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Abstract 

Men in ministry face unique challenges negotiating the complex inner work 

demanded by the years of midlife. The work of this project presents a way of validating 

this critical passage within the context of the Christian faith tradition. The reader is taken 

on a self-reflective joumey into the issues of midlife where an excursion into the Sinai 

wilderness serves as a metaphoncd environment to nest one's reflection. The work 

incorporates an art-istic and phenomenologicd approach. 
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Chapter 1 

The Problem Being Addressed 

Perhaps the most diffidt aspect of writing this dissertation has been to begin. No 

other sentences which follow have been so extensively revisited or rewritten as these 

paragraphs. It is because, to begin a discussion of male rnidlife honestly, one must begin 

with a troubling admission. One has to acknowledge that there is a lie which overshadows 

a man's existence. Whether, as males, one is conditioned by cultural molds or enslaved by 

heroic distortions of self or lulled into a half-existence by trivial routines, to be male and 

alive in one's late thirties and early forties is to know that there is a lie that has corne to 

mask one's existence.' It is a lie which hides from a man his deeper self yet to be 

understood and integrated into the whole of his being. It is a lie which causes a man to 

abuse the goodness of others and manipulate relationships in pursuit of less than 

honourable ideals. It is a lie which deceives a man and limits his living out of the full 

horizons of his humanity. At midlife one cornes to recognize that ody a portion of oneself 

has ever been tmly available to others, or wen to oneself, to the sad diminishrnent of one's 

existence. Whether one is parish-priest or vice-president of Bell Canada midlife demands a 

difficult admission. The consequence of acknowledging this 

' Emen Becker, The Denial of Death (New York: Free Press, 1973) p. 70f 
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distortion in one's patterning initiates the beginning of a complex inquiry of self- 

evaluation, inner searching and personai revision that can take years to work through. It is 

this difficult penod of self-appraisal, activated by a yeaniing for renewed authenticity, that 

animates the challenging voyage of middle adulthood.' This is the interior crisis which for 

some, becomes the crisis of midlife. 

Ernest Becker, in his Pulitzer prise winning book, The Denial of Death, examines 

the fundamental structures which rnotivate the human enterprise. His observation is that 

human beings are hopelessly absorbed with thernselves, "naturdy narcissistic."' He points 

out how it is that the human infant shouts its narcissism to its parents, unasharnedly 

declaring what it needs or wants most. It competes with siblings and compares its share 

received with that given to others. This, says Becker, is the, "prerogative of limitless self- 

extension . . . in which everyone is expendable except oneseif "'4 Such natural narcissism 

coupied with the basic need for self-esteem foms the ground from which grows the 

inclination to compete, champion and assert one's "cosmic sigdcance." The human 

person, rather than simply maturing into a more generous social nature, continues to strive 

in adulthood to justifi himself; to stand out in the universe, to create an impact by his life, 

to fashion something of Ming worth and meaning. Becker describes this as the pursuit of 

Susan Howatch, foreword, Spiritual Wholeness For Clerw: A New P-holoa, of 
Intimacy with God. Self and Others, by Donald R Hands and Wayne L. Fehr (New 

York: The Aiban Institute, 1993) p. xii 

Becker, The Denial of Death p. 2 

' Becker, The Denial of Death p. 3 
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heroic worth. Every society, he says, provides the roles, customs and d e s  of behaviour 

which enable one to came out their place of significance. Each script is unique and every 

culture offers different hero systems. Though the scope of this work does not allow for a 

discussion of the hero-system that has evolved in Western culture, it is clear by the outcry 

that has ignited the current interest in men's issues, that o u  inherited images of 

rnasculinity are inadequate models for men in the late twentieth century. Aaron Kipnis 

writes, 

Something is stimng in the hearts of men. We're beginning to corne up hard 

against many painfùl limitations in Our traditional role models . . . Many of us are 

beginning to question much of what we have been taught about what it means to 

be a man.' 

Soren Kierkegaard, writing in 1849, enunciated some disturbing analyses of the 

human condition. In The Sickness Unto Death, he descnbed styles by which men succumb 

to an existence that is little more than a produa of conditioninga6 Adolescence may be a 

time when a person entertains questions of existential meaning and yeam to iive 

distinctively and dedicate oneself to something of worth and value. But, as Kierkegaard 

says, the usual course of events is that men get sucked up into standardized activities. 

Even the man who may suive to altivate an interiority, who can base his pride on 

Aaron R. Kipnis, Knights Without Annor (Los Angeles: J.P. Tarcher, 1991) p. 1 1 

Soren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death (Anchor edition, 1954, translated by 
Walter Lowrie) p. 184E 



something deeper and inner, hoping perhaps to create distance between himseifand the 

average man, can stili become a, "purely extemal man, playing successfidly the 

standardized hero-games into which one has happened to fd."' This 'lie of the character' 

is what c m  encase a man in a myth of self-deception and uncriticai living. 

The inmediaie mm, . . . manages to imitate other men, noticing how they manage 

to live, and so he too lives after a sort . . . He dies and is introduced to eternity, . . 

. but a self he was not, and a self he did not become, . . . For the immediate man 

does not recognize his self, he recognkes himself only by his dress, . . . he 

recognizes that he has a self only by extemals.' 

Becker writes of this condition as that of the 'automatic culturd man,' who 

confines himself by cultural expectations and is content to be defined by replication. He is 

the man, says Becker, "who imagines that he has an identity if he pays his insurance 

premi~m."~ In, Knights Without Armor, Aaron Kipnis suggests that men's dependance on 

extemals as the source of their self-definition acts like an amour that is donned at the 

outset of adulthood. Thinking oneself unique one assumes the mante1 of one's 

responsibilities and "rides off' to make one's mark in the outer world of achievement, 

performance and success. By middle adulthood, howwer, what was donned with ready 

acceptance as the identity structure of one's masculine expression, shining and bright with 

' Becker, The Denial of Death p. 82 

' Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death p. 184 - 187 

Becker, The Deniai of Death p. 74 
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possibility and self-protective features, can at midlife, weigh heaviiy on an b e r  self that 

has grown weak and aggravated by years of neglect and disregard.'' The amour that the 

culture offers cornes in various forms, but amour it is. 

For instance, in the mythology of contemporary Life Yhe successfil man" is 

underaood as the one who is cornpetitive, shrewd, dispassionate, cerebral and distant. He 

is the man who does not need others. He "celebrates the ethic of isolation";" is someone 

who is autonomous, guarded, efficient and disconnected nom comrnunity or earth. In 

another casting, the modem man is one who is thoughtful, sensitive, wlnerable and 

androgynous; what is described as a Phi1 Donahue clone who, in the opinion of Robert 

Bly, may bey "life-preseMng but not exactly life-givhg." '* The soft man, " the wild man, l4 

the post-modern man," the spintually comected rnan,l6 the economic man, are al1 

contemporary castings expressing the quest of men to discover a masculine identity for 

our own time. The macho man or Adam Smith's view that the highest good is, "the 

Kipnis, KNahts Without Armor p. 17 

Alex Kimbrell, "Men: The Politics of Masculinity" in Utne Reader (MayIJune 199 1) 
p. 69 

Robert Bly, Iron John (New York: Vintage, 1992) p. 2 

Bly, Iron John p. 2 

Bly, Iron John p. 6 

Sam Keen, Fire In The Bellv: On Being A Man (New York: Bantam, 1991) p. 1 10 

James B. Nelson, The Intimate Comection: Male Sexuaiitv and Masculine 
S~irituality (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1988) p. 24 



individual exerting himself to his own advantage," rnay SM be alive and weil in the 

hedonistic and individualistic ideologies that yet influence earl y addt develo pment, but 

they can be found to be wanting as a code of self-definition by the time one has reached 

his forties. 

Kierkegaard's intent was not to simply condemn men in their condition of extemal 

conformity and character lies. His aim was to awaken men to recover their own 

uniqueness and act out of their own centre; to refuse to succumb to social conditioning 

and dependance on unauthentic, extemai self-definitions, to strive beyond mere 

contentment with the folly of institutional patternings and the shallowness of trivial 

routines. Kierkegaard believed that a man must face the existentid tmth of his situation; 

his limits, his monality, his possibilities and his fieedom to express the imer secret of his 

life. To close oneself off fiom the reality of his condition and deny the full horizon of his 

own person, leads, in the words of Ernest Becker, to human impotence, self-centeredness 

and self-destruction. '' 

Kierkegaard concluded that if there is a hesitation in a man to belong to himself, it 

is because he is reluctant to push the problem of his uniqueness to any total 

conf?ontation.'* The nsk to do so is immense. The pain and potentid disruption to one's 

life is fearsome. A mature male may feel, at any time, that there is stress enough in his life 

l7 Becker, The Denial of Death p. 84 

" Becker, The Denial of Death p. 83 



with cmshing obligations, economic insecurity and compounded womes. The kuid of 

confrontation with the selfwhich Kierkegaard says is cded  for, is not something a man 

chooses to do one Sunday aftemoon. Men explore these issues when they are forced to 

face them. It takes some crisis; the loss of a job, the defeat of a ciream, the death of a 

parent, separation from one's partner, a sema1 indiscretion, a "near miss," an illness 

requiring hospitahtion, something shocking enough that acts to dislodge a man from the 

linearity of his subsumed immonality and drivenness. It is then, as the ego is pierced or the 

structure of life is shaken, that one experiences the pause to broaden the discourse of life's 

meaning and direction. One feels the presence of old questions resurfacing. What is the 

meaning of my life? What have 1 become? Does it matter what 1 do? Do people in my life 

feel that 1 care for them? Would it matter if 1 died? What has been sacrificed over the 

years? What has been lost? M a t  is yet possible with the time which remains? Each of 

these questions are the kind which characterize midlife.lg As if many hours have struck 

simultaneously on the dock of our existence the deep existentid questions of Me begin to 

impose themselves on one's being. This is why rnidlife is often experienced as a t h e  of 

crisis because it names the time of this vitaI confrontation. 

Twenty years ago Gai1 Sheehy popularized the notion that adult Ne progresses 

through a series of "predictable crises." In Passages, she identified what had perhaps 

always been known about adult life but never so fùlly described. Enlarging on the work of 

l9 John F. Roschen, Babv Boomers Face Midlife: Implications For Faith Cornmunities In 
The '90s and Bevond (Adult Faith Resources, 1991) p. 36 



Daniel Levinson's, Season's of a Man's Life, a whole generation was introduced to the 

tumultuous patterns by which adulthood progresses. What surfacd and continues to draw 

enonnous attention is the unique juncture of the midlife years, not least of ail because they 

are commonly understood as the mon dficult and vulnerable thne of adult Me. 

Men in rninistry are not immune. For the parish priest, rninistry at midlife can fed 

superflcial and a burdensome responsibility drained of its former purposeftlness. What 

may have always been understood as a 'calling' may begin to feel more iike a constnict of 

accepted roles and melded expectati~ns.~~ The strange experience whereby one's vocation 

begins to feel objectified is the first indication of the new question to wonder whether 

beneath the crafted persona of 'priest' there may be a 'someone' who got lost in the 

shadows of the self long ago. 

This aiienation is concealed by the cleric's immersion in ''the things of G o d  - 

teaching, preaching, visiting the sick, praying with others, presiding at liturgy . . . 

This kind of 'existentid distance' . . . is usually linked with an alienation fiom one's 

own deep personal centre. People . . . maintainhg a false self that is pleasing and 

impressive to others. '* 

What one hears is that men in rninistry at rnidlife ofien feel prisoners of excessive 

Hands and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness For Clerw p. 13 

'l Hands and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness For CIeray p. 54 



9 

responsibilities and dysfiinctional e~pectations.~~ The "church" is named as the cause of 

one's pain. Anger is expressed toward '&the church," "the people," "the Bishop," '?hd 

Office." Discouragement clouds work and saps strength. Gai1 Sheehy, describes a forty- 

year-old minister as, "the one who was supposed to have dl the answers, and he was no 

longer in touch with the answer machine. He wanted room to admit his own fallibility, his 

anger, his need to be stroked, and dl his other blocked feelings."23 

Male clergy at rnidlife feel an unusual degree of haration with the institutions 

they serve in. The tmth which may in fact be more difncult to identify or acknowledge, is 

that one has allowed oneself to be so shaped and defined. The viairn in pain, is not so 

much one's conscious self, but a deeper 'pnsoner' who cdls out for attention and care. It 

is al1 together a shattenng truth to acknowledge that in the process of adapting to the 

fùnctions of pnestly ministry and 'leaming the church' that one may have severed oneself 

fiom the inner joumey so val~ed.*~ The man who has committed his life to spirituai 

awareness may in fact don in the early years of professionai ministry what, as previously 

described, becomes an amour of institutional conformity that acts to diminish his spiritual 

j~urney.~' He has been called to be a shaman but soon discovers he has ail but stopped 

Peter O'Connor, Understanding the Mid-life Cnsis: How Men Go Through Mid-life 
Upheaval and How They cm Find Healing (New York: Paulist, 198 1) p. 50-1 

Gad Sheehy, Passages (New York: Bantam, 1977) p. 372-4 

*' Hands and Fehr, Spirituai Wholeness For Clerav p. 57-8 

2s John Welch, Spiritual Pilszrims: Car1 Jung and Teresa of Avila (New York: Paulist, 
1982) p. 79 
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praying. He has accepted a holy vocation but &er ten years appears as littie more than a 

"well-heaied" church b~reaucra t .~~  Each week as he cornes to prepare his words for the 

Sunday community, he mines his being for insight, faith and some meaningfbl thoughts to 

share with his people. Increasingly however, he h d s  that he has to rely on the words of 

others and, in tnith, begins to preach someone else's sermon and represent someone else's 

faith." There are more occasions that 1 wish to remember when 1 have preached a sermon 

in the name of God the Father, Son and Herb 07DriscoIl. At rnidlife a man is compelled to 

ask himself if he is yet prepared to be his own man, because he dready knows the 

desolation of not belonging to himself. At midlife there is a gradua1 awakening to the 

discovery that the person we have become has less to do with another, inner, tmer self 

Somehow, a divergence has occurred, and as Susan Howatch writes of herself, there is the 

awareness that one has, "become imprisoned by a fdse self - trapped behind a 'glittenng 

image' - and 1 become more determined than ever to reject the idealized clencal 

stereotype. "2" 

Perhaps it is one of the most disturbing aspects of midlife that virtually al1 of the 

major commitments of one's life corne up for grabs again? What may have seemed 

26 Henri Nouwen, The Livina Reminder ( New York: Seabury, 1977) p. 11 

" Hands and Fehr, Soiritual Wholeness For Clerw p. 59-60 

2g Hands and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness For Clerey p. xii 

" Raymond Studzinski. Spiritual Direction and Midlife Develo~ment (Chicago: Loyola 
University, 1985) p. 13 



unquestionable before, begins to waver. Who;: seemed sure and anchoring to oneself, 

becomes suspect and doubted; one's relationships, one's professional commitments, one's 

sense of se& the beliefs and values that have defined We. Faith itse& c m  seern suddenly 

undermined and inadequate? Clergy at midlife often speak of experiencing a cnsis of faith 

in which God feels peculiarly distant and the means of spiritual enrichment, stale, 

diminished and unable to revive an emptiness felt with.h3' 

Disappointed expectations, feelings of isolation and boredom, intense contlias and 

aggressiveness - al1 such midlife phenornena can lead a person to reconsider their 

relationship to God and the images they employ in deaiing with God. Some people 

may consider God to be a source of their problems; others feel deserted at a crucial 

time of need; still others wonder whether belief in God is a facet of some larger 

refisal to grow up and live in the adult world.)' 

This, of course, cm be terrifjmg to a man in ministry, not merely because he has 

always understood himself to be a person of faith, but because at  for^, years of age one 

assumes to be finally hitting full stride. One expects a degree of professional confidence to 

have evolved out of years of leaniing the ropes, stnigglllig through conflias, pastoring 

grim situations and honing one's skills. The years of rniddle adulthood are not a tirne you 

expect to be suddeniy thrown off balance into an introspective exercise of having to 

Studzinski, S~irituai Direction and Midlife Develo~ment p. 1 33 

31 Welch, Spiritual Pilmims p. 18 

32 Studzinski, S~iritual Direction and Midlife Development p. 105 



rework the large-screen themes of one's Be. But the questions corne. 

In terms of day to day fiinctioning, one may appear as no different to colleagues or 

to those being ser~ed. '~ To the individual himself, there will be days when life progresses 

as usual, and other days, when for no clear reason, one feels at sea, despondent, anm, 

discouraged, wishing to escape. At midlife there can be a wild fantasy to cast off the 

constrictions of ministry, to break free of certain responsibilities and bus  out. Some clergy 

at midlife speak of feeling imprisoned by their parishes, weary of a situation that feels stale 

and are anxious to find something new. Such feelings can be fnghtening because there is 

the recognition of how so much cm so easily be Iost by a new impulsive energy. Car1 Jung 

expresses this view succinctly when he writes: 

Midlife is the moment of greatest unfolding . . . in this very moment evening is 

bom, and the second half of life begins. Passion now changes her face and is cailed 

duty; '1 want' becomes the inexorable '1 must' and the turnings of the pathway that 

once brought surprise and discovery becorne dulled by custom . . . instead of 

looking forward one looks backward, most of the time involuntady, and one 

begins to take stock, to see how one's life has developed up to this point . . . But 

these insights do not come to hirn easily; they are gained only through the severest 

s h o ~ k s . ~ ~  

" Hands and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness For Clerey p. 28 

Y O'Connor, Understandina The Midlife Cnsis p. 17 
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Schoiars of developmental pjychology dZer in their schema for describing when 

the issues of rnidlife most likely present themselves. Al1 seem to agree that sometime a e r  

thirty-five years of age35 'the winds begin to shift' precipitating the reevaluation of one's 

course in He. It is a stage which cm emerge at any t h e  up to fifty-five yean of age. Some 

may opt to repress and deny the issues of midlife only to find them re-emerging years later 

more potent and disruptive. Recent work suggests that the midlife transition has less to do 

with chronology and more to do with "soul-time." Alex Kimbrell, writing in the Utne 

Reader on "The New Politics of Masculinity," says that, "midlife has less to do with 

calendars than with fear; less to do with wrinkles than with tr~th."~~ It is a kind of middle 

ground that falls between what Car1 Jung describes as "the morning" and "the aftemoon" 

of life. Even given any number of variables extemal or internai to oneself which may 

collectively act to tngger the upheaval of midlife, it appears that this penod of 

concentrated confrontation, is not an option, and must be negotiated at some level within 

us aL3' 

Raymond Studzinski writing about men in the church reports that when laymen 

expenence the emergent issues of midlife their first reaction is to disappear nom the 

35 Daniel Levinson, The Seasons of a Man's Life (New York: AEed 4 Knopf, 1978) 
p. x - writes of the "rnidlife decade" occumng between the ages of 35 and 45. 

36 Mark Gerzon, "Starting Over At Midlife" Utne Reader (January 1990) p. 70 

" Roschen, Babv Boomers Face Midlife p. 54 



religious scene in order to sort things out." One, as it were, fiees the environment of 

harmony and certitude, in order to deal elsewhere with restlessness and uncertainty. Men 

in miniary however, not havhg this option, oflen live out the turmoil of rnidlife in secret. 

Clergy often find themselves caught in a bind of a double existence. On the one hand there 

is the need to address the emergent issues of midlife, while on the other there is the 

constraint of upholding a clencal self-image. This embarrassing lack of integration gives 

rise to feelings of dishonesty and hypo~risy.'~ Many men in ministry, at mime, 

consequently feel alone within the church they serve and aione within thern~elves.~ There 

are those who are isolated physically because of ministry in remote places severing them 

fiom other men with whom they rnight explore their confusion. There are those who are 

isolated because of over-committed schedules, weariness and negle~t.~' There are those 

who are isolated by theologicd perspectives which disable a healthy exploration of midlife. 

As a fiend of mine said, "Ifyou are a priest in midlife you have a real problem." 

We might ask then, how does a man in a position of public spintual leadership live 

" Studzinski, S iritual Direction and Midlife Development p. 3 

39 Hands and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness For Clerm p. 14 

'O Hands andFehr, !p. 59 

Hands and Fehr, S~intual Wholeness For Clerpy p. 77 
"Whether driven by the 'Messiah complex,' by the simple inability to ask for help or 
delegate, or by a compulsive attention to trivial details, clergy avoid their inner 
emptiness and poverty of spirit by ovenvorking their weekly hours, often in 
unprofessional busy-work." 
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with presenting himself in a way which he may feel is increasingly superticid? What do 

men in ministry do with a sense of inauthenticity at micilXe - when they feel bound by a 

role, afiaid of exposing an inner tunnoil and yet hungering for something fiesh? 1s it 

possible for a man in rniniary to be anything other than a symbol of stability within the 

community of faith? It is possible to embody the issues of midlife honestly and aiso 

commend the Faith which promises fullness of Me? 1s it possible to adjua Our theology 

and practice of ministry such that we can affum the wilderness of midlife as an important 

landscape in the geography of faith? These are the questions that need to be pursued and 

which undergird this work. 

Western Christian spirituality has had great difficulty affirming the shadowed side 

of our existence. The predominant theological orientation has been toward a spirituaiity of 

answers and not of confusion, of faith and not doubt. Consequently, when the 

uncertainties of rnidtife take hold and faith clouds there is an inclination to repress and 

deny this pain. Men report that they feel no one would understand their dilemma." 

"Smiling Christianity" in its exuberant affirmation of the goodness of the Good News fails 

to hallow the via negativa as an integral dimension of the gospel path. A lopsided 

theological posivitism places clergy at particular nsk. Not because of any purposeful self- 

superiority but rather claiming the faith in confidence, they may think themselves immune 

to what befalls others, and empowered to move more easily, unscarred, through the 

challenges of life. The Lord is with us, indeed, but midlife is a necessary joumey on the 

42 O ' COMOI, Understmdin~ The Midlife Crisis p. 1 9 
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map of life that can rweal new tmth about ourselves and awaken us to the myths by which 

we have been living. MidiXe b ~ g s  the dinicult face to face contact with the inner poverty 

that we may have inadvertently been masking by the activity of Our li~es.'~ 

If midlife is a crisis at dl, it is a crisis of the human spirit hungering for renewed 

authenticity. If it stirs us to review and reshape Our iives then it is no less than a profound 

spiritual cnsis. Hands and Fehr in their work, 

. . . saw that a radical spiritual conversion was at the heart of recovery . . 

(individuals) could not begin to get weli without entering into their relationship 

with God at a new depth of intimacy and surrender . . . This primacy of the 

spiritual in their recovery shows us that what clergy need above aiI today is a 

'genuine spirituality.' That is they need to find a concrete way of living their 

relationship with Gad? 

Midlife shakes one loose of their moorings and the wlnerability that emerges has 

the power to open one again to the deep Mystery of life. Though attention often 

concentrates on the crisis elements of midlife, it nevertheless holds out the promise of 

deeper personal integration, spiritual renewal and the recasting of one's ultirnate purpose 

in Me. Midlife then, far fiom being an evil to endure, is at its root, a gift of the prompting 

love of God moving us fùrther into the fullness of life. 

43 Hands and Fehr, S~irituai Wholeness For Clergy p. 18 

Howatch, Foreword, S~irituai Wholeness For Clergy by Hands and Fehr, p. xvüi 



What 1 see is that a tremendous opportunity exists for the church to rninister to its 

clergy and thereby to the community of f ~ t h  as a whole. Since the genesis of 

developmentai psychology much has been written about midlifie, both popular and 

scholarly. Although the literature often acknowledges a deeply spintual quaiity to the 

nature of midlife, very few attempts have been made to understand this experience in the 

context of Christian Faith. Even less cm be found which has tried to offer insight as to 

how men in ministry might engage this critical juncture of life. 

What is being called for, is firn, to validate and lift this critical passage of human 

development into the context of Christian Faith. There is the need to normalize midlife as 

an aspect of Christian growth and thereby invite the healing minidry of the Church to 

reach into an aspect of clergy care. Donald Hands and Wayne Fehr report in, Soiritual 

Wholeness For Clera, that midlife is the time when clergy most often break down." The 

Church c m o t  S o r d  to minimize this juncture of human development. Secondly, it seems 

to me that there would be tremendous benefit to be able to equip clergy with a resource 

which would promote their self-understanding of the midlife transition and enabie them to 

live through this time of life with grace and care. 

The project of this Doctor of Ministry has attempted to create such a resource for 

men in ministry. It is designed to serve as a cornpanion for a personal exploration of the 

45 Hands and Fehr, Soiritual Wholeness For Clerpy p. 10 
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midlife issues; a psycho-educational guide which has less to do with giWig answers than 

with creating a vehicle for ~e~discovery and reflection. The method for achieving this 

educational design is that the reader is invited to cunsider his reflection of midlife in terms 

of an excursion into the landscape of the Sinai wilderness. The desert elements, events and 

peoples "encountered" form a series of metaphors which, together with biblical motifs, 

nest the characteristics of midlife experience. The work progresses through a desert 

journey over an imagined period of two days and is shaped accorciing to the classical 

ascetical heaiing process expressed in Evelyn Underhill's stages of mystic discovery. 

Together, with materiai drawn from psychological research and the experience of other 

men in ministry, the project forms a multi-layered resource aimed at enabling an intuitive, 

self-reflective exploration of midlife expenence. 

Join me in considering the theoretical basis and evolution of this project and then 

give yourself an opponunity to job in the journey of the resource itself 



Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

The first task in creating this resource has been to vaiidate and lift this cnticai 

passage of human development into the substance of the Christian Faith. Where we h d  

this faith most hlly articulated is in the tradition of the scriptures. What one discems in the 

biblical record of Judeo-Christian expenence is that al1 of Me is sacred and infused with 

the presence of God. The scnptures reveal that the mystery of human life is oniy fuUy 

understood and entered as persons seek to know the God who creates us and gives us Me. 

Some years ago Sir Laurens Van der Post suggested that we are a dream being drearnt by 

God. He proposed that perhaps the most profound human task is to discover what the 

dream is that God has for us, and then, by the grace of God, to make it real in who we are. 

It is the God-inspired desire to be aligned with the dream of our life, which erupts in the 

quest for meaning at midlife. This is why this resource is woven with the wisdom of 

biblical expenence, its stories, its motifs, its theological insights. The biblicai tradition 

s u ~ v e s  not because it is good history but because it continues to give meaning and hope 

to human life - even to the confbsion of midlife. 

The second major area for grounding this work has required an exploration of 
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midlife experience as revealed in the richness of contemporary psychological research and 

reflection. The project needs to be informed and checked by the wixlom distilied &om the 

collective experience of many. There are three main areas of psydiological study which 1 

have drawn ftom for this work. 

Depth Psycholoey 

First and perhaps moa fundamental for this work has been the depth psychology 

of Car1 Gustaf Jung and those who followed in the school of deveiopmental psychology. 

Jung described midlife as the moment of greatest unfolding, though its flowering is 

gained only through the severea ~ h o c k s . ~ ~  Having expenenced his own drarnatic midlife 

transformation in his late 301s, he spent the rest of his life drawing on this nch experience 

as the basis for his theory of the personality. He taught that the human personality, the 

whole of our psyche, consias of both a "Self' and "ego." In the first Mf of Me the ego is 

dominant, It is what we cd Our seives, Our conscious self which, for example, knows us 

to be a pnest, a father, a husband, et cetera. The ego is the creative fabrication of tniths 

and ideals, perspectives and goals through which we define our lives and live. In the 

normal course of development, according to Jung, Our ego cornes to assume that it is the 

only entity of the per~onality.'~ If there is another voice inside, then at Ieast for the first 

46 Car1 Jung, CW, vol. 17, p. 193 

47 Patrick Carroll and Katherine Dyckman, 
p. 30 

Chaos or Creation (New York: Paulist, 1981) 



half of life, we are not attuned to its biddings. 

The awakening at midlife that can become so disruptive, is the gradual discovery 

that the self who has anived with us at age 37, 39, 42, is in fact a distortion, an inaccurate 

representative of the person who we really are. What bnngs about this discovery is the 

arrivai of the deeper, truer Self Largely suppressed through the fim half of Be, Jung 

descnbed this Self as the essence of who we are, our inner man. It is our divine child, of 

whom we are only partly aware and who for the moa part is unknown to us." 

In Jung's vision of the human psychoIogical life-span, he saw three divisions of 

life, named joumeys. The first journey extends from the tirne of birth to the death of the 

'false self at midlife. It is lived in two stages of childhood and youth and is oriented 

primarily toward adaptation to the outer world. The death of the facade that comes at 

midlife brings birth into the more authentic, freer and genuine second joumey. The work 

of the second joumey begins with the process of healing the wounds of the first journey 

and extends from midlife through old age to the beginning of the third joumey. The third 

journey arises as one faces the more immediate challenges of dying. Looking specifically at 

the nature of the second journey, Jung describes that the primary orientation of this stage 

shifis toward the inner world and the emergent Self '' 

' v a n i c e  Brewi and Anne Brennan, Midlife: PsychoIopical and Soiritual Perspectives 
(New York: Crossroad, 1982) p. 52 

49 Hands and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness For Clerm p. 1 1 



At midlife this Self is like an old king retuming fiom a distant land to claim his 

nghtfid place on the throne of our being. The battle that ensues is the battie to unseat the 

ego so that the Self may fûlly emerge and integrate as the dominant driver of the 

persondity for the second half of Me. This is the battle which for Jung lies at the heart of 

the crisis that so characterizes rnidlife and its wrestlings. As he writes "the expenence of 

the Self is always a defeat for the ego."% 

It is because Our ego has largely formed in reference to the outer world that the 

corrective dynarnic of midlife is experienced as the demand to reorient Our personality 

fiom the outer world to Our imer world. It is a demand to cast off the dying motives of 

the ego, to dethrone the gods of Our youth and grasp at a new level of personal 

authenticity. Former ideals, goals and values must be gradually sifted in a wider process 

of disintegration so that a new casting of identity can occur. As this inner battle churns 

there is an outer struggle to maintain the activities of our former certainties, which 

because of the battle, feel hoUow and of less significance. A radical reorientation is 

underway in the depths of Our humanity. It is the work of Mdlifey the work of 

individuation. Jung's 'fundamental tnith' is that, 

Thoroughly unprepared we take the step into the afkemoon of Me; worse still, we 

take this step with the false assumption that our truths and ideals will serve us as 

hitherto. But we cannot live the aftemoon of M e  according to the programme of 

life's moming; for what was great in the morning wiu be little at evenùrg, and what 

Jung, CW, vol. 14, p. 778 



in the moniing was true will at evening have become a lie." 

"Individuation" is the name which Jung gave to the process by which one becomes 

fully himself, a whole person, an individual. It is a spiritual process motioning us to listen 

to the whole of Our being. The result is to b ~ g  about a decisive rebirth of the inner man 

whereby one is reformed into a pattern more akin to the imprint and Iikeness of God. 

Jongian theory also names the 'persona' as an aspect of the ego. It is the 

conglomerate of masks which we Wear or roles that we play by which we relate to the 

world ar~und. '~ One of the tasks of ego formation is to establish a persona during the first 

half of life. Unavoidably there is an element of pretence to the persona given that it largely 

takes it shape by conforming to the expectations of the outer world. However, when we 

know that we are not equating this image with Our self, then the rnask acts to facilitate 

human relationship. The danger that can arise if one becomes overly identified with these 

masks and begin to behave in ways that ultimately misrepresent what is more truly oneself, 

one's Self 53 For example, the priest who compresses his personality into that persona such 

that he is a pnest and only a pnest, at home and in al1 situations, will lose touch with his 

real personality and drain it of dl life." While the persona is an important embodiment 

" Jung, CW, vo1.8, p. 784 

'' Jung, CW, vol. 8, p. 749 

Carroll and Dychman, Chaos or Creation, p. 3 1 

" Welch, S~intual Pilenms p. 90 



expressing the view one has of oneself; one's hopes and ideals, this composition uui 

become a dangerous pretense ifit grows into a substmite for the self. One risks becorning 

too identifieci with our own and other's expectations of who we are. An elaborately 

crafted mask rnay enable one to carry off the public image and win one admiration and 

extemal approval but it can sever one from the substantive perwnality beneath. The 

painful breakdown of one's persona and distaste for the various masks evolved, is one of 

the signals of the onset midlife." 

Individuation is impossible without exposing and dissolving an inflated persona and 

dethroning the ego . . . The unconscious Self, the Self that lies deep within us, is 

demanding emergence and unification with the ego . . . If we succeed in 

dethroning the ego, we enter into a period of personality disorientation. We move 

fiom knowing who we think we are to not knowing who we are at dl? 

Another aspect of Jungian theory which will be of use in this exploration of midlife 

is his discussion of the "shadow." The shadow describes the hidden dimension of the 

human personaiity which lies in the unconscious primarily because it consists of the 

aspects of the personality which an individual is asharned of, afiaid of dowing out.57 

Whatever is opposite to the honoured traits of the ego is what is to be found in the 

shadow. It therefore possesses a quality of threat to the personality because it contains 

" Carroll and Dychman, Chaos or Creation, p. 3 1 

Brewi and Brennan, Midlife: PqcholoPJcal and Spintual Pers~ectives p. 53 

57 Jung, "The Concept of the Collective Unconscious," CW, vol. 9i, p. 50-2 
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what has become unacceptable to the conscious self- the ego. Though underdeveloped 

and seemingly undesirable, Jung describes the shadow as ninety percent gold and worthy 

of recovery to e ~ c h  the personality." Perhaps it is this aspect of the self which becomes 

animated by the energies of the Spirit. 

1 bow my knees . . . that according to the fiches of his giory he may gant  you to 

be strengthened with might through his Spint in the inner man.5g 

The concept of the shadow will be important to explore in Our discussion of the 

rnidlife joumey because it speaks of both the suangeness of the interior world and the risk 

that comes from seeking "the shadows" at the noon of life. 

In summary, Jung's theories are the most valuable for this work, not simply 

because Jung is almost exclusively concerned with the transition of midlife but because his 

work is the most widely applied theory for understanding the nature of midlife.M 

Developmental Psvcholoev 

Erik Erikson, a student of Freud and one of the most influentid thinkers on the 

human life cycle presented an eight-stage schema of human psychosocial development, in 

his book of 1950, Childhood and Society. Each stage, as described by Erikson, has its own 

- 

SB Welch, Sdritual Pilmims p. 120 

s9 Ephesians 3 : 14- 16 

Carroll and Dychrnan, Chaos or Creation, p. 44 



unique tasks and goals, which when achieved, bestow a degree of wholeness for the 

particular stage!' As one progresses through a particular Me-stage, the wholeness of that 

stage, he says, gradually calcifies into imrnaturity if one refuses to move ahead in their 

development. Erikson noted, "moments of decision" in which inner dernands surnrnon us 

to move into a new stage of Iife with its new tasks and new What is called for at 

these moments is a courageous acknowledgement that an important era of our 

development has arisen, and that we honour it with intentional self care. 

Another way of describing this choice which arises in the midlife years, is what 

Erikson described as the stmggie between generativity (adopting concem for the next 

generation) over and against self-absorption, leading to stagnation. In Erikson's schema, 

the work of rnidlife either releases a man into the nea stage of his development or is the 

work of denial that locks a man into a limited view of life, whose preservation and 

protection, becomes predominant. 

In the 1970ts, Daniel Levinson, building heavily on the work of Enkson, presented 

a theory of adult developmental stages based on a study of the Iives of a group of men. In 

Seasons of a Man's Life, Levinson writes of an evolving "We stmcture . . . (which he 

describes as) the basic pattern or design of a person's life at a given tirne?' The life 

'' Brewi and Breman, Midlife: Psycholo@cal and S~intual Persoectives p. 6 

62 E. Erikson, Childhood and Societv (2d ed., New York: W.W. Norton, 1963) p. 16 

" Levinson, Seasons of a Man's Life. p.4 1 
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structure incorporates the components of a man's occupation, his love relationships, his 

marriage and family, his relation to himself, his use of solitude, his roles in various social 

contexts including ethnicity and religion. The negotiation of these aspects is what defines 

one's life structure. Levinson noted however, Iarger themes which were particular to the 

"seasons" of a man's Me. A man in his twenties, for example, prirnarily concems hixnself 

with stniauring life according to a particular dream. In his thirties, a man becomes more 

inclined to settle d o m  and modiQ his life structure in an effort to become more 'his own 

man.' However, at midlife and beyond the approhate age of forty, certain polarities 

become urgent as a man becomes increasingly aware of his mortaîity. 

Levinson suggested that there are three major tasks at midlife; the need to assess 

one's life do date, the need to further modify one's Me so as to eliminate negative 

elements of the pas, and the need to increasingly deal with a variety of polarities which 

divide the self" For example, at midlife a man struggles with the polarity of facing his 

mortality and yet not feeling particularly old. A man at forty knows that one is no longer 

young but there can be a variety of ways in which he tries to grasp at youth and deny his 

age. Levinson believed that the younglold polarity was the basic polarity that gets worked 

on in every developmental transition and which is especidy potent at n~idlife.~' 

Another polarity considered by Levinson, he describeci as destmction/creation. As 

" Levinson, Seasons of a Man's Life p. 200ff 

65 Levinson, Seasons of a Man's Life p. 213 
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one's awareness of mortality imposes itseif there is aiso the awareness of how destruction 

is a universal process which one cannot escape and which one has already participated in. 

In the midlife process of reviewing Me a man visits the pain he has caused others, his own 

capacity to destroy and hurt. On the other hand, at the other pole, a man is aware of the 

shortness of time left to live and a need to yet make a significant contribution with his life. 

Just as there is the awareness of destruction, there is also the impulse to m a t e  and bring 

something into being. One's perspective on M e  cm take on a heightened quality; al1 is seen 

as preparation for this moment. One deeply feels that if there is a time to make one's mark 

in life, then it mua be now. And yet one is also aware of relationships ended and 

opportunities lost, past events that can never be recovered or corrected. Such is the 

polarity of destruction/ creation. 

A third polarity Levinson described was masculine/feminine. Generally, the culture 

socidizes men to be masculine and women to be feminine. In Erikson's study this polarity 

appeared to be very imponant though the content of each man's cordia varied 

enorm~usly .~~ In some instances this polarity expressed the aruggle between achievement 

and ambition (masculine provider in pursuit of extemal success) as compared to numiring, 

eclectic, nesting devotion (feminine initiative to be caring and supportive of relationships). 

A man's identity, rightly or wrongly, is bound up in his occupation. If at midlife he begins 

to feel rumblings stirring about his occupation, then it is because he is expenencing 

Levinson, Seasons of a Man's Life p. 230 



nimblings and stirrlligs about himseK6' The inclination at rnidlife to sllnplify, to change 

one's position to something less complicated, to m a t e  more time for relationships and 

being dive as opposed to acting on life, are signs of this emergent feminine quality. In 

another instance the masculine/feminine polarity was expressed in tems of the distinction 

between thinking and feeling. A man's reliance on logic, rationality and facts may, at 

midlife, be pushed to give greater consideration to intuition, synthesis and feelings. Jung 

explored this sirnilar dynamic referring to the feminine element in a man as his "anima." It 

is the anima which becomes activated at midlife and needs to be integrated into the whole 

personality, such that one becomes, "at once tender and fhn, flexible and strong, 

ambiguous and precise, focused in thinking and diffùsed in awareness, nurturing and 

guiding, giving and receiving."" 

The fourth polarity descnbed by Levinson is the struggle between the need for 

intimacy and the need to be alone: attachment Iseparation. Attachent descnbes the need 

to be engaged and involved in the outer world, to participate in the challenges of one's 

extemal environment. Such attachent can also be expressive of a dependance on stimuli 

which are extemal that at midlife needs to give way to the b e r  joumey of separation. 

Separation is not necessarily isolation but rather speaks of involvement in one's inner 

world of "imagination, fantasy and play."6g At midlife a man needs to reduce his 

" O'Connor, Underamdine The Midlife Crisis p. 66 

6g Welch, S~irihial Pilgirns p. 135 

" Levinson, Seasons of a Man's Life p. 239 
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involvement in worldly stniggles to do the inner work of discovering what his turmoii is 

al1 about. In the terminology of Jung, a man at midlife acquires the resources of the Self, 

and in his attention to separation, becomes more individuated. The paradoxical counter- 

point, is that individuation not only leads to greater independence but in fact, growth for 

men at midlife leads to a deeper valuing of dependency. 

Spiritual & Psycholo~ical Perspectives 

We have been considering the contributions of developmental psychology, as the 

first of three main areas of psychological study out of which this project has evolved. The 

second major body of psychological reflection influencing this resource incorporates a 

Christian spiritual perspective into its discussion of midlife experience. We find this 

rnelding in the work of Janice Brewi and Anne Brennan, James Fowler, Peter O'Connor 

and Raymond Studzinski. While there is linle in these works which directly addresses the 

particular challenges which face men in rninistry, one cannot diminish the significance of 

these contributions for giving nch spintual insight into the dynamics of midlife. Perhaps 

more directly, there is a publication by Donald Hands and Wayne Fehr which examines 

ministry from the perspective of social-psychology with some helpful insights for this 

work. 

Janice Brewi and Anne Brennan present a significant analysis and synthesis of the 

characteristics themes and tasks of the midlife transition. They suggest that there is a 



cornrnonality to the spirituality of midlife, "basic qualities and  direction^,"^ which they 

explore and describe in a number of key publications. Theu observations wiil be woven 

into the text as we proceed. 

Perhaps most noteworthy, however, has been the contribution made by James 

Fowler. Fowler's theory identifies six stages through which a person's faith may evolve 

through Me. What Fowler means by faith is broader and deeper than a conglomerate of 

propositional beliefs. Our faith, says Fowler, is that which captures our deepest loyalties, 

shapes our most sacred hopes and gives life meaning and purpose." He says that faith is 

that which anchors Our being and is deeply entwined with our identity. It is for this reason 

that personal faith at midlife c m  become so challenged if not threatened, because the 

questions of midlife are questions of identity and meaning. 

What Fowler identifies as the quality of faith which is most cornmonly negotiated 

at midlife is "paradoxical-consolidative faith" (or "conjunctive f&id~'')).~ It is a faith which 

is more willing to live with ambiguity, polarities and paradox. He calls it a nomadic faith, 

which stands in contrast and in tension with the previous quality of faith, 'individuative- 

reflective.' In our early adult years there is a greater need for clear definitions of belief and 

for saying clear things about ourselves. The faith that emerges seems weiî thought out and 

" Brewi and Brennan, Midlife: Psvchological and Spiritual Perswctives, p. 23 

" James Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psvcholo~~ of Human Development and the Ouest 
For Meaninq (New York: Harper and Row, 1981) p. 14 

Fowler, Stages of Faith p. l8Sff 
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serves for a t he .  However, as the complexities of life become recognized and 

acknowledged then fath begins to demand amendment and a broadening of its boundaries. 

Fowler says that at midlfe, what has been explicit and firm begins to iiquefy under 

the main of unconscious forces intruding into our carefidiy ordered existence. A sedentary 

faith that has simplifieci reality for the sake of comprehensibility and smooth sailing 

suddenly has the need to express an existence that is more porous and multiplex A new 

appreciation of mystery and symbol seeks for room in one's faith dong with a more 

humble acknowledgement of the contradictions in a multi-layered reality. 

This transition from stage four to stage five seems . . . to moa comrnonly mark the 

discodort of the mid-life transition. It is at this time that we mua become capable 

of coping with arnbiguity of life, capable of living with tension (neither young nor 

old, neither male nor female, neither creative nor destructive, neither alone nor 

separate, but a bit of each). Then we can begin to live in a world we cannot 

control, and tmst the operation of this world to a compassionate God. Every stage 

demands a kind of dying and nsing, but this death and new life demands the most 

traumatic change of dl, for it requires a total change of our view of the world, 

ourselves, others and the ~ivine." 

Through this theory Fowler provides a language and insight into the spiritual issues and 

dynarnics which characterire the turmoil of rnidiife. 

" Carroll and Dychrnan, Chaos or Creation p.99 



The Psvcholopv of Masculine Identity 

The third area of psychological fiterature that has b e n  explored for this project is 

found in the rich body of literature which has emerged from the recent wave of study Uito 

the essence of masculine identity. Of particular note is the work of Robert Bly, one of the 

pioneers of this reflection and founders of the contemporary "Men's Movement . " In the 

preface to Iron John, Bly writes that by the time a man is thirty-five he feels the need to 

find new images of masculinity and throw off the indoctrination of cultural roles. Bly links 

men's awakening to the crisis in their gender, to the same age-stage as what the 

developmentalists report to be the time when the issues of mime begin to arise. We will 

find that the issues probed and discussed in the field of Men's Studies will become an 

important resource for Our discussion of men's midlife expenence. 

The Desert Tradition 

Finally, of great value to the development of this work has been the rich tradition 

of Christian desert spintuality. In part it is discovered in the biblicai record of those who 

have found the desert to be a landscape of divine rendezvous and transformation. It is dso 

found in the collection of "sayings" preserved fiom the Desert Fathers and Mothers of the 

4th through the 7th centuries. It forms a body of literature, and more imporîantly an 

experience, which has been an interest of mine shce 1973 and the substance of my work 

during recent years as the Director of the Desert Program at St. George's College, 

Jenisalem. The application of this wisdom becomes clearer in the discussion of the 

selected methodology. 



Chapter 3 

Methodology 

Much of the current literature on midlifé is helpfùl for providing a clear way of 

identi%ng and speaking about the confusion and inner turmoil which erupts in the years of 

middle adulthood. If there is a weakness to be expressed, it is that the approach of the 

current literature can have the net effect of exhaustively objeadjmg the readers' 

experience. One is presented with finely crafted descriptions exploring the nuances of 

midlife; there is a language given for Our experience which meshes well with Our primal 

need to 'narne' our experience and thereby exert dominion over the untamed elements of 

Our lives. In Genesis, for instance, Adam is thnist into the garden and immediately goes to 

work naming the beasts in his environment by way of expressing a posture of superiority 

and control. Midlife however, is not something merely to be named, dissected or defined 

to the srnailest quality in the pursuit of Newtonian understanding. We need rather a means 

which can faciIitate our entry into, and exploration of, a deep imer mystery whose 

subtleties are in each instance unique. The design of this project strives to address this 

need by attending to five cnteria. 

First, the resource mua be careful to not over intellectdire the discussion of 
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midlife and so f d  into the trap of only conveying cold d y s i s  and impartial information. 

Men's socialization tends toward an intellectualization of feehgs and objective distance 

from the painfùl issues of Me. However, rnidlife is not a passage we can make from an 

armchair. What is needed is a resource which wili meaningfully engage personal 

experience and convey an openendedness that provides latitude of application. lf we thuik 

in terms of there being three stories that need to be honoured, my story, our story and The 

Story, then what we are saying first of d l ,  is that there mua  be room in this resource for 

"my story" to unfold. 

Secondly, the resource must be grounded in the nchness of contemporary 

psychologicai research and reflection. It needs to be infonned and checked by the 

collective expenence of others distilled in the discipline of developmental psychology. The 

resource will thereby present the human story ("our story"), and thereby a conceptual base 

through which one may understand and penetrate the nature of their personal experience. 

Thirdly, the resource will need to bring reflection on midlife into the context of 

"The Story." As a resource designed for use by men of Christian faith it will need to utilize 

the symbols and traditions of the biblical story. An important caution is needed however. 1 

have found that men in rninistry who face midlife, whose constant attention is spent 

dealing in the categories of the Christian Faith and its terminology, tend to seek something 

new at rnidlife. In fact, as a consequence of the pervasive doubt, they often feel repulsed 

by something which appears related to that which feels so shamefùily lacking. Raymond 
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Studzinski observes that for Christian men at midlife the themes and images of the Gospel 

can seem wom and empty and unable to convey the meanhg that is being s ~ u g h t . ~ ~  In 

response one does not wish to completely abandon reference to the Christian faith. Rather 

the challenge is to present a way into the spirituality of m i m e  which is perhaps less 

familiar and able to rouse curiosity, a kind 'road less traveled.' 

Fourthiy, in order to serve as a resource for men ordained to rninistry, it must 

spring from an intimate knowledge of the unique dynamics which characterize this 

vocation. 

Fifthly, the resource created must facilitate self-discovery. Much of the literature 

on midlife emphasizes the experience of cnsis. Midlife, however, is not merely an 

experience of human crisis, but an imer process initiating a serious reappraisal of life 

opening the possibility of honing one's purpose and goals for the yean ahead. It is a 

potentially positive crisis that can lead to spiritual transformation and personal renewal." 

Given this understanding rnidlife is not then, appropriately a time for giving awwers as 

much as enabling the midlife traveller to enter into a process of self-discovery. Peter 

O'Connor observes that often when men seek help they hope to find definitive answers, 

when in fact the real help is to be found in leaming to explore their uncertainties." The 

74 Studzinski, Sointual Direction and Midlife Development p. 12 

'' Brewi and Brennan, Midlife: PsvcholoPical and Spiritual Pers~ectives, p. 16 

'' O'Connor, Understandina The Midlife Cnsis p. vii 
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resource therefore must create an avenue of information which neither imposes experience 

nor seems to d e h e  al1 possible nuances. It must convey an openendedness which invites 

discovery and enables latitude for personal application. 

How these five cntena become woven into the method of the project is through 

the creation of a spiritual, psycho-educational resource which employs a metaphorical 

environment as a paradigm for exploring the issues of midlife in a faith context. In specific 

tems the resource invites the reader into a desert excursion where rnidlife is understood as 

a wilderness, and the feattires of the wilderness joumey as expressive of its expenence. 

Some years ago John Welch published a book that examined the way in which Car1 Jung 

and Teresa of Avila employed imagery to uncover imer tmth. He cailed the approach, 

psychological mysticism. It is a method which blends psychological insight and theological 

perspectives so as to create a ferment whereby a reader is invited to become a rnystic on a 

psychological and spiritual pilgrimage into self It is this approach of psychological 

mysticism which is the chosen rnethod of this project. 

Project Type 

In tems of the categories of the Doctor of Ministry program this 

project/dissertation represents the choice to present a "Mode1 Ministry'' which 

incorporates both artistic and research dimensions. In creating a resource designed for use 

by men in rninistry it represents a specific project aimed to adûress a particular need of a 
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particular group. In this way it serves as a mode1 of an aspect of ministry. However, the 

approach of weaving together theory, expenence and the desert setting is also expressive 

of a litervy effort to create something of beauty and interest that evokes an emotional 

eEect for the reader. The project can be said then to embody elements of a "Work of Art." 

Even fùrther, there are crossover points in the methodology of the project where the work 

may be considered in the realm of "Research in Ministry'': a phenomenological inquixy. 

While the project draws substantially on current related literature, there is also a reliance 

on the author's own experience. 

Phenornenology is defined as the study of the unique against the background of the 

communal. It is a f o m  of research which seeks to probe the mystery of lived experience 

and its meanings in a reflective discipline. To do phenomenology is to bring to speech an 

aspect of everyday experience. Max van Manen, in, Researching Lived Expenence, 

explains that reflection on any phenomenon is fundamentally a descriptive discipline which 

most cornmonly expresses itself as a writing activity. It requires that the writer enter 

deepiy into the phenomenon being studied." Van Manen seems d i n g  to consider that the 

sample on which phenomenological work is based involve many subjects or even simply 

one. As he describes, phenomenology is never more than one interpretation. The aim of 

the research is not to produce an effective theory which exhausts al1 possibilities but to 

provide an interpretation that establishes contact with the structures of lived experience. 

Max Van Manen, Researchinn Lived Expenence (London, Canada: The Althouse 
Press, 1 990) p. 3 2 
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There is always the possibility of other complimentary hterpretations." What is important 

to the phenomenological enterprise is that one stand in the fiiilness of the iived experience 

because, by definition, it is a project of someone. The project then, as an expression of the 

writer's experience, can aiso be said to embody a dimension of phenomenological 

research. 

Let us now expl ore the rationaie for thi s chosen design in terms of, 1) the 

application of metaphor, 2) the developmentai sequence selected, 3) the use of the desert 

metaphor and 4) the limitations of the methodology. 

" Van Manen, Researchin~ Lived Ex~erience p. 3 1 



1. A Rationale For The Application of Metaphor 

In this section 1 will explore the use of metaphor as an educational approach for 

facilitating transformational learning. 

Metaphor is a poetic device that presents a reader with symbolic language which, 

rather than imposing specific tmth, engages the imaginative ability to discover depths of 

meaning beyond the explicit. Whereas objective tmth solicits Our judgement, the use of 

rnetaphor evokes creative reflection in a perceptive field that can uni& disparate elements. 

Paul Ricoeur observed that syrnbols have a density which are not exhausted by any one 

interpretation. While possessing a literal meaning they direct us to a well of deeper 

inexhaustible meanings.'' 

The value of using metaphor at midlife is that it gives a way of labeling the 

dynarnic of Our experience at a time when it is difficult to articulate what is happening to 

us. Midlife is a kind of lirninal condition where we cross between spheres of certainty and 

live with new and contrasting feelings, impressions and experiences. At such times 

metaphors can function as image-containers large enough to structure the chaos of Me and 

of sufficient depth to soothe Our quest for meaning. Raymond Studrinski, in S~iritual 

Direction for Midlife, speaks of the value of master images to fiame Our experience and 

79 Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philoso hv: An Essav on Interpretation (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1970) p. 496 
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give a means for gaining perspe~tive.'~ Paul Pmyser in a similar fashion writes that 

metaphors enable us, "to recapture a sense of mystery and transcendence . . . calling us 

back from 'thingish' and factual thought to imaginative thought, in which novelty and 

insight c m  be produced. 

In Ministry and Imaanation, Urban Holmes reviews Victor Turner's process for 

transition corn structure to anti-structure and back to structure again. Turner's "anti- 

stmcture" names the middle ground where one has the expenence of the old order 

breaking down and the new order yet unknown. Holmes stresses the importance of images 

at such rimes, as the language of anti-stmcture. He explains that they help us to capture 

the intuitive, feeling side of Our expenence. Gradually, he says, one will have words to go 

with the images; the symbols giving rise to thought, the complexities of life distilling into 

understanding, and concepts congealing in a way that we can define Our world, make 

decisions and move ahead to stmcture againg2 

James Fowler, the father of Faith-stage theory ais0 speaks about the value of 

metaphor at midlife. Fowler's research revealed that the faith which typically forms at 

midlife is characterized by an awakening to the symbolic, creative and expressive 

'O Studzhski, S~iritual Direction and Midlife Development p. 102 

" Paul Pniyser, Between Belief and Unbelief (New York: Harper and Ro, 1974) p. 78 

Urban T. Holmes, Ministry and Imaeination (New York: Seabury, 1976) p. 1 19-1 23 



dimensions of our h ~ m a n i t y . ~  It is a faith, "which attempts to draw together rational 

understanding and symbols to express a dimension of the depth in Me and in the self?"' 

Car1 Jung, in a s d a r  vein, has much to say about the value and importance of 

metaphor as a means for probing the secret recesses of the unconscious, and fostering the 

transformation of the self. Jung conceritrated the bulk of his work on ' understanding how 

images function as windows to the psyche, bringing into the foref?ont of consciousness 

aspects of ourselves of which we were previously unaware. He found they also hnction in 

a way which addresses al aspects of the person; Our feeling, our thinking, our senses and 

Our intuition. 

As a uniter of opposites, the symbol is a totality which can never be addressed only 

to one faculty in a man - his reason or intellect, for example - but always concems 

our wholeness, touches and produces a resonance in ail four of Our functions at 

once . . . has the character of a sumrnons and stimulates a man's whole being to a 

total reaction; his thought and feeling, his senses and his intuition, al1 participate in 

this reaction!' 

How this is particularly helpful for men in midlife, is that those of us who have 

difficulty expressing or examining emotionally laden issues, find that images provide a safe 

" Fowler, Stages of Faith p. 185 

Studzinski, S~intual Direction and Midlife Develo~ment p. 98 

" Jacobi, Cornplex-Archeme-Spbol in the Psycholosv of C.G. Junq p.88 
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means for exploring the confusion of midiife. At midlife we become open to the ynbolic 

in a way that was not possible before. Only through the fragmentation of He's order, 

brought on by midlife or some extemal crisis, are men arrested fiom a predominantly 

outer-world orientation and tumed toward their imer depths in search of meaning and 

restored equilibrium. It is this tuming inwards which Jung recugnized as a natural tu-g 

to symbolic language. At midlife then, images become helpfûi because they act to, "lead us 

more profoundly into Our experience and allow the experience to enter into the meanhg of 

Our lives.'lg6 

Taken al1 together, Jung, Studzinski, Holmes, Turner and Fowler, we h d  ample 

support to suggest that metaphor is the language of transition and is of specific value for 

those in the transition of midlife. Of course there will be those who will argue that 

metaphor lacks the integrity of conceptual language, that rnetaphor is more a matter of 

fantasy, perhaps adding colour to a concept but is never more than decoration and so of 

Iittle validity and to be used sparingly. However, one of the changes underway in our 

lifetime is that the predominant trust in the precision of scientific analysis is having to give 

room for the rediscovery and appreciation of imagination, intuition and mystery. Neil 

Postman, in The D i s a ~ ~ e a n n c e  of Childhood, says that we h e  in a 'story-image' culture 

which has, "changed the form of information itself fiom discursive to non-discursive, fiom 

86 Welch, Soirihial PilPJirns: Car1 Jung and Teresa of Avila p. 16 



propositional to presentational, fiom rationalistic to emotive."" 

This shift is good news for the Church because ours has always been a tradition 

that has spoken the language of myth, symbols, metaphor and ritual. Ninety-eight percent 

of what Jesus said, was said through the use of images. Reinholt Neibuhr observed that 

the Bible is moaly non-propositional, presenting its message in vivid images, analogies, 

metaphors and parables. We should not be surprised that a resource aimed at engaging 

men in ministry would be most appropnate to employ the use of metaphor. Clergy live in a 

world of imaginative expression. To simply offer a resource book of midiife answers that 

presents cold propositional statements would be what Eugene Lowry refers to as a 

presentation of the dead skeietons of lived experience. 

The Christian community has always understood faith in the nsen Lord as a 

dynamic of life, a lived experience and not simply a matter of historic record. We are not 

so much explainers of the truth as artists called to create in liturgy and education a gallery 

of vivid holy expenence where the mystery of Chna  is made present again and active 

within the cornmunity. The Church's educational ta&, says Gregory Baum, is to foster, 

"religious depth experiences. "8g It is Our responsibility to keep reiigious questions open 

and transcendent experience dive. He says that, "people become Christians and stay 

" Neil Postman, The Disap~earance of Childhood (New York: Dell Publishing Co., 
1982) p.73 

Gregory Baum, Faith and Doctrine (New York: Paulist, 1969) p. 68 
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Christian if the Gospel of Chnn explains, purifies, and multiplies their depth experiences." 

MidIife is a thne of deep encounter again; encounter with self and encounter with Gad. Its 

language is a language of a spirituai encounter and, "must dways be symbolic, allusive, 

oblique. "" 

The design of this project therefore, expresses this educational principle in moving 

beyond sirnply explaining midlife to men in mininry, to creating an educational mechMsm 

which allows the reader to enter into the sacred levels of his own unique experience. It is 

an approach which finds support in three theoretical perspectives; the educational 

perspective of what Celia Hahn calls, "transformational leaniinp," the theological 

perspective of what Sallie McFague calls, "metaphoncal theoIo&'," and the literary 

approach of what John Welch calls "psychological my~ticism."~ 

Celia Hahn, in the article, "What kind of leaming changes lives?" speaks of 

"transfomational leaming." She describes it as the kind of l emhg  that occurs when 

people are enabled to connect the depths of their lives to the love and mystery of God, as 

grasped through the stories, symbols and substance of the Faith. From a religious 

89 Evelyn Underhill, Mvsticism (New York: Doubleday, 19 10) p. 126 

* Celia Hahn, "What Kind of Leamhg Changes Lives?" Action Information (The Alban 
Institute, March/April 1 990) p. 1 -3 

'' Sallie McFague, Meta~honcai Theoloav (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982) 
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perspective we h o w  that human growth is only fuUy appropnated when our lives connect 

with the love of God in C k n .  It is why it can never be enough to shply know the 

peculiarities of Our own expenence, or to know how they might be similar to a collective 

human experience. Our personal story mua also engage the Great Story that can direct us 

to the source of Ultimate Meaning and the fullness of life. 

Maureen Gallagher has noted that one of the ernerging trends in adult education is 

a renewed appreciation of scripture which she describes as a "pastoral-spirituai approach." 

It is an approach which enables, 

. . . people to see the complexities of life and to name them in a way that comects 

them to their tradition . . . it is an approach which looks at the Bible, not as an 

object to be studied, but rather as a treasure to be discovered which helps people 

sort out and cope with their lives." 

There is transformational learning. 

There is also, from a theological point of view, what Sallie McFague describes as, 

"metaphoncd theology." In Models of God, McFague challenges the hard and fast 

categories of theological discourse to, "recapture a language that is poetic, irnaginistic and 

which refuses the limitations of presumably more enlightened (and usually more abstract) 

" Maureen Gallagher, "Forming Today's Disciples. " New Catholic World (September, 
1987) p.43 



termin~logy."~ She argues for an equal treatment of both images and concepts, saying 

that both have value; images serve to feed concepts and concepts save to discipline 

images. This project design foliows McFague's lead, Ui grophg for the images and 

metaphors, biblical and otherwise, which can inject meaning into midlife experience and 

foster an attitude of discovery, while at the same time incorporate a conceptual 

understanding of midlife themes as gieaned through yean of psychological analysis. 

From a literw point of view I have said that this design is sunilar to what John 

Welch calls "psychological mysticism." It is an approach to writing which enables a reader 

to penetrate into the truth of their lives through, what is typicaily, an imaginative joumey. 

Examples of psychological mysticism are, C.S. Lewis's theological allegory, The 

Chronicles of Namia, Bunyan's dream allegory of Pilwim's Promess, or Teresa of Avila's 

Interior Castle. As in Teresa's "Interior Castle" the sou1 joumeys to Christ through 'many 

rnansions'. In the same way the desert motif in this resource serves as the master image for 

a rnidlife exploration, incorporating many sub-syrnbols which comect various aspects of 

rnidlife experience to the overall excursion. 

Finally, as 1 reflect on my selection of the desert motif for this work, my hope is 

that it c m  humbly count within what Evelyn Underhill calls a good symbolism. 

The p a t e r  the suggestive quality of the syrnbol used, the more answering emotion 

it evokes in those to whom it is addressed, the more tmth it will convey. A good 

94 McFague, Models of God p. 32 
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symboiism, therefore, wiii be more than mere diagram or mere ailegorj: it wiil use 

to the utmost the resources of beauty and of passion, will bring with it hints of 

mystery and wonder, bewitch with dreamy penods the mind to which it is 

addressed. Its appeai will not be to the clever brain, but to the desirous heart, the 

intuitive sense, of man." 

95 Underhill, Mysticism p. 126 



2. A Rationaie For the Application of a Developrnental Sequence 

Almost al1 spiritual traditions possess a practice of pilgrimage. People who go on 

pilgrirnages expect to be changed. It is why 1 have chosen the image of journey for this 

midlife exploration. 'Journey' is perhaps the most common image used for any religious 

transition? What we know about the early years of the resurrection community is that 

Christian Me was first described as a Way. In Our discussion of midlife the use of 'journey' 

will become an alternative to the image of 'stages' often employed by developmentalists 

and even by religious developmentalists such as James Fowler. My mistrust of stages- 

language is that it inherently implies an understanding of growth as a steady development 

upwards in a hierarchical manner. 'loumey' on the other hand seems a more fitting image 

of the spiritual life. As Maureena Fritz has pointed out, "a joumey can have its ups and 

doms; it can be 'there and back again.' It is in the ups and doms  and in the back and 

forth that spirituai deepening ofien takes place."" 

In order to give shape to this reflective joumey and give attention to particular 

midlife themes, the resource progresses through a series of movements based on the 

categones of Evelyn UnderhiIl's description of the mystic way. 

Long before we had James Fowler and the Stages of Faith, or Piaget and Erikson, 

% Studzinski, Sointual Direction and Midlife Develo~rnent p. 17 

" Maureena Fritz, The Exodus Experience (Winona, Minn: St Mary's Press, 1989) p .9 



or any of the developmentalists, there was, and still is, what the tradition of the Church 

has called the mystic way. It is 'the way' which describes the progression of the sou1 

towards God. It is an 'understanding' which reaches back into the experience of the Early 

Church. We know it was codified by the neoplatonists in Alexandria, such as by Clement 

and Origen. It was later articulated by the medieval mystics such as St. Bonaventure in, 

The Soul's Journey into God, and then iater by St. John of the Cross in the 16th century. 

In its classical formulation the mystic way presents a threefold division; the way of 

purgation, the way of illumination and the way of union. Together they form the phases of 

a single process of spiritual growth. Evelyn Underhill, in her 19 10 classic, Mysticism, 

enlarged this doctrine of the "three ways" by adding a prelude she termed "awakening" 

thereby creating a fourfold developmental scheme of awakening, purgation, illumination 

and union. Anyone with a passing understanding of how Underhiil and other mystics treat 

these ternis will recognize that 1 substantially depari from the classical application of these 

concepts. 1 have chosen to use the terms for the essentiai meaning which they convey. 1 

also grant myself the license to add a fifth stage, which 1 will now explain. 

When 1 read the writings of the great Christian mystics or reflect on my own 

spiritual experience, 1 feel it is less than true to suggest that one moves from purgation 

directly to illumination. If 1 write the four stages on paper as they are typically given, what 

1 find is that 1 need to leave a space between the terms of purgation and illumination, in 

the following way. 



Awakening 

Purgation 

Illumination 

Union 

There is a space, because experience tells me that illumination does not always 

come so readily on the heals of the confrontation called purgation. This is particularly 

clear if we overlay onto this scheme the christological categories of Jesust Passion and 

Resurrection. What we find is that "awakening" finds its echo in Jesus' own awakening to, 

or realization, that he must go up to Jerusaiem. As he cornes down fiom Mount Tabor and 

the experience called Transfiguration, Luke tells us that he turned his face towards 

~emsalem.~~ In that moment Jesus knew that his miniary in Galilee was over and the 

decision is made to go up to Jerusalem. "Purgation" for Jesus will come later in the 

shadows of Gethsemane, in the nakedness as he stands in the Praetorium, in the agony on 

the Via Dolorosa and in his dying on Golgotha. "Illumination" however, is not what 

follows immediately &ter the cross. What follows is the tomb. There is 'tomb tirne,' the 

silence of a divine dark, empty and haunting. In the silence al1 wait. Then, after three days, 

the stone rolls back, the sun blazes in, and there is "illumination." The fira giimpses occur, 

the first meetings, the fira appearances of resurrection that wiil transform fear to joy and 

confusion to new certainty. "Union" finds its parailel in Pentecost as Jesus confers the gift 

98 Luke 9-51 
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of the Holy Spirit and says, "New 1 live in you . . . go in my n a ~ n e . " ~ ~  There is a moving 

out in the strength of the Holy Spirit to a new and different fùhire. 

This is the metaphoricd progression that the text of the resource follows. It 

proceeds through five movements. The new middle movement 1 am incorporating could be 

tenned "tomb tirne" or find it's parallel in William Bridges term "the neutrai zone."lm 

Persondy, 1 prefer to either Ieave a space or cal1 it "silence." 

Awakening 

Purgation 

Silence 

Illumination 

Union 

99 Matthew 28.1 9-20 

'O0  William Bridges, Transitions ( Menlo Park: Addison Wesley, 1980) p. 1 i I f  



3. The rationale for the selection of the desert metaphor 

The reason I have chosen the desert as a paradigm for midlife is because the 

desert has always been a landscape of transformation and divine rendezvous. It is a 

landscape that changes people. It is a place which dways Lies between a past that is fading 

and a future that is yet to be entered. Midlife is sirnilarly a transitional place which lies 

b e ~ e e n ,  and which one passes through to a new land. 

Another reason why 1 have chosen the imagery of the desert is because it has 

become a landscape 1 know intirnately. For three years my work was to lead Christian 

pilgrims into the Judean Desert and into the wilderness of Sinai in an exploration of the 

spirituality that has unfolded in these desert reaches. This haunting and magnificent 

environment has become an image of my own condition, a place where 1 have confionted 

my own rnidlife issues and found nch companionship in the tradition linking this landscape 

with our spiritual heritage. It has a power which seems to force people to the edge of 

s u ~ v a l  and to the edge of God. 

4. Limitations of the Methodology 

There are three key areas of limitation to this study which invite questions about, 

a) the subjectivity of the design, b) the generalizability of the work, and c) the choice of a 

desert environment as the dominant metaphor of the project. 



Throughout the development of this project the writer was substantially involved 

in determinhg the shape and content of the work. Decisions were made as to which 

midlife expenences would be considered meaningful. 1 have drawn fieely fiom my 

personai expenence and given emphasis to panicular sources of midlfe reflection. 

Althou@ I can cite that 1 have tned to preserve an objective stance in dealing with the 

characteristics of midlife described in the Iiterature, 1 have to equally assume that my 

selections have been infiuenced by my own unique midlife experience. In short, the writer's 

subjective influence affects al1 aspects of the project. 

The risk created by any such subjective involvement, is that one's project may in 

fact be little more than a chronicle of one's own experience. Aiready, we have begun to 

consider the subjective characteristic of phenomenologicai work as described by Max van 

Manen. In Researchine Lived Exuenence, van Manen writes of the "intersubjective" 

relationship between the writer and the phenomenon being studied. He explains that the 

writer must enter deeply into the phenomenon being studied. It is one of the key features 

which give validity to phenomenological work. In other words, subjective involvement is 

not only to be encouraged but is considered essential. 

Another tenet of phenomenology is the assumption that a person can be a valid 

source of information about their own lives and expenence. For instance, no marier how 



much 1 might seek to understand my midlife experience through reading about others' 

experience, 1 must also acknowledge that I have, fira of ail, direct and privileged access to 

the data of my own experience. In Fire in the Bellv, Sam Keen argues for his subjective 

involvement in his work by wrïting, "1 am convinced we are most likely to touch 

something universal when each of us speaks personally and witnesses to the sliver of truth 

we have refined fiom our individual experience. "'O' 

It must also be noted that the subjective nature of the project has been guardec 

somewhat by the integration of matenal distilled fiom a wide review of current research 

and literature on midlife. 

Secondly, in defense of my subjective selection and application of particular 

metaphoncal images I turn to Car1 Gustaf Jung. Of his many theones Jung suggested that 

the deepest part of the human psyche is something which is common to dl. He called it 

our "collective unconscious" and described it as compnsing a host of archetypal 

patteniings which express themselves to our conscious self through syrnbols. It is arguabie 

then, that the selection of particular metaphors in this work may not only be the 

consequence of a random and personal preference, but rather expressive of a larger and 

more cornmon archetypai pool. If there is tmth in Jung's theory then the metaphors 

selected may indeed fûnction as valid pathways for others to enter the deep meanings of 

their own midlife experience. 

'O' Keen, Fire in the Bellv p. 9 
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I am also particularly warmed by the suggestion of Andre Maurois, who noted that 

Our need to express ourselves in writing is usually an outgrowth of a personai quest 

Sp~g ing  fiom unresolved imer conflicts. He reminds us that, "the writer does not write 

because of having found answers to a problem, but instead fiom having discovered the 

problem and wanting solutions. And that the solutions are not really a resolution so much 

as a deeper consciousness of the issue, coming fiom havhg wrestled with the problem. "'O2 

Finally, it seems to be in keeping with the principles of this Doctor of Ministry 

Programme that the project engage the student in an area of personal growth and 

therefore subjective involvement. 

b) Generalizabilitv 

A second limitation of this project concerns the generalizability of the resource. In 

part, this matter has been addressed in the above discussion conceming Jung's theory of 

the collective unconscious and the applicability which othen might find in the project. 

Generalizability is often deterrnined through repetitive interaction with the target audience 

as a means of establishing the trustworthiness of the work. One might question whether 

the process followed to test this resource and gather feedback constiîuted sufficient 

interaction with the constituents for whom the resource has been designed. There can be 

'O2 Maurois' insight is described by Rollo May, Love and Wd1 (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Co., 1969) p. 170 



little doubt that fiirther testing would oniy help to sharpen and extend the work. 

Perhaps it is consoling to know that in phenomenology one never assumes to claim 

conclusive theory or a complete grasp of a phenornenon being studied. The m o a  we can 

hope for, as Max van Manen descnbes, "are plausible insights" that create the possibility 

of bnnging us into more direct contact with the wor1d.'O3 There is a healthy humility in 

these words which rightly acknowledges that the study of human experience always places 

us face to face with mystery. If plausible insights are all we can hope for, then we have 

gained much. There will always be other meanings, insights and interpretations which c m  

be discovered beyond the text of this work. Hopefilly, the discovery of these other 

meanings, insights and interpretations will be helped by setting the theoretical and 

descriptive expenence of midlife into a metaphorical environment. 

C) The Selection of a Desert Metaphor 

A possible limitation of this work may occur because 1 have chosen the desert as 

the dominant metaphor for midlife reflection. Most readers will have no experience of this 

environment let alone the wildemess of Sinai. The writa has to wonder whether a person 

coming to this resource will be able to find areas of their Iife to which the metaphors can 

speak. One wonders if perhaps interest will tend to congeal around the descriptions of the 

places but fail to arouse intuitive reflection. C e r t d y  the writer would like to believe that 

'O3 Van Manen, Researching Lived Exgerience p. 9 



the images of the wildemess can be successfully conveyed. The testhg of the work and 

gathering of responses is the ody way to detennining the seriousness of this concem. 

Findy, one has to acknowlege aiso that the work is limited by the specific p e ~ e w  

of one who is a white, North Arnerican, protestant, ordained male. 



Chapter 4 

The Development of the Projeet 

First, I want to offer an oveMew of the work which has led to the selection of this 

particular methodological approach and to the specific design for the process of this 

project . 

The focus of my doctoral studies has progressed dong a common core question, 

"How does one facilitate the formation of Christian faith in adults?" It is essentially an 

educational question that has opened five fronts of inquiry and study. It began with an 

initial interest to probe the cornplex dynamic of faith and cl- subtle distinctions 

between faith and belief There was a reading course and then a paper that helped me 

articulate a conceptual understanding of the nature of fath. Secondly, 1 engaged in a study 

of the principles of religious education with particular attention on the principles 

goveming the design of effective adult education. In a letter to rny Doctoral Supervisor, 

Dr. Ric Laplante, dated September of 1989,I describe that one of the key discoveries of 

this second phase was the notion that the most effective learning events for adults form 

around the teachable moments of their lives. 

Rather than designing prograrns which one rnay think would be helpful to adults 
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and then hope that they will fïnd it so, the richest opportunities for the church to be 

engaged in educational ministry are those moments in people's lives when they are 

already open and motivated to learn. For example, if this view were followed in the 

designing of educaiiond programs in the church, one would find a series of groups 

blending fairh perspectives with the h m m  realities of rnimife, retirement, 

parenting, career change, etc. 

What appears already at this early stage, and unknown to myself, are the avenues that 

would eventuaily lead to a psycho-educational resource built around the "teachable 

moment" of male midlife. 

With the movement of interest toward faith-formation-in-adults-at-teachable- 

moments, I felt the need to depart for a time from theoretical pursuits and develop my 

pastoral skills in canng for people in cnsis. 1 sought to increase my awareness and 

sensitivity to human dynamics and become more skihl in pastoral intervention. This led to 

a year-long practical course in counselling at the Pastoral Institute in Caigary. It was 

foilowed by a practicum course in the facilitating of group process. By 1990,I was 

considering the notion of forming a men's group to explore the issues of midlife. Then, in 

what was an integrative exercise, 1 participated in a course with Dr. James Fowler in faith 

development theory. It provided the theoretical bais and endorsanent for understanding 

faith dwelopmentaily against the crises and Iurchings of human Me. New authors came to 

Iight and those who specifically gave attention to the dynarnics of rnidlife. 
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In June of 199 1 1 had received the last of my peer-evaluations on both my mini- 

projects and course work in the Doctor of Ministry program. The time had arrived to 

review the learnings of those initial years and dista the question to be pursued in the 

projeddisseriation. Following that sumrner, in Oaober of 199 1, a proposal was submined 

entitled, "Biblical Images For Men In The Midlife Transition." The initial design proposed 

a phenomenological study involving a group of men that would be willing to explore the 

nature of rnidlife and those biblical images which held meaning for their experience. The 

anticipated outcome from such qualitative research was the production of a workbook that 

would facilitate individual and group reflection, utiliring the teachable moment of rnidlife 

to open the way for the e ~ c h m e n t  of Christian faith. Although the proposai did not 

articulate the desen motif. it gave reference to an educational series 1 was then leading in 

my parish. That series, in fact, employed biblical stories of wildemess to nest the issues of 

midlife. It was shaped according to a new piece of information I had corne across, the 

developmental structure of Underhill's stages of spiritual growth. Without purposefil 

intention, the educational senes served as an initial piloting of the project. Virtually dl of 

the elements that would eventually be incorporated into the design of the 

projeddissertation were already present. 

While the process to this point may sound clear and logical, it is only the 

smoothing affect of hindsight which gives it this appearance. The evolution of the proposal 

and design was in fact, characterized by much wrestling, testing and discarding of various 

ideas and trangental inquiries. Much helpfûl guidance occured through advisory 
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consultations with both Drs. Ric Laplante and Wiliiam Close.'" The recurrent feedback 

received in those consultations fiom September of 1991 to the Spring of 1992, was to 

drive for a sharper and clearer research question. While there was warm encouragement 

and excitement about the emerging project, there was also a residual concem that the 

projeci was yet too broad, and at risk of trying to incorporate too many elements. At a 

consultation with my doctoral ~omminee,~~' held at St Stephen's College in November of 

199 1, concem was articulated about the lack of a clear methodology. The comment was 

that it appeared 1 was trying to fit the material to a methodology. This, as it would tum 

out, was a very accurate observation, identifjmg a problem which persiaed through the 

project. 

In January of 1992 Mr. Michael McKeman, the Clinical Director of Catholic 

Family SeMces in Calgary, was named to my doctoral comminee. Given the proximity of 

his office to the church where 1 was serving, and his expertise with men's issues, we began 

to meet regularly for consultation on the developing project. It was like a reading course 

with a wise mentor whose understanding of men's stmggles was post-doctoral. On my 

invitation, Michael joined me in running two pilot projects with diffierent groups of men, in 

April and May of that year. My interest was to test ''the waters" of a phenomenological 

approach in which one-on-one interviews would be the data gathering source. 

'04 Dr. Ric Laplante, the supewisor of my Doaor of Ministry program 
Dr. WJliarn Close, Director of the Doctor of Ministry Program & advisor 

'O5 Drs. Ric Laplante, William Close and Denis Lueck 
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One of those groups involved a number of men in ministry and the other coksted 

of a group of Christian laymen. What was most strilcing about the cornparisons of the two 

groups, was the immense difficulty the clergy displayed in being able to articulate their 

male expenence, in utter contrast to the candid and deeply moving explorations the 

laymen were able to engage. There was nothing, in fact, which was worth recording fiorn 

the meeting with the clergy. Whereas, from the meeting with the laymen, 1 produced 

thirteen pages of near verbatim notes from their rich observations. What 1 heard tiom 

them was of their loneliness, their loss of energy for their work, their isolation ffom others 

in general, and weariness with the pressures of competition and performance. They spoke 

of their yearning for authentic relationships, for more depth in their relationships with 

other men and renewal in their maniages. They spoke of their faiiures and disappointment. 

There was anger expressed, tears, hearty laughter, honesty and passion. When we began 

to speak about issues of faith they spoke of wanting "the depths," oflen, it seemed, 

because so much had collapsed in their belief system. Some spoke of "a shell inside" or 

"doubting things 1 never thought 1 would doubt," or of wishing to "get faith really strong 

again." They spoke candidly about the "crap of religion" and how, as one man put it, "the 

church has taken something fùndamentally simple and layered it and layered it with 

complexities and elabourations . . . that make him want to scream, 'Give me a break! "' 

They spoke of faith as visceral, passionate and needing to be expressive of the, "mystery 

beyond the giving of information." They spoke of the 'religious' in the out-of-doors, of 

the power of being out in the mountains and the connection made, "between my sou1 and 

the wildemess." 
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What 1 heard in that meeting was wondemil energy. It was 'sacred ground' and 1 

left it knowing that 1 was ont0 something importam. These, who had spoken so openly, 

were men sitwig in the pews of 'my' church moa Sundays, and they were teliing me with 

tremendous clarity, how much they really needed the church to help them at a very 

complex and vulnerable time of life. What 1 recognized, as 1 reflected back on the session 

with the clergy, was that there must have been other dynamics present which contributed 

to the superficiaiity of the conversation. Yet, even as I was wilhg to make provision for 

this assessment, their silence was of great concem. 1 knew, as much as 1 knew myself, that 

they were living with some of the sarne issues articulated by the other men. Their silence 

and fear was compelling, even iftragically. 1 decided, in that Spring of 1992, that my 

doctoral work must look at the rnidlife experience of men in rninistry. 

Then, suddenly, there was a huge change. The invitation came fiom Jenisalem to 

serve as the Director of the Desert Program at St George's College. Ovemight Our life 

was shot out of a canon into a major transition and little time to think. In Augw of 1992, 

only weeks away from our depamire, 1 traveled to Edmonton to rneet with Drs. William 

Close and Ric Laplante to discuss the evolution of the projea. We reviewed the outcomes 

of my work through the Spnng with Mike McKernan. 1 identified my interest in probing 

the essence of the male midlife experience. 1 discussed an interest in developing a project 

which would probe the expenence of men in rninistry. We discussed the possibility of my 

pursuing a phenomenological approach "with an n. of one." This meant that 1 would be 

the "n" and would shape, through an interfacing with scholarly work, a rich interpretive 
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description of the midlife transition. From this, there rnight then evolve a resource book 

which could act as a pathway for others to explore the nature and meaning of their own 

midlife experience. As Our discussion ended and we parted, the design of the 

project/dissertation still lacked clarity. Even so, what 1 fully recognized was that in going 

to Jerusalem I was being given an oppominity to walk around the deserts of biblical 

history and reflect on my own imer desert arising through the incursion of rnidlife. There 

was little question in my mind as I left Canada that whatever 1 would write for my 

doctoral project, it mua incorporate the wildemess motif The link had aiways been 

recognized, now it became a dominant feature. 

Upon my arrival in Jenisalem, everything went "on hold" in terms of my doctoral 

work, until 1 got settled into my new position and environment. There was a huge arnount 

of material to absorb as well as to familiarize myself with vast new environrnents and the 

bedouin tribes that 1 would corne to work with. 

I was stili somewhat leery at this t h e  of writing a resource with "an n. of one." 1 

hoped that clergy coming to participate in the courses of St. George's College, rnight 

prove to be a rich source of primary data. Perhaps some of them, on the longer courses, 

might be willing to participate in a dialogue on rnidlife issues. My hope was that, being so 

far removed frorn their ministry base they rnight be more willing to explore and disclose 

their midlife experience. 
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In the Autumn of 1993, our 'Yen-week course" brought together some promising 

candidates for another pilot project. There were four men, di ordained, serving in p k s h  

leadership, al1 between the age of 37 and 47, of which two were British and two were 

Americans. M e r  some weeks of building relationship, I invited them to join the project 

and devote some time to discuss the issues of their midlife experience. They expressed 

sincere interest and we agreed on a schedule of regular meetings. After a number of 

sessions 1 felt 1 was once again hitting up against a wall of privacy that the participants 

seemed unable to rnove beyond, even though these men did not know each other and were 

from different denominations. It seemed that the growing expectation of the group was 

that 1 would provide them with a sumrnary of research findings on midlife, which they 

would them take into the privacy of their own reflections. Working very hard to a f b n  

their disclosure and initiate discussion, 1 felt hstrated by what was becoming a repetition 

of the expenence 1 had found with the group of clergy in Calgary. 1 do not daim to be a 

mode1 interviewer, but there was a marked degree of intellectualizing, generalizing, 

ponderous silences and an overall shailowness to the discussion. I began to feel 

increasingly cornfortable about pressing ahead with my own work and shape, as had been 

suggested, a project "with an n. of one." 

Throughout these initial months 1 was constanly journalling my experience. It was 

a rich resource from which 1 would drawn much of my material for the later writing of the 

project. As the journal developed 1 became aware of a great inner dialogue that was 

beginning to develop between the many layers of my experience. On the one hand 1 was 
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being impacted by the very new and intense socio-political reality of IsraellPalestine. There 

was also the unique and haunting desert environment of Judea and Sinai and the spiritual 

tradition 1 was absorbing. There was also the whole arena of my own midlife experience 

which 1 continued to reflect about as stimulated through my reading of midlife literature. 

And there was also my personai faith, weary, weakened and yet rnesmerized by the 

spirituality of the desert. 

As a consequence of what was now a lengthy integrative approach, the doctoral 

design gradually came into shape. Both the development of my own reflective work and 

the disappointment with the clergy-interviews led me to feel less and less sure about 

attempting a piece of phenomenological research, in which 1 might someday claim to have 

tapped the essence of the vast, imer world of the midlife transition. Such a claim seemed 

impossible and 1 began to question the value of such a pursuit. As an educator k s t ,  my 

natural inclination was toward producing some sort of usefil resource which might help 

others discover and grow through their own midlife issues. If 1 had learned anything nom 

the pilot projects it was that a direct discussion of midlife could be easily deflected as it 

struck at men's best defenses. If I wished to develop a resource which would enable a deep 

probing of midlife issues then I would have to find another way. The decision to shape an 

educational resource using the desert experience as a metaphoncal paradigm to nest men's 

midlife experience struck me as an exciting way to engage this "teachablz momenty' in 

men's experience. Such a resource would never prenime to present the whole tmth about 

midlife, but could act to direct a reader toward deeper personal meanings to be uncovered. 
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This decision for this design placed the project into alignment with what David Steward of 

the Pacific School of Religion described as "vision-attacheci research. " 

Perhaps the greatest contribution religious educators can rnake to research will be 

the finding and clarifjmg of problems rooted in the particularity of hurnan 

experience, expressed through imagination, and cognizant of the passions which 

both infect and order Our Iives together. This 1 perceive to be a theological task, 

for it begins in a world we did not create, acknowledges the emotions which both 

carry and cloud Our intellect, and proposes an outcome which invites the best use 

of Our resources while refùsing to promise answers we cannot deliver. Vision- 

attached research is open to the future and modest in its claim, for it rests on our 

expenence of lirnit which is our confession that at the edge of what we know will 

always be mystery. 

In April of 1993, 1 wrote a lengthy and excited letter to my doctoral committee 

describing the synthesis of the emerging design. A fuller description soon followed which 

articulated a mode1 ministry with a research cornponent. The correspondence corn the 

committee was encouraging, constmctive and supportive of my proceeding into the work. 

However, given the huge demands of my position and the complexities of f d y  Me in a 

foreign and unsettled setting, 1 was only able to make progress on the project and 

dissertation during the summer rnonths over the next two years. A great deal of work had 

occurred producing a tremendous volume of notes organized into a logicd outline. 

However, most of the writing had yet to occur. When we rehuned to Canada in April of 
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1995,I negotiated a four month leave-of-absence and was then able to devote the 

necessary t h e  to write the complete form of the dissertation and project. 

The Process of the Project 

The process of the project has followed five stages of development. 

Staee 1 Gathering Matenal. 

The first stage of the project involved gathering materiai for the resource from 

three sources. One source was to farniliarize myself with psychological literature on the 

rnidlife transition. 1 conducted a thorough literary search, collected books and relevant 

articles and then read and noted material, especially anything which explored the 

spirituality of rnidlife and the expenenced of men in rninistry. 1 also focused attention on 

literature which discussed the use of metaphor as a vehicle for grasping inner experience. 

The notes were then organized into thematic areas as pertaining to either theoretical or 

metaphoncal aspects of the project 1 dissertation creating two documents of more than 

one hundred and fifty pages each. 

As a second source of matenal for the project, 1 continued to j o u d  my 

reflections and experiences as a man in the midst of midlife. The reading of the midlife 
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literature helped to spawn these personal writings which in tum added flesh to the theory 

being noted. 

The third source of growhg matenal was emerging fiom my work of spending 

t h e  in the desert and saturating myself in the biblical events, theological motifs, writings 

and experiences of the Desert Tradition. 

Distilling the Mat enal. 

As my farniliarization with midlife grew I began to play with blending desert motifs 

with the characteristic issues and themes of rnidlife. Through a meticulous review of my 

notes 1 distilled clear categories of recurrent characteristics being descnbed in the 

literature. Like painting a picture with a rich pallet of colours, 1 tested many blendings of 

theological motifs, desen images, personai refections drawn fiom my journal, biblicai texts 

and rnidlife themes. Gradually, a progression began to take shape for a metaphorical desert 

joumey which presented and probed the issues of midlife. Many times 1 reworked the 

'painting' trying different placements for the development of themes. It was a purely 

subjective rendenng of the matenai, which as a work of art for any artist, always seemed 

in need of more work. I finally decided to simply write the text and see what evolved. 

Stage 3 The Wnting of the Resource. 



The third stage of the project involved the writing and revision of the attached 

resource. This was a Iengthy process of editing materiai already written and gathered, 

which in the process of further reflection, gave rise to new insights and midlife leaming. 

Stage 4 Consultation. 

The fourth stage of the project involved a process of testing and vaiidating the 

usefiilness of the resource. 

In terms of professional consultation, there have been four key resource people 

who while assessing the project as a whole, have also provided specific areas of expertise 

and insight. There has been the contribution of my supewisory cornmittee, Dr. Richard 

Laplante, Dr. William J. Close, Dr. Dennis Lueck and Mr. Michael McKeman. 

Into the process of consultation 1 also invited a number of men, s e ~ n g  as pastors 

in the local Jenisalem community or in the United States, to read the resource and offer 

feedback about it as it was taking shape. Although they did not present an overtly 

professional view point, they were considered knowledgeable users insofar as their 

responses arose out of an authentic midlife experience. 1 chose three men between the 

ages of 37 and 47 who had al1 been ordained for at least five years, and as fiiends, had for 

some time expressed interest in reading the project. Each was given a copy of the 

manuscript and invited to thoughtfully read through the resource. They were asked to 
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experience triggered by the resource, as weli as indicate where the text was for them moa 

helpfùl, vague or inaccurate. The fact that they responded to a standardized resource 

enhanced the reliability and treatrnent of their responses. Following the reading of the 

resource, 1 met with each individudy, discussing the content, structure and whether the 

resource had served to illuminate dimensions of their midlife experience. 

Strict confidentiality was assured in the interviews and 1 was clear to explain that 

their willingness to offer candid reflection would greatly aid in both sharpening the project 

and assessing its value. 

StageS Final Touches 

On the basis of the feedback gathered from both the professional consultants and 

the three local clergy, the resource was adapted to incorporate the recommendations and 

specific suggestions offered to improve the final project. 



Chapter 5 

Assessments and Discussion 

The purpose of this project has been to create a resource for men in ministry which 

can serve as a meaningfùl catalyst for midlife refleaion. In order to assess the usefulness 

of the resource and further shape it according to the responses of knowledgable users, a 

number of consultations took place in 1995. At what was then an early stage of 

developrnent, the project was circulated to three men, al1 of whom were ordained, 

engaged in full-time rninistry and who considered themselves to be expenencing some of 

the upheavals of middle adulthood. As agreed, their identities will remain private. In this 

section 1 will be discussing their contributions collectively, mainly because of the 

cornrnonality in their comments. 

First, 1 would say there has been general appreciation for the poetic quality of the 

resource. Readers have felt drawn in by the author's particular expenence of the Sinai and 

the "vivid descriptions of the desert which lend to the readabiiity of the resource and 

arouse interest in the work." More so, the respondents have been appreciative of the 

application of the desert experience in creating a metaphorical 'gallery.' In this respect the 

project has been descnbed as possessing a quality of being an art form; not merely 
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something read objectively but pondered and entered into. Certainly, 6om the point of 

view of creating an educational resource, the author has hoped to express in the design of 

the work the fundamental principle that leamhg is an experience which occurs within the 

learner himself. The intention throughout has been to facilitate a process by which the 

reader is assisted to explore and discover the personal meanhg of their rnidiife experience 

for themselves. How this is best accomplished in a written form, concerning such a 

complex stage of life, has been the subject of much discussion in evaiuating the resource. 

Questions around the organization of the theoretical and metaphorical matenai, styliaic 

approaches and aids to the reader have been the main issues of discussion. 

It has been suggested by some that the transitions in the text between the 

metaphorical descriptions and the theoretical segments are jarring and demand of the 

reader cognitive shifts which detract fiom the resource. Those who feel this, suggest that, 

"the material be organized in a more discreet manner, giving the reader a clearer idea 

when hdshe will encounter one kind of material or the other." Perhaps, as was suggested, 

the theoretical matenai should occur as a separate section at the forefiont of the work. 

Another person said that they, "prefer the theoretical interpretation woven into the 

metaphorical material." It seems to the author that it is a matter of persona1 preference, a 

styIistic choice, how the material is presented. The variation in opinion around this issue 

may also have something to do with one's prefmed learning styles. This was not tested in 

the consultation. 
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It has been observed that adults differ in how they process information and exhibit 

preferences for certain educational methods, leamhg environrnents and program designs. 

In terms of perceiving information some prefer concrete experience and others abstract 

conceptuaiization. In terms of processing information some prefer active experimentation 

and others reflective observation. In the hopes of engaging a wide specvum of styles I 

chose in the resource to integrate the concrete and the abstract (the theoretical and 

metaphorical) and in providing occasional instructions to the reader, to engage active 

expenmentation while allowing the option for others to approach the material in refiective 

observation. It may be that the author has to acknowledge that in selecting a design which 

attempted to serve al1 styles, the final product became less satisfactory for all styles. 

However, in defence of the choices made, 1 think to separate the theoretical matend from 

the metaphoncal would have made it even more dificult for the reader to make the links 

between the text and his own experience. As it was, almost al1 of the readers requested 

that more instructions be written into the resource in order to better direct the application 

of the metaphors to the reader's experience. It was suggested that the work had to be 

made more user-fnendly, assuming less of the reader and providing more attention to 

engaging the reader's reflection. This recornmendation was incorporated into subsequent 

revisions. 

It was also observed by some that the work is "redy Richard's story." The 

subjeaivity of the project was discussed earlier in the limitations, but the observation is 

nevertheless of legitimate concern. One person suggested that in any publication of the 
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work the author should try to remove his personal story as much as possible in order to 

open up the metaphors for broader application. It was felt that the author's personal 

material in fact limited or closed down the possibilities provided by the metaphorical 

descriptions. In other words, readers found that the material indeed facilitated a reflection 

on their rnidlife experience but in places feii short of aii that was possible. This seemed to 

be a recumng experience that when something in the text " m g  true" for a person, there 

was a consequent desire to read more where there was often little more. The text was felt 

to be wanting because the significant truth which had surfaced for the reader was not 

pursued to the depth desired by the reader. For instance, one reader expressed a 

preference to see more detailed material pertaining to substance abuse under the heading 

section "Thirst." Heeding the suggestion 1 incorporated sorne references as directed. 

However, in writing the resource 1 often found it difficult trying to decide how to cast the 

crisis elements of midlife. On the one hand, I did not want to create a resource that 

seemed ovenvrought with crisis issues and the most extrerne forms of rnidlife breakdown. 

But neither did I wish to present only a sanitized view of rnidlife which merely 

rornanticised the process of midlife transition. Certainly, there is more that cm be added. 

One of the aspects of phenomenologicd research is that specific conclusions are 

not an outcome which is expected. Max Van Manen in, Researching Lived Ex~enence, 

says that one does not summarize a description of human expenence any more than a poet 

gives a surnmary of a poem. '06 What is sought, rather is a descriptive piece of literature 

'O6 Van Manen, Researching Lived Emenence p. 13 



which, as a whole, enables the reader to enter into the essence of an aspect of human 

experience. Concluding statements or summaries are inappropnate according to Manen. 

However, what the researcher can do. is reflect on his own leaniuig experience which has 

evolved in the process of creating the study. 

For this writer the strongest learnings about midlife have corne through his own 

experience. If what began, six years ago, looked to some like a 37-year-old t-g to find 

an intellectual way through his midlife crisis, then it is of no matter. At midlife one still has 

to feel the pain, know the confusion, live with the loneliness and do the work. Though the 

discussions with men, the reading and research was fascinating and gave helpful insight to 

the meaning of the joumey, but the journey still had to be made. What perhaps was of 

greatest benefit to my own rnidlife expenence, was that the exercise of writing pressed my 

face into the feelings of my imer world. Whenever 1 was writing, 1 was always upset. 

Some of the most difficult times of midlife ocnirred in proximity to the work of the thesis. 

To write meant that 1 had to reach down into myselfand face the reality of my inner angst. 

So if there was avoidance of midlife, then for me, it becarne embodied, in part, in my 

avoidance of the thesis wrïting, because to write was painful. The thesis was complex but 

so were the feelings and issues it evoked. It is perhaps an interesthg observation to make 

of my experience, because it reinforces the value of joumdling during midlife as a potent 

means for engaging the issues of one's life. For men in ministry, this c m  be an important 

point, as we are oflen isolated in many ways. 



As 1 look back on this work and wonder at the length of tirne it has taken to 

complete, 1 recognize another aspect of midlife expressing itseif in my behaviour. At some 

time in the mida of the DMui process, I lost interest in the goal. The degree of Doctor of 

Ministry no longer carried the same fieight as something which 1 felt 1 must achieve. This 

was never a dennitive feeling, because I would still make the effort and say, 'les, 1 must 

complete this!" But I think the reason for completing the work is what changed over the 

period of moving through the years of 37 to 42. I feel very private about now, not 

sornething 1 care to have known. It has been done for inner rasons that have to do with 

my own integrity to rnyself. Even though, in the exercise, 1 embodied resistance to 

obligations and duties shouldered at an earlier time of life when goals were somewhat 

dflerent, 1 nevertheless found cause to complete the work, perhaps now out of a more 

eamest desire to anke at a meaningful contribution to the lives of others. Such 

observations about one's learning, disclose the subtle shifts toward generativity, 

modifications in one's motives, a turning toward the significance of what my inner being is 

prepared to define as important, al1 of which speak volumes about the work of midlife that 

has been lived through this exercise. Phenomenology is no less than giving voice to lived 

experience. 
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Preface 

This is a resource designed for men in ministry. It deals with the inner turmoil that 

c m  empt in the years of middle adulthood. Clergy face a unique challenge in the midlife 

years because the irnplicit certitude of spiritual leadership does not readiiy incorporate the 

self-doubt and questions which cm arise in this period of adult development. It is my 

belief that men in rninistry live under tremendous strain from the expectations of the role 

which they carry on behdf of the comunity of faith. It is a great cailing, but the roles 

reinforced by the expectations of the laity and a predominant theology of positivism can 

have the eEect of stifling and in fact arresting their continued growth and development. At 

rnidlife this dynamic becomes particularly acute. Caught in the bind of having to uphold a 

clencal persona while at the same time feeling compelled to redress fundamental issues of 

rneaning and purpose, clergy feel caught in a kind of double existence. The presentation of 

faith cm at times feel less than authentic and the confusion within oneselfa gnawing pain. 

What we know about midlife is that it is a critical juncture in the developmental 

sequence of adult iife. As much as it may be a tirne of crisis, it is fundamentaily about 

change. As if many hours arike simultaneously on the clock of our existence, midlife 

awakens a difficult but critical penod of personal reappraisai for the way ahead. Car1 Jung 

spoke of it as a deeply spiritual occasion, no Iess than an imate demand fiom Our 



depths for re-conversion and re-commitrnent to the essence of life and the ternis on which 

we will continue to iive out our existence.' This level of personal reassessment may be 

very ditncult to embrace and honour, whatever one's waik in life may be, but it is 

particularly challenging for men in ministry. It is why Donald Hands and Wayne Fehr 

report that midlife is the time when clergy most often break down.' 

What you hold in your hand is a resource designed to enable an exploration of 

midlife experience. It is intended to promote the self-discovery of specific midlife issues 

and open avenues for growth. It fiames a reflective exercise within the Judeo-Christian 

experience of ongoing transformation employing biblicd motifs and events to illuminate 

various aspects of this transition. It also incorporates the rich body of recent psychological 

study on the phenornenon of midlife as well as the experiences of other men in ministxy 

who have willingly shared their midlife stones with me. 

What this resource does not offer, is the whole truth about midlife experience. It 

deals mainly with the experience of males who are white, middle-class, Anglo-saxons 

from North Amenca. It is coloured then by the self-reflective interests of a distinctly 

privileged population with disproportionate access to higher education and soaety's 

wealth. One rnight wonder what men who must stniggle fiirther down the hierarchy of 

needs would have to observe about midlife. 

1 Jung, CW, vol 11, p. 509 

Hands and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness For Cleray p. 10 

. . 
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This work is ftrther limited by the writer's particular interpretation of what he 

understands to be meaningfbl experience worthy of mention. The observations, 

partidarly about men in mini*, are sifted by the author's experience as a priest in the 

community of Anglican Christians. For twenty years 1 have served in ordained ministry in 

a number of parish settings. In these recent years 1 have grappled with the complex web of 

midlife issues in the context of my own ministry. 1 have known its struggle, its confusion 

and first rays of resolution. Through this joumey 1 have been eager to read about the 

experience of others. What I have found is that much of the literature on midlife is limited 

by a predominant focus on the psycho-social characteristics of this stage of hurnan 

development. Ofken there will be an acknowledgment of the deeply spiritual quality of 

midlife, but there are few attempts which have tried to push the discussion into the context 

of Christian faith. Even less can be found which has tried to understand or offer insight for 

men in ministry. 

In this work 1 do not presume to be able to address the experience of women. The 

research that grounds this resource is based entirely on men's experience of the rnidlife 

transition. Women in ministry may find that some aspects of this discussion wiil be helpfbl 

in illurninating their midlle experience. What is perhaps more iikely is that women who are 

confused by the way men behave in midlife will find this resource helpfid in their 

understanding of these men. 



In most instances of the text 1 have tended to use ody masculine pronouns. This is 

not rneant to depreciate the value or importance of inclusive language. 1 do Î t  simply 

because this is a book about men and for men. 



Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Some years ago Stephen Spielberg directed a remake of the classic story Peter 

pan.' With a 1990's twist, Peter is presented as an ovenveight, middle-age exenitive with - 

too much responsibility and too little time for his farnily. He has no recollection of an 

earlier penod of life when he lived the heroic existence of Peter Pan. As the story unfolds 

he is mystenously transponed back into the world of 'Tuever Neverland." AU is unknown 

territory. He is off balance, confûsed by his surroundings and angered by his 

circumstances. In a haunting scene one of the young boys of "Never Neverland" (who has 

never grown up), approaches Peter and searches his face for a trace of "the Pan" he once 

knew. Playing along with the child, Peter is unmoved by the boy's insistence that he is 

somehow a figure called "Peter Pan." The boy continues, as if peeling off the 

accumulation of the years. He 13s the glasses off Peter's nose, strokes back bis thinning 

hair, stretches out the wrinkles on his forehead and studying hirn carefully, presses a srnile 

onto his dreary face. Suddenly the child's expression lights with joy as he exclaims, "Oh, 

there you are Peter!" For a brief moment the screen is silent and the audience sees Peter's 

expression clouds with confusion. Though there is an absence of dialogue, the viewer is 

The Film, Hppk, Columbia Tristar, 1992 
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drawn into Peter's unspokm question: Could it be that 1 am no longer sure who I am, or 

used to be, or understand where I am and what 1 have become? 

Spielberg's Neverland is crafted with al1 the big screen themes that often 

characterize the midlife joumey. At one point Peter clings to the mast of Hook's ship 

angered by his limitations, exhausted from the battles of life and fnistrated at the 

realization that he can no longer do what was once possible. Later in the woods of a 

forgotten landscape he discoven his ion shadow which is playfbl and fleeting and teases 

his ponderous executive style. The shadow is critique and threat, and its dance awakens 

Peter to purnie and eventually recapture what he recognizes as a loa dimension of 

himself In time the shadow will lead him down a secret passage into a hoilow in the earth 

where he will reclaim his past, his identity, his passion and his life. The audience wili be 

amused by the almost asexual, female Tinkerbell, who enters the turbulence of his life 

sprinkling her magic on his confusion and encouraging him in his moments of despair. 

Then one day Peter will meet her as woman, life-size, attractive and teeter at the edge of 

comprornising his deeper loyalties. Throughout we will watch Peter stmggle with the 

values on which he has shaped the choices of his life. In time new patterns emerge and 

decisions are made in a process of self-discovery and change. In a disarming reversal, a 

generation of middle-aged parents will have taken their children to watch a movie about 

themselves. 

Twenty years ago Gail Sheehy popularized the notion that adult Me progresses 
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through a senes of "predictable In Passages. she identified what had perhaps 

always been known about adult Life but never so fUy describeci. Enlarging on the work of 

Daniel Levinson's, Seasons of a Man's Life, a whole generation was introduced to the 

~multuous patterns by which adulthood progresses. What surfaced and continues to draw 

enormous attention is the unique juncture of the midlife years, not least of ail because they 

are commonly understood as the mon difficult and vulnerable time of adult We. 

Typicdly, people want to know when midlife occurs. fhey want to know if they 

are in it, through it or have yet to face it. Scholars of developmental psychology ciiffer in 

their schema for describing when the issues of midlife moa likely present themselves. All 

seem to agree that sometime after thirty-five years of age5 'the winds of life begin to shift' 

precipitating a reevaluation of one's course and the necessity to adjust one's decisions. It 

is a stage which is said to emerge at any time up to nfty-five years of age. More m e n t  

work suggests that the midlife transition has less to do with chronology and more to do 

with "soul-time." Mark Gerzon, writing in the Utne Reader on "Starting Over at Midlife" 

said that, "midlife has less to do with calendars than with fear; less to do with wrinkles 

than with truth; less to do with death itself than the deepea dimensions of Me? It is a 

kind of middle ground that fds  between what Car1 Jung describes as "the moming" and 

Sheehy, Passaga 

Levinson writes of "the midlife decade" occurring between the ages 35 and 45 in 
Seasons of a Man's Life p. x 

Gerzon, "Starting Over At Midlife" Utne Reader, January 1990, p. 70 
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"the aftemoon" of We. Even given any number of variables extemai or interna1 to oneself 

which rnay collectively ad  to tngger the upheaval of midlife, it appears that this period of 

concentrated confrontation, is no: an option, and mua be negotiated at some lwel within 

us a.11.' 

One of the risks in writing about midlife, is to appear to be exaggerating a normal 

stage of adulthood over which altogether too much fuss has been made. Most of us expect 

that tuming forty will have some impact on our lives. There will be important questions to 

ponder and times of introspection as we consider a paa that has receded and a future that 

feels to be closing in. We will want to assess who we are, what we have becorne, how we 

are doing and what we want the next chapter of our lives to look like. 

When the day of our fortieth birthday arrives we perhaps expect a dehge of 

"Forty" cards, buttons, mugs and lawn omaments to embarrass and carry us over the 

rnidlife threshold. We will be asked if we have begun our "crisis" yet. There will be 

laughter and disguised self-assurances that we are not gohg to do anything rash. Through 

it al1 what we expect is that whatever rnidlife is we are not going to be deraiied by it. We 

will adapt, cany on and it wili pass. 

It is a feature of our conditioning as men to adopt such a posture toward 

something profoundly personal and unknown. It is simpler to minimize the signincance of 

' Roschen, Baby Boomers Face Midlife p. 54 
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such moments than to give it the necessary attention. One gets "on with the job" because, 

afker ali, it is the job which bas dominated We. Men in ministry are no exception. in fact, 

their deep commitment to the gospel of Christian hope cm compound the inclination to 

denial because of an applied spiritual confidence. One can think of oneselfâs immune to 

the pitfds and struggies of others. Not because of an intended self-supenority but rather 

claiming the certitude of faith one can believe oneself empowered to move more easily, 

unscarred, through the challenges of Iife. It is a dangerous extrapolation of faith. The Lord 

is with us, indeed, but midlife has a way of revealing new tmth about ourselves. MidlXe 

awakens us to the myths by which we have been M g .  It has the capacity to reveal the 

imer poverty that we may have been masking by the activity of our lives.' In fact we rnay 

discover that a theology of bold faitffilness has functioned more as a defense, cloaking 

who we are, than as a means of ongoing conversion and growth in Christ. What midlife 

brings is a drawing back of that veil within. 

In, Knkhts Without Armor, Aaron Kipnis suggests that men's dependance on 

externals as the source of their self-definition acts like an amour that is domed at the 

outset of adulthood. Thinking oneself unique one assumes the mante1 of one's 

responsibilities and "rides off' to make one's mark in the outer world of achievement, 

performance and success. By rniddle adulthood, however, what was dom& with ready 

acceptance as the identity structure of one's masculine expression, shining and bright with 

possibility and self-protective features, can at midlife, weigh heavily on an inner self that 

Hands and Fehr, Spirituai Wholeness For Cler~y p. 



has grown weak and aggravated by years of neglect and di~regard.~ The ùuier self cries 

out for release. At rnidlife there can be a wild fantasy to cast off the constnctions of 

certain roles, to break fiee of certain responsibilities and bua out. Some clergy at midlife 

speak of feeling imprisoned by their parishes, weary of a stale routine and anxious to fmd 

something new to launch into. Such feelings can be fightening as much as they are 

exhilarating. There is the recognition of danger because so much can be easily cast aside 

by a new impulsive energy. 

Well known to us al1 are instances where men in rninistry have acted out in 

inappropriate and self-destructive ways during the midlife years. We hear of things that 

shock, baffle and undermine much good that has gone before. From a distance it appears 

as if everyone loses; the men, their families, the Church. The comrnunity shudders. There 

is anger and blarne. Clergy get shuffled oEto some place where life is presumably put 

back together. We hear of resignations without appointment, leaves-of-absence granted. 

Some simply carty on, appearing as if nothing ever happened, a moment to be forgonen in 

a community where clergy failure is not easily forgiven. 

Others heighten their involvement in ministry, becoming wmpulsively absorbed in 

the work. This too is another form of denial. There can be the pursuit of new interests 

with a concentration that is indicative of the unconscious impulse to avoid the disquiet 

within. Some plunge into new movements, new spiritualities, new causes. The renewal is 

Kipnis, KNghts Without Armor p. 17 
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real but the resolution of mime can nwer be so easily completed. Evea those of us sMed 

in the care of others may be the moa resinant to exploring the restiessness within. The 

fact is by the time we mach midlife most of us have become masters of denial and 

masquerade. We have leanied the skills of how to present ourselves intact to a demanding 

and largely unforgiving outer world. We have learned how to stand before a congregation 

and welcome them with love and warmth when our hearts stili feel SLI& in the regret of an 

early moming argument. Denial, or more acurately, dissociation, is a necessary skili and 

there is good reason for those of us charged with spiritual leadership to veil the doubt and 

uncertainty of midlife. But we need to find appropriate ways and places to explore our 

imer pain. To simply postpone the disquiet within is to ensure its recurrence in life more 

potent and invasive. 

In response to the turrnoil of midlife some seek out a supportive network of other 

men with whom confusion and uncertainty can be safely shared. Some initiate relationships 

with spiritual directors, counselors or specific men's groups. Even so, it appears to me that 

most men in ministry live out the turmoil of their lives in secret. Some serving in remote 

places are isolated physically. Some with over-committed schedules are isolated by 

weariness and self-neglect. Others are isolated by theological perspectives which disable 

their healthy exploration of rnidlife. For most, there is an isolation nom the compsnionship 

of faith. Clergy at midlife ofien speak of experiencing a spiritual crisis; a crisis of fath in 

which God seems strangely distant and the remnant of faith inadequate to revive the 

emptiness felt within. The truth is that many men in ministry feel isolated; alone within the 
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church they serve and done within themselves. As a fkiend of mine once said, "If you are a 

priest in midlife you have a real problem." 

Midlife can be temfjnng for a man in ministry, not merely because he hhas always 

understood himself to be a person of faith, but because at forty years of age one assumes 

to be finally hitting full stride. One expects a degree of professional confidence to have 

evolved out of years of leaniing the ropes, stmggling through conflias, pastoring grirn 

situations and honing one's skills. The years of middle adulthood are not a t h e  you 

expect to be suddedy thrown off balance into an introspective exercise of hawig to 

rework the large-screen themes of one's life. But the questions corne. 

Raymond Studzinski writing about layrnen in the church has found that when they 

experience the intemal upheaval in the middle of life their first reaction is to disappear 

quietly from the scene in order to son things out.1° One, as it were, flees the environment 

of harmony and certitude, in order to deal elsewhere with restlessness and uncertainty. 

Men in ministry however, not having this option, often live out the turmoil of rnidlife in 

secret. A vicious cycle begins whereby the self must spilt between what is seen as 

acceptable and what must be hidden. Important needs are driven beneath the 'responsible 

minister persona' as a dynamic of rigid suppression acts to uphold what is necessary for 

preservation. The secret that one lives bnngs feelings of painful isolation from others; 

"They would never accept this," one says to oneself The suppressed self, however, 

Stuzinski, S~iritual Direction and Midlife Development p.3 
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requires needfiil attention and searches for expression often leading to inappropriate and 

self-destructive pursuits; addictive behaviours with alcohoi, gambüng, work & sex. Such 

behaviours, insofar as they may M e r  betray the 'public self' become M e r  suppressed 

and iend credence to a kind of Jeckle and Hyde existence. 

One wonders then ifit is possible for a person in ministry to embody the issues of 

midlife honestly and also cornmend the Faith which promises fullness of Me? One wonders 

how men in positions of public spiritual leadership live with a sense of inauthenticity at 

midlife? If it is possible for men in ministry to be anything other than syrnbols of aability 

within the comrnunity of faith? We need to wonder ifit is possible to adjust Our theology 

and practice such that we can affirm the wilderness of midlife as an important landscape in 

the geography of faith? 

These are important questions because Christian spirituality has tended to present a 

lopsided theology. The predominant orientation in the West is toward a spirituality of 

answers and not of cofision, of faith and not doubt. In Our exuberance to affrm the 

goodness of the "Good News" a theological positivism has tended to undennine oui ability 

to vaiidate the doubt and confusion that is an important characteristic of the spiritual Me 

and a findamentai quality of the midlife transition. Lester Meyers notes that when church 

leaders in North America refer to the psalrns in wonhip they tend to skip over one major 

arain: the Iaments. Seeking instead to express growth forwards nom strength to strength 

and victory to victory, the Church, in many ways, expresses a theology which 
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impoverishes its capacity to hallow the via negativa as an integral dimension of the gospel 

path. Consequently, when the uncertainties of rnidlife take hold and faith clouds, clergy 

find themselves caught in a bind of having to live between the need to address the 

emergent and disturbing questions of rnidlife, while on the other hand continue to uphold 

the constraints of the clencal self-image. 

No one would deny that the role and office which ordination bestows, places us 

"locus Christi." For good or for il1 we embody Our Lord for others. As vehicles of the 

gospel of hope, we adjust ourselves to this dynamic. Perhaps it is why when we employ 

personal illustrations of doubt or questioning they are typically those which have aiready 

been resolved and can be spoken of from the perspective of restored certainty. The 

message conveyed is that troubles are in the past. This is 'Toyful Chnstianity" where a 

theology of positivism, shaped by Our own images of ministry and reinforced by attitudes 

in the church, has caused us to present only half the truth and half of ourselves. The secret 

distress of ministers is kept underground. Instead, Sunday by Sunday, an old former self is 

dredged up and wom like an old robe. The congregational response may be positive and 

ministry is happening, but there can be an awfûl sense of superficiality and hypocrisy." At 

midlife one quickly recognizes that ministry is also a craft we have learned, and now may 

be using to hide a hurting and wnfùsed self 

No amount of insight Vlto the midlife transition is going to eliminate the possibïiity 

l 1  Hands and Fehr, Spintual Wholeness For Clergy p. 14 



of inappropriate clergy behaviour. But I do believe there is a way that men in parish 

leadership can authenticaliy iive the challenges of their midlife transition and do so 

creatively and gracefully within the Christian communities they serve, to the benefit and 

enrichment of dl. 

Midlife represents one of the great "teachable moments" of adulthood. Shaken lose 

of our moorings, the wlnerability that emerges has the power to open one up to the deep 

rnystery of life af?esh. Although attention ofken dwells on the crisis elements of this 

transition, we must also see it as holding out the promise of spiritual renewal, inner heaiing 

and the recasting of purpose. If midlife is a crisis at d l ,  it is a crisis of meaning. It is a crisis 

of the human spirit hungering for authenticity. As such it represents a profoundly spirihial 

quest. Donald Hands and Wayne Fehr in their case of men in ministry, 

. . . saw that a radical spiritual conversion was at the heart of recovery . . . 

(individuals) could not begin to get well without entering into their relationship 

with God at a new depth of intimacy and surrender . . . This prirnacy of the 

spiritual in their recovery shows us that what clergy need above di today is a 

'genuine spirituality.' That is they need to find a concrete way of living their 

relationship with God. l2 

At midlife a man enters a crucible of transformation with neither slick solutions nor 

easy ways out. He is called to embark on a new phase of self-exarnination, to enter an 

- - - - - - - - 

lZ Howatch, Foreword, Spintual Wholeness For Cleray by Hands and Fehr, p. d i  



inner landscape that mua be explored and lived for a time. It is a wounding that is 

necessary to make possible the reshaping of Me according to the cal of God to lead us 

into the fillness of life. 

Admittedly, there is tremendous variation in how any one of us expenences and 

moves through the issues of midlife. What is going to be of immense help is a fiesh 

attitude beginning to move in the lives of men today. Thirty-four years ago we witnessed 

the awakening of women to the cnsis in their own gender." We watched them claim 

personal authonty to change the patterns of their lives. It began a revolution in our 

understanding of who we are as men and women which is nowhere near complete. Al1 of 

us who are men will know how we have struggled to integrate the implications of women's 

liberation. But now, as we approach the end of this century men are beginning to address 

the crisis in their own gender and probe the depths of their own unique journey. 

What this resource offers is such a way of personai exploration. It is a resource 

which normaiizes midlife as an aspect of Christian growth. A self-help guide designed to 

promote self understanding and assist the exploration of MdWe issues in appropriate and 

redeerning ways. It is a resource which c m  be used individually or in a small group as a 

spnng board for discussion or as an aid to spintual direction. 

In specific ternis this resource presents a joumey into the Sinai wildemess as a 

l3 With the publication of Betty Freidan's, The Ferninine Mystiaue in 1963. 



metaphoncal paradigm for probing and opening the depths of mime expenence. The 

reader is invited to join a desert excursion where midlife is understood as a wildemess and 

the features of the journey as expressive of its experience. Some years ago John Welch 

pubiished a book that examined the way in which Car1 Jung and Teresa of Avila employed 

imagery to uncover imer truth. He called the approach, psychological mysticism. It is a 

method which blends psychological insight and theological perspectives in order to aeate 

a ferment of self discovery. It is the chosen rnethod of this resource in which the reader 

becomes a mystic on a joumey of imer pilgrimage. 

How we will proceed in this journey is according to developmental categones of 

Evelyn Underhill' s description of the mystic way. Long before any of the current 

psychological theones of developmental sequence arose, there was in the tradition of the 

church the healing process mystical illumination. It is an 'understanding' which reaches 

back into the experience of the Early Church. We know it was coàiied by the 

neoplatonists in Alexandria such as Clement and Origen. It was later articulated by the 

medieval mystics like St. Bonaventure in, The Soul's Joume~ into God, and then later by 

St. John of the Cross in the 16th century. In its classical formulation the mystic way 

presents a threefold progression; the way of purgation, the way of illumination and the 

way of union. Together they form the phases of a single process of spiritual growth. 

Evelyn Underhill, in her 19 10 classic, M~sticism, l4 enlarged this doctrine of the 

-- 

l4 Underhill, Mysticism p. 169 



"the ways" by adding a prelude she temed "awakening," thereby creating a fourfold 

developmental scheme of awakening, purgation, illumination and union. What concerns 

me about this scheme is that, as 1 reflea on my experience and as 1 read the works of the 

great Christian mystics, I find it less than accurate to place the experience of illumination 

immediately following purgation. If1 &te the four stages on a sheet of paper, what I find 

is that I need to leave a space between the terms purgation and illumination, in the 

following way. 

Awakening 
Purgation 

Illumination 
Union 

There is a space lefi, because illumination does not seem to always come so 

readily. This is particularly clear if we overlay ont0 this scheme the christological 

categories of Jesus' Passion and Resurrection. What we find is that "awakening" has its 

echo in Jesus' realization that he must go up to Jenisalem. As he cornes d o m  from the 

experience of the Transfiguration, Luke tells us that he tumed his face toward ~erusalem.~~ 

In that moment Jesus knew that his ministry in Galilee was over and that it was tirne to go 

fornard to Jerusalem. "Purgation" for Jesus will come later in the shadows of 

Gethsemane, in the nakedness as he stands in the Praetorium, in the agony on the Via 

Dolorosa and in his dying on Golgotha. "IIiumination" however, will not follow 

immediately after the cross. What follows is the tomb. There is tomb the, '  the silence of a 

'' Luke 9.51 
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divine dark, empty and haunting. In the silence all wait. Then, after three days, the stone 

roIis back, the sun blazes in, and there is "illumination." The fht giimpses occur, the first 

meetings the first appearances of resurrection that d transform fear to joy and wnfbsion 

to new relationship. "Union" finds it's pardel in Pentecost as Jesus confers the gift of the 

Holy Spirit and says, "Now 1 live in you . . . go in my name."16 There is a movhg out in 

the strength of the Holy Spirit to a new and different future. 

This progression forms the five moments of this resource. We d begin with 

"awakening" and end with "union." The middle space wiIl sirnply be called "silence." It is 

the silence into which the God of new life speaks. 



Chapter 2 

AWAKENING : The Point of Departure 

At least once in wery day of Our lives we expenence the brief transition of w a h g  

fiom sleep. An alarm sounds, a child prods for attention or an "inner dock" trips and we 

gradually become aware of an enveloping reality not previously apparent. There is a day 

which lies ahead, an inevitability pressing into consciousness. Sometimes it is met by a 

reluctance to let go of a former state of restfùhess. We may choose to roll over and seek 

the nurture of sleep once again, but waking, we know, will corne. Gradudy eyes pry 

open, limbs begin to move and we enter the new reality of the new day. 

Evelyn Underhill speaks of spintual growth as a process which begins with 

"awakening."' It is a penod in which we become aware of a significant reality in Our lives 

not previously apparent. Through subtle cues and rounded promptings a new reality prods 

for attention and recognition. The self is awakened to the presente of a n5w tnith, 

challenging, disruptive and calling us into a new consciousness. 

l Underhill, Mvstiasm p. 169 
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In this chapter we will explore the process by which one awakens to midlife. We 

wiil consider the aies which can alert us to the onset of this new Me-stage. We wiii 

explore the adjustments and choices which are required. We will end with the beg-g of 

the jomey, as the decision is made to pursue the invitation of midlife. 

One Man's Story 

1 saw that he (pilgrim) Iooked this way and that way, as if he would run; yet he 

stood still, because, as 1 perceived, he couid not tell which way to 

In the middle of life 1 came to myself in a dark wood . . . where the straight way 

was 1ost3 

In late 1990 1 was 37 years oid and by al1 extemal measures had every reason to 

feei content, fulfilled and meaningfully engaged. My marriage of twelve years was solid 

with a loveiy and loving d e .  Together we shared the grace of two delighffil young sons, 

dong with two dogs, two cars and two vocations in which we both thrived. M y  Mnistry 

appeared effective and successful within the communi~ of faith. 1 was serving in a large 

multi-staffed parish where there was enough creativity and resources to inngorate any 

- 

Paul Bunyan, Pilarims Promess (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker House, 1978) p. 9 

Dante, Inferno 
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priest and enough affirmation to minimize any insecurity. 1 had been caiied into a number 

of responsibilities in the wider church. Everything was good and werything should have 

been great. However, in my private thoughts I was increasingly troubled by a gnawing 

combination of diaise discontent and loss of energy for ministry. 1 had been serving in 

that parish for four years. Perhaps 1 was burned-out and/or growing d e .  At times 1 

found it difficult to write sermons. At times I was hesitant to visit parishioners. 1 became 

uncharacteristically disinterested in attending parish gatherings. 1 was often iil prepared for 

cornmittee meetings. Moa Sunday momings it seemed as 1 would drag myseifout of bed. 

Everything in ministry was becoming an effort that betrayed a former purposefùlness and 

contentment. 1 was coasting dong in a halfhearted manner and trying not to think about 

the troubling distress that seemed to have appeared fiom nowhere. What foUows is an 

excerpt drawn 60m my journal wntten at this time. 

What is difficult to write and difficult to acknowledge is that 1 have never felt so 

spiritually empty as 1 now do; never felt so awkward about prayer; so reticent at 

times about rninistry, about worship, about just about everythuig. Only those who 

know me well can perhaps detect the inner malaise through the veneer of my 

pastoral role. It is awful to admit but ministry feels at times no more than a craflI 

have leamed. It is not so bad al1 the time, but there are tirnes when gnawed by this 

imer sense of spiritual ernptiness 1 just want to m. Running, of course, 1 could 

never do, but 1 do spend an inordinate amount of time at home these days, Ming 

out 1 suppose, punering around, perhaps at some deeper level hoping these blues 



wili ali mon go away. 

Though it was too early to recognize the first contractions of a larger Me process 

taking hold, my desire to be home was perhaps the first solid indication of a deeper need 

to corne home to myseifin a new way. I was embarking on an era that would cal1 for a 

degree of withdrawal fiom ministry and a tuniing inward toward numiring a neglected 

self The cues would continue to recur in various guises undl 1 was able to recognize and 

acknowledge the threshold of a new stage of life. 

In the initial months, even years, my sense of restiessness and discontent 

fluctuated. Most days were as usual. It was never al1 darkness. There were tirnes of 

genuine heartfelt love of God and ministry, times of great enjoyment of He, times of just 

canying on faitffilly with an overcrowded schedule. However, there was a new searing 

reality of inner disquiet which would suddedy intempt as if 1 had been unplugged. At 

some deep level my sense of confidence and certitude would fade, my passion for ministry 

would vanish. 1 could still go skihg at the drop of a hat. In fact, 1 would do anythuig that 

oEered a way of diversion. 

A word which perhaps best descnbes the overall mood 1 was expenencing is 

restlessness. 1 was aware of an anxious restiessness, pressurized by a wging tide of 

discontentment. At times 1 felt trapped, hemmed in by walls of endless comrnitments and 

duties, contained from within by proper roles and clencal definition. 1 felt shame at times 
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with the affluence and security of our lives; disturbed by how we had become so caught up 

into a lifestyle embmassingly typical and unchallenged. 1 felt an urging to somehow break 

out and do something ftesh and dramatic orbe somewhere less predictable. In other 

words, a whole constellation of feelings, felt at various degrees, at various tirnes, added up 

to a growing awareness that all was not well. The established fabric of my Me was 

somehow being undone by forces 1 did not understand nor seemed able to control. 

I will aiways remember a nark moment in the Fali of 1990 standing at the dtar of 

my former parish on a Sunday moming. Gazing over the congregation bent in prayer 1 felt 

absolutely flat, spiritually numb and almost p d e d  at the sight of what we were al1 doing. 

1 remember thinking how tame we al1 looked, regimented and controUed in a devotional 

hush; a motionless scene of quiet faith. My eyes carried down over the congregation and 

then fixed on another scene beyond the open doors. Outside the church 1 could see trees 

moving in a wind, their branches bending wildly in the sunlight, flashing hues of green in 

the light and shadow. It was glorious and compelling. The world outside was dive in utter 

contrast to the paultry scene inside. 1 felt drawn, beckoned by the expressive motion of 

this natural world, dancing in the sunlight. 1 had this fantasy ofjust running out; not to 

lead others into the world I was seeing, not to intempt their prayerfid integrity, but to 

grasp at some level of honesty with myself. 1 felt choked by the politics of liturgical 

revision, drowned b y "important" issues, cutting-edge theologies and the latest package 

from the National Office. Somehow 1 needed to peel away the categories of task that had 

corne to occupy and aimost possess my life, and meet again the energy and force at the 
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core of my being. The only hint of the way ahead was being shown in the scenc outside 

the church. 

Sir Laurens Van der Poa suggests in one of his books that we are a drearn being 

dreamt by God. In such tenns one could Say that the object of life is to discover what this 

dream is that God has for each of us and then by the grace of God, to make it real. Midlife 

is about discovering the dream again and moddjmg our course to align with the cd1 of 

God on our lives. It can be a painful adjustment as much as it may be characterired by a 

new passionate energy launching us ahead. 

We clergy, of al1 people, should understand and appreciate this process. Human 

transformation is at the hart  of the gospel. Life is a matter of ongoing conversion. 

Herbert O'Dnscoll says, 'we are never so much human beings as human becomings; never 

so much full grown or complete as oscillating between periods of certainty and periods of 

upheaval and chaos driving us toward growth and dynamic change.' Midlife, as disruptive 

as it may be, can be seen as arising out of the prompting love of a God who will not leave 

us alone; calling us into fullness of Me. 

As encouraging as this may sound, 1 recali not being very aware of a d ' s  

involvement in this process at dl. In fact, it was quite the opposite. God had become 

distant and inaccessible. The most disturbing awareness and source of recurrent concem 

through this time was the sense of having Ioa touch with my centre. 1 felt as one of T.S. 



Eliot's "hollow men." 

We are the hollow men 

We are the stuffed men 

Leaning together 

Headpiece fiiled with straw. Alas! . . . 

As wind in dry grass 

In Our dry cellar.' 

It may be that people looked to me as a source of spintual strength and guidance. 

What no one knew, and I was determined to hide, was that beneath the veneer of 

confidence and apparent spirituality was a man whose spiritual life felt in ruins. My prayer 

Iife was almost nonexistent. When 1 did pray, it was a kind of functional prayer; prayer for 

suMval in ministry, prayer to get through tough occasions. Whereas 1 had once felt very 

aware of God's presence, 1 now felt as if 1 were firing my prayers into a dark void. 1 

conciuded that the cause of rny spiritual wasteland was the predictable outcome of too 

many years of spûitual neglect and self-reliance. It was tme that 1 had sacrificed my 

relationship with God in a fiuny of self-jusmg activity. But it was also tnie that when 1 

took the time for prayer and carehl reflection, none of the old handles seemed to give the 

access once so trea~u~ed. A distance had forrned in my relationship with God and it was 

' T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909 - 1962 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 
Inc. 1963) "East Coker" pg 186-187 



not clear how to bridge the yawning breach. 

As rny spintual Me diminished so did mj sen se of worthhess for ministry. 1 recall 

sitting in Diocesan meetings knowing that the decisions we were making affiected the 

whole life of the church and feeling it absurd that 1 should be there. 1 felt like a charlatan, 

straining to perpetuate a spiritual persona that was no longer a tme reflection of the 

person inside. 1 suspect my contributions were meaningfùl in those meetings but my sense 

of unauthenticity was deeply troubling. You begin to wonder how long you c m  live the 

lie, or how long it is going to take before people are on to you. At some minimal level ail 

of us know that ministry is a blending of skills and years of expenence which evolves a 

leamed competence. On days when, for any number of reasons, we are not feeling up to it, 

we can still raise the flag and put on a good showing. Anxiety however, began to arise as 1 

increasingly felt that my rninistry was becoming little more than mustenng a learned 

competence and the presenting of a well honed image. 

At some point in the early stage 1 became convinced that my ministry in that parish 

was drawing to a close and that it was time to move ont0 a new situation. Of course, I had 

done enough personal work to recognize the dynamics of avoidance and my impulsive 

seeking for extemal solutions to resolve inner confiicts. The fact was, when 1 faced myself, 

1 felt no real interest at all about movhg into another parish and beginning al1 over again. 

Rather, what 1 really wanted was an interval away from parish ministry. I wished for some 

time apart for senous reflection, reappraisal and renewal. The only reason for wanting to 
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leave that parish was that 1 was beginning to feel that 1 was becoming a nsk to myself and 

the minisüy 1 had developed. 1 needed to get down out of the spotlight for a while and be 

aione. But 1 also felt there was reaily no place to go or any way out, where my ministry 

would not be jeopardized. 

1 suppose there were lots of people 1 could have spoken to; dear fiiends and wise 

mentors who 1 am sure would have been willing to offer their support and loving 

guidance. But 1 felt so unsure of myselfand unsure of how even these tnisted niends 

might react to my story. The predominant feehg was one of shame; shame for becoming 

what 1 had said 1 wodd never become, a clenc who af&er many years of ministry had 

successfully leamed the church but in the process had somehow lost the essence. 

Throughout this tirne my wife was remarkably patient with me even as 1 canied my 

discontentment home; complaining, fussing about things, compulsively tidying up, 

changing the things 1 could change. 1 h o w  1 becarne more critical of her. She would 

probably Say 1 became more impatient, and at times, diflicult to live with. 1 was distant 

fiom her and aware of lingering looks to other women that were increasingly less discrete. 

Through it al1 1 have to credit my wife with immense patience and care. She tolerated my 

disquiet and restlessness. She listened to my confusion and had the wisdom to recognize 

that my distress was more cornplex than could be solved by easy solutions, and did not try 

to offer any. 



IO 

Perhaps the most invasive dynarnic was the need to escape miMe even before 1 

recognized that the root of my struggie was the midlife transition. In the Spring of 199 1, 

at 38,I fastened on a grand plan to rebuild our kitchen. At the time it seemed a worthy 

project. I had never done anything like it before. It c&d with it ail of the necessary 

qualities of significant challenge, increasing the value of the house, improving our lives and 

providing the satisfaction of tangible accomplishment. In the parish 1 had already more 

than enough responsibilities to attend to, let alone a doctoral thesis to complete, but 

casting all aside 1 plunged in. Not until five months later with the job nearing completion 

did 1 have pause enough to reflect on why 1 had done this. Only then did I recognize the 

diversion this renovation had provided fiom my inner humoil. In a deep sense 1 had been 

extemally enacting what 1 was powerless to accomplish within myself. The remodelling 1 

so desperately needed was an imer renovation. Not until that moment did 1 realize the 

depth of confusion nor the force of the issues at work in life. Whatever midlife rnight be, 1 

had corne to it and it was tirne to corne to terms with this new reaiity. In the language of 

Underhill, I was awake. A conscious decision had to be made to engage this new era of 

Me and shape a plan of self-are. 

In this refiection 1 am not suggesting that this expenence of mine is to serve as 

some mode1 for others to meanire by. It is one man's story. What 1 hope to convey is the 

experience of surprise at being visited by intangible confusion in the middle of Me, 

precipitated, as far as 1 could see, by nothing in particdix, but stimng up a broad 

spectrum of feelings. In retrospect 1 cm identify three phases to this stage of awakening. 



First, there was a period in which 1 felt as if the ground of my life was being broken up. 

One would like to think that the purpose might then be so that a 'new seeding' might take 

place, but there was no sense of any future resolution, jua an awareness of imrnediate 

dislocation. The second phase began as 1 came to recognize and acknowledge mime as a 

present, unavoidable dynamic of my Me which needed care and attention. Finaliy, there 

was the action of cornmencing an intentional effort to engage my rnidlife issues. W e  1 

can say the first phase was disruptive and at times painft1Iy confusing, it was the second 

phase of coming to acknowledge and accept midlife which proved to be the most difncult 

and the most crucial phase. 

At The Threshold 

The real crisis is not the turbulence, the depression, the mime "crazies," as 

important as these outer signs of it may be. The cnsis is: Wfl I move on? Will 1 

leave behind the first half of my life, which then demands a whole new myth and 

aory for me to live out of, a whole new meaning and way of being? Or wiil I 

continue with no exit to live out of my lost youth, Iike Sisyphus, over and over 

again? Will 1 follow the legions who may be short-circuithg crisis by hding a 

sports car and a new young d e  and starting the first halfof üfe al over again, 

different but the same? Wd 1 go on choosing new and different outer-onented 

projects, keeping up with the Joneses, robbing myself al1 the potential of a second 



journey and a more clearly Unmanent and transcendent aory?' 

Erik Erikson, student of Freud and one of the most influentid thinkers on the 

human Iife cycle, identified an eight-stage schema to describe the process of human 

psychosocial development. Each stage is said to have its own unique tasks and goals 

which when achieved bestow a degree of wholeness. As one progresses through life' he 

said, the wholeness of a present stage calcifies into immaturity if one does not move ahead 

in their development. We corne to "moments of decision" where demands from within 

summon us to move into the new stage of Me. The angst of mime  is that we are 

negotiating the choice between stagnation and what Erikson cailed generativity. Midlife 

invites a shift from concem for oneself, for one's performance, one's achievement, one's 

success, to concem for the next generation. It is the shift to move beyond concem for 

oneself to concern for others. What is important to the discussion at this point, is that 

midlife is characterized by a decision. One faces a choice to either rernain locked into a 

particular way of viewing life or to move ahead and embark on the next stage of the life 

cycle. Christian irnmaturity, as defined by Anne Brennan and Janice Brewi, is "the refusai 

to grow, or the inability to cope with an open and undetemiined future, in effect to reject 

life as a proce~s."~ What is called for at rnidlife is to acknowledge an important era of 

development and honour it with intentional self-care. Peter O'Connor puts it this way. 

If one accepts the view that the crisis, adequately worked through, c m  lead to 

' Brewi and Brennan, Midlife p. 29 

Brewi and Brennan, Midlife p. 14 
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growth and a deepening of seKunderstanding, then an interesting co~ect ion 

presents itself; a connection which points toward the possibility of the midlife crisis 

being the necessary preliminary to psychologicai growth and maturation, without 

which stagnation is the inevitable consequence.' 

What many clergy are often up against is that the parochial setting is not reaüy 

designed to encourage clergy self-care. Lf anything, the parish is more UeIy to reinforce a 

pathology of busyness and disregard for self The busy pnea with abounding energy is 

often lauded as the champion mode1 of miniary. Donald Hands and Wayne Fehr in, 

Spiritual Wholeness For Clersy, wam how an adonng public, affirming Our energetic 

behaviours, can have the effect of an anaesthetic on clergy8 A man can grow numb to his 

own pain and charge on in the good work of the Lord. Consequently, many men in 

ministry live an overextended Iife style, sacrificing on the aitar of rninistry, our 

fundamental relationships with self, God and family. When the issues of midlife arise and 

call for attention, many of us may feel it impossible to attend to our own confusion. 1 

remember feeling caught in the bind of many cornmitments; either there was too much to 

do, or too much at stake, or roles and responsibilities 1 had accepted on which many 

people were depending. There seemed to be a thousand good reasons that fùnctioned to 

corral any wandering impulses back into the fold of familiar patterns. We are called, 

however, to be good stewards of the life we have been given to live. We are cded to 

' O'Connor, Understanding the Midlife Crisis p. 20 

Hands and Fehr, Soirihial Wholeness for Clerey p. 67 
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honour the process of ongoing conversion. At mime it is our tum again to humble and 

offer ourselves afresh to the creative activity of G d .  

In the prophetic imagery of Jeremiah, MdWe Uivites a r e m  to the potter's shed. 

In the potter's shed each pot is shaped and reshaped into a series of transformations. 

Midlife is about subrnitting once again to the Potter. No one casting of life is meant to last 

forever. Deep within there is the knowing that the form we are, must change. MidiSe is 

about allowing ourselves to be brought back into God's creative purpose. It may feel more 

like a period of lonely emptiness, but it is full of God, and God's hands rest on our ïives. 

In the lyrics of the Shaker folk song, we once again are made to tum and tum until we 

corne round nght. In the tuming of midlife we become malleable again in the hands of 

God. 

The Ca11 To Wildemess 

Throughout the life cycle the human person is engaged in both discovenng and 

unfolding the genuine self. Psychology would cd it the process of interiorkation, 

or integration, or individuation, or growing in self-autonomy, or becorning self- 

actualized. Theology sees it as becoming the person God calls one to be~orne.~ 

Brewi and Breman, Midlife p. 2 1 
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The greatest gift we can give God and others is the gift of our genuine selves." 

1 have often thought about the moment in our Lord's life when the decision was 

made to leave the carpenter shop in Nazareth and move out towards the Jordan where 

John was baptizing. It was a five or six-day joumey d o m  fiom the hiils of Galilee to the 

foot of the river d e y  near Jencho. The voice of John had reached al1 the way to 

Nazareth and kindled sornething deep inside. Pnor to his hearing the news about John, one 

wonders what Jesus had been feeling about his life. One wonders what restlessness there 

rnay have been that found resolution in the voice from the wildemess. Perhaps there was 

just a knowing that he mua go. Perhaps it was like an awakening, an awareness of an 

urging cal1 arising from w i t h  to go out to the wilderness. 

It is interesting that when the gospel writers record this period and associate 

John's rninistry with the prophecy of Isaiah, they in fact misquote the Isaiah text. In the 

New Testament the Isaiah text appears, "A voice cries in the wildemess, 'Prepare the way 

of the Lord."'" However, the text, as it appears in the Hebrew scnptures, reads, "A voice 

cries, 'Prepare in the wilderness the way of the Lord."' The wildemess is understood as 

the place where the way for the Lord is prepared. One wonders why the meaning was 

altered in the writings of the New Testament. The reason given is that early Christianity 

was predominantly an urban movement. It adapted the Isaiah text to align corredy with 

'O Brewi and Brennan, Midlife p. 20 

" Matthew3.3 
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Jesus' mission to the world. Christians had been commandai to, "go into all the world and 

preach the good news to aiI creation,"12 not go into the wilderness. Nwertheless, ifwe can 

presume, as the scriptures Say, that an ear1y connedon was made between John's minis tq  

by the Jordan and the prophecy of Isaiah, then John's preaching would have been heard as 

a cal1 to the wildemess. In t m h  John's ministry occurred in the wildemess and the 

formative experience leading up to Jesus' Galilean ministry dso ocamed in the 

wildemess. The wildemess was a place Jesus was driven into. He was driven hto a t h e  of 

preparation and formation, of wrestiing and stmgghg with the shape of the divine c d  on 

his Ise. In tirne, Jesus moved up from the wildemess, returning to the synagogue at 

Nazareth and began to proclaim the Kingdom of God. In the chnstological account, God's 

future clearly arose fiom the wilderness as the prophecy of Isaiah had said. Perhaps the 

man, who feels at midlife that his Me has becorne a wilderness, would find solace and 

insight in the tradition of wildemess experiences of other men in the biblical story and 

through history. At midlife we are driven into the wildemess, where we go to prepare the 

new way of God in our Iives and ministries 

A final installrnent to my own story. 

Sometime in the auhimn of 199 1, while sharing a meal with a close fiiend and 

some very honest conversation, it became clear to each of us that we were expenencing 

many similar feelings of restlessness and confusion around our vocations and a general 

I2 Mark 16.15 



discontentment with We. 1 had done some reading about rnidlife and fiom that meal we 

decided to fonn a 'men's group' inviting together a number of other fnends to participate 

in a conversation e x p l o ~ g  midlife issues. 

Our group met weekly, each of us taking tums initialiy to teii our life stones, 

mapping them out on large sheets of paper. It was a very rnoving experience ifonly 

because of the refieshing depth of honesty and caring which evolved. There was aimost an 

excitement to tell each other Our stories; no longer jua the "Hey' I'm OK stuff' but to 

express Our regrets and fnistrations, Our disappointments and fears. What we discovered 

was that we were not alone; that though the circumstances for each person were different, 

many of the themes with which we struggied were the same. 

The following Spnng, we learned of a Men's Weekend planned for a retreat centre 

in the mountains west of Calgary. We decided to attend. Wary of nunoured sweat Iodges 

and drumming sessions we made Our way out to the conference early one Saturday 

moming. It was a brisk sumy day with snow on the peaks and a cool wind gusting d o m  

periodicdly obscuring the Sun as they raced by. 

When we got to the Conference it had aireadj r begun and we were divid 

the mountain comdor. High above us small clouds were lifting off the mountains and 

ed into 

number of srnaller groups who were to go off for discussion and sharing. As there was no 

room left for my group in the main building, we were assigned a large canvas teepee in the 



forest. 1 had never been in a teepee before but was immediately stmck by the way the 

canvas had become translucent in the sunlight. On its w d s  fiom the inside one couid 

become mesmerized by the images of branches moving in the wind outside. Their 

movement declared a world beyond the protective wails that was wondemilly alive and 

beckoning. Once again, as years before at the aitar of Christ Church, 1 was captivated by 

an image of vibrant life seen moving beyond the w d s  of a human structure. The branches 

would play and then as clouds came overhead, the walls of the teepee would become 

opaque, solid and symboiic of the constrictions and limitations of We. Sitting on the inside 

1 felt as if 1 was penodically being s h o w  a world outside, a world 1 needed to enter. 1 

shared my insight with the group and together we watched for a moment. Then, as though 

prompted by Our observations, a sudden gua of wind whipped through the fores and 

sucked open the fur flap from the entrance of the teepee. We laughed with surprise, but 

the occurrence spoke of a way that was now open. One of the men said, "Well, there you 

are Richard, go." 

It was only a number of days later that an unexpected caîi came fiom the distant 

College of St. George in Jerusdem. It was an invitation to serve as the Director of their 

Desen Program. In very literal terms it was a sudden cal1 to the wildemess, and 1 leapt at 

the chance. Within five days 1 was on a flight to Tel Aviv and soon crossing the Egyptian 

border by jeep to enter the Sinai. Before leavhg, people asked me if1 would really accept 

the offer to go to the Middle East. The decision seemed easy. Apart fiorn anythmg else 1 

was being given to do on behalf of the Coliege, 1 was being given by God an oppominity 
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to waik around the meanings of rny Life in the very wildemess where so rnany, throughout 

Biblical history, had gone before and done the same. It was a staggering opportunity and, 

as I found, a majestic experience. 

What 1 was privileged to discover was that the desert provides both a unique 

language for penetrating midlife expenence and an expenential framework, aibeit 

metaphoncal, for illuminating many complex feelings. Somehow, powerfbiiy, the desert 

tradition renders rnidlife more accessible and less threatening. It is the hope that, in sharing 

this persona1 journey, others may find help in locating their own experience. 

Where we begin our joumey is in the city of origins, Jenisalem, and with the f ist  

rays of an awakening to a long journey which lies ahead. 

In this chapter I have spoken about my story. 1 have used a vocabulary to identiQ many 

feelings. Below are listed a number of words. What 1 suggest, is that you take a moment 

to consider if any of these words connect with your life at this tirne. 

imer turmoil loss of energy 

self doubt feeling caught, imprisoned 

confiision fantasies about making dramatic changes in life 

discontentment spirituai emptiness 

loneliness diminished desire for things of faith, church, God 

restlessness 

If you score high on the lia, you may already be on your way into the desert experience 

of midlife. Joumey on. 



Chapter 3 

AWAKENING : The Journey Begins 

1 wiil woo her and lead her to the desert and speak to her tenderly.' 

How easily we might waik onward hto the opening landscape, absorbed by new 

pictures and thoughts fast succeedhg each other, untii by degrees the recollection 

of home was crowded out of rnind, al1 memory obiiterated by the tyranny of the 

present, and we were led in triumph by nature . . . such enchantments are 

medicinal, they sober and hed us.' 

Sinai rests quietly and for most, unnoticed, a thrrty thousand square mile triangle 

of van silence wedged between Asia and Afnca. It is a bibiical landscape both in 

proportion and historical events, a fierce and mysterious geography which carries a force 

that defies description. My hope has been to capture and convey this desert to the reader, 

but I cm only concede that this desert has captured me. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Basic Selections fiom Emerson (New York: New Arnerican 
Library, 1954) p. 1 16 
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In May of 1992 1 made my fia trip into the Sinai. 1 had only just arrived in 

Jenisalem the night before, long enough to meet my companions, repack my kit and catch 

a few hours sleep before our deparhire at dam. Those few hours fonn the beginning of a 

vivid memory, charged with excitement and an innocent naivete of the immensity to 

foliow. 1 have little doubt when my journey into the desert began, but 1 am not sure it has 

truly ended or that 1 will ever fully retum. Sinai, if pursued and entered, as much as one 

may choose to pursue and enter midlife, has a way of honing penonality and shaping 

perspectives, which though difficult to identify, are important and inescapable. It is harsh 

Ica-g but a necessary terrain. 

In this chapter you will join me in the first leg of the journey. We wiil revisit some 

of the themes which arose in the author's expenence as described in the previous chapter. 

We will engage a unique desert environment as we ask what are the feelings, issues, 

dynamics and choices which present themselves at the outset of middle adulthood. The 

reader is encouraged to make notes in the margins as thoughts are triggered or to pause 

with words or phrases that hold true. It is best to take tirne with any feelings which arise. 

It is my hope that this text will serve not just as a text to be read but as a means for 

reading an imer account. 



The Way In 

The voyager into the desert leaves the known, secure roads and is led into the 

wilderness - a land of dienation? 

Whenever one speaks about going into the desert, they always speak about going 

in; a person enters znto the desert. This is tme of scriptural expenence. According to 

biblicai geography someone may go up to Jenisalem (Matthew 20.1 8), or down to Jencho 

(Luke 1 O.30), or out to the Coast (Acts 9-30)> but when someone goes into the desert they 

go in. Elijah fled from Jezebel and went imo the desert. (1 Kings 19.5) Mark the 

Evangelist wrote of Jesus being driven into the desert. (Mark 1.12) What we understand is 

that the desert is not so much a surface which one encounters but something grander, a 

landscape which envelops and acts upon us. 

The desert has always been understood as a landscape of transformation. In the 

fifth century thousands of Byzantine Christians sought its wilds as a place of concentrated 

confrontation. One can never simply be a touria in the wildemess. The desert is a way of 

pilgrirnage, a way of joumeying, a way of transformation. Dr. Eliezer Witzium of the 

Beersheva Mental Heaith Centre in the Negev Desert, Israei, makes an interesting 

distinction between tounsts and pilgrims. He says that, "a tourist moves fiom the centre of 

his existence - his home - to the periphery, in order to be on vacation. Whereas a piigrim, 

Welch, Spirihial Pilerirns p. 142 



moves fiom the penphery to the centre of his world." At mime we seek to h o w  the 

centre once again. Reiigious historian, Mircea Eliade, describes that centre as, "the place 

where the axis mundi, the central a i s  of meaning, penetrates the earthly ~phere."~ Midlife 

is about grounding our meaning again. It is an earthy quest in which the tourist becomes a 

pilgrim and the travelier a mystic. The invitation is to  become mystics on an introverted 

joumey of self-discovery and reappraisal. It represents a movement fiom landscape to 

inscape. 

What I can hunch is that everyone who goes into this wilderness already occupies 

a wilderness. Some of us go into this desert from a parish that has become a desert. Some 

of us go into this desert frorn a mamage that has become a desert. Some of us go into this 

desert at a juncture in our life that feels like a desert, where we wander an emptiness 

between a past that is fading and a future that is not yet clear, where there are five times as 

many questions as there are answers, where we strike out for things that seem clear but 

then shimmer, fade and leave us longing for the certainty of the land we once occupied. 

Midlife at times is tem%ng, foreign and troubling, but the way forward is to go further in. 

* Rebecca Lee, "The Jerusalem Syndrome" The Economist, May 1995 



The reader may wish to pause for a moment and consider ifthe desert is a fitting metaphor 

for M e  at this tirne. 

Does one feel that a new 'landscape' in the geography of one's evolving journey is 

being entered . . . a land unknown and wild? 

Does life feel dned out, at times aimless? 

It wili be good to take tirne to jot a few notes in answer. You may wish to use the 

language and imagery of the desert. How is your experience like a wildemess? 

The Long Journey In 

1 could no longer surrender to the tyranny of diversion.' 

It is five o'clock in the moming and the Judean Sun is already hovering over the 

distant hills of Jordan rnagnified by a haze lifting out of the city. The cool of a Jenisalem 

Nght still iingers but is pierced by the solar fire that wams of the heat to corne. There is a 

long joumey ahead. It will be a five-hour drive south through the Negev to Eilat and then 

a complex and tedious border crossing as we bake in the sun only a few metres fiom the 

teasing waters of the Gulf of Aqaba. Once on the other side there wiii yet be another two 

hours in our jeeps to Our first camp, hopefbiiy before nightfatl. You can never just 

David Runcom, A Centre of Ouiet (Ibos: InterVarsity, 1990) p. 3 1 



suddenly be in the Sinai. It is aiways a long jomey in. 

Sometime in recent decades, men in Western culture began a long journey in 

search of a new understanding of what it means to be a man in the world of our tirne. 

Perhaps prompted by the awakening of women in the 1960's to the crisis in their own 

gender, men have been increasingly expressive of dissatisfaction with the roles they have 

been given by society and anxious to enlarge their self-definiti~n.~ This restlessness in men 

has spawned a movement which ranges fiom a neo-tribalism to the commitments of 

Promise Keepers. At one level the various forms of the movement are expressive of a 

yeaming in men to form a new definition of themselves, but the cornmunality of men's 

gatherings, as they capture increasing interest, speaks of another yeaming in men to 

address the dienation in their lives. 

One wonders if the swell of baby-boomers striking midlife is one of the dynamics 

driving the energy of the men's movement. Midlife is a stage of life full of questions and 

questings, of the need to examine life and evaluate one's roles. John Roschen, writing 

about baby-boomers at midlife posits that they will make the moa of midlife; they will 

meet it with gusto and make of it something more expansive, as they have of werything 

they have ever done throughout their W m e . '  

Keen, Fire In The Bellv p. 6 

' Roschen, Babv Boomers Face Midlife p. 17 
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At midlife a man in ministry faces both his hner need to reconsider and refocus his 

life as weil as the disillusionment with masculine identity. Sam Keen, one of the fathers of 

the men's movement, has written, 

A new kind of man is being forged in the cmcible of the chaos of our t h e .  Men 

who are wiliing to undertake a spirihiai joumey beginning with the disillusionhg 

awareness that what we have agreed to cal1 "normal" is a facade wvering a great 

deal of alienation (will eventually discover) beyond the v d e y  of shadow a new 

vision of rnanh~od.~ 

In the last chapter 1 identified some of the themes which characterized my long 

joumey into the landscape of my midlife experience. I spoke of a process of awakening to 

the issues and that a new landscape of life was being entered. In considenng the process of 

awakening I could identiQ three phases. There was, first, an initial stage of inner 

dislocation, of periodic discontent, loss of motivation and withdrawal from life. Then, 

gradually, more as a consequence of time and intensity, I came to recognize and 

acknowledge midlife as a present dynarnic in my life needing care and attention. A third 

phase involved the more direct decision to accept the chaos of midlife as a necessary 

terrain and willingly engage my midlife aory. 

In, Chaos or Creatiori, Patrick Carroll and Katherine Dyckman, describe a 

constellation of themes which are characteristic of this early stage. They discovered that 

Keen, Fire In The Belly p. 7 
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the work of midlife fkst imposes itself with feeiings of general disiilusionment, raistance 

to stereotypical roles, an inner sense of failure, feelings of anxiety, gudt and loneiiness, 

feelings of burn out or breakdown, feelings that life is slipping away and the need to 'do it 

now or never', feelings of discomectedness, especidy from God, depression, ofien a 

desire for a change ofjob or location, a stronger interest in reviewing one's past and an 

interest in solitude as one moves toward inten~rity.~ Though none of these feelings are 

particularly unique to midlife, there is nonetheless a convergence at midlife which gives 

rise to the turrnoil of this life stage. There is a long joumey that is taken into the eventual 

awareness that the ground of life has shifted. Like great tectonic plates rno- quietly, 

umoticed in the depths of our being, we are eventually shaken into the recognition of a 

new imer reaiïty needing attention and care. 

Wilderness Wisdom 

The desert ruthlessly exposes us to what is essential to Me and survival. It is a hard 

teacher. These are lessons of life and death. There is no margin for error, no 

respect for reputation or human strength.1° 

Nothulg can ever prepare you for the desert, j u s  as there is nothing can really 

Carroll and Dyckrnan, Chaos or Creation p. 25-26 

'O Runwrn, A Centre of Ouiet p. 72 



prepare one for the unique work of midlife. We venture into new temtory, unknown, 

demanding, risky. For some, even though the anticipation of the joumey can engender a 

degree of excitement, it cm also generate anxiety and apprehension. One must face 

wildemess and al1 which that means. One leaves the city behind, its protections, its order, 

its safety and secunty. We leave behind the environment of our own making, just as a man 

in midlife must step beyond the protecûve layers that has corne to both preserve but also 

limit his existence. What is the city we leave? The 'city' is the conglomerate of roles, 

obligations, belittling interactions and assumed responsibilities which act to protect us 

from a larger integration of our whole person. The 'city' is the network of masks we hide 

behind and duties to other people that become Our shelter and justification in a flurry of 

activity." Men build cities because we need environments to protect us from the margins 

of the wildemess, its unpredictability and risk. We need cities because they are 

environments which we can control. The cities a man builds are both an extemal an 

internai redity. It is why the wilderness of midlife can be so distressing for men. Midlife is 

a fearsome expenence precisely because it is unknown, unpredictable and difficult to 

hamess. 

One of the fundamental niles of the wilderness is that you never go alone. It is true 

also for midlife. It can never be a solo journey. Ail of us know of people who have walked 

the wilds of their midlife expenence and done craq  things. The news of sudden actions 

cornes as a surprise to fiends who perhaps never knew how troubled their fnend was. One 

" Becker, The Denial of Death p. 80 
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suddedy realires how alone the man must have felt; he was 'out there,' anguished, alone, 

struggling and desperately looking for a way out; alcoholism, dmg abuse, sudden 

depamires from wife or family or job or suicide.I2 Shocked and punled, one wonders, "If 

oniy there had been others to help? If only he had sought others to talk to, to help him?" 

There must dways be others for the journey of midlife. 

The best choice is to go with someone who has been the way before. Men in 

ministry at rnidlife need mentors, expenenced guides. Part of acknowledging that "the 

times are out of joint"13 is recognizing the need to h d  a cornpanion for the journey. 

Nietzsche's opinion was that men are only capable of fiiendship when they are at the same 

time competing and striving against each other." The McGill Report on Mde Intimacy 

concluded that, "men's fiiendships tend to revolve around particular tasks . . . 'a work 

fiiend,' 'a golf fnend, "'and because men relate competitively, they have a ditticult tirne 

disclosing themselves emotionally or vulnerably." Even men in rninistry, who deal in the 

categories of pastoral intimacy, disclosure and counsel, can yet be alienated fiom their 

personal centre and unwilling to disclose their imer stniggles to others. Shame and guilt 

and interiorized expectations of the pnestly persona can act to prevent men in ministry 

l2 Hands and Fehr, S~iritual Wholeness For Clergy p. 28 

'' S hakespear, Kin8 Lear 

l4 See Vincent Kavaloski, "Men and the Dream of Brotherhood," in Robert A. Lewis, 
ed., Men in Difficult Times p. 204-209 

lS Michael McGiii, The McGiIl R e ~ o n  on Male Intimacy (NewYork: Holt, Reinhart and 
W ' i o n ,  1985) p. 34 



nom seeking the others that are necessary cornpanions for the mime journey. Donald 

Hands and Wayne Fehr stress that, 

. . . what is crucial is that clergy have someone with whom they can speak candidly 

about their own spiritual condition and needs. To be emotionally isolated and 

utterly private makes it all too easy to stay a stranger to one's actuai aate. l6 

If  a man is willing to risk, by increments, the temtory of male fnendship and 

interdependence in the search for meaning at midlife, then he will dso find that he is more 

willing to risk the joumey further 'in.' This is tme of the desen excursion and it is true for 

midlife. With others we are prepared to go deeper. 

The second rule of the wildemess is more practical in nature; you pack only what 

you can carry. If there is other baggage it must be ieft behind. Clergy carry a lot of 

baggage for other people, a lot of expectations, symbolic significance, multiple roies, 

ambiguous roles, self-imposed requirements. On this joumey you can oniy camy your own 

baggage. You take what is essentiai for your s u ~ v a i  and it can only be what is essentially 

you. 1 well remember a young woman on one of our desert excursions who was wrestling 

with the decision of what to take into the desen. She had ail sons of ideas of things to do 

and things to take dong. In the end, she said, she decided to just take herself. In the desert 

we live with the essence of who we are. We lie on it and roll up it up and face it day to 

day. Jesus instmcted his disciples to take nothing for the journey. (Luke 9.3) Jesus leamed 

l6 Hmds and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness For Clerm p. 59 
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the wisdom of the desert ftom John and discovered its lesson in his own expexience. "Take 

nothing" is an invitation beyond the distancing that the stmcturing of iife mates. It is the 

invitation to live nearer the essence of who we are. 

The City Behind 

We are called to leave behind what has given us meaning and defined us in order to 

go out into the dark with faith that there is more to us. At this tirne Our spirituality 

is letting go, accepting, Living through and in this new experience, painful as it is.17 

We leave by six a.m. Our vehicle winds its way around the Mount of Olives as we 

move out of Jerusalem. We travel east toward the morning sun and are soon at the edge of 

the hi11 country. From this high crest, the land quickly falls off into the rolling chdk hiiis of 

the Judean Desert. In half an hour we will descend five thousand feet to the Jordan Valley, 

the deepen place on the face of the earth. As we drop out of the hill country, we follow a 

route that for thousands of years has served as a window of escape from Jenisalem. King 

David used to sing songs about coming this way and his sense of relief at having lefi the 

city. 'You have brought me out to a quiet and spacious place.' (Psalm 18.16) There were 

times when David had to seek the spacious places, to escape into the desert; there was 

escape nom Absalom, escape fiom the pressures of public leadership, escape fkom the 

l7 Brewi and Breman, Midlife: Psvcholoejcal and Spiritu al Persoectives p. 49 



city. The Kidron Valley is like a window of escape through which one uui slip into the 

quiet of the desert. 

Al1 of us know this need. Al1 of us need some desert in our lives. Not the desert of 

tonnent that we are sometimes driven into or that invades Our 'city', our stability, but 

rather the spacious place to which we c m  retreat and re-form. Midlife c d s  us, as men in 

ministry, to leave the Holy City and all that it represents in Our Iwes; the holy things we 

do, the holy places we serve, the holy clothes we Wear, the holy things we say. For a time, 

we mu t  l ave  the city. 

AI1 along, what we have been saying is that midiXe is a time that calls for times of 

withdrawal fiom the routines of life. Feelings of constra.int and confusion at midlife, rather 

than sornething to be denied or avoided, holds the key to unlocking the second haif'of the 

adult joumey. Midlife is about a degree of selfishness and selfattention. Men in rninistry 

will remember that there were times when Jesus withdrew fiom the crowds to the quiet 

places. There were times in the moming, some times in the aiternoon and some times in 

the evening. There were also times when he took the disciples along with him too. As he 

knew his own need, he recognized their need to, "Corne away to a quiet place and rest a 

while. " (Mark 6.30-3 1) 

In practicai terms, for those in parish ministry, it may be that one decides to tell his 

lay leaders that he is not going to be o f f e ~ g  a teacbing series in the FaU or the usual 
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Quiet Day program or that someone else will be leading the Lenten series in the coming 

year. That Uistead. you are going to use those preparation hours in a different way, out of 

which may corne something in the future. Perhaps one blocks out a wide, radical penod of 

every week where you are not available, where you are away for a whole day, or a half 

day. Each of us wili draw the line differently, but drawhg the line, we must. There is 

always nsk in Ieaving 'the city,' but David had to do it, Eïjah had to do it, Jesus had to do 

it. It seems as though you either leave the shoreline of your ministry with planning and 

courage or you do it when the gasket blows and there is mess al1 around. Ifwe are to 

function in the city of our responsibilities with grace and certainty, then we have to make 

time for the desert at midlife. 

If you feel that you are experiencing rnidiife, it will be important to idente specifk 

allowances which you are prepared to grant yourselfin order to engage the issues of 

midlife. Circumstances wil1 dictate design, but clear choices and allowances are necessq  

for successfbl passage through this transition of Me. For instance, you might ask, in the 

tems of David's experience, 

What are the spacious places in my We? 

What are the windows of escape that b ~ g  me out to a quiet place? 

Who are the people that c m  be invited to join me? 

What am I prepared not to do in the city in order to give myself this tirne apart? 



Rest For The Weary 

It is one of the most frequent areas of neglect - the care for the "mong" in our 

churches . . . They are those whose strength has run out in the course of loving 

fa im1 service. And now in a desert of their own weariness, they add to their pain 

by accusing their emptiness of being fdure and weakne~s.'~ 

The day is hot and it is a long arduous drive to Eilat. Our vehicle drifts dong the 

highway gently bending through the vaileys. Perhaps it is the early hour or simply the quiet 

majesty of the desert hills, but as Our vehicle aligns with the contours of the wildemess the 

chatter of our group fades. Most people corne to this excursion very tired. Their faces are 

tense and cary the fiirrows of a kind of chronic exhaustion. Initiaily, many sleep. The 

desert is already acting upon them. 

Ministry today consists of a staggering number of roles. Donald Hands and Wayne 

Fehr have examined the roles of ministry and said that contemporary ministry faces a crisis 

of role confu~ion.'~ They note high expectations for expenise in a multitude of roles with 

little clarity over dl. We serve many masters; social activist, evangelist, spirituai director, 

cornrnunity organizer, liturpjst, educator, counseilor, preacher, pastor, administrator, to 

Say nothing of the ubiquitous "enabler." 

'' Runcom, Centre of Ouiet p. 40 

l9 Hands and Fehr, S~irituai Wholeness For Clerg p. 67 



A number of years ago while 1 was a visitor at St. Antony's Monastery in the 

Egyptian desert, 1 recaii the surprise on the face of a Coptic monk when he leamed that 1 

was a pnest. He explained that in their tradition they would say that 1 could not have iived 

enough of the life to have the wisdom or spiritual maturity necessary for priesthood. In 

Coptic Christianity ordination cornes well beyond forty years of age, after many years of 

seMce as a deacon and training in the spiritual Me. In the West, certainly in most Anglican 

situations, it is not enough to be spiritual or wise, a person must have the stamina for the 

tasks of priesthood. Parishes look for "young blood" because they want more ministry; 

rninistq being a thing we do as opposed to priesthood which is something you are. If there 

is a pendulum that swings between being a pnea and doing ministry then the church that I 

know has overly defined priestly rninistry in terms of task. Majork Fiske records an 

interview with a forty-five-year-old oil executive who made the following observation 

about himselc "I've learned a lot in the past twenty-five years, but unfortunately it's al1 

about petroleum."" In the last twenty years 1 cm Say 1 have learned a lot about the church 

and rninistry. I have worked hard to hone my skills for the proficient delivery of parochial 

leadership. This 1 c m  say, but perhaps of greater note, is that 1 can also say 1 am no longer 

sure where 1 am with God anymore. It is a tragic commentary, not only about myse& but 

about an ordained ministry that I feel has ûonically eroded my spiritual Me. 

Perhaps it is a feanire of rnidlife. It seems, the older 1 get the more unworthy 1 feel 

to be a priest. 1 can Say with absolute certainty that priesthood is the vocation of my Me. 

Brewi and Brennan, Midiife: PsychoIonical and S~intual Pers~ectives p. 33 



Howwer, I am more aware today, of how as a priest, I am not yet a priest; how as a 

person of prayer, I am yet a novice at prayer, how it is that 1 can fiuiction weii as a leader 

of parish rninistry and yet feel at times an awful distance from the spiritual depths 1 

espouse. Lfa shift were taking place, and 1 beiieve there is a shif? undenvay, 1 would say 

that my priesthood of the future will have less to do with professional competence and 

more to do with a readiness of spirit. Likely, 'the wiidemess' 1 now occupy, will have 

much to do with finding that way into the fiiture. 

Consider Elijah for a moment. Elijah was one of the greatest leaders and prophets 

of the Bible. However, in 1 Kings, chapter 19, we meet a very human and vulnerable man. 

Elijah is alone, exhausted and frightened, having fled into the desert. Only days before he 

had triumphed over the prophets on Mount Carmel in a stunning display of faith and the 

power of God. Within, what appears to be a very bnef period in his life, we next meet him 

crawling under a desert bush in uner despair. He collapses and falls asleep. He has corne 

by way of his own exhaustion. The story of his life cannot unfold any further until he has 

slept and eaten, and slept and eaten. (1 Kings 19.6-7) At the beginning of our wildemess 

excursion we follow the biblical rhythm. The group is weary and we need to attend to Our 

exhaustion first. 

Once again, ifyou are a person facing the issues of midlife 1 would like to pose for you a 

question. What about your plannllig for a time of retreat? Why not plan for some days 
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away in some centre where you can rest, reflect, pray and spend some time with someone 

who c m  be a cornpanion on your inner joumey? If there is not a retreat in your calendar, 

perhaps you need to put one in. 

Border Crossing 

At the border there are officiais, procedures and delays in the noon day sun. The 

joumey is stalled and we wait. The pursuit of understanding Our midlife expenence can 

never be without intermption. Our time away is never long enough before there is 

suddenly some duty that encroaches or some urgency that demands our attention. On the 

joumey of rnidlife there are always interruptions. 

It is interesting to consider that at a border one stands on a boundaq dividing two 

lands, that in every other respect, appears seamless. One cm never find a mark on any soil 

but there is a very real line that is crossed. In my hiking expenence 1 have found that there 

is always an imer boundary 1 cross as 1 move out into the wilds. There is a moment when 

1 may be waiking up a wooded vdey afler some hours of hiking, and a wind blows down 

off the peaks or the sun drops behind a ndge - 1 am never sure what the trigger is, - but 1 

suddenly am aware that 1 have entered into the wilderness and that an inner boundary has 

been crossed. A chi11 goes down my spine. I feel unsure, a little fightened, vuinerable and 
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tense. A conscious decision has to be made ofwhether to proceed or not, because to c q  

on is to enter a deeply challenging new reality. No longer am 1 a casual visitor, 1 am in the 

wildemess and the issue has become survival. 

The process of choosing to enter midlife is fundarnentally about adapting to a 

process of change.The constant in liîe is not control or equilibrium but change. It is in fact 

a necessaxy aspect of survival. The evolutionary paradigm says that aii ecosystems require 

dimirbance and variability in order to survive. Rather, than perfection or permanence, 

unpredictability, uncertainty and change are characteristics of life's evol~tion.~' To be 

dive is to change. To sunive is to be transformeci. 

Sinai Travel 

The colours are a fantasy across the sweeping plains and peaked mountains of 

Sinai, an impossible spectrum of tans and greys and browns and rusts shifhg into 

copper greens and pastels as the sun moves and the light changes, the only motion 

in a landscape of stillness." 

21 McFague, Models of God p. 195 

David K. Shipler, Arab and Jew: Wounded S~irits in a Promised Land (Penguin, 
London, 1986) p. 388 
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For the fia hour our jeep winds dong a pend line of grey asphait clinging to the 

Coast, our last link with civilization. On one side the waters of Aqaba sparkle in a striking 

array of blue-greens indicating a world of corals beneath the gentle surf. On the other side 

of the jeep, another world stretches as foreign and s-g in its mystery and majestic 

beauty; a landscape of paie rocks on a pale plain that reaches up into pastel mountains, 

jagged and still. Beyond this sawtooth of peaks the land nses through canyons and cWs to 

the wide plateau that is the true Sinai. The Bedouin cal1 it "A Tith." It means "loa." We 

will be there before nightfall. 

At Nuweiba we stop for benzine. It is a small coastal community of fishermen and 

Bedouin who have opted for the sedentary Me of grey cinder block homes. There is linle 

vegetation, no pavement to indicate streets, a helter-skelter of houses and drooping power 

lines on a drab, rocky plain. Gaunt, sickly carnels stand around rusted garbage dumpaers 

munching on rotting garbage in the hot Sun. Nearby children play, shoelea on grave1 in 

clothes that a Westerner would have difficulty describing even as rags. We look on a 

tragic human landscape of marginal existence, sickness and extrerne poverty. 

Something about midlife involves seeing We as it is; seeing things that we have 

either not been willing to see or been unable to see for a long tirne. It is an aspect of our 

awakenlng. There are realities which have yet to be reconciled into our world-view that 

are stark, important and essentially human. i f 1  am to become human again, 1 have to 

become humanized in a new way. 1 have to know my flesh and its sufferings. 



One of the ironies of contemporary Me is that a maa may believe that he lives his 

Me in very broad categones. For instance, the ex&e will fly to far away lands for 

business meetings or is aware of the tapestry of working in a downtown wre. The tmth of 

his Me, however, is that he lives in very narrow comdors. When he goes into the office, he 

meets five or six people who all look the same, who did the sarne training, who are ail on 

the same career path and dream the sarne dreams. He may travel great distances to other 

parts of the world and it may look like the horizons are huge, but he d l  walks into an 

office building that looks just the same and meets with people who, even if they speak 

another language, are just the same. Men in ministry, in their own fashion, sirnilarly live in 

narrow corridors of selective interaction. Consequently, huge aspects of life are simply 

severed from our day to day existence. The numbing demands of daily routines give little 

opportunity to expand beyond narrow confines. At midlife there is a yeaniing for 

comection to the world beyond Our tiny sphere and to know again with the nchness and 

diversity of life." James Nelson describes it as a yeaming for intimacy, a yeaniing for more 

life-giving comectedness with others, our world, and with o~rse lves .~~  From a perspective 

of fath this impulse is also expressive of a spintual quest to encounter God who becomes 

incarnate in and through creahirely flesh. One seeks to meet again in the pain, joy and 

passion of the human tapesûy the face of God. 

O'Connor, Understandine the Midlife Crisis p. 40 

" Nelson, The Intimate Connedon p. 1 3 



22 

As we leave Nuweiba the sun has dropped low near the peaks and the shadows 

stretch long across the barren plain. Our way soon turns up into hills leaWig the Gulfof 

Aqaba below and behind. The jeep engine strains as our bedouin driver presses on the 

steel for the long climb up into the Sinai. A Marlborough hangs off his iip dropping ashes 

ont0 his white jalabeya as the wind gusts through his open window. His head is wrapped 

in a red and white kafeya that fiames his dark features and broad mile.  I have travelled 

this way with Achmed thirty times. In a moment the jeep slows and he tums off the asphalt 

for what is to him another way through the wildemess. 

in my private thoughts 1 feel an envy for Achmed's apparent fieedom. He goes 

where he wishes. He knows the other ways. He pouesses a Lightness of spirit and quiet 

depth that is the gifi of his years in the wildemess. He wheels the jeep with ease through 

the rough terrain. 1 have always been pretty much a highway man. 1 have known some 

detours but never really ventured out of sight of the road signs. It is interesting that during 

these recent years 1 have made some unusual fiiends; people quite different frorn myself, 

people outside of my usual circles, people who, on the whole, have chosen a very different 

course than mine, and yet they are people who perhaps ernbody the keedorn and free spint 

for which I yearn but am afiaid to unleash. Perhaps it is a quality of midlife to seek out 

such personalities because they mirror to us the qualities that we feel compelled to 

recapture and integrate into Me. Achmed hardly speaks English. 1 c m  only speak a little of 

Arabic. At one level there is little between us, but our companionship is important in this 

wilderness. 



Peter O'Connor obsenres that many men between 35 and 45 years of age, either 

change their work, or at least entenain fantasies about moving into something simpler - 
downshifting into somethuig less dernanding and complicated? In my own experience, 

there has been a recurring fantasy of working in a lumber yard. Some of the finest men 1 

have wer met work in lumber yards. There is something earthy and straightfoward, solid 

and m e ,  about these men and the work they do - like the wood itself. What is important 

about such notions is the information they can tell us about the qualities we yeam for in 

Our lives. One may never enact these fantasies, but they convey vital information of the 

themes and values which perhaps need to be shaped into the next chapter of We. 

The grave1 grinds under the tires as Achrned searches for the firm ground. His 

trained eye searches for the hard-pack. At times the sand is unavoidable and he floors it to 

keep the mornentum of the vehicle. The jeep rocks and bounces, çtriking buried rocks and 

rolling across deep ruts. We are thrown into each other, shoulders hit, legs brace, we 

grasp each other to keep from hitting the roof, laughter cornes. The propnety of social 

space quickly vanishes on this wild ride. It is a good thing. Our humanity has to rneet, has 

to be forced together. 1 need this contact, to laugh h e d y ,  to feel the risk, to be forced 

beyond the boundaries that othenvise keep me at a more reserved distance. In the jeep we 

are aii packed in. We are thrown into this together and together we ride it through. 

O'Connor, Understanding the Midlife Crisis p. 64 



Envy is never described as a Whie. However, it may provide some important 

information at rnidlife. One may wish to ask who are the others 1 sometimes, in my 

woriderings, wish 1 were? Who are the other ones 1 particularly notice that cause me to 

wonder about myseK my own course, my own choices? Having identified some figures 

who we look upon, it will be good to ask what they can tell us about the themes in our 

lives with which we are needing to connect. 

Genesis Visited 

The last of the sun light has crawled off the peaks and sent a soft glow of red- 

orange and mauve over the wildemess. I realize that this geography cannot really be 

spoken of as desert. Desert for me has always conjured up images of sand and long 

crested dunes, but this stark emptiness, this primal landscape is tmly wildemess. Tirne has 

vanished here. There is no snow or ice to divide the rocks, nor rain, or rarely littie, to 

cuve the land. The wind, when 1 have seen it strong, carries some sand, but there is Iittle, 

precious littie, to disturb or disrupt this still Me. 1 feel as if' 1 am waikïng in a landscape of 

Genesis, primitive and primal, a son of Adam, wandering once again in the wildemess 

beyond the Garden. However, you describe it, in the desert we touch somahing that is 

more rooted to the alpha and omega than we can grasp. 



1 allowed my consciousness to sweep back to the farthest limit of my body, to 

ascertain whether I rnight not extend outside myself. 1 stepped down into the most 

hidden depths of my being, lamp in hand and ears alert, to discover whether, in the 

deepest recesses of the blackness within me, 1 might not see the glint of the waters 

of the current which flows on, whether 1 might not hear the murmur of their 

mysterious waters that rise from the utterrnost depths and will burst forth no man 

knows where. With terror and intoxicating emotion, 1 realized that my own poor 

trifling existence was one with the immensity of ail that is and ail that is in the 

process of bec~rning.~~ 

In this reflection, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin gropes for the language to describe 

the quest for connection with what he feels is a deep imer truth, common to all, flowing 

through his being. It is a poetic personalized fonn of what Car1 Jung presented in 1906 as 

the concept of a collective unconscious. It was one of the aspects of Jung's work which 

distinguished his contributions from those of Freud. Jung pressed beyond the study of 

persona1 consciousness and argued proof for the existence of a collective unconscious; a 

deposit of evolutionary memory that links us to the hiaory and experience of d 

humankind buried deep in our being. It is a disputed assertion but it continues to gnaw at 

our wonderings even after a century. 

Within the collective unconscious there are what Jung described as archetypes. An 

- - - -- 

26 Teilhard de Chardin, "Cosmic Life" in Writings in Tme of War p.25 



archetype is an elemental or primordial image that has formed over thousands of 

generations of human development. "To say something is an archetype means it is an 

essential building block of the personality. Or, to use the word in its adjective fonn, to say 

that something is 'archetypai' means that it is 'typical' for aii human beingswn 

Ifwe follow Jung's suggestion, we may Say that, there is a deep tmth flowhg 

within us. Below the superficial level of our material being there lies a vast common 

ground. It is something like a story that needs to be heard. What we can expea to 

discover at rnidlife is that this has been a neglected aspect of our personality. Patrick 

Carroll and Katherine Dyckman note that one of the tasks of midlife, "calls for a delicate 

balance between opening oneself to the contents of the unconscious while at the same time 

remaining rooted in consciousness so that these contents cm be gradually integrated into 

the conscious per~onality."~' However we understand it, at rnidlife we experience 

something comrnon and ancient. We enter into the roots of human identity and Our task is 

to penetrate into this essence of who we are. Sam Keen writes that, 

The task of any individual who wants to be Free is to demythologize and d e m y m  

the authority or myth that has unconsciously informed his or her life." 

A man discovers his unique self and the secrets held within, when he lems  to distinguish 

between his own story and the official myths which have previously govemed his 

-- 

*' Sanford, EMI: The Shadow Side of Realitv p. 64ff 

28 Carroll and Dyckman, Chaos or Creation p. 39 

Keen, Firein theBellvp.32 
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thoughts, feelings and actions. Then, as he looks inward for the essence of who he is as a 

creature of God, made in the image of God, to hear the voice of his humanity starnped 

with the love of God, does the possibility of his becoming Fully human and M y  alive arise. 

Desert Camp 

Jung observed, "cases where there is no tangible mood or depression at ail, but just 

a general, dull discontent, a feeling of resistance to everythmg, a son of boredom 

or vague disgust, an indefinable but excruciating emptiness. " ... He recornrnends a 

restful environment which would aid a process of introversion." 

We are spending the night at Beir Serir. It narnes a region in the mida of which a 

Bedouin cornrnunity has gathered its life around the well Serir. As the joumey continues in 

the jeep, we rock Our way down a long wadi or dry river bed. In the desert one does not 

really speak of canyons or valleys, they are cailed wadies. Though by definition, a dry river 

bed, they are rardy anythuig other than bone dry. Yet, a distant storm in the rainy season, 

unseen and unheard, can send a torrent of water flooding down a wadi wrecking 

destruction for miles on any unfortunate enough to be caught unaware. They serve as the 

highways of the Sinai reaching like fingers into the desert. 

Welch, Spirihial Pilgrim p. 156 
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Some kilometres past the community of Beir Serir Achrned tums ou .  jeep toward a 

three hundred-foot w d  of gnarled rose granite. We bounce across the grave1 plain 

straining to see what he is taking us to. You realize the degree of tmst you have placed in 

this largely unknown person. As the perspective changes, which is always a f ~ e  of the 

desert, one begins to see a place of shelter where before there was just an irnposing rock 

face. A wadi reaches back inîo the massif Gendy, it swaiiows us as we move toward the 

narrow end. On either side a sculpture garden of enormous granite shapes hang offthe 

ciifYwalls carved by rnillennia of wind and sand. I think to myself, if Henry Moore had 

seen these magnificent forms he rnight have felt that his He's work had already been 

accomplished. We enter between huge rock wds, mnning up on both sides. At the head 

wall the jeep wheels around and cornes to a jarring stop. The engine dies and one is met by 

the first presence of an awesome silence. We are alone. 

Standing quietly, we stretch out from Our long ride and look about to the horizons 

of our setting. Achmed is aiready on the roof of the jeep straddling our gear and throwing 

it into a pile on the sand. Yes, here there is sand, golden white, captured by the glove- 

shape of this wadi. As the Light of day fades Our £kt task is to find a place to sleep and 

prepare Our bed. Al1 around huge boulders rest soffly givhg pockets of privacy for each 

person. We are told this is a "clean wadi," rneaning that it is d e  from scorpions and 

snakes. The Sinai has elwen species of snakes. Al1 of them are deadiy. There are three 

species of scorpions. You can s u ~ v e  the bite of the green ones, though just barely the 

excruciating p h .  Apart from that the Sinai presents a population of W e s s  dung beetles 
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that have amazingiy adapted theù appeiirance to the goat droppings they collect. No one 

asks how Achmed knows that this is a "clean wadi," but no one sleeps very close to any 

rock. 

A £ire has been lit and the sound of buming bone-dry acacia wood crackles and 

snaps against the quiet. One of the fkst things a Bedouin does when he cornes to a new 

place is to light a Iittle fire. Even in the daylight a fire is lit. Perhaps it is because the fire 

gives a centre that can structure and diminish the surrounding vastness. Its warmth and 

captivating light provides a circle of intimacy that has the effea of reducing the wiidemess 

to a manageable size. Having rolled out my bed 1 walk back toward the fiickering light, my 

footsteps grinding in the sand. In the encroaching darkness 1 seek the fire. We have made 

a home in a howling wasteiand. 

It is good to have a place to retum to, a 'home' we can corne to when we want to 

probe again the howling wasteland. 1 have spoken of retreat, of gathering with others. It is 

important, I think, to have a place where we return to, to do Our reflective work. In the 

wildemess we make a place to lie down. 



Dusk 

Beauty walks dong the edge of opposites." 

Sinai is a landscape of contrasts; of light and shadow, heat and cold, oasis and 

wildemess, wind and cairn. There is little that comes between, but when it comes at dusk 

or dawn, it is magnincent. In these brief periods the Siaai is at its best, the heat is off, the 

atmosphere thickens, the colours glow and the silence is serene. 

Sudden the desert changes, 

The raw glare sofkens and clings . . . 

Royal the pageant closes, 

Lit by the last of the sun 

Opal and ash-of-roses, 

Cimamon, umber, and d u d 2  

As twilight moves in, definition fades and the night envelopes. The way in the land 

becomes obscured and one can become lost. It is t h e  to stop and lie dom. 

-- - - 

31 A lovely line of poetry I recaii but not the source. 

32 Rudyard Kipling 
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Above, the sky holds a colour of rose as 1 have never seen, surrende~g to hues of 

purple and dark blue advancing with the coming night. Through the pailet of colour, stars 

begin to emerge like silent sentinels, still in this arid atmosphere. The light nom the fire is 

faint on the twisted forms of the granite waiis. 1 am struck by how every sound is so 

evident and noticed. The gift of the desert is the detail of Me that we are enabled to savour 

and refiect on. There is no press, no rus4 no din to obscure the subtle and small. One 

thinks of the experience of Elijah on the mountain in the wildemess, how it was in the 

sound of shier silence, something he recognized in the silence, which finally brought new 

hope and renewed meaning to his life. It was in the detail of the unspoken that Elijah 

'heard' the voice of divine direztion. The silence of the desert is good. Midlife needs this 

quality of silence so that one can hear the truth that is being carried on the wind within. 

In a paper written in 191 6 entitled, The Transcendent Funaion, Car1 Jung 

proposed two approaches for 'listening' to the unconxious self In the £kst case he 

suggested the activity of recording dreams or expressing oneseif through visual arts, like 

painting, al1 as means of 'listening' to Our unconscious. The second task involved a 

dialogue with another person who could serve to interpret the meaning of the symbols that 

emerged giving 'voice' to the deep currents within." Much has evolved in recent decades 

as regards 'dream work' and art therapy, and they present us with two significant ways of 

opening our midlife issues. 

' Welch, Spiritual Pilmims p. 1 54 



Waiting 

One feature of travelling through the desert lands is the arnount of waiting 

involved. Nothing humes - and the attitude is that nothing should hurry. It is not 

laziness or the heat or inefficiency. It is an attitude to life that has much to teach 

us. Waiting is not an interruption to a joumey. It is an essential part of the joumey 

itself " 

Together, we sit around the f ie .  A smail community of friends, gathered ifnot 

huddled, in the presence of majesty. Some chat in low tones but moa of us are simply still, 

hushed by an imposing silence. Achmed has adopted a cornfortable position by the fïre 

where he is rhythmically kneading lumps of dough into rounded mounds for baking. He 

squats with his chest resting fonvard on his knees engaged in a pattern perhaps more 

ancient than the Bible, and 1 feel as if 1 could watch this scene for an eternity. 

It is so good to be away. So refieshing to have nothing to do except relish this 

space. 1 know that my posture is to be here. There is nothing partiailar 1 need to do. It is 

difficult to stop feeling that there is something 1 should be doing. The rhythm of the desert 

is very dinerent fkom the patterns of unceashg activity and purposefùlness that 

characterize daily life. This is an entirely different place, a different pace. Life progresses 

Runcorn, Center of Ouiet p. 78 
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with silences and little clumps of carefully chosen words. Eyes and facial expressions are 

often dficient language. The silences at times feel uncornfortable. Sometimes I fli the 

space with questions. Sometimes 1 seem to be suddeniy grasped by a need to go and 

retrieve something from my pack. 1 wonder if 1 redy know how to be with someone; how 

to sit and not speak. 

The desert is a place of waiting. No matter how much Our productive lives demand 

that midlife be productive for us, it will not heed our timing. HaWig to wait is part of Our 

subrnission to the desert. Even i f 1  am not particularly conscious of change occumng it 

does not mean that at some deeper level 1 am not sifiing out the substance of my We. In 

the desert one waits. 

In the desert there are always visitors. You never know where they come from. 

One moment you look out and ail you see is barren wilderness. You look again and 

suddeniy you are aware of figures that have come up and crouched beside a rock, their 

clothes blending with the colours. Then in a moment they are in fiont of you rolling out 

their handmade crafts for sale. They srnile, they are firm in their bargaining and then they 

are gone. 
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There are lots of comings and gohgs like that in the Bible. Abraham was asleep at 

the entrance to bis tent by the oaks of Mamre. Suddedy roused he looked up and îhere 

before him were three visitors. They corne to him as grace and he c a s  them angels. 

(Genesis 18.1 - 15) Again, we may think of Elijah as he coilapses under the desert bush and 

f d s  asleep. Later however, there is a figure who finds him and others who corne offering 

food, saying rise and eat. (1 Kings 19.5) In the desert there are visitors. It is a place of 

visitation. 

Achrned is for us a kind of angel. He quietly goes about his care of us. His simple 

meal is delicious. It is good to allow others to act for us. One of the great challenges of 

ministry is to allow the laity to serve and express their own rninistry. The professionalism 

of the ordained role has a way of shaping us into one-man-shows and a self-reliance on 

our own gifis? It can be difficult at midlife for some of us to let go of our need to take 

charge and be in control. Likely, the self-sufficiency of the past is not going to be an 

aspect of the way ahead. 

' Brewi and Breman, Midlife p. 40 



Tbe First Darkness 

O dark. They ail go into the dark, 

The vacant interstekr places, the vacant into the vacant, 

The captains, the merchant bankers, eminent men of letters, 

The generous patrons of art, the aatesmen and the rulers, 

Distinguished civil servants, chairmen of many cornmittees, 

Industrial lords and petty contractors, al1 go into the dark, 

And dark the Sun and Moon, and the Almanac de Gotha 

And the Stock Exchange Gazette, the Directory of Directors, 

And cold the sense and lost the motive of action. 

And we shall ail go with them, into the dent funeral, 

Nobody's funerd, for there is no one to bury. 

1 said to my soul, be still, and let the dark corne upon you 

Which shall be the darkness of God. As in the theatre, 

The lights are extinguished, for the scene to be ~hanged.~' 

When the night cornes with a h a 1  thoroughness 1 bid goodnight to those around 

the fire and tum toward the darkness. I waik to the edge of the wadi and there feel the 

rnost complete silence I have ever known. The silence of the desert is so immense and 

- 

" T. S. Eliion, "East Coker" - Four Quartets #III 



36 

penetrating that one does not really choose to be silent. it is not an objective to actiieve, 

rather the silence weaves around one like a seamiess robe. As vast and naked as the 

geology of Sinai may be, there is a surprising quality of intimacy it conveys. In this 

moment 1 know that human existence has as much to do with silence as it does with 

making sounds. 

Walking back toward my bed, 1 wonder at the high cliffs of granite surroundhg 

Our camp. It is a cathedral of God's own making; not designed by a MichelangeIo or 

carved by the chisel of aone masons but shaped by the ages of sands that have blown 

through this hollow. Then above and stretching to every horizon is the most danling Nght 

sky 1 have ever seen. Galaxies and webs of stars rolling out into unimaginable distances. 

The desert air is thin and the stars shine with a briliiance rarely seen. I lie down on my 

sleeping bag too moved to sleep, my arms folded behind my head. There is no tent above 

nor wish for anything to intempt the glistening spectacle. The stars seem so near. You 

can understand why in another tirne people thought the stars were painted on a firmament. 

The feeling is one of c o d o n  and wannth. In the words of Carlo Cmetto, "God's 

irnpenetrable night wraps around us . . . a blanket embroidered with stars."" 

It is good to be in this place. 1 needed to get away. It has been a long joumey to 

this point. It is nice just to rest at last, not to have to Say anything or think anything in 

particular. 1 am not thinking about anything tonight, work nor family nor Lord. Actuaily, 1 

'' Carlo Canetto, Letters From The Desert (New York: Piuar, 1972) p. 68 
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am not particulady conscious of God. Somehow 'my God' has becorne so entwined with 

my ministry and daily effon that 1 feel the need for a break even fiom God. Someone 

suggested that the reason for this wilderness is to meet another God. Whatever, tonight it 

just feels good to be away and rest under this silent majesty, this canopy of creation, this 

cocoon of transformation. 

Perhaps you rnight consider going for an evening waik the next t h e  the slq is clear - 

asking yourself what feelings are aroused in the presence of a silent majesty reaching 

overhead. 



Chapter 4 

PURGATION 

For everything there is a season . . . a thne to plant and a time to uproot.' 

The first light of d a m  brings the first awareness of sand. Not so much an 

awareness of sand on which one reas but the sand which has found its way into the 

sleeping bag over night. Lightiy blown on a soft breeze it gathered and spread. Sand so 

fine and thirsty it grinds against your skin. At first you try to sweep it out of the sleeping 

bag but the bag constrias and binds your movement. Finaily you rise to shake off and 

shake out the accumulations. What you are enacting is the quality of the day that lies 

ahead; you have cleansed yourself of those things that have attached themselves to who 

you are, which you no longer wish to be part of you.You stand near naked, a newly 

awakened self in the desert wilds, to shake off what has become superfluous unnecessary 

and harmfùl. This is the day of purgation. 

Evelyn Underhill identifies the second movement in the spiritual Me as the 

purification of the self In the traditional formulation of the mystic way it is called 
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"purgation." There is both a negative and a positive aspect to this one task. On the one 

hand there is the initial, often distressing admission to aspects of ourselves which are 

fbndamentdy disappointing and which ultimately need to be disowned. We move through 

a process of uncovering, regrening and renouncing things that which can no longer be 

carried through life or be ailowed to determine our lives2 Once the initiai and dficult 

purging has ocnirred then it is possible to commence the positive movement of raising up 

and reintegrating ail that remains, the permanent elements of the character and the aspects 

of the self which have laid secretly or dormantly within our innermost being. The second 

stage begins only when the purging has revealed what is m e  and pemüuient and good. 

In this chapter we will wrestle with demons whose lies we have pursued. We will 

confront the false hopes and counterfeit destinations that have wooed and misdirected the 

energies of Our lives. We wiil face the tmth about who we are, our age and aging, Our 

lirnits and dying, Our shadows and the adolescent behaviours of "the midlife crazies." We 

will reach down for the energies that pulse at Our core, make us human and cal1 us to life. 

We will stretch ourselves out on a barren landscape beneath an awesome infinity and wait 

for the Potter's hands. On this day we must break the cast in order to make a new shaping 

possible. This is purgation. This is the harsh work of midlife. 

Underhill, Mvsticism p. 204 



Cairns 

The desert in spite of Bedouh or the occasional road seems a place uncharted and 

unvisited. Yet, as we awaken to this new day and view our camping place in the strong 

light of dawn we see that we are not the first ones who have corne this way. Etched on the 

rock face near to where 1 slept are primitive figurines and inscriptions left by passing 

Nabatean caravans more than two thousand years ago. One realizes that there are many 

who have passed this way before. Even on closer examination we find more recent sipns 

of others who have stopped here. There are little piles of rocks. We know them as cairns. 

On the rocky slopes of western mountains, the hiker who has ventured above the tree-line 

mua rely on cairns to mark the trail; little piles of rocks that mark the paths that have 

proven safe and trustworthy. The person in midlife looks for cairns that mark the 

progression of a joumey of far deeper significance. 

In the Hebrew scriptures there are a number of instances where pillars were raised 

or rocks piled and shaped into aitars. In either form they were built to mark the sacred 

movements in the joumeyings of ancient people. Abram's first encounter with God 

occurred at Shechem.' From there, we u e  told, he moved onto the hiil country east of 

Bethe1 and West of Ai, pitched his tent and built an altar. He piled Stones and formed a 

rocky reminder of this huge moment in his Me. Years later upon his rehini fiom Egypt he 

Genesis 12.6 
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revisited the same place and called on the name of the Lords4 It was a sacred place 

marking a sacred memory. In another part of scripture we read of Jacob, who awakened 

fiom a dream that was more than a dream and buiit a cairn in the wilderness.' In every 

instance the cairn marks a place to retum to because it is a place where God has been met 

and where new life has taken shape. At midlife it is important to look for the cairns that 

have been left by others who have gone this way before. They keep us fiom walking 

aimlessly. The cairns which have been significant on my own joumey have corne in two 

forms. On the one hand there have been the stones which others have shared of their 

wanderings and discovenes. On the other hand there have been the insights gleaned fkom 

the writings of those who have distilled the many stories of many people into 

comrnonalities of experience. 

One of the key pioneers of the midlife landscape was Cari Gustav Jung. More than 

any other sage of rnidlife experience the ideas of Jung have captured primary attention. 

Carol Dyckman says about Jung that he "provides the single most comprehensive schema 

or mode1 to help us know and name Our midlife e~perience."~ 

Car1 Jung was bom in 1875 and became a mident of Freud. He quickly developed 

a Ieading role in the early years of the psychoanalytical school. Then, suddenly, at 38 years 

Genesis 13.4 

Genesis28.16-17 

Carroll and Dyckman, Chaos or Creation p.44 
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of age he tumed fiom it d; he resigned his position at the University of Zurich, he 

resigned from the presidency of the International Congress of Psychoanalysis and set off 

on a self-irnposed e d e  to confront and explore the depths of his own soul. He emerged 

fiom this penod of self-examination with a highly developed sense of purpose and a clear 

vision which sustained him for the remainder of his Me.' In his writings, which evolved 

fiom his refleaion on this period of Me, he left many cairns to follow on the search for 

self-understanding and renewal at midlife. In this chapter we will retum to Jung many 

times to provide us with a fiamework for interpreting the dimensions of midlife 

experience. 

Failow Time 

At daybreak Jesus departed and went into a deserted place.' 

The trip so far has been difficult because it has demanded much energy to come 

this far. Now, we are here. What is difncult, is that there are no more destinations. There 

is no particular place to go. Our work today is to walk out into a lonely landscape and k d  

a place to sit and be still. Today we sit with ourselves in a hollow geography. 

' Peter O'Connor, Understandina The Midlife Crisis p. 28 

' Luke4.42 
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Years ago 1 took a course in still-iife drawing where to my surprise we were not 

dowed to carry any of our drawuig materials into the classroom. There was one room 

where the mode1 posed and another room where we were to do our drawing. Our 

instnictor explained the strange arrangement saying that before we could begin to draw 

anything we had to first absorb the subject into ourselves. Our posture was first to sirnply 

sit and observe. Once we had literally looked into the face of the subject before us and 

leanied it, then we could move ont0 the next room to release the image inside. The 

drawing could not begin until the drawing within had been given thne to take shape. 

Purgation at rnidlife involves learning to be content with sirnply o b s e ~ n g  the 

person whom we have become. It is a stance whereby we objectiQ ourselves and accept 

no observable progression or awareness of renilts. We l e m  to live with what Wiiam 

Bridges calls "the neutral zone," what he describes as essentially a time of emptine~s.~ We 

l e m  to live with an apparently unproductive time, unimportant routine and what he refers 

to as "attentive inactivity." 

Someone may ask what we are doing? - We hardly know what to answer . . . "1 

want t h e  to think things over, 1 guess," we Say a little larnely. But then it turns out 

that once we are out there we dont really think in any way that produces results . . 

. Instead we walk the beaches . . . we sit . . . we watch the c l~uds . '~  

Bridges, Transitions: Making Sense of Lifels Changes p. 1 17 

'O Bridges, Transitions: Makinn Sense of Lifets Chanaes p. 1 14 



It may be we expect some procedure to foilow or some checklist which surely 

mua be here to help us through. However, the fïrst activity of the neutrai zone, acwrding 

to Bridges, is surrender. It is a matter of disciplining ourselves to be content with nothing. 

It is a matter of accepting the necessity for fdow time in He. 

One rnay wish to consider the image of Jesus wandering in the wildemess. It is 

very difficult to wander in a wildemess. There is a lot of time spent just sitting. Sometirnes 

in the desen 1 have given a group the opporfunity to just stay in one place for an extended 

penod of time. People move out into the barren landscape and find a place to sit and be 

still in the silence. Myself, 1 tend to wander around picking up rocks. It is not that 1 go off 

to look for rocks deliberately; but that in wandenng 1 notice the stones in the sand. Some 

stones 1 pick up and pocket, most are tossed back. It serves no purpose except to provide 

the pause for another deeper dialogue to occur. 1 imagine that Jesus must have done 

something much the same when he wandered in the Judean wilderness. One shutfles dong, 

in no particular direction, doing nothing in particular. It is fdow time, sabbath tirne, time 

for the land of our lives to renew. 



In all Our deep transitions, Our crises and conversions, we are chaiienged to let go 

of something so that something else may be bom. These occasions are periods of 

great confiision and hun.ll 

Strip off the old self with its practices and cloth yourselves with the new self, 

which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator.12 

The desert heat is dry and merciless. in less than an hour d e r  sunrise we quickly 

shed any layers of clothing that have been added against the moming chiIi. The sun's fire 

cornes on and temperatures sou. In the desert the protective layers that we Wear are 

suffocating. Our flesh mua breathe and interact with this climate. In the desert we peel 

away the many layers and let them drop in the sand. 

The searing angst of midlife demands that there be a disrobing of our person, a 

throwing off of the accumulations of the years that suddenly in this ciimate of life feel 

burdensome and unnecessary. The many roles played and dutifid obligations shouldered, 

the years of acquiescence to the expectations of others and those of self that have steered 

- - - - - - 

l' Welch, Soiritual Pilgrims p. 136 

l2 Colossians 3.9- 10 
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actions and influenced decisions, rightiy or wrongly. In this heat they al i  feel suffocating 

and somehow have to be peeled oE A deeper self, a tmer seE the real me, who has been 

cloaked, smothered and repressed, is today crawling under the layers and demancihg to 

resurface. It is the authentic self who wants a Say about the wardrobe fiom here on, who 

needs to breathe again and cool off However it is experienced or expressed, at midlife 

there is a purging necessary to uncover a voice that needs to be heard and heeded fiom 

here on. 

In Jungian tenns, a battle undenvay at midlife between two aspects of our 

personality, theWego" and the"Se1E" To help the reader understand what this means, we 

will tum Our attention to the insights of Car1 Jung. 

Jung described midlife as the moment of greatest unfolding, though its flowering is 

gained only through the severest shocks. l3 Having experienced his own dramatic midlife 

transformation in his late 30's, he spent the rest of his Iife drawing on this rich experience 

as the basis for his theory of the personality. He taught that the human personality, the 

whole of our psyche, consists of both a "Self' and "ego. " In the first half of Me the ego is 

dominant. It is what we cal1 our selves, our conscious selfwhich, for example, knows us 

to be a pnest, a father, a husband, et cetera. The ego is the creative fabrication of tmths 

and ideals, perspectives and goals through which we define Our iives and live. In the 

normal course of developrnent, according to Jung, our ego cornes to assume that it is the 

l3  Jung, CW, vol. 17, p. 193 



only entity of the personality." If there is another voice inside, then at least for the fist 

halfof Me, we are not amined to its biddings. 

The awakerCz~g at midlife that becomes so dismptive, is the gradua1 discovery that 

the self who has arrived with us at age 37, 39,42, is in fact a distortion, an incomplete 

representative of the whole person that we are. What brings about this discovery is the 

arrival of the deeper, tmer Self Largely suppressed through the fira half of Me, Jung 

described this Self as the essence of who we are, our inner man, our divine child, of whom 

we are only partiy aware and who for the moa part is unknown to us." 

At midlife this Self is like an old king who retums fiom a distant land to claim his righffil 

place on the throne of our being. The battle that ensues is the battle to unseat the ego so 

that the Self may M y  emerge and integrate as the dominant driver of the personality for 

the second half of life. This is the battle which for Jung lies at the heart of the crisis that so 

characterizes rnidlife and its wrestlings. As he writes, "the expenence of the Self is aiways 

a defeat for the ego. " l6 

In Jung's vision of the human psychological life-span, he saw three divisions of 

life, named joumeys. The first joumey extends fiom the time of birth to the death of the 

' false self at rnidlife. It is lived in two stages of childhood and youth and is oriented 

. - . - - - . - - - 

l4 Carroll and Dychrnan, Chaos or Creation p. 30 

" Brewi and Bre~an,  Midlife: Psycholo@cal and Spiritual Pers~ectives p. 52 

l6 Jung, CW, vol. 14, p. 778 
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prllnarily toward adaptation to the outer world. The death of the facade that comes at 

rnidlife brings birth into the more authentic, fher  and genuine second joumey. The work 

of the second journey begins with the process of heahg the wounds of the first joumey 

and extends f?om midlife through old age to the beginning of the third journey. The third 

joumey arises as one faces the more immediate challenges of dying. Looking specificdy at 

the nature of the second journey, Jung descnbed that the prirnary orientation of this stage 

shifis one toward the imer world and the emergent Self." 

The failure of the ego, is that it has largely formed in reference to the outer world. 

William Bridges, in his book, Transitions, says that most of us only succeed at a passable 

job in our youth of resolving Our identity issues. The decisions we made then were 

sufficient for the amauring of Me. It was a tirne when parental ideals and the goals and 

values of our farnily of ongin were stili of significant influence. Our primary orientation 

was toward conformity as a means of pleasing and becoming valued. The structuring of 

life at that time does not allow the fùll independence of Our deeper Self. The corrective 

dynarnic that mises at rnidlife is the dernand to reorient our personality corn the outer 

world to Our inner world. It is a demand to cast off the dying motives of the ego, to 

dethrone the gods of our youth and grasp at a new level of personai authenticity. A host of 

fundamental questions arise, questions about identity and purpose," questions about 

ministry, questions that threaten the choices of our lives. This is why the wildemess of 

" Hands and Fehr, S~intual Wholeness For Clergy p. 11 

Bridges, Transitions: Makina Sense of Life's Changes p. 35 



midlife can feel so awful and lonely because we feel precious littie tolerance for the 

thoughts, motives and actions of yesterday. Today demands a new understanding, a new 

imperative, because ifwhat I do today, is not an expression of the essence of who I am, 

then 1 am no longer interested. My interest has shifted fiom success to significance. A 

fierce reonentation is undenvay in this fierce heat. A whole lot of things are getting peeled 

away, if not tom off and laid out for a hard look. This is the momhg of mime. This is 

purgation, a naked confused humanity in a wilderness of questions. 

Jung's 'fundamental tmth' is that, 

Thoroughly unprepared we take the step into the afternoon of life; worse still, we 

take this step with the fdse assumption that our tniths and ideals will serve us as 

hitherto. But we cannot live the afternoon of Me according to the programme of 

life's morning; for what was great in the moming will be M e  at evening, and what 

in the morning was tme will at evening have become a lie.19 

The harsh discovery at midlife is that for twenty years a man works hard to enact 

his identity, pursue his dream and establish himself in the world. He does what he feels is 

right, he moves into a societai role with concomitant expectations and prescnbed 

behaviours, he leams his role and the complexities of institutionai Ne, he struggles to 

make a contribution, and by his late thirties he is beginning to enjoy the rewards of his 

effort. Then, just as everything seems to be coming into place, aii the things that have 

l9 Jung, CW, ~01.8, p. 784 



seemed to matter moa begin to lose importance. Initially we just know it as 

di~enchantment.'~ More fkightening, it feels as ifwe have awakened fkorn a dream to 

discover that somehow we have been mostly sleepwalbg through We, and the new reality 

pressing into consciousness is very new and mange. 

To further understand the distortion that requires the corrective measures of 

midlife, we must consider Jung's concept of the "persona." 

One of the tasks of ego formation during the fust half of life is to establish a 

persona. The persona names the conglornerate of masks which we Wear or roles that we 

play by which we relate to the world a r~und .~ '  Unavoidably there is an element of 

pretence to the persona. However, when we know that we are using masks for a purpose 

and not equating these constmctions with our self, then the masks can be underaood as 

simply facilitating human relationship. The persona, then, is a necessary aspect of our 

humanity and a means of survival. We constxuct this public mask largely in reference to 

the expectations of the outer world. The danger arises, of course, if one becomes overly 

identified with these masks and begins to behave in ways that uitimately misrepresent who 

he is. 

In ministry we are especially wlnerable to the damages of an overloaded persona. 

- - 

*O Bridges, Transitions: Makine Sense of Life's Changes p.99 

21 Welch, Spiritual PilPrims p.89 



Our work places us in constant reference to towering figures of faith and goodness. 

Admittedly, the scriptures present a very human account of both failure and triumph, 

aartling love and betrayd, but our emphasis in Western Christianity is largely toward 

conforming of Our iives to the upward c d  of God. We pray it, we preach it and straui to 

live it. This is the Christian task and Christians look for the signs of this gospel life in the 

lives of those they ordain. However, while the persona is an important embodiment 

expressing the view one has of oneseif, one's hopes and ideals, this composition is what 

becomes a dangerous pretense ifit grows into a substitute for the self An elaborately 

crafted mask can enable one to carry off the public image and win admiration and externai 

approval, but it can equally sever one fiom the substantive personality beneath. 

John Welch, in Spiritual Pilmims, warns that the priest who compresses his 

personality into the persona of priest such that he is a priest and only a priest, at home and 

in al1 situations, loses touch with his real personality and drains it of al1 Me. He writes, "In 

totally living out Our own expectations, or others' expectations, we build a We that rests 

on extremely fragile foundations. The whole life structure can become actually 

unliveable."" One of the signals of the onset of the second halfof life is a weakening of 

Our ability to carry off the public image? The persona begins to break down under the 

weight of unauthenticity. Disonentation is inevitable. It is why we have difficulty 

expressing what is happening to us, because much of what is happening is beneath Our 

-- -- - - -- 

" Welch, Spintual Pilszrims p. 90 

Carroll and Dychman, Chaos or Creation, p. 31 



consciousness. We have to cornent ourselves with a barren landscape and a plethora of 

unanswerable questions. 

Individuation is impossible without exposing and dissolving an inflated persona and 

dethroning the ego . . . The unconscious Self, the Self that lies deep within us, is 

demanding emergence and unification with the ego . . . Ifwe succeed in 

dethroning the ego, we enter into a period of personality disorientation. We move 

fiom knowing who we think we are to not knowing who we are at 

This is why we speak of purgation and the need to arip away layers in the desert 

heat. Former ideals, goals and values mua be gradually sifted in a Ader process of 

disintegration so that a new casting of identity can occur. 

The narne Jung gives to this process is "individuation." It is the process by which 

we become hlly an individual. It is the movement toward wholeness that moves through 

life like a tide that ebbs and flows, which at midlife, is fully upon us. John Shea, believes 

that the discovenes of midlife, as painfil as they may be, initiate us into a mature religious 

consciousness because the work of midlife motions us to listen to the whole of Our being. 

It is a cal1 for us to undergo a decisive rebirth of the inner man, to be reformed into a 

pattern more akin to the imprint and likeness of God." 

*' Brewi and Breman, Midlife: PsychoIopical and S~irituai Pers~ectives p. 53 

* John Shea, Stories of God (Chicago: Thomas More Press, 1978) p. 35 



In Christologicd terms what we experience in the purgation of rnidlife finds its 

paraliels in the Passion of our Lord. Jesus was arrested in the garden. He was dragged into 

the city and svipped and wounded. At midlife we feel like we have been arrested by 

somethhg unforseen and unknown. It cornes as no clear choice but grabs hold and draws 

us in. There is a stripping away of layers. It is painful because it is hard to unmask and 

aclaiowledge the extent to which we have deceived ourselves and lived out of a d a c e  of 

roles, distorted images, defective ideals and unreaiistic expectations. Inch by inch and 

stroke by stroke midlife cuts deep and wounds. We bleed frorn the inside. The pain is 

having our certainties undermined and our lives cast into confusion. In the blisterhg heat 

we stand near naked and vulnerable; the layers ali around - Me sore, with the aing of 

purgation. 

It is good for the reader to pause at this point and make a listing of some of the roles and 

expectations which are the layers boni by the self. It is best not to simply write the term, 

"priest" for instance. One should try to open up the role and expectations of pnesthood; 

spiritual leader, counsellor, scholar, teacher, socialite, administrator, et cetera. Take some 

tirne to examine the layers that are wom. 



Facing Limits 

The desert then is the place where we contemplate Our iimits, Our finitude, and Our 

dependencies. '' 

The dingness  to be silent, to "enter the desert," requires a wiliingness to face 

death." 

You turn us back to dust 

and Say, "Tum back, you monals." 

For a thousand years in your sight are like yesterday when it is past. 

You sweep them away; they are like a dream, like grass. 

in the morning it flourishes and is renewed, 

in the evening it fades and withers." 

The Sinai is a timeless landscape. It appears as a stiU-life undisturbed fiom ages 

beyond reach. Its irnmensity and quiet presence acts upon the visitor like a gust of wind 

upon a butterfly. One feels small, brief, a mere grain of sand blowing through an ageless 

26 Runcorn, A Centre of Quiet p. 57 

" Runcom, A Centre of Ouiet p. 64 

2g Psalm 90.3-6 



land. In such a sening it is cornmon to find one's thoughts turneci toward issues of 

mortality . 

One of the tmths about Iife is that death lies somewhere on the horizon. m a t  we 

know about ourselves is that we are finite; limited by b e y  limited by this flesh and 

vulnerable to the unpredictability of life and its fragile gut. One of the lessons of the desert 

is the arriva1 of a new consciousness about one's finitude. Death may be a long way off 

but at midlife the proximity of death shifts nearer. It may be that we have become more 

conscious of our having aged and that youth is past. It may be a feeling of a threshold 

crossed where one now feels uncomfortably "older." One likely cannot Say exactly why 

this has come about. One knows that the image in the rnirror has changed. This should not 

be so surprising, but at rnidlife time takes on a new meaning. 

Peter O'Connor notes that one of the harsh realities of Mdlife is adjusting to the 

self-awareness of increasing baldness and a flabby detenorating p h y s i q ~ e . ~  One 

remembers, in the not-to-distant-past, a much younger, virile person. It may be that we 

prefer not to think of ourselves as so vulnerable to Our physical appearance, but our rnirror 

image is a constant, aark and undeniable reminder of our aging. There may be other 

factors which contribute to this new awareness. We are witnessing the aging of Our 

parents and their medical deterioration. We see our children marking milestones that do 

not seem so long ago in Our own memory. There can be the sudden jarring death of a 

O'Connor, Understandine The Midlife Cnsis p.37 
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friend or a contemporary. "He was only 39!" goes the conversation. Through a variety of 

nies known or unrecognized, time begins to feel like it is closing in. A comrnon 

observation is that at midlife a shift takes place in how time is measured; not so much any 

longer in tenns of time lived, but increasingly in terms of time left to live. 

Up till now life has seemed an endless upward slope, with nothing but the distant 

horizon in view. Now suddenly 1 seem to have reached the crest of the ha, and 

there stretching ahead is the downward slope with the end of the road in sight. 

Death is a long way off but it is definitely there.30 

Mortality is not new infamation but at midlife it moves to a new level of consciousness 

and generates a host of new questions, feelings and responses. 

The new awareness of limits to life means that there is Iikely a new awareness of 

limits to what one can likely accomplish with the years which remain. The wide-open 

horizon of possibilities which charactenzed an earlier perspective narrows significantly. 

Certain things we may have hoped to do or hoped to achieve may in fact be no longer 

possible. This awareness is what James Bugental c d s  "the ne ver^."^' The man in rninistry 

may quietly recognize that he is never going to have a certain parish, never going to be a 

bishop, never going to be as financially secure as he would like, never going to be . . . , 

never. 

30 Eliot Jacques, "Death and The Mid-life Crisis" in The International Journal of 
Psychoanal~sis (No. 46, 1965) p. 506 

Bridges, Transitions p. 44 



There were biblical figures who faced the 'nevers.' Moses mua have wondered 

long thoughts on Mount Nebo as he looked out over the land which he had always dreamt 

about but now knew he could never enter. He already had his great mountain top 

experience and great joumey. There were now others who would carry on. He could only 

glimpse the fùture which belonged to them. King David discovered that he would never 

build the Temple he had envisioned. He had fought for it and bought land for it but he 

would never build it and never see it. In the middle of adulthood we glimpse for the first 

time the stark reality of our epitaph. We see perhaps for the first tirne how things might 

likely play out to the end. This predictability about life can have the positive effect of 

driving one to review one's course. One cm become very serious at midlife about how 

one wants the rest of life to look. There is an urging to take charge in a new way. We 

want to be sure that it is us, who Say who we will be and what we will do. The drearning 

about life is over. We feel compelled to make some clear and definite decisions about the 

course that remains. There may be very few choices we can make, which is part of the 

bind, but the impulse is to assess, focus and launch once again. 

Awareness of aging and time pressure cm spawn a variety of responses. One of 

the more obvious responses cm be clearly seen on suburban streets ni1l of determined 

joggers trying to grasp the elixir of youth. One does not argue with the good sense of 

jogging, but 1 use it to illustrate a male response of extemalizing the stmggles of the inner 

world. Deeper suntans and a fixation on physical exercise is a usual fïrst response to 

midlife. One hopes to stave off the reality of aging or resolve in some simple marner the 



inner confusion. O'Connor says that it is al1 part of a broader pattern of 'outsideness,' 

reinforced by a dture 's  obsession with appearances, youthnilness and rnateriaii~rn.~~ The 

jogging may be good for our heaith, but it serves as oniy a temporary diversion from the 

deeper issues. 

It is interesting to consider that concern with physical appearance can be a 

manifestation of a deeper matenalism. Janice Brewi and Anne Brennan suggest that the 

transition to the second haif of Iife calls for a conversion from rnateriaiism to rny~ticism.~~ 

Materialism, they Say, deflects energy away from the intenor person by extenorizhg the 

quest for solace. The inclination may be to assume, that ifwe could ody just have this or 

that, then perhaps we would not feel so confùsed. A person may return with renewed 

vigour to pursue the goals that defined the first haif of life or perhaps pursue the 

rnatenalisms that were denied in the first half of Me; the acquisition of possessions, the 

hope of finaily making big money, the desire for public achievement, respect or fame. 

Peter O'Connor notes in his research that al1 such purniits express exterior attempts to 

deny a dying sense of potency and power. Included in his own listing of behaviours are, 

"impulsive purchasing of grossly inappropriate flashy clothes, drinking bouts, extravagant 

and flamboyant entertainment, preoccupation with erotica and sexual material of aii kinds, 

and above ail else, an obsession with one's physical appearan~e."~ In a variety of ways one 

'' O'Connor, Understandina The Midlife Crisis p. 38 

33 Brewi and Brennan, Midlife: Psycholonical and Spiritual Perspectives p. 38 

34 O'Connor, Understandinn The Midlife Crisis p.39 
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of the impulses of midlife is to grasp at youth and Me, wildly, recklessly and inddgentiy. 

MidiZe sounds tembly selfïsh and seif4riven and it is. By definition midlife is a 

very self-centred time of Me and it can lead to very selfish consequences. A man 

codronted with his self-indulgent behaviours may simply s h g  his shoulders and Say, 

"Well, 1 don? care any more." He may feel so bound and burdened by the duties of his Me 

that the only way to regain some sense of personhood is through some drarnatic self- 

assertion. A man can appear to throw away his whole life to apparently live fkeely again. 

In varying degrees the seEshness of midlife is what often solicits the labelling of rnidlife as 

a 'second adolescence.' It is a dangerous impulse and can be the source of much pain with 

short terni gain. 

Perhaps the most troubling deviation from the inward cal1 is the response that leads 

to extra-marital liaisons. It is a very complex matter but in simple terms is another 

manifestation of a mistaken effort to resolve, on the physicai plane, something which is 

much deeper. O'Connor says that the "midlife &air" is not a relationship, "which lads to 

a deepening awareness of the possibilities of intimacy, but is a relationship that, like 

jogging, is a form of sexual athletics..(which subconsciously) senes to convince the male 

of his ongoing potency and existence as a person."" Sexuality at midiXe is an imponant 

discussion and it wiU continue m e r  in the next section. What we can say at this point is 

that one of the essential tasks of midlife is to corne to an acceptance of one's age and an 

O'Connor, Understandinn The Midlife Cnsis p. 39 
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acceptance of the grief that is part of letîing go of our youth. Purgation is the necessary 

way ahead. 

What 1 suggest is that you pause and spend some t h e  identifjmg some of the losses that 

midlife makes you aware of 

What are the aspects of life that you know are never going to happen again? 

What are the times which you know are now past, but feel a kind of 

longing to retum to? 

What are some of the Iosses? What are some of the narrowing options? 

Likely, as you look to the future you have a sense of how it might play out nom here. 

What do you see as you consider the future? 

What feelings does this spawn? 



Shadowlands 

The first figure we meet on the imer joumey is barely recognizable . . . a neglected 

figure, a shadow figure.' 

1 took the larnps and, leaving the zone of everyday occupations and relationships 

where everything seems clear, I went down into my inrnost self, to the deep abyss 

whence I feel dimly that my power and action emanates. But as 1 moved further 

and fùrther away corn the conventional certainties by which social life is 

superficially illuminated, 1 became aware that 1 was losing contact with myself. At 

each step of the descent a new person was disclosed within me of whose name 1 

was no longer sure, and who no longer obeyed me. And when 1 had to stop my 

exploration because the path faded from beneath my steps, 1 found a bottomless 

abyss at my feet, and out of it came -- arising 1 know not from where -- the current 

which 1 dare to cal1 my life." 

In the rnorning 1 notice my shadow. 1 am standing on the edge of a hillside 

overlookbg a deep narrow valley. The moming Sun is hot on my back and I see my 

shadow being cast on the other side of the wadi below the c l iE  1 feel a need to cock my 

head or wave or something to be completely sure that the one in the distance is in fact me. 

Welch, Soiritual Pilmims p 2 18 

37 Teilhard de Chardin, The Divine Milieu p 76 
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1 do not know what 1 hope to find in my shadow arcept that maybe it is just a matter of 

first i d e n m g  that it is me I see being projected in the distance. One of the things that the 

desert does in Me is that it shows us our shadow. It shows us that aspect of ourselves 

which ofien gets projected ont0 other things or other people. One of the tasks of being in 

the wilderness of midlife is to befiiend that distant shadow. 

What the "shadow" narnes, in Jungian terms, is the largely unlaiown aspect of 

ourselves. It is perhaps the greater part of ourselves which lies hidden away from the 

surface of life most of the t h e .  David Runcom describes the shadow as, "the side that lies 

behind the 'Me' 1 offer to the ~ o r l d . " ~ ~  As an aspect of the Self, it consists of a 

conglomerate of tendencies that have been repressed or suppressed because they are 

opposite to the traits which have been thus far numired and upheld. They are the aspects 

of our being which we would othenvise prefer not to acknowledge: anger, lust, greed - 

deep powerfùl emotions that clash with Our identity. In the first halfof Me when Our 

identity was being conaructed to champion in the outer world, the ego was silencing this 

wild child. It is because we c m  only tolerate an acceptable self that anything less than 

acceptable cannot be ailowed into the open. That is why it is spoken of as a shadow side, 

not because it is particularly sinister but because it is unwanted. They are the aspects of 

Our personhood which we prefer to keep hidden. 

In Jungian terms ths  shadow not oniy arises out of one's persona1 unconscious it 

" Runcom, Center of Quiet p. 43 
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also swims out of the comrnon river that runs through us aii, what he called, our collective 

unconscious. Jung believed Our shadow "most resernbles our prehistoric an~estors."~~ In 

our shadow Lies the savage; the ageless face of Our primai shared humanity. Though that 

may sound dangerous and perhaps best left aione, the shadow is part of our humanity and 

at rnidlife we become more fully h u m  as we are able to reappropriate this aspect of 

ourselves. John Welch urges that we are to invite aii of these inner figures to the banquet 

of life? Inviting them, however, means that 1 must know their names and befXend them. 

One of the great mystics of this century, Thomas Merton, wrote that just as, "it was 

necessary for Adam in Paradise to give animds names. So too is it necessary for us to 

narne the things that share our own silence. "" At midlife there is a need to penetrate into 

the silence of this hidden self There we face the unwanted beasts of these darkened depths 

and name them for what they are. In so doing the shadow becomes less u d y  and 

Fnghtening and its energy cm be reintroduced to Me as a positive fountain arising from 

our depths. In Jung's opinion, "ninety percent of the shadow is g01d."'~ It is an aspect of 

Our self not to be shumed, closeted or buned but rather brought to light and recovered. 

Jesus taught that the most important things in Me are not found on the d a c e  but 

are like buried treasure. At midlife we are called to seek for the burieci treasure beneath 

39 Brewi and Brennan, Midlife: Psycholoizical and Spiritual Perspectives p. 60 

40 Welch, Soiritual Pilgrims p. 132 

Thomas Merton, Thouphts in Solitude (Bum and Oates, London 1958) p. 58 

42 Jung CW, vol. 16, p. 471 
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the surface of our former selves. The treasure which awaits is the emotions of our shadow 

self which c m  be lifted up into the fiiiiness of our personality. If welcomed and integrated 

then they promise to become new energy for our lives. Jung is clear that there is danger in 

avoiding our shadow side, it can be seaied away but never eliminated. 

Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual's conscious 

Me, the blacker and denser it is." 

At noon the sun is overhead and 1 find that 1 am standing in my shadow. Under the 

noonday Sun one stands in their shadow. The heat is fearsorne. The air is still and dry. The 

sweat vanishes before it can bead. The silence is not the pleasant silence of night but an 

oppressive silence, a deathly silence, because death is so near. At noon we are the most 

wlnerable and the most uncornfortable. In the blisterhg heat we seek the shadows. Like 

Isaiah, we seek for "the shade of a massive rock in an exhausted land."u 

Once we have found the shade of a rock we find that the sand is cool and golden. 1 

lie down on a slope of sand and soon the depression of my frame has triggered a gentle 

landslide of sands sweeping dong the contours, slowly, sensudly moulding to my shape. It 

is a strange sensation of a gentle ageless love, enguifing and soothing; sand so dry that it 

flows Iike soft crearn. And yet as lovely as this moment is, here in these shadows, there is 

danger, because in the dark cracks that line this rock can lie the snakes and scorpions 

43 Jung, CW, vol. I I ,  p. 131 

Isaiah 32.2 



which will bring certain death. Under the shadow of this huge rock there is a strange 

mixture of cooling sensuaiity and hidden danger. This is the risky shadowland we enter at 

the noon of iife. 

Jung warns about the "high noon" of life when no shadow is cast. When we can lie 

under the smug impression that al1 is well and stretch back on the accomplishments of our 

lives and think that we are safe. It is then that the shadow can sting because the door on 

the other side of Our being is unlocked and it can be easily opened. Something that we 

might never think of doing, six months ago, can suddenly seem acceptable. In the shadows 

we are at great risk. 

In personal reflection 1 feel as though I have only caught moments of my shadow's 

energy. My shadow is not the quiet darkness that Jung's term implies for me. It is rather a 

chuming, driving life-force that is both fiightening and exciting. It is fiightening because 1 

am affaid of its energy and what it might lead to, and it is exciting for the same reason, 

because in the shadow 1 feel so utterly alive. It is dark, yes but not dark from sin; it is 

dark like deep wine or thick red port. It is without face or detail. It draws me down Wte a 

plunging anchor into powemil currents and potent sensations. It is strong and surprisingly 

grander than anything 1 ever tbought rnight yet acist which 1 did not know of myself. I find 

it fnghtening. I want to escape, to corne back to the surface. It holds me. At times it is 

neither fathomed ocean nor charging river; it is "she." She is playfbl and luring. She is Like 

the desert sand enveloping? enchanting and scary. My shadow is fluid and wet. It is my 
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'water' in the desert. Sometimes my shadow is "he." But he is not good like a good father, 

like a good husband, or a pnest. He is strong and wild. He is furtive. He is fertile. He is 

amazîngly alive and dark and deep and scary because the words are sensual and potent, 

and the energy is robust. And even as 1 want to escape this self and feel embamtssed by 

this hidden seq 1 know 1 must offer this self to my Lord as surely as 1 offer the bright, 

sculpted cheery self that 1 so carefiil present to live my day to day Me. At mime 1 

recognize my shadow figure. He is the one who feels, dreams and seeks adventure, and 

asks for nothing but time to live fùlly. 

1 am not sure rny religious self knows what to do with this aspect of rnyself 1 feel 

confused by it, wary of its power. 1 know this wild being. It may not be sin but it can lead 

to sin. The 16th century mystic, Teresa of Aviia, knew well the risks of the interior 

journey. In her Intenor Castle, she descnbed the initial descent into the self that brings one 

face to face with dark imer forces. 

I have greatly enlarged on this dwelling place because it is the one that more souls 

enter. Since it is, and since the natural and the supematural are joined in it, the 

devii can do more 

As intrigued 1 may be by the invitation of Jung and others to befriend the energies 

of my shadow at midlife, I also feel hesitant as a person of Christian faith knowing that 

there are many scriptures which caution this interest. 

*' Teresa of Avila, Interior Castle IV, chap. 3, no. 13. 



Those who belong to Chnst Jesus have cnicified the flesh with its passions and 

desires. Galatians 5 -24 

Clothe yourselves wiîh the Lord Jesus Christ and do not think about how to gra* 

the desùes of the s i f i l  nature. Romans 13.14 

Put to death therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, 

evii desire, and greed (which is idolatry).. Colossians 3.5 

If anyone would come after me, let them deny themselves and take up their cross 

and follow me. For those who want to Save their Me wiIl lose it, and those who 

lose their life for my sake will find it. Matthew 1 6.24-25 

Those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but 

those who live according to the Spint set their minds on the things of the Spirit. 

Romans 8.5 

The h i t  of the spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 

faitffilness, gentleness and self-control. Gaiatians 5 -22 

To delve into Our inner self is nsky business. My rationality says, "Don? be afhid. 

This is important leaming," but my feeling side, my underdeveloped side, my weak side, 

senses danger. I know that here in the shadow the serpents lurk. Yes, the energy itselfis 

not sinful but it is threatening because it is powerful. If sin occurs, it will come as a 

consequence of choices made which have channelled the energies of the shadow in ways 

that are harmfiii. Even so, 1 am hesitant. 
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Christian faith has always mggled  to atfirm the nommai side of life. In the lûth 

century, Celtic spirituality was cast off because of its rningling with the earthiness of 

darkened forests, wild chuming seas and mystenous mist-covered moors. Western 

Christian spirituality has been characterized in part by a fear of the emotive, the soil of life, 

the femUline and the earthy. Jung charged that the Church had cast off this neglected 

chu& of life onto the 'Luciferian ~ p p o n e n t . ~  By perso+g a whole segment of our 

humanity as evil, we cut ourselves off from a vital dimension of Me. In contrast, who we 

meet in the Jesus of the gospels, is a man who lived out of the full height and depth of 

human joy and pain, light and darkness, life and death. He iived and loved with his whole 

hem, his whole being. What was to others 'outcast' was for him welcome. What was 

shumed by others was brought near and given new Ise. Jesus' life calls for embodiment 

and our entering into the earthiness of our whole being. The fulcrum of Our faith is 

incarnation; the Spirit of God coming down fiom the lofty heights to be bom into the soil 

of life where it is messy and dark, and where life takes root. Pauline theology directs us 

heavenward, away fiom the earth. One is encouraged to press on toward the upward cal1 

of ~ o d "  or to "flee" fiom this or that." These are important teachings, but the recurring 

message is to distance oneself fiom oneself. 

In S~intuai Pilmims, John Welch makes an interesting observation about Gothic 

" Welch, Spiritual Pilmims p. 199 

" Philippians 3.14 

" 1 Timothy 6.1 1 
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cathedral architecture and how it expresses in its design the integration that midlife calls 

for. In the great cathedrals of Europe the visitor waiks under soaring beau3 and omate 

symmetry which is nevertheless adorned with drooling gargoyles. 

Gnomes and dwarfs, fiogs and lizards, and those things that live in the roots of 

trees, or in caves, or under bridges, have a place in the rnamcent edifices of 

medieval Christianity. The grotesque character is a type of wisdom figure which 

mocks our efforts to deny our rootedness in the earth. The psyche which leaves the 

earth to float in space is rerninded of its need to keep in touch with the gr~und. '~ 

And yet 1 want to Say that the gargoyles bite and the nomes have sharp teeth. 

Clergy perhaps stand to be at the greatest risk of an emergent shadow. We, of al1 

people, can become tembly disconnected fiom ourselves and the least equipped to deal 

with the energies of our shadow side. As men in ministry we evolve highly controlled 

selves. Even though dealing so often in the spiritual reaim and in the feelings of others 

there is nevertheless a delusion that cornes with being chronically nice. We become victims 

of pleasantness. We invest heavily in goodness and self-control. Consequently when the 

energies of the shadow arise at midlife we can be caught off guard and perhaps more 

easily be seduced by them. 

Reflecting once again on rny own joumey, there are times when 1 have wondered if 

my attraction to the Gospel in my eafier years was also in part an attraction to its promise 

Welch, S~iritud P i l ~ m s  p. 1 17 
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of an dtimate extemai power which could harness the more wiid side of my being. At the 

time of my youthful conversion there was much about myself for wbich 1 felt shame. 1 

have no doubt about my conversion but 1 wonder sometimes ifthere were less conscious 

motives which may have aiso attracted me to a saviour. The sarne question can be 

extrapolated in the matter of vocation to ordained ministry. At the time of first expressing 

a tentative "cdling" to ordained ministry 1 remember my grandmother's response; she said, 

"O Richard, being a minister is such a good thing to do." Yes, and after three years of 

seminary one comes out with a collar around your neck. So is the collar a harness? Has 

some deep part been painted over? Even if so, at rnidlife the shadow begins to surface and 

we need care in how we enact this reacquaintance. 

1 have said that my shadow side is sometimes 'she.' The 'she' that is my shadow is 

playfùl and it is fun at midlife to play and toy with this shadow self. At times there has 

been a curious pursuit and flirtation with these shadow energies. However, 1 can Say that 

there is danger in giving too much reign to this wild horse because it has the capacity to 

bolt and bnng us to the edge of a precipice. 

Jung believed every man has a feminine and masdine quality, our " e u s "  which 

is masculine and Our "anima" which is ferninine. 

Evexy man carries within himself the etemal images of woman, not the image of 

this or that particular woman, but a definite feminine image. This image is 

fundamentally unconscious. .an imprint. .a deposit. .of primordial origin engraved in 



the living organic system of manM 

The anima is said to embody the feminne qualities of a man's personaiity which have been 

repressed into the unconscious. It is our "unconscious woman" - earthy, naturai, creative 

and mystical. Jung believed that the sod is by nature religious and so referred to the anima 

as the "naturaiiter religiosa. "" The Latin terni "anima" means "sou1 image." The 

spintuality of midtife is characterized by an impulse toward our "earth mother" as opposed 

to "heavedy father." It is a rooted spirituality that arises as an urging, 

..to dig down into one's own earth, to cultivate, and nurture, the b e r  world that 

has previously been left as a desert, blown and eroded by the winds of ambition 

and power. Earth is a receptive domain, one suiks into the earth, is absorbed by the 

earth. s2 

At midlife our desire for mastery over life may be eclipsed by an impulse to 

connect to the caring and nurturing dimensions of our humanity. A dormant anima 

awakens restless and eager to be activated and integrated. It can express itself in a deep 

reverence for nature and pursuit of the wildemess. It c m  have a mystical quality and 

inspire an interest in the literature of the spiritual iife and a desire to be comected with a 

religious community. It can lead us on a foray into eculogicd spirituality or native 

spirituality. It c m  lead us hto playing with ail sorts of possibilities which we may have not 

- 

" O ' C o ~ o r ,  Understanding The Midlife Crisis p. 99 

'' O ' C o ~ o r ,  Understandinn The Midlife Cnsis p. 109 

52 O'Connor, Understandina The MidiXe Crisis p. 1 1 1 



been giving ourselves tirne for before. It can also lead us into a dance with another 

woman. 

The Judean Desert is a magnificent wildemess of rounded chalk hills, Bedouh 

shepherds, sheep and long wadis. The land fiows d o m  from the heights of the hiii country 

in a broad graduai descent to the edge of the clEscarp. A thousand feet below stretches 

the broad valley floor of the Jordan River Valley. Once while waiking in the desert, 

winding my way dong a dry river bed, between desert hiiis, I suddenly came up to a 

yawning abyss. The Sun was blinding, and because of the glare, the darkness before me 

appeared like nothing more than a black hole. As 1 peered into the darkness and my eyes 

adjusted to the light I was startled to realized that I was looking into a chasm three or four 

hundred feet deep. Unwittingly 1 had sauntered to the edge of certain death. 

1 have not had an affair but have corne near enough. Unwittingly, 1 once sauntered 

to the edge of potential betrayal without redizing the great danger that had loomed so 

near. What seemed hardess at the time, merely playful fun, quickiy accelerated into 

anything but harmless and playfil fin. If there was surprise, it was at the discovery of how 

Milnerable 1 was. So much was almost lost. So much was almost sacrificed. It was a sharp 

awakening to an ambling, aimost careless risk with flirtation. If a lingering demigod image 

of self persisted in my midlife fantasies, it was at that moment, h d y  shattered. 1 was not 

safe. The shadow was more potent than apparent. One cm sin and not give a damn. The 

moment passed quickly, but it effected a deep wounding. You feel a fool. From the shock 
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arises a renewed determination to press ahead, ifnot simply to grow up and live again in 

the adult world. 

Men in rninistry seem particularly vulnerable to sexual indiscretion. In the first 

instance, sexuality in the lives of men at midlife is partidarly pronounced. Aging, loss of 

physical tone and concem with one's attractiveness and potency aii contnbute to a 

complex heightened atîention with sexuality. When one adds in the variables of minism, 

of routine exposure to intimate pastoral relationships, power from one's role and the 

potential for dislocation between the priealy persona and a suppressed troubled self, 

sexuality can become a destructive force in one's Iife. Michael McKeman, reports fiom 

the International Marriage and Family Therapy Association that, "there is a 

disproportionate number of rninisters who have had their licences revoked due to sexual 

rnisconduct."" Af'fairs express wild freedom, earthy-reckless-careless passion. They are a 

daim on youthful vigour and a dance with repressed and newly awakened feelings. Peter 

O'Connor refers to the midlife &air as "a hostile adolescent rebellion . . . a stubbom 

refusal to conform to extemal rules and  more^."^ And yet, the term "midlife" seems 

synonymous, in general conversation, with extramarital affair. One can feel that the 

"badge" c m o t  be wom until one has played in this arena. Short-term pleasure for a 

memory of betrayal - essentidly, shadow play. 

" Michael McKeman, Clinical Director, Catholic Farnily SeMce, Calgary, Alberta 

O'Connor, Understandina The Midlife Crisis p. 8 1 



The task of befnending Our shadow at midlife carries with it the possibility of 

transfonning what has been negative and unwanted h o  positive energy that can enrich 

Our personality. Wholeness &ses because we are no longer h i h g  ourselves fiom our-self 

or even fiom God. The Christian community, ifit is honestly Christian, d l  acknowledge 

the shadow with acceptance and forgiveness. In the midst of turmoil, grace is working 

gently, if painfully. 

Let us pause once again. 1 suggest you think for a moment how you might, 

creatively, solicit a meeting with your shadow side. It may be that the shadow will not 

cooperate with a quick vocabulary of words to name its facets. Being an energy we may 

need another approach. Some have found it helpfûi to keep a journal and regularly chart 

their feelings. Some buy a pad of paper and paints, close their door and with brush in 

hand, sweep colours and feelings over a page for haif hour, the process always being more 

important than the picture produced. 1 know of someone who penodically works in clay; 

wrapping a cloth over his eyes, he works in silence and darkness to create in clay the 

feelings and thoughts which emerge. The reason he covers his eyes, is to remove his 

'judger' from the activity. One feels with his han& and then reaches deeply into his inner 

self 



Tormenting Hies 

The heat is suffocating. Frantic fies tonnent incessantly. 1 have wandered around 

in the blistering sun. 1 have pocketed Stones. 1 have shed my layers and searcheci out 

various hollows. The romance of this joumey is quickly fading. There is still t h e  to 

escape this place before dark sets in. 1 am not sure 1 c m  aand the rest of this aftemoon or 

another night. 1 think 1 have had enough. 

In the morning of purgation there is much to let go of, and at noon there is much 

to face but in the afiemoon there is nothing much at d. It is the time when Our desire to 

do something or take action is most acute. It seems Iike there is some decision which mua 

be made. Our mood is impatient and restless. William Bridges says that endings are just 

the first phase of transition. The second phase is a tirne of loaness and emptiness. " In it 

we corne to terms with having to let go without really knowing anything except what we 

are being asked to relinquish. 

In Mark's gospel we read of a man who came to Jesus seeking the Kingdom of 

God. Jesus told him what he had to let go of .  . . and he went away sadly because he had 

many  possession^.'^ In midlife we still possess the rnantle of the first halfof We. In the 

aftemoon of purgation we are tempted to escape with Our robes and roles before the 

' Bridges, Transitions p. 17 

56 Ma~k 10.17-22 



second darkness closes in. 

Geny O'Collins wams of the temptation to short-circuit our movement in the 

middle years. He warns of "counterfeit destinations" that amact because we are wom 

down by meaninglessness, because we are ready to settie for anythllig that might cut the 

joumey short." Like the people of Israel in the wildemess of Exodus, they began to long 

for even the fleshpots of their former slavery." 

In the desert of midlife we are brought back into God's creative purpose. It is into 

a landscape of Genesis that we are made to wander in the ferment and fodessness of a 

recreative state. Undetected, the spirit hovers over Our brooding confusion and chaos. 

..the earth was formless and empty, 

darkness was over the surface of the deep, 

and the spirit of God was hovenng." 

Mircea Eliade in Myths. Dreams and Mvsteries notes that in archaic and 

traditional cultures, "the symbolic retum to chaos is indispensable to any new creation. 

Chaos is not a mess, but rather is the primai state of pure energy to which the person 

StudBnski, Spinhial Direction and Midlife Development p. 19 

EXO~US 16.3 

59 Genesis 1.1 
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r e m s  for every true new beginning.'lW What we can hope for at m i N e  is that out of the 

chaos new form wiii be given, a new being will be cded into definition, a new identity and 

purpose will take shape and creation will happen again. 

In the distance 1 hem the whining bleat of desert goats. Somewhere I know there 

are Bedouin children grazing a flock as it scavenges the hills for roughage. There is no real 

Pasture or path to folIow. The goats scrambie over the rocks and up ledges and hope to 

survive on what can be found. Jeremiah saw Israel as a flock lost in the desert, wandering 

dong unknown paths, confused and easy prey for every beast? In the desert there are 

many paths and not one that looks any more promising than another. There is no clear 

choice of a way ahead. AI1 paths Iead further in. Our only choice is to live with the 

questions and wait for someone who can show us the right path for the way ahead. 

It is good to remember that Jacob could no? receive the blessing at the fords of the 

Jabbok River, until he had wrestled dl night. The man he struggled with he could not 

overpower. The man wounded hirn and later blessed him. Only in the monwig did he learn 

that the one who he had wrestled with aii night was God." The fear of entering another 

night is indication of its importance. I must wait for the second darkness. 

Eliade, Mvths. Dreams and Mvsteries p. 80 

Jererniah 50.6-7 

62 Genesis 32.22-3 1 
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As the aftemoon Light begins to fade and the sun draws near to the horizon 1 

emerge from my shadow and walk out onto a promontory of rock and sit to face the 

sethg sun. I have decided to aay the night. From this plateau of rock 1 look down across 

the desert floor as it stretches out toward the sunset. As I become aware of my 

environment, 1 suddenly notice a bone on a nearby rock bleached white and cracked by 

years of heat and sun. 1 stare at it. 1 wonder to myself; if 1 were to aay on this rock for 

eternity. Eventually 1 would die. Time passes. How long would it take for my skin to 

shrivel, my clothes to rot and the rags scatter in the desert wind? How long for my frame 

to disintegrate and the sands to blow w i t h  and around? How long for the sun to bake my 

bones white like this bone or for the wind to polish them with tiny sands? For a moment 1 

see my bones lying still, assumed into this etemai quiet. Staring into the sunset 1 feel 

overcome with an ancient question that aches as 1 think it, "Can these bones live again?" 

Tears corne for what seems no apparent reason. 

I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope 

For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait 

without love 

For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet 

fait h 

But the faith and the love and the hope are al1 in the 

waiting. 

- 

" Eliot "East Coker" 
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The rays of light reach out overhead with rose and chorai-pink into deepening 

Iayers of turquoise and darker blue. The night is approaching. It is coming up fiom behind. 

It is time to make camp. 

Something which you rnight ponder for a whiie. What gets triggered by the statement, 

"Grief is the door to a man's emotions"? 



Chapter 5 

SILENCE 

The basic anxiety of life has been silenced because all is loa. Aii is quiet because 

the individuai is resting at the bottom of the sea.' 

The formative opening that lies between the work of purgation and the tkst rays of 

illumination, is silence. In Spiritual Pilmims, David Runcorn says that silence is the deepest 

work of conversion that we can give ourselves to. It begins with the willingness to wait in 

the emptiness, in hunger and thira. It ends in the divine gift of In the core 

experience of Jesus' passion, death and resurrection, it was fiom the silence of the tomb 

that Jesus rose. The tomb, in fact, was the place of transformation where new life was 

bom. The death that rnidlife brings is the necessary precursor to the silence and darkness 

of the tomb. Tomb time is an integral aspect of the joumey. It is the place where we face 

the boundaries of our existence. it is the place where we Lie in stillness and wait. It is the 

place where we cross over the frontier into the infinite love of ûod. 

Silence touches eternity. Death lies side by side with resurrection. Part of our 

' Benedict Groeschel, Spiritual Passaaeç: The Psvcholow of S~iritual Develooment 
(New York: Crossroad, 1984) p. 8 1 

Runcom, Centre of Ouiet p. 44 
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wandering in the wilderness of silence is to d e  the joumqr through fear of death into a 

silence that is not death but Me.' 

The Second Darkness 

O that 1 had in the desert a traveller's lodging place . . . 4 

Give honour to the Lord your God before the darkness fds, before your feet 

stumble on the mountains of wenuig; where you hope for iight and it is tumed to 

the shadow of death, and becomes dark.' 

One of the stones that cornes out of the deserts of the 5th century AD is of a 

young Christian inquirer who came to Aba Pomen asking, "What shall 1 do?" The Desen 

Father told him the story of Abraham's purchase of his tornb! He said, "When Abraham 

entered the promised land, he bought a sepulchre for himseif and by means of this tomb, 

he inherited the land." The inquirer asked, "What is the tomb?' and the Aba said, "The 

tomb is the place of tears." 

Runcom, Centre of Quiet p. 67 

' Jeremiah 9.2 

Jeremiah 13.16 

Genesis 23 
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As the night draws upon us we need to find a place to lie dom. We have chosai 

to aay the night and so we hunt for a place to sleep. It was because Abraham chose to 

aay in the land to which he had been led that he then inhented the blessings of the land. 

Somehow the inheritance, the fuiiness of the land, is not ours umil we decide to stay, until 

we purchase our tomb, pitch our tent, build a fie; then we have entered the desert and the 

desert can fully enter us. Tonight our sleeping place is ow sepulchre. It is the darimess in 

which we will lie and wait. 

This is a different night than the last. Tonight the stars are not so much a glistening 

blanket wrapped near or giving w a m  definition to a cocoon of transformation. Tonight 

they are distant, cold and unfathomable. Tonight 1 see the immensity of space, the eerie 

emptiness of a universe which makes me feel tembly srna11 and fundamentally aione. My 

silly world has collapsed and 1 wonder if 1 will ever get through this or feel at peace about 

life again. It is good sometimes to be able to cry. We men have such struggles with 

expressing emotions or knowing what we feel. There is such a crust to penetrate. In 

ministry 1 Say, "1 am here to serve ail the broken onesyy but 1 am the wounded person. 1 

find it difficult to know why 1 feel sad. It is difncult to know what has been lost. 

To mourn for the loss of oneselfis an alien, unsupported grief'. Such is the grief of 

the mid-life crisis, an inexplicable, unacceptable, unrecognized grief, since what is 

mourned is not seen as having been los.' 

' O'Connor, Understanding the Mid-Life Cnsis p. 55 



The tears voice the grief that cannot be articulated. There is much to let go of, 

much that can be no more. At rnidlife we die. Many important things are laid aside as 

trivia. One can feel as if'they have nothing. 

There is a dead person lying on the stage of Me; he looks familiar: 'Oh, yes, it's me. 

Could someone please take me away so that they can rehearse for the next dance?' 

When the sixth hour came.. 

there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour. 

At the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a Ioud voice, 

Eli, eli, lama sabachthani? which means 

My God, my God, why have you deserted me?' 

Al1 Christian spirituality is a spirihiality of the cross and resurrection. It is a 

spirituality of dying, that by the mercy of God, new life may be bom again. What 

"purgation" has shown us is that the harvest of rnidlife is drawn from the seeds sown of 

many deaths. 

Groeschel, S~irinial Passages: The Psycholosg of Spiritual Development p. 8 1 

Mark 15.33-34 



Death to youth and the image of ourselves as Young, vital, taut and vigorous. 

Death to youthflll idealism and ideals, recognlling that there are lunits to the time 

which rernains and limits to what we can now accomplish. 

Death to the ego and its false constructions and counterfeit ideals. 

Death to privatism and lingering regressions into adolescent ego-centricism. 

Death to the false images of ourselves as certain kinds of men. 

Death to ways of being, that in fact stifle life and bride Our inner selves. 

Death to Our image of God and the limits of our faith by which we manage our 

spiritual depths. l0 

There are many deaths and perhaps the most confùsing and painfil for us as men in 

ministry is the profound feeling of having let go of God." There is a "god" that has 

vanished . . . and there is a God whom, we recognize, we rnay no longer know. It rnay be 

that one of the initial experiences of midlife is the discovery that Our prayers have 

shrivelled or that Our spiritual life feels dead or that we have grown bored with religion 

and things that used to excite us. It may be that Our initial impulse is to escape fiom this 

deadness as ofken as possible and othenvise keep up a good presentation, ifonly to 

survive. All this rnay be so, initially, but fundarnentally we WU have to face that our image 

of God is no longer effective or vital or able to give access to the grace of 'knowing' that 

was once known. In real terms the 'god' one knew has died and one is no longer 

'O Carroll and Dychman, Chaos or Creation p. 150 

l l Runcom, Centre of Quiet p. 67 
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connecting to the spiritual depths espoused. Car1 Jung believed that the struggle of the 

rniddle-age years is essentidy a spiritual struggle. His question was not whether a midlife 

person would have a crisis of faith but rather when it would occur.12 

Arnong ail my patients in the second haif of Me, that is to Say, over 3 5, there has 

not been one whose problem in the last resort was not that of hding a religious 

(spiritual) outlook on life 

The darkness of faith is the essence of midlife. We can take encouragement from the fact 

that we are right on schedule. 

What I know about my faith is that whatever 1 clung to before, now seems far too 

simple, too contained and too immanent. In Christ 1 find a Lord who calls forth my 

humanity and personifies the love and grace of God. The Spirit enlivens and prompts my 

way. But 1 do not yet know the God of Sinai, the One who is a consuming fire and who, 

for Our sake, is shrouded. This is the One of the Trinity that 1 do not yet know and is 

perhaps the reason why the movement into wholeness of midlife has led into this second 

darkness. The Spanish Carmelite mystic, John of the Cross, would have called this 

darkness of faith the "Dark Night" of the soul. He even likened it to being led into a desert 

solitude, so bleak and empty is this aspect of the spirituai life.13 ~ h e  mystics of history 

know this t h e  as an essential darkness, of pun%ng and waiting. It is the night when we 

are purged of Our old images and mua wait for the dawning iight that will reveal a new 

l2 Shidzinski, S~intual Direction and Midlife Development p. 54 

" Welch, Spiritual P i l h s  p. 145 
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expenence of the living God. Thomas Merton, in his early days as a monk, with al l  his 

longing for God, was initially met with a deep and disarming silence. He wrote, 

We are entering the night in which God is present without any image, invisible, 

inscrutable, and beyond any satisfactory representation . . . a person's prayer may 

become an obscure struggle to preserve the images and trappings which cover his 

emptiness. l4 

What we know is that this darkness will pass. We believe it as a matter of faith; 

that just as resurrection can ody corne out of death, so this death is necessary for the 

shaping of things to corne. In the darkness God will be known and slowly something will 

take shape, an intuition of a presence growing within. This is a 'lights-off time. In the 

depths of the self a transformation is undenvay. No light shines on it. There is no 

consciousness for language to descnbe it. Here we wait and m a  and hope. 

l4 Shidzinski, Soiritual Direction and Midlife Development p. 109 



Offertory 

This word is a hidden word 

and cornes in the darkness of night. 

To enter this darkness put away aii voices and sounds 

al1 images and likenesses. l5 

In the real deserts of the world people do their senous travelling by night.16 

There was a day in the life of Teilhard de Chardin, when travelling in the Steppes 

of Asia, he found he had neither bread nor wine with which to celebrate Eucharist, and so, 

stretching himself out on a great rock he began his "Mass on the World." 

Since once again, Lord - though this tirne not in the forests of the Aisne but in the 

Steppes of Asia -- 1 have neither bread nor wine, nor altar . . . 1, your priest, will 

make the whole earth my altar and on it 1 will offer you al1 the labours and 

sufferings of the world. l7 

Tonight 1 stretch myselfout on the desert fioor beneath the vault of heaven and 

- -  

lS Meister Eckhart 

16 Runcorn, Centre of Ouiet p. 85 

l7 Teiihard de Chardin, Mass on the World p. 1 
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offer myselfto the silence. If midlife is a liturgy then tonight is the offertory Tonight the 

elements are brought fonvard - rny elementd self- laid out on the aitar of this desert 

geography. There are no words to Say, no words to pray. The motion tonight is from word 

to sacrament, fiom knowing to unknowing, fiom seen to unseen, fiom certitude to 

myaery. The mercy in feeling alone is that it makes me want to reach out. I raise my hands 

into the night sky and there is nothing to grasp, just a vast endless, emptiness glistening 

and silent. 

Divine Dark 

Lighten Our darkness we beseech thee O Lord . . . 

The God who is discovered in the darkness is the one who alone can meet the deep 

loneliness of the human heart." 

We have focused primady on the apophatic tradition: the school of darkness and 

emptying . . . We have deliberately chosen this emphasis because this is essentidy 

the vehicle for God's work in us at ~nidlife.'~ 

l 8  Studzinski, Soiritual Direction and Midlife Develooment p. 109 

l9 Carroll and Dyckman, Chaos or Creation p. 104 



What is it about certain moments in the scripture when men are silenced? 

Zechariah, for instance, a pnest, did not believe the promise that his d e  wodd bear a 

child. He could not see the hope that could come out of the barren womb. Hïs punishment 

was that he was struck mute until the birth of ~ohn." Throughout the tirne of gestation he 

could Say nothing. He had been silenced. Michael McKeman observed that, "the 

pressured, materialistic male mua be struck dumb, struck off his donkey, or 'stmck 

between the eyes' to awaken to the wondrous mystery that lies in the apparently empty 

and barren places of his iife."" At midnight there is silence. 

In the desert we keep silence, not just to meet Our own poverty and emptiness. We 

keep silence because it is in the end, the only way that we may drawn near to the 

holy, unseen God. 'God' it has been said, 'is a friend of silence.'After dl, what 

marked out this wildemess God of the Hebrews, fiom the other deities around, 

was that he could not be expressed. He was unseen. He dwelt in 'cloud and thick 

darkness' (Ex 20:21). The other gods could al1 be seen." 

1 lie awake for a long time starhg into the stars. On tbis night 1 am faced with 

questions of faith. 1 wonder, who is this desert God? This God who says, "Be aiil and 

know that 1 am ~ o d .  Who teaches me to wait. Who knows that in this waiting is my 

20 Luke l .5f  

21 MrMichael McKeman, Clinid Direcior, Catholic F a d y  Services, Calgary, Alberta 

Runcom, Centre of Ouiet p. 57 

Psalm 46.1 O- 1 1 
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softening, mendering and opening to the face of darkness, that is God. Who is this God 

who loves thk silence? Who sweeps up to the mouth of a desert cave and whispers to 

Elijah in the sound of sheer silence?'' Who is this God who loves the dark of clouds and 

cornes in billoying mystery to the heights of Horeb, Tabor and Olivet? Who is this God 

who dances across the desert sand in pillars of cloud, whose 'back' they only sec?* Who 

is this God who thunders before the multitude and chokes Solomon's Temple with smoke 

sending priests scunying -- this God who laughs? This is a cunous God. 

As soon as you are redy done, you are with Gad? 

How wondefil it might be if the iliurninative way in rnidlife were as easy to enter 

as turning the page into the next chapter. In the space between purgation and illumination 

we need to wait. The pages are blank and we live in a space between. During this time one 

does not necessarily look for a diversion. It is at this time that a support group can be so 

important. One needs to keep processing the subtleties of midlife. One needs to hear the 

stories of others. One needs to wander around the issues and live with the questions. The 

tmth is, we are here for the night. 

*' lKings 19.12 

25 Exodus 33 .Z3 

26 Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude p. 93 



Chapter 6 

ILLUMINATION 

The darkness of life does not have to win. The pilgrimage is renewed after each 

experience of night. But we are not the sarne. The Nght has done its work.' 

Into every darkness iight eventually dawns. The prolonged night of uncertainty 

that characterizes so much of midlife is eventuaiiy swallowed by a new clarity which 

quickens resolve, restores hope and opens another leg of the joumey. "Illumination" 

expresses these moments of dawning discovery which arise and point the way ahead. They 

are new ideas grasped, new cornrnitments quietly formed, changes of circumstance, inner 

resolutions sified beneath the surface of comprehension, new "stories" written with fiesh 

images to animate and excite life with new dennition. Each d a m  is dserent, but each 

illumination brings more clarity and bolsters Our readiness to retum, reenter and engage 

the substance of our life anew. Evelyn Underhill writes that the reward of the painful 

descent into the "ce11 of self-knowledge" brings a swinging back into the d a m  of 

' Welch, Spiritual Pilerims p.2 19 
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purposefulness, certainty and joy.' According to the mystical tradition, the "dark night," if 

entered and lived, is always and eventually met by illumination. 

One has to be reminded that ours is a God of hope; the God who opens up hiaory; 

who opens the Red Sea, who opens the barren womb, who opens the tomb, who opens 

the future. Martin Luther King was once asked what he would do if he knew the world 

was corning to an end tomorrow. He said, "1 would still plant an apple tree today." In 

tirne, the darkness of unknowing is eclipsed by the dawn of new insight -- sharp, clear and 

tiee. 

In this chapter we will consider some of the themes which give hope to the 

resolution of midlife as well as some general directions which tend to characterize the 

second half of adulthood. A number of limitations are introduced to the text at this point. 

For instance, from the perspective of a forty-one-year-old writer the resolution of midlife 

c m  only be hunched at. Certain directions have appeared which suggest the f o m  of things 

to corne but not yet seen. Secondly, we have to acknowledge, especially at this point, the 

particdarity with which each person discovers their own course through m i m e  and how 

each course discovered is different. There is ody so much that can be said beyond the 

"dark Nght." Perhaps this is why the iiterature about midlife offers little substance to cany 

one beyond an analysis of the "midlife crisis. " The burden of the literature provides a 

helpfùl discussion of the various dynamics which characterize midlife. One is given a 

Underhill, Mysticism p.233 
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language to name our experience and various frameworks for understanding the meanhg 

of what is occurring in Our lives. One is @en positive avenues for refiection which cm 

lead to growth and transform the cnsis of rnidlife into a creative illness.' However, there is 

little to suggest the shape of Ke beyond these dynarnics. Rather one is encouraged to be 

persistent in wrestling with oneself, patient in the waiting, and to hold out the horizon of 

graduai and evennial resolution. 

Given these limitations we will concentrate Our attention in this chapter on the 

more explicit lessons which can be drawn fiom the application of the desen metaphor in 

human experience. We will give particular attention to the meaning of the desert as it is 

understood through the lens of biblicd revelation. We will continue to garner the wisdom 

of psychological inquiry and blend it with aspects of the desert expenence. However, the 

pmicular emphasis from here forward will centre on the spirituality of human 

transformation as discovered and illuminated by the Christian tradition. 

O'Connor, Understanding the Midlife Crisis p. 37 



At Night New Dawn 

In the rnorning they looked toward the wildemess and saw the giory of a d . '  

Unexpectedly, one becomes aware that a new vision has been given, a relation has 

been granted, the grace of seif-transcendence, of new Me, of joy. It is not that 

anything has necessarily changed. The loss or change which provoked the cnsis 

have not been repealed, but we ourselves have been transformed and see it al1 

In the sixteenth chapter of Exodus a desperate moment empts. Night has come 

upon the encampment. It is the end of another day and in the exhaustion of the moment al1 

hell breaks Ioose. Despairhg of their plight the people turn against their leaders, having 

lost al1 hope in their effons and loa their vision of a promised outcorne. They even long 

for their diminished existence in a former Egypt. In the furor that &ses Moses and Aaron 

stand before the angry crowd and declare that in the moming the people will see the glory 

of God. The ultimate resolution of the dark night is placed in reference to a new vision of 

God that will come in the moming. The promise given is that the night will end and new 

hope will dawn. 

Genesis 16.10 

Studzinski, Spirituai Direction and Midlife Develo~ment p. 18 
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Early the next day as Aaron addresses the people, they look toward the wildemess 

and indeed see the glory of Gad! It is not clear nom the text what it is that the people see, 

but what is chiefiy of note is that the glory of God is seen as they look toward the 

wildemess. There are two important points to observe about this moment. 

First, we observe that it was in the action of the people tuming to face the fact of 

the wilderness that they opened the oppominity to be transfomed by a fresh vision. We 

may conclude that an important aspect of midlife resolution aises as we are able to 

acknowledge the wildemess which we occupy. In Spiritual Wholeness For Clerw, Donald 

Hands and Wayne Fehr distill years of clinical work with men in ministry in various foms 

of crisis, including midlife. They note the importance of acknowledging the condition of 

"wildemess" in life, especially the imponance for clergy to face squarely a condition of 

spiritual wilderness. 

There is a certain advantage to being 'convicted' of one's spiritual emptiness. 

Embarrassing as it may well be to the man or wornan of God, such spiritual 

poverty, honestly admitted, c m  be the starting point for a rediscovery of one's 

spirituality. In fact, the disposition most open to being blessed and filied is the 

humble attitude of one who knows that he or she is empty and hungry.' 

EXO~US 16.7-1 0 

' Hands and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness for Clergv p. 65 
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The second observation to note in this Exodus event is that the iUumination which 

arose for the people of Israel was a vision of the glory of God. We might conclude that the 

dawn which cornes to midlife for men in ministry involves at least in part, a reawakenhg 

of the spirit and rediscovery of God. Hands and Fehr would agree. They M e r  note nom 

their work with clergy that of the men they saw, "a radical spiritual conversion was at the 

heart of recovery . . . (their clients) could not begin to get weli without e n t e ~ g  into their 

relationship with God at a new depth of intimacy and surrender."' 

It may be that the sou1 can only live for a lirnited time in a aate of abandonment. It 

may be that in the midst of the "dark night" a yeamhg arises by which we cry out £?om the 

deep povew of our souk. There is a plea which asks for a more authentic spirituality and 

deeper participation in the Essence that is God. Perhaps initially the prayers we form are 

tentative and dry. It may seem that we are doing "nothing." We reach out to God in faith 

but it is a faith that can form few words. It may arise like the words of the psalmia, 

Do not hide your face fiom me 

or 1 shall be like those who d o m  to the Pit 

Let me hear your steadfast love in the morning 

for in you 1 put my ma. 

Teach me the way I should go 

for to you 1 lift up my souLg 

~ m d s  and Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness for Clergy p. xviii 

Psalm 143.7-8 
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In the night hour the author of the psalm awakens and lets go his larnenting prayer. 

He Iongs for direction in Life. He longs for a new experience of the living God. Paul 

reminds us that at such times, "the Spirit helps us in our weakness (because) we do not 

know what we ought to pray, the Spirit intercedes for us with groans that words cannot 

express."'0 Carlo Carretto had an intimate knowledge of the desert experience and wrote 

bat, "when faith fails and God's impenetrable night wraps around us . . . prayer becomes 

tme and strong even though it may be dry as dust."" It is at night that prayer begins - 

before the dawn -- as one still faces into a darkened void. It is interesting to consider that 

the beginning of each new day is not marked by the light of dawn but commences in the 

dark of rnidnight. It is at night that the day of illumination begins. It is at night when 

nothingness spreads around us that in the nothingness we find what we did not know 

existed. 

Al1 things were lying in quiet and silence, and night in her swifi course was half 

spent, when the Almighty Word leapt From thy royal throne in heaven.12 

We cm find companionship in the story of Job. His aory begins, we read, in the 

rniddle of his life. He had spent his energies d u ~ g  the first half of his life building up an 

empire, a good self-image, a home, a family, wealth, love, respectability, and a deep, deep 

faith. Then suddenly it al1 collapsed and he could find no reason for the misery that had 

- -  --- 

'O Romans 8.26 

l 1  Carretto, Letters From the Desert p. 66 

'* Wisdom 18.14 
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faiien upon him. His life becarne preoccupied with his woes; there is a lengthy discourse, 

much "wandering," cornplaining and distress. Finally, Job was led to surrender to a God he 

could not comprehend, control or rnanip~late.~' The ending of the story becomes sharper 

when we consider that the book ends with a later editonal addition. Without it, one sees 

even more clearly the blessing which arises out of Job's mender into God and the reward 

rhat cornes with the formation of a new attitude toward We, toward himself, toward others 

and toward God. 

What is this word "surrender?" It is not a word which the ego likes but it recurs in 

the writings of those who speak of the spintuaiity of midlife. Hands and Fehr £ïnd that the 

resoiution of midlife arises in part tiom a conscious decision to open oneself afiesh to 

God. It is not merely a suppressed Self that needs to be reieased into our lives but quite 

directly, the God we have not yet encountered. We need to acknowledge that our ego has 

iimited God out of its own need to grasp and c lah  God. In the classic formulations there 

needs to be a confession. There needs to be a healthy admission that we do not understand 

and we do not know, that we open ourseives afiesh to the living God. Part of our letting 

go involves our letting go into God. 

Thomas Menon wrote that we are not convened only once in our Lives, but many 

tirnes, "and this endless senes of large and srnaIl convenions, inner revolutions, l a d s  to 

l3 Carroll and Dychman, Chaos or Creation p. 81 
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our transformation in Chri~t."'~ Conversion is a term ofien used to describe what midlife is 

fundarnentally about. It is not always meant in religious terms but as a dynamic terni which 

captures the depth of inner revolution that occurs at midlife. As we have discussed, there 

is a searing quality of self examination which penetrates to the very ground of one's being. 

It is no less than an examination of the heart. There is a palliful wrenching process in 

which things are relinquished if not repudiated. There is a coming to terms with one's 

emptiness and need. There is a quality of surrender and of opening oneself up to the hope 

of a new dawning of purpose and meaning. These are the elements of conversion. Our 

hearts are changed. 

A new heart I will give you, 

and a new spirit 1 will put within you; 

and 1 will take out of your flesh the heart of stone 

and give you a heart of flesh." 

Much of the discussion thus far has placed the onus on the individual to proceed 

through midlife and resolve its conflias. This persistent emphasis has painted in part an 

inaccurate picture of ourselves alone in a barren wildemess wandering and waiting and 

hoping. It has been up to us to willingly enter our midlife wildemess, to corne to terms 

with Our limits, to probe our shadow, to reveal Our tnie Self. to wait in the silence, to 

hope for the time when life will sifk itself out and a new casting evolve. However, it is 

" Letter published in Informations Catholiques Internationales (April, 1973) 

'' Ezekie136.26 



important to remember that the Judeo-Christian tradition begins and ends with the 

initiative and tenacious involvement of our Creator God. Whaî is tme of rnidlife and 

perhaps may only be fùlly recognized in the dawning of illuaiinabon, is that our joumeying 

has occurred under the shadow of God's wing. l6 As the author of Psalm 139 clearly 

articulates, there is no place to escape the loving attentiveness of God. 

You search my path and my lying d o m  and are acquainted with ail my 

ways. l7 

In the desert we have wandered and laid under the night sky and dl of it has been known. 

You have searched me and known me. You know when I sit down and when 1 rise 

up; you discern my thoughts from afar." 

Even in the nights when we may have felt so alone and abandoned and moumhg a clarity 

of life and faith once known. Even then, 

The darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as 

light to you.lg 

God is with us and there wiil be a time again when we wiil know God like the light 

of dawn. It will corne as we face into Our wildemess. It wiiI begin in the tentative prayers 

of the night. It wili be a surrendering not unlike the lethg go into God that is a dimension 

l6 Psalm91.1-6 

l7 Psalm 139.3 

l 8  Psdm 139.1-2 

l9 Psalm 139.1 1-12 
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of conversion. We are immersed in a story of human transformation under the watchfid 

care of a God who waits iike the father for the retum of the prodigal son. We have needed 

to wander away for a time. We may have ventured into some places where treasures have 

been squandered. illumination arises as we "come to ourselves" and tum to meet again 

what was previously left, if not escaped, because it had seemed so du11 and restrictive and 

limiting. In one of his discourses Soren Kierkegaard says that, "1 should conduct myself 

toward the tradition to which 1 have fdlen heir Iike an actor who has played a scene 

poorly: 1 should go out and come in again." 

As the glow of dawn gathers on the eastem horizon, it is t h e  to "come in" again. 

A strange Iight breaks; strange because it has always been there, but it has been 

hidden . . . it is as if great doors open (and) in the silence music is heard; it is 

familiar, yet it was never heard before because there was so much scatter sound, so 

many distractions. There is a presence at once familiar and oddly new . . . The 

illuminative way has begunzO 

Groeschel, S~iritual Passages p. 81 



A Geography of Transformation 

You followed me in the wilderness, in a land not sown.*' 

The way of life, worship and prayer taught in the Bible is a belief shaped and 

learned in the desert? 

The deepest roots of faith in the Bible lie in the soiitary, rugged silences of the 

desert. And throughout the Bible some of the greatest and most giorious 

revelations of God were in the wilderness . . . 

One of the things you realize about the Bible is that throughout the stories of its 

pages the desert recurs as a pnmary theme and context for human transformation. It is the 

environment where much of our spintual hentage is spawned. It is a kind of 'birthing 

room' for the Judeo-Christian tradition. In fact, at the risk of exaggeration, 1 would 

suggest that our faith is fbndamentally a desert faith; a faiith conceived in the wildemess 

that is then lived in the city. It is also my opinion that a vital spirituality is dependent upon 

this rhythm of oscillating between the desert and the city. Let us consider how this is so 

21 Jeremiah 2.2 

Kenneth Leech, True Praver : An Introduction to Christian Soirituality (Toronto : 
Anglican Book Centre, 1980) p. 46 

21 Runcom, A Centre of Quiet p. 52 



and how this creates for midlife a horizon of hope. 

We began this midlife exploration in the city. The "city" represented the place of 

certainty, security and ministry at full-throde. The CITY was where we were masters and 

meaningfùily engaged. The CITY is the 'place' where we know who we are and what we 

are about. But this CITY is no longer a place we occupy. Perhaps because of some 

changing circumstances or inner processes the CITY became a place we no longer knew. 

There was a new reality, a wilderness, a DESERT which was a place of uncertainty and 

insecurity. It had become the new landscape of life, a place of wandering confusion, a 

place we hoped to pass through. What biblical experience says to us, is that these 

DESERTS, lived and accepted and wandered, have the capacity to break open with 

sudden revelation and reawakening of purpose that recasts life and sends the desert 

dweller back into the city with immense confidence and detennination. This relationship 

we can see expressed in the following diagram. 

REVELATION 

DESERT CITY 
insecunty securiîy 
uncert ainty certainty 
wandering engaged 

DISLOCATION 



Let us now consider some of the biblical texts which demonstrate this relationship. 

In Genesis chapter 28, Jacob is sent away from his fathers house to Paddam-aram 

to search for a d e .  He is sent fiom what is known into an unknown and cornes to what is 

cded nothing more than "a certain place." The sun had set and he prepared for the night, 

drawing in a stone on which to lay his head. Aione in the silence of that darkened place he 

dreamt a dream that was more than a dream, it was more like a vision of God and the 

promise of an unforseen future. Rising early the next moming he took the aone and raised 

it into a cairn in the wilderness. He anointed it with oil and gave to the place the name, 

Bethel, meaning "the house of God" saying, "Surely the Lord is in this place and 1 did not 

know it! "24 What seemed a simple place in an empty desert became for Jacob an, 

"awesome place!. ..none other than the House of God and the gate of heaven." The desen 

became a meeting place -- in time the wilderness of his life became a landscape of divine 

rendezvous. 

Cod found him in a desert region, in an empty howling wasteland, God protected 

him, watched over hm, and guarded him as the pupil of his eye? 

In response, Jacob made a vow, a new commitment fonned, and he launched off 

for a new land where he began to serve among a new people. He went fiom the CITY to 

24 Genesis 28.10-22 

Deuteronomy 32.9- 10 



15 

the DESERT where he was met by God, changed, and moved back to the CITY as a new 

person. 

Moving fùrther on in the scripture in the third chapter of the Exodus, we meet 

Moses w a n d e ~ g  on the far side of the wildemess tending the flocks of his father-in-law 

Jethro, the priest of Midian. The Egypt of Moses' youth was far behind. In an outburst of 

young rage he had aaed out violently against the evils of the milieu in which he had been 

raised. It had been a defining moment in which he had claimed new identity, "1 am 

Hebrew." From there he had fled into the wildemess and into an obscure penod of life. He 

married and had t w ~  sons. Next we meet hirn tending the flocks of his father-in-law 

Jethro. It is a telling image. He is doing his father-in-law's work. He is wandering around 

in the wildemess on the far side of the wildemess. One has a picnire of a man who is stiil 

casting around for the meaning of his life, still wondering what he is meant to do and be. 

Then suddenly a bush bums before him and a voice is heard. In the silent place a 

conversation unfolds that reveals new purpose and the desen wanderer tums back to 

Egypt to confront the pimacle of temporal power. The DESERT has done its work. 

Later on Moses will lead the people of Israel into the DESERT. They d leave 

behind the known, the CITY, for a harsh unsettled life in a barren landscape. In the midst 

of their w a n d e ~ g s  they will come to a mountain where Gad will come to them in a cloud 

with flashes of lighting and thunder. In the wiidemess God WU be reveaied and they will 

literally hammer out and discover a new relationship with this God who acts, who saves 
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and who dernands righteousness. In t h e  they wiii come to a new promised land and enter 

CITY life again. 

Five hundred years later the composer of the Song of Songs wili ask, "Who is she 

who comes up out of the ~ i l demess?"~~  The "she" who arrives fiom the wilderness is the 

"daughter of Israel," the "woman" who bars  the people of the Exodus in the womb of the 

fiiture. Out of the DESERT and into the CITY come the twelve tribes, the Torah, the 

Tabernacle, the Sanhednn, the pnesthood and the s e ~ c e  of the Levites. AU these 

elements have been fashioned in the furnace of the wildemess where God has been 

revealed and human lives transformed." 

Further still, in the first book of Kings we meet Elijah, fleeing for his Me. From 

what appears to be the pinnacle of his miniary, he flees the CITY and moves into the 

DESERT. There he collapses under a solitas, bush. For the next "forty days and f o w  

nights" -- a full penod -- he remains in the wildemess moving deeper and deeper into its 

recesses. In time he cornes to what is called "the mountain of God," to the centre and 

heart of his own faith. He ascends its slopes and enters into a darkened cave where he 

waits in the darkness. Into that forlom and lonely place the voice of God suddenly comes 

27 Nogah Hareuveni, Desert and Shepherd in Our Biblical Hentaae (Trans. by Helen 
Frenkley, Israel: Neot Kedumim, 1 99 1) p. 1 3 
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to him, "Go out and stand on the mountain, for the Lord is about to p a s  you by? What 

had been only empty wilderness and dark isolation was suddenly transposed by the 

initiative of a God who came with prompting love. He who had despaired under a solitaty 

bush and wandered in the wilderness for weeks and months, who had known the pain of 

the dark night, God now called to stand on the mountain and look out. What Elijah saw 

initidy were great forces, a wind that came shat- te~g rocks, an earthquake and then a 

fire, but God was said to be in none of these. Then in the stihess he heard the voice of 

 GO^.^^ In the sound of sheer silence he discemed the way fonvard and tumed back with 

determination toward the CITY and anointed the kings and prophets of a new age. 

What David Runcorn observes about this text is that Eïjah is s h o w  in the 

wilderness that his ministry will no longer be characterized by the kind of drama and 

spectacle of his former ministry as displayed on Mount Carmel.' God will no ionger be in 

the earthquake, wind or fire. The rninistry that will corne out of the wildemess of his life 

will be somehow different. How it is different is not clear except that the encounter 

suggests it d l  proceed out of what the wildemess has taught him - the capacity to hear 

God in the sound of a fierce and awesome silence. 

The cumin of the New Testament goes up with a cal1 to the DESERT. A voice 

*' lKings 19.4-19 

" lKings 19.12 

Runcom, A Center of Ouiet p.42 



cries in the wildemess for the people to corne out of the CITY and down into the 

DESERT. The "voice" cornes from a desert dweller who has learnt the desert ways, 

surviving on locusts and wild honey. His ministry is one that has been fashioned by the 

fumace of the wildemess and he makes the DESERT into a place that flows with the 

waters of REVELATION, cornmitment and transformation. 

Further north, in the hills of the Galilee, Jesus 'hears' that voice of John and leaves 

the CITY for the wilderness where John is baptizing. There, in an act of cornmitment and 

acceptance, he bows into the swirling waters of the Jordan. He goes down into "the 

depdis" and is driven out into the wildemess. The 'new Moses' will wander in a 

wildemess of desert silence. He will wrestle with fundamental choices of identity and 

purpose. He will be tempted by the lure of false masters and grand schemes. He will know 

the grace of visitation and from that wildemess t h e  he will stride into the synagogue in 

Nazareth announcing the Kingdom of Heaven. The message is the same once again, the 

wildemess is necessary for life. It is not just emptiness, not even just transition, but deeply 

transformational. 

As we read fiixther in the gospels, we see how Jesus came to value the experience 

of the desert, retuming to its silence again and again throughout his rninistry. Early in the 

rnorning, at noon or late at night, he would retreat from the crowds and move up into the 

hills above the sea where he could be alone and in silence, to "pray." 



Mer he had dismissed the crowds, he went up into the hiUs by himself to pray. 

When evening came, he was there done." 

In the middle of Matthew's gospel we corne to the point where Jesus' ministry in 

the Galilee is coming to a close. It is a transitional moment and Jesus takes Peter, James 

and John up a high mountain, "alone by thernsel~es."~~ Moving up the steep slopes of 

Tabor they climb high above the press of life. They Ieave the CITY. The fields of labour 

and roads of commerce stretch out far below them. On the mountain the clouds roll in, the 

Iight and shadow play, and its silence becornes a place of revelation and transfiguration. 

The disciples want to stay but Jesus moves down from that place and 'sets his face toward 

the C I T Y . ' ~ ~  

In the weeks that follow which lead into the Passion of Our Lord, we see Jesus 

living the rhythm between the CITY and the DESERT. Each day there is time spent in the 

Temple with the crowds, facing confrontation and the demands of many for healing. But 

then each day at its end, he retums to the quiet repose of Bethany out on the desen 

rnargh. In Bethany he hallows the place of Wendship in the DESERT of We. He hallows 

the need we have for cornpanions in the wilderness places. 

31 Matthew 14.23 

32 Matthew 17.1-8 

33 Luke 9.51 
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Perhaps most important, of al1 these texts, is the day when Jesus is led outside the 

CITY walls and ont0 the barren, hestone promitory of Golgotha - DESERT. There in 

the wilderness beyond the CITY occurs the supreme revelation of God, lifted up before 

the whole world. There is agonizing death. Then the lifeless sheii, is laid in the darkness of 

a tomb. In the silence it lays and waits and people wander away. But the story does not 

end with the wilderness outside the ciîy walls. Three days later Jesus is seen in the CITY, 

dive, new, resurrect ed, transformed. 

Further on in the Acts of the Apostles we see this rhythm played out again. Saul 

travels on the road to Damascus. He has lefi the CITY. In the place between the cities he 

is co&onted by the Lord and blinded by a searing revelation of God in the wildemess, 

never to be the sarne. In time Sad retums to the CITY but as Paul; different, transforrned. 

Again, as his new life unfolds, we will see that even in the wildemess of his prison ce11 

(DESERT), words will arise (REVELATION) for his letters which will speak to the 

Church of every age (CITY). 

Finally, as the bible ends we are brought into the desolation of Patmos (DESERT) 

where the exiled John has been lefi. But in that wilderness he is given a revelation that 

glimpses the Kingdom of God, the heavenly city. 

What we see is that again and again the desert appears on the map of biblical 

experience. It is a place that is entered, where people face themselves and in time 
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encounter the living God. Life that has died is reawakened and new horizons appear. Not 

only in the bible do we see this rhythm, but we could continue this discussion into the lives 

of the Christian saints and the mystics of the centuries. As Raymond Shidzinski observes, 

"There is ample evidence to be found throughout Christian spintual tradition for periods 

of turmoil and change at the onset of midlife . . . that held the promise of spiritual 

renewal. "Y The message is the same; the desert is necessary for life. The desert is not just 

meaningless suffering but has the potential to become a crucible of transformation and 

spirituai rediscovery. As painful and hollow and dry as midiife may be, into its confusion 

the way of the future will be revealed, into its silence the voice of God wili corne and into 

its darkness d a m  wilI break. 

As dominant an image as the desert may be in biblical experience it is important to 

remember that the Bible neither begins in the desert nor ends there. The Story begins in a 

Garden and ends in the heavenly Jerusalem around a banquet table where all of life is 

gathered. The desert occurs in moments in-between. It is a place that one sometimes 

enters, where one must wander for a time to be teaed and shaped for life. 

And you shall remember al1 the way which the Lord your God has led you in the 

wilderness these forty years, that he might humble you, testing you, to know what 

was in your heart.)' 

'' Studzinski, Spiritual Direction and Midlife Develo~ment p. 10 

' Deuteronomy 8.2 



Desert God 

Yahweh is fist and foremost, a God of the wildemess." 

One of the most profound discoveries we can rnake at midlife is of a God we did 

not know. We will know the 'god' that feels remote, the 'god' we no longer believe in. 

We will know the dent ernptiness where prayer has shriveled because there is nothing but 

a darkened void. Al1 these things we will know in varying degrees and al1 of this, 1 believe, 

is necessary preparation for the discovery of the God of the desert. 

Within the whole sweep of religious experience one of the ways you can speak of 

the Judeo-Christian God is to Say that ours is a desert God. 1 do not mean that Our God is 

only a God of the desert, but that where we seem to meet this God mon profoundly and 

intimately are in the places and times of life when we find our selves occupying a 

wildemess. This, as we have show, is what the burden of scnpture seems to Say if not the 

experience of the ages and that of Our own lives. In this section we will examine this more 

closely through the lens of what we cm cal1 "geographicd theology." We will consider 

how the geography of the land gave nse to what is essedally a desert spirituality. 

First let us consider the geography of the bible lands and imagine ourselves on a 

quick trip moving straight across the land of Israel beginning in the cornai city of Tel 



Aviv and moving eastward to Jericho. (See map #1 next page.) We begin on the flat 

coastal land of the Sharron Plain and soon enter the roiiing, lush farmlands of the Shefelia. 

On the highway it would take us about three quarters of an hour to travel fiom the coastal 

waters to the point where we would suddenly face a high limestone ndge. It is the 

beginning of the MI-country which runs north and south through the land like a nigged 

backbone. There are only a few narrow passes which allow entry up onto this ridge of 

rocky, dry terrain. Climbing three thousand feet in just a few miles, we would gain the 

highroad that dips and winds over the rolling hills toward Jerusalem. On the way we 

would see hillsides of endless terraces and meager crops in poor rock strewn soil. Then on 

the eastern side of Jerusalem we would come to the brow of the hiii-country and look out 

ont0 the Judean Desert below as it sweeps down to the Jordan River Valley. Within half 

an hour of the high ridge of Jerusalem we would drop five thousand feet to the Dead Sea 

where just to the north we would come to Our destination of Jericho. If we were to 

continue east we would soon climb up the other side of the rift valley onto a different 

continental plate into Jordan. There we would find a narrow band of familand running 

nonh and south through the country on the brow of the hills as that which we just left. 

Not far beyond and running east for hundreüs and hundreds of miles would be the vast 

Arabian Desert moving out toward Iraq and the Persian Gulf States. South of Jenisalem 

there is another huge desert, the Negev, which reaches d o m  to the Sinai and connects as 

a continuum to the vast Sahara. Altogether then, there are two huge deserts, one to the 

east and one to the south. Together they have a tremendous influence over the climate of 

the biblical lands. The only relief from the desert clirnate cornes in the storms that blow 
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d o m  fiom the northeast, moWig across the Mediterranean Sea and dropphg their rains 

on the coastai plains and the high hds in the north and in the south at Hebron. 

We see this pattern of rainfall expressed in the second map #2 on the following 

page. The two grid lines which appear on the map are drawn by climatologists to separate 

the rainy and dry parts of the country. Beneath the horizontal line there is littie or no rain 

due to the influence from the south of the great Sahara Desert. In sirnilar fashion, there is 

Iittle or no rain to the east of the vertical line due to the influence of the Arabian Desert. 

The little rain that fails to the east of the Iine is what the Ws of Jordan can 'mik' fiom the 

thinning clouds as they sweep out toward the desert. We will dso note that the wettest 

land occurs in the northwestern quadrant, predorninantly on the lower coastai lands. 

Dr. James Fleming, of the Biblical Resoorces Centre outside of Bethlehem, helps 

us to understand the relationship between these climactic conditions and the formation of 

Our Judeo-Christian theology. For the purposes of argument Dr. Fleming moves the 

vertical line of the climatologists slightiy west so that the area to the east of the line 

incorporates Jenisalem and the Sea of (ialilee. (See Map #3) 

The map as a whole can be viewed as a stage. It is the stage on which ninety 

percent of the biblical story unfolded. With the help of the vertical line we cm divide the 

stage into two haives, "right stage" and "lefi nage." We will consider each side of the 

stage in tems of three characteristics. 



MAP #2 



MAP #3 
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The kst characteristic of the Right Stage is that Me is unpredictable. The further 

southeast one goes on Right Stage the more unpredictable Me becomes because one never 

knows how much rain will fall. In order to grow a crop of winter wheat a famer needs a 

minimum of eleven inches of rain. For as long as such records have been kept, the annual 

rainfàil on Right Stage can vary year to year fhm as Little as four inches up to fourteen 

inches. In such conditions the famer on Right Stage who plants his seed on the terraces in 

late November never knows if there will be a crop in the new year or ifhe wiil have to 

plough it under. Life is unpredictable. 

The second characteristic of the Right Stage is that life is silent and lonely. The 

fbnher southeast one goes the more silent and lonely it becomes. 

The third characteristic of the Right Stage is that We is exhausting. Life on Right 

Stage is lived near the margins of existence. For example if we consider the life of the 

Bedouin woman, it takes about ten years for her to make a tent. She has to gather the 

wool, clean it, card it, spin it and then weave it hto panels. In addition she has the 

responsibility to care for the children and when they are old enough to have them care for 

the fiocks which are also her responsibiiity. She is in charge of the cooking and the upkeep 

of the dwelling. She is aiso in charge of moving when the t h e  cornes. Certainly for the 

Bedouin women we c m  Say that iife is exhausting. 

Life on the Right Stage therefore, in the Judean ha-country, dong the desert 



mgin and into the wildemess, is unpredictable, silent, lonely and exhausting. 

On Left Stage we move down fiom the hill-country and ont0 the low, fertüe 

coastal region that carries north onto the slopes of the Carmel range and the high hiiis of 

the Galilee. Left Stage, on the average, receives twenty to forty inches of rain a year. The 

Jeneel Valley below Carmel is so fertile that one can harvest eighteen cuttings of alfalfa a 

year. That amounts to one cutting every three weeks. Consequently, the first characteristic 

of Lefi Stage is that life is predictable. Given that the skies will provide twenty to forty 

inches of rain each year then even in a dry year there will still be enough rain for a full 

crop. The only question the f m e r  on Lefi Stage asks is whether he is going to reap fifty- 

fold, seventy-five-fold or a hundredfold. Life is predictable. 

The second characteristic of Lefl Stage is that life is noisy and busy. Given that the 

land is so productive and the climate so lovely dong the Meditenanean, most of the 

population settles on Left Stage. This has always been so. It is where one finds the 

Philistines, the Canaanites, the Phoenicians, the Greeks, the Romans, and so on. We know 

that Pontius Pilate, for exarnple, kept his residence at Ceasarea Maritima on the 

Meditemanean coast and only visited Jerusalem when he had to. Today on the Sharron 

Plain one finds more than half of Israel's population in an area that stretches dong the 

coast for about twenty miles. Life on Lefi Stage is noisy and busy. 

The third charactenstic of Left Stage is that Life is e q .  With a land that can be so 
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productive one can have a division of labour and leisure tirne to sit by the waters or rest 

beneath abundant palms. Life is easy. AU together then Life on Left Stage is predictable, 

noisy, busy and easy. 

Now let us consider the kind of theology which evolves within these two very 

dEerent climactic contexts. If we consider the Canaanites for example, who were 

predominantly a 'Left Stage' people. We see that within their pantheon, the principal deity 

was Baal, the god of storms and thunder and fertility. The fertility of the land was 

dependent on the rains which this god brought with flashes of Lightening and dark clouds. 

In 1 Kings 18.28 we read how it was the custom of the Canaanite pneas to enjoin Baal 

with wild dancing and slash themselves with swords and spears. Nevertheless, whatever 

the Canaanites did, given the location of their lands. every time they prayed to Baal, Baal 

would deliver; the rains would come and the land wouid produce abundantly. 

In contrast, up in the Ml-country, at the same time, on the dner side of the land, 

the people of Israel were praying and sacnficing to YHWH. However, experience had 

shown them that the rains might not come to give the blessing of a full crop. They had 

come to learn that the God of Israel is a God who is unpredictable, who does not answer 

all of Our prayers, with whom life is not always smooth sailing. Not surprisingly one 

discovers that Israelite society stmggled with the temble temptation to worship the gods 

of the Canaanites. As much as any generation, they faced the temptation to worship the 

gods of prosperity and ease. 



What is interesting to observe however, is that aii three monotheistic religions 

amse out of the deserts on Right Stage. Mohammed received his revelation in the desert, 

Judaism was bom in the Exodus and the revelation at Sinai, and Jesus had his t h e  of 

formation in the wildemess. Today those three monotheistic traditions capture the spiritual 

devotion of nearly three quarters of the planet. In contrast we see that the gods of the 

other great religions which arose in the river cultures of the same penod have entirely 

vanished. Of the three hundred and fi@ gods that were worshiped dong the Tigris and 

Euphrates, none of them are worshiped today. Of the seven hundred and twenty gods of 

the Nile river culture, none of them are worshiped today. The prosperous gods have not 

endured. 

One asks then, what is it about the unpredictable, silent, lonely side of the stage 

which grants a spirîtual hentage to the worid of enduring txuth? What is it about the 

lonely, silent side of the stage which lends itself to hearing the still small voice; whether 

one thinks of Moses, Elijah, Jacob, John, Jesus, Paul or five thousand Byzantine Christian 

hermits in the fifih century? Most of the biblical drama unfolds on Right Stage where the 

desert God was encountered; this God who paid attention to marginaiity, who did not 

mind hanging around people who lived in tents and caves, who was revealed in the 

wildemess? What this discussion suggests to us is that not only is ours a desert God but 

that any spirituality which lacks the desert is likely shallow and passing. Where our Lord 

is revealed most profoundly and known moa intimately seems to be in the places and 

times of life where we wander a desert land. It is the place where God forms God's people 
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and where the fiihire is made possible. This is the God who is present in the empty places 

of rnidlife. 

Thirst 

Some lost their way in the desert, in the wasteland; 

they found no settled place. 

Hungry and thirsty, their sou1 shriveled up. 37 

In the desert Our greatest enemy is dehydration. We cany huge supplies of water 

and plot our course according to desert wells and oases. 1 watch for the signs of 

dehydration in the group. The first sign of dehydration is usually general fatigue followed 

by headaches and disorientation. Thirst cornes quickly on 'Right Stage' and so the psalms 

are full of the imagery of people who have grown weary and thint afler God. 

O God, you are my God; 

1 search for you, my sou1 thirsts for you, 

My body yearns for you 

In a parched and weary land where there is no water." 



It is important at midlife to determine what it is we redy need to quench our 

thirst. In the desert there are always mirages which one rnay strike out for with great 

excitement and verve. In the distance one rnay perceive prornising "solutions" which d e r  

a while of eager pursuit, begin to shimmer, fade and evaporate. At midlife there c m  be 

many false destinations which though temporarily fuifihg and supplying focus to Our 

aalled energies, will not in faa quench our deepest thirst. Substitute substances can never 

replace the "living waters" that are fundamentally needed.3g It may be that at midlifie we 

have to pursue a few mirages before Our thirst is sufiïcient and Our pursuits sufficiently 

unfulfilling that we feel drawn again to the real "living waters. " David Runcom observes 

that to thirst is to wait, and our waiting, "in fact helps us to recognize where our real 

desires lie. It reveals to us both Our shallowness and our d e p t h ~ . " ~  

Men in ministry who feel out of control at midlife sometimes veer away fiom the 

uncontrolled uncenainties of their faith and seek refuge in a variety of compulsive 

behaviours. The "dry times" can drive one fonvard into other counteneit thiras. One can 

become compulsive about work, about the use of dcohol, about sex, about acquinng and 

collecting. The compulsion to consume rnay achieve the illusion of control, but the shame 

and self-destructive habits cm merely reinforce a deeper awareness of personal 

dislocation. It is better for men to feel their thirst and sense carefùlly what it is that will 

tmly satisfy their deepest iongings. 

39 John410 

" Runcom, A Center of Ouiet p. 79 



In Psalm 42 we imagine a scene of a deer panting in the wiiderness. in the hot 

breeze the thirsty creature lifts t s  nostrils to catch the scent of nearby water. 

As a deer pants for strearns of water, 

so my soul pants for you, O God 

My soul thirsts for God, for the living God." 

The distress of midlife has a dryhg effect. We cannot keep functioning on so Little 

imer resources. "There is a river," we are told." In the hot breeze we lift our heads for the 

scent of living waters. 

The Rose of Jericho 

Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single grain; 

but if it dies, it yields a rich harvest." 

In the desen many seeds lie quietly waiting for rah. Over many years they 

accumulate, blown in by the winds, scattered by animal droppings, blending in with rocks, 

unseen. leremiah's definition for the desert is that it is, "a land not sown." It may be a land 

- - - 

4' Psalm 42.1-2 

42 Psaim 46.4 

43 John 12.24 



unsown by man, but it is very much a Iandscape of dormant expectation. 

In October of 1994 1 witnessed the first r d  s tom to strike Sinai in decades. We 

had camped out for the night beneath high cloud but by morning heavy clouds had 

clustered into dark masses in every direction. By ten o'clock they began to unleash their 

waters in sheets of driving min. On the ground rivulets quickly formed on the hard cntn  

running down the bare hills and over granite slopes. We were slow to recognize the 

danger and remember how the wadis could quickly flood with torrents of temfic force. 

We were about six miles fiom the main stom under quiet skies and listening to the distant 

thunder. We had nopped in a wadi and were speaking about theophany on Sinai when 

çuddenly a flood came pounding down the wadi 1ike a waii of bubbling lava. There were 

only moments to scramble into jeeps, tum around and race ahead of the flood for a route 

which would carry us up ont0 higher ground. Al1 made it safely but for the rest of that day 

we encountered mired vehicles and washed out roads. In the days which followed the 

storm we were privileged with an amazing sight as the desert bloomed with Me. Plants 

arose as if'fiom nowhere out of the rocky moonscape and carpeted the hills with flowers 

and rich dark foliage. The flowers only Iast for a few days before the sun shrivels them in 

the searing heat. However, not before the next generation is guaranteed. 

The Rose of Jencho is a partidar plant common to the Wadi Paran and the 

Negev. It appears like a small brown basket of very dead looking stems, folded near the 

ground. It is one of the deadest looking things you can imagine, and yet it is dive with a 
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long root that goes straight into the earth. It can stay like that for five or six years. It is 

waiting; waiting for water. When at 1st rain cornes, the basket opens within an hour and 

releases its seeds into the running water. In a moment of brief rain another generation 

moves on to germinate, grow, flower, fertilize and form into another basket. 

One of the characteristic motivations that presents itself at middle adulthood is the 

desire to launch another generation. Erik Erickson beliwed that the primary task of middle 

adulthood was to resolve the struggie between generativity and stagnation. It is a aruggle 

which roughiy corresponds to the Jungian stmggie between the ego and the Self. 

Stagnation is the product of an orientation which persists in the sole gratification of the 

self At rnidlife a person out of fear of what may be lost may struggle ever more 

desperately to cling possessively to whatever has been achieved or created. Patrick Carroll 

parodies that, "1 can stay where I am, remembering and savoring the ps t ,  indulging in a 

kind of unhealthy narcis~isrn."~ Jung said that it is these who become hypochondriacs, 

niggards, doctrinaires, applauders of the past or eternai adolescents. However, midlife cm 

alternatively bring an impulse to release the next generation and assure its He and 

strength." One's interest shifis toward the formation of younger adults and seeing them 

safely launched into the waters of the future. Into the desert of m i m e  rains can come 

which initiate a shifi from the possessing of Ue to the releasing of it in others. 

Carroll and Dyckman, Chaos or Creation p.56 

'' Studzinski, Spirituai Direction and Midlife Developent p.45 



Oasis 

It is hard to believe that this silent and shadowy wasteland could be the home of 

the Spirit, concealhg the deepest springs of God's life and our security." 

The deeper down 1 go, the doser 1 corne to the source which puts me in contact 

with d l  other life.4' 

On the second day we need water. The journey will be jeopardized without it. We 

pack up and set off on a rough and hot ride for the oasis. For an hour we steer Our way 

through narrow wadis beneath gnarled sandstone cliffs, bounce over rocky passes and gun 

Our way across open plains of rolling sand. The wadi m o w s  once again and we tum a 

bend. Up ahead and nestled between mountains of red rock we see the palms of Ein 

Khudrah. The lush greenery is a blessed surprise. Its contrast with the barrenness of the 

desert is striking. One realizes that this is the context in which the story of origins we have 

inherited in Genesis was fint told. It speaks of a garden abundant with life and of a harsh 

barren landscape beyond. As the jeeps draw nearer to the oasis one has the strange feeling 

of pulling into a scene fiom Genesis of an ancient majestic garden. 

Runcom, A Center of Ouiet p.40 

" Welch, Spiritual Pilmims p. 105 
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The engine dies and there is a refteshing m e s s .  Part of the group head for the 

reservoir. Somewhere near I can hear water spilling. 1 set off to hunt for the running 

water. The Bedouin have planted gardens under the pdms and run hoses from the 

reservoir to various troughs which carry off the precious treasure to the terraces. Beneath 

one of the palms 1 corne to a hose gushing water into the sand. Quickly I drop my pack in 

the sand and peel off a sweaty T-shirt. I reach for the black hose, M it over my baking 

scalp and . . . ecstasy! The cooling waters pour over my head and fiame dripping down in 

a pure refreshing magnificence. Holding the hose to my face, with water gushing straight 

on, I drink in deeply what is no less than Me. In the simplicity of the moment life is being 

restored in the wilderness. Around the splashing waters of the oasis the deep mystery of 

life plays. 

The Bedouin Say that the oasis is the gift of God. A gift given for al1 of life. It is 

why, according to the Bedouin code, that no one c m  live at an oasis. It cannot be 

possessed or claimed, precisely because it has been provided by God for ail. On the other 

hand, a well which is dug by human hands, such as Beir Serir ("the well of Serir"), can be 

claimed by a tnbe and fought over. But no blood can be shed over an oasis. One comes 

and dnnks and moves on. At the oasis a simple but profound gift issues fiom deep desert 

aquifers, subterranean reservoirs unseen and unfathomed. In the midst of the wilderness 

God provides a meeting place between Creator and creature. A place where aü of life may 

gather and find life again. 



39 

The wild beasts shall honour me, jackals and ostriches, for 1 provide water in the 

desert, and nvers in the wasteland." 

In the oasis I bow to drink, as all other We has corne to bow in this place. 1 feel 

humbled before the Lord of the wilderness. 1 feel profoundly humbled in the knowledge 

of belonging to the al1 of creation. In such terms and in feelings beyond language, the oasis 

is where we connea deeply with the Source of Life and with the community of life that 

shares with us this moment in history. This too is illumination. We meet Our God and our 

selves from the perspective of the Garden reentered. 

Journeying By Stages 

As much as we long for extemal signs that point the way to the future, we must 

settle for inner signals that alert us to the proximity of new beginnings. This fira 

hint may take the fom of either an inner idea or an extemal opportunity, but its 

hallmark is not a iogical sign of validity but a resonance that it sets up in us." 

In my own experience and from what I understand about that of others the way 

through midlife is not marked with sudden clear developments. There may be sudden 

- --  

dg Isaiah 43.19 

Bridges, Transitions p. 1 3 7 
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external changes which affect our course but the inner way is one of gradua1 formation. 

Before sunset cornes upon us we have to leave the oasis and retum to the desert to 

make camp for the night. We move on by stages foilowing the ancient caravan route that 

plots its course according to the oases. It metches across the silent emptiness like a cord 

draped between porch lantems. In t h e  we will move on from the wildemess, gradudy 

and by stages. 

Before reading on 1 suggest you give yourseifsome time to think over and identiQ 

in a word or a phrase, those things which you feel are going to be important for the 

second half of the joumey. What are the elements that are emerging which you feel wil1 

likely shape the decisions and actions of the future? Revelation is subtle and it will be good 

to take some time for this exercise. 



Chapter 7 

UNION 

The desperate need today is not for a greater number of intelligent people, or 

gifted people, but for deep people.' 

In the final act of mystical experience there is "union." For the mystic, it is the 

penultimate stage where one Mly participates in the object of one's love. In the spiritual 

tradition this is a quality of life which few ever attain. However, the nature of the stage 

suggests a helpful fiamework for speaking about what one rnight cd1 the resolution of 

midlife. The unitive way arises as one not only can visualize the shape and direction of 

life's second half but feels a quality of conviction and excitement about it. It is the point at 

which one joins with a new sefidefinition and launches into action with verve and 

contentment. John Welch says that the cntenon for the authenticity of the midlife journey 

can be measured by the quality of mission which results.* The ultimate expression of 

"union" is marked by one's clear action to grasp the nettle of life again, and contentment in 

doing so. 

' Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline p. 32 

* Welch, Spiritual Pilarims p. 13 5 

1 



Shepherd 

In Hebrew the word for "desert" is "midbar." Midbar in fact means more than 

desert, it means "desert pashirage." Midbar is the land of shepherds and their flocks, a land 

of nomadic ways where the wadis carry the sound of the shepherd's Song, a distant piping 

borne on a dry hot wind. 

The scriptures are saturated with the imagery of shepherding and with the lives of 

shepherds. Abraham was a shepherd and rich in cade? Moses was a shepherd and tended 

the flocks of his father-in-law.' David was a shepherd tending the sheep when the c d  

came to present himself to Samuel.' The people who set off into the Exodus did so with 

great numbers of cattie and sheep! In Micah, Jererniah, Isaiah, the Psaims and many other 

places we find the recurrent theme of the "shepherd of Israel." Jesus speaks in terms of a 

"Good Shepherd" and employs the shepherd rnetaphor on many occasions. Throughout 

the Bible we find the image of the shepherd. It is not an image of the city but is an image 

which cornes fiom the desert. It suggests to us that the people who are the real shepherds 

are those who know the desert places and have for their ways the nomadic Me. 

Genesis 13.2 

' EXO~US 3.1 

ISarnuel 16.11 

Exodus 12.38 



In the yean following the Exodus and during the gradua1 settling of the lands a 

massive change occurred throughout the strata of Israelite society, a nomadic people 

became an agrarian d tu re ,  and shepherds and desert wanderers became farrners and the 

possessors of land. It brought a radical change in theological terms to the faith of Israel. 

What had been a nomadic, open-horizoned faith was brought into a very local situation; 

localized into one person - the King; locaiized into one city - Jenisalem; and eventually 

localized into one building - the Temple. On the one hand the locaiization had a 

federalbng effect of drawing together the twelve tribes scattered throughout a broad land, 

but the d o m  side, was that it focused the faith of Israel into a matenal and physical 

context. They traded the way of the desert for the city life; a goat-hair tent traded for the 

rock of the Temple, the mobility of the tabernacle traded for the aone dtars of sacrifice, 

the wlnerability of a nation in humble faith to the God of Sinai traded for the arrogance of 

a sedentary sophisticated society. In a variety of ways the people of Israel lost touch with 

the root of their desert faith. 

Consequently, about 1000 BC when David became king, there began to arise 

within Israelite society elements which said, "Wait a minute! What about the de~er t?"~  A 

cry began to be heard fiom the Temple steps for a retum to the faith of the desert. It was 

not a cal1 to retum to forty years of wandering in the Sinai, but a cry for the people to 

reonent their devotion to the awesome Mystery of the Desert God whom they had once 

known and followed. 

' Amos 5.25 
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The prophets saw the days of the nation's nomadic wandering in the Sinai desert as 

the period of young love, when the belief in one God was the unshakable fith of 

al1 the people. For this reason those bygone days appeared to the prophets as a 

period to which the nation had to rehirn temporady in order to cleanse itseif of the 

worship of idols with which it was afflicted as a consequence of the shifl to 

agicultural life.' 

It is interesting to consider what this cry rnight mean in the present context of a 

very satisfied and settled Canadian culture. We might wonder what the cd to the desert 

faith might mean in the Church. What it rnight mean to adopt a nomadic orientation as 

opposed to one that is sedentary. A person may speak in terms of "their" parish as if it 

were something to be possessed. It rnay appear as one's "turf" where ministry is viewed in 

terms of one settling down and 'tilling' a congregation, shaping the people into neat littie 

'tenaces' where we can plant our wisdom and grow faitffil Christians. Ministry, so 

viewed, is a very local reality where one rnay see oneself in cornpetition with neighbouring 

rninisters, comparing whose 'crop' is growing fastest. 

The perspective of the desert shepherd is entirely dserent. In the wiidemess one is 

a nomad. Ministry is fluid, flexible, responsive. The focus is on the sheep and their 

survival. In the desert we know we are vulnerable and are willing to be led ourselves and 

follow the ways of the Good Shepherd. The desert evokes a quality of devotion and an 

-- - 

' Hareuveni, Desert and Shepherd in Our Bibiid Heritaae p.47 
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honest hurnility. There is a tent but it is only tied d o m  for a while. The seasow change, 

the spirit blows where it wiil and the tent is moved. It is stiU "the tent of meeting" but in 

the desert the tent moves. 

There is a link to be drawn here with the research of James Fowler and his theory 

about the faith of midlife. Fowler's work determines that there are some six stages through 

which a person's faith may evolve through According to his theory the quality of faith 

that is most commonly being negotiated during midlife is one which is more willing to live 

with ambiguity, polarities and paradox. It is a nomadic faith, one he cails "paradoxical- 

consolidative faith." It stands in contrast and in tension with the previous quality of faith 

that has served us through Our early adult years. 

What Fowler means by faith is much broader and deeper than a conglomerate of 

propositional belief Our faith, says Fowler, is that which captures our deepest loyalties, 

shapes Our most sacred hopes and gives to life meaning and purpose. Faith is that which 

anchors our being and is deeply enîwined with identity. It is for this reason that one's faith 

can become so challenged, if not threatened at rnidlife because our questions are questions 

of identity and meaning. 

Dunng the years of young adulthood, Fowler says that the predominant approach 

to faith is, "individuative-reflective faith." It is the kind of faith that needs clear definitions 

Fowler, Stages of Faith 
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for a time of life when we need to say clear things about ourselves. It is a faith which is 

owned and seems quite weIi thought out. As various complexities of Me are recognized 

and acknowledged then this faith may be amended and boundaries widened. 

At midlife what has been explicit and firm begins to liqueS, under the strain of 

unconscious forces intmding into our wefùlly ordered existence. A sedentary faith that 

has simplified reality for the sake of comprehensibility and smooth sailing has suddenly the 

need to express an existence that is more porous and multiplex. There is a new 

appreciation of mystery and the potency of symbol. There is the need for a more humble 

acknowledgement of the contradictions in a multi-layered reality. Janice Brewi and Anne 

Brennan write that, "Much of what was overlooked in the previous stage now begins to be 

incorporated. " 'O 

This transition fiom stage four to stage five seems . . . to most commonly mark the 

discordon of the mid-life transition. It is at this time that we must become capable 

of coping with ambiguity of life, capable of living with tension (neither young nor 

old, neither male nor fernale, neither creative nor destructive, neither alone nor 

separate, but a bit of each). Then we can begin to live in a world we cannot 

control, and tma  the operation ofthis world to a compassionate God. Every stage 

demands a kind of dying and rising, but this death and new life demands the most 

traumatic change of dl, for it requires a total change of our view of the world, 

'O Brewi and Brennan, Midlife p. 62 



ourselves, others and the Divine. l1 

Once again we are hearing about dramatic transformation. Perhaps one way of 

viewing the change which we are directed toward at midiXe is to l a v e  the ways of a 

sedentary terrace f m e r  and become, at some level, a nomadic shepherd. 

The Way Ahead 

Raise up your eyes and look from the place you are." 

Early in Genesis we read of a great joumey made by Abram and Sarah as they 

travel from Ur of the Chaidees to the land of Canaan. The moment cornes when they fÙUy 

arrive. Their time of transition is over and they are instnicted to look out over the land 

where they have corne. They look to the north and south and east and West. They are told 

to rise up and walk through the length and breadth of the land. By the oaks of Mamre they 

find a new place to dwell and set to building an altar. 

What 1 tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight. What is whispered in your ear, 

- -- 

" Carroll and Dychan,  Chaos or Creation p.99 

'' Genesis 13.14 



proclaim from the hou set op^.'^ 

In the unitive way we can raise our eyes again because the journey for now is 

complete. We can move through the land of our new certainty and begin to enact Our new 

life. What we have heard in the wilderness can now be proclaimed in the city where we 

will play out the next chapter of Our lives. 

We have already considered that the Hebrew word for "desert" is "midbar." Going 

fûrther now, we can also observe that in Semitic language where there are only 

consonants, midbar derives From the Ararnaic root "dvr." From this same root we also find 

the word "davar" which means "word," or in its verbal form, "to speak." Etymologias 

would likely dispute the suggestion that these two words can be linked to each other in 

this way. However the roots of the words seem to suggest that the desert is a place where 

the word is heard. What can also be drawn fiom the same root is the Hebrew word "davir" 

which appears in the Hebrew Bible as the term used for the innennost sanctuary of 

Solornon's Temple, the Holy of Holies. Again it may be disputed but the suggestion made 

by the relationship of the roots of these words is that there is a correlation between the 

desert and the Holy of Holies. The suggestion is that the God of Israel, YHWH, whose 

"train fiils the Temple" and who dwells in the innermost sanctuary of the Temple in utter 

darkness and silence, is the God who is met in the desert. In the wilderness one hears the 

Word of God spoken. In the desert places the awesome presence of God can be 

l3 Matthew 10.27 



encountered and revealed. 

The converse is perhaps also mie. One can wonder if the language is also saying 

that the God of the desert has been brought into the city; that the God of the Exodus, the 

God who thundered from Mount Sinai, the God of the Covenant and signs and wonders, 

the God who raced across the desert as a pillar of fie, the God who lives in silence and 

who speaks in the wildemess, who is awesome majesty, has come into the city and 

touched down in the Holy of Holies. 1 h d  this an exciting relationship because it 

expresses a challenge for ministry and the Church of our tirne. One can begh to ask how 

we "bnng" the silent majesty and awe of the Desert God into the city? How one creates 

occasion where the church is indeed a sanctuary of holiness and places where people 

weary of the wildemess cm meet the desert God? 1 can think of a number of inner city 

churches struggling for life. They stand like old monuments, darkened with sooted stone 

and dwarfed by glistening steel office towers. Ali around them are the gods of prosperity 

and ease. There will be those who have learnt that these gods are fickle and passing. There 

will come a time, perhaps in the wildemess of midlife, when such people may feel the need 

to find 'refuge under a huge rock in an exhausted land' (Isaiah), when they will need to 

find water nom the 'old' rock that they have passed by on the Neet so many t h e s  and 

not before given heed. They will come for spintual food and spiritual drink and hope to 

hear the voice of God in a barren and dry landscape. This is the challenge to the Church. 

This, for me, is part of what 1 have heard in the wildemess of rnidlife that has shown a 

course for renewed enthusiasm and the shape of ministry ahead. 



For thus says the high and lofty one who inhabits eternity, whose name is holy: 1 

dwell in the high and Io@ place, and aiso with those who are contrite and humble 

in spirit, to revive the heart of the contrite. For 1 wili not continudy accurse, nor 

will 1 always be angry; for then the spirits would grow faint before me, even the 

souk that 1 have made . . . 1 have seen their ways, but 1 wiI1 heal them; I will lead 

them and repay them with ~omfort.'~ 

Sinai Rock 

The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad 

the desert shall rejoice and blossom 

like the tulip it shall blossom abundantly 

and rejoice with joy and singing." 

Two stories to end. 

- - - - - 

'' Isaiah 57:15E 

l5 isaiah 35.1-2(seealso Isaiah32.14-19) 



In May of 1992 1 made my first trip into the wildemess of the Sinai. 1 was in the 

process of being in te~ewed  for the position at St. George's CoIlege and was sent on an 

excursion into the Sinai to see how 1 f a r d  I joined a group under the leadership of an 

older priest by the narne of Bill. Bill had lived the kind of Me where he had seen it al1 and 

done it dl. For ten years he had served as a US Navy Chaplain on the fiont lines in the 

Viet Nam War. He had lived through some of the most horrendous circumstances and 

evolved a wisdom of immense depth and gentle spirituality. On the third moming of our 

desert joumey we came to Mount Sinai and chbed  to the top in the early hours of the 

moming. M e r  group photographs, prayers, hyrnns, the reading of the Cornmanciments 

and some mint tea fiom the Bedouin, we began Our descent. Bill and I broke off from the 

rest of the group and chose to descend by an ancient stone staircase. Ail the way d o m  we 

spoke about the cal1 of God on Our lives and the various times when we had sensed God's 

leading and followed those promptings. At one point, as I was in mid-sentence, 1 noticed 

Bill bend over and pick up a rock that was lying on one of the stone seps. The 

conversation canied on without any intemption. Later and nearer the bottom we stopped 

for water and 1 noticed Bill still holding the same rock. 1 asked him about it. He paused 

and then he held it out to me saying, "Richard, 1 would like you to have this as a sign of 

the covenant of this conversation. " As the very ordinary looking rock was placed into my 

hand it suddenly fell open revealing a magnificent crystalline chamber inside. It was a 

geode, which at some point during that morning had rolled off the higher ciifEs of Mount 

Sinai ont0 the stone step and broken in two. It is possible to still buy geodes f%om the 

Bedouin on Mount Sinai, but d e r  hundreds of years of pilgrims there are few left to find. 



1 was deeply moved by the gif?. Later that &y, as I held the rock, 1 saw in it a deep 

symbol of what the desert is and what the desert in life bewmes. Its lesson is that what 

may look ordinary, plain and barren on the surface, also has the capacity to break open 

and reveal a giory that was previously unknown and undetected. That is the marvel of the 

desert experience. It is the same marvel which cornes to the joumey midlife. In tirne, the 

confusion and disquiet break open to a renewed discovery of We. It is then tbat the bush in 

the wildemess begins to bum again, and we know ourselves to be on holy ground again. It 

is then that the gentle voice of God is recognized in the silence of the passing wind. It is 

then that the desert begins to bloom with life and abundance. These are the moments 

which show us that the desert can be tmaed . . . that in time, the wildemess of rnidlife will 

yield its treasure and we are ready to reenter the substance of life renewed and alive again. 

My last joumey into the Sinai occurred in March of 1995. The Bedouin, who 1 had 

corne to know and enjoy, gave me a gifi. 1 was taken to a place they c d  the Coloured 

Canyon. From the crest of the plateau where the jeep came to rest, we carefully climbed 

down a steep slope, deep into a narrow gorge. From the bottom one entered into an even 

narrower passage with rock walls rising up a hundred feet or more on both sides. In 

silence and wonder 1 was Ied on a path no wider than shoulder width that twiaed and 

wound through the bedrock. What 1 was being showri was a deep scar in the wilderness. 1 

was seeing what had been, al1 along, hidden f?om view beneath a crusted, sand blown 

landscape. Here was revealed the dazzling truth; bands of richly coloured rock; blood red, 

white, yellow, orange, blue, bumt- brown, grey and rose, ail in various strengths and 
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layered in majestic swirls. In places the pigments lay in piles of soft dyed sands. Here, in 

this moment, a beauty was being shown as never before understood. 1 scooped up the 

pigments and placed them in various pouches. 1 vowed to myself that when I got back to 

Canada 1 would paint a picnire of this desert in its tme colours as 1 had now come to 

possess them. On this last visit, the desert and its people had given me its glory. 

1 suppose the truth in this moment, in terms of Our midlife journey, is that we cany 

into the second half of life the treasures mined during Our desert sojourn. When the time 

cornes to move on fiom the wildemess, one does not merely leave the desert behind. 

Rather, what we find is that the desext experience has granted us the pigments to paint the 

canvas of the fiiture. 

The question that may come for the reader at the end of this resource may not be so much, 

"How do 1 go on to the next step?," but rather "How do 1 continue in this place?," 

because, though the resource is ended, one's joumey through midlife is not. 

How 1 answer this question, in the hopes of not sounding dismissive, is that one must 

mark the time, probe to understand one's inner joumey, discuss with msted others, rad,  

reflect and carry on, knowing that the day wiU come when a "voice" will sound within . . . 

and then be heard again, and then again . . . until the way ahead eventudy cornes clear. 1 
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cannot Say that there is any other route through midlife. The only way is that one permits 

the wilderness to do its work. 

Fially, 1 encourage you to borrow and enlarge on this materiai, share what you will with 

your comrnunity of faith, so that Christians may have a greater openness to the richness 

and pitfdls of rnidlife spintuality. 



Anson, Peter. The Cal1 of The Desert: The S o l i t q  Life In The Christian Church. 1964 

Bailey, Raymond. Thomas Merton on M~sticism. Garden City: Image Books, 1974 

Baum, Gregory. Faith and Doctrine. New York: Paulist, 1969 

Becker, Emest. The Denial of Death. New York: Free Press, 1973 

Bly, Robert, Iron John. New York: Vitage, 1992 

Bowker, John. The Relinious Imagination and Science of God. 1978 

Brewi, lanice, and Breman, Anne. Midlife: Psvchological and S~iritual Pers~ectives. 

New York: Crossroad, 1982 

--------- Celebrate Midlife: Junsan Archtypes and Midlife Spirituaiity. New York: 

Crossroad, 1988 

Bridges, William. Transitions: Makinp; Sense of Life's Chanaes. Menlo Park: Addison 

Wesley, 1980 

Brundage, D and Mackeracher, D. Adult Leaniinp Princi~les and Their A~~iication To 

P r o m m  Planning, OISE 

Buckingham, Jarnie. A Wav Through The Wildemess. London: Kingsway, 1983 

Bunyan, Paul. The Pilmim's Pronress. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker House, 1978 



Burehardt, Walter. Preaching: The Art and The Craft. 1986 

Burton-Christie, Douglas. The Word In The Desert: Scripture and the Ouest for Holiness 

in Earlv Christian Monasticism. M o r d  University Press, M o r d  1993 

Campbell, Joseph. The Power of Mvth. New York: Doubleday, 1988 

--- Myths To Live By. New York: Doubleday, 1973 

Capra, Fritjof The Turnine Point. New York: Bantam, 1982 

Carretto, Carlo. Letters From The Desert. New York: Pillar, 1972 

Carroll, L. Patrick, and Dyckrnan, Katherine M. Inviting the Mystic: Suoportine the 

Prophet. New York: Paulist, 198 1 

--------- Solitude To Sacrament. Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1982 

--______ Chaos or Creation: Spirituality in Mid-life. New Jersey: Paulist, 1986 

Chitty, D.H. The Desen. A City London: , 1966 

Clatterbough Contemoorarv Perspectives on Masculinitv, 1990 

Conn, Walter E. "Conversion: A Developmental Perspective. " Cross Currents, 32, 1982 

Conway, James. Men in Mid-Iife Cnsis. Elgin, III. : Cook, 1978 

Crites, Stephen. "The Narrative Quaiity of Experience." Journal of the Amencan 

Academv of Refimon, 39, 197 1 

de Chardin, Pierre Teiihard. The Divine Milieu. New York: Harper and Row., 1960 



-- Writinps in Time of War. trans. Rene Hague, London: Wdiiam Collins 

Sons, 1968 

Eliot, T.S. Collected Poems 1909 - 1962. New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc. 

1963 - "East Coker" pg 186- 1 87 

Ellwood, Robert S. Mvsticism and Religion. 1980 

Emerson, Ralph W. Basic Selections from Emerson (New York: New Arnerican L ibrq ,  

1954 

Erikson, E., Identity. Youth and Crisis, 1982 

-------- "Identity and The Life Cycle," Psychosocial Issues, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Monograph), 

1959 

------- Childhood and Society. 2d ed., New York: W.W. Norton, 1963 

Faucett, Robert, and Faucett, Carol. Intima- and Mid-1ife:Understandinp Your Journey 

With Yourself Others and God. New York: Crossroad, 1990 

Finley, James. The Awakening C d .  Notre Dame: Ave Maria, 1984 

----- Merton's Place of Nowhere: A Search For God Throueh Awareness of the True 

Self Notre Dame, Ind. : Ave Maria, 1978 - 

Foltz, N.T. Handbook of Adult Relinious Education, 1986 

Wickett, R " Working With Middle-Aged Adults". .etc. 

Fowler, James. Staaes of Faith: The Psycholo-1 of Human Developrnent and the Ouest 

For Meanine;. New York: Harper and Row, 198 1 

----- Becoming Adult. Becornin~ Christian. New York: Harper and Row, 1984 



WeaWie. The New Creation: Stanes of Faith and the Public Chwch, 1991 

and Keen, Sam. Life Maps. Waco: Word, 1978 

Fox, Matthew. OnPllia1 Blessing. Santa Fe: Bear and Co., 1984 

Freire, Paulo. Education For Critical Consciousness. New York: Continuum, 1980 

Fritz, Maureena. The Exodus Emerience. Winona, M h :  St Mary's Press, 1989 

Fuller, Roben C. Relieion and the Life Cycle. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988 

Gailagher, Maureen, "Forming Today's Disciples, " New CatholicWorld, Septernber / 

October, 1987 

Gannon, Thomas, and Traub, George. The Desert and The City: An Intemretation of The 

Historv of Christian Soirituality. Chicago: Loyola U. Press, 1969 

Gerzon, Mark "Starting Over At Midlife" Utne Reader, January 1 990 

Gibaldi and Achert, MLA Handbook For Writers of Research Pa~ers, 1984 

Gibson, T. J. "Recovenng Masculine Spintuality", Journai of Relinion and Hea& Faii, 

1988 

Gillespie, V.B. The Experience of Faith, 1988 

Gould, Roger. "The Phases of Adult Life: A Study in Developmental Psychology." 

Arnerican Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 129, November 1972, pp 3343. 

----- Transformations: Growth and Change in Adult Life. New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 1978 



- "Transformations During Early and Middle Aduit Years." in Themes of Work and 

Love In Aduhhood. Ed. by Neil J. Smelser and Eric H. Erikson, 

Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard U. Press, 1980. pp. 2 13-37 

Grant, Harold, et al. From Imaae to Likeness: A Junnian Path In The Gos~eI Journev. 

New York: Paulist, 1983 

Greeley, Andrew. The Reliaious Imagination. New York: W.H. Sadlier, 198 1 

Greider, W. "Portrait of a Generation: The Rolling Stone Survey", Rolling Stone, April 

7, 1988 

Gribbon, R., "New Hints About Ministry With The Baby Boom GenerationN,Alban 

Institute. Action Information, March/ApriI 1989 

Griffin, Emilie. Turning: Reflections on the Expenence of Conversion. New Yrok: 

Image, 1982 

Groeschel, Benedict J. Spiritual Passages: The Psvchologv of Sointual Develo~ment. 

New York: Crossroad, 1984 

Groome, T. Christian Religious Education: Sharinn Our Story and Vision. San Francisco: 

Harper and Row, 1980 

Hague, W. J. New Perspectives on Relinious and Moral Development, 1986 

Hahn, Celia Mison, "What Kind of Learning Changes Lives?" 

Alban Institute. Action Information, MarcWApril 1 990 



Hands, Donald R and Fehr, Wayne L., S~iritual Wholeness For Clerw: A New 

Pmcholom of Intimaw with God, Self and ûthers. New York: The AIban 

hstitute, 1993 

Hannah, Barbara. Encounters With The Soul: Active lmaeination As Deveio~ed BY C.G. 

Junq. Santa Monica, Calif. : Sigo Press, 198 1 

Hareuveni, Nogah. Desert and Shepherd in Our Biblical Hentaae. Trans. by Helen 

Frenkley, Israel: Neot Kedumim, 199 1 

Heisig, James. Imaeeo Dei: A Studv of CG. Jung's Psvcholop of Religion. Lewisburg: 

Bucknell U.Press, 1979 

Holmes, Urban T., III. Ministrv and Imagination. New York: Seabury, 1976 

Hope, Anne and Tirnmel, Sally, Training For Transformation. 1984 

Jacques, Eliot. "Death and The Mid-life Crisis" in The International Journal of 

Psvchoanalvsis. No. 46, 1965 

Johnston, Robert. B. New York: Harper and Row, 1977 

------- Transformation: Understanding the Three Levels of Masculine Consciousness. San 

Francisco: Harper and Row, 199 1 

Jones, Cheslyn, Wainwright, Geofiey, and Yarnold, Edward. Ed. The Studv of 

S~irituality. New York: M o r d  U. Press, 1986 

Jung, C.G. Modem Man In Search of a Soul. Trans. by W.S. Deli and Cary F. Baynes. 

New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1933 



--- The Undiscovered Self Trans. by R.F.C. Hull. New York: New American 

Library, 1957 

--- Psvcholo~z~ and Reliszion: West and East. Tram by RF.C. Hull. Bollingen Senes, 

II. New York: Pantheon, 1958 

---- Pwche and Svmbol: A Selection From The Writines of C.G. Jung. Ed. by Violet 

S. de Laszlo. New York: Doubleday, 1 95 8 

Keen, Sam. Fire In The Bellv: On Beine A Man. New York: Bantam, 199 1 

Kelsey, Morton. The Other Side of Silence. New York: Paulia, 1976 

------ Adventures fnward: Christian Growth Throuszh Personal Journal Writinq. 

Minneapolis: Augsberg, 1980 

-------- Transcend: A Guide To The Spiritual Ouest. New York: Crossroad, 1 98 1 

Kierkegaard, Soren, The Sickness Unto Death. Anchor edition, 1954, translated by 

Walter Lowrie. 

Kimbrell, A., "The New Politics of Masculinity", Utne Reader, 

May/June, 1 99 1 

Kipnis, Aaron R., KMehts Without Armor. Los Angeles: J.P. Tarcher, 1991 

Knowles, Malcolm The Adult Learner: A Ne lected S p i e s ,  1978 

_____-_-__--_ The Modem Practice of Adult Educatioq 1980 

U________ (ed.) Andraaoav in Action: A ~ ~ i v i n g  Modem 
- 

Principles of Adult Leamine 1984 

Knox, A. Helpine Adults Leam, 1987 



8 

Kraft, William. Achievinn Promises: A S~iritual Guide For The Transitions of Lfe. 

Philadelphia: Westminster, 1 98 1 

- 'Wothingness and Psycho-Spintual Growth," Review For Religious, Vol. 37, 

Novernber 1878, pp. 866-8 1. 

Leech, Kenneth. True Prayer: An Introduction to Christian S~irituality. Toronto: 

Anglican Book Centre, 1980 

------- Experiencine God. Toronto: Anglican Book Centre, 1985 

Leedy, Paul D. Practical ResearchiPlanninp. and Design. New York: Macmillan, 1985 

Levinson, Daniel. The Seasons of a Man's Life. New York: Alfred A, Knopf, 1978 

Lewis, Robert A., ed., Men in Difficult Times. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 

1981 

Loder, James. The Transformine Moment: Understanding Conviaional Expenences. San 

Francisco: Harper and Row, 198 1 

Louth, Andrew. The Wildemess of God. Darton, Longrnan and Todd, London. 1991 

Lynch, William. Images of Ho e. Notre Dame, Ind. : Un. of Notre Dame Press, 1974 

----- images of Faith: An Emloration of the Ironic Imaknation. Notre Dame, Ind.: Un. 

of Notre Dame Press, 1 973 

McFague, Sallie. Metaohoncal Theoloszy. Philadelphia: Fomess, 1982 

McGinn, Bernard, and Meyendo* John. Ed. Christian S~iritudity: Orinins To The 

Twelfth Century. New York: Crossraod, 1988 



McGill, Michael E., The McGill Re~ort on Male Intimacy. NewYork: Holt, Reinhart and 

Winston, 1985 

McKenzie, L. The Relieious Education of Adults, 1982 

Main, John. The Imer Christ. London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1987 

Maitland, David J. Looking Both Wavs: A Theolow For Mid-life-Atlanta: John Knox, 

1985 

Mayer, Nancy. The Male Mid-life Cnsis. New York: V i g ,  1978 

Merriam, Sharan B. Coping With Male Mid-life. Washington: University Press, 1980 

Merton, Thomas. Thouehts in Solitude. Burns and Oates, London 1958 

--dm----m Bread in the Wildemess. The Liturgicd Press, Minnesota 1953 

--------- The Silent Life. Sheldon Press, London. 1957 

-------- The Wisdom of The Desert. New York: New Directions, 1960 

------- Contemplation in a World of Action. New York: Doubleday, 1973 

Messer, Donald E. Contemporq Images of Christian Ministq. Nashville, 

Abingdon, 1989 

Moltmann, Jurgen. God in Creation. London: SCM, 1985 

Nelson, James B. The intimate Connection: Male Sexuaiity and Masculine Soirituality. 

Philadelphia: Wesmiinster, 1988 

Nouwen, H. Reachine. Out. London: Collins, 1975 



The Wav of the Heart. New York: Ballentine, 198 1 

---- The Living Reminder. New York: Seabury, 1977 

O'Connor, Elizabeth. Search For Silence. Waco: Word, 1972 

O'Connor, P. Understandinn the Mid-life Crisis: Flow Men Go Throuah Mid-life 

Upheaval and How Thev can Find Healing, New York: Paulia, 1981 

Osmer, R. R Faith Developrnent In The Adult Life-Cvcle. Journal of Relinious 

Education, 1989 

Oswald, Roy, "Men Are Hurting ", Alban Institut e. Action Information, MarcNApril 1990 

Parks, S. The Critical Years: Young Adults and The Search for Meanine, Faith and 

Cornmitment, 1986 

Peck, Robert C. "Psychological Developments in The Second Half of Life." in Middle 

Age and Aeing. Ed. by Bernice L. Neugarten. Chicago: U. of Chicago 

Press, 1968. pp 88-92 

Postman, Neil. The Disa~pearance of Childhood. New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1982 

Progo& Ira. The Practice of Process Meditation The Intensive Journal Way of S~irihial 

Expenence. New York: Dell, 1973 

-----a- The Well and the Cathedral. New York: Dialogue House, 1971 

------ The Synbolic and the Real. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963 

Pruyser, Paul. Betwen Belief and Unbelief New York: Harper and Ro, 1974 



Ricoeur, Paul. The Rule of Meta~hor. Toronto: UnRrersiQ of Toronto Press, 1977 

-- Freud and Philosoohv: An Essay on Interpretation-New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1970 

Roschen, J. F., Babv Boomers Face Midlife: Im~lications For Faith Communities In The 

'90s and Beyond, Aduit Faith Resources, 1991 

Runcom, David. A Centre of Ouiet. Illinios: InterVarsity, 1990 

Sacks, Sheldon. On Metaphor. Chicago: Un. of Chicago Press, 1979 

Sanford, John A., and Lough, George. What Men Are Like. New York: Paulist, 1988 

------- Ministry Bumout. New York: Paulist, 1982 

The Sayïngs of The Desert Fathers: The Alphabetical Co1lection.Trans. by Benedicta 

Ward. London: Mowbray, 1975 

Schorer, M., "The Necessity of Myth," Myth and Mythmaking, ed. Henry Murray, 1960 

Shannon, William H. Thomas Merton's Dark Path. New Yor: Farrar Straus Giroux, 198 1 

Shaw, Luci. "Imagination: That Other Avenue To Truth." Christianity Toda~,  January 2, 

198 1, pp 32-43 

Shea, John. Stories of God. Chicago: Thomas More Press, 1978 

Sheehy, Gd. Pathfinders. New York: Bantam, 1982 

____-- Passaaes. New York: Bantam, 1977 



Sherman, Edmund. Meanin& In Mid-Life Transitions. New York: State U. of New York 

Press, 1987 

Shipler, David K. Arab and Jew: Wounded Spirits in a Prornised Land. Penguin, London 

1986 

Slattery, Peter. The Spnnns of Carmel: An Introduction To Cannelite Spirituahy. New 

York: Nba House, 199 1 

Smith, R.M. Leaming How To Learn: Apolied Theorv For Adults. 1982 

----------- Helping Adults L e m  How To Learn, 1985 

Staudenmaier, J.S ., "Thoughts on Middle Age and Jonah's Larnent", Human 

Develo~ment, Surnrner, 1986 

Stein, Murray. In Midlife: A Jun na Persoective. Dallas: Spnng, 1983 

Stokes, K. Faith Development in The Adult Life Cvcle. New York: W.H. Sadlier, 1983 

Stone, N. B. and Hart, Br. P. ed. Thomas Merton: Love and Livine;. Sheldon Press, 

London 1979 

Studzinski, Raymond. Spiritual Direction and Midlife Develo~ment. Chicago: Loyola 

University, 1 98 5 

Szenthkeresti and Tighe, ""A Program Plamers Guide To Adult Education ?'kat Works," 

New Catholic World, SeptemberIOctober, 1 987 

Tamir, Lois M. Men In Their Forties. New York: Springer, 1982 



Underhill, Evelyn. Mvsticism. New York: Doubleday, 19 10 

Van der Post, L. Jung and 'The Storv of Our T h e .  New York: Pantheon, 1975 

Van Manen, Max. Researching Lived Emerience. London, Canada: The Althouse Press, 

l99O 

Waddell, Helen. The Desert Fathers. U. of Michigan Press, 1936 

Ward, Benedicta. The Desert Christian: Sayinns of The Desert Fathers, SLG Press: 

Odord, 1975 

------ Harlots of the Desert. London: Mowbray, 1987 

Welch, John. Spiritual Pilmims: Car1 Jung and Teresa of Avila.New York: Paulist, 1982 

Wheeler, Gordon. They S eak Bv Silences. London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1955 

Williams, H. A The Tme Wilderness. Penguin Books, 1969 

Whitehead, Evelyn, and Whitehead, James. Christian Life Patterns: The Psychological 

Challenrzes and Relitzious Invitations of Adult Life. New York: 

Doubleday, 1979 

----- Seasons of Strength: New Visions of Adult Christian Maturine. New York: 

Doubleday, 1984 

Whitmont, Edward. The Svmbolic Ouest. New York: Harper and Row, 1973 

Wink, W. The Bible In Human Transformation. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973 

Ydom, I.D. Theon, and Practice of gr ou^ Psvchothera~v, 1985 



IMAGE EVALUATION 
TEST TARGET (QA-3) 

APPLIEO & IMAGE. Inc 
1653 East Main Street - -. - - Rochester, NY 14609 USA -- -- - - Phone: 71 6482-0300 -- -- - - Fax: 7161288-5989 

O 1993. Apglied Image. lnc.. A l  Rights Reserved 




