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There have been a number of good things about my first month’s participation in MRNA, but in addition to recognizing those, overall I would characterize the experience as erratic, sometimes frustrating, and somewhat unsettling. Where do I go from an introduction like that…?


Practices like CO2 and SASHET irritate me greatly in general. While at first I enjoyed the opportunity to explore the realm of emotions that is often neglected in the church, and while I continue to appreciate the opportunity to get to know the other MRNA participants better, there are a number of ways those activities annoy me. 


For one, as one who is extremely emotive and introverted, it has been difficult to share my deepest thoughts and feelings on someone else’s schedule, or on any schedule, for that matter. Being asked to open myself up repeatedly, nearly always in similar environments, and always in a scheduled manner, seems so contrived to me. And the formulaic way of sharing that seems to play out over and over again—“This is what I’m feeling and why.”—leaves little to no room for natural development of relationship. Perhaps it could work well with those one knows well already, at least if it is done in informal ways, but as it is, these practices help me little (at least as far as I can tell) and serve merely to frustrate me. Especially when this is done over and over again with a person or people I hardly know yet and am not always able to connect with well, I do not feel as though the practices are leading me into further intimacy; rather they seem to drive me away from it.


Additionally, the emotionalism that I perceive in SASHET is not well balanced out by other forms of interaction and learning. Over the past month, I have often felt like I am being overwhelmed by an endless sea of emotions. Even though I am typically a person who is well versed in handling such an onslaught of feelings, it has been too much for me at times, leaving me exhausted and empty rather than refreshed and renewed. The time we continually spend talking about what we are feeling has not been paralleled by equally intense times of mental engagement or normal interpersonal interactions. Books like Centered and Hearing God, along with the discussions surrounding them, seem too much like overly-spiritualized fluff without much real substance, without much mental or spiritual “meat” to chew on. We seem to repeat the same three or four oversimplified theological foundations without proceeding to build upon them, and I am left wanting much more depth theologically. (I found this extremely maddening about the Summit presentations, especially. They merely repeated the same things I had heard so many times before, while there were other classes I would have been more interested in attending.) So, to summarize, while I feel as though I am continually being pressed to gorge myself emotionally, I am also left feeling mentally malnourished. 


Partly for these reasons, and partly just due to my own nature (including areas in which I obviously need to grow), my participation in the rhythms of MRNA has been halfhearted, and, if I were to be honest, I would have to say that what I have shared of myself during our time together has been calculated and guarded to a degree. I do not particularly have a great desire to join in on CO2 time, so I do not make much of an effort to go out of my way to have that time with Carol. (Sorry, Carol…) I am opening myself up some, though, and that is a definite step past my normal mode of operation. This community is slowly showing me that it is safe to speak what I truly think and feel, that while they may not understand or agree, they are willing to listen. I am extremely grateful for that. And what I have shown of myself has been true. I attempt to express some of what is going on inside and around me, but for various reasons (my own guardedness, the multi-layered complexity of what I am feeling, my unwillingness to bother others with what is going on, my own inability to understand what I am thinking and feeling, etc.), what I share is always the calculated portrayal that I am willing to let you all see.


As I said to begin with, however, there have been some encouraging things about MRNA thus far. It has been a blessing to get to know people better. The intensity of our first few weeks (especially in the aftermath of the retreat) brought us together in a way that I am not sure would have happened otherwise, at least not for quite some time to come. It has allowed us to be honest with one another from the beginning, without the need for pretense. As conflicts have arisen within the group, I have been reminded of the importance of being good communicators and extending grace to one another, though I will be the first to admit that I have not always done the best job at practicing these crucial tasks. I have appreciated being able to participate in an expression of church that is much more concerned about genuine life together in the kingdom of God than it is about formal structures and processes. I look forward to that continuing to develop. I very much enjoyed reading Post-Christendom, which I thought offered a helpful picture of what is (or soon will be) going on in our religious world, along with an intelligent discussion of what that means for Christianity now and in the future. Reading that book got me excited about what God might be up to in the church and left me eager to participate.


So there has been an interesting mix of exciting and frustrating things about my MRNA experience thus far. All in all, I am learning more about myself and who I am in relation to this particular group of people. I am learning more about the kind of sacrifice that is necessary for healthy relationships. I am learning more about my passions and desires. And I am beginning to learn how to navigate the process of taking what is beneficial for me and working through or leaving behind what is not. While I might have preferred other ways to learn some of those things, they are all good things to learn, and I am thankful to be about the process of learning them.

