am at a point in this life where I realize there are some things I cannot put off to next year.  I see 
friends my age and younger with health struggles.  Eventually, we all have those issues, and for most of 
us they will be limiters – maybe even stoppers.  I do not know, but I suspect, the reason why there are 
fewer guys in the 60s doing the Mt. Washington climb is because of those health issues.  I also suspect, 
although I do not know, that as you get older your “pop and ginger” declines.  It takes a boatload of 
effort to train for these events that test your limits.

    Be wise – realize time is short, the windows of opportunity will not always be open.  Be focused –
most things that are rewarding take effort and a dash of discipline.  Well, more than a dash. Have faith –
God has blessed us with potential and capabilities -  they are there.  God has sown them, we are the 
reapers.
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MARCH 2017
Crunch Time - The Weeks Ahead

Pastor Jon, March 31, 2017

     I am in the May “Assault on Mt. Mitchell,” a 103 mile cycling event starting in Spartanburg, SC and 
ending on top of Mt. Mitchell in NC. Although Mt. Washington and Mt. Mitchell are about the same 
height, Washington is 7.4 miles to the top. Mitchell is 20 miles to the top.  Washington’s grade is 12%, 
Mitchell’s is around 4%. I am in the Washington race in August.

    The issue with the Mitchell event is that you get to Mt. Mitchell after cycling 75 miles.

    I figure on cruising through those 75 miles to preserve energy. Then it is find a rhythm and up, up, 
up. The temptation is one feels so good at the start that you attempt to keep up with other riders –
many of whom will end up walking at the end because they started too fast. My goal is simply to finish.

   The major challenge with the “Assault” is the 8-9 hours involved. In addition there is the question of 
the heat – around 80 degrees at that time of year. Training for me has been almost exclusively indoors 
on rollers – with two electric heaters blasting away.

   The goal is to get up to 8 hours on the rollers. I am up to 5 hours. I am learning I need to take more 
rest time prior to those efforts. They are somewhat draining. It has been a learning process – but 
helpful to prepare for the big day.

   All of this training is by heart rate. I know my maximum – 168. I do not last very long when the rate 
creeps up, so this training is around 105-125. How does this compare to Mt. Washington? For that 
effort – around 2 hours – my heart rate will average well over 150. I have to put out at that level just to 
keep the bike going on those grades.   

   I am hoping for some warmer weather in April so I can get outside. Cycling on the roads is different 
from indoor rollers. Indoors there are no turns, stops, no variation at all. Some consider rollers to be 
the same as outdoors in terms of effort – others consider rollers up to 100% more difficult. Who knows.

   To a large extent, much of this is a world of uncertainty. You train as best you can, garner all the 
wisdom you can find... develop a vision, take it step by step…. And go.

   Always – go , go when you can.   
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For Parents and Grandparents

Pastor Jon, March 29, 2017

    I have written of a few books on this blog which I recommend.  The first was Reclaiming 
Conversation by Sherry Turkle, a professor at MIT.  Painting with broad strokes, her point is that we are 
so attached to social media that we no longer maintain face-to-face relationships as we might.  Hence, 
her title – Reclaiming Conversation… in a world where folks communicate via postings and text.

     The second book I recommend is Irresistible – The Rise of Addictive Technology and the Business of 
Keeping Us Hooked  by Adam Alter, a professor of Social Psychology and Marketing at NYU’s Stern 
School of Business.

    I read very quickly.  Irresistible stopped me in my tracks.  I simply had to put it down as I found it so 
disturbing.  Alter goes into the dynamics of behavioral addictions and spends a good portion of his book 
on the addictive power of video games, exploring why they are so addictive as well as the manner in 
which they are developed – in order to take advantage of their addictive potential.  I find it halting that 
the developers are so intentional in getting folks “hooked” and that they squeeze so much money out of 
folks by getting them hooked.  We are referring to tens upon tens of millions of people – hooked.  When 
one considers the “cost” to the user of all that time, energy and life spent on the game – well, 
distressing to say the least.

    He does not limit his consideration to video games – but also delves into the broader issues of the 
internet in general.  I anticipate many people will not want to read these books as they prompt us to 
take a long look at our own behaviors….  And they implicitly raise the issue of how can I steward my 
children when I need to address some issues in my own life.  Painful stuff, especially when as a culture 
we embrace the internet as completely as we do.

    I have found that some people become remarkably defensive when it comes to any critique of the 
internet.  Hence, I usually couch my writings in a wide embrace of the benefits of the internet.  But such 
an embrace is done with a realization that all is not well.   

    Alter writes of the ways we can approach the internet so as to avoid its addictive potential.  His 
research suggests one in eight people are addicted.  I am betting that is a low estimate, but I also would 
guess it varies dramatically with age.  Much of his writing is applicable to a host of behaviors which can 
be problematic from gambling to nutrition to exercise.

    I found it of interest that he makes a major point in touting the benefits of removing the temptation –
or changing one’s environment. I have written about this in other postings – in my own life I no longer 
carry a smartphone – or even my flip phone – except when I am cycling in which case once a year I end 
up stranded somewhere and call home for a ride.

    There is a reason why tech executives in San Francisco send their children to a private school where 
there is no technology.

    If you are involved with children, bluntly, if you are a concerned citizen, Irresistible is a must read.
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    Stillness, quiet, solitude, authentic relationships… they are the fertile ground out of which we develop 
a meaningful sense of the “self,” as a child of God.  They are the fertile ground out of which we develop 
our values, out of which we encounter the depth and mystery of God and life.  But, increasingly… these 
days…. in the quiet, stillness, and solitude… we reach for…. and instead of developing face to face 
authentic relationships - we reach for....

It's Never Straight Up

Pastor Jon, March 21, 2017

    The May race in South Carolina is around the corner and training was going well.  I was up to 5 hours 
on the indoor rollers.  The race will take me minimum 8 hours so I hope to get my endurance capacity up 
to that amount of time.

   Then the bottom fell out.

   Sick.  No exercise.  No motivation.  Eat a lot.  Gain weight.  Just sliding down the hill.  Then… the 
bottom really falls out when I read a book entitled “Waterlogged” which refutes everything I thought I 
knew.  For years I have read “drink before you’re thirsty.”  It is a mantra amongst endurance athletes.  

   The book, however, refutes that.  In fact, the researchers have found that folks drink too much… and 
some get very sick as a result.  What happens is that the kidneys stop working when you sweat.  You 
stop urinating to preserve water.  In the meantime, you drink a lot and the water gets absorbed in the 
system, the brain cells expand… and…  People in marathons do not get sick from dehydration, it is over 
hydration.

   Since I thought it was dehydration that put me in the hospital decades ago, I was taken aback.  Maybe I 
drank too much!  Turns out that decades ago they did not know any of this and assumed you were ill 
from dehydration.  I have requested my old hospital records.  Be interesting to read.

    The word now?  Drink only when you are thirsty.  I am keeping track of this much more carefully.

   “Waterlogged”  has been a red flag.

    When we develop a vision we have to constantly adapt.  It is rarely straight forward or straight 
up.  The event may take 10 hours.  That’s fine.  Idea is to finish in reasonably decent shape. Although the 
book was a red flag, I am living in gratitude I stumbled across it. And the culprit?  The sports drink 
industry which, for years, has advocated drink, drink, drink.  I wonder why they pushed that?
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Expensive

Pastor Jon, March 15, 2017

     I have written previously that every week the NY Times has some kind of article on the problems of 
screen living/the internet world.  For months I have been lifting up the need for stillness (versus 
constant commotion); attention (vs. distracted living – think computers, cellphones, texting); and slow 
mind living (versus fast, fast, busy, busy).  These are matters of spirituality, living in Christ, with a 
modicum of peace.

     Ross Douthat, one of the regular op-ed columnists of the Times, penned a piece on Sunday (March 
12) on the perils of the internet –that it drains creativity, fosters depression and alienation, is addictive, 
etc.  Of course, there are positive benefits, but the negative side is becoming ever clearer and it is a side 
a lot of us do not like to consider.  … because we’re hooked.

     He opines that in the future kids will have voice only phones, will not be able to play on line games, 
cannot register for Facebook until an older age (older than the current 13)… that electronics will be 
banned from schools and other internet free areas….  He also cites the Waldorf private school in 
California – very expensive, where many tech execs send their children – no electronics in said 
school.  75% of the kids come from tech land.  To paraphrase Douthat – he anticipates some of this will 
happen in the next years and supported by the “upper class” and certain religious families… but “the 
masses will still be addicted”  and “technology will evolve to hook and immerse, alienate and sedate 
more efficiently and completely.”

     Critically, he realizes the importance of a group movement, of sorts.  We need come together in order 
to  “save” ourselves from “the tyrant in our pocket.”

     People have spoken with me about the need to limit one’s computer time, email time, etc.  I concur, 
but I also see how difficult that is – the amount of discipline that necessitates.  Consider the rise in auto 
fatalities in an age of unbelievable safety features in cars.  I cannot even imagine the increases in non-
fatal car accidents.  Cellphones to blame?  Texting to blame? – Even though we know the dangers and 
even though some progressive States have enacted laws against such distracted driving,  we are 
challenged to put down the phone even when driving.

     I have not even begun to contemplate the manner in which this constant connectivity leaves us 
emotionally drained and wrung out…

    Do we have whatever it takes to take a long look at the ways in which we live – and what it costs us?
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9 Weeks

Pastor Jon, March 13, 2017

    The cyclist who wrote on the message board indicated he had had back surgery, could not bend so 
well, and had to adjust his bike for comfort.  He is 62.

     What followed took my breath away.

     One person after the next shared their struggles – hematoma which limited his cycling ; leg numbness 
from back issues; broken leg in an accident; back surgery after back surgery… inability to sit for long on 
the seat, statins for cholesterol which had limiting side effects, inability to swing a leg over the bike to 
get on it so he had to hold he bike on a slant, atrial fibrillation, a pacemaker for another. None of this 
stuff was cycling related - it was simply the toll of the years.….  Amidst the comments were lots of folks 
sharing best wishes and encouragement.

    And every one of these folks was in their early 60s. About my age.

    I was stunned. And filled with gratitude.

   I was reminded of my reaction on Ash Wednesday to the words– “Remember you are dust and to dust 
you shall return.”

   Go, go when you can.  

  9 weeks to the race. I make the time.

Where Is My Phone?

Pastor Jon, March 10, 2017

    Adam Alter is a social psychologist and professor of psychology and marketing at NYU’s Stern School 
of Business.  He was interviewed in the NY Times.  What he said is nothing I have not written about in 
this blog.  Some highlights:

    The devices and screens are addictive.  We use them compulsively.  One survey has 60% of adults 
with the phones by their side when they sleep.  Another survey indicates 50% of adults check email 
during the night. What stirred Alter was the discovery that a private school in San Fran. does not allow 
any technology (iPads, etc.)  75% of the children have parents who are tech. execs.  That is about all one 
needs to know.

     China is considering a law  --- I mean a LAW – banning the playing of some video games after 
midnight.
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     Alter admits this addiction applies to him and his counsel is exactly what we lift up as – in part - the 
Way of Christ – to experience the beauty of people, of nature and of stillness.

    Almost every week I run into this kind of article.  Alter’s book is Irresistible.  The issue is… so many are 
very reluctant to see the issue, and it is so hard to stop.

Do

Pastor Jon, March 7, 2017

    The survey asked if I was going to fill out a March Madness college basketball bracket.  I have done 
this in the past.  I checked off “no.”

      I have lost interest in college basketball.  It started when I saw players leaving college after a year to 
go pro.  Are they really “college” players?  Adding fuel to the fire were the constant references by 
coaches to their “student-athletes.”  C’mon.  Then some of the more respected programs, where players 
stayed all four years, started accepting those players who would be one year and done.  They needed to 
do that to keep up with the competition.

    Add to this the ruination of the more storied programs – like North Carolina, for eons respected as a 
premier respected college experience.  Turns out for years players received grades for classes that did 
not even exist.  Happened for almost a decade.  Then, add in the stories of players relationships  with 
“tutors.”  I will not write about that.

    Chip, chip, chip away ….  Now – very little interest.

    The final straw was this May cycling race I am in.  It is just a 9 weeks away and has become a mental 
focal point for me. If the event was 4 months away it might be a different story.

    Spiritually I think the point is this:  one either spectates or does.  We live in a nation of 
spectators.  You can spectate anytime with the device.  We are such spectators that we watch 1,2, 3 
games at once.  We spectate - even watching others play video games.  We spectate into the mundane 
lives of the Housewives of wherever.  'People' magazine, which celebrity is pregnant, who is dating 
who…  all over the place we spectate.  Facebook is the sandbox of spectating.  Not surprising we have a 
health crisis.

    That is life.  Jesus said, I have come to bring you life and to bring life abundantly.  Well, we have life 
don’t we?  Spectate – that is life.  And that is fine and has its place for what it is worth.

    Abundance --- that is a different story.  Abundance, in one sense – is to move from spectate to 
do.  “Do”ing is far richer and fuller than spectating.  Take a class in dancing or watch the "Stars" – what 
will be more fulfilling?  But it takes effort, a bit of pop and ginger in the blood, a little motivation to 
overcome the inertial forces keeping us in place.
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    Have a vision, develop a goal.  Do.  After a while you lose interest in the former ways.  And is has 
everything to do with spirituality.

Can't Take it Anymore

Pastor Jon, March 3, 2017

    Before you are hot coals and you are supposed to see how far you can walk down the gauntlet.  You 
go “x” and that is “all I can take.”  Same situation, only this time there is a crowd cheering you on.  You 
go “x +1”.  Same scene – only this time there is a monetary reward.  You go “x +2.”  Finally, same thing 
only this time a loved one’s life depends on the distance.  You go “x +3.” Remember the first time – you 
said – “this is all I can take.”  But you were physically capable of going farther.

    It is a mental thing.  All in the mind.

      I realized this both times I cycled up Mt. Washington.  There comes a point where everyone around 
you is walking, the body aches and you quit.  Or… you go on.  All in the mind.  It is a dark place to be.

      I am training for the 100 mile cycling Assault on Mt. Mitchell in North Carolina.  The race ends with 
the 20 miles ascent of the mountain.  I figure this will take me minimum 8-9 hours, more likely 10-11. So 
every week or so – the height of my training means getting on the indoor rollers for 5 hours…  next 
week 6 hours.  The goal is to build up to 8 hours.  If I can do it on the rollers I should be all set for the 
race.

     On rollers you pedal, the bike goes nowhere.  Because you do not move much, and the motion is so 
repetitive – you get sore.  There are no slow downs, turns, variations, hills or descents – every rotation 
is the same.  The boredom is beyond description.

     The first time I did 5 hours I was in rough shape – shivering, dehydrated, drained.  The mind said 
“enough.”  Here is how it works.  The next time I came to 4.5 hours the mind said, in effect, “have been 
here before, can handle this.”  So you go a bit further, another half hour – into new territory.  Once 
there – the mind says, “wait a minute, no more, this is enough.” The next time, you push a little 
further.

    Is this physical training?  Certainly.  But it is also mind training – awareness, focus, discipline.  Getting 
used to the hot coals, if you will.  “Been here before – can go a little more.”

     What does this have to do with spirituality?  Everything.  Spirituality is training the mind in awareness 
– letting go of the distractions to focus on the present moment.  It is working through the mind’s desire 
to “get out of here” (the equivalent of stopping the work-out)….  It has to do with staying the course 
despite the interruptions and the discomfort.  It has to do with settling in on who you are and what you 
are about.  It has to do with blocking out the “voices” that would hinder you.  It has to do with waiting 
through the advertisements until the show is back on, waiting through the pains in life, trusting God will 
see you over the coals, sticking to it.
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     Consider it mindfulness training as to what it means, metaphorically, to live in Christ.  Living in Christ 
is not an easy matter.  Patience, tolerance, acceptance, forgiving, being graceful to others….  Not simple 
stuff.  Easy to quit - "I have done enough. I cannot take it anymore.  I will stop at x."

FEBRUARY 2017
Why the Mt. Washington Race?

Pastor Jon, February 28, 2017

       I do have some hopes.

    I am trying to raise some funds for the Tin Mountain Conservation Society in New Hampshire. They 
are the beneficiaries of the Mt. Washington cycling race. For the past two years folks have given over 
$1,000 a year for this and I am deeply appreciative of that support. If you feel moved to help out, a 
check can be sent to our church made out to Faith Lutheran with Tin Mountain in the notation.

    Along those lines I collect redeemable can and bottles at church. It is in keeping with the 
conservation – “take care of God’s creation” theme. If I can raise awareness – that is a good thing.

    A second issue for me has been to serve as some kind of inspiration. I am going to be 61 this 
summer. I am also a bigger fellow. There will be only 2-3 of us over 60 in the Clydesdale division (over 
190 pounds) in the race --- out of 630 entrants. If I can do this – and I am really an ordinary guy – well…. 
what might others be moved to take on in their lives?

    This year another fellow from church is entering. It was not my hope that someone would take on 
this particular event – but he has actually done other ultra endurance events – so this is in his 
wheelhouse. And he is heavier than I am!! … but much, much younger.

    Thrivent has continued its support of my effort. Thrivent is a fraternal insurance organization that 
provides insurance and investment vehicles for its members. It started off in the Lutheran church and 
has branched out to everyone. Thrivent provides action grants to assist members with their community 
service endeavors. I will use their grant to help defray some of my costs. That should pay for the hotel 
the night before.

    I do not know that we can change the world… but we can be a drop in the bucket along the way.
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Twisted

Pastor Jon, February 25, 2017

    I was flipping through Youtube videos about the Mt. Washington cycling race.  My tendency is to 
“forget” how hard the race is. The truth is both of my previous efforts left me short. Once, I fell about 
100 feet from the finish. The grade was so steep and I was going so slow – I went over. The other time I 
was so whipped and slow - my front wheel was wobbling - and I knew I would fall. I walked the last 200 
feet.

    So I refreshed my memory with the videos. Fear can be a motivator.

    I came across some cyclists being interviewed – why do you do this? “Challenge”…. "The mountain is 
there and there is a road up it…” etc.

   One fellow said, “Well, you have to have a twisted personality. An inner rage for which there is no 
socially acceptable way to vent it. So you do this…”

   One guy said it was “fun.” Now, in my view ‘fun’ is evidence of twisted…

   I never thought of myself as having a twisted personality or inner rage.  I mean I can get as worked up 
as the next person, but I find it better to release all that and rest in God’s grace.  This fellow’s 
comments, however, were humbling.

    Along that vein, one guy commented that halfway up he asked “why do I do this to myself?’ It was a 
microsecond thought. Think that way any longer and you quit.

    Twisted personality… inner rage…. "why do you do this to yourself,” I guess one has to be a little “off 
center” to embark on this kind of thing. Lot easier to go for a ride around the block.

    Perhaps I have enough “twist” in me to appreciate the “twist” in others. I know this - I do not 
advocate folks take on this sort of ride...

Find your own thing.

My Biggest Stopper

Pastor Jon, February 23, 2017

    The other day I was thinking myself into a blue mood. The cycling indoors has been a real chore.
Staying with it for 4 plus hours is rough. You do not move around on rollers. They are no turns, no 
coasting- ever. After a period my body simply gets sore. I also have the heater on me to get used to the 
warm weather I will face in South Carolina in May. I get tired. And it is a mental challenge. I have had 
to resort to videos, music. 4 hours is a long time in one place, round and round the pedals go.
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     I also chalked most of this up to age. Maybe the years are catching up to me. I do not recover as 
quickly from one session to the next. I do not seem to be getting any faster. It is not getting easier. And 
my weight loss efforts have been for naught. Give up all those sweets and I thought I would drop all 
kinds of pounds. Well, nothing doing.

Then I read about Dottie.

Dottie Stewart from Beverly, Mass. At the age of 95 she just won her age group at the World Indoor 
Rowing Championships in Boston. She was the only post 90 year old. She has broken her back at 
least twice, fractured a hip, broken wrists, an arm.... shrunk by 6 inches because of osteoporosis. She 
has had skin cancer.

      She gave the glory to God for providing her hope.

      Reminds me that my biggest stopper looks back at me in the mirror. Never underestimate the power 
of God to open up a new world. Time to get on those rollers.

    Go, go when you can.
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And Who Is My Neighbor

Pastor Jon, February 20, 2017

     I was in a conversation about the pace of life and our aversion to silence.  Of course, that led to a 
consideration of our attachment to cell phones.  It is interesting to see how defensive folks can get 
about smartphones.  I am not suggesting all people are addicted to these things, as in they cannot put 
them down, but the reality is a lot of people are. I suspect there is a little denial going on, too.

     So, I become the repository of all the ‘smartphones are great’ arguments.

      I am fully aware of the positive life enhancing aspects of smartphones.

      Makes me wonder how anyone ever found a semblance of happiness, contentment and peace in the 
1960s, 70s and 80s.  How did they ever survive?  That ends the conversation.

      I recall going on vacation to my parent’s cabin in the woods as a kid. We are talking the 1800s. They 
had no cellphones, of course, and no landline phone either.  Four weeks with no communication.  The 
neighbor in the cabin next door had a landline and the folks down the way, who lived up there all year, 
had a phone as well.  Maybe every two years, if there was a huge emergency at home, someone would 
call the neighbor or the people down the street and they would come over to our place to relay the 
message to my parents.

     The neighbors did not mind.  They realized installing a landline in our cabin for 4 weeks worth of use 
was expensive and impractical.  My parents did not have a lot of money for that.

    We also became good friends with our neighbors.  We talked, visited… we helped each other.  No one 
minded.  It was good.

    Just saying….  We knew our neighbors and did things together.   

It Pays to be a Neanderthal...

Pastor Jon, February 18, 2017

    Save me, oh God, please save me.

    I think it pays to be a technology Neanderthal. Where are my beta tapes, my old 8-tracks… I actually 
did not have either of these!... just saying.

     I do not think I am quite as Neanderthal-like as I present myself and as some others seem inclined to 
think. After all, we are probably the only Lutheran church in New England for whom an i-pad is 
essential for worship and I run the i-pad.
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    Anyway, the world is going to hell in a hand basket. Now, there is an app such that you can pay your 
gas station bill without even getting out of the car. Pay it while you sit there in the car. You can order a 
pizza from your Google or Amazon technological friend. Do not even have to get up to go to the phone!
And… you can change channels on your TV via voice commands. I learned that from the Verizon guy 
who came to our door. Voice commands to change the channel? I do not even have to look for the 
remote or – use energy to press the buttons on the thing.

    In the world of cycling, 60 Minutes just ran an episode about these tiny electric motors that can be 
hidden in the bike tubes. Press a button, or say something, and the thing turns on and you get a 40 watt 
boost in power.

    Do you get the sense, the sneaking suspicion, that none of this is helping the 
health/exercise/nutrition crisis in our society?   And that it is likely to get worse? I wrote a few weeks 
ago about the latest discovery - that 'sitting' will do us in, and that the week-end athlete syndrome –
although positive – is not as positive as we might hope.      

    We have to move all day. It is the sitting around that is so dangerous.

     I suggest a new Christ-centered spirituality; a body focus – move; a spirit focus – meditate; a mind 
focus – watch your thoughts. For too long the church has had a mind only focus and it was all about 
correct doctrine/dogma/belief. Meanwhile – what is happening to the rest of me absorbed by the 
freneticism of our times and the body static.

Out To Get You

Pastor Jon, February 16, 2017

    I usually feel uneasy when I read about the new digital phone world. I no longer carry a smartphone.
I found it distracting and intrusive. Let me put it succinctly: it did nothing to add to my sense of serenity 
and it left me edgy. It took me awhile – but I finally saw the light (for me). When I dropped the thing 
and it broke – that was it. No more phone.

    Of course, this does not address the issue of the home computer. And I struggle with that.

    I fear some will label me as ‘out of it.’ I run into younger pastors – and I sense that they are in their 
own worlds of hip and relevance with these apps and phones. Then I see the manner in which 
the larger church seems to glob onto the digital world is THE world. Social media for the church, 
Facebook for the church… the new hip church will be all about social media, et al and, of course, the 
phone is critical.  

   So there is this fledgling new movement in the larger church and there am I standing apart and alone.
The gurus of this 'new' church seem to speak at one conference after another. Good for them.

    What intrigued me was when I read their counsel “not to ignore the importance of face to face 
contact.” Just stopped me when I read that. The idea seems clear – your 'base' is the digital world, but 
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do not forget the ‘add-on’ of personal relationship (face to face). I am the polar opposite. My 'base' is 
face to face, my 'add-on' is the digital world. And it is not much of an add-on for me personally, as I am 
not on any social media.  

     I have written all kinds of stuff about the dangers of the digital world. Just go back through this blog 
and you will be inundated with it. What intrigues me is a new start up called DopamineLab. This is a 
piece of computer code which is to be used with apps. When installed the user gets a dopamine release 
when the user uses any app which has the DopamineLab code on it. The guarantee from the 
DopamineLab people is that users will end up going to that app time and time again, because they have 
figured out a way for the users to get that dopamine release whenever the user uses that app that has 
their special code on it.

   My suggestion is this – consider just what one seeks in life…. What do we want? Where do we find 
peace? We may be ‘in’ a digital world, but we do not have to be ‘of’ it. I suspect that these temptations 
will become harder and harder to resist. There are folks who are really out to get us hooked. As with 
many issues in life, though, we may not even realize we are hooked.

    I thank God I dropped that thing.... And that it broke.

Company for the Climb

Pastor Jon, February 14, 2017

    Company!!! O Lord, what have I done to deserve this!

    There are 4 people from North Andover who have registered for the Mt. Washington cycling hillclimb 
and two, Two!, of them are from our church. Someone from church told me he was going to do this.

He is a great athlete - ran the Boston marathon, completed an Ironman long course triathlon last 
summer. He is a lot younger than I am. He is also a Clydesdale (over 190 pounds). So, I am figuring he is 
not one of those ultra-fast fellows, despite his youth. Almost all of the Clydesdales are in the lower 
echelons of the finishers.

    Life and schedules being as they are, he will follow his training and I will do my thing. The good news, 
however, is that we will probably go over to Mt. Ascutney at some point. Ascutney is the same grade as 
Washington but half as long. In my view, Ascutney, mile for mile, is actually worse than Washington.
Horror show of a climb.

    Every bit of support is a little more motivation - a bit more encouragement to get over the inertial 
forces which keep me in place. I hope you surround yourself, if possible, with folks who will take you to 
the places where you want to be. I am feeling blessed to have a bit of company.     
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The Mind

Pastor Jon, February 12, 2017

     For a long time I have believed that athletic training was a good training for life. One ex- football 
player told me – “Look, you get knocked down in that game. It teaches you to get up again.” I have 
reservations about football, but the message was clear.

   Training requires discipline and motivation. Each of them a function of the mind. Many of us think of 
athletics as a function of the physical. You have to have the endurance, strength, speed, coordination.
Some of us eliminate ourselves because we do not perceive we have those physical attributes. With 
discipline and motivation, however, we can overcome the physical issues. In fact, even if we have the 
physical capabilities, discipline and commitment are essential.

    In other words, it all begins with the mind. St. Paul compared the spiritual journey to the athlete in 
training. The athlete has to work at training the body, much as any person needs train the mind. As I 
have written so often, I think meditation/prayer is the fertile ground out of which mind training 
blossoms. Really, I am not sure there is any other fertile ground.

    I came across this article in a cycling news site. It concerns a woman who was in a terrible accident 
on a cycling track.

    “My back and pelvis were broken, but, actually, the back fractures were quite far from the spinal cord, 
so that didn’t cause the paralysis danger. It was my neck. The surgeon measured that break and it was 
two millimeters from my spinal cord. Another 2mm and I would have had absolutely nothing left, no 
movement."

    Following her crash, Williamson had to endure lengthy operations…. With each procedure, she 
explained, there remained the potential threat of paralysis, which required her to sign disclaimers 
acknowledging that she may come through the surgery unable to use parts of her body. She tried to put 
the risks out of her mind.

    “My dad said: ‘Don’t think about that – there’s danger with any back operation.’ Obviously, mine was 
a bit different with the broken neck as well,” she said, later adding, “I blocked that out. If I had paid too 
much attention to it, I would have been in utter meltdown. It was just a case of thinking differently."

    For me the key phrase was the concluding line – “it was just a case of thinking differently.” Her 
thoughts saved her from what she described as total meltdown. That is mind training. Ecclesiastes 
writes there is a time for everything under heaven. A time for gratitude, a time for lament. If we find 
ourselves "stuck," consider changing one's thoughts.
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In It

Pastor Jon, February 10, 2017

    I registered for the Mt. Washington Autoroad Hillclimb in August.  Registration can fill up quickly, so it 
is wise to register early.  This is my 4th go round.  Twice I finished.  Last year I never made it to the start 
line because of the death of my mother-in-law.

    Along with the youthful group, there are a lot of people in their 40s in this.  A lot of 50s.  At 60-65 
there is a big drop off. I will be 61 on race day.  I am in the over 190 pound crowd (Clydesdales) – about 
50 of the 630 entrants are that size.  Maybe three of us Clydesdales are over 60.  I will be one of the last 
folks to finish – bottom 10%, along with a majority of the Clydesdales.  Heavy folk do not go uphill real 
fast.  

   Why do I write about this?  At some level I hope folks can embrace that we are capable of much more 
than what we might think.  I am not a former racer or national level competitor.  I have no grand resume 
of past athletic accomplishment.  I do not think I have any unique genetic inheritance.  No one in my 
family has ever done much beyond walk.

   In other words, I am quite ordinary.  But I have always felt blessed.  Have always felt that if I worked at 
it…. maybe, just maybe….

  Registering for the event provides that little extra motivation.  After my back surgeries I find I am stiff 
in the morning.  By evening, however, the day’s matters can leave me drained.  That little extra push 
helps overcome the inertia.

   The plan is to do The Assault on Mt. Mitchell in North Carolina in May.  That is 100 miles with the last 
20 up Mt. Mitchell.  Mitchell is taller than Washington, but the grade is easier – around 4% versus 12%.  

    This long distance effort in North Carolina is new territory.  I figure it will take minimum 8 hours – in 
warmer temps than what we have in New England at that time.  I will be indoors for almost all my 
training – turning up the heat in my training area and working up to 8 hours on the indoor rollers.  To 
train outdoors in the cool/cold and then venture to North Carolina where it might be 30 degrees warmer 
is an invitation to disaster.  I fear the effects of the heat more than anything.

    After Mt. Mitchell training changes.  Mt. Washington is two hours of ultra intensity.  I will figure that 
out later.

    God has blessed each of us.  Each of us has a window of opportunity somewhere.   

    Go, go when you can….  while the window is open….   
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Who Are You?

Pastor Jon, February 8, 2017

     I receive an daily internet newsletter which purports to capture the latest trends in the internet 
world.  I think it is marketed to the set which is absorbed by this and makes a living in it.  It is called The 
Hustle.

     Recently, they expanded their staff, sought venture capital, etc. It is a growing media business.

     What intrigued me was the manner in which they identified their staff:  hometown, college and 
favorite movie.

     If I worked for them I would really be stumped by that.  What – Dr. Zhivago, Casablanca?  I do not go 
to movies.

     What intrigues me is the idea that they sought to identify their staff by their choice in movies.  Kind of 
like asking someone their favorite band back in the 1960s or 1970s.  At least that is what is seems like to 
me from afar.  Who am I? My taste in media will show you.

     They did not list favorite activity, belief system, anything to do with lifestyle, family – it was favorite 
movie. Strikes me as maybe a bit shallow. But alas, one’s person shallow in another’s depth. For that 
matter one's favorite movie may be more revealing of character than belief system. Something to 
ponder.

JANUARY 2017
Losing Weight and Silence

Pastor Jon, January 28, 2017

    I have been trying to lose weight. It is a cycling thing. This summer I attempt the Mt. Washington 
climb again. The first two times I did this – I never made it. Fell once, about 100 feet from the finish.
The other time I was so whipped I did not try to go up the final pitch and walked the last 100 yards. The 
ride up the mountain puts me in a world of hurt.

   In the cycling world – unbeknownst to me when I started getting somewhat serious – riders go 
ballistic over weight. If a part of the bike is a quarter pound less weight – they buy it. If a frame is half a 
pound lighter – they buy it. A lot of money gets spent over a pound. A lot. It is much less expensive and 
healthier to lose weight from your body… and when you weigh north of 200, as I do, that makes a lot of 
sense. Weight, especially going uphill, is a major anchor.
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    Every spring I set out to drop a few pounds. This year I started in the winter. I think I put on maybe 5 
pounds over the fall – I gorged myself on sweets. I figured this would be simple – just eliminate the 
sweets.

    After three weeks – no progress. I think it is because I am not quite as active as I was in the fall.
Anyway, no progress and welcome depression. I have to work harder at this.

    Two people asked me how I was doing and I said – “a little depressed as this weight loss is not going 
according to my expectations.” One said – “you do not need to lose weight… you are fine. Forget the 
weight loss.” The comment was well intentioned but it did not do much to motivate me.

    The next person told me I was adding muscle and muscle weighs more than fat. I responded I 
doubted I was putting on muscle as I am not doing anything to build muscle. The comment was well –
intentioned but not much of a motivator.

     How about someone saying – work harder, you’ll get there. But no, that sounds kind of like a kick in 
the arse and folks realize you are already feeling a bit down already.

     Or   as I know I need to work harder (I mean don’t you think I figured that out)…. it is a good thing to 
hear silence. No fixes. I do not need to be rescued. Most of us do not need fixers or rescuers.

    A silent presence is often the profound spiritual grace we receive from the Holy Spirit…. Andat times, 
it can be from others.

Pretty Pictures

Pastor Jon, January 26, 2017

     For quite some time I have lamented the internet.  People express themselves in a manner I find 
reprehensible.  One person writes something and that gives another person “permission” to write 
something just as reprehensible.  What a sewer. I think of it as the degradation of the public 
square.  And once the cat is out of the bag it is difficult to reverse the trend.

    What has prompted these reflections is a recent article revealing the tweets/postings of a few public 
officials who were responding to the recent Saturday March for Women.  These men wrote wretched 
stuff.  One resigned his post as a result.

    Never in a day did I think I would be reduced to preaching about kindness.  Now, I realize that this is 
akin to asking people to repress their writings/thoughts.  The internet simply allows us the opportunity 
to be ourselves.  Repress it!  Be kind.

    But underneath that “repression,” what simmers?

    The internet is giving us liberals (who would like to think positive things about folks) a dose of 
truth.  There may be goodness in people, but there is a ton of sin and darkness.  Repressing it is still a 
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good idea – it may not change it, but at least it does not get inflicted upon others and cause attendant 
collateral damage.

     I think what we are seeing now – is a re-awakening to the reality and truth of human sin.  People can 
act and express themselves in despicable ways. The internet/tweets/social media -  they just give us a 
clearer picture of who we are. The picture is not especially pretty.

How About a Little Help?

Pastor Jon, January 24, 2017

    Our church website had an advent blog for the 4 weeks prior to Christmas.  People submitted pieces 
on waiting, anticipation, stillness, quiet, etc.  Many people sent in material – actually more than we 
needed.  The blog was read by many folks.  Easily the most read material we have put out there.  Many 
people commented to me about the blog and appreciated what was written.

     During the 40 days of Lent (beginning with Ash Wednesday on March 1) we will have a Lenten blog 
that will run until Easter (April 16).  The 40 days does not count Sundays.  The usual Lenten themes are 
ones of repentance, denial,  fasting, etc.  Over the years folks had put a positive twist on the Lenten 
theme of denial.  They have added something to their lives – exercise, walking, running, etc. – during 
lent.

We are going to have an even broader focus than that.

Our theme is – “what am I working on this lent?”    

     For advent we had a number of folks contribute material from parts far away from the Merrimack 
River valley.  They either read this blog or they receive our daily devotions.  I am hoping they will 
participate in this Lenten venture as well.

     40 writings are quite a few.  We need you to help out.  The blog is as worthwhile as the number of 
folks who participate. Please send writings to me at Jon@faith-andover.org  and, importantly, let me 
know if you prefer to be anonymous.  Thanks! The earlier I receive these the easier my life is - so you 
know what to do....
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Can We Live Simply?

Pastor Jon, January 22, 2017

   I wonder at times whether our connectivity – while adding something to life – might also take away a 
great deal.

   I learned recently of a new app.  This app is virtually free – maybe a few dollars.  It is meant to 
regulate how often people check their phones.  That drive to connect – to check – --- now it seems 
people realize that they need help with it.  So the app is a help – it tells you not to check, gives you a 
‘bad boy’ if you do check.  If you leave the phone alone for a spell – it gives you an ‘atta boy.”

    This drive – how much does it complicate life?  I cannot sit down for dinner – I need check first.  I 
cannot read the book – I need check first.  I cannot get out of the car – I have to check first. And every 
check is a temptation to respond. One more thing to juggle…

   Seems to me all this complicates life.  We do not talk as much – because we are checking.  Folks 
communicate via texts – a few words – instead of a conversation.  We do not simply walk… we 
check.  Always checking, responding. Is any of it necessary?  Dubious.  But we are drawn to it, driven by 
it.  And it complicates life.

   Whither simply living when/if we carry around this connection device?  Simplicity is out the 
window.  And all that checking, I wonder the degree to which it feeds our better nature or whether it 
feeds our jealousies, freneticism, comparison disease, anxiety…  I wonder the degree it speeds up life.

   And I also wonder what folks would do without it.  If I cannot check, cannot text, cannot get a message 
– what would I do?  Suddenly, I think one relaxes a bit.  Oh, I think there is a withdrawal period – and I 
think that says it all, doesn’t it – that there will be a withdrawal period.  I have become so tied to my 
phone/computer/internet that to not have it – I go through withdrawal.  Something to ponder in the 
quest for peace.
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Toys

Pastor Jon, January 20, 2017

    Here we go – ‘mini me’ - as in mini-Mom/Dad in a toy. A child gets a little exercise in a time when 
the issues of kids exercising is front and center. Fisher-Price is selling this as a way for kids to learn -
watching some kind of educational video. Beats sitting on the couch and doing the iPad thing. So look 
at it positively. But I was thinking…

1. In an ideal world wouldn’t it be nice if the child interacted with an adult in learning vs. a 
computer. Some personal face to face time does not seem to me to be a bad thing.

2. In an ideal world wouldn’t it be nice if the child went for a ride with an adult instead of being 
plunked on an indoor machine.

3. Do we constantly have to multi-task? Ride and watch and learn? Is that optimal? What is 
learnt this way – the need for multi- sensory stimulation when it has been proven that we can 
do only one thing at a time. Multi-tasking is just a synonym for doing a few things at partial 
attention and no one thing well.

4. Which gets me to the adult situation. Can we exercise and be? Or do we insist on having the 
music and the TV and the computer and the book?   

Now – true confessions. When I cycle – no distractions. I focus on my breathing, my legs, my shoulders, 
the pedaling. When I cycle, I cycle. Call it mindful cycling. I do not even ride with anyone. 6,000 miles 
alone and I am quite content and at peace.

     Except…..  when I am indoors. When indoors on rollers – I also focus on the cycling motion, heart 
rate, speed, … except when I am going for over an hour. Anything over an hour gets a bit tedious, so I 
pop in a video of a car driving along the roads of the USA somewhere. That is not exactly a thriller but it 
gets me through hours 2, 3 and 4, etc. So I get the need for something other than staring at the wall. I 
also am betting I am something of an anomaly doing an hour on rollers with no DVD, computer, etc.   
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    As I try to see this new toy in a positive light, the issues it raises are obvious. And we want our kids 
to sit still and be patient for how long?   And where do they ever learn that, in a time when each child 
has their own DVD player in the mini-van…   Times are changing. I do not know that all the changes are 
for the good. And I am quite certain that the changes will impact our propensity to be still, to focus, to 
quiet the mind, and to rest in Christ. Our souls will thirst for this, if they are not already quite parched.

     It is very hard to disengage from the multi-tasking, multi-sensory, connected world. But when 
people do…. it opens for them a gift that has been sitting there all along that we rarely stop to open. So 
very, very difficult to do this with children.   

My Child Can Handle It

Pastor Jon, January 17, 2017

  My child can handle it… because my child is …..

   First, I had the electronic organizer/schedule.  And my flip phone.  And my wallet.  Three things to find 
and carry.

    Then they combined the organizer and phone into the early smartphones. That was even better – one 
less thing to carry.  The signs, however, were already there.  I recall going to a hockey game and 
checking the phone during stoppages in play in order to follow the scores of other games.  Between 
periods?  You know what I was doing.  Watch television – and the phone was there – email, texts, 
whatever…

   Today, I rarely carry a phone.  I have one.  A flip phone.  The only time I almost always carry it is when I 
cycle and I have it in case of some kind of emergency.  I use a written calendar now.

    The phone for me – and I stress - for me – became a constant distraction and temptation to 
check.  Candidly, I have the same issue with the computer and I am not so disciplined at staying away 
from it.  Call me a work in progress.  When I die I am sure this will be one regret – that I spent too much 
time on the computer and not enough with the family….  walking in the woods, reading - fill in the 
blank.

     A friend told me of a mother who was upset because her elementary school child (second grader, I 
think) – along with all other kids – was denied her phone while on a school trip. “How can I get in 
contact with my child?”

    I see the distractive power of the phone for me – but I am an ordinary, screwed up, ultra 
challenged 61 year old – and I am reasonably well educated -  who came to the realization the phone 
was too much.  This second grader is obviously someone very…..  She can handle it.  Would that 
teachers get with the program with these children!  (I also am not oblivious to the predicament of the 
parents – when all the kids have one, how can I deny my child...)

    “Don’t you have to have a phone!?”
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    Last week I went to Manchester, NH to get the oil changed.  From there I was to go to the airport in 
Manchester to pick up our son.  As I was leaving the service manager called out my name. My wife was 
calling.  It was odd.  Kind of thing does not happen.  She called to tell me the plane was delayed for 5 
hours.  I had forgotten my flip phone at home.  Remarkable that it all worked out.  Fancy that.

    Not having the advanced phone helps me to be present wherever I am.  Fewer distractions. No 
temptation to check.  More peace.  Less of a drain on my spirit.  For me… and I stress – for me – that old 
phone cost me too much. Can't handle it.

    I am kind of wondering - do you think that spending more time by yourself, in quiet - maybe talking to 
someone at times - is beneficial to one's spirit? I am trying to figure that out.      

Race to Row

Pastor Jon, January 15, 2017

    I used to row a single scull before the effects of two back surgeries took a toll and I stopped after an 
aborted attempt at a comeback.  Years ago I used to go out in the August evenings with another sculler 
who was quite accomplished.  He entered the Head of the Charles each year.  He made a comment 
which stuck with me, “I race to row.”

    What he meant was that he entered the Head of the Charles as incentive to train all summer.  This is a 
fellow who was a rowing coach.  He had actually won the Head of the Charles when it was in its 
infancy.  He was of national caliber.  And he needed the race as a motivator to keep training all summer.

    What do we need to stay on course?  In his case (and in mine!) it was the goal of the race which kept 
him at it.  If I did not enter the cycling races I enter – I would probably flounder.  No reason to lose 
weight,  no reason to try to overcome the inertial “tiredness/laziness” to get on the bike.  So easy to get 
onto that greasy downhill slope which will build the opposite momentum I try to avoid.

     Others make a promise to a training partner we do not want to let down by not showing up….  Or it is 
the group run/ride….   Even something seemingly as insignificant as stating a goal to a friend or family 
member can add just that little extra oomph to keep us at it.

     My wife, Marsha, has started an exercise program.  Not the first time.  Now, she has a trainer she 
meets once a week.  She has not missed and it gives her the incentive to go to the gym on the days she 
does not have a trainer.  Some of wisest money we ever invested as it will be of major benefit to her 
health.  And every time she gets done she is flying high.  Win/win/win all around.

    The other day we had a meditation.  Each of us struggles maintaining a regular daily meditation 
habit.  Just so easy to let it slide.  The meditation lasted 40 minutes.  In group I like to lead a longer 
meditation time so that each participant will develop the confidence they can maintain a 10, 20 minute 
meditation by themselves with greater ease. Afterwards each participant noted they come to the group 
as an incentive to keep up their daily practice.  In essence, the group meeting and meditation is akin to 
that rower – they race to row.   
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    I am now asking folks to let me know if they are coming to the group time – that communication from 
them is akin to a commitment of sorts.  Kind of like meeting a training partner for a run or walk.

    The same thing happens with marriages - couples set up "dates" - because it is so easy to fall into 
other habits. The "date" enriches the relationship.  Isn't this what takes place when we sing in a choir....
or are in a reading or study group?

   What do you need to keep at it?

    You are your own spiritual manager….      

When Do We Get This?

Pastor Jon, January 13, 2017

     I have to confess that when I am at peace, I watch what I eat, I exercise regularly…  I have more 
patience.  When I get stressed, everything is up for grabs.  I gravitate to some kind of release, some form 
of superficial happiness – the sweets, the tv, the web surfing, reading about bikes (versus riding one) …
Those tendencies become harder to resist.

     I manage them when I am at peace. But no peace, and the floodgates open.  Unfortunately, when 
the stress comes, it is like sliding down a wet icy mountain.  I eat poorly and then I feel bad about it and 
that adds to the stress, and all the other temptations become more difficult to resist. Of course, once I 
give in, the “feel good” lasts maybe a few minutes before the “feel bad” comes back…. only stronger and 
longer.  That wet, icy slope.

     That syndrome is so, so tough to break out of.  I suspect that is why some kind of health scare (death) 
is what works for some folks.  It is like the alcoholic hitting bottom, or the gambler going bankrupt, or 
the family blows up.   And the truth is many times even the death scare does not work.

    For others, you have to love your vision so much and know that it is so much better than where you 
are now - in order to be motivated.  Fear or faith – what will it be?

    The sad thing is we come to dread the change.  That is sad, because – when you weather the first 
days/weeks of change – the good feelings build on themselves and the “change” becomes a joy. It is not 
that some temptations ever go away completely, but they lose some of their power.

   The President of the Borough of Brooklyn NY was diagnosed with diabetes.  He is 56.  So he started 
exercising.  Has an indoor bike in his office.  Has a refrigerator filled with fruit and vegetables.  He
stopped the salt and sugar, snacks.  His diet – nothing with a face, nothing with a parent.  Lost 30 
pounds.  No more diabetes.  Blood sugar at normal.  The article is in the NY Times, Tuesday, January 
3.  In essence he is on the same eating plan as I am – Engine 2 – rooted in Caldwell Esselstyn’s Prevent 
and Reverse Coronary Artery Disease.  He feels great which is understandable.  He notes that his whole 
taste in food has changed/adapted.
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     When do we care enough about ourselves to deal with this?  In the name of serving the people of 
Brooklyn – a very Christ-like thing to do - he was killing himself.

     I also will note that the US Surgeon General was asked to name three major emphases for health 
care.  The second one he listed was meditation.  Why?  We are too overburdened with stress issues 
which end up killing us.  They lead to those bad habits that erode our health.

     I suspect, for some,  self-care sounds too indulgent.  Too self-centered.  And if there is any kind of 
message from the church it is often the opposite direction of self-care. It is one of self-denial and knock 
yourself out serving. The turning a blind eye to self-care, is, in my view, quite screwed up.

     If you are sick or dead just how much good are you going to do anyone? If I am on a path that will get 
me – tired out, ill – same thing.  Maybe the medical establishment and the undertakers benefit.  Or, I 
live that way so I can build up my sense of how dedicated I am.

   The issue of self-care is a reflection of trust in God.  You have to get to the point of withdrawal from 
the stressors (meditation).  You have to get to the point of saying you do not care what others think.
  Good Lord, am I so consumed by the comments of others that I gain 10-30 pounds, hurting myself… all 
because…   Is that where my identity is rooted – all those comments and opinions  - that I should do that 
to myself? We need be quite rooted in a Christ-centered life to stand in those storms.   Suddenly, 
“faith” becomes a lot more, a lot more – than a matter of doctrinal assent to some set of propositions 
about God.  It becomes a lifestyle.

    You matter.  Go, care about your life, while you can.  Develop a vision.  Go.

Wake Up

Pastor Jon, January 11, 2017

    Good Lord, it does not end.  Every week, every week… I run into an article in the NY Times about the 
internet, phones et al.  or someone refers me to a podcast or another book appears.  This is the issue in 
our pockets.

    I have been writing about this for years.  In my own life I have ditched the phone almost entirely as I 
recognized what it did to me.  It was not the phone’s fault, it was mine.

     The key line in this article (“Curbing our Digital Dependence” by Jane Brody, NY Times January 10) is a 
quote from a licensed clinical social worker who states that internet addiction is no different from any 
other addiction “except that it is socially condoned behavior.”  Now we have detox programs for this.

     Slowly, ever so slowly, I am seeing folks almost embarrassed to be seen on their phones.  This will 
increase.  We will see “closet” phone users.  And, of course, there will be those who will not care.

     Brody notes that moderation is key and a sign of health.  Makes sense.  And she decries the ways in 
which these devices rob us of interaction with others, nature, the benefits of silence and quiet – the 
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things that help us feel grounded as human beings.  As one person in Brody's article commented – we 
are “wired and tired,” all the time.

     I was incredulous to read that folks will check their phone every 6 minutes – 150 times a day.  Wow.

     I suggest that all this phone use is one of the great drains on the human spirit and ultimately leads us 
to a place far, far from the peace which God gives us.

     But like any other addiction the wall of denial (that this is an issue) is tall and thick.  And it does not 
help the cause that “everyone has one and does this.”

    Wake up.  Life can be so much more fulfilling and serene.

The Church as Sears

Pastor Jon, January 7, 2017

       In the business world Sears is done.  Sears is/was the "anchor" store for malls.  Now, with the 
growth of internet shopping, fewer and fewer people go shopping at Sears.  Store traffic is dropping 
consistently.  Sears is in such bad shape many are thinking it will, in effect, dissolve. Check out traffic at 
the other big stores - Macy's, Kohl's, Nordstroms, etc. Not good. Major declines.

      Reminds me of churches.  These places, which were cornerstones of communities, are no longer as 
strong.  Many are in decline.  Others are closing. Faith Lutheran is growing - I will get to that.

       Some suggest Sears should sell these big stores and downsize (not too easily done). Declining but 
forward looking churches are doing just that – selling their big buildings and downsizing into less 
expensive spaces.  I emphasize “forward looking” churches.  Typically, declining churches just hang on 
and hope.  Kind of like Sears.  Maybe the shopper will return.  Good luck with that.   Our culture is 
changing.

      One approach is go digital.  

      Most churches have an on line presence – akin to Sears having a web site and catalogue.  But what 
about that anchor building?  And that church building?  In the church there are people who see their 
buildings as gigantic albatrosses, especially if they require expensive maintenance.  That is money that 
can go to many other ministry purposes.

     In the church there are folks who really push the “next church” idea which is some kind of online 
church.  No one knows what that looks like or entails.  I think there is another path.

   Unlike Sears, which is an anonymous shopping experience, the church offers connection and 
relationship – friendship.  It is how many experience the love of Christ – through those around us. That 
can also be had on line and on line will suffice for some.  Others, however, will gravitate to the face to 
face connection, the face to face community.  That is a critical awareness for the church to embrace.  I 
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suggest we are made for this kind of personal connection and relationship and that the internet world –
for all its benefits – is not a substitute, despite the fact that many will try to make it so.

    An interesting store – which, I think, provides a model for the future, is a place in Spain.  I think the 
church might learn something here.

   Zaras is a place in which the store can respond to consumer fashion interest within three weeks.  It 
takes them three weeks to go from identifying consumer interest to getting the product in your 
lap.  They make their creative decisions in one day – change comes out of a quick discussion versus 
weeks and months of formal meetings. In the "instant" world we live in, this makes sense.

   Will mistakes be made?  Sure.  But it makes Zaras an exciting store – I would not mind checking it 
out.  Not the same ol’ same ol’ which strikes many as ultra-boring.  Have you gone to Sears lately?  And 
who do you think goes?  I mean how old?  Where do you think, in this instant age – a younger person 
will be inclined to go – Sears or Zaras?  What place is most engaging? I was tickled the other Sunday 
when I saw a couple that had missed a few weeks at our place because of travel - they looked at me and 
said, gosh miss a few weeks and we have no idea what is happening!

      My view – churches that get bogged down in meetings, committees, … that  get weighed down by 
folks who insist on those kinds of “control” structures…. will get nowhere.  Churches that refuse to 
adapt, churches that hold a death grip on passing traditions – well the grip says it all.  Think Sears.  Sears 
is great for some folks who have gone there for eons….  But they are a dwindling number.

     One of the blessings of Faith Lutheran is the absence of these control oriented structures.  We really 
have not had active committees for a time.  Another blessing has been the openness of the culture.  We 
really do not get bogged down by that death grip on tradition.  Oh… change is not easy, and there are 
speed bumps.   But in an era where precious few churches are growing – Faith is a growing church – in
one sense – the Zaras of churches.

       Oh – the church/store analogy breaks down in a lot of ways – we do not “sell” God and give people 
“what they want.”  That has no integrity to God's Word as revealed by Jesus.  But we are very sensitive 
to what will speak to people in a meaningful way and we are excited about adapting accordingly.

     The culture is changing and unfortunately, churches are the slowest to adapt – perhaps that is one 
reason why many are disappearing.
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DECEMBER 2016
Everyone of Them

Pastor Jon, December 30, 2016

    I do not get to speak with many folks at Christmas. No time. Kind of a shame as I enjoy catching up a 
bit.  But that is the way it is.

     I did speak with a few, however, snippets here and there. Four of them are athletes and my 
conversations invariably were about their plans.

     And they all had them.

     One fellow was thinking of doing the Mt. Washington bicycle climb but it may conflict with a triathlon 
he wants to enter.  Another is set up for a few long charity rides this summer.  A third is entering a 
Boston to Vermont 150 miler.  A fourth has a menu of running events he will be in.

     Everyone of them has a plan or is in the process of developing one.

That, for me, was an inspiration to ratchet up my own planning and lock down my training for 
the winter. Each one of these events is a major moment in the year for these folks.  They are not 
casual endeavors.  They require preparation, a degree of sacrifice, effort and bucketsful of 
motivation.  And when they are completed they provide the sweet taste of accomplishment, albeit for 
only a few moments.

     So what is your dream, your vision….  Now is the time.  Go, go when you can…

     Spiritually, if I seek peace then what does that entail….. physically, if I seek change – what does 
that entail (and I do not think these two issues can be separated too flippantly).  In my home life….  in 
my friendships… in my recreation…   

    And please remember, lasting change, something that truly matters, and is rooted in one’s 
passions…  necessitates having a plan and praying for the motivation.  Beware of the 
temptations…. Keep the positive vision before you.  
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Be Wise and Prudent

Pastor Jon, December 29, 2016

    I write frequently in this blog about claiming the potential, the gifts God has given. Often my sign off 
is – 'go, go when you can. One day we have no such choice.'

   In the meantime I have contemplated this cycling ride/race in South Carolina. Initially, I was excited 
but sometimes wisdom and prudence are called for.

  It is in May. 103 miles, starting in Spartanburg, SC and ending on top of Mt. Mitchell, the highest 
mountain east of the Mississippi. Mt. Mitchell is nowhere near as difficult as Mt. Washington even 
though it is higher. You climb Washington over 7 miles. You have 20 miles to climb Mitchell – the grade 
is easier. The difficulty comes in that you climb Mitchell after cycling 80 miles. That would be at least an 
8 hour ordeal for me. I might not make it. I never, ever ride that long and far. Maybe I stay home.

   The race is in May – it will be warm there especially as compared to New England. Heat is a killer for 
me. Decades ago I ended up hospitalized after the Boston Marathon because it was an unexpected hot, 
hot day in April.  May in South Carolina is an invitation to troubles. Be smart, (for once!) - stay home.

   Training for this would be a bear – lots of long rides indoors on the rollers to build up to 8 hours 
riding. Uggh. Boring as could be. Spare yourself all that.

   It is a long drive down there – and especially back home. I would have to stay in a hotel.   The race is 
not all that expensive – but throw in the gas money and hotel… it adds up. Save the money. Go out to 
dinner or something.

   I read that many of the 700 cyclists ride in packs and get aggressive – some going over the yellow lines 
into the opposite lane and then they have to jam back into the pack when a car comes. That causes all 
kinds of potential accidents in the pack. Just what I need, some kind of injury that lays me up all 
summer.

But one can dream right? I will stick with the Mt. Washington climb next summer and be happy with 
that, especially after missing last summer’s ride. I think that the wise and prudent course to follow.
That decision is over with!

  Then the telephone rang. One week ago the world was his oyster. What is that song “I’ve got the 
world on a string…” Yesterday his doctor did some tests. Today, they loaded him up with chemo. In a 
blink of an eye.

   When I hung up, I went back to the computer, typed in the credit card number…. pressed “register.”

  I will contact the Marriot in downtown Spartanburg tonight. That is… after I spend two hours on the 
rollers.

  It is so, so easy to forget and talk yourself out of – “go , go when you can…” So easy. You can even 
make yourself seem wise and prudent.
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The Word, The Bikes, The China, The Duct Tape

Pastor Jon, December 28, 2016

   I just read a piece from a pastor who is all fired up about a new edition of the bible.  Six volumes, very 
pretty.   He criticized the idea of cheap throwaway bibles - what he labels disposable bibles with flimsy 
paper.  After all, this is the Word of God and is to be revered.  I am guessing this 6 volume set costs a bit 
of coin. Well, we are all different and this is what he values, which I think is fine. But it got me to 
thinking....

   My bible is held together with grey duct tape.  Some pages are ripped.  Food stains all over the 
place.  Half the pages are marked up with underlinings and my notes.  It is not so pretty – not like this 
new 6 volume set! But I am not getting a new bible – I would lose all my underlinings.

   Which prompted me to think about bikes.  I have a few bikes and they are not “throwaways.”   But the 
thing is – since I ride each one thousands of miles a year, and since I am a tad bit lazy, at any given time 
these bikes are in need of cleaning, new chain,  new cables, tires…

   Used.  Worn.  Chipped.  Scratched.     

   Reminds me of the “good china” syndrome.  The good china  sits in the cupboard and rarely gets 
used.  You might break it.  So – it is a museum piece.  4 sets of it, or 6 or 8 sets or however many dishes 
make up a set. Reminds me of that beautiful 6 volume Bible on the shelf, or that multi thousand dollar 
bike that is taken out – periodically.  Some folks do this with cars. I recall a couple who insisted on 
having a cover for the seats to improve the trade in value when they traded it in (every seven years).  

     Marsha and I do not own “good” china.  Every decade or so we have broken enough plates that we 
end up buying a new set from Market Basket or Stop and Shop.  Now we have a nice eclectic blend.  One 
plate holding on from the set Marsha had when we were married, another leftover from the wedding 
gift….  Duct tape works great on Bibles, not so much on plates.  And the bikes?  I just bought paint for 
the rust spots…  I do not own a good-looking Bible.

      You think… Just maybe… it's how the Word speaks to you….. the experience of the ride…. the taste of 
the food… just maybe...      

Christmas Reviewed

Pastor Jon, December 27, 2016

    Once again, we had the largest group ever at Faith for Christmas. And this year we had a good 
distribution of folks at our services. Approximately 140 people attended at 1:30; about 255 came to 
3:30; some 180 were at 5:00; 135 at 8:00 and 65 at 10:00. 25 people braved the black ice on the roads 
for Christmas Day.  About 800 people worshipped at Faith this year, as compared to around 740 in 2015 
and in the mid 600s in 2015.
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     The 5:00 service was overcrowded with folks in the lobby, but not nearly as overcrowded as in 
2015.  Even if we were to have a more even distribution of people for the 4 earlier Christmas Eve 
services, we would have been quite “full” for each.  I am not certain what we can do about that situation 
aside from adding another service. I have great appreciation for the 10:00 worship - a quiet, still 
moment.

    Some tidbits:

    Anyone attending one service is really unaware of just how many people come to Faith at these 
other times. We can "seem" like a "smaller" church until you consider the big picture.

    The message this year morphed from service to service….  I stopped using the video as the audio 
portion was hard to hear… then shortened the message….  First time it has changed so much from hour 
to hour..

     I was able to cycle in to church but with the development of black ice I opted to ask someone for a 
ride home after the last worship. I was disappointed but most grateful for the ride.

   It felt like we had a lot of visitors this year.

    Many, many people work to enable these services – ordering and setting up the plants, preparing and 
presenting the music (chimes, bells, soloists), ushering and cleaning up after each mass, preparing 
communion, counting and recording the offerings….  A lot of volunteer hours… for which we are 
thankful.

    And the only person who attends all 6 services? Our organist/choir director - Abby! I lead the 
Christmas Eve worship, but do not make it Christmas morning.   I am usually sleeping at 10 pm, so that 
late service really throws me off. I need a few days to find my balance again. Marsha assists at the three 
early Christmas Eve services and then goes home to bed - she leads worship Christmas Day. Abby is 
there for all six!  
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Christmas Eve and Christmas Day at Faith

Pastor Jon, December 23, 2016

When you have five services/masses on Christmas Eve you never know how many people will attend 
each one. Last year was the first time in 20 years that we had an overcrowding issue at one of the 
services. This year we changed the schedule a bit with the hope we have a more even distribution.

My advice is to come a bit earlier to the service/mass you chose to attend.

The Christmas Eve Schedule:

1:30 – with adult bells
3:30 – with children’s chimes
5:00 – with soloists
8:00 – with adult choir singing at 7:45
10:00 – a quieter, and usually smaller, more meditative service

The message is the same at each time.  There will be a message for the children at 1:30, 3:30 and 5:00.

On Christmas Day:

9:45 am  

Signs, But Do I See Them?

Pastor Jon, December 21, 2016

     I have been an advocate for the benefits of meditation for some time. Sit quietly. Focus on the 
breathing. Release on the outbreath. Receive a new breath of life. With progressive muscle relaxation 
we focus on various parts of the body – releasing the tension of the day and receiving the grace and 
peace of God.

    I have found – and this is not for everyone – that I benefit from meditation in which I count my 
breaths. 300 breaths is about 30 minutes of meditation. Sometimes the meditation is for 100 breaths, 
or 200. I ride each breath and reconcile myself that I am in it for 300. I watch the thoughts as they drift 
by – and bring the focus back to the breath.

    I have come to count my heartbeats between the breaths – in that space after the outbreath and 
before the inbreath. 4 beats. If I am ultra-relaxed maybe 5 or 6 beats. Becoming aware of the interior 
self has been a blessing. At the minimum that consciousness breaks the hold that other thoughts can 
have. But the real blessing is heightened awareness of my spirit.
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    The other evening I watched cable news – which had a distinctive political slant. Way overboard in 
my view.

    As I watched I could feel my pulse rate increase. Whether it was adrenaline being released as I heard 
disturbing news, or whether it was cortisol – I do not know. All I knew was that my heart rate was going 
up.

    I turned off the TV. In fact, this is a show I watch with some frequency and this has happened at 
other times. That sensitivity to the interior life has helped my awareness of this internal agitation. And 
when agitated we hold it in the body – in my case my heart rate jacked up. Not much mind you, but 
probably from 50 beasts a minute to 65. I could feel it.

    I spoke to someone whose heart begins to race. I was surprised that she could not sense it. I am 
thinking that if we are attuned to our bodies, and our interior life – we can become more aware of such 
things. Of course, her inability to sense this may also be a function of the particular condition she has.

    Some of us will hold tension in our shoulders, or necks. Maybe it is a bad dream. Maybe our backs 
tighten. Mine does every Sunday. These are all signs as to the disposition of our spirit. And each of 
those moments takes something out of us. They are little wake up calls that we are losing balance.

    I will no longer watch that particular channel on television. Just gets me too riled up and I do not 
need that.

  Signs – pulse rate, muscle tension – all signs. Through meditation and centering on Christ’s presence I 
have come to see them, when in years past I was not as aware. Jesus said – he had come to restore 
sight to the blind….

Now Is The Time

Pastor Jon, December 20, 2016

    I thought that the end of the year would be a time of relaxation, maybe some easy commuting miles 
on the bike following the short route to church.  Time to savor the past year!

    Not so fast.

    The end of the year is planning time – what about 2017?  What did I learn from 2016 that I can apply 
to the year ahead?  What will be the events I enter in the coming year?  Most importantly, how will I 
train? I am of the opinion to forget New Year's resolutions. Substantial change requires a lot more 
planning than a spur of the moment idea.

     I have considered getting a coach, but I realize most coaches slot you into their pre-programmed 
training schedule, unless you pay quite a bit of money for a more stylized program.  That is expensive.
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    I am reading my training manuals to put together my own plan.  This is a first for me.  One need factor 
in rest days…. rest weeks…..  how fast you go - 80% slow, slow… 20% hard…. long rides, recovery 
rides...etc.

    Then there is the weight loss issue – which will start in December 2016 instead of waiting until late 
Spring as I did last year.

    Looks like I will be (probably)in two major events – in May - in North Carolina up Mt. Mitchell and the 
Mt. Washington race in August.  I missed the Washington race last summer because of the death of 
Marsha’s mom.  This summer I plan to be in the practice ride up Washington as well. There will be other 
smaller races  – but the North Carolina and Mt. Washington races are the focal points.

     Now, there is this matter of designing some type of program to maximize my readiness for each 
event.  It is like a research paper from college… all this studying to do.  Pay a coach – or figure it out for 
yourself….

    The issue is this – now is the time we gather ourselves for the year ahead if we seek to take on some 
kind of major endeavor.  Makes no difference if it is exercise, weight loss, a trip, working on a character 
or relationship issue – the foundation for change is in setting up the habits.  Have a vision, get a 
plan.  And if it is rooted in your passions – the motivation should be there. Something to pray about –
for it takes a bit to break the inertial forces which root us in place.

The End

Pastor Jon, December 19, 2016

    After 72 days on the bike this fall, I made it for 2016.  My fourth year over 6,000 miles.

     I broke a lot of rules over the last two months.  You should take days off – rest days, especially as you 
age.  I did not.  You should not increase your mileage more than 10 percent week over week.  I almost 
doubled mine. I am grateful there was no illness or injury.  But at the same time I realize I have been 
cycling at this  level for 4 years.  I have a deep base – it is not as if I just started.

   I learned a few things.  And I suggest that what follows applies to almost any aspect of life – not simply 
exercise.

       1. Do we fear losing or do we want to win?  Some work-out because they have had some health 
issue and they fear death. Symbolically, they are running from illness. Others work-out because they 
have aspirations. They want to be in a race, complete a marathon or have some other goal/vision. One 
looks back, the other looks forward. For those who look forward, it is the vision that pulls them 
forward. Hebrews – keep your eyes on the prize.

  Such aspirational living is unbelievably powerful. We will sacrifice mightily for a vision that is rooted 
in our passions. And it is joyful and rewarding because it is rooted in our passions. I cycled into church 
on some very cold mornings in the dark – 19 degrees on one memorable Saturday. I even took the long 
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route that day. Had to get the miles in. Aspirations pull you forward. I am not certain the “fear” 
motivation has the same kind of power. Too easy to hold onto rationalizations and excuses.

    2.  Short term goals can take you places you never thought possible. In September, after falling way 
behind the curve with my mileage, I had an overwhelming number of miles to get behind me. Too 
many. I broke it down to monthly amounts – still overwhelming. Finally, I had three day goals – a 
number to hit every three days. After 72 days I did not even realize I had not taken a day off. Just kept 
the focus on the day ahead.

    3. I have in my head the adage that as you get older you slow down, have to back off, are not as 
able.  At age 60 I am not only hitting the same mileage as at 56, but this year I added indoor winter 
work-outs I have never done in the past. I am doing more now – and at 2-3 mph faster, than four years 
ago. Challenge all the ceilings/barriers you impose on yourself and that others (quite unwittingly and 
with good intentions) might try to impose.  

    4.  We are blessed with possibility and potential. I am just an ordinary fellow. I am not genetically 
gifted with large lungs or some big oxygen absorption capacity. If anything, I have the wrong type of 
muscle fiber for this, am too tall, weigh too much, etc. But I believe God has blessed me, and so many, 
with amazing potential.

    5. Where do you want to go? Surprisingly, many people cannot really answer that question. We fall 
into daily rituals and habit. Then something happens to jolt us. All the while a lot of gifts and potential 
are left - unwrapped.

     What is the vision? Go, go when you can….

Why Mindful Living - Now?

Pastor Jon, December 17, 2016

     Why this emphasis on mindful living all of a sudden?  Why this emphasis on being in the moment? I 
seem to stumble across article after article on this – in health publications, in insurance articles, 
in magazines, in newspapers, on the internet.

     I suggest people are realizing that something is askew in their lives.  Something is off.  And I suggest 
that this focus on living in the present moment over the past few years runs parallel with the growth of 
the internet and smart phones.  We get hooked on those devices and after a time we realize something 
about “me” and my spirit is off.  I have lost balance somehow.  Some live in denial and check and check 
incessantly.  Others can manage and check only occasionally.  Others of us have dropped the devices 
altogether because the temptation is too much to handle in a spiritually healthy manner.

    The evidence of this “problem” abounds.  Good Lord, I see joggers, even cyclists with their phones 
and earpieces.  Go to the malls, banks,  restaurants,  grocery stores – watch people drive their 
cars.  Wonder what they are like in the privacy of their homes?  I hear anecdotal stories of folks at the 
dinner table…
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    I read an article in the NY Times about a young fellow hooked on video games- and family had to 
send him to a treatment facility, a special school – hundreds of thousands of dollars…  In his case he 
struggled with emotional issues as a very young child – then discovered video games.  

    At some level it is a vast spiritual problem which affects people at different levels depending on 
their make-up.    I am reminded of alcohol.  One drink and it is over for some.  Others can 
manage.  Many are in denial.  Others are in recovery.  The neuroscience behind the two is very similar. 
Many are realizing that this is not the way to equanimity and peace.  Yet there is this inertial pull that is 
so difficult to break.

    And this emphasis on living mindfully - fully present now - is not just a reflection of the effects of the 
phones and internet. Forget the phones for a moment - many of us become overwhelmed by the 
changes life brings or even the matters of daily living.  Who is not stressed by the holidays?  Sure they 
are fun and joyous but there is so much to do!

    Stop.  Pause.  Breathe.  The breath is the first thing to go. "Now" matters.

Mindfulness, Exercise, Life

Pastor Jon, December 15, 2016

     Mindfulness refers to the focus on the present moment as against allowing the mind to ruminate 
over the future or the past.  Now.  Be present and invested in now.  Let go of the rest.  This is what Jesus 
taught – focus on the day – let tomorrow’s worries wait until tomorrow.  Again – give us this day our 
daily bread.  Nothing in there about make sure there is enough for next month. The “time” focus is this 
day.

     One of the benefits of meditation is this emphasis on now.  This moment, this breath.

    The article was in a cycling magazine. “Mindful Cycling.”  The author noted you can cycle and be 
transfixed by the computer on the bike – power output, heart rate, distance, time, pedal rotations per 
minute, or even be transfixed by nature.  And the point was to let that stuff go and be absorbed with the 
sensations of the body – how do the legs feel, experience the breath.  Bike by perceived exertion versus 
hooked to the numbers or the scenery.

     I wrote about this months ago only I called it associative cycling – versus dissociative cycling.  With 
associative cycling you are zoned into how you feel.  With dissociative cycling, or walking for that 
matter, you are zoned into the numbers or the music or the TV or the trees or the conversation.

      I am all about associative cycling -  mindful cycling I guess one would call it.  In fact, I have to work to 
pay attention to the numbers on the computer read out.  Interestingly, studies have shown that when 
you get distracted by music, etc. you go faster.  The idea is that you “forget” how uncomfortable you 
are.  I see the point, but I would suggest that if you get used to that level of uncomfortable you learn to 
work beyond it.
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      In mindful living, what I call living in Christ, one does not seek to run away or deny uncomfortable 
emotions.  They are life.  You learn to accept them and to watch them so that they do not control you.

NOVEMBER 2016
The Advent Blog

Pastor Jon, November 28, 2016

      For the advent season I asked people in our community to write a devotion on waiting, stillness, 
anticipation, hopefulness…. the themes of this 4 week period prior to Christmas.  Our culture does not 
“do” advent.  A lot of churches do not “do” advent.  I recall my first parish and a person was irritated as 
she came from a different church and this was her first proper advent.  She was disappointed we did not 
sing Christmas carols all December as they did at her former church.

   We wait in advent.  Patience.

    The blog on the front page of our church website will have a different writing from someone in our 
community for each of the 28 days of the advent season.  It began today.

     I asked two retired pastors to help out.  Sherrill  selected the scripture and wrote the transition from 
the scripture to the devotion written by someone in our church.  Denny and Karen, who are 
photographers, selected the photo which accompanies each entry.  It was a group project.  I did a little 
editing.

  The material I received from folks in the church is excellent.  I was quite moved by the authenticity 
and vulnerability.  I was also taken by the fact that we had 30 submissions for those 28 days.  In fact, I 
had a few other people offer to write and I had to tell them we were all set. Seems to me a lot of folks 
"get" the need to pause and be still.

    I have been speaking and writing about contemplation, living with a slow mind – for quite some time.
We have integrated more silence into our worship experience at Faith. We have two meditation groups 
which have had close to 30 people participate.  The “regulars” are a smaller group, but a number of folks 
have stopped in to absorb a bit and then maintained their own practice.

     Marsha has offered two sessions on spiritual movement each week.  I think there are another 20 
people who participate in those moments.  Her program is based on the years she has been involved 
with Tai Chi.

      The devotions sent in by people in the church reflect their appreciation for stillness, pausing and 
contemplation.  They are from folks as far away as Florida and North Carolina, people who receive the 
daily devotions we have sent out for the past two years.  A major motif of those devotions has been 
disengagement, disconnection and quiet.



62

      In a busy, hyper kinetic culture, clearly, these spiritual themes have struck a chord.  I think of them as 
gateways to living into a deeper connection with Christ.

     I hope the writings you will read in the next 28 days will speak to you as they have spoken to 
me.  Pause.  A lot.  It helps us to be gentler and kinder souls.  I also think it helps us to experience a 
modicum of God’s peace.

    

That Wonderful Day

Pastor Jon, November 21, 2016

    What a paradox that we begin the stretch of cultural buying frenzy, this stretch of busy, hectic, 
pressure, stress…. with a moment focused on a spiritual quality.  To be frank, I suspect even this day is a 
mess for some.  That spiritual quality gets lost or relegated to a few seconds of consideration.

   Thanksgiving Day - Marsha, Zeke, Amanda and I plan to go for a few mile walk in the morning.  We 
will walk slowly.  I may not make it depending on my legs, which are awful tired from all this cycling.
Definitely, I will get some miles in on the bike as I am closing in on the yearly mileage goal.   

    I look forward to cooking, some of which I will have done the evening before.  We will have the 
usual as well as a host of vegetables.  The Detroit Lions will be on tv.  I do not watch much football 
anymore.  It weighs on me to see these folks with brain injuries.  But, alas, I will probably watch some of 
this one.

    Perhaps the highlight of the day will be my annual listing of 100 things for which I am grateful from 
the past year.

Gratitude as the Center

    After the day we are inundated with the hurricane of the season.  And it comes at us from every 
direction – media, news, people.  We deal with the desire to make Christmas “special,” with the foods, 
decorations, gifts.  And all of this is piled upon the usual matters of life.  There is this not so subtle 
pressure to keep up, fit in, not miss out.  You feel like a real loser (culturally, at least) if you are not 
exasperated about something.

    So, everyday, I will begin writing down ten blessings to anchor me in the goodness of what is, lest the 
winds of what should be or could be sweep me away.  When I live in gratitude for the blessings of now, 
those winds lose most of their impact.

    Try it – ten things a day.  Oh….  I know, “I am so busy!”  I virtually guarantee you will experience a 
more centered, peaceful season and you will not face the post-Christmas let down or relief “thank God it 
is all over with!”  When we stay centered there is nothing to get over with.

   Goodness… why in the world do we do this to ourselves.  Oh, I know – we do not do it to ourselves it is 
the “season.” There is another way.
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Waiting

Pastor Jon, November 18, 2016

    By my calculations I lug off 120 sheets of leaves every fall.  Our house is surrounded by trees.

    The typical approach is to wait until all the leaves are down.  I used to do that. They accumulate for 
weeks, so the bottom layers were wet.  One fall I wrecked my elbow lifting them.

    This year I decided 120 sheets is 120 sheets – I will do 4 sheets a day.  No more.  4 is enough.  Not too 
hard, yet enough so that I feel like I have made a drop in the bucket.  30 days of raking.  That is raking 
some areas 5 times.  This can get wearying, but it is only 4 sheets.  Each day I evaluate how many leaves 
have to fall – are we 60% done, 70%....          

   Maybe we get a windy day and they fall someplace else.  Every day – waiting for the next batch to 
drop.  And when they drop there is always more than I thought there would be.  I feel like I am never 
done, I never arrive…

   4 loads every morning.

   I see this as a metaphor for the holidays.  I can get all wound up for that big day and the release and 
celebration.  There is much to be said for this.  But I have come to prefer celebrating what each day 
holds – my 4 sheets, bit by bit.  Waiting and anticipating the next “drop.”  One day they will be gone and 
I will look back, pleased at the effort to do a bit at a time.  Celebrating each day’s 
goodness/accomplishment.

   I am not one for the big “moment.”  I gravitate to the bit by bit approach, enjoying each day for what it 
holds.  I also learned that when it rains the blasted things come straight down.  I have yard full again…  4 
loads.  That’s it.

Chasing 00s

Pastor Jon, November 13, 2016

Someone asked me the other day whether I cycled.  It was a general conversation – polite – and I 
responded,  “A little bit…  recreational…”  More than that would have required some kind of 
explanation.

A few weeks ago I re-committed to the yearly mileage goal (6k) I have reached the last three years.  If I 
make it,  it will be four years in a row.  Making it is no small challenge as all year I have “let go” of the 
goal in favor of training exclusively for the mountain races.  I never did those extra few miles here and 
there.  Really put me behind the 8-ball come September.  Since then, I have been chasing the 00s.  4700, 
4,800, 4,900…
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    October was my personal highest mileage month ever. I look forward to getting back to the days 
of taking the direct (and short!) route to and from church.  Nowadays, it is the ultra long ride to get 
in the miles.   I am also sore, as I cannot afford to take many days off.  December is cold so I feel 
compelled to push myself when it is warmer. You can go 20 miles in the cold…  but more than that is 
rough.

   I am very blessed to have the potential…. the ability… and the motivation.  Call it an early Christmas 
gift I am unwrapping.  If we do not unwrap the gifts, might as well not have them.  They sit there as 
dreams

and hopes.  Each day I am filled with much gratitude I can do this.

  Pull the paper off (own a vision), read the directions (have a plan), and go.  Better to have tried 
and fallen short, than to have never made the attempt.    

Get the Cyclists Off the Road

Pastor Jon, November 11, 2016

   “Cyclists should be banned from the road.  They do not follow the law – stop signs and alike.  They 
slow cars down, they do not respect autos…”  yada yada yada.

    I can refrain from political discussions.  I can refrain from some religious discussions.  But the cycling 
stuff…

    Cyclists pay taxes and are entitled to the road.    

    Granted 'some' and I stress 'some,' cyclists drift through stop signs…  how many car drivers do the 
same… or squeeze through red lights?

    Cyclists slow cars down.  This is true.  But as one who cycles thousands of miles on residential streets I 
can assure you many, many cars need to be slowed down.  I go down some streets AT the speed 
limit.  Yet cars speed past me.  I wonder how much time is saved by driving so fast for so short a 
distance.  Who is more of a threat to the children?  I cringe when a car passes me and there is another 
car coming in the other direction.  The issue is not me, the cyclist, it is the “I am in a hurry” driver who 
cannot wait a few seconds until the way is clearer to pass…. if they feel they have to pass.

   And as for the respect issue.  Close to 50 percent of the car drivers I see are on their phones… 
distracted driving at its best.  Being on the phone while driving  is seen as so dangerous it is illegal in 
many States.    There are precious few cyclists who can talk on a phone and pedal...

   I will not go into the times I have had drivers throw stuff at me….   Curse me out…  Meanness…  for 
nothing.
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  And I will never forget the drivers who offered to help me when I had a flat… who offered me a ride 
when I had stopped to let the rain ease up… who stopped to offer assistance when I was fixing the bike 
chain in a snow storm….  Who slowed down to let me cross route 114.  Kindness… for nothing.

    In Deuteronomy – God’s Word – I set before you blessing and curse… life and death… chose life – be a 
blessing.   Chose kindness.

The Election

Pastor Jon, November 9, 2016

The election is over.

If you are not pleased and in dismay….

     Maintain spiritual discipline -  meditation to release anxiety; gratitude journal to live in hope. Live 
with awareness – because the mind and thoughts can take us to dark places. And we can get caught up 
there…. nothing good comes from that… and the spillover negativity can wreck us and is likely to be 
taken out on others.  Hope for the larger picture.

    If you are pleased and ebullient.

    Maintain spiritual discipline – meditation to get out of the ego and embrace humility. Live with 
awareness as triumphalism can deteriorate relations with those around us…. nothing good comes from 
that. Quiet is a gift. Hope for the larger picture.

    Writing for myself. Rake leaves. Go cycling. Look for the good.

Drop It

Pastor Jon, November 5, 2016

Jesus taught that if your arm causes you to sin, cut it off.  Just stop it.

    The study reported that some 20% of marriages are impacted negatively because of 
smartphones.  That was three years ago.  Nothing was included about video games, computer etc.  I 
guess spouses relate to the phone instead of each other.  I wonder about family life.  I am told of 
families at restaurants with all four people engrossed in their phones.  Of course, if asked, who knows if 
that family would respond they are impacted negatively.

     Just drop it.
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I hear all the time, “we are so busy, so busy…”  Turn off the electronics for a day.  Leave the phone at 
home.

   Just drop it.

Therapists report that business is way up and that over 60% of patients are dealing with amplified 
anxiety as a result of the election.  Turn it off.

    Just drop it.

“Well, I have to do this…”  You have to do what?   To what extent do we hold to some set of 
expectations we feel we “have to” meet?

     Just drop it.

Take time for contemplation.  What is it that leads to fulfillment and gratification…  what are my 
values…  Eliminate the other stuff.

    Just drop it.

Do this and there will be rest….  A smile…. A deeper awareness of God.  You may feel that you are 
missing out.  You are.  This is why contemplation is so valuable.  Figure out what you are missing out 
on… are you really missing out on anything….

    Let go of the grasping self and ride the breath.  Flow with the Spirit of God.

Second Stage of Fall

Pastor Jon, November 3, 2016

   Columbus Day week was the height for fall colors in these parts.  Every year it is beautiful.  And for me 
at least there is the post height let down.  The leaves fall down, I start raking everyday for around two 
months.

   In my cycling and in driving on 495 I came to see this differently.  All along the road there are trees 
filled with leaves.  Most are oaks.  Some of these leaves have not even begun to change colors yet.  They 
will not fall for weeks.  These are not the vibrant oranges and reds, but they are the various shades of 
light green and yellow.

   For me they represent the second stage of fall.  Yes, the bright ones are gone, but around us there is 
much to take in.  Our emotions can block us.  Saddened by the loss of the reds, we never see what 
remains.  We need have eyes to see, eyes opened.

    Pause, let go of the emotions.  There is goodness around.  Jesus taught, I have come that the blind 
may see.  Consider for a moment what might be blocking your vision….
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OCTOBER 2016
Some Sarcasm for Being Correct

Pastor Jon, October 29, 2016

    Yesterday I penned a blurb on the “metaphor” of our times.  Parents who drive a half mile to pick up 
their children from the school bus and then drive them home; versus walking to the  bus drop off and 
walking with their children home.  Oh, and this was on a cul de sac and a wonderful street with zero 
traffic. I have seen this at a number of places.

   Writing that kind of thing is dicey.  Nothing gets you on the “outs” with parents more quickly 
than thinking  - thinking (parents can intuit what your thinking – you do not have to say or write a 
thing…) that they might consider - as a remote possibility - doing something other than what they are 
doing with their kids.  I mean  - look out.  Duck.  Run.  Hide.

     Hence, no one can accuse me of wanting to keep people happy.  If so, I would avoid writing that kind 
of thing.  I would simply celebrate and bless “the way things are” as glorious and fabulous and godly and 
wonderful in every way, except for – you know – the really obvious stuff. I would write that when 
cycling I saw these wonderful folks take time out of their day to drive 500 yards to pick up their kids and 
drive 500 yards home.

    And if I had to lament some aspect of life I would stick with general condemnations of generic “bad” 
without really getting too specific.  Just act – kind of outraged - and everyone can read into it 
whatever they want.

    Or – one can be really prophetic and pen something about some of the hot button social issues –
the election, the police, immigrants, minorities – something along these lines. Generally, I Ieave those 
issues up to you. My sense is that many of those issues fall under the rubric of “I am a good Christian 
because I have the ‘correct’ opinion on some social issue.”  Of course, I may not act on or really do much 
with that opinion, but I have it nevertheless.

    My prophetic word is this – well, see yesterday.  Follow along those ideas from yesterday and 
one might live longer and have more years with the correct opinion.  Think of it as a win/win.

    It is a sad day when following Christ amounts to having the correct social opinion.  I mean, I celebrate 
folks walking 500 yards (for their own benefit!) and that 'act' seems monumental. Let it fall under the 
rubric of a prophetic word about everyday life. In my view - everyday life is its own challenge. Opinions 
are easy.
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Our Times

Pastor Jon, October 28, 2016

      I have spoken of the trinity – not Father, Son and Holy Spirit Trinity - but the trinity of nutrition, 
exercise and meditation.  Self-care.  We ignore it in the church, in my view.  But Jesus spoke of this when 
he summarized the law – love others as yourself.  The ‘as yourself’ gets ignored.

    Then we link self-care with what, in my view, is self-indulgence.  In taking care of ourselves we opt for 
self-indulgence instead of healthy self-care.  Typically, we feel stressed, overwhelmed, uptight over 
something – so we indulge in the name of “I deserve a break.”  And the indulgence is not necessarily 
good for us; rather it is spending on something we really do not need, or it is eating something not so 
good for us.

    The issue is to reduce the stress to reduce the self-indulgent temptation.  Meditation can be very 
helpful.  But I digress.

    In cycling the other day on the way to church I turned off on a cul de sac.  The cul de sac is a mile long 
and I add it in to get in extra miles. All the cars were at the beginning of the road – parents waiting for 
the school bus.  They drive to the intersection (less than a mile), pick up the children, and drive home 
(less than a mile.)

      At first, I never really noticed this.  Then it was obvious – why not have the children walk?  Of course, 
there might be a child-napping.  The area is remote and safe – but I see the worry.

    Then it really hit me – why doesn’t the parent walk (less than a mile) and meet the child and walk 
home with the child.  Parent gets exercise, child gets exercise, great parent child unwind time as they 
walk home, a moment to appreciate nature (the trees on this street are beautiful.)

    I suspect one of the issues here is that if one child gets a ride and another walks with the parent, the 
walking child grouses and the parent gives in.  I also suspect parents feel like they do not have the time 
for this.  (please… )  Of course, maybe the parent does not like to walk.  Or, maybe the parent is 
exhausted because they went to the gym.  All of the parents, while waiting in their cars, are on their 
phones (I looked as I went by).

    This is terribly judgmental – I mean perhaps these children or parents are ill and walking is not 
advised… there can be oodles of rationales.

    But from my view this is a picture of life in our times.  And perhaps we can see in it a metaphor for 
the Christian way – one guy commuting to work on his bike and others driving cars a half mile back and 
forth to pick up the kids…. In a culture where we lament declining health because of lack of exercise and 
…

      Enuf.  The point is obvious.
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The End Game

Pastor Jon, October 27, 2016

    Cooking.  The magazines boast of 20 minute meals.  Quick, easy.  I like that.  Quick, easy.  Done and 
over with.  Not everything is this way.

    Through the years – 23 to be exact, I have learned I will rake and lug 120 sheets of leaves.  It is a 20 
hour job, give or take.  I used to wait until all the leaves were down.  Two days of straight raking left me 
sore and exhausted.  Nowadays I have a routine – 4 loads a day.  Breaks in my body to the work.  On the 
last big day – well, it will be a long all day affair, but manageable.  Bit by bit.

    Not too dissimilar to cycling and the yearly mileage goal.  You do not suddenly get all kinds of miles in 
at the end.  Will not work.  Every day I have my number to reach.  Bit by bit.

    Jesus taught – each day give us our daily bread.  The focus was the day, not the end game.  Or, if you 
wish, the day was the end game.  He also taught – let the day’s issues be enough for the day, turn 
tomorrow over to God.  Again – 'time' was the day, not the end game.

     When I rake, I rake.  When I cycle, I cycle.  Adapt to the day, do not fight it. Settle into it. And 
discover serenity and joy in the process.

Christmas

Pastor Jon, October 26, 2016

    Advent is the four week season prior to Christmas.  It is a time of waiting, patience, hope, 
anticipation… of now, but not yet.  We do not sing Christmas music at our place until Christmas (well, at 
the kid’s pageants we do..). The Advent music is some of my favorite from the year.

    Our culture jumps right from Thanksgiving to Christmas.  Advent does not exist.  Makes sense.  We 
live in an instant society, hurry up, do it now, etc.  But those on the spiritual path realize that stillness, 
patience, solitude can be the doors to a deeper spirituality.

     On our website we will have an Advent devotional.  Each of the 28 days of the season we will have a 
few paragraphs from folks in our community which pertain to their reflections on waiting, patience, 
stillness, quiet.  They are sent to me and I tweak them a bit and forward them to another person in the 
church who is selecting scripture for each writing and writing a bridge paragraph. Then they are sent to 
another person who is adding a picture which speaks to the reading.  That person is an amateur 
photographer of some experience.

     I request that those who read this blog consider sending me a few thoughts – stories are the best –
on the theme of waiting, stillness, quiet... patience.
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     Give it a go and send it along.  This is really a community project and I have received material from as 
far away as Florida.  A lot of the material that has been sent is from folks in our meditation groups and 
those who receive our daily writings/devotionals.  So…  please help out and participate!  If you prefer 
that your name not appear, let me know.  Thanks in advance.

The Next 9 Weeks...

Pastor Jon, October 25, 2016

   The summer was a bigger drain than anticipated.  We took care of Marsha’s mom until she went to 
heaven.  We were not able to take the usual vacation at the cabin.  My plans to be in the Mt. 
Washington cycling race vaporized.  I went from hopeful anticipation to a different place.

     I was slow in races at the end of the summer, which impressed upon me I was depleted physically 
and emotionally.

     What do you do?

     I stayed on the path, keeping to my morning meditation and getting on the bike.  It took patience, 
waiting for God knows what. After a few weeks, the aha moment came when I found myself cruising 
along at unheard of speeds. Older and faster.  

     And that prompted me to reflect.  What would motivate me for the remainder of 2016? When it is 
colder it is too easy to stay indoors, drive to church, and when tired - make every excuse imaginable to 
sit.

    For three years I cycled 6,000 miles a year.  I had given up on reaching that in 2016. Last winter, for 
the first time, I substituted indoor cycling for outdoors.  Set me way back in miles. But goals are meant 
to stretch you and maybe they create a little AOF – motivation.

    Early in the morning, later in the evening, if you see a cyclist all lit up with blinkers….  Probably 
me.  You go (and get in those extra miles)… when you can (even if it is dark.)  I do not know how many 
years I have left, but I do not want to sit on potential God has given.

    Set the vision.  With a vision that fits – the motivation will come. George Mumford, author of The 
Mindful Athlete – calls it Ass on Fire.  AOF.  A life transforming gift to discover.
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Alexa, Alexa

Pastor Jon, October 8, 2016

    I never thought of this until I saw the ads on the television.  Amazon makes this device – Alexa – you 
ask Alexa to put on some nice music and Alexa does it.  Alexa will change the music as well.  You ask 
Alexa to turn up the heat in the house, Alexa does it.  Ask Alexa the weather – Alexa tells you. And just 
why is it named Alexa instead of Alex? Anyway, kind of cool.

     I also think Alexa is worth at least a few pounds a year.

     No one has written, as far as I can see, of the link between technology (the new idol of our lives) and 
the health crisis of our times.

     I can sit in my chair and change the tv channels with my remote.  Used to be I had to get off the chair 
to do that.  I do not have to get up to answer the phone – I just have my cell phone by my side.  Now, I 
do not have to get up to change the thermostat, or the cd player – or even check the weather.

    Just sit there.

    I wonder whether “for my convenience” really means “I do not have to expend much energy.”  And 
some think that is a good thing.  For the infirm, those with disabilities, I think it is.  For the rest of 
us…  well, I do not know.

    And how does all this relate to spirituality?  I think there is a strong link between what we do with and 
to our bodies and our experience of being “in God,” or living in what Paul described as “the peace which 
surpasses understanding.”  Exercise, meditation, nutrition –  big drops into that bucket.  

Are the Sails Hoisted?

Pastor Jon, October 6, 2016

    A number of times over the past years I have been conversing with folks and have dropped the 
question: what is your vision? It is another way of asking – where are you headed? What is the end 
game? What is the goal? If you push a little bit, it is really leads to a consideration: is the way I am 
living really leading me to something that is meaningful and fulfilling? Just where I am going?

    In almost every instance when I have asked that question – ‘What is your vision?” I have been met 
with a quizzical silence.

    Folks “feel” so overwhelmed by the matters of the moment that the idea of having a vision is not 
even on their radar screen.
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    I am left wondering – are we living to get by….. are we existing from day to day – being bounced 
around by the circumstances of the moment like a pinball in a pinball machine…. or; can life be different 
than this.

    Without vison, goals, we easily set out on the path of least resistance. We are “too tired,” too 
busy… and while away our energies on matters of little consequence…. or value…. or meaning… or 
fulfillment. We leave a lot on the table. That path of least resistance also can be fatal to our spirit and, 
in fact, our life. We end up finding it easier not to take care of ourselves in healthy ways (nutrition and 
exercise); too pre-occupied to take time for silence, contemplation or meditation; and finally, lost in our 
own isolated, lonely digital world.    

    No one can give me a vision. Only I know what floats my boat. I just have to be sure to hoist the sails, 
or else I am completely dependent on the current. I will make this suggestion. The more God enters the 
picture through meditation, worship, conversation…. Usually, the higher those sails get hoisted. Simply 
put, I end up appreciating this gift of time more profoundly. And that makes all the difference.

The Way It Is in 2016

Pastor Jon, October 4, 2016

Andrew Sullivan is a conservative columnist and he has written a riveting article for New York 
magazine.  The link is below.

http://nymag.com/selectall/2016/09/andrew-sullivan-technology-almost-killed-me.html

    He confesses his attachment to the internet and staying connected.  This is not new.  Sherry Turkle 
has written a book about the same movement in our culture – Reclaiming Conversations.  I have written 
and spoken about this extensively in worship and on this blog.

     We all know this.  I see more and more walkers, runners and even cyclists plugged into some kind of 
gadget.  Car drivers?!  Neuroscientists have studied the ways in which we get a dopamine pleasure 
release checking social media and “staying connected.”  I have spoken with senior executives who admit 
to checking email incessantly.  I have spoken with teachers who shake their heads at what they see in 
school.  I foresee this is and will be a major issue for young people.  Again, medical science notes that 
the part of the brain which is responsible for rational, cognitive control is the last part of the brain to 
develop – in our early twenties.  Hence, Drs. suggest this is why teens can do some impulsive “crazy” 
things.  What is wrong with you doing that!?  The reality is, in many instances, they do not have 
sufficient brain development to override the impulse.

      Forget the teens for a minute.  Sullivan illustrates the issue for adults.  He went on a silent retreat for 
a few days.  For him it was akin to withdrawal and then earth shattering and then healing.  After a few 
weeks, then months….  He was back to his old habits.  I am reminded of folks who re-lapse into addictive 
behavior…  Sullivan is quite candid in referring to his connection impulse as an addiction.  I think this 
quite unfortunate, as we do not like to acknowledge loss of power and control by admitting to that word 
– addiction.
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     What I found riveting is that Sullivan points to the days of Sabbath closings – no stores open.  Now, 
you can buy whenever and whatever.  He remembers the silences in church services.  Now, the “mega-
church” service avoids silence and is so kinetic as to resemble a concert or show.  Even in my own 
denomination  folks advocate social media and the digital world as the “place to go and the place to 
be.”

     Sullivan, illustrates the danger – how easy it is to be consumed.  And how easy it is, once and if we 
break away, to fall back into old patterns.  I have seen this over and over again – we realize where life is, 
we slow down and disconnect, and in no time we are back to the same old, same old.  This happens so, 
so quickly once the circumstances of life get a bit more stressful or hectic.

     Hence, the need – I will go so far as to write the necessity – of developing rituals and habits (daily 
prayer, contemplation, walking, exercise, good nutrition) – as a way to “stay at home,” in Christ.

     I no longer have a smartphone and rarely carry my flip phone.  We moved the house computer to a 
location which is much more inconvenient so the temptation to plop down in front of it is lessened.

I canceled completely my Facebook account.  My vision is to check email once a day.  People I know who 
have a meditation practice begin their day with that time of quiet.  Rituals and practices. To a certain 
extent, being in a group meditation serves as a kind of anchor to bring us home.  I think there is also an 
accountability issue at play as well.

     But it is so easy to fall back….

SEPTEMBER 2016
Erased

Pastor Jon, September 29, 2016

    I attended a conference for pastors recently. What I noticed was that over half the folks there were 
constantly checking their phones.  The person next to me had a phone and a tablet.  We just cannot 
seem to disconnect even for a few hours.  It is not as if these were surgeons who were on call for 
emergencies.  Nope.  We fear missing out,  we have to check, check, check.  And it was not that the 
presenter was boring.  It was actually a fascinating conference.

    Then the presenter’s phone went off.  Wow.  Are we not aware of how intrusive these devices are?

      Afterwards, I received a friend request on Facebook.  

      What amazed me about this friend request is that it was from one of the fellows at this 
conference.  In 6 hours we never once said a word to each other. There were only 25 people there. Not 
one word.  Then I get a friend request which, I am guessing, he sent while at the event.
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      True confessions.  I have deactivated my page on Facebook numerous, numerous times, only to log 
back onto it.  It is a distraction, a way I waste time.  Oh sure, I read what colleagues post.  I check some 
pages to see what the Bishop is up to.  I have had to evaluate this. Do I really care what the Bishop is up 
to?  Not really.  Does it affect my day?  No. For the once a month "interesting" article I find via the clergy 
group – well, I spend a lot of other days simply shaking my head over the arguments and comments I 
read.    

     Realizing Facebook is simply a temptation, I learned how to cancel my account and get off the site 
completely.  When you "deactivate" your page, it remains "in the background" and it becomes "live" 
again when you log back onto it. When you cancel your account - you are erased completely. No more 
logging back on. I never realized you could cancel your account like this until yesterday.

     I have cancelled.  I learned how to do this from a friend who went to that conference. Now, I will be 
erased from Facebook.  Eliminate the temptation.  Jesus taught – your arm causing you to sin? – cut it 
off.    

    Is going on Facebook a sin?  For me Facebbok detracts from my equanimity and that affects my 
relations with others.  It only takes away from this gift of life when I could be investing myself in more 
meaningful endeavors.  I never realized you could cancel out your page entirely until 
yesterday.  Yesterday’s blessing.

     I realize the positive aspects of Facebook.  I am not some anti-Facebook zealot.  But for me, and I 
emphasize the “for me,” the negatives outweigh the positives.  No more. I prefer peace to the 
distraction.

I Have No Time...

Pastor Jon, September 25, 2016

    Maybe that should be the refrain for the ways in which many of us live.  No time.  Too 
busy.  Personally, I think that when someone says “I am straight out… too busy…. 24/7,” it is a kind of 
embrace of cultural righteousness.  I am good because I am busy.  If you use old religious terms it is 
justification via busyness.  A corollary of this is the hurry sickness.  If I am in a hurry, it is because I have 
so much to do, I am so busy… and this, too, means I am good.

     I read an interesting description of a professional man who felt trapped in his busyness.  He simply 
did not have enough time to tend to the matters of his job.  He felt labored and that he was doing an 
inadequate work which left him unprepared for the decisions he had to make, which had profound 
effects on the lives of other people.  As a result he grappled with an unending level of guilt.  Perhaps his 
situation can be compared to marriage, child rearing, anything really.

     He went to a stress program….  Actually it was a mindfulness/meditation program.  This, of course, 
seems counterproductive – how, if you are so busy, do you squeeze in a time for meditation on top of 
everything else!
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     What he realized seems painfully obvious to anyone else, but it did not seem so obvious to him.  I 
might add that maybe…. Just maybe… this applies to many of us.  Certainly, it does to me.

     Each day this professional watched TV news and he read a few newspapers.  This was his way of 
keeping up with world events and being an educated human being.  Through mindfulness training and 
meditation he developed sufficient awareness to recognize this pattern.  He also came to the realization 
that much of this “study” was redundant.  He was reviewing the same “stuff” from different sources, but 
each review did not add much to his knowledge.  Once he came to his senses, he decided to alter his 
habits.  Suddenly, he had more time than he needed.

     I anticipate most of us have more time than we imagine.  All we need do is to develop the awareness 
to consider what it is we spend our time on.  How often need I check email, the internet, social 
media….  How much time is spent on this?  Do I really need to carry a phone and respond so 
quickly….  What does that cost me?  Lessen these matters and one’s sense of being “hurried” dissipates. 
I anticipate many of us would feel more settled.  I consider it living with poise….  Living  - not in a 
reactionary mode - but living in a responsive mode.  One might think of it as living intentionally.  It is 
living out of peace – I call it ‘in Christ’ - versus the cultural place of quick, quick, fast, fast.

     The issues here are awareness…..  or mindfulness…..  a vision for how one wants to live (the new 
creation in Christ) – and the determination or motivation to change habits to live into that vision.  As 
Jesus taught, one does not put new wine into old wineskins.

Not in It Alone

Pastor Jon, September 23, 2016

    One of the issues for anyone following the Way of Jesus is that we are always working on 
something.  Always.  If we are not, we are really off.  This paradigm is simply a given as each of us is 
screwed up in our own way (a sinner) and each of us – if we love Jesus – value the sacred –and are trying 
to make progress.

     The “good news” is that we are loved despite our issues.  (sinner yet forgiven).  The bad news is the 
temptation to rest in this acceptance, become complacent, or, the worst – become arrogant as if we 
have arrived.  One of the keys here is vulnerability – can I admit (confession) that I am working on 
issues.  If you think you get vulnerability – consider how many people you have actually told the specific 
issues you are working on.  We guard our secrets – really out of fear we will be judged.  Men hate to 
admit fear and many do not recognize it in themselves.

      One of the unfortunate aspects of life is that when we get real serious about this – we seek to break 
out of the current ‘normal’ and get into new patterns (habits, rituals). However, the powers that yank 
us back to the old normal are quite real.

    Take an extreme example – I read of a woman who was in a very abusive relationship that put her 
abuser in jail for 4 years.  What she went through was horrific.  Yet, when her abuser was released – she 
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took him back in.  Obviously, there were “powers” pulling her back into the old normal.  That old normal 
was a dark vortex.  He killed her.

      Most folks feel quite isolated breaking out of old patterns and that just makes it more difficult as we
feel we must “go it alone.”  We get teased along by some who sound supportive – but many times, 
those teasers set us up for disappointment.  For instance, the friend is super happy for you that you are 
on a new eating plan or stopping the wine……  as they pour themselves another one or munch along…. 
And then they innocently encourage you to have just one taste or sip.  Or….  Just as bad, they tell you 
their “plan” which makes you look and feel ‘extreme,’ and out of the norm and more isolated.  Of 
course, they proclaim the benefits of their plan!  And their plan is just a temptation to “nothing good” 
for you.  Ramping up the irony of it all, their plan does not seem to be so effective either. It is so critical
for each of us to be ultra aware of what we say to others.

      I cannot emphasize enough the need – and really the joy – of having a community of support and 
love and grace.  I also cannot underscore how hard it is to develop such a community.

      I read the account of a woman seeking sobriety.  Whenever she went on Facebook she saw pictures 
of her friends at bars and restaurants – usually drinking.  That wrecked her.  Then she found a sobriety 
support groups – on line -  and it was a wonderful inspiration and blessing.  She never realized they 
existed.  Now she offers coaching on line.  She stays away from Facebook. The internet is simply a mirror 
of the real world.  It offers blessing and curse.  Seek the blessing – no one of us has to go it alone.       

     And – realize the powers that exist to yank us back to old patterns…..   how much those powers and 
situations drain us of energy and put us on thin ice….  And how much we need to balance those powers 
with people and moments which will build us up on our path.  It is a vulnerability issue – can I admit that 
I get drained?  Can I ask - please help me?

In It Alone

Pastor Jon, September 22, 2016

    I have had a number, a number, of conversations of late.  Very sad ones.  But I have come to this 
realization myself.  There is an inertial power in the ways things are – the status quo – what the culture 
wants.  And defying that power is blessedly difficult.

    Years ago I had a friend in alcoholics anonymous and he turned me onto this idea although at the 
time I did not understand what he meant.  He commented that once someone stops drinking they 
sometimes run into a point where others try to get them back to their former drinking selves.  I was 
dumbfounded.  How and why would anyone do that?  Well, it is because the newly sober soul has 
broken out of the “old” normal and some of the people around him/her do not like the “new” 
normal.  They prefer the old status quo however much of a disaster it might have been.

       I have spoken with people experiencing lifestyle change – be it exercise, nutrition, smoking, 
meditation, turning off electronics, study and reading, education, music – you name it.  One of the 
motifs I have discovered is the degree of resistance they encounter. Typically, it is subtle.
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      I think at some level they hope for support and maybe, on a good day, folks rejoicing for them.  Not 
going to happen.  Then they live with a lot of disappointment, anger and come to face to face with their 
own isolation.  Not only did they muster up the energy to break out of old patterns….   But they realize, 
more fully, they are in it alone.  And in the worst cases with someone(s) trying, perhaps not 
intentionally, to undermine them.

    I am reminded of Peter and Jesus.  Peter says – I am with you, Jesus, no matter what happens.  Jesus 
forewarns Peter that he will betray him three times.  What follows is the account of Peter, despite his 
initial best intentions, betraying Jesus three times.  For those bemoaning their isolation it is best to 
remember Peter started with good intentions.  Remembering that might take the edge off of one’s 
disappointment and anger with other people.  In other words, some of those people mean well.

    All this simply underscores the need to maintain focused attention.  Isn’t that what Jesus did when all 
the disciples fled.  He had a destiny and followed it.  And if you run across someone who gives you a 
boost, you have had a blessed moment, but do not expect it again, and do not depend on it. To be 
continued....

The Way of Jesus Without Jesus

Pastor Jon, September 20, 2016

    I have been reading a number of writers who have undergone what amounts to be some kind of 
major or minor life change or transformation. These are compelling accounts. Notably, I have come 
across a few people who were enmeshed in corporate life, on fast tracks to fame and fortune.

    At some level, to handle the pressures, they spent less time with family, forgot the issues of nutrition 
and exercise and lived in the “go, go” lane. Most of them turned to medications or alcohol as an “out.” 
This is not “severe” stuff, it is the drink or two after work kind of thing. They were not necessarily 
addicts, but clearly, the substances were their break or release.

    I do not think they are unique. I think this happens all the time. It may not occur daily as it did not 
occur daily for these folks. But it is the week-end…. The Friday evening..

    In these cases the folks had awakenings of some sort and not necessarily dramatic moments. What 
happened next was the development of their affinity for some sort of exercise – running, cycling, 
swimming etc. Accompanying the exercise was a renewed commitment to nutrition and food. Serious 
sport and a focus on nutrition are virtually inseparable. In almost all these cases they also took on some 
form of meditation practice. I see that as their way to slow the mind to live more intentionally.

    The most intriguing aspect of this are their conclusions. One fellow spoke that what matters to him 
was to live with gratitude and with an eye toward service. Those are the pillars. This kind of self-care 
led to them to a commitment to the meaningfulness of living with gratitude and service. I think it 
important to note that they did not begin with gratitude and service. No. That was the end game after 
what I call spiritual time.
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     Gratitude and service are hallmarks of the teaching of Jesus. Love others as you love yourself. The 
church rarely emphasizes the issue of loving yourself in healthy ways. Just do not hear much of that.

    So these folks are discovering the truth of the Jesus walk on their own, so to speak, and have adopted 
what I would describe as a Christian lifestyle in all but name only. In essence they are secular Christians.

    What is missing, if anything, is some kind of transcendent reference point for their lives – that sense 
of the sacred… God. And I do not see the transcendent as solely transcendent – the transcendent – the 
beyond – is immanent – the beyond is within. This is also in accord with the biblical revelation about the 
historical understanding of God.

     I attribute much of the “turned-offness” to God as being a result of the ways in which some people 
understand and communicate God. They usually are louder than the rest of us and get a lot more 
publicity. This is the crew of “God has a plan...God has a reason.”       

    As I see it, a lot of bad things happen in life and I do not see God as behind them. They are simply the 
way life is. Secondly, we need own our responsibility for some of the ways in which we live. I turn to 
the Spirit of God as my help. It is not easy to do it alone.

    What saddens me is the way in which churches – not all churches, but many – have failed so many 
and people leave only to discover the truth of the Jesus message on their own. And life can be so much 
richer with that sacred reference point we call God.

Leaving It On The Table

Pastor Jon, September 17, 2016

    A few week ago, the Sunday NY Times, one of my “I offer no excuses” indulgences, has yet another 
article that left me speechless.  I think it is in the Styles section under the heading Applied Sciences.

    Applied Sciences.  Please note that.

     This is not the first of this genre of article I have come across in the Times.  In fact, I have read quite a 
few – almost one a week.

     The author writes of having stress issues, as he faces deadlines, has to multi-task (a neurological 
impossibility, I might add, as we can only do one thing at a time… just writing).  So what does the author 
discover?  The art of breathing.  Specifically, the author realized she breathed thoracically (the author 
wrote “by moving the shoulders up”).  That is thoracic breathing.  The author then discovered 
diaphragmatic breathing and realizes that such breathing (stomach rises and the lungs open down they 
way they were designed) leads to a break in the anxiety and a greater sense of peace.

     Here is the issue in my mind.  We have offered this kind of meditation and breathing experience for 
eons at our church.  20 plus years and – every week-end last fall, a few evenings a week this spring, 
every Wednesday evening for the last two years.  Wednesday is a wonderful group.
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    What bothers me is that the author of the article had to get to a place of semi-
desperation.  Personally, I think many, many people live at a number of levels just before 
desperation.  And so much more peace and serenity is there for them.  It is there – but I suspect the 
mentality is  “I am too busy” for meditation, breathing work, etc.  Until… the desperation hits.

    Do you have any sense of how much wonderful life is being left on the table?  God has blessed us – we 
just have to open the gift.

Help Thy Self

Pastor Jon, September 15, 2016

“Lead me not into temptation…”

    I do not do well with temptation. Marsha bought ice cream for the granddaughter when she visits. I 
came back from the cabin, open the icebox, and there it sits. The ice cream.   Well, it was sitting there 
for a little while. Gone now.

    When I go through a few moments in the day where I get a bit drained, feel tired, then get hungry–
my willpower goes down the drain. I decided to move out of the icebox all the stuff which tempts me 
which I try to avoid. I moved them to the basement icebox and those I did not move I covered up so I 
would not see them.

    I probably would not cycle as much if I had to change into cycling gear in the bedroom. That would 
mean going upstairs, changing, going downstairs to the garage and out. I get dressed in the basement 
next to the garage. If I was a runner I would put my running shoes right by the kitchen table or the 
backdoor.

    If you are trying to stop smoking I think it is disaster to have that pack of cigarettes on the dining 
room table just sitting there. I used to smoke. I have been there many times with all my efforts to stop.
If you are trying to avoid or stop alcohol, it is probably made much more difficult if whenever you open a 
cabinet or icebox – it is sitting there.

    I no longer have a smartphone for all the above reasons. Just too much of a temptation to check, and 
check. I rarely carry my flip phone. Same reason.

    What is the vision? To live with some equanimity… a touch of serenity…. It takes a dab of awareness 
to get in touch with aspects of my lifestyle which drain me of such equanimity. Then, it takes a bit of 
effort to diminish the presence of the temptation and structure life to build up what fills my cup.

    The next steps are in figuring out where I can put the computer so that it is not so easily accessed 
otherwise it is de riguer to plant myself in front of it. I am in the contemplation stage of putting the 
remote for the tv is some obscure place – just too easy to sit there flipping through the channels.
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    And here is the deal – none of that stuff adds an iota to the fullness of my life. Not a bit – especially 
given the time they absorb ---- and the things I do instead are wonderful. The issue is – just how do 
we want to live – in what state of mind…. We can do a lot to help ourselves.

My Own Worst Enemy

Pastor Jon, September 12, 2016

    Every summer I spend time at the cabin and vow that when I return home I will not get as wired up. I 
will live with greater equanimity, in Christ. And every year I screw up. Now, wired up for me is probably 
less wired up than it might be for others, but I feel it.

   I succumb to the temptations – the winds of life – tv, internet, what have you.

   I note a colleague has sworn off Facebook for the summer. That lasted a week. I think he seeks 
affirmation, support for his views and activities. When we say “look at me,” however, I think it is 
because we yearn for the sense that others agree with us, that we are not alone, that someone stands 
by us.

    We are not islands unto ourselves. We are social beings. For some, not all, but some, the ego drives 
us to seek some kind of social companionship. Rationally, we can question the support we receive –
perhaps someone is simply being nice. If so, what are their words worth? Nonetheless, we seek to hear 
them – like an addict looks to the next fix. But the fix does not change the underlying reality.

    Living in the true self – in the self who finds identity in Christ, is a difficult proposition when we are 
surrounded by so many cultural winds. To stay in the eye is no small thing.

   Eat well – when we see restaurants, ads and people beckoning us elsewhere.

    Exercise – when all the distractions we have would keep us sedentary.

    Experience stillness and quiet – when we are surrounded by people hurrying, go , go , go…

   Do not fit in. (Jesus did teach be ‘in’ but not ‘of’ this world….) – and so many try to bring us into 
conformity with their way.

I appreciate our Wednesday evening meditation and discussion group. There is stillness. No one 
interrupts. Yet even there, with people of similar mind – invariably someone’s phone goes off. The 
interesting thing is, they almost always feel absolutely terrible about it.

    We need to maintain focused attention toward our values and vision. That requires discipline and 
will, yet discipline and will only get us so far. Will runs dry quickly.

    Hence, we need develop habits. Habits become the way we live. In time they necessitate less and 
less effort to maintain.
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   Want peace? It is there. That is our belief. But such peace is empty unless we can tap into it.
Tapping into it is what requires habit and lifestyle.   Exercise is my habit. It does not take much 
willpower anymore. My morning meditation is another habit – 20-40 minutes for stillness and focusing 
on my breath which anchors me in the present and in God. During the day I try to maintain awareness 
of the breath. It slows my mind.

Otherwise, those temptations sweep me away. I can be my own worst enemy.

Whatever is Next is Better

Pastor Jon, September 10, 2016

    Sometimes I think we worship the next best thing. It seems like an addiction to whatever is coming 
down the pike. Whatever “progress” is, it will be better and nicer. And I gotta have it!

    The culture crowd globs onto whatever it is – faster phones, better TVs, more channels, the latest 
gadget. It is better, nicer and everyone has it.

     Is it our worship of the future and what passes for progress?

     I read about self-driving cars – Tesla, I believe, makes them. Now, all the other car companies are 
getting on that train and there seems to be a cultural movement in that direction. The next thing.
Progress, improvement, terrific, gotta have it.

    Maybe I am just a Luddite, hopelessly lost in the past. A dinosaur.

    But it seems to me I also read about a company that could not get its emissions right on its diesel 
engines. I think there was another company which could not get ignition switches right and the cars 
turned off by themselves causing lots of crashes and even deaths. Then there were a bunch of 
companies that had issues with airbags that detonated by themselves causing all kinds of injury and 
accidents. Every month there are car recalls for something gone askew. I am thinking ignition switches, 
airbags, emissions are fairly basic matters.

     I am also thinking these self-driving cars are exponentially more complicated than airbags and 
ignition switches.

     And we are putting our hope and confidence in a self-driving car?

    Perhaps technology is the great idol of our time.
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Focus The Day

Pastor Jon, September 9, 2016

    Beginning on Monday, September 13 we will be sending out an email with a passage from scripture 
and a paragraph to center and focus your day.  Call them daily devotions if you like. They are sent out 
very early in the morning.  The paragraph will be based on the theme (more or less) of the Sunday 
message.  If you would like to be on the mailing list contact the church office: shauna@faith-andover.org

      If you were on the mailing list last year, you need to contact Shauna so as to indicate your interest to 
continue to be on the list this year.


