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UPCOMING AT ST. JOHN

Login information
https://zoom.us/j/9784438350

Meeting ID: 978 443 8350
(or call in 1-312-626-6799)

Sept 9  5:30 pm - Flashy BBQ
  7:30 pm - Knitting/Craǻting Group
Sept 11 9:30 am - Worship (In-person)
  11:00 am - Rally Day  Picnic @ Camp Sewataro
Sept 12 10:00 am - Seniorcise
Sept 13 11:00 am - Seniors on the Go Book Group
  7:30 pm - Youth and Family
  8:00 pm - Executive Committee
Sept 14 10:00 am - Seniorcise 
  7:00 pm - Outreach
Sept.  15 10:30 am - Bible Study
Sept. 16 7:30 pm - Knitting Group
Sept 18 9:30 am - Worship (In-person)
  10:45 am - Sunday School
  5:30 pm - Youth Ministry Collaborative
Sept. 19 10:00 am - Seniorcise
Sept. 20 11:00 am - Seniors on the Go Book Group
  2:00 pm - Seniors on the Go Ice Cream Social
Sept. 21 10:00 am - Seniorcise
Sept. 22 10:30 am - Bible Study
  4:00 pm - Discussion Group on Race/Anti-Racism
Sept. 23 7:30 pm - Knitting/Craǻting Group
Sept. 24 9:30 am - Worship (In-person)
  10:45 am - Sunday School
  5:30 pm - Confi rmation
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ST. JOHN SENIORS ON THE GO BOOK CLUB 
FOR SEPTEMBER 13th AND 20th

Please join us!!!

ZOOM book club meetings will be on Tuesdays, September 13th and 
September 20th, at 11:00am.

September 13th will be a get together to discuss prior books read and 
new books to read.

On September 20th we will discuss “Ȃ e Stranger in the Lifeboat” by 
Mitch Albom.

Any questions, contact Jan Nielsen at jrnielsen@charter.net or 
978-549-3044.

Next books:

September 20 - “Ȃ e Stranger in the Lifeboat” by Mitch Albom
October 18 - “Ȃ e Tattooist of Auschwitz” by Heather Morris
November 15 - “Ȃ e Foundling” by Ann Leary
December 20 - “Ȃ e Flag, the Cross, and the Station Wagon” 
        by Bill McKibben

SEPTEMBER 22nd at 4:00 PM 
– ZOOM Meeting to Discuss 
Race, Racism, and Antira-
cism.

Our group meets the second and 
fourth Ȃ ursdays of the month at 
4:00 PM for informal, unstructured 
discussion about books, ideas, and 
experiences touching on race, rac-
ism, and antiracism.

Please join us!

Any questions, contact Jan Nielsen 
at jrnielsen@charter.net or 
978-549-3044.



WHAT’S THE MOST IMPORTANT QUESTION?

Ȃ is piece is confessional in the sense that I’m sharing some of my own internal wrestling as a means of highlighting a 
universal human struggle. I hope it might prove useful to others who wrestle with similar internal dialogue.

For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then 
I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.   - 1 Corinthians 13:12

Sunday’s sermon hit on a topic that I’ve wrestled with quite a bit over the last week: reaction vs response, 
and the importance of asking “Why?”. I’m arguing against myself a little bit in this article, or at least 
attempting to add more nuance. 

Ȃ e need to challenge my reaction (worrying about what happened) rather than maintain the discipline to 
respond (by asking why someone might have done something) is strong. It’s such a challenge because the 
question, “What are you doing?”,  is part of my own upbringing. Whenever I heard this, I heard the 
insinuation that my intentions were as bad as my behavior. Because it’s so deeply rooted, I’m convinced 
that this practice of being attentive to responding rather than reacting is the work of my lifetime. 

Laments: Not Just Mild Complaining

Most recently, this consideration started as a kind of lament. I always try to be honest with myself and 
others, so I feel compelled to clarify that though lament  isn’t necessarily a fancy word for complaining mildly 
because I’m feeling a little bad for myself, it did kind of start that way. Nearly all personal growth starts that way, 
so let it be noted.

My lament was that pastors spend a lot of time hearing about what we’ve done and how that makes people 
feel. Ȃ is is mostly fi ne because we all knew what we were signing up for before going into ministry. Even 
so, people are people and we’re all much more likely to share our displeasure than our pleasure, meaning 
pastors tend to hear more negative responses than positive ones. Sometimes it wears on a person because 
we’re all human. Sometimes it wears on a person because we feel misunderstood, or because it’s been a 
particularly challenging moment. Ȃ is is just life as a human for the most part.

Ȃ e issue was about choosing when to use my day oǱf to schedule a meeting or not. In some ways, it boils 
down to “what constitutes an emergency?”. Ȃ is is always a tough one, because mileage really varies with 
what people consider to be important enough to interrupt a person’s day oǱf. 

Ȃ ough I provide my cell number for calling and texting to make certain I’m always available for 
emergencies, some of it boils down less to availability than it does to perception of availability. Ȃ is is 
important.

Every pastor fi nds this part of the pastoral vocation challenging. We all want to do the right thing. We all 
want to be there when we’re needed. Despite our best intentions, every pastor ends up on the business end 
of someone’s disappointed expectations from time to time. No good deed goes unpunished is a cliché for a 
reason!

Dealing With the Human Reality of Disappointing People

You might be noticing right now that this isn’t only something pastors face. Again, this is simply a human 
thing. I feel okay writing about it so plainly because I know pretty much everyone knows the struggle. I feel 
certain you can put yourself in this situation, in this struggle, in this momentary sense of, “Okay, I 
disappointed people. Now what?”. 



When a few people told me they thought I’d made a wrong decision about guarding my day oǱf recently, it 
really bothered me; not because I people think I was wrong — okay, maybe a little… Ȃ at aside, I felt bad be-
cause this generated enough energy in a few people that they made the eǱfort to mention it to me. I felt bad 
for being the cause of this kind of disappointment. I try to do things that heal, not hurt. If I hurt someone, it 
always matters to me. It remains with me for quite some time as I make attempts not to repeat it, and when 
possible, repair it.

Being a human, it can be challenging not to react like one.

By the time Friday rolled around and I was rounding out my sermon planning, an important consideration 
came to light as a result of this wrestling. Ȃ is experience is something every one of us has to deal with! I 
started thinking about interactions I’ve had with people who I hold close and with acquaintances. I started 
thinking about situations in my life when I’ve been so frustrated with what someone did that I didn’t bother 
to stop and consider why. 

Ȃ e Best Defense is Vulnerability and Curiosity

We deal with the results of our choices in every aspect of our personal and professional lives. To make it 
worse, the harshest critic is most truthfully our own response to our own (un)reasonable shattered expecta-
tions. We all have to deal with the inner critic whose greatest talent is being disappointed in ourselves for 
rational and irrational reasons. 

Feelings may not be facts, but they sure do feel factual!

Ȃ e fi rst reaction to Inner Critic was the defensive statement, “people keep telling me what I did, but not a 
single one of them has asked me why!”. Ȃ is was a little bit of self pity mixed with embarrassment. Confront-
ing that fact, I wrestled with another reality that I believe is more universal: What I do has more impact on those 
around me than why I did it.

Reǳlecting on this allowed me to respond more dispassionately to Inner Critic. 

Jesus calls me to love my neighbor, pray for those who persecute me, and to oǱfer compassion to those who 
might intend me wrong — and this includes myself. 

Our defensive reactions rather than empathetic responses are rooted in fear and shame, not love. Our desire 
to be understood rather than to understand when we do something that hurts someone else is a response to 
the experience of embarrassment and awkward social shame. 

Jesus’ command to put love for God and neighbor fi rst reminds us the importance of living in the fact that 
what we do has more immediate impact on people around us than whatever reasons we may have for doing 
it. It’s a calling to lay aside our own needs to tend to the needs of others fi rst. As people of God, we’re called 
to surrender our need for defense to embrace the needs of the people around us. As human beings, we’re so 
absurdly and tragically bad at it a lot of the time that it’s nearly comical.

It honestly doesn’t matter why I chose to do whatever it is. 

I am always called to attend to the hurts of others fi rst. Ȃ at’s true for all of us. Tending to others despite our 
own hurt is holy work. It makes us vulnerable because we have to be aware of our own pain while we tend to 
the pain of others. We have to be compassionate with ourselves if we hope to have compassion for others. Ȃ e 
act of loving neighbor and self means being honest in relationship, and accepting accountability or holding 
others accountable as is appropriate.

It’s challenging, messy work. 



Everything sacred builds up the community. 

Everything sacred is therefore challenging, messy work.

From “What” to “Who and Whose We Are”

Ȃ e act of holding each other in genuine mutual love as part of the body of Christ is an act of caring 
reconciliation. Our calling is to move past the what and into remembrance of who and whose we are. We are 
beloved, we are children of God. Ȃ is is the core of the Christian identity.

When we can be real enough with each other to trust others with our own failings, we can show greater 
compassion for each other in tense moments. In this sacred relationship we feel heard and seen, and we 
practice healthy habits for being heard and seen. 

In this mutual space, understanding why someone did something may help us move toward 
reconcilation - not because a person’s reasoning will make a bad thing good; but because it humanizes the 
action. It gives context to what was done. Mutual compassion blooms in truth, and supplants the weeds of 
false social obligatory apologies and acceptances that leave the wounds untended. It also calls us to put the 
needs of 
others fi rst, trusting that even if we feel misunderstood we’ll still be loved.

In times when we’re able to listen to someone else’s why, it helps that person feel seen and heard. Paul writes 
in 1 Corinthians 13, “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in 
part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known”. Knowing that someone has listened to our why, 
even if it changes nothing about what’s happened, does change how both people feel about an interaction.

Ninety percent of the time, if someone who’s been hurt feels truly heard, forgiveness and a restoration of 
relationship are possible as long as both parties are amenable to it. When someone who’s hurt someone 
feels heard and knows that forgiveness has at least begun, it can lead to a grateful heart capable of showing 
greater compassion and restraint in the future.

In this way of thinking, Why? becomes a sacred question because it begins with the sacredness of our 
identity in Christ as children of God. Ȃ is creates holy ground for understanding and mutual experience 
because it becomes an invitation to bring something valuable and maybe even vulnerable so we can share in 
a blessed exchange. 

Shiǻting the question away from worrying about whether people understand why we did something to in-
stead embrace loving curiosity about why someone feels a certain way becomes its own sacred giǻt; a blessed 
exchange. It becomes the kind of holy ground that gives us the urge to remove our shoes so we can feel the 
authenticity of its soil between our toes. 

Ministry, and following the Way of Christ, provides many opportunities to grow in love and understand-
ing. It turns out that these opportunities aren’t found as frequently in things we do right as they are in times 
when we’ve missed the mark. Especially when we discover that something we did caused someone pain, 
stepping outside of our own reactivity to engage with loving curiosity is a practice that draws us closer to the 
heart of God by drawing us closer to each other.

May we all in every way seek to know others fully and, in the process, enjoy being more fully known.

Grace & Peace,
Pastor Eric

















Save the Date:
Social Justice 

Book Discussion 
The Sum of Us 

by Heather McGhee
Tues Sept. 27th 

at 7:00pm via Zoom 



FEATURED CHILDREN’S BOOK FOR SEPTEMBER

Ȃ is month’s book is Ȃ e Proudest Blue: a Story of Hijab and Family by 
Ibtihaj Muhammad with S.K. Ali and illustrated by Hatem Aly. We will 
share the book on during the Children’s Message on September 18th.

Ȃ e themes of this book cover the bond between sisters, the universality 
of new experiences and the strength to stay true to one’s identity.

Ibtihaj Muhammad is an author, social activist and an Olympic Bronze 
medalist in fencing. She is the fi rst American woman to wear a hijab 
while competing. Ȃ is book is based on her experiences of wearing a hijab 
in elementary school and the bullying she encountered. 

On Saturday September 24 from 10-3, 
Pastor Eric is hosting the 

Pastor’s Pick Up Picnic! 
We’ll trim bushes, cut brush, pull weeds, 
and do some general yard maintenance to 

spruce up for the program year. 
Pastor Eric will make ribs, pulled pork, and bring
bottled water too. People are encouraged to bring 

a side or a dessert as they desire. 

We’re looking forward to a wonderful day of 
fellowship and shared work, and hope to see you there!

You may use sign-up genius, call the church ofÞ ce 
or sign up in the lounge at church.

Grace & Peace,
Pastor Eric

Ȃ e monthly Children’s Book becomes part of our Children’s Diversity Library, which is curated by the Social 
Justice Ministry in conjunction with the Youth, Family, & Education Ministry. Stop by the Children’s Diversity 
Library located in the Lounge and borrow any of our books. Share the joy of books and celebrate God’s love for 
all of us!


