Engaged Spirituality: Walking the Word
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"Preach the Gospel at all times. Use words if necessary.” (quote attributed to St. Francis of Assisi)

“Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.” Ephesians 5:21

How would you describe your spiritual journey? When was the last time you gave some thought to the concept of spirituality? For many, spirituality is confined to and expressed through our church experience. Church becomes the place through which we become acquainted with our spiritual selves, the place where we seek our connection with the sacred, the unknown, and the unexplained. Our spirituality enables us to feel connected to that which is much bigger than us, to God. Church provides the community in which to experience, talk about, and wrestle with the big questions along our spiritual journey. 

For some, the spiritual journey has an added dimension: engagement. With the grounding of our church or religious community, engaged spirituality offers us a way to interact with the world around us: our neighborhood or even a community half a world away. Engaged spirituality allows us bring the Word alive in the most human way. Our engagement can be simple or complex: greeting newcomers to our church building, leading a Sunday school class, or organizing a work trip in the Gulf Coast or El Salvador, or providing a meal to a hungry person.

What is engaged spirituality?

Engaged spirituality? What does it mean? Janet Parachin, an ordained Disciple and assistant professor of Education and Spirituality at Phillips Theological Seminary, Tulsa, Okla., said engaged spirituality “is demonstrated by all those persons who find within their faith tradition the resources that nurture their being and enable them to engage in activities that move the world toward peace, justice, greater compassion, and wholeness.” 

The concept of engaged spirituality has its roots in the teachings and actions of Vietnamese Buddhist teacher, Thich Nhat Hahn, through what he called “engaged Buddhism,” a concept he introduced to the Western hemisphere in the 1950s. Hahn said, “Meditation is not to escape from society, but to come back to ourselves and see what is going on. Once there is seeing, there must be acting. With mindfulness, we know what to do and what not to do to help.”

What does the  concept of engaged spirituality mean for us? Stop. Pay attention. Be present. Only then, take the appropriate action. No one can tell you what the right action is: you will know in your heart what action to take.

What action can we take?

We can walk the path of engaged spirituality with grounding in our church life. More simply stated, we can “Walk the Word.” Jesus’ teachings and actions provide some of the best examples of walking the Word. Indeed, it was Jesus who taught, “… just as you did it to one of the least of these … you did it to me.” 

Take a moment, then, to stop, pay attention, be present, and then take the appropriate action. Taking that action, you will realize, was the most important thing you could have done in that moment. And in taking that action, you will have given form to your spiritual life and offered hope to a world in need. You will find that walking the Word happens one step at a time.

-------------------------------SIDE BAR-------------------------------

Opportunities to Walk the Word

What action might you take once you have decided to stop, pay attention, be present, and then take the appropriate action? Some ideas include: be a greeter at your church, lead a Bible study, organize an outreach effort in your community, plant a garden, tithe, visit sick, elderly, and imprisoned people, be a good example to those around you, take a child under your wing, lead a work trip to the Gulf Coast, offer housing to a refugee family, pray (join in Chain of Prayer), share a meal, or do whatever you see needs to be done to Walk the Word.

To learn more, read or study Engaged Spirituality: Ten Lives of Contemplation and Action, by Janet W. Parachin, which highlights 10 people who embody engaged spirituality. Published by Chalice Press, it is available at www.cbp21.com.

REMOVED TEXT:

Hahn’s life offered many opportunities for action. Hahn recognized what action he had to take: he left his beloved Vietnam to travel to the United States to work for peace (his opposition to the Vietnam conflict cost him his Vietnamese citizenship). It was Hahn who implored Martin Luther King to oppose the Vietnam conflict. Describing Hahn as an apostle of peace and non-violence, Martin Luther King nominated him for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1967 (King had received that honor in 1964).

Clearly, King’s work demonstrates that he was mindful of what was happening around him and took the appropriate action. He did not consider his church an escape from the world around him. In fact, according to Luther D. Ivory in his book, Toward a Theology of Radical Involvement. “The God [King] had discovered was not found solely in – but nevertheless, could not be fully understood apart from – the human predicament of suffering and hope.” After all, how could he and his church site idly by while his community was being hurt by unfair laws and discrimination in a country where, according to the Declaration of Independence, “all [people] are created equal, that they are endowed, by their Creator, with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” King recognized that the only appropriate action he could take and promote was non-violent action to counter the violence directed at the African-American community.
